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1. Theoretical Presuppositions�


											


The nineteenth century Christian missionaries, who took their gospel to the world newly opened up by colonial conquest, left home with a social universe which appeared self-evident, secure and superior to the indigenous cultures and beliefs of the colonized peoples. Inevitably, however, their role as agents of the dominant culture, situated at its boundaries, also placed this taken for granted social universe side by side with rival social universes of meaning, which destabilized and challenged their own. Berger and Luckmann rightly observe that, “The historical outcome of each clash of gods was determined by those who wielded the better weapons rather than those who had the better arguments” (1966:109). The missionaries used the opportunities provided by colonial administration–often aided and abetted and legitimated the process of colonization–and the desire of African people for trade in European goods, to their own advantage. Yet the African people were not mere passive victims of European aggression, but purposive participants in events. Their relationship with both the missionaries and the colonialists consisted from the first of both resistance and negotiation. Because the outcome of such a confrontation of competing social universes is not known at the outset, they saw not only threats but also opportunities. The missionaries were only ever partially in control of the process of evangelization, whatever they themselves imagined.





In other words, the history of the missions and of the reception of the Bible must be seen as a dialectical process, an unequal one in many respects to be sure, but nevertheless a more intricate, contested and mutual process than has usually been recognized. This has been aptly characterized by Jean and John Comaroff in their study of the mission among the Tswana people as a “long conversation” in which “many of the signifiers of the colonizing culture became unfixed,” so that:





They were seized by the Africans and, sometimes refashioned, put to symbolic and practical ends previously unforeseen, certainly unintended. Conversely, some of the ways of the Africans interpolated themselves, again detached and transformed, into the habitus of the missionaries. Here, then, was a process in which signifiers were set afloat, fought over, and recaptured on both sides of the colonial encounter (Comaroff & Comaroff 1991:17-18). 





European military power and technology certainly ensured that the missionaries could insert their agenda into the conversation and be heard. However, from the first, their converts talked back and did not always agree. They experimented with the numinous sources of power they imagined (rightly or wrongly) to lie behind European might, in the attempt to control and use them for their own purposes. They did not always understand what they were doing, nor, for that matter, did the missionaries, but the path of the missions was not the smooth and triumphal one so often portrayed in the missionary reports home. Since, however, the records were written by the conquerors, with apologetic intent, they often have to be “read backwards” to hear the other side of the “conversation.” 





Of course, the ability to hold a conversation depends in part on the ability to speak a common language. Berger and Luckmann have pointed to language as the vehicle of the “objectification” of social universe: language is the medium through which my experiences become “both objectively and subjectively real” (1966:39). In the confrontation of the European and African social universes, language played an especially intricate and central role. Many missionaries spoke and listened only through interpreters, so that they were not really engaged in a conversation in any deeply meaningful sense. Nevertheless, they still wrestled with the language of symbols, names, words and gestures and, inasmuch as they were fully dependent on the interpreters, they were also more easily manipulated by these cultural intermediaries for their own purposes. Knowledge of the language of the conquerors not only subverted the culture of the indigenous Africans but enabled them to begin subverting the work of the missionaries in the interests of cultural survival (whether they were conscious of doing so or not). On the other hand, those missionaries who did undertake the arduous task of learning another language faced a more massive challenge to their own reality, since one cannot learn a language without learning a culture. Fluency in another language and culture relativizes and destabilizes one’s own, but also enables one’s thinking to be intimately understood by one’s interlocutors. This was especially true for those like Bishop Colenso, in situations where there were no dictionaries, grammars, or translations of the Bible, and even the name God should be called was a matter of grave dispute.





Jean and John Comaroff develop a particularly helpful model of the relationship between hegemony as the power of the taken-for-granted world view which is shared by particular communities and controls human behavior unseen, and ideology as the conscious and contested “effort to control the cultural terms in which the world is ordered and, within it, power legitimized” (1991:24). The relationship between hegemony and ideology is fluid, unstable and constantly shifting: Hegemony, we suggest, exists in reciprocal interdependence with ideology: it is that part of a dominant world view which has been naturalized and, having hidden itself in orthodoxy, no more appears as ideology at all. Inversely, the ideologies of the subordinate may give expression to discordant but hitherto voiceless experience of contradictions that a prevailing hegemony can no longer conceal (1991:25). 





Most significantly, for our purposes, the Comaroffs argue that there is always a gap between hegemony and ideology, a liminal space, out of which forms of resistance and new consciousness may emerge: Between the conscious and the unconscious lies the most critical domain of all for historical anthropology and especially for the analysis of colonialism and resistance. It is the realm of partial recognition, of inchoate awareness, of ambiguous perception, and, sometimes, of creative tension: that liminal space of human experience in which people discern acts and facts but cannot or do not order them into narrative descriptions or even into articulate conceptions of the world: in which signs and events are observed, but in a hazy, translucent light; in which individuals or groups know that something is happening to them but find it difficult to put their fingers on quite what it is. It is from this realm, we suggest, that silent signifiers and unmarked practices may rise to the level of explicit consciousness, of ideological assertion, and become the subject of overt political and social contestation or from which they may recede into the hegemonic, to languish there unremarked for the time being. As we shall see, it is also the realm from which emanate the poetics of history, the innovative impulses of the bricoleur and the organic intellectual, the novel imagery called upon to bear the content of symbolic struggles (1991:29). Colonial conquest plunged the African social universe into crisis, since neither “therapy” nor “nihilation” (Berger & Luckmann 1966:105-116) could hold it together in the face of European power and the growing number of “deviants” from the African social system (the converts to Christianity). But the crisis was not one-sided, since the missionaries themselves also came from an England in acute intellectual and social crisis, arising out of the related phenomena of the Enlightenment and industrial capitalism, so that the (contested) area of ideology was proportionately large in comparison with the (silent and uncontested) area of hegemony. The Comaroffs argue, indeed, that the missionary enterprise was in some respects an attempt to resolve cognitive dissonance in Nonconformist Britain by the creation of a new world in their image in the “blank spaces” of Africa (1991:77-78).  The collision of their European culture with African culture thus provided a rich liminal space for potential exploration (1991:49-85). It was both social universes which were destabilized by the colonial encounter, and not just the African one, and this study of Colenso's work bears out their contention that “the missionary encounter must be regarded as a two-sided historical process; as a dialectic that takes into account the social and cultural endowments of, and the consequences for, all the actors–missionaries no less than Africans” (1991:54).





In this contestation, both parties became bricoleurs, in their own ways, sorting through the debris of the two collapsing social universes for usable odds and ends of culture. Of course it is more obvious in the case of the African converts, since their predicament was the more severe, but it was true also for the missionaries as well, since they constantly found that things did not work as they should and their received ideas were challenged. Both parties engaged in the work of cultural bricolage, as this has been aptly defined (and positively evaluated) by Marilyn Legge in her attempt to address the crisis of the Christian faith in the post-modern era as “the art of using what is at hand, odd materials for purposes other than intended, to create something useful and distinct to meet a yearning or need. This is an accessible practice often found where people aim to survive against the odds” (1997:6).





For Colenso, crucial areas of British hegemony (what is “self-evidently true”) were breaking down under the impact of the African experience, and this in the situation where important gaps in the ideology of post-Enlightenment, industrial Britain were emerging among the educated elite he represented. His Commentary on Romans is a valuable source of insight into the hermeneutical and cultural issues which came into play in this meeting of Africa and Europe, particularly since the nature and authority of the Bible was one of the focal points of conflict. The Comaroffs suggest that both missionaries and the colonized Africans should be understood as actors in a two-sided drama, and that the context of both parties should be explored before any attempt is made to delineate their interaction. This is the procedure we shall follow here, albeit briefly. 





The Nonconformist missionaries of the Comaroffs' study were largely drawn from upwardly mobile men from the newly industrialized areas, poorly educated and socially marginalized: “persons caught between the rich and the poor, either indeterminate in their class affiliation or struggling hard to make their way over the invisible boundary into the bourgeoisie” (1991:85). They enacted their marginalization in the mission field by moving beyond the boundaries of colonial administration. They were subsequently caught between and manipulated by both the colonial authorities and by the African authorities. Their response to the Tswana people was pragmatic, reactive and unreflective, assuming that simply proclaiming the Word found in the Bible and teaching cleanliness and industry would evangelize the natives. Their assumption was that African languages were simple “folk languages” not difficult for advanced (European) people to grasp and utilize, so that their translations were “a hybrid creation born of the colonial encounter itself” (1991:218). Colenso presents a profile with marked differences.





2. Bishop John William Colenso (1814-1883)





In 1853, John William Colenso was consecrated the first missionary Bishop of Natal, the raw, insecure and unsettled British colony in Africa carved out by traders and adventurers from the newly emerged Zulu Kingdom and the Dutch trekkers who had moved up from the Cape seeking land. Born a lower middle class Nonconformist, he had converted to the established Church of England and worked his way through St. John’s College, Cambridge as Clerical Sizar. A brilliant mathematician, he became a fellow of the college before he met and married Francis Sarah Bunyon, a step which changed the direction of his life. Francis and her family were part of a circle of free thinking Broad Church people, centred around F. D. Maurice (1805-1872). She herself had initiated the contact with Maurice because of her admiration for the philosophy of Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772-1834), writing to him to thank him for his defence of Coleridge since, “young ladies talking about philosophy.... would not be listened to” (Rees 1958:27). The Romantic poet, political radical and philosopher, Coleridge, late in his life, adopted Christianity and sought a renewal of the life of the Church of England centred on religious experience and ethics. He argued for the existence of a universal harmony underlying all particulars, rooted in a God apprehended by all humankind experientially through natural phenomena, “who from all eternity doth teach Himself in all, and all things in Himself” (“Frost at Midnight” in Lyrical Ballads). Francis’ letters (collected in Rees 1958) show that she was a powerful presence in Colenso’s life, thinking and work. She introduced him to a group of Anglicans deeply concerned over the future of a church which had not even begun to face the challenge of the revolutionary Enlightenment sweeping Continental Europe. 





Colenso was deeply influenced by Maurice’s Christian universalism and rejection of eternal damnation, and also by his brand of Christian socialism, although, when the storm burst over Colenso’s Commentary on Romans, Maurice disowned him and called on him to retract the book. Colenso was also convinced of the truth and importance of the evolutionism of Charles Darwin and Sir Charles Lyell, and, indeed, translated and taught their theories to his converts in the mission school at Ekukhanyeni (“Place of Enlightenment”) in his First Lessons in Science (1861), at the same time as he translated and taught the Bible. The Commentary on Romans was also published in 1861 at Ekukhanyeni, seven years after his arrival in Natal. It resulted in his excommunication for heresy by the Metropolitan of the Anglican Church in Southern Africa, Bishop Gray of Cape Town in 1863, setting off a storm of legal and theological controversy which rocked the entire Church of England establishment (for a good account, see Guy 1983). Few of the accounts of these events have taken the Commentary on Romans itself seriously as a work of exegesis.





Bishop Colenso’s Commentary on Romans begins with an extraordinary, but concealed contradiction between his role as missionary (who identified himself with his Zulu community) and his role as bishop (a peer and an official of empire), which was not clear to him or others at the time, though it was to become painfully so later. 





2.1 The Missionary


Thus, on the one hand, he subtitles the work, “Newly translated and explained from a Missionary Point of View” and states in his Preface that here, “The teaching of the great Apostle to the Gentiles is here applied to some questions, which daily arise, in Missionary labours among the heathen more directly than usual with those commentators, who have not been engaged personally in such work, but have written from a very different point of view, in the midst of a state of advanced civilization and settled Christianity. Hence they have usually passed by altogether, or only touched very lightly upon, many points, which are of great importance to missionaries, but which seemed to be of no immediate practical interest for themselves or their readers.” Colenso spent the first seven years of his bishopric learning Zulu by endless conversations with the young men at his school, who were his first converts, and busied himself with producing and publishing on his mission press a Zulu Grammar, Dictionary and Translation of the Bible. On 4 July, 1859, two years before the publication of the Commentary on Romans, Colenso wrote to Rev. Hose, Rector of Dunstable:





My rule is to visit the white population, once a year. But my time is principally occupied with work for the heathen. This is at present, I fancy, the only diocese where the work of preparing grammars, dictionaries, and translations must necessarily fall upon the Bishop. Our work began here with the foundation of the See; and though other Christian bodies–as usual–preceded us into the field, they had done very little indeed towards laying down the language for other teachers, or preparing books for the use of the natives (Cox 1888a:119).





He positions himself alongside Zulu people in his daily life at the Mission Station, which began when he arrived and continued for the seven years prior to the publication of the work (and subsequently, of course). Remarkably, following the model of “conversation” we are using, Colenso also “gives voice” to his converts in print. When he went on a pioneering visit beyond the borders of the colony to meet the Zulu King Mpande and his heir Cetshwayo, Colenso required his three Zulu companions to keep diaries of their experience and he published these, in the first indigenous literature in Zulu: Three Native Accounts of the Visit of the Bishop of Natal in September and October, 1859, to Umpande, King of the Zulus; with Explanatory Notes and a Literal Translation, and a Glossary of All the Zulu Words Employed in the Same: Designed for the Use of Students of the Zulu Language, in 1860. One of the three, Magema KwaMagwaza Fuze subsequently wrote the first book by a Zulu person in the Zulu tongue, Abantu Abamnyama, Lapa Bavela Ngakona (The Black People and Whence They Came), which he only succeeded in getting published in 1922 as a very old man.





Colenso spent extensive periods talking, in Zulu, to these young men. “You probably know by this time the sort of questions which natives, such as these, if they are only allowed to think about religion, and to inquire about the matters which the missionary sets before them, are likely to ask their teacher” (Colenso [1865] 1982:227). When Colenso defends the principle of missionary work against the evolutionism of the anthropologists in a speech to the Marylebone Literary Institution in 1865, he speaks poignantly of his conversations with William Ngidi, who calls for more sympathetic and open talk between missionaries and Zulu people, commenting, “I am afraid William meant to include in this talk ‘hearing and answering their questions’ also’” (Ibid.:228). In the same talk, he cites a sermon preached by Jonathan Ngidi, who emphases, as Colenso does, the importance of conscience and natural religion. Colenso refuses to conceal the problems with the Bible which he brought with him from his Broad Church circle in England, arguing, “How is it possible to teach the Zulus to cast off their superstitious belief in witchcraft, if they are required to believe that all the stories of sorcery and demonology which they find in the Bible.... are infallibly and divinely true.... I, for one, cannot do this” (Ibid.:232). In other words, the Zulu people at Ekukhanyeni were Colenso’s primary dialogue partners and reference points.





2.2 The Official of Empire


On the other hand, he dedicates the work to Theophilus Shepstone, the Secretary for Native Affairs in the Colony of Natal, and talks of the great work to which he felt God was calling Shepstone (that of extending British rule into the independent Zulu kingdom). Shepstone was at the centre of an aggressive expansionist colonial policy in Natal, and something of a wheeler dealer in the drama being played out between the Dutch trekkers, the Zulu kingdom and the Colony of Natal. Colenso was indebted to Shepstone for his first information and advice on his mission, and trusted him. For Colenso, as colonial missionary bishop to the Zulu people, it was a natural alliance between social equals. Shepstone became godfather to his daughter. Yet Shepstone’s devious dealings with the Zulu people led to a bitter feud between him and Colenso, when the bishop discovered what was going on from his converts. Shepstone’s comment on the affair was that “he did not think the Bishop would have thrown over his old friends for the sake of a dirty Kafir” (Rees 1958:371). Most of Colenso’s life in Natal, after the publication of Romans, was spent in active resistance to colonialist aggression against the Zulu people, both in the Natal law courts and in the British parliament. In the end, this defence of the Zulu people completely overtook “conventional missionary work,” but opened up a more profound missionary “conversation” which bore fruit in political struggle continued by his wife and family even after his death.





It seems that in 1861, when Colenso published this work, there was an inherent social ambiguity in his position and thinking. He is both the agent of empire and the Christian missionary and philanthropist. He does not yet see the contradictions inherent in the two positions. Ironically, it is precisely his exegesis and interpretation of Paul in the Commentary on Romans, which plunged him into a crisis which resolved the ambiguity at one level, but opened it up at another level. It led to isolation from his own class and an ever increasing identification with Zulu resistance to colonial domination, but forced him to adopt an Erastian position, asserting the supremacy of the state over the church in law, in order to retain his bishopric over against a church which declared him a heretic.


The fact that Colenso was working on the translation of the Bible into Zulu at the same time as he was working on his Commentary on Romans is significant. He provides a translation into English from the Greek, but we will examine his translation into Zulu from the Greek alongside it, since it is, in many ways, more interesting and rich in significance. The need to find dynamic equivalents to Greek words, where none are fixed by tradition (as in English), destabilizes the text, and opens up new semantic possibilities and questions.





3. The Colonial Context





Colenso is best known as an Old Testament scholar, in which field he dialogued with Dutch scholars, translated their works and was influential in the evolution of Pentateuchal studies. Why then was his first Biblical work a Commentary on Romans? It seems clear it was partly a result of questions raised by the thinking of Maurice, long before he set sail for Natal, since he describes it as “the results of seven years of Missionary experience, as well as of previous close study of this Epistle” (1861:i). He also considered his Commentary on Romans and his Commentary on the Pentateuch to be a contribution to the rethinking the church in England would have to do, when the impact of the Enlightenment was brought home: “I fully believe that a terrible crisis is at hand for the Church of England and have tried to do my part to help some to stand firmly, when many props upon which they have been hitherto relying shall be felt to give way under them” (Letter to Mr. Allnutt, August 2, 1861, enclosing a copy of the Commentary on Romans; Cox 1888:126).





On the other hand, a commentary on Romans became urgent for Colenso because of the conditions he found in Natal, where the existing missions were emphasizing fear of hell as a motive for conversion and were pushing the penal theory of the atonement as the basis for their Christology. He wrote to Rev. Ferguson on August 9, 1859: 





The great drawback here is that the country is already saturated with a corruption of Christianity, and the natives have acquired such a view of the character of God and of the Gospel as keeps them back from desiring to have a much closer acquaintance with it. This they have obtained partly from the example they have constantly before them in the lives of the unfaithful Christians–partly from the mistaken teaching of the missionaries. ‘God said, Let them be destroyed: the Son rose up and said, Let them be saved, let me die in their place’ (Cox 1888:119-120).





Such a viewpoint was “little short of blasphemy,” “utterly contrary to the whole spirit of the Gospel” and “operating with most injurious and deadening effect, both on those who teach, and on those who are taught” for Colenso:





Such questions as these have been brought again and again before my mind in the intimate converse which I have had, as a Missionary, with Christian converts and Heathens. To teach the truths of our holy religion to intelligent adult natives, who have the simplicity of children, but withal the earnestness and thoughtfulness of men,–to whom these things are new and startling, whose minds are not prepared by long familiarity to acquiesce in, if not to receive, them,–is a sifting process for the opinions of any teacher, who feels the deep moral obligation of answering truly, and faithfully, and unreservedly, his fellow-man, looking up to him for light and guidance, and asking, ‘Are you sure of this?’ ‘Do you believe this?’ ‘Do you really believe that?’ The state of everlasting torment after death, of all impenitent sinners and unbelievers, including the whole heathen world, as many teach, is naturally so amazing and overwhelming an object of contemplation to them, and one so prominently put forward in the case of those, who have been under certain Missionary training, that it quite shuts out the cardinal doctrines of the Gospel, the Fatherly relation to us of the Faithful Creator (1861:198).








Central to the problem, in Colenso’s mind, was the particular, exclusivist interpretation and emphasis given to sola fide by Protestant missionaries in Natal. Central to their understanding was a view of all human beings as fallen sinners and God’s wrath waiting to punish all sin with death. Christ comes, then, to die in our stead and take the punishment which rightly belongs to us. The only way for a human being to avoid damnation and eternal hellfire is to make an act of faith and be baptised into Christ’s death. The rest of humanity is a massa damnata. The Christian mission is understood by them in terms of individual faith, conversion and baptism, which must separate the Zulu converts from their community, their culture and their ancestors. The arbitrariness and injustice of such a conception outrages Colenso:





This dogma makes no distinction between the profligate sensualist and the ill-trained child. And it is often so stated as to involve the multitudes of ignorant, untaught, heathen, the great mass of humankind, in the same horrible doom of never-ending despair, making this beautiful and blessed world the very shambles, as it were, of Almighty Vengeance (1861:190).





For Colenso, who spent his time talking with his Zulu people, this posed a massive problem. Zulu culture emphasizes the continuity of the living and the dead in unbroken community. The ancestors are honoured and constantly made present to the living, and provide the cultural coherence and ethical underpinning of the Zulu social universe. If the broad mass of unbaptized Zulu people, living and dead, are consigned to hellfire by the Christian religion for failing to make a public act of faith, how could a Zulu person conscientiously accept Christianity? Against this Colenso asserts his own understanding of the sola fide as simple, joyful acceptance of what God has already done in Christ, which does not require any act on our part to be efficacious, and he argues that this is the correct understanding of Paul’s teaching in Romans.





In addition, Colenso notes that the colonists find in their Christian faith and baptism a ground, namely their “election” as Christians, for feelings of superiority over the Zulu people. Their interpretation of the Bible provides them with legitimation for their seizure of the land from the Zulu, whom they believed to be depraved, primitive and childlike. Doctrines of evolution and election go hand in hand in the popular mythology of colonialism. It is for these reasons that Colenso undertakes to write a commentary on Romans, which had provided the traditional Scriptural underpinning for the sola fide in Protestant thinking since Luther. He is convinced that a proper study of the text will show that Paul teaches no such thing, but rather supports his own universalist theological position.





4. Colenso’s Reading of Romans





Colenso’s interpretation hinges, to some extent, on his view of the letter as written to Jews and not to Christians. He argues at length that there was no Christian church in Rome at the time Paul was writing, but only Jews and proselytes still attached to the synagogue, who had come to some elementary form of belief in Jesus as messiah, perhaps from having heard the disciples preach in Jerusalem at the first Pentecost. This is why Paul feels free to go to Rome, since he is not “building on anyone else’s foundation.” These Jewish incipient believers (“a ‘sect’ of the Jews”) were characterized by what Colenso terms “the three great prepossessing errors of the Jewish mind,” namely that they have a special status before God, that they have a special claim on the messiah over against the Gentiles, and that those Gentiles who believed must keep the law if they were to be regarded as equal to Jews (1861:9). Paul knew the situation from his discussions with Priscilla and Aquila in Ephesus, who had now returned to Rome with Paul’s teaching concerning salvation for all humankind without works of law. Paul is concerned to share the gospel with them clearly before he comes himself to Rome on his way to Spain. In reply to the Jewish reliance on election and pride of race, Paul is determined to show in his letter that salvation is pure gift of God, that it is meant for both Jews and Gentiles “without any special favour or distinction” (Ibid.), and that it is received by faith alone without law and ceremony.





At this point, with our post-holocaust sensitivity, we would rightly detect here an essentialism with regard to the Jewish people on Colenso’s part. Yet his purpose is the opposite of anti-Semitism in his own context. He wishes to show that the English Christian settlers have no grounds of racial pride over against the Zulu, and makes the same point vis à vis modern Jews, namely that Christians have no basis for racial pride over against the Jews. On the contrary, their cruelty and bigotry towards the Jews has made it impossible for Jews to believe in the Christian religion:





But, as for the Jews of the present day, we cannot presume to say that they too have been ‘given over to a reprobate mind,’ or that their eyes are darkened as a penal consequence of their continuing in unbelief. It may be so in certain individual cases, where light has reached the inner man, and been rejected. But, probably, in our days, amidst the great body of the Jewish people, such cases are very rare. It is far more likely that the acts of abominable cruelty, injustice, and contemptuous bigotry, with which, in Christian lands and by Christian people–too often, alas! by Christian ministers–they have been so frequently, and are even now, treated, have gone far to fix them in holy and righteous horror of a religion, which taught that such outrages were right. All, surely, that an humble-minded Christian can allow himself to say of the present state of the Jews generally is that they are not actually incurring great moral guilt–(he cannot judge of that,)–but suffering great moral and spiritual loss from the acts of their forefathers (33).





Colenso’s point is that no human being can base feelings of racial superiority against another on the basis of their Christian faith. On the contrary, the Gospel means that all human beings now stand equal before God in “Christ their Head.” He is about to argue that the English colonialists are “the Jews” of his day, while the Zulu and the modern Jews are in the position of “the Gentiles” in Paul’s argument. Everything Paul says about “the Jewish” reliance on their race and culture as giving them a privileged position before God, applies in the context of colonial Natal to the colonialists. This is a radical and powerful exegetical move in the colonial context. In our context, we would, of course, question the inherently negative symbolic content given to the notion of “the Jew,” even with Colenso’s liberatory intention, as tending to confirm negative essentialist categories. Nevertheless, the rhetorical force of Colenso’s interpretation remains an effective corrective to ethnocentrisms of every kind.





Like many interpreters of Romans, Colenso believes that the essence of Paul’s argument is introduced in 1:16-17, but that he holds back from drawing the full implications of his teaching at this point, delaying until 3:21-22. Colenso argues that 1:18-3:20 is rhetorical in nature, intended to lull the Jewish reader into agreement and prepare her/him to accept the proposition that God’s righteousness is sheer gift to all without distinction of race. Hence, Colenso reads the two passages together. We will come back to this later. 





He translates 1:16-17 as follows, “For I am not ashamed of the Gospel of Christ; for the power of God it is unto salvation to everyone that believeth, both to the Jew first and Greek. For the righteousness of God is being revealed in it, (a righteousness) from faith unto faith, as it is written, ‘The righteous shall live out of faith’.” 





The first point to note is that Colenso interprets “the righteousness of God” to refer not to the nature of God, nor to any act by which human beings make themselves righteous before God, not even the act of faith, but to the gift of righteousness which God gives to humans in his Son:





Let this be distinctly noted that, throughout this Epistle, the righteousness of God, or God’s righteousness, means God’s gift of righteousness–not God’s own personal inherent righteousness or justice, not God’s way of justifying sinners, of making them righteous, of giving them righteousness, (which is by giving it to them in His Son), but the very righteousness itself–which God gives to men, so that by his free gift they stand before Him accepted and beloved,–God’s righteousness, in short, opposed to Man’s  righteousness, to that which a man may fancy he can claim or work out for himself (10).





In his Zulu translation of Romans, Colenso is able to capture this understanding with the passive verbal form, ukulungiswa okungoNkulunkulu, “the being made right which is from God.” God has simply provided a righteousness to the whole human race in Christ, whether they know it and accept it by an act of faith on their part or not (14). All of us, Christians, Jews, heathen, are dealt with by Creator God as righteous creatures, not only now, but “from all eternity.” This is the reason for the universality of human religious experience, which impels people to live moral lives:





The tokens of God’s favour have been shed abroad on the human race from the first. He ‘gave them rain from heaven, and fruitful seasons, filling their hearts with food and gladness.’ He wrought by His Spirit on theirs, teaching men everywhere to ‘feel after Him, if haply they may find Him, in whom they lived and moved and had their being, who was not far from any one of them.’ But now in the Gospel is being revealed the secret of all this (14).





This understanding underlies Colenso’s translation of the Greek present passive as a continuous tense: “is being revealed,” which in his Zulu translation becomes kuhlalukiswa, “is being made to come to light.” This is an ongoing process of enlightenment at work in every human heart through the conscience, since “the tokens of God’s favour have been shed abroad on the human race from the first” in nature (14). This is an important component of his understanding of Romans. Just as salvation is being revealed from day to day in the life of every human being, so judgment or “wrath” is being revealed every day in the life of every human being: “It is being daily, hourly, constantly, revealed, by the dealings of God with men; and especially by the secret witnessings of our own hearts. All men everywhere know in themselves that there is a Divine displeasure threatening those, who do what they know to be wrong, who ‘keep back,’ hold down, restrain, suppress, ‘the truth through or in iniquity.’” (21). However, it is God’s salvation which has the last word:





Thanks be unto God! One Love embraces all. Already side by side with this revelation of God’s wrath for wilful sin in the heart of man, there is a revelation of His Mercy–a secret sense that there is forgiveness with our Father in Heaven, in some way or other, possible or actual (21).





In their religious experience and practice, all humankind has always experienced the presence of God dimly through nature. All human beings are conscious of sin and guilt but also have a sense that forgiveness is possible and feel innately that they are children of a merciful God. For the Christian, writes Colenso, we find the “secret” of this universal human experience of God in the gospel: “For therein is revealed, the righteousness which God gives us,–which He gives to all, the evil and the good, the just and the unjust alike, that we may be regarded as children before Him–undutiful and disobedient children, it may be, self_willed and prodigal,–but children still, and to be dealt with as children, even when He visits us with His displeasure–children who have been called to inherit a blessing, and are not lying under a curse” (21-22). 





Colenso does not allow the interpretation of “from faith to faith” to mean the sanctification of the elect in 1:17, but draws a convoluted parallel with 3:21-22: “But now, apart from law, [of which he had been speaking in the digression] the righteousness of God has been manifested, (though being witnessed of by the law and the prophets,) but the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ, (=from faith), unto all and upon all them that believe (=unto faith).” His Zulu translation makes Colenso’s underlying understanding clear, particularly his choice of the word to express pistis, namely temba, which expresses confidence, hope, trust, while he explicitly rejects the alternative favored by the American Board Mission, kolwa, whose root meaning is “to be satisfied, have enough of a thing, to be satisfied with the evidence of a thing,” commenting in his Dictionary (234), “N.B. The word kolwa only expresses belief in the sense of assent, not of trust or affiance, for which temba must be employed. Hence it is a very improper word to be used generally, for the faith of a Christian.” In confirmation of his observation, that kolwa retains its root meaning of being satisfied, I can point to a Zulu saying still current, despite the “holy” use of amakholwa, namely sibhema sekholwa, said in appreciation at the end of a good party means literally, “we have smoked and we are satisfied!” The word kolwa, however, won out and is the commonly used word for a believer in Zulu today, as in the Bible Society version of the Bible. Colenso is undoubtedly right in his observations, and the use of ukukholwa ironically undermines the sola fide understanding of its missionary proponents. Colenso was concerned to maximize the nature of justification as objective, universal gift and human response as a simple trusting reliance on the Creator God.





This understanding of  “faith” as simple trusting hope, rather than an act of conversion, is important, since it connects with the universalist position he goes on to adopt. It is inherently possible for a heathen to have this kind of faith, to trust in a God experienced through nature and served by obedience to the promptings of conscience, since there is “a faith in the Living Word, which speaks within them” and “a living obedience to the law of truth and love, which they find written upon their hearts by the finger of God” (63-64).





“The righteous shall live out of faith” is cited from Habakkuk as a prelude to the rhetorical exercise which follows, to reassure the Jewish listeners and to arouse “the sense of their needing (as well as the ‘sinners of the Gentiles’) the ‘righteousness of God’ which is ‘revealed in the Gospel.’” (17). The implications are drawn only in 3:21-26, where the righteousness of God (understood as God’s gift of putting us right freely given) is extended “unto all and upon all that believe” apart from the law and prophets. In other words, there is no special status before God for the Jew over the Gentile–and by extension for the colonial Christians over the heathen Zulu people. This gift of righteousness in Christ is being made real in every human being all the time from the beginning “the Greek Present, implying their continuing state of righteousness” (62). As we have already seen, Colenso understands “belief” in a broad sense of the positive response of any human being, Christian, Jew or heathen, to the spiritual promptings of God as they know and experience God’s love. Thus 3:21-26 already, in his opinion, extend justification to the whole human race, though he concedes that Paul may in this case be referring to believers only (63). After all, he argues, while Paul may be ambiguous about how far the “all” extends in 3:23, in 5:15-19 Paul must refer to all humankind, “So then, just as through one fault, it passed [death] unto all men, unto condemnation, so also, through one righteous act, it passed [the gift of righteousness] unto all men, unto justification of life” (Colenso’s translation, 99). “Let the words of this verse be well noted,” writes Colenso, “By Christ’s one act of loving obedience, the free gift of God has come upon all men, unto justification of life, that is, unto a justification which brings with it the gift of life” (103). “For ‘the many’ who died in Adam,’ were, of course, the whole race; and therefore also, blessed be God! ‘the many,’ to whom ‘the grace of God abounded, and the free gift by grace of the one man Jesus Christ,’ the gift of righteousness, must be the whole race, the whole family of man” (102).





While 5:19 uses the future tense, “the many shall be made righteous,” this is because of the continuous nature of God’s redeeming work in “the multiplied declarations of righteousness, which shall be made in this life to the individual members of the great human family. Whenever the ‘unrighteousness’ of any Jew, Christian, or Heathen, ‘is forgiven, and his sin covered,’–whenever he feels any measure of the peace of God’s children, in the faithful discharge of any duty, or in forsaking any path of evil,–whenever there is brought home to his heart in any way the message of God’s Fatherly Love by means of any one of Earth’s ten thousand voices,–then he hears, as it were, a fresh declaration of righteousness, he may know that he is recognised again as a child of God’s House” (103). This is indeed the essence of the good news, that the whole human race is righteous before God in Jesus Christ “their Head” and every human being already experiences the redeeming work of the Spirit of God which Christians expressly experience through their baptism:





He Himself, the Father of Spirits, is everywhere enlightening and quickening the spirits of men. Every good thought, which has ever stirred within a heathen’s mind, is a token of that work which God’s good Spirit is working within him, as one of the great Human Family, redeemed by the Love of God in Christ Jesus, and related all to the Second Adam by a second spiritual birth, (of which Baptism is the express sign and seal to the Christian,) as they are by their natural birth to the (107).





Paul goes on to work out the implications of this in chapters 6-8, in terms of the sacraments, human nature and natural religion.





5. Theological Implications of Colenso’s Exegesis of the Sola Fide





5.1 Anakephalaiosis


In rejecting the penal theory of the atonement (“He did not bear the weight of the curse; He did not suffer the accumulated weight of woe, due, as a punishment, to the sins of the world. St. Paul says not a word of this.” 111), Colenso gives maximum weight to Paul’s use of the formulation “as in Adam all die, so in Christ shall all be made alive,” to see Christ as the Head of humanity, encapsulating and restoring humanity in his own person on the cross (“What He, our Head, did, that we, the members of His Body, share in–we, the whole brotherhood of Man,–we, the whole race, whose nature He took upon Him.” 113). Although the concept of the headship of Christ does not appear in Romans, but mainly in the deutero-Pauline epistles (Eph 1:22, 4:15, 5:23; Col 1:18, 2:10, 19; but cf. 1 Cor 11:3), Colenso interprets Paul’s first and second Adam typology in this way (Christ as head occurs no less than 49 times) to refer to the work of Christ in the Commentary on Romans. Christ’s work is effective in gathering up the whole of humankind since creation and up to the final resurrection into one in himself and restoring it to what God all along intended it to be. So we are no longer accursed creatures but children, whether or not we come to conscious Christian faith.





Colenso’s thinking at this point is reminiscent of the recapulatio Christology of Irenaeus, though there is no evidence that he is conscious of it. The summary of Aloys Grillmeier gives of Irenaeus’ theology provides resonates with Colenso’s exegesis of Romans:





Just as in the invisible world the Logos is already the head of all being created in him, so now in the incarnation he becomes head of the visible and corporeal world, and above all the head of the church, so drawing everything to himself. This represents at the same time a recapitulation of creation and above all of fallen Adam, i.e. a renewing and saving permeation of the whole history of the world and of mankind by ‘Christ the Head,’ from its beginning to its end (1975:102).





For Colenso, this Adam Christology, which stresses the Fatherhood of God and of the solidarity of all human beings as bothers and sisters in Christ, is what ought to provide the motivation for Christian mission and not fear of damnation or selfish hope of individual privilege which leaves the rest of humankind to perish:





We are to go forth in the confidence that all men everywhere are sharing these blessings, though as yet they may not be privileged to know it–honouring our brother-men, whoever they may be, as members of the Great Human Family, whom God hath redeemed for Himself in His own dear Son,–and longing and labouring to tell them, in life and act, in our own persons, if we may, or by helping others in our name to tell them, of One Love, of which all earthly loves are telling, of which all precious thought are whispering in the very centre of their being, which embraces us all (119).





When the missionary meets those who have not heard the Gospel, s/he must recognize that the Spirit of Life is already in them: “All men, then, have this spirit, this spiritual life, though all men may not realise it to themselves nor exhibit it to others” by virtue of their relation to Christ as Head (147).





5.2 Purgatory and the Ultimate Salvation of All Humankind


The second theological implication of Colenso’s understanding of Paul is that it problematizes the concept of eternal damnation. After all, if there is this human solidarity in redemption, whether they make an act of faith or not, and if the penal theory of the atonement is set aside, then how can one talk of punishment at all, except as a corrective measure for deliberate and obstinate sin. But if punishment is corrective, then it cannot be eternal. Interpreting 8:21, Colenso insists that the words “that the creature also itself shall be set free from the bondage of corruption, into the freedom of the glory of the children of God” refer to the whole of the created order and must mean that there is hope for the whole race, including the unrighteous in the end (175-176). So, in one of the most sustained pieces of argumentation in the whole commentary, he argues for the doctrine of Purgatory as representing the majority Christian viewpoint through the ages and even in his own. There must, in God’s good time, be the hope of redemption even here. So, while there will be judgment for all now and at the hour of death, according to the light given each, and all will experience the “worm” of guilt and the “fire” of God’s anger against sin, at the last all will be brought into the light of God’s glory and presence.





5.3 Sacraments as Signs to the World


Thirdly, if all are already redeemed by the work of Christ as Head of humanity recapitulating the race from creation, then what role could the sacraments play. Certainly, the sacraments do not effect redemption (ex opera operandi), but they show it forth. Baptism, like circumcision for the Jew, is an outward sign of God’s blessing already given, but does not guarantee any special privilege for the Christian. Colenso paraphrases Paul in 2:25 as follows:





The baptism of a Christian has a meaning and use, if he walks faithfully; otherwise his baptism becomes a mere nullity. If, then, an unbaptised heathen does that which is good and right and true, shall not his unbaptised state be reckoned for baptism? and they, which are heathens by nature, and walking according to the light vouchsafed to them, judge those, who, baptised Christians as they are, yet knowingly transgress the law of their Lord? For he is not a Christian, who is so merely in name and profession, nor is that true baptism, which is only outwardly with water. But the Christian in God’s sight is he who is one inwardly; and the baptism, which is of value before Him, is that of the heart, in the spirit, not in the outward form. (51) ....It might be asked, ‘If you say the heathen may be saved without the knowledge of the Gospel, what advantage then, hath the Christian, or what profit is there in Christian Baptism?’ And a similar answer might be given: Much, in every way: in the very first place, because to them are entrusted the Holy Scriptures, the books of the New Testament as well as the Old?’ And to this we might go on to add, ‘To them are given the means of grace, and the hope of glory.’(53)





The blessing is already given before baptism to all humankind, and serves to ratify that gift long ago given (75) for the individual “receiving each for himself, personally, in baptism a formal outward sign of ratification of that adoption, which they have shared already, independently of the sign, with the whole race” (200). Central to Colenso’s thinking is the insistence on humankind as one. He uses the phrase “the whole race” sixteen times, to emphasize human solidarity in the Christ event.





The same can be said about the eucharist. It likewise represents a gift already given objectively to all in their daily experience of life, but signified outwardly in the sacrament:





The Body and Blood of Christ are represented to us by the Elements, whether we come to feed by faith upon them at that particular time or not. These things, out of ourselves, are set forth to us in that Holy Sacrament, as the source of all Life of every kind to us all, of all the blessings which we enjoy in our daily life, personal, family, social, or national–as the great provision of our Father’s Love for us, of which we are partaking, day by day, at every moment, as redeemed creatures, though we may not know it or may not heed it,–of which every man everywhere is partaking, though he may not know what the Word made Flesh has done at His Father’s bidding for the children of men (115).





This conclusion that the Body and Blood of Christ are given “to all the human race, not only in the Sacrament, but at all times, and of which, in fact, all men are everywhere partaking, through God’s mercy, and so receiving all the life they have” (116) was one of the conclusions which most outraged the Anglo-Catholic orthodoxy of Bishop Gray and his supporters in the heresy trial.





5.4 Natural Religion and the Conscience


Finally, the consequence of this Christian universalism Colenso draws from his interpretation of Romans, is a new emphasis on natural religion and conscience. All human beings experience the Fatherhood of God, have access to the gift of salvation given in Christ and are called by the creator Spirit to an ethical life by the conscience given to every human being. The Christian has the advantage of knowing and experiencing this good news and the responsibility of sharing it with the rest of the human family. The Christian, however, has no ground for pride or for a sense of superiority. For Colenso, the Epistle was specifically written by Paul to counter feelings of racial privilege and pride. The implications of this for colonial society were specifically drawn by him in the Commentary on Romans. This would inevitably set him on a collision course with the colonial government and the settler community.





6. The Consequences





Colenso’s Commentary on Romans was printed only at his mission station and received brief attention, largely as source material for his heresy trial. As an examination of the charges shows, it was on the basis of his exegesis of Romans that he was excommunicated, and not, as is sometimes asserted, his challenge to Scriptural inerrancy in his Commentary on the Pentateuch. Yet his exegesis was hardly taken seriously as an interpretation of Paul’s letter. No attempt was made to refute Colenso’s exegesis by his accusers. Colenso’s work at Ekukhanyeni did not succeed in making conventional converts. As I have argued elsewhere in examining the relationship between Colenso and Magema Fuze (Draper 1998a, 1998b, 2000), Colenso’s theology, propounded in his interpretation of Romans, undermined the logic of conventional mission work. If all are already saved, whether they accept the Christian gospel or not, then what they stand to benefit from by baptism is enlightenment, knowledge of what they already possess. Colenso’s emphasis on the value and importance of natural religion, of the universal operation of conscience, and of the equality of all races and cultures, made for a “cool conversion” in the terms of Berger and Luckmann. There was no need for an absolute break with their former way of life for his converts, no severance of family and kinship ties, and Colenso. Instead, his teaching encouraged the emergence of a Zulu national identity and cultural revival. However, if Colenso’s Commentary on Romans is measured as part of the “long conversation” between European Christianity and Africa, then it was profoundly successful.





The mission station itself was abandoned, after the traumatic events of Colenso’s excommunication and legal battles in the Privy Council. Colenso abandoned his early visions of an alliance with imperial authorities to put a Christian king on the Zulu throne and came to be a fierce defender of Zulu independence and legal rights against the colonialists: first Langalibalele, then Cetshwayo, and then, posthumously through his family, Dinizulu. He excerpted decisions and reports of the Natal colonial government and sent them to a network of activists in England. He lobbied in the imperial Parliament and fought in the courts. His converts and scholars from Ekukhanyeni were among the vanguard of a new Zulu consciousness and resistance to colonialism, known early on as “the Bishopstowe Faction,” after his house at Ekukhanyeni. This is certainly not the kind of outcome which missionary societies expected or welcomed at the time, but one of which, with hindsight, the church can be proud. Exegesis can have unexpected consequences.
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