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Introduction:
A well-known (painful) saying in Southern Africa connects the Christian Bible and the loss of land in Africa: “When the white man came to our land, we had the land while he brought the Bible.  The white man said to us: “Let us pray”.  After prayer, he had the land and we had the Bible”. 

 Although the saying might be dubbed by some as irrelevant in the post-independent African contexts, or as being not so spiritually-informed/inspired, it reveals the painful reality of an African person’s past and present memories of how the Bible was used and continues to be used “for worse” by the powerful on the powerless others. The former category might comprise men, whites, the rich, the Western imperialists, et cetera.  In the present text, I make an attempt to show how the Bible continues to be used by the powerful to perpetuate the marginalisation of the powerless in our HIV and Aids contexts.  Traditional literalistic and simplistic Bible interpretations which so typify many our ecclesial settings, not excluding those on the African continent, be it those of the African independent churches, the mainline churches, the evangelical and pentecostal churches and so forth, cannot be helpful interventions to those of our communities who are  infected and affected by HIV and  Aids. It may be argued that in many instances, the Bible serves as a “wounding” sword rather than a “healing” one in such circumstances.  (Footnote): On the use of the Bible as a wounding sword, see Masenya, 2004:

Allow me to cite an example in this regard: The observation that the face of Aids is that of a poor Black woman, be it in South Africa, on the African continent and in the African  Diaspora, is indisputable.  How the Bible is read in most of these settings mostly  perpetuate the already marginalised status of the affected and the infected. (Ftnote: Two recent examples at a woman’s conference: Obedience starts at home and go to the kitchen and keep quiet).
In this paper, I revisit the use of the Bible to entrench patriarchal/kyriarchal power by showing how the institution of marriage has become a risky business particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa in the face of the pandemic of HIV and Aids.  I will lift the examples of two female characters in the Hebrew Bible/ Old Testament, that is Tamar and Ruth.  I wish to investigate how similar their struggles are to those of the twenty first century African women Bible readers.  More importantly for the present text/paper, I wish to see how helpful their interventions are for African women’s struggles in the HIV/Aids era.  In other words, could what they are portrayed as doing (having done) serve as helpful ways to deal with HIV/Aids-related challenges in many an African context?

I start by ruminating on my experiences regarding the use of the Bible at the Elminah Slave Castle in Ghana.  I will expose the listener to how the Bible was used to endorse the policy of apartheid in South Africa and how it continues to be used against the powerless such as the women, the poor and the girl children in the time of HIV and Aids.

I will problematise the view shared by both ancient Israel and Africa that seems to dictate that human beings, both male and female can only be fully human through marriage even as I intend to exposing the dangers of idolising such a view on humanity and marriage in the face of Aids.  

I conclude by making some recommendations about how the Bible can be used constructively particularly in our efforts to care for those affected and infected by HIV and Aids

The Elimah Castle Story

Let me share a story of my shocking encounter with the (abuse of the) Bible in one of the Eliminah Castle’s rooms in Ghana.  In the year 2000, I was privileged to be part of a group of African scholars, both from the African continent and the African Diaspora who visited Ghana on a research mission(footnote).  As part of the team’s research mission, it (the team) undertook a journey to the Cape Coast in order to visit two castles which were used to house slaves before they could be shipped to the Americas in the seventeenth century.  As we took the tour around the Elminah Castle, I was agitated by the sight of a  poster with the words of Psalm132:14 in one of the rooms.  The psalmist, whose words were said in the context of the affirmation of God’s presence, were cited to affirm the presence of God (a god) in the house of slavery!
Although the quotation of this psalm brought shock, frustration and anger in that setting, coming from an apartheid South African context, an encounter of the affirmation of the presence of God in the house of slavery was not a new one to me.

The Use of the Bible by the Power-ful and the Power-less
It is a well known fact that the previous South African government used the Bible to support the problematic policy of racial segregation.  The Bible became an instrument to endorse not only the separation of peoples according to their races, but also the kind of treatment each would receive on account of the skin colour which each wore.  It is no wonder that in such contexts, the same Bible could be used to support the theory that Blacks were destined to be the slaves for whites (cf Verwoerd’s in this regard).  Blacks could easily be associated with the Canaanites / heathens whose land could be extorted “legitimately claimed” by the chosen ones (ie, people of Caucasian descent; cf also the rootedness of apartheid theology on the notion of the choice / election of Israel).  As a response to such a problematic use of the Bible, the then Black prophets (cf the liberation theologians, Black theologians, etc) dared to stand up and called/named apartheid a sin (cf their works, the Kairos document: Tutu, Maimela, Boesak, Mofokeng, Mosala, etc).  They dared to challenge the view of a God who was propagated as being on the side of the conquerors of African lands against heathen African peoples.  Informed by their own experiences of oppression and exploitation, they propagated a theology of the God of the poor, the God who sided  with oppressed Hebrew slaves. They argued that it was in the nature of the God of the oppressed to liberate the poor not only from spiritual sins, but also from all systemic sins:

Says Maimela:
Thus drawing their vision from a theological vision in which God is portrayed as liberator of slaves from the Egyptian captivity, black theologians began to reject the dominant white expressions of Christianity and to develop a black theology of liberation whose task among others, was and remains that of confronting, questioning and rejecting any vision of a “god” who fails to hear the cry of the poor and the oppressed. (Maimela, S S. “Black Theology and the Quest for a God of liberation,” in Journal of Theology in Southern Africa, 82, 1993, 54-66.
The painful story of Howard Thurman’s grandmother, one of the African slaves in America, also comes to mind here.  She was not keen to hear any text from the Pauline letters.  When asked why, she responded:

“…Always the white minister used as his text something from Paul.  At least three or four times a year he used as his text: ‘Slaves, be obedient to them that are your master,…as unto Christ.’ Then he would go on to show how it was God’s will that we were slaves and how, if we were good and happy slaves, God would bless us.  I promised my Maker that if I ever learned to read and if freedom ever came, I would not read that part of the Bible.” (Weems1993:34-emphais: mine).

The above two examples belong to the category of readings by those readers who, contrary to the poster I saw at the Elminah Castle, refuse(d) to believe that God could be present in the house of slavery.  They refuse to believe that there could be any life in exile (Jer21:1-10).

As can be gleaned from the above analysis, it could be argued that in their attempts to read the Bible “for better”, the oppressed peoples took upon themselves the responsibility to identify with the voice of the oppressed in the Bible, finding in the Bible, a healing sword.  What in our view made their use of the Bible refreshing is that their Bible reading was informed by their own experiences.

Just as the Bible was used previously “for better” by these African/Black prophets, Black/African women (cf the Circle of Concerned African women Theologians(ft-Cameroon), have found in it, a book which can bring solace and hope to their lives amidst the traumas put upon them by kyriarchal / patriarchal structures.  These women read the Bible in their search for what the will of God is regarding their own experiences (elaborate).  Noteworthy is the observation that such an exercise is no easy for (African) women (cf also global women Bible readers) because theirs is a setting in which the experiences of the powerful, still pretty much shape they way women read the Bible.  The latter will become evident in the readings of the biblical texts to be engaged with in the present presentation.  It such settings, where biblical interpretation basically accords with the needs of the powerful, the Bible is used also to buttress patriarchy, either in the global culture or in the African culture. Biblical texts such as Ephesian5:21-28 and 1Cor7:5ff may be used to support the alleged unlimited powers that men as family heads have, over their wives and their bodies/sexuality (cf Masenya2003; Moyo2004).
It is no wonder that in these same settings, the Bible may be brought in, to support the notion that heterosexual marriage is the norm.  
In the narrative, we ask how helpful the latter view is, in the context where research has shown that in the HIV/Aids contexts of the Sub-Saharan continent, heterosexual marriage relationships have become a high risk factor.  The major mode of transmission is heterosexual intercourse, with marriage being the major risk factor for any African woman to get infected.  As the most common mode of the transmission of the HI-Virus, heterosexual sex accounts for 88-98% of all the infections in this part of the African continent (cf Baden).
Such a volatile situation, in which the previously marginalized groups have become even more vulnerable, invites us to read sacred texts such as Ruth1:1-18 and Genesis 39 with a sensitivity to the plight of HIV and Aids victims.  

As we continue, informed by the above examples, to interrogate the use of the Bible in the present story, we wish to ask the following questions: Is the Bible used in the above instances to support the interests of God’s kingdom or the interests of those who have power?  Are Christians not many a times tempted to make God’s Book their own?  Are we as Christians not sometimes found guilty of wanting to own the Bible (and/ or God’s salvation) and then use them to serve not God’s desires but ours in the name of God?  How detrimental can such moves be on the innocent Bible readers who regard such interpretations simply as God-sanctioned or Spirit-inspired? (Example: Pastor who could not preach on account of the ear rings on female ears).  
Trapped Between Two Forms of Authority: African Women Between the Bible and Culture
In many an African setting, the Christian Bible and the African cultures are used successfully as two effective weapons to fulfil male interests (Give an example with Weems’ similarities regarding the preferred texts (Ephesians and 1Cor7 in the differing Africana contexts).
In an article” “Trapped Between Two ‘Canons’: African-South African Christian Women in the HIV/AIDS era, I have shown how African Christian women who wish to take seriously, the definitions of both the African and Christian cultures(sacred texts) about womanhood(bosadi), find themselves trapped between two forms of authority.  The “problematic” authority of the (use) of the Bible and the problematic authority of the (use) of African proverbs. Mosadi ke tšhwene o lewa mabogo vis-à-vis Monna ke tšhwene o ja ka matsogo a mabedi (Proverbs31:10-31; 1Cor7.5ff)
The era of HIV/Aids calls us to revisit such abuse in the interpretation of the Bible in our search for affirming interpretations of the Bible.
We need to revisit the underlying mentality that seems to dictate that female (and male) human beings, can only be complete if they are attached to each other through marriage.

We need to challenge the idolisation of marriage particularly in the era of HIV and Aids.

De-Idolising Marriage in the HIV/Aids Contexts
A Plea (Request) for Aids by a Lover
The strange, shocking and appalling words, “Give me Aids, my Love” formed the headlines of one of the popular South African week end newspapers in June of 2005.  The words came from a 24 year old woman who infected herself with the Human-Immuno Deficiency Virus by choice.  Mahlangu accepted the love proposal of Mathekga, a man whose positive-HIV status was fairly known to the public. Although the couple initially engaged in protected sex, “overpowered” by love, the woman decided to knowingly consign herself to death: “My love for him was so intense that I decided not to use protection anymore.  I knew that I was putting my life in danger but I did not care.  If I am infected by someone I love then it is okay because my love for him will keep me going.”

A pretty young girl with the possibility of a great future still ahead of her, infects herself with the killer virus!  This she does, unlike millions of other young African girl children, knowingly! Factors such as the high regard for marriage, poverty, illiteracy, lack of parental support contribute to the spread of the HI-virus among many African girl children.  It seems to me that this craving for marriage is not only Africa’s problem.  No! It is a global one.
As outside observers to African cultures, we may, like the clinical psychologist whose comments the readers were allowed to hear in the story, quickly judge Mahlangu’s behaviour as being unrealistic and irrational.  However, if we as readers, were conversant with the crucial place which is accorded marriage in the African cultures, we would be a bit cautious before we make an attempt to pass a quick judgment on her. Although at face value, Mahlangu may give the reader of her story an impression that all was done in the name of love, if we read between the lines (cf also from the silences of the text), we may speculate  that attachment to a man in marriage, was the main driving force behind the woman’s fatal move.  

What is mind-boggling is Mahlangu’s claim that on account of her love for Mathekga,  she decided not to use protection anymore!  I wish to argue that finding herself in a desperate state for marriage, the young woman, at some point in the relationship, wanted to prove to the man that so committed was she to a (lasting) relationship with him, that she could even die for the sake of their relationship!

If it was marriage more than anything else that Mahlangu craved for, she got it!  This is what one can call, “marriage at all costs”, even at the cost of one’s life! Marriage becomes an idol in such contexts.

A related story, drawing this time not on a secular text, but on a sacred text such as `the book of Ruth, also throws light on how highly regarded marriage, particularly in poverty-stricken female/women’s contexts.  This is the story of a Philipino girl.
Aspiring Matrimony with a Wealthy Man: A Phillipino Girl’s Story

This is a story in which a young poor Phillipino girl invoked the story of Ruth in the Hebrew Bible in her attempt to deal with the reality of poverty in her family.

Says the young girl: “I remember the story of Ruth.  Ruth put herself forward attractively to a wealthy foreign man in hopes that he would marry her and take care of her.  I hope that a wealthy man will marry me and take care of my family.  God took care of Ruth and worked it out for her; God will take care of me too”.
When I read this story, I was reminded about my Master of Divinity students in the Bible, HIV/Aids and African/South African Women 2005 Spring class in Atlanta,GA, USA .  The notion of finding a Boaz in the form of a marriage partner seemed quite familiar in the African-American Christian settings.
In the case of the Philippine girl’s story above, one wonders with Sakenveld if such an interpretation of the Ruth’s story could have been the girl’s construction or if she might have received such from the recruiter.  She rightfully questions:

“Although the Philippines is basically a Christian culture, it seemed unlikely to me that the girl had thought of that connection herself.  Perhaps the recruiter had proposed it, or perhaps someone in her own family. Perhaps it had been spreading like a grapevine across the villages of the region, with its source no longer identifiable.  I do not know whether the girl finally accepted the recruiter’s invitation.  I do know that poverty in which women and girls suffer among the economically destitute has led tens and even hundreds of thousands of young girls into forced prostitution world-wide (2003:; cf also Dube’s article on the globalization, African women and the girl child in the time of HIV/Aids; also Masenya’s on the Optimism of Africa and Israel in the time of Aids, 2005).
Ruth’s Attempt To Fit In
8. But Naomi said to her two daughters-in-law, “Go back each of you to your mother’s house.  May the LORD deal kindly with you, as you have dealt with the dead and me.

9. …the LORD grant that you may find security, each of you in the house of your husband”…10. They said to her, “No, we will return with you to your people.”

11. But Naomi said, “Turn back, my daughters, why will you go with me?  Do I sill have sons in my womb that they may become your husbands?  12 Turn back, my daughters, go your way, for I am too old to have a husband. Even if I thought there was hope for me, 
even if I should have a husband tonight and bear sons, 13  would you then wait until they were grown?  Would you then refrain from marrying?  No, my daughters, it has been far more bitter for me than for you, because the hand of the LORD has turned against me.”(NRSV).

Naomi’s deep desire for her daughters-in-law to remarry is clearly captured in the above episode.  Being conversant with the workings of the systems in her day, Ruth knew that the security of young women  basically lay with their husbands.  It is no wonder that she whole-heartedly exhorted her daughter-in-law to go each to their beth em (vis-à-vis the common beth av) in order to seek security (menukah) in the form of a man/husband.
Although Orpah ultimately listened to the words of her mother-in-law, Ruth chose to show allegiance of the time that one would have expected a young woman to show to a man (cf the Hebrew word davaq in 1:14, a verb that is used in the matrimonial context of a man and a woman in Genesis2:18):

16….“Do not press me to leave you or turn back from following you!
Where you go I will go;

Where you lodge I will lodge

Your people shall be my people,
And your God my God

17. Where you die, I will die-

There will I be buried

May the Lord do thus and so to me,

And more as well

If even death parts me from you.
Various instances in the Book of Ruth throw light on the conviction that Ruth, her daughter-in-law, could find security only through marriage :

1) Her excitement in 2:20 after learning of Ruth’s first encounter with Boaz, whom she also quickly revealed to be the goel, next of kin.

2) Her problematic advice to Ruth to wash herself and visit this same man at the threshing floor in the night.  She was advised to wait until the man had finished eating and drinking and then go, uncover his feet and lie down.
What is equally surprising to a modern day reader of this painful story, is that the daughter-in-law not only failed to question such a dangerous advice.  On arrival, contrary to her mother-in-law’s advice to wait until she was told what to do, Ruth proposed marriage to Boaz: “I am Ruth your servant, spread your cloak over your servant, for you are next-of-kin.” (3:10).
As the story ends, the reader knows that Ruth ultimately got her mother-in-law (and herself?) wanted, even at all costs, that is, marriage.

Our sensitivity to the plight of the infected and affected, should motivate us to read the above story with caution.  Parents should be wary of being so overwhelmed by poverty  to the extent of encouraging their girl children to use their bodies as objects for prostitution.  The churches need to reinvent the theology that will enable humanity (both male and female) to affirm their inherent dignity.  The latter is in no way attached to a person’s connectedness to the other in marriage.  As a matter of fact, the latter, becomes even more enhanced by our connectedness to Jesus Christ.  This is the kind of theology that affirms with Paul that whatever gain each of us had had (including spousal relationships), such has been counted as nil /worthless on account of the surpassing worth of knowing Jesus our Lord (Phil3:7-8).
Perhaps the time of HIV/Aids, has come to challenge the church, to take seriously, James’ words that faith cannot be alive without works.  The latter will include among others, actively taking care of the needs of those around us, who on account of such, could be found to be the most vulnerable.
Ruth’s, is not the only story in which women’s attempts to fit into patriarchal structures are portrayed.  Another similar story is that of Tamar in Genes39.  We now turn to the latter in the following paragraphs:

Tamar’s Desire to be a Good Wife:
In Genesis 38, the reader is confronted by a widow with the name Tamar.  On account of Tamar’s compulsion to succumb to the pressures upon (single) women by the expectation of a patriarchal society  she temporarily changes her status from that of a widow, to that of a whore  or prostitute. 

Tamar found herself in a situation where Onan, the younger brother to her deceased husband, refused to be a surrogate father according to the culture of the time.  Realizing that even the father-in-law’s promise of a younger son was not to happen, and determined to perform her role as a wife and a mother, she decided to pose as a prostitute. Tamar, like Ruth got what she wanted.  She was ultimately impregnated by Judah, her father-in-law, in order to perpetuate the line of her deceased husband (compare this with the practice of widow inheritance and/or levirate marriage in the African cultural contexts) .
Tamar’s, is a story of the plight of a man-less and son-less woman who made an attempt to rectify her “problematic” situation, albeit in an illegitimate way.  Her attempt was ironically, though understandably, made successful by her temporary switch from her “widowhood” status to that of “whore”.  Hers is a story of a woman’s struggle to fit into legitimate patriarchal institutions, at all costs.

Some scholars argue that Tamar’s move was motivated by her intention to call Judah to responsibility (Fewell & Gunn 1993:88-89; Amos 2004:15; Bird 1999:102).  According to Fewell and Gunn, Tamar exploits this move successfully because she, instead of her father-in-law, is the one who eventually controls her father-in-law’s sexuality (1993:89).  Tamar’s move makes sense in the light of the precarious situation of widows at the time.  It is therefore understandable that those who are committed to justice as it is to be exercised on marginalised women and girl children may be quick to applaud Tamar’s move to call her irresponsible father-in-law to responsibility.  But, given the harsh reality of the senseless deaths caused by AIDS in our very midst, would we want to support such action?  Irrespective of the desperateness out of which such action could have originated? I think not.

Tamar’s story  is a story of many African women (and girl children) who are still confronted with African institutions such as polygyny, levirate marriage, and what one could call, a “multiple-sex partner” monogamy.  By the latter, I am referring to a monogamous marriage setting in which a man, not a woman, though known to be legitimately married to one woman, is culturally permitted to have other sexual partners outside of marriage.  How may such texts be re-read and re-heard in the time of Aids?  Could we use the Bible “for better” in the face of the enemy of our time?  In the following section, we address the latter question. 
The Bible: The Hope for the Affected and Infected
The poet of yesterday explained AIDS as follows:  Am I doing something? An important question we ask as we come to the conclusion of this story is: What is each of us doing regarding our use of the Bible in our HIV/Aids contexts?  How do those of us who have been given power to interpret the Bible to others interpret it?  Is the interpretive act informed by our `commitment to God and the interests of God’s kingdom?

Although this has not become foregrounded in the present story up to this point, it is noteworthy that the present presentation is based on the observation of the significance which the Christian Bible has played continues to play as an important spiritual resource in the lives of African Christians.
 From the above analysis, it has hopefully become clear that the Bible has been (even as it continues to be) used either “for better” or “for worse” in our differing interpretive contexts. 
As people who are in one way or another connected to the Bible, either as individual Christians, as Bible translators, teachers, professors, clergy persons, counsellors and so forth, and informed by the analysis of the use of the Bible as reflected in the preceding sections, how may use the Bible “for better” in our HIV/Aids contexts?

The following suggestions might be helpful as we consider ways in which we can continue engaging the Bible effectively with the text of HIV/Aids:

1)
Being very conscious about the dynamics of the context of the interpreter.  Ours is the context of HIV and Aids, the context in which the power dynamics (politics, economics, religion, etc) are sometimes played out on how we approach and handle the Word of God

2)
Taking this context seriously in our Bible translation processes, hermeneutics/interpretation, counselling sessions, et cetera.
3)
 Affirmation of the dignity of all people as human beings created in the image of God (Gn1:26-28):  Says Paul:  “In Christ there is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free and there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”  All human beings, irrespective of their HIV/Aids status, class, gender, race, age, are made one by their faith in Christ.
Informed by the main thread around which the present story revolved, we could take the above analysis further to argue that in Christ, there is neither married nor single, all are affirmed by their belief in the message of the cross, this message which is folly to those who are perishing, but to us, who are being saved, whether HIV-positive or not, married or single, the power of God, unto salvation (1Cor1:18).  What matters most therefore is an individual’s faith and commitment to Christ more than any other factor which might shape our lives.  With such a view, we might be enabled even to challenge our beloved cultures and ideologies when these are found wanting by the standards of God’s will for our lives.
We might also be encouraged to lift those passages that foreground the need for celibate lives (1Cor7:25-39) in order to affirm those who choose to spend their lives outside of marriage.  As we do this, we might be enabled to challenge the view that regards marriage as an idol.
Conclusion

In the service of humanity,

For better, for worse,

Through calm and storms,

In sorrows, in joy,

For division and unity,

Servicing humanity.

For enslavement and freedom,

Conquering and repossessing,

Oppressing and liberating,

For death, for life,

Serving Africana woman humanity,

The Christian Bible.
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