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Hearing God’s Word with the Global Church 

 

Introduction 

It is very interesting how people want to only hear what their ears itch to hear. For the 
western world, most theologians are interested in reading from Western books, magazines 
and journals, and African Theology is limping slowly towards conforming to ‘the true 
Christian’ theology. They would rather hear this than read for themselves the strands that 
Christians and African theologians are making in terms of Biblical scholarship, interpretation 
and in the furtherance of the Christian faith. Many want to keep the thought that Christianity 
though spreading like a wild fire in Africa is still miles wide and an inch deep. (Jenkins, 2006, 
p.186). This is unfortunate because unless one steps out of one’s comfort zone, the 
suburban to the deep villages, the seminaries to the universities and Churches in Africa, then 
can they appreciate what God is doing here? Eddie Arthur’s Redcliffe lecture steps out of 
that comfort zone to critically analyze how the Bible is being read by the global church which 
we feel is right on when it comes to the African perception of the Bible and how it should be 
‘listened to’ or read according to Arthur. 

 

The Bible 

To the African Christian, the Bible is a form of identity; it is a unifying factor to a people of the 
same family called Christians, be it from the same tribe or from a different race. Though 
millions are yet to read it, many have the knowledge of Scripture in some form I presume, 
even higher than most people in the West do. Some might think that this is an over statement 
but as a member of the clergy, serving in a rural parish, and as someone who has served in 
a Western urban (suburban) setting, I make this observation strongly. The Bible as heard by 
most Africans is being heard in a way that brothers and sisters across the entire globe are 
either reading or hearing it. 

 

God speaking 

The hearer and the reader of the Biblical text is not merely listening to the one reading the 
Bible out loud in a public place of worship. They are listening to God speak to them actively, 
concerning their wellbeing which most times is about survival (in times of war, hunger, 
disease, famine, scarcity, or in times of marriage, bliss, and plenty). It is God speaking to the 
group that have been called, and adopted into the family as children of a heavenly Father. 
The God known to their forefathers in the past spoke harshly, and always in an angry tone 
but now speaks to them in a condescending love, grace and mercy. They hear him speak in 
love. 

 

The listening 

Recently, I invited my friend James Schaffer who was visiting with me from his mission 
station in Kenya – where there is a missionary effort by World Harvest USA – to teach the 
Bible to illiterate communities through Forty Biblical stories. So on the occasion of James’ 
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visit, I asked him to my Church, St. Paul’s Church – Bunyiro (Iganga-Uganda) to tell one of 
the stories (Matt 9:1-7). After telling the story several times and it seemingly had sank into 
the hearts of the very attentive and mesmerized Christian, James asked them, ‘What do we 
learn from the story about the character of God?’ One man answered, ‘We learn that God 
wants people to listen to his word – so whereever Jesus went, God gathered crowds around 
him.’ 

This took both James and me by surprise. We never thought that such an observation would 
come from an illiterate person. So to the African, depending on time and occasion, the 
Scripture read is true and applicable to the community of believers as the sacred word of 
God the Father of this believing community. 

 

Orality 

In his lecture Eddie Arthur so articulately brings out the burning issue of the place of orality. 
The hearing of the word is, I believe, the central thing the Global Church should learn from 
the Church in Africa. I believe that by God’s inspiration, men, preachers, evangelists, 
missionaries and Christians have come up with creative ways in which to minister the Gospel 
to God’s people at all times. (How will they believe?) God as he has done in times past in 
many ways and places (Heb 1:1) has spoken to us through his son: Jesus is speaking in 
word and action, speaking to the family of God and doing what he says through the Church. 

The literate and non-literate in the Church pews are listening to the same story. They are all 
critically asking, ‘What does this mean to us who are gathered here? What is God’s intended 
purpose in us hearing this particular portion of his word?’ In most African contexts, the whole 
gathering is listening as a community and occasionally as individuals. What happens to one 
affects the entire community: if Wankuma’s child is sick, all members of the community will 
go and pay them a visit in their home because it hurts the entire village, even if it is just a  
little child that is sick. You are members of one body. 

So, Eddie in his evaluation of how the Church is listening to the word of God in its oral form is 
right on! I would say to the global Church that if we are to benefit from our union with Christ, 
then we need to actively listen to the word of God with both our ears, inner and outer, hearts 
of flesh (soft and malleable), all our minds and all our strength as Christian communities are 
doing in Africa. 

For that matter, I would propose further that in as far as Christianity is concerned, its 
furtherance lies in the sacred writing, in the sharing in meals (spiritual and physical) in the 
drinking of wine and breaking of the bread, and the living in community with others which is a 
constant in Christianity. I highly commend Eddies for his critical observation of issues and 
analysis of them and indeed, if we appreciated the word of God as his greatest love gift to 
the Church, then we should pour it out to others as a love offering rather than crucify it by 
keeping it individually in our closets. ‘If you want to hide from an African, put it in writing’, so it 
is said. But rather read it out loud! And give it out in an extravagant way just like God has 
given extravagantly to the world. In the hearing of his word, God’s love truly rolls from one 
end of the globe to another. 
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