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I was born fulata, feet first to a precious woman whose marriage to my 

father – as his third wife – was partly due to her earlier experience of 

divorce as a girl of 16 years of age. She needed to escape from the 

stigma she faced, as well as from the continuous beatings she endured 

from her older brother. He believed her divorce violated the family 

honour and therefore justified beating as punishment. My mother, Ellina 

Nchawaka Phakati, had very little formal education, but as early as I can 

remember, she always had her Ngoni-Tumbuka Bible next to her pillow. 

Every morning, it was the first book she would open and read aloud, as 

soon as she had enough light to see the writing! She did not have any 

training in biblical study. Yet she seemed to breathe in an aroma of 

wisdom for her daily life from this black leather-bound book. “What is 

this book about?” I once asked my mother. Her answer was, “Why don’t 

you read it yourself to know what it is about? I thought you have learned 

to read for yourself?” 

I was not sure I wanted to read it, but curiosity got the best of me. 

And when I started reading, I discovered that for us African Christians, 

the Bible, as translated into and existing in our indigenous languages, 

had contextually become an “African” book, a kind of “hands-on 

manual for daily life.” As Masiiwa Ragies Gunda argues, 

 

That the Bible is a manual for daily living is attested in almost all 

Christian denominations, how this role is transformed into practice is 

clearly an area that remains a contested terrain among Christians...  

It is noted that Desmond Tutu joked that even if colonizers had 

stolen all African land and left Africans with the Bible, Africans 

would be better off. This joke is seriously flawed yet pregnant with 

meaning for Christians and goes a long way to indicate the 

importance attached to the Bible by Christians. Such an important 

place cannot be without impact on the daily living of those who 

think the Bible is the most important thing that happened to 
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Africans that all injustices they have suffered pale into insignificance. 

In Africa, the Bible is literature for both the literate and illiterate 

(Gunda 2010:35) since as John Mbiti (2005:240) observes, it is read 

in churches, schools and at home.1 

I was thankful to my mother for instilling in me the importance of 

reading the Bible myself, ensuring that my chance of deciphering God’s 

liberating voice would not be hijacked by the patriarchal self-interested 

mediating voices that often trumpet from the pulpits of church buildings 

to block the voice of the God of life that calls and leads us to live and 

work for justice and peace. However, both the original Hebrew and 

Christian Testaments were God-inspired and written in patriarchal 

cultural contexts. 

So the central question remains: How does one read these sacred texts so 

that this “God of life, justice and peace” voice can infiltrate the social cultural sexism 

and discrimination that shaped the mindset and world view of the writers? 

My own ethical theological training has been mentored mainly by the 

midwives of gender justice through my active membership in the Circle 

of Concerned African Women Theologians and my own passionate 

personal belief, commitment, and activism for gender justice as central 

to God’s agenda for justice. Through this training, I learned and adopted 

a contextual Bible study methodology for reading the Bible as a 

pedagogical tool of liberation. With this method, the Bible is read not 

individually as revelation to one person, but rather as a community-

transforming manual for raising a community’s awareness of liberation 

in an interactive way. This communitarian reading and interpreting is 

well captured by the Eunuch’s responsive question to Philip: “How can 

I unless someone guides me?”2 

I invite you to sit on a mat with me and reflect so that we can bring 

and re-incarnate to our contexts these words inspired and written from 

far and near. 

                                                 
1 Masiiwa Ragies Gunda, “Introduction,” in From Text to Practice: The Role of the Bible in Daily Living of 
African People Today, Bible in African Studies Vol. 4 (University of Bamberg Press, 2011), 9, 10. At: 
http://www.opus-bayern.de/uni-bamberg/volltexte/2011/310/pdf/BiAS4neuopusopt2e.pdf.  
2
 Acts 8: 26-39 tells a story of an Ethiopian Eunuch who is reading one of the Isaiah passages (Isaiah 53) 

http://www.opus-bayern.de/uni-bamberg/volltexte/2011/310/pdf/BiAS4neuopusopt2e.pdf
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These bible studies are a product from different contexts and 

experiences of my life. Some were first published online as part of the 

Lenten resources with the title “Cries of Anguish, Stories of Hope.”3 I 

therefore would like to acknowledge the valuable contribution of Drs 

Lucy D’Aeth, Manoj Kurian and Ms Maryann Philbrook who were very 

instrumental in the development of these Lenten online resources. We 

also acknowledge the valuable contributions of the Fellowship of the 

Least Coin, United Methodist Women and other WCC partners. Lastly 

but not least to Maria Cristina Rendon, the editorial team and designers, 

thank you. 

 

 

                                                 
3
 http://www.overcomingviolence.org/en/resources-dov/campaigns/40-days-to-end-violence-against-

women.html 
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As a brainchild of liberation theology, contextual Bible study (CBS) is an 

interactive reading of biblical texts. The facilitator uses the process of 

See, Judge and Act in setting and preparing the CBS4.During the CBS 

session, the facilitator also creates a safe and sacred space so that the 

social/cultural context of the reading community interacts creatively 

with the social/cultural context of the writer. The aim is to raise 

awareness of the reading community’s concerns in order to work toward 

transformative justice and change.  

Hebrew Bible scholar Sarojini Nadar sums up CBS in what she refers 

to as “the five key ‘Cs’”5: 

  

It is important to receive an invitation from a community. Questions 

raised in the course of interpretation are answered by participants 

themselves. It makes sense to record a process of interpreting in CBS, 

especially in contexts where the majority of the community cannot read 

or write without extra assistance from the more literate. It is always 

important for every participant to know that their contribution and 

experience are important in this process of change. In CBS, the Bible is 

being read in a community of women and men, rather than individually. 

All voices are listened to and critically engaged with. CBS engages 

participants through critical engagement rather than by lecturing or 

preaching at them. This kind of reading is not an interpretation by an 
                                                 
4
 Gerald West, Doing Contextual Bible Study: A Resource Manual (The Ujamaa Centre for Biblical & 

Theological Community Development & Resserach, 2011). At:: 
http://www.diohuron.org/what/HR/clergy_conference/2012/Ujamaa%20CBS%20Manual%20part%20
1.pdf  
5
 Sarojini Nadar, Doing and Understanding Contextual Bibel Study (University of KwaZulu-Natal, 2008). 

At: http://www.docstoc.com/docs/46368278/Doing-and-Understanding-Contextual-Bible-Study 

http://www.diohuron.org/what/HR/clergy_conference/2012/Ujamaa%20CBS%20Manual%20part%201.pdf
http://www.diohuron.org/what/HR/clergy_conference/2012/Ujamaa%20CBS%20Manual%20part%201.pdf
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individual, but an engagement of all voices with the text. The process of 

such an exercise is more important than its product. One of the 

strengths of this methodology is its ability to create a space where there 

is mutual sharing of knowledge and resources, from both the 

community and the facilitator. 

The readers’ social location is important both in the process of 

preparation for the Bible study and in the actual study with the 

community. CBS begins with the reality of issues of concern within the 

community requiring the Bible study: for example, for the studies 

compiled in this booklet, the community context is that of the 

ecumenical movement, with its concerns and commitment to building a 

just community of women and men and ensuring a culture of abundant 

life of peace with no violence against women and children. The 

awareness-raising therefore focuses only on six issues: 

 Women’s and girls’ lives as sexual and reproductive beings in the 

context of sexual violence, early motherhood, HIV, and AIDS 

(CBS on Exodus 1:15-22); 

 Rape, gender-based sexual violence, and death  

(CBS on Judges 19:1-30); 

 Sexism, racism, and xenophobia of the “othered”  

(Matthew 15:21-28); 

 Incest as an expression of hegemonic masculinities  

(2 Samuel 13: 1-22); 

 Enslavement and commoditization of “her” body through human 

trafficking (Ruth 1-3); and  

 Gender justice as God’s justice agenda (Luke 18:1-10). 

The texts in this volume were chosen in order to engage the 

ecumenical community to specifically address the above issues, which 
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are crucial to the church’s response to a vulnerably loving and just God 

of life who leads us as women and men to live and work for justice and 

peace. 

The CBS is designed using two types of questions: exegetical (literary or 

critical consciousness questions that draw on tools from biblical studies) 

and interpretive (community consciousness questions that draw on 

feelings, experiences, and resources from the community). To formulate 

questions, the study facilitator uses hermeneutical tools of exegesis 

(finding meaning of the biblical text within its historical and social 

context) and interpretation (reading the biblical text from the context of 

the participating and interpreting community). 

The facilitator uses hermeneutical tools of exegesis and interpretation 

to form the questions for critical reflection, since interpretation is always 

“located” – whether one is using the traditional methodologies of 

reading in the original languages or not. No matter how “scientifically 

objective” the readers try to be, all interpretation of biblical texts is 

influenced by certain contextual perceptions and mindsets at the level of 

both the writer and the reader. Notwithstanding the sacred nature of the 

Bible and the belief that the Bible was inspired by God, it was written, 

often read, translated, and interpreted by inspired men (and women, if 

any) in a time different from our own. This critical process also notes 

the importance not simply of knowing the right answers to the 

questions, but of being able to ask the right questions and to analytically 

engage with the issues raised by the text in dialogue with the contextual 

realities of the community of readers – issues that often threaten justice 

and peace. 

Contextual studying of the Bible is aimed at raising awareness about the 

issues at the heart of the community. The tendency is to read the Bible 

with hermeneutics of trust, not suspicion, and to find solutions through 
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it. One of the aims of CBS is also to highlight how the Bible and other 

sources of sacred knowledge can be used both as a tool of justice and 

liberation and a tool of exclusion and oppression, where certain texts are 

used to silence questions or to encourage engagement in dialogue for 

moral discernment on difficult issues. For example, the Bible has been 

used to justify slavery, apartheid, and racism. And, needless to say, it is 

still used to justify the discrimination of women and the denial of their 

dignity and rights.  

How would using the Bible to justify exclusion and injustice compare 

to how it is sometimes used by current church leadership: for example, 

using 1 Ephesians 5:22 (“wives, submit to your husbands”) to silence a 

wife who is experiencing violence against women in her home? Or using 

1 Corinthians 14:34 (“women should be silent in the churches”) to 

silence women who are trying to actualize their equal participation in the 

churches’ ministries?  

The ultimate goal of CBS is to use interpretation of biblical text to help 

decipher God’s liberative voice, in this way motivating the community’s 

reflection and praxis for a transformation (positive change) not only of 

attitude/mindset, but hopefully on a structural and systemic level as 

well. It is hoped that through the inspiration of God’s Spirit, once 

people are made aware of the issues of concern, transformation will 

occur. This transformation takes place on various levels. 

 How we read the Bible is transformed. In other words, we learn 

how to read the Bible in a way that is liberating and inclusive: 

creating a space where the biblical stories become alive in the 

stories of the community.  

 How we act is transformed. In other words, CBS transform us to 

such an extent that it spurs us into action for just change in a 

world that is often unjust and unwilling to change, especially when 

it comes to women’s dignity and rights!  
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Now I invite you to join this ecumenical community of readers as we 

allow God’s Spirit, the internal witness who unveils God’s word, to lead 

us to reflect and act for gender justice and peace with no violence 

against women and children.  

Each CBS below uses the New Revised Standard Version of the 

Bible as the most gender inclusive available biblical version. Each of the 

studies has three special features: 

1. Unlike the given CBS principle that the facilitator does not teach but 

rather facilitates for meaningful and transformative interaction 

between the context of the community of readers and the context of 

the writer, each study, provided in written form, contains brief 

background notes to the biblical text used. This is a compromise in 

case the readers need this information to make sense of the text in 

order to engage more meaningfully for awareness raising and 

transformation. The concerns raised in each Bible study came 

originally from my own struggle with specific issues. 

2. Each starts with either my life narrative (to allow the community of 

readers to put a woman’s face to the reflections and call to praxis 

that follows) or, where case studies are used instead of my story, 

background notes to the text. 

This second feature above, the starting story, is a deliberate 

methodological choice in order to bring out two personal convictions.  

First, if we are to engage as a community united for justice, dignity, and 

peace, we have to start by embracing our own vulnerabilities as relational 

resources. In this way, whether it is toward our own justice or the justice 

of our less-privileged sisters and brothers, we engage in reflection and 

praxis for justice for all (humanity and creation as a whole) from the 

basis of compassion as part of the interconnected and interdependent 

creation. My narrative becomes my vulnerable invitation to the 

community of readers to engage with the reflections and call to praxis of 

the questions. For this conviction, I find the story of Jesus’ encounter 

with the woman at the well (John 4:1-42) as a very good example of 
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entering into reflections and praxis for liberation from the level of 

mutual vulnerability: Jesus as thirsty traveler who has no means of 

drawing water from the well, and the “nameless” woman as a 

discriminated “immoral” woman, probably abused by endless husbands 

and therefore thirsty for meaningful relationship.  

Second, for those of us who are in search of gender justice and 

dignity, starting with narrative is also an accepted feminist holistic 

approach. According to Karen Lebacqz, “Attention to concrete 

injustices of women’s lives, use of narrative and story to lift up aspects 

of the struggle, and a sense that justice making is an ongoing journey 

characterize feminist theological approaches to justice.”6 Sarojini Nadar 

and Fulata Lusungu Moyo, editors of Gendered Perspectives: God of Life, 

Lead Us to Justice and Peace (Ecumenical Review 64.3 [2012]), assert that 

storytelling is actually a gendered way of doing theology because it 

uniquely embraces the story and experience, especially of women and 

girls, as an integral part of and the starting point to theological 

reflections and praxis, rather diminishing them as simply addendum to 

the theoretic process of reflection and praxis. The story(ies) and 

experience of my own passionate search for gender justice and peace 

without violence against women are core to the nature and mission of 

the church, so that both church and society become real, just 

communities of women and men. In these communities, every person’s 

dignity and potential is nurtured to prosperity for the good of the whole 

inhabited earth to the glory of God, the ultimate creator and sustainer of 

all.  

My personal stories told in this booklet – as well as those of the 

women, men, girls, and boys with whom I have interacted through my 

life and work for the World Council of Churches’ processes of building 

a just community of women and men as well my work with the inter-

religious Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians – are used as 

a reminder that often it is these “data with souls” that become the 

                                                 
6 Karen Lebacqz, “Justice,” in The Dictionary of Feminist Theologies, ed. Letty M. Russell and J. Shannon 
Clarkson (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 159. 
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inspiring cloud of witnesses that cheer us on as we steadily and 

oftentimes painfully take one step at a time on this pilgrimage of justice 

and peace. 

So I welcome you, sisters and brothers, on this journey of reflection 

and praxis. And as we make this journey, let us keep on praying 

together: “God of life, lead us to justice and peace.”  




