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Book highlight: an exerpt from uMunthu Theology: An
Introduction by Augustine Chingwala Musopole

What is Umunthu Theology?'

For our purposes, theology has been defined as a reflection on the “Divine- With-Us-
Ness or the With-Us-Ness-Of-God”, quite a mouthful for lack of a better term. In
Chichewa/Nyanja it could be rendered Fyoloje ya Mulungu Nafe. In Tumbuka it would be
Fyoloje ya Uwapo wa Ciuta, and in Ngonde it would be Ifyoloje ya Kyala Alinuswe. 1 have
also described the theological activity as “a reflective life-dancing with God in the cosmos
and through time. It is done for the sake of deepening our uMunthu and a feel for a vital
relationship, meaning, and creativity in the communion of this life-dance with our God.
It is celebrative reflection on our being with God. Furthermore, it is also an ontological
hold on life’s end-purpose in association with Jesus, the authentic Munthu.” It is a
celebration of our essential cosmic role, that of being priests in service of life on behalf
of all creation. As I have stated elsewhere: “The aim of such a reflection is the
embodiment of uMunthu as seen in the face of Christ in fulfillment of our creation design
and priestly role in the cosmic temple on behalf of the rest of creation.”

This is very critical in understanding the idea of uMunthu from a Christian
theological perspective. This is radically different from one so understood from a
sociological, philosophical, political, economic, and even psychological point of view
in which it only describes our sinful and sub-human existential historical reality.
uMunthu as seen in the face of Christ is the uMunthu before the Fall, uMunthu as the
image and likeness of God pure and simple created after his loving being. An image
obliterated by sin, but still discernible through God’s sustaining grace in our cultures.
God’s grace has always been redemptive, resisting the forces of decay and death in all
cultures. In Malawi, it is seen to be at work in the concepts of integrity and socio-
economic responsibility and our longing for love to become a community-in-
communion. It is this understanding that is at the heart of what uMunthu theology is all
about. Now, let me delineate the nature of uMunthu theology.

uMunthu Theology is Contextual Theology

uMunthu theology is an African contextual theology. It seems now to be a theological
cliché to say, “All theology is contextual,” but it is a very critical saying in view of the
intellectual history of the West and the oppression that it unleashed over many nations.

Following on the mathematical model, it was assumed that all true knowledge was

! This excerpt is drawn from Chapter Five of Augustine Chingwala Musopole, uMunthu
Theology: An Introduction (Mzuzu: Mzuni Press, 2021), reproduced here by kind permission of
the publisher.

?  Augustine Musopole, “Needed: A Theology Cooked in an African Pot,” in Klaus Fiedler et al
(eds), Theology Cooked in an African Pot, ATISCA BULLETIN, No. 5/6, 1996/97, 7-47, at 24.
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universal and objective. It was assumed also that there was only one logical system and
Aristotle had had the last word on it. However, the universality of Christian theology
is not a mathematical one, but rather an anthropological and existential one since
theology is done for humanity, and that it is also always contextual. Its universality is
rooted in its locality and not the other way round.

Shoki Coe (1914-88) of Taiwan is credited with bringing the concept of
contextualization into the ecumenical debate when he was Director of the Theological
Education Fund at the World Council of Churches (WCC).? Theology has not always
been contextual. Having been modeled on mathematical models, it was thought that it
was universal like mathematics. In the statement of Vincent of Lerins, it was “what all
men have at all times and everywhere believed” to be true.* This gave rise to dogmatic
theology which was treated as if its assertions were theorems to be applied in the
solving of theological and ethical problems as governed by Aristotelian categories and
logic. This attitude held sway for a long time. However, consequent to political
liberation, the Third World has irrupted and demanded a place in the theological sun
to also think through for itself'its relation with God within its own existential, cultural
and historical contexts. This demand has touched on the relationship of the particular
expression of theology and its universality. The two are not separate realities, but

coincide and co-exist with each other dialectically.
uMunthu Theology is a Relational Theology

uMunthu theology is a relational theology in which God is understood only in relation
to humanity and all creation; and humanity also is understood only in relation to God
and the rest of creation. It is this relationship that constitutes the matrix of uMunthu
theology. It is a spiritual relationship rooted in mutual love. John Calvin captured this
insight when he wrote: “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound
wisdom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.”

It is the relationship between the two that is critical to any sound theology.
Furthermore, it is the understanding of humanity as manifested in the face of Christ
that makes such a reflection possible. In other words, it is the uMunthu of Jesus that
makes uMunthu theology possible. Jesus is the divine human face of God, but also the
divine face of humanity.® Again, allow me to quote what I have written elsewhere,

It is uMunthu as manifested in Jesus the Christ, that can, I believe, unlock

for Malawians (read Africans) a theological understanding that is

? See Shoki Coe, “Contextualization as the Way Towards Reform,” in Douglas E. Elwood (ed),
Asian Christian Theology: Emerging Themes (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1980,) 48-55.

* Vincent of Lerins lived in the fifth century in France. He was semi-Pelegian in his beliefs. He
died in 445 CE.

* John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, The Library of Christian Classics, Vol. XX
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960), 35.

¢ See John A.T. Robinson, The Human Face of God (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1973).
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culturally relevant, evangelically life-giving, and politically, not only
challenging, but empowering and transforming.”

The target of the Gospel as both revelation and redemption is the restoration of
uMunthu that was lost at the Fall, that is, that turned into a beast of prey with a human
face for its mask. The human being plays the hypocrite. The word hypocrite was Jesus'
concrete definition of the essential nature of sin. A hypocrite lacks integrity, is not
genuine, and lives a lie. A hypocrite does not live out one’s life, but only performs a
show. As a beast of prey, humanity is destructive of other lives, lives on the blood of
others, and sacrifices others for its own survival. The symbolic beast of prey in most
African cultures is the hyena—ugly, dirty, vicious, scavenger, and dangerous. The
symbolic figure of evil is the witch because they are believed to feed on human flesh
and blood. Therefore, uMunthu needs to be restored to its original glory because under
sin humanity keeps falling short of that glory, the glory now seen in Christ.®

Under sin, humanity is subjected to sub-human existence and so also its uMunthu.
This means a failure to live in accordance with the Creator’s designed purpose and
ends—a loving fellowship and communion in the cosmos. Sin breaks down
relationships. Human history is a history of broken personal, social, political,
economic, religious, and cultural relationships. Sin makes each one a contradiction,
that is, unable to relate to one-self genuinely leading to lying to oneself. By making
each one autonomous, sin only gets each human being totally enslaved by their self-
serving ends. Human autonomy under sin is an illusion since only God's love can
constitute our true freedom, and freedom severed from God's love is a sham.

Therefore, uMunthu theology is relational—with self, with others, with creation, and

with Creator.
uMunthu Theology is Biblical

uMunthu theology is biblical in that it takes the Bible as its primary and most important
source for doing theology and that at the heart of biblical revelation is the relationship
between God and humanity. This is seen in creation and the election of humanity over
all other creatures, the fall of humanity, the election of Israel over all other nations,
the incarnation and the election of Jesus over all other heavenly beings, and redemption
by the cross over all other means. The central biblical question is that of humanity's
reality and plight.

It is often asked, “How can the Bible be a book for Africans since it is a foreign
document, and was used by colonialists to hoodwink the Africans in order to grab their
land and resources?” This question is not genuinely asked since there are many things
that have come from elsewhere that have been adopted by Africans for their use and
also abuse. Whoever asks such a question is often myopic in their self-understanding
and failing to appreciate our interdependence in the world. No civilization has

progressed on its own, but always by adapting and adopting ways from other

7 Augustine Musopole, "Needed: Theology Cooked in an African Pot," 23.
¥ Romans 3:23; John 1:14.
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civilizations to their own traditions of wisdom, but not by giving up own their own
traditions of wisdom which sometimes Christianity has demanded. Both the Bible and
Jesus come to fulfill those traditions of wisdom.

Furthermore, it is not so much the book that is important, but rather the God to
whom the book bears witness. The biblical God is the Living God, the I AM, creator
of heaven and earth who in Jesus Christ has touched African hearts and brought them
into the experience of his own life of love. It is this experience and testimony that has
persuaded Africans to relate in a living manner with this God and hence the adoption
of the Bible as their own book too.

The Bible is a testimonial book on life in and with God. Had the Bible been
written as a philosophy book, like Plato's Republic, it would only impact a few, but as
testimony to a living God, its impact continues to be felt as it is promoted by the Spirit
of the living God. It has been elected and ordained by God to reveal who God is. What
St Paul says about his ministry, can also be applied to the Bible:

But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing
power is from God and not from us.’

The Bible too may be regarded as a jar of clay, but the power in it is from God.
Just taste and see. It is this Bible that informs uMunthu theology based on the “WITH-
US-NESS OF GOD?” in history, in Christ, in the hope of everlasting life, and in our
cultures.

uMunthu Theology is Christological

uMunthu theology is Christ-centred since we have defined uMunthu as quality of being
human as seen in the face of Christ, full of grace and truth. The writer to the Hebrews
introduces his epistle with the following words, “In the past God spoke to our
forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last
days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through
whom he made the universe.”!°

Then he goes on to say,

Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity
so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death-
-that is the devil--and free those who all their lives were held in slavery
by their fear of death.

The incarnation is a key factor in uMunthu theology. God makes his love known
by becoming human. As if this was not sufficient, Jesus calls himself “Son of Man.” Now
much ink has been used to explain this enigmatic title that Jesus used for himself and
why he might have chosen to use it. I will not go into that discussion here, but simply
give what I consider to be the case.

2 Corinthians 4:7.
10 Hebrews 1:1-2.
"' Hebrews 2:14,15.
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The synoptic gospels give us two titles that referred to Jesus, namely, “Son of
God” and “Son of Man.” It can be said without any sense of contradiction that the title
“Son of God” was used by others in reference to Jesus, while the title “Son of Man” was
exclusively used by Jesus to apply to himself as a substitute for the “I” or “l am” that we
find in the gospel of John. My argument is that such titles should neither be understood
biologically nor metaphorically, but rather linguistically. There is a style of saying in
which identity is given in a metaphor used. For instance, Barnabas meaning “Son of
encouragement,” or Boanerges, the nickname given to James and John for their hot
temper meaning “Sons of thunder.” It does not mean that in both cases that their fathers
were Mr Encouragement and Mr Thunder respectively, but rather that they had the
characteristic of being a source of encouragement to others and of being hot-tempered
respectively. The same goes for “Son of Righteousness” or “Sons of Peace.” Therefore,
both “Son of God” and “Son of Man” should be seen in this light as characteristics that
Jesus manifested. The two titles imply each other and perhaps have little to do with the
same expressions found in the Old Testament in the books of Ezekiel and Daniel. Since
Jesus was authentically human — full of grace and truth — he was able to manifest the
glory of God which those who saw him acknowledged and, therefore, called him “Son
of God” or someone with divine qualities. For Jesus, he told them that what they saw
and acknowledged as divinity in him was what authentic humanity was all about. When
we are authentically human, that is, full of grace and truth, the divine glory also shows
since God is made manifest in and through us. The failure to link these two due to the
influence of Greek thinking about matter as evil has been responsible for the many
heresies in the church.

uMunthu Theology is Evangelical

The uMunthu theology is evangelical rooted in the incarnation which was a divine
project of re-humanization since sin had turned humanity into a beast with a human
face. Sin made humanity less than human and oriented humanity towards animality
over which group of creatures he was meant to have managerial authority. The good
news had to do with the reversal of that trend and the restoration of authentic humanity
reflecting the original image of God. This is why M. M. Thomas, the pre-eminent
Indian lay-theologian and one time Moderator of the Central Committee of the World
Council of Churches, has described salvation as humanization. It is, therefore, not an
accident of identity that Jesus referred to himself as the Son of Man, meaning one who
embodied humanity authentically as the gospels of John presents him, a humanity that
was full of grace and truth, and also that fully reflected the glory of God. The re-
humanization project was captured by Jesus in the parable of the prodigal child who
returned home which he left to be alone and free only to fall victim of wickedness
leading to being a fugitive. He came to his senses and decided to return home with this

confession, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer
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worthy to be called your son.” To this his Father responded, “Let's have a feast and

celebrate. For this son of mine was dead and is alive again, he was lost and is found.”"?

uMunthu Theology is Liberational and Inculturational

The gospel of John states, “To the Jews who had believed in him, Jesus said, “If you
hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and
the truth will make you free...If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed.”"?

This message of freedom is echoed by the gospel of Luke where Jesus reads from
the prophet Isaiah and applies the reading to himself,

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to preach
good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the
prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to
proclaim the year of the Lord's favour. '

To this might be added what Jesus said about himself, “I am the way, the truth,
and the life. No one comes to the father except through me.”" Jesus is the one who
sets people free the moment they choose to be his disciples for that is the reason for
which he came. Being the embodiment of truth, he teaches the truth by which
liberation comes and blindness is dispelled. The truth leads us to know what authentic
humanness is, to which he then restores us so as to truly realize ourselves. Therefore,
uMunthu theology is against everything that oppresses, exploits, and dominates as it
champions just and loving relationship in all aspects of life — family, political, social,
economic, gender, and spiritual or religious. It places humanity at the centre of all
cosmic relations just as Jesus placed even the Sabbath at the disposal of a humanity and
not as it was before.

Furthermore, by being restored to our home culture, everything falls into place
since all the contradictions and falsechoods are removed. We become disciples of
authentic living, full of grace and truth, and begin to reflect the glory of God from
which we were falling as St Paul puts it.'® The culture to which we are restored is the
culture of love and of speaking the truth in love.

It is a love that passes all rational knowledge, and is possible only through faith.
It is a culture that the gospel of Matthew captures for us in the Sermon on the Mount. '
Jesus restores not only our lives and humanity, but also our cultures and worldviews
by fulfilling them to their original divine intention and purpose. We have already
asserted that uMunthu is at the heart of our worldview as an ideal for socialization or
being human in the world, but one which under sin, we fail to achieve. Therefore,
uMunthu theology is both liberational and inculturational by making Jesus Christ to be

12 Luke 15:21, 23-24.
13 John 8:31, 36.

¥ Luke 4:18-19.

'* John 14:6.

16 Romans 3:23.

17 Matthew 5:1-7:29.
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incarnate through the agency of the Holy Spirit thus fulfilling our traditional view of
uMunthu through his authentic uMunthu, and in this way setting us free to be ourselves.

uMunthu Theology is a Transformational Theology

Professor Jesse Mugambi has championed the theology of reconstruction as the
successor to the theology of liberation and inculturation.” He has done this by
replacing the exodus paradigm of “Let my people go” as related to liberation with that
of Nehemiah of “come and let us rebuild”, as related to the current need of
reconstructing our societies. He finds in the ministry of Jesus one who focuses on
reconstructions of individuals, families, communities, and societies at large as found in
the Sermon on the Mount. This is also true of St Paul in and through his missionary
journeys and his epistles to the churches that he established. However, both liberation
and reconstruction are on-going political tasks, but they need to be founded on human
transformation through repentance. This is where Jesus began his proclamation of the
eminence of the reign of God which he came, so to speak, to reconstruct.

Therefore, uMunthu thcology insist on the transformation of humanity in all
aspects of human existence. It is the corrupt person who corrupts the world. The global
financial crisis that started in 2007 has been traced to greed on Wall Street, New York,
USA. Under sin, life and culture are corrupted, and so too our thinking and acting.
Jesus came to change all this in order that the fullness of life in all its glory may flow
freely to the glory of God. Human development is a historical pre-occupation of all
nations and peoples, and yet for many, such development only brings with it more
disappointments and misery as they are being exploited, oppressed, denied
opportunities in life, marginalized, and dominated. It brings no blessedness with it, but
leads to fighting over limited resources, suffering, and early deaths. It is more often
than not a development that is based on injustices, breaking of human rights, and
corrupt practices. Blessed development is based on righteousness, that is, right
relationships and right dealings in all aspects of human life.'” However, this cannot be
realized without human transformation, and that starts from the human heart. The law
can only reveal evil and condemn it, but cannot transform the human heart. Only God
in Christ can do that. Education has no power of changing the human heart since it is
not only the ignorant and uneducated that are corrupt, but the very educated using
their social networks who know how to manipulate systems to their advantage in order
to circumvent the law. It is the Church, when it has itself resisted the temptation to be
corrupted, that has been bequeathed this awesome responsibility of proclaiming the
message of human transformation. It is the Holy Spirit, power of the gospel, that
transforms the human heart and restores people to the values of the kingdom of God.
In a critical appraisal of Jesse Mugambi's theology of reconstruction, Julius Gathogo

writes,

'8 See Jesse N.K. Mugambi, From Liberation to Reconstruction: African Christian Theology after the
Cold War (Nairobi: East African Educational Publishers, 1995).
% Proverbs 14:34.
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...from an evangelical perspective, Mugambi appears to overemphasize
“social reconstruction” over that of “individual reconstruction.”
Understanding social reconstruction as a panacea for all ills of Africa
without tackling the issue of personal responsibility and radical change of
the individual, may, if unchecked, lead to the weakening of the Christian
gospel.?

St Paul, who by God's grace escaped the corrupting temptation of religion, wrote
that if anyone is in Christ Jesus, they are a new creation. The old sinful nature is now
gone and the new human nature comes to them. ' This is possible through God's power
of reconciling sinful humanity to himself. Then he goes on to declare, “And he has
committed to us the message of reconciliation. We are therefore Christ's ambassadors,
as though God were making his appeal through us.””

The Church's task is to implore all humanity on Christ's behalf to be reconciled
to God, to oneself, to all others, and to the environment, so as to experience the new
transformation that brings about the new humanity after the image of Christ on the one
hand, and leads to blessed development on the other. It is this ontological
transformation that leads to transformation of the mind, of conduct, and of action. It
is this transformation that transforms the social, economic, and political structures of
society. The early church had such an impact on society so that its enemies complained
that they had turned the world upside down. Their message was one of transformed
uMunthu as found in Christ Jesus, that is, a new humanity, and when that was received,
transformed societies in turn. This agrees with the biblical insights that righteousness
exalts a nation while sin brings down any people. This is the challenge to the Church
in the 21st century in Africa of taking the transforming message to the to the continent
and the world. Only in this manner can the tides of corruption, ethnocentrism, sexism,
racism, and other ills be arrested in their stride.

uMunthu Theology is Missiological

God's mission is one of the humanization and re-humanization of the world through
love, in love, with love and for love. It is rooted in creation where in love and for love
God creates the entire universe. The crown of that creation is humanity as made in
God's own image and likeness. Humanity is the face of creation and has a high priestly
role on behalf of all creation, a role that Jesus Christ assumes and perfectly fulfills
according to the Epistle to the Hebrews. Furthermore, this mission was also given over
to the disciples of Christ when Jesus said, “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.
.. Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone's sins, they are forgiven; if you do not

forgive them, they are not forgiven.”?’

" in Isaac Mwase and

% Julius Gothogo, "Post-Liberation Theology: A Critical Appreciation,’
Eunice Kamaara (eds), Theologies of Liberation and Reconstruction (Nairobi: Acton, 2012), 84.
212 Corinthians 5:17.

222 Corinthians 5: 19-20.

2 John 12:21-23.
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This is an awesome responsibility placed on the shoulders of redeemed humanity
even under the supervision of the Holy Spirit. However, the judgment to forgive or
not forgive would be prompted by the Holy Spirit whose task it would be to judge the
world. It is not an arbitrary vindictive responsibility, but one rooted in grace and truth,
the basic characteristics of our authentic humanness. St John states:

But I tell you the truth; it is for your good that I am going away. Unless

I go away, the Counselor will not come to you, but if I go, I will send

him to you. When he comes, he will convict the world of guilt in regard

to sin and righteousness and judgment, in regard to sin, because men do

not believe in me; in regard to righteousness, because I am going to the

Father, where you can see me no longer; in regard to judgment, because

the prince of this word stands condemned. **
The Christian mission has its root in the very heart of God and its purpose was to spread
love in the world so as to create a civilization of love and a culture of abundant life
accord to Pope John-Paul II. Only love can usher in abundant life. Under sin, humanity
starves for love, and what it calls love are only its truncated forms that are devoid of
life, hence the human cry for love in and through our marriages, communities, pop
culture, movies, novels, and theatre. Love is a gift of the Holy Spirit.”* Without the
Holy Spirit, we do not know how to love and mission becomes impossible. Therefore,
it follows from all this that uMunthu theology with its uMunthu mission is rooted in the
very Trinitarian nature of God and works within the wisdom of God to realize authentic
love and, therefore, abundant life.

uMunthu Theology is both Liberal and Conservative

One of the ugliest aspects of theology has been the conflict between liberal and
conservative wings since the time of the Enlightenment; the conflict between the
Protestant and the Roman Catholic wing since the Reformation; the Orthodox and
non-Orthodox wings since the first century. Over the centuries these conflicts have
been sustained to the present day even though not with same intensity. This is the case
because sin has made us separate love from truth. We have fought intellectual battles
without love out of our imposed theological ghettos. uMunthu theology finds these
divisions to be distortions of the gospel that restores uMunthu. Since love and truth are
as extensive as God is, no one group has a complete view of both, but all of us are born
again to grow into love and truth, and as St. Paul has put it, “to be filled to the measure
of the fullness of God”. However, instead of growing and being filled to such a measure,
we have fought physically and intellectually, vilified each other, competed with each
other while our uMunthu suffered diminution and decay and so too our witness.
Liberalism is viable only against a conservative past upon which its own security
hangs. In other words, liberalism and conservatism should be considered not in

* John 16:7-11

> Romans 5:5
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oppositional terms, but rather in relational terms as two sides of the same historical
reality. Furthermore, the liberalism of today is the conservatism of tomorrow or the
conservatism of today was the liberalism of yesterday with slight differences. There is
a symbiotic relationship between the two upon which change is based. Therefore, both
status quo and free-wheeling liberalism cannot secure the meaning of human existence,
but rather only a wise adjustment of each to the other. What is lacking on both sides is
love and wisdom beyond their prejudiced rational arguments. Change for the sake of
change in total disregard of people's weaknesses and security and without loving
concern is destructive folly. Unfortunately, this wisdom is often lacking in the pursuit
of both and the resulting progress is both erratic and painful and often harmful to many.
Revolutions happen at the expense of human life even though they are carried out in
the name of human freedom and security. Take for instance the Industrial Revolution
of Britain, Communist Revolution in the Soviet Union, Cambodia under Khmer
Rouge, Rwandan Genocide, Cultural Revolution in China, to name a few. In their
rational pursuit, they lacked both love and wisdom, and result was massive loss of
human life at the altar of egoistic ideologies.
It is no wonder Jesus warned as he spoke about the value of the law,

Anyone who breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches

others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but

whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the

kingdom of heaven. For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses

that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law (read the ideologues),

you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven (read a truly re-

humanized state of life, truth and love).?

uMunthu theology being relational, considers liberalism and conservatism is

relational and not oppositional terms. They define each other since they are depended
on each other. While liberalism seeks freedom, conservatism celebrates practical and
tried truths based on wisdom, and both must work for change that serves all humanity
better and not just a few based on partial viewpoints and economic and political self-
interest, but rather on wisdom and abundant life.

%6 Matthew 5:19-20.
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