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ABSTRACT

This study centres on Africentric Hermeneutics, a methodology
projected towards decolonizing biblical studies in Africa. In an
academic reading of the Biblein Africa, Western and Africa methods
of reading exist side by side. However, Africa readings of the Bible
are contextual and because of the wide diversity of the social,
economic, political and religious contexts of the continent, a large
variety of reading methods and strategies have been developed in
recent years. These have been identified asliberation hermeneutics;
Africa-in-the-Bible studies, Black Studies, post-modern feminist
studies, enculturation hermeneutics and vernacular hermeneutics.
These approaches were efforts made to decolonize biblical studies
in Africa. However, the main thrust of this paper isto show that in
the task of decolonizing the Bible in Africa, or Africentric reading
of the Bible in Africa is the most viable inter pretative option, hence
the application of this methodology. The study discovers that many
scholars and Bible translators/editors have used Africentric
methodology in placing Africa and Africansin theright perspective.
Finally after presenting the steps on how Africentric reading can
be achieved, the papers advocates an Africentric approach to the
study of the Bible while at the same time recommends that
Africentrism should taught as a course in Africa Universities.
Keywords: Africentric Hermeneutics, liberation hermeneutics,
Biblical Sudies, Africa

INTRODUCTION

The search for adynamic methodology to biblical studiesinAfrica, whichis
both theologically legitimate and contextually imperative has been the
preoccupation of Africascholarship for some decades now (Manus, 2002).
Thishasled several scholarsto propose different methods of hermeneutical
approachesto the study of the Biblein Africa. Thevariousresearcheswere
undertaken as aresult of the need to develop African ways of reading the
Bibleinall ramificationsand to produce new important tool sand resourcefor
the study of the Biblein Africa. Thiswork considersAfricentrism asanother
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viablemethodol ogica option opentomobilizing Africardigio-cultural values
and understanding in theinterpretation of biblical textsto meet the need of
AfricaChrigtians. Africentrism hasbecomeafascinating subject to many people
especidly theAfricanAmericanswhointent tofind out their culturd heritagein
theAfrican continent. It hasal so been of greet interest to many African biblica
scholars, asit speaks of thesitsim |eben of the Africans/African Americans.
Njeza(1997) isright when she predictsover adecade ago that Africentrism
would have profound implication for further direction of theology inAfrica.
Themainthrust of thisstudy isthetask of decolonizing the BibleinAfrica
Africentric hermeneuticsor Africentric reading of the Bibleisone of themost
variablegtudiesof African cultureand hermeneuticsand thisstudy demonstrates
practically how thismethodol ogy can befollowed.

TheConception of Africentrism
Theword“Africentric” now used instead of “ Afrocentric” hasawiderange of
meaning amongAfrican Americansand thisisbecause of itsmore gppropriate
etymological connectiontoitsroot, “Africa’. The scholar who originated the
termisAsante (1988), a Professor and Chair of the Department of African
American Sudiesa Temple University, Philadd phia, United Statesof America
Theactua termsheused are* Afrocentric and Afrocentricity” . Africentrismis
therefore, aderivativeterm fromthe sitzim Ieben of theAfrican Americans
(and now embracing all Africans) intheir holistic plan to deconstruct the
stronghold of western interpretation of classical history. It has claim to
universality, reconstruction and devel opment dimension of Africanworld,
culture, religion, heritage, either in the continent or inthe Diasporafromthe
stand point of Africaas subject rather than object. ItisadistinctiveAfrica
ideologica and philosophica congruct which carriesadongwithit African sense
of worth, self-respect and empowerment (Idamahare, 2005). According
Asante (1988:3),

Afrocentricity resembles the black man, speaks to him, looks

like him and wants for him what he wants for himself.

Afrocentricity is pro-African and consistent in its belief that

technology belongs to the world. It is African genius, and

African value created, reconstructed and derived from our

history and experience in our best interest. Afrocentricity

is the belief in the centrality of African in post modem

history. It is our history, our mythology, our creative motif

and our ethos exemplifying our collective will.
Asante (1988) assertsthat Africentrism isadynamic theory, not asystem of
thought but aphilosophica andtheological perspective. Hearguesthat Africans
havebeen moved off thesocid, palitical,, philosophicd, religiousand economic
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termsin most discoursein the West. Consequently, the achievement of Africans
and other culture are denied, suppressed or denigrated (Robert, 1990). This
istheview, expressed by both pan-Africanists, Cheikh Anto Diop, Marthins
Benat (Njeza, 1997). Africentristsare concerned with the reinterpretation of
Eurocentricwritingsconcerning early AfricansinAfricaand inAmerica(Peto,
1998). Africentricismisacomplex concept which meansalot of thingsto
different people.

Africentrism is more than wearing African garment or

dancing to percussive African music. It involves more than

a cultural revival. It requires a new perspective of live, a

cultural conversion. It leads to a new life and world view

of African peoples. Africentrism builds upon self respect

and empower ment, aspect of black consciousness - black

power movement, the emphasis on blackness that gave rise

to classical Africa history in Europe and especially Egypt

(Robert 1990:1-2).

Africentrism seeks to place Africa at the centre of world history and our
existentia redlities, so that concept, standard and valuesareconsideredinthe
interpretation of thishistory inredlity. Thus, African antiquity and pre-colonia
Africaespecialy with regardsto ancient Egypt save astheframework of this
ideology. It seeksto reverse the Western model world history by reclaiming
Egypt asarepresentative of African civilization and chalenging the hegemony
of Greece. It fostersthe trueideol ogical notion of African unity —aculture
rooted bothin Africans nativetraditionin the continent and in Diaspora. On
thefinal analysis, Africentrism focusesitsattention on the blacks struggleto
grapple with what is called ‘modern civilization’ or “Modernization”
globalization and technologica age (Njeza, 1997). Theconcept of Africentrism
is, therefore, very useful inthe enhancement of the African senseof worth, self
esteem and dignity as a people among other groups. The concept can be
employedindusively aswd| asexdusvely toafirmAfrican heritageand soliderity
without thedenigration of other cultures.
AsAdamo (2005:4) remarks:

| must say that this approach (Africentrism) does not deny

or degrade other people’s approach to biblical studies. To

put it in another way it does not negate Eurocentrism except

where Eurocentrism to biblical studies attempts to claim

universalism to the exclusion of Africentrism.
In the Religious circle, Africentrism stimulates the Africans and African
Americansto seek and hear God in thelanguage of their ancestors. Asante
(1988) arguesthat if your God cannot speak in your own language, then heis
not your God. Pilgrimages should beto the holy place of theancestorsinthe
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Africaand notin Meccaor Jerusalem. That isnot to say that, Africentrism
doesadvocate hatred for other religionsor culturesrather the people of African
descent shouldfirst of dl cling totheir African heritage before cons deration of
others. Africentism, according to Asante (1988), isconcerned with black man’s
religion becauseitisthemost powerful tool of mind control ever created. The
Christian churchisaveritable changein the society, and African Americans
had taken acreative used of the Biblefrom an Africentric perspective. The
Black churchisthe product of the psycho-socia and spiritual survival of the
conditions perpetuated in the estates or plantation owned by slave holders
anditiswithintheBlack Church or what wecdll “the Churchinthebush” that
African liberation hermeneuticsbegan (Konoali, 1997).

|damarbare (2005) indicatesthat the black theol ogy which emerged
from the black church onthe one hand wasaby-product of thelifeexperiences
of transplanted Africansin North Americaand the contemporary African
American experience caused by their oppression, discrimination, economic
and political sufferings, ontheother hand. African theol ogy isborne out of the
desiretordatethe Christianfaithtoreligio-cultural traditionsof Africa. Itwas
atheologica expresson of thequest for Africanidentity in neo-colonia Africa
Thus, Black and African theol ogiesthough different in termsof their history,
focusand method, yet as Nijeza (1997) has advocated, Black and African
theol ogies should surrender their differencesin favour of complementary
partnership for the sake of thetotal interest of theAfricans. Theresult of this
complementary partnership would bethe reconstruction of an authentically
African Christianity and theol ogy, which represent the total interest of the
indigenouspeopleof Africa

M eaning of Africentric Biblical Her meneutics

Admittedly, various methods have been employed to interpret the biblical
interpretershave devel oped their own uniqueinterpretativetradition based on
ancient, recent and contemporary scholarship. But several and recent
hermeneutical approaches have been identified. This among others are
enculturation hermeneuttics, folkiorising gpproach, reading the Bibleisthe power
of God, post-colonial hermeneutics, liberation studies, evaluative studies
(Robert, 1983) and post modem feminist studies. Thetask of thisstudy isnot
to examine all these interpretative methods; but to examine Africentric
Hermeneuticsasamethodol ogy projected towardsdecolonizing biblical studies
inAfrica Africentric hermeneutics, likeany of theabove named Black biblical
hermeneutics of the oppressed people of the third world is contextual
hermeneutics. It isre-reading of the scripture or text premeditatedly with the
view of Africacultureand heritage at the center. The purposeisnot only to

Journal of Sociology, Psychology and Anthropology in Practice, Vol. 6, No. 1, April 2014 47
ISSN: 2141 - 274X



understand the Bibleand Godin theAfrican American experienceand African
culture but aso with the hopeto break the Western hermeneuti cs hegemony
and theideology stranglehold that Eurocentric biblical exegeteshad long
enjoyed. Itisamethodol ogy that regppraisesancient biblical traditionandthe
Africanworld-view, history, culture and life experience with the purposeto
reject the superintending tendencies of Western intellectual traditionand at the
sametime correct theeffect of the cultural ideological conditioning towhich
Africa, Africansand AfricaAmericans have been subjected.

Africentric biblical hermeneuticsembracesmuch of Blacksstudies,
Black theology and biblica interpretation based upon themeaning of blackness
asappliedtoreigiousexperience. It goesback to ancient Egypt and Ethiopia
rather than Egypt intheearly Africankingdoms. It seesEgypt asthefountainhead
of western civilization anding ststhat Egypt belongsto Black Africa: thesymbol
and representation of African civilization. Its perspective into biblical
hermeneuticsrevealshiblical personsand placesthat can betraced back to
Africainthe period before and after Christ. Clearly, their discoverieshave
helptoaffirmtheBlack Man’skinshipwith ancient and noblepeopleinclassica
Africa. Thus, Africentric readings of the Bible, enhancesthe Black Man's
cultural rootsand empowershislifeand faith at the sametime (Ukpong, 2002).

Recent Studiesin African Biblical Sudies

Present studiesinAfrican Biblica studiesacrossthe continent can beemployed
inmobilizing African cultura valuesand understanding not only to meet the
need of African Christians, but alsointhecolonizingtheBibleinAfrica. This
method and strategiesare, of course, in contradiction to the classical waysof
reading thebible, which Ukpong (2002) hasdesigned as“intellectudist”. These
may beidentified asfollows:

Inculturation Hermeneutics: This is the contextual hermeneutical
methodol ogy which seeksto makeany community of ordinary peopleintheir
socio-cultural context the subject of interpretation of the Bible. Thistheory,
propounded by Ukpong (2002) involvesthree e ements: the used of people's
socio-cultural resources ashermeneutical toolsfor thereading; theused of the
socio-cultural context and world view of the people asthe perspective and
background against which thereadingismadeand the use of African conceptua
frameof referenceinthereading. Inthisinterpretative paradigm, thereadings
of theordinary people (or marginalized) are seen aswhat isessential inthe
production of the meaning of the text. Ukpong's (2002) inculturation
hermeneutics corroboratein some respectswith theresearchersof theAfrican
feminist scholars (Kanyoro, 2001), who encouraged reading with grassroots
and subaltern non-academic women with theaim to counteract the dominance
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of Western oriented method which aredlitist and sometimesirrelevant to the
Africanstuationwhileat thesametimebringinginto focusfeminist methods of
res stancethat emanate from non-academic readers.

Folkiorisng Approach: Thisinvolvesthe appropriation of indigenousnon-
biblica materiad ssuch asAfrican narrative, folktaesand poetry for recondructing
biblical texts, thusrevealing the meaning of thetext to theAfrican readers.
Accordingto Manus(2002), “in Folkiorisng aBibletext, | am propoundinga
method of reading the Bible so that people especialy Africansand other Third
World Christians can understand the stories or narratives of the Bibleinthe
light of themanner inwhichthey aretold or narrated” . TheaboveHermeneutical
Approach, hereagain, corroboratesin certain aspectswith the story telling
methods and interpretations of Abbeys's (2001) “1 am the Woman” and
Masenya s(2001) “ Eastern and Northern Sotho Stories’. Thelatter narratives
used by thefeminist writersdid not only articul ate the oppression of women,
but also their right to empowerment against the shackles of patriarchy and
imperialism. Inacredit to Musa Dube (2005), reading biblical storieswith
African culturd folktalescan beaform of cultural hermeneutics.

Reading the Bible asthe power of God: In“Reading and Interpreting the
BibleinAfrican Indigenous Churches’, Adamo (2005) probesinto how the
African Indigenous churches - Cherubim and Seraphim Churches, Celestial
Church of Christ, Church of the Lord Aladuraand Christ Apostolic Church
have mobilized their cultura resourcesand valuesto open up thetext of the
Bible. Inreading, re-reading and interpreting the Bible against the background
of Africanworldview, culture, traditionsand life experiences, theseindigenous
churchesdiscovered the potent power embedded inthe Biblewhich they felt
themissionarieswerehiding.

TheWestern way of reading the Bible has not hel ped to understand
theBibleinthissocial context. Africansbeganto search the Bible consistently
withtheir own eyesin order to discover how they could solvetheir problems.
In the process, they found the book of Psalmsvery helpful in the times of
distress, joy, confusion and danger unliketheWestern readerswho approached
with assumptions dominated by modernist and rationalist values. Thus, the
Psalmsidentified and classified into protective, curative or therapeutic and
successwere used with other natural materialsto solveal kindsof evil that
plaguetheAfrican Christians (Adamo, 2005). Thus, Mauleke (2001) isright
to have stressed the need to consider carefully the packages of the Biblein
African and Gerald West proposing “ Unpacking the package of the Biblethat
istheBibleof African Scholarship” in order to understand thetrue nature of
the Bibleasabook of potential powersboth for good and bad (Dube, 2001).
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Post—Colonial Feminist Reading of Colonial Bible: This approach by
Africanfeminigt scholarsisvividly illustrated in collaboretive effortsof African
womentheologianssmply called“theCircle” inwhichthey produced avolume
“Other Ways of Reading: African Women and the Bible” in 2001. It is
fundamentally aninsight and perceptionintoissuesof coloniaism, apartheid,
neo-colonialism and globalization which have shaped African Women'slives
and their interpretation of the biblical texts. The “Book” challenges the
imperialism of historical and contemporary times, exposing theimpact on
African livesand itslink with patriarchy. It seeksto create awarenessfor
women empowerment against the shackles of patriarchy and imperialism at
variouslevelswhileat the sametime offering post-colonia feminist strategies
of resistance. It suggests new Hermeneutics Methods of reading the Bibl e,
provides other canonical text that deserved to beread and heard outsidethe
Bible and rejectstheimposition of impact culture and methods of reading.
Without doubt, African Biblical studiesiscontextua and because of thewide
diversity of thesocid, economic, political and religiouscontextsof the continent,
alarge variety of reading methods have been developed in last few years
(Ukpong, 2002). Some of these methods are Vernacular Liberation
Hermeneutics, Africaand African Presencein the Bible Studies, Evaluative
Studiesamong others.

AfricentricApproach to Decolonizing Biblical Studies

Africentric biblical approachisbasicaly an attempt to re-read the Biblefrom
apremeditated Africentric perspective, andin so doing, bresk the hermeneutica
hegemony andideol ogica stranglehold that theclassica Western scholarshave
superimposed on theAfricans. Thus, Africansand Blacksareput inthe Bible
by amplifying thevoiceof those Blackswho wereaready thereand by raising
their profileand visibility. One exampleis Prophet Zephaniah, who being the
son of Cushi (Zeph. 1:1), must have been a black. Lucius of Cyrene and
Simeonwhoiscalled Niger must have been blacks.

Jesus Christ and hisearly family have aso beenidentified as Blacks
giventhenativity in African reading (Yorke, 1997). Matthean account says
that the Holy Family had to becomerefugeesin Egypt, Africa(Matt. 2:7), to
escape King Herod' sassass nation plan. Theploy isingtructive; itisnot only
to beseen asaclear fulfillment of Hosed sprophecy that “ out of Egypt (Africa)
havel called my son” but according to Felder, that the Holy Family (including
Jesus Christ) was more chocolate brown (African American), Kikuyu-like,
Fanti-like or Trinidadian) in complexion than White or Caucasian sincea
Caucasanfamily tryingtohidein Black Africawould beunlikely (Yorke, 1997).
We can give several passagesof the Biblein Africentric reading. Among the
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Black/African personalitieswho have elicited much debate throughout the
biblica scholarly community isthe Ethiopian Eunuch of Act 8. Munick (1967)
arguesthat commentators have no problem locating the provenance of this
reputableroyal official as* Nubiaterritory between Aswan and Khartoum”.
Moreover, Johnson (1992) and Pervo (1987) indicatethat the importance of
thislocationtofirst-century readerscomesfrom the* Helleni stic Fascination”
with exotic, yet Eurocentric scholars who prefer to play down the role of
Africansdiscusswhether the Ethiopian wasaJew or Gentile, rather than his
Africanidentify or official statusinanAfrican government (Heisey, 1998).

Recent studieshave helped to dispel the Eurocentric sentiment on the
Ethiopian passage from Acts8:26-40. Martin (1987), an African-American
scholar pointsout that the* ethnographicidentity of theofficial asarecognizable
Black African from Nubia’ playsarolein Lukan narratives. That is, the
‘ conversion of an Ethiopian Eunuch’ providesagraphicillustration and symbol
of thediverse personswho will constitute the Church of the“Risen Christ”.
Shearguesfurther that the geographica understanding of thetimewould lead
readers of the account to believethat “the Gospel had reached theend of the
earth” and hencefulfill the prophetic statement at the beginning of Act 1:8
(Martins, 1987).

Adamo (2001) arguing for the ethnographicidentity of the Ethiopia
Eunuch contendsthat the narrative emphasi zestwo main issues. hewasan
“Ethiopia’ and a“ Eunuch” which meanshewasanAfrican official of high
socid standing; hewasaminister in charge of thetreasuresof the Meroitic
Candace, through avisitor of somedistinction from afar away foreignland of
Africa. According to him, perhaps L uke pickshim and singleshim out asa
result of theimportance attached to theAfricansin the Old Testament and the
Greco-Roman proverbial thinking of Africansaswedthy, wiseand militarily
might. Another good example of an Africentric reading of the Bible hasbeen
vividly provided by “ African Cultureheritage Topical Bible” which offers
alist of twenty biblical charactersof African heritageincluding Hagar, the
Egyptian concubine of Abraham (Gen. 16), Aseneth, Joseph’sEgyptianswife
(Gen. 41:45), Ebed-Meéech, Jeremiah’srescuer (Jer.38), and Simon of Cyrene,
who carried thecrossof Jesus(Mt.27:32) and pardllel passages(Heisey, 1997).

The editors of the * African Heritage Study Bible” includein its
introductory notesthat “in biblical times Africaincluded much of what European
maps have cometo call the Middle East (Heisey, 1997). The Notesto this
Bibleaso arguefor anAfrican location of the Garden of Edeninthetext and
used conspicuous printing to draw attention of itsreaderstoit. Africentric
readings of Genesis2:8-14 corroborateswith Yorke' s strong suggestion that
the Garden of Edenislocated on Obiadahin Isragl but inAfricasincethetext
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indicatesthat thetwo of theriversof Eden actually in Cush or Ethiopiaand so
on (Yorke, 1997). As far as we are concerned, the 1992 Anchor Bible
Dictionary (ABD) which providessevera significant intersectionsbetween
Biblical Studiesand African Studiesisan example of Africentric approachto
the study of the Bible. First, it includes several articles focusing on the
background information of the history of AfricanregionscitedintheBible.
Thesearticlestraced Egyptian history from the prehistoric timesto the Greco-
Roman period. Therewere brief referencesto Ethiopia, and put (possibly
Libyaor Somalia). Secondly, important articleswerewritten on theAfrican
languagesused inthe early trandations of Hebrew and Christian Scriptures,
The study revealsthat with theoriginal textsin Hebrew and Greek, thefirst
biblical trand ationsweremadeinto threelanguagesin Africa: Greek (from
Hebrew), Coptic adescendant of Egyptian-and Latinsand that theL atinversion
which survivedin Africawasthe ol dest (Heisey, 1997).

AchievingAfricentric Reading
AnAfricentricreading of the Bible can be achieved by following thefour steps
indicated below:

Sepone Sdect abiblica passageor text, either inthe Old or New Testament,
digestit and seehow it addressesan African community or audience.

Sep Two: Searchfor anAfrican historical, socia or religiouslifeexperience
that fitsinto African context so asto beabletorelateit to the African Situation.
In other words, provide an Africacontext to which the Bible can berelated.
Thiscould beinform of anarrative, poetry, prose, folklore, myths, custom,
tradition, visual arts, legend, music, ritual, dance, etc., and engage in a
comparativereading of the Bibleand theAfrican feature, thereby locating the
African centrdity of thetext. Itisthe characteristicsor featuresthat will serve
asthe hermeneutical toolsand resourcesfor theinterpretation of thebiblical
text.

Sep Three: Investigate ways of writing inwhich the passage/text hasbeen
superimposed by biased Western scholarsin their interpretation of thetext,
ddeteor expungethesame, giving it anew interpretation that suitstheAfrican
Stuation or auniversally accepted interpretation.

Sep Four: Reflect ontheinterpretation to seethat it doesnot denigratethe
culture of other peopl e because Africentrism or Africentric perspectiveisnot
thedenigration of Western culture.

CONCLUSION
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We may concede with the statement of Njeza (1999) that it has become
fashionable in certain circle of contemporary discourse to talk about
Africentrism. At the socio-palitical level, the debateis centred on the concept
of African Renaissance, whereasthereligio-theological dimensionsof the
discourseare concerned with African Chrigtianity. The point being articul ated
hereisthat several scholarsof African descent have engaged themselvesin
biblical/theological studies either consciously or unconsciously from an
Africentric perspectivewith afocusto correct the erroneouswritings of the
Eurocentric scholars and to place Africa and Africans in their proper
perspectives. Africentricinterpretationisnot a“fallacy” neither isitsmple
“Europeturned down” asAppiah (1997) claims.

That obvioudy isamisunderstanding of Africentrism. Itisnot aresction
against Eurocentric but rather against Eurocentric racialismanditsclaimsto
pretensionssuperiority (Njeza, 1998). Thegoal of Africentrisminitsessence
isto promoteamoreauthentic view of Africaasacontinent, theAfrican culture
and peoplesof African descent. AfricentrismisAfrican-centred approach aimed
at decolonizing any biased writing/opinion against peoplesof African descent.
Itisnot surprising thereforethat many African Americansand Africansat home
areembracing the concept of Africentrism becauseitisAfrican. It hasitsroots
inAfrica, itiscentral of African existence. Thereis, no doubt, that aproper
understanding of theAfricentric approach will lead to anew African perspective
of life, acultura revival, aproper understanding of African history, African
biblical hermeneutics, African consciousnessand self-empowerment of the
black race, promotion of African learning and intellectualism, promotion of
reigionwithAfrican centrdity and thepromotion of ideol ogies(whether religious,
politicd, higtorica or economica) thet would enhanceAfricarvAfricanAmerican
gandard of living.

Thisstudy, therefore, strongly purposesthat Africentrism should be
taught asamajor courseinAfrican universitiesespecialy inthe departmentsof
ReligiousStudies, History and African Studies. Thereason, of course, isobvious:
Africentrism hasbecomethe new model for interpreting classical and modem
history, African culturd studiesandAfricanbiblical hermeneutics. Certainly, it
will havevery profound implicationsfor futuredirection and long termimpact
onthegenerdity of Africansinthesevariousfiddsof learning.
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