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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This study is a critical analysis of how Maasai informants read some selected Old Testament 

texts that are thought to have an appeal to people with semi-nomadic ways of life. The Maasai 

is a Nilotic ethnic group of semi-nomadic pastoralists living in the northern Tanzania, and 

southern Kenya, East Africa. The traditional Maasai semi-nomadic way of life in Tanzania is 

currently in a severe tension with surrounding farmers and other investors. The opponents to 

the Maasai accuse the traditional Maasai way of life to be outdated, destructive, misusing the 

land and it deserves a ban. 

 Chapter one presents an introduction to the study. It starts with a case from the field, 

where I interact with an informant I call Meitamei. Having Meitamei’s views as a background, 

the chapter situates the problem in the Tanzanian context and the research context. The chapter 

poses the research question, the aim and methodology, some ethical considerations, and the 

scope. It also introduces the Maasai, with information that serves as a handle of what comes in 

the next chapters. 

 Chapter two discusses theoretical perspectives and concepts. This chapter is divided in 

three parts. The first is the Maasai oral “texts.” The Maasai oral “texts” are reading resources 

the informants use in interpreting biblical texts. The second is the interpretive context, where I 

discuss inculturation theory, with particular reference to Justin Ukpong and his inculturation 

hermeneutics of biblical interpretation, offering some modifications of Ukpong’s approach. 

The third is about actors involved in this study. Here, I discuss some aspects of Action Research 

from social science, and some aspects of “reading with” from African biblical hermeneutics 

that inform my research. 

 Chapter three deals with the encounter between my Maasai informants and some 

biblical texts selected for the project. It is about the Maasai reading of some selected Old 

Testament texts. The texts are Gen 13:1-12, Exod 13:17-22, and Jer 35:5-10. During the 

process of reading the Biblical texts, I am the facilitator who poses questions, and the 

informants are the ones to make the interpretations. In other words, the Maasai informants are 

the primary interlocutors of the selected Old Testament texts. 

 In chapter four, I create a dialogue between the Maasai readings of biblical texts in 

chapter three with critical Old Testament studies. This dialogue does not aim at assessing the 
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Maasai reading from an exegetical perspective, but to make the two enrich each other. The 

assumption in this dialogue is that the Maasai readings and the critical Old Testament studies 

are equal partners in the dialogue. 

 Chapter five reflects on the results from previous chapters to see what contribution it 

may have to the academic discipline of Old Testament studies in Africa. In this chapter, I start 

by defining Old Testament studies in Africa, then I survey its development, and discuss some 

current challenges. Then I locate my Maasai project in terms of its contribution into this 

academic context. The contribution of my project is in terms of: (1) method, that of realization 

of a relationship between Old Testament research and contextual challenges. (2) Bridging the 

gap between lay and professional readers of the Bible. (3) The role of the Bible for constructive 

social change. (4) The bible and African culture, and (5) the influence of the Bible outside 

Christian sphere. Lastly, chapter six concludes my research. This is by summarizing the results, 

answering my research question, and a response to Meitamei, an informant I started with in 

section 1.1 of this work. 
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Chapter One 

INTRODUCTION 

 

  

1.1 A Case from Maasai 

One among many challenges that are facing the Maasai in Tanzania today is a land crisis. The 

Maasai pastoralists and farmers (from other ethnic groups) seem to be competing for land for 

some decades now. During my field research in a typical Maasai area, I met one Maasai 

traditional leader, Meitamei, and asked him what might be the cause of the ongoing land crisis 

in the Maasai area. He responded:  

 

Farmers and other investors who come to our land are looking down on us, the Maasai, and 

they are grabbing our grazing land. They claim that we Maasai are only thinking of cattle and 

ignore all modern ways of life. They do not read the Bible to know how worth cattle are, that 

is why they grab our land for other uses like agriculture.1 

 

His response shows that some people downgrade the Maasai, undermine their economic 

activities, and deprive their right to natural resources, in particular land. The Maasai interpret 

this as harassment from farmers and other investors. Likewise, the supposed claim by farmers 

and other investors that the Maasai are only thinking of cattle puts the Maasai semi-nomadic 

way of life under a kind of social-cultural marginalization. Moreover, farmers and other 

investors seem to be against the Maasai way of life and see it as an old-fashioned one.  

This response heightened my curiosity and then I asked this man to explain to me how 

the Bible supports the semi-nomadic ways of life of the Maasai people, as he claims. His 

reaction was even more interesting. He responded: 

 

                                                           

1 Interview with Meitamei at rural Maasai area, 05.11.2015. 
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Are you not a Christian? Have you happened to read the Bible? The Bible is full of stories 

explaining Israelite nomadic way of life, which is also the Maasai way of life. In the Bible, we 

find people keeping livestock and sacrificing them to God. That is why I like to hear stories 

from the Bible. There are stories about people similar to the Maasai who keep livestock, which 

they got from God, a practice that is different from that of farmers.2 

 

It is my assumption that his intentions to ask about my Christian background or whether I 

happened to read the Bible was to try to show two perspectives. First, the Bible is an important 

book for the Maasai because it has stories that display resonance with the Maasai semi-nomadic 

way of life.  Besides, referring to the Bible, this man‒I presuppose‒is speaking of the Old 

Testament where we find such stories on nomadic ways of life. This does not mean there are 

none of the stories connected to nomadic ways of life in the New Testament but mostly and in 

a direct way, we find them in the Old Testament. Second, the semi-nomadic lifestyle of the 

Maasai constitutes a life different from that of the other mostly Bantu people in Tanzania.  

Moreover, Meitamei went on discussing the problems that the Maasai people are facing 

today of land crisis, marginalization, and harassment, and he shared with me strategies on 

dealing with the situation:  

We have a strong army of il murran [warriors] and no one can mess with us Maasai. We will 

fight them because we are people of war, we do not fear anyone who threatens us. We will 

make sure we continue with our activity of keeping animals without allowing anyone to 

intimidate us. This is how Israelites have been fighting their enemies as we read in the Bible 

and we Maasai will do the same.3 

 

Since in any war, not only women and children, but also the entire community is deeply 

affected, someone would have expected this man to suggest peaceful ways of solving the 

conflict. On the contrary, Meitamei has focused more on fighting anyone who blocks the 

Maasai way of semi-nomadic life. However, according to the Old Testament, the Israelites also 

were fighting their adversaries. In that sense, Meitamei wants to apply the Israelites’ way of 

dealing with their adversaries. 

The above case reflects a situation in contemporary Tanzania where Maasai experience 

oppression and marginalization. Before moving to the main question of this work, I reflect on 

this case in its context in the following section.  

                                                           
2 Interview with Meitamei at rural Maasai area, 05.11.2015. 

3 Interview with Meitamei at rural Maasai area, 05.11.2015. 
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1.2 Background and Context  

This section describes the background of the above-presented case. I divide this section into 

three parts. The first subsection explores the marginalization of the Maasai in Tanzania. The 

argument of this subsection is that the marginalization of the Maasai is not an assumption but 

a reality in the Tanzanian context. The second subsection shows the initiatives that have been 

achieved so far in order to curb the issue of marginalization of the Maasai. The third subsection 

discusses how the Bible can contribute to curb the situation in Maasai context. My argument 

is, despite some efforts going on, my research identifies some gaps and suggests a contribution 

from the biblical perspective.  

1.2.1 Marginalization of the Maasai  

The marginalization of the Maasai in Tanzania appears on two levels. The first level comes 

from people with different ethnicity from the Maasai that is mainly Bantu-speaking people, 

who regard the Maasai as a minority who misuse land.4 The second level comes from state 

bodies that seem not pleased with the Maasai semi-nomadic lifestyle.  

Concerning the first level, the Maasai is a Nilotic ethnic group of semi-nomadic 

pastoralists who are located in northern Tanzania and southern Kenya. This puts them at 

variance with the neighboring ethnic groups who are mostly Bantu. The Bantu is the largest 

categorization of people in Africa. Noel King argues that the Bantu-speaking people dwell in 

lands that stretch from Nigeria and Mount Cameroon down to the Cape of Good Hope (Africa’s 

Land’s End).5 The said foundation of the ethnic groups of the Maasai and Bantu does not only 

portray a difference in origin but might also contribute to harassment and other forms of 

looking down on the Maasai as a minority in Tanzania. Despite this marginalization, the Maasai 

still seem to be confident to maintain their semi-nomadic way of life among their neighbors 

the Bantu. 

                                                           
4 Interview with Meitamei at rural Maasai area, 05.11.2015. According to Meitamei, Bantu people nickname the 

Maasai as watu wanaohesabu mikia ya ng’ombe, meaning people who count cattle tails. The Maasai feel bad 

especially when they are interpreted as people who do not know anything except counting cattle tails. 

5 Noel Q. King, African Cosmos : An Introduction to Religion in Africa, The Religious Life of Man Series 

(Belmont: Wadsworth Pubishing Company, 1986), 31. 
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Concerning the second level, the Maasai are accused of misusing land. It is claimed that 

the Maasai semi-nomadic activities interfere other activities such as farming and tourism. The 

most remarkable statement comes from the then President of the United Republic of Tanzania. 

When he was addressing the Parliament on 30th December 2005 right after his election to the 

presidency, he explained what he called “a strategy of the Tanzanian Government to improve 

animals rearing.”  In his strategy, he said that the Government is gearing to banning semi-

nomadic life because it seems not to be profitable, as it turns the whole country into a grazing 

area.6 He continued to say that with semi-nomadic life, both animals and the owners are 

starving.7  

This speech from the head of the state declaring such plans made the Maasai pastoralists 

scared and feel discriminated. It is true that the United Republic of Tanzania Village Land Act 

of 1999 vests authority on land into the presidency. It states in part II on fundamental principles 

(b) that all land in Tanzania is public land vested in the President as a trustee on behalf of all 

citizens.8 In other terms, all land belongs to the Government. On the one hand, the statement 

from the President shows a sense of an awareness of improving animal rearing industry in the 

country. It aims at improving animal rearing as a business for the benefit of both the pastoralists 

and the Government. On the other hand, however, the approach ignores the cultural aspect of 

pastoralists such as the Maasai. Keeping animals for the Maasai is part of their culture and any 

kind of efforts to fight semi-nomadic life might mean fighting against Maasai culture.  

In what it claims to be improving animal rearing in Tanzania, the Government at 

different levels now allows some activities to take place in areas that since before the colonial 

time were regarded special for grazing purposes. Such activities include agriculture, an 

extension of game reserves and hunting industry. There have been reports on the contest 

between Maasai pastoralists (Nilotic) and farmers (Bantu) in Tanzania on the land issue for 

some decades now. Some cases show how the Government ignores the Maasai. 

One example is the report by the Pastoralists Indigenous Non-Governmental 

Organizations’ Forum (PINGO’s Forum), which claims that in one incidence, some 

governmental officials allowed farmers to invade a pastoralists’ village in Morogoro region-

                                                           
6 http://www.mwanahalisi.co.tz/serikali_imekataa_kuthamini_wafugaji-Kauli, accessed on 15.04.2016. 

7 Ibid, accessed on 15.04.2016. 

8 United Republic of Tanzania Village Land Act of 1999, available from http://www.tanzania.go.tz/, accessed on 

15.04.2016 

http://www.mwanahalisi.co.tz/serikali_imekataa_kuthamini_wafugaji-Kauli
http://www.tanzania.go.tz/
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Tanzania. The said farmers practiced agricultural activities, despite the fact that Maasai 

pastoralists legally owned this village for pastoralism (from 16/06/1999, lease Number MG/ 

KIJ. 522).9 However, during the incidence, the Maasai pastoralists took the matter to court and 

the judgment was passed in their favor; yet one governmental official allowed the farmers to 

continue with agricultural activities in the said village under the protection of the police.10 From 

incidents like this, where society links a governmental official to such a scandal, the 

Government can hardly escape from accusations of marginalizing the Maasai.  

The report by PINGO’s Forum continues to state that, in the same incidence, some 

Government officials seized more than 4,000 cattle from the Maasai families and destroyed 

their property. The result is (according to the report) not a war between pastoralists and farmers, 

but a war against the Maasai.11 When such things happen, the Government seems not to be 

ready to protect the Maasai pastoralists from farmers who want the same land for agricultural 

purpose.  

However, the problem that the Maasai are encountering seems to be part of a larger 

problem, which is reflected throughout Africa. Having researched on the source of civil wars 

in Africa, Ali Mazrui mentions “identity” to be one of the causing reasons to why Africans 

fight.12   According to him, though there are other causes, Africans fight simply about who is 

who.13 When one people’s identity is claimed to be inferior to that of another, then the ones 

who feel superior want to intimidate the inferior, and when the inferior resist, the war begins.  

Abiodun Alao on his side is even more specific. Commenting on the conflict between 

farmers and pastoralists in Africa, he argues that pastoralists are perhaps some of the most 

misunderstood participants in the natural resource sector.14 To be more explicit on Alao’s ideas, 

pastoralists appear to some people to have no contribution to the national economy and thus 

misusing the land. Keeping livestock seems to some as private and cannot benefit the 

community at large.  

                                                           
9 http://www.pingosforum.or.tz/index.php/home/144, accessed on 15.04.2016. 

10 Ibid, accessed on 15.04.2016. 

11 Ibid, accessed on 15.04.2016. 

12 Ali A. Mazrui, "Conflict in Africa : An Overview," in The Roots of African Conflicts: The Causes & Costs, ed. 

Alfred G. Nhema and Paul Tiyambe Zeleza (Oxford: James Currey, 2008), 38. 

13 Ibid. 

14 Abiodun Alao, Natural Resources and Conflict in Africa: The Tragedy of Endowment (Rochester: University 

of Rochester Press, 2007), 102. 

http://www.pingosforum.or.tz/index.php/home/144
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Leif Manger and Ahmed Ghaffar, discussing how various Governments in Africa treat 

pastoralists unfairly, express their sympathy with the pastoralists by arguing:  

They are victims of conscious policies of marginalization based on the simplistic assumption 

(accusing them) desertification, of managing their stock according to irrational economic 

principles and of being technically stagnant and backward, of wandering about destroying 

nature, and of adhering to conservative social structures and cultural notions.15  

 

The above short survey may serve as an illustration on how the Maasai in Tanzania experience 

marginalization not only by people from other ethnic groups but also by some state 

representatives. The survey also notices that the problem is facing other pastoralists in Africa 

too. This marginalization of the Maasai in Tanzania has aroused some initiatives to curb the 

situation, as I will discuss in the next subtopic. 

 

1.2.2 Initiatives to Curb Maasai Marginalization 

There are some efforts of dealing with the problem of marginalization of the Maasai from 

different individuals, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), the Parliament and the 

Government itself. In this section, I will briefly discuss how one particular NGO and the 

Government have addressed the issue. 

In what the American anthropologist Dorothy Hodgson refers to as “cultural politics of 

representation, recognition, resources, and rights,” she asserts that long-marginalized peoples 

in Africa and elsewhere have witnessed a popping up of different organizations trying to help 

to improve their situations.16 The Maasai of Tanzania have also witnessed this coming of Non-

Governmental Organizations claiming to help them to improve their situation. Hodgson 

examines the emergence and embrace of transnational advocacy in the form of indigenous 

rights movements by Maasai activists in the 1990s.17 On the one hand, these Non-

Governmental Organizations sometimes are accused of prioritizing their economic benefits and 

leaving aside advocating for Maasai, something that puts their credibility into doubt. Being 

funded from abroad, some of them have shown a character of biases by too much inclining to 

                                                           
15Leif O. Manger and Ahmed Abdel Ghaffar, Pastoralists and Environment: Experiences from the Greater Horn 

of Africa : Proceedings of the Regional Workshops on African Drylands, Addis Ababa and Jinja (Addis Ababa: 

Organization for Social Science Research in Eastern and Southern Africa (OSSREA), 2000), 1. 

16 Dorothy L. Hodgson, Being Maasai, Becoming Indigenous : Postcolonial Politics in a Neoliberal World 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011), 1. 

17 Ibid., 3. 
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the Maasai and showing hostility to both the Government and investors. Despite all these 

happenings, on the other hand, signs of making the Maasai voices louder are evident in the 

area. 

For example, the Pastoralists Indigenous Non-Governmental Organizations’ Forum 

(PINGO’s Forum)18 is trying to improve the situation of the Maasai. In terms of its purpose, 

PINGO’s Forum is a human rights and development network that seeks to advocate and support 

the development of competencies on sustainable livelihoods of pastoralists and hunter-

gatherers communities in Tanzania.19 PINGO’s Forum has been working in Maasai areas in 

collaboration with other NGOs to try to amplify the voices of Maasai semi-nomads whenever 

they are mistreated. PINGO’s Forum is working through lobbying and advocating for change 

in good governance and human rights (social, economic, political and cultural rights); capacity 

building of member civil society organizations and other key stakeholders; and networking 

with likeminded organizations with similar objectives with PINGO’s Forum or interested on 

pastoralists and hunter-gathers livelihoods.20  

As far as I can see, PINGO’s Forum, on the one hand, has shown strengths to stand with 

the Maasai by trying to task the Government to do something regarding pastoralists’ rights. 

With these efforts, PINGO’s Forum tasks the Government to abstain from negligence on 

working out the problems on land and socio-cultural marginalization of the Maasai. PINGO’s 

Forum has created an awareness by exposing the rights the Maasai deserve. On the other hand, 

PINGO’s Forum lacks strategies on dealing with conflicting parties especially on the land issue 

in Maasai area. It overlooks other patrons on land by standing with the Maasai only, something 

that may not refute the accusation of PINGO’s Forum working on a biased basis. Empowering 

the Maasai as PINGO’s Forum is doing is only one thing; solving the land and socio-cultural 

marginalization problem in Maasai needs collaboration with other patrons like farmers and the 

Government itself. A gap in addressing the issue exists and there might be a necessity for 

                                                           
18 The Pastoralists Indigenous Non-Governmental Organizations’ Forum (PINGO's FORUM) is an advocacy 

coalition of indigenous peoples’ organizations who are currently 53, working in Tanzania for the rights of the 

marginalized indigenous pastoralists and hunter-gatherers communities. It was established in 1994 by six 

pastoralists and hunter-gatherers organizations in their struggle for land right and development agenda. Available 

from http://www.pingosforum.or.tz/index.php/home/144, accessed on 15.04.2016. 

19 http://www.pingosforum.or.tz/index.php/home/144, accessed on 15.04.2016. 

20 Ibid, accessed on 15.04.2016. 

http://www.pingosforum.or.tz/index.php/home/144
http://www.pingosforum.or.tz/index.php/home/144
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another perspective, which will try to enable Maasai to sit together with their competitors and 

negotiate on the way forward.  

The Tanzanian Government also has shown strategies to try to help the Maasai semi-

nomads especially when pressure comes from the Parliament.21 In what seems to be a new 

move, the Government, different from what happened in 2005, came with a new plan in 2015. 

It is a new plan because it is not aiming to ban the Maasai semi-nomadic life. On the contrary, 

the Government seems to accept and set aside land for pastoralism. In 22 out of 25 political 

regions in Tanzania mainland, 620 villages are currently set aside for semi-nomadic activities. 

The total area of these villages is about 1.9 million hectares.22 Recently, the Prime Minister of 

the United Republic of Tanzania declared this plan and summoned all Tanzanian citizens to 

join hands with the Government in containing the situation of the fight between farmers and 

pastoralists in the country.  

Separating pastoralists from farmers is a good idea since every activity will operate in 

its territory as instructed by the Government. This separation of grazing and farming areas does 

not mean that farmers in Maasai area will stop harassing the Maasai semi-nomads whenever 

they meet in markets and some other places. The farmers may continue harassing Maasai and 

the Maasai on their side may continue fighting back anyone who seems to block their way. 

Nevertheless, these are positive efforts by the Government, but they are just part of the solution. 

There is need for other initiatives to supplement in addressing the situation. 

This part has briefly shown some efforts to curb the marginalization of the Maasai in 

Tanzania. Regardless of efforts done by PINGO’s Forum and the Tanzanian Government, I 

would like to turn to the perspective of the Maasai traditional leader I introduced at the 

beginning of this chapter. He argued on using the Bible as having a potential to curb the 

situation in Maasai. I discuss this perspective in the next subtopic.  

 

                                                           
21 According to the constitution of the United Republic of Tanzania, one of the duties of the parliament is to 

supervise the government. The members of parliament from Maasai area raised their voices against different 

accusations against Maasai semi-nomads and that arouse the government’s awareness to find a solution to the 

problem. 

22 http://www.habarileo.co.tz/index.php/tahariri/6348, accessed on 15.04.2016. 

http://www.habarileo.co.tz/index.php/tahariri/6348
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1.2.3 Bible Reading as a Contribution to Curb the Situation 

Through reading and interpreting the Bible, the Maasai may reflect on their current socio-

cultural situation and widen their knowledge on how to deal with it. Practically, there are two 

pragmatic reasons to approach the problem in Maasai from a biblical perspective. These are 

historical and practical uses of the Bible in Maasai areas. Historically, the use of the Bible is 

continuing to become popular in Maasai areas since the time of the first missionaries. The 

encounter of the Maasai with the Bible dates back to the entrance of the Leipzig missionaries 

to the Kilimanjaro area in 1893. This was the beginning of missionary work in Kilimanjaro and 

Arusha regions, where most of the Maasai in Tanzania live. Throughout the 20thcentury, 

Christianity has been spreading in the Maasai area until now. Currently, there is a Maa 

translated version of the Bible and all Maasai who can read get access to it in their own 

language.23 From that perspective, the Maasai find the Bible as a very important book. Thus, 

the current Maasai socio-cultural context is experiencing a massive spread of Christianity and 

the Bible is a key document. 

  Practically, many have observed that there are close parallels between Maasai and 

biblical concepts of the semi-nomadic way of life. Particularly, these parallels appear in the 

Old Testament, where a semi-nomadic way of life is portrayed as a kind of life lived by the 

patriarchs and other figures in biblical history. Based on such observations, the present study 

is on some selected Old Testament texts that seem to have an appeal to people with a semi-

nomadic way of life.  

These reasons, both historical and practical may answer the question of why the Bible 

is resourceful in approaching the problem in Maasai area. However, the above survey shows 

that the Maasai semi-nomadic ways of life are a challenge for them towards being accepted by 

other people and dealing with their daily life tests of modernity. This means that some people 

and state bodies do not accept the Maasai simply because they live a semi-nomadic life and the 

result is a kind of cultural and social marginalization. Likewise, as the Maasai tend not to be 

ready to abandon their semi-nomadic life, they continue to experience. This harassment is 

directed towards them as people who do not want change. Despite some efforts that are aiming 

at curbing this situation, the Maasai see their semi-nomadic way of life as something good and 

                                                           
23 The current Maasai Bible became available in 1992. This version is a “Union Version” translation. The intention 

of translation was for all Maa speakers from both Kenya and Tanzania to read the Bible in their own language. 

The translation involved a translation review committee, individuals representing the different Maasai dialects 

areas of Kenya and Tanzania, from the Samburu in the north to the Parakuyo in the south. For further discussion 

see http://biblesociety-kenya.org/?page_id=571, accessed on 16.04.2016.   

http://biblesociety-kenya.org/?page_id=571
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deserves protection. The present study shares this conviction and argues that a reading of the 

Bible might be of support.  

  

1.3 Research Context 

My research interacts with two academic discourses. One is the general Maasai studies in 

anthropology and theology, the other is Old Testament studies and then particularly studies of 

the encounter between Africa and Old Testament. In this section, therefore, I will discuss how 

scholars have explored not only the Maasai and Maasai Christianity but also a contextual 

reading of the Bible, I will identify some research gaps, which the subsequent chapters of this 

work will try to fill. 

The first discourse relates with more general on studies in anthropology and theology. 

In anthropology, Paul Spencer and Dorothy L. Hodgson are leading figures. Spencer critically 

surveys the social system of the Maasai.24 This includes forms of social organization of the 

Maasai, based on age. As he has argued recently, this type of system only survives in any 

number and variety among the nomadic pastoralists of East Africa [the Maasai being part of 

them] where they provide insights into aspects of age and ageing.25 He continues arguing that 

though these age systems are male, they also involve relations with and through women.26 

Spencer has influenced my work in the aspect of knowing the social organization of my 

informants.  

 Hodgson reflects on the possibilities and limits of supporting the marginalized Maasai 

and the whole issue of bringing positive change in the Maasai society. 27  She offers a detailed 

ethnohistoric investigation on why and how the Maasai of Tanzania first sought then 

abandoned a rights recognition strategy. She reflects on how different Non-Governmental 

Organizations (NGOs) join hands with the Maasai struggles for recognition, representation, 

rights, and resources. However, she discovers that most of the work done by these NGOs have 

                                                           
24 Paul Spencer, The Maasai of Matapato : A Study of Rituals of Rebellion, Routledge Classic Ethnographies 

(London: Routledge, 2004). 

25 Youth and Experiences of Ageing among Maa : Models of Society Evoked by the Maasai, Samburu, and 

Chamus of Kenya, (Warschau/Berlin: De Gruyter Open, 2014). 22. 

26 Ibid. 

27 Hodgson, Being Maasai, Becoming Indigenous : Postcolonial Politics in a Neoliberal World. 
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accomplished to express what the Maasai do not want but less to do with what they want.28 Her 

work has aroused my curiosity on marginalization of the Maasai that I may avoid falling into 

the same trap of defusing political anger, rather than organizing tangible social change in 

Maasai. 

In theology, several scholars have written about the Maasai. Let me mention two 

examples, Joseph W. Parsalaw and Leonard A. Mtaita who explore mission work to the Maasai. 

Parsalaw, being a Maasai himself, wrote on A History of the Lutheran Church, Diocese in the 

Arusha Region from 1904 to 1958.29 Writing on the history of the church in Arusha region, he 

automatically touched the Maasai who are mainly occupying this region. Although his primary 

sources were archival materials and a few informal conversations,30 yet as a Maasai, his book 

is illuminative to my research because he discusses some important issues such as economic 

activities in Maasai area, cattle rearing being a part. Mtaita in his publication The Wandering 

Shepherds and the Good Shepherd: Contextualization as the Way of Doing Mission with the 

Maasai in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania, Pare Diocese deals with the Maasai 

of Pare Diocese of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania.31 Given his life experience 

as a theologian and pastor, he wrote on some strategies of doing contextual theology to the 

Maasai in that Diocese. Despite Parsalaw and Mtaita dealing with history and mission work, 

these scholars provide handful information to enable me to do a critical analysis of the Maasai 

who are an integral part of this work.  

 Now I turn to the study of Old Testament particularly the encounter between the society 

and the Old Testament. I will briefly discuss works of six Old Testament scholars. These 

scholars include Hans de Wit, Knut Holter, Gerald West, Justin Ukpong, Johnson Kiriaku 

Kinyua, and Beth E. Elness-Hanson. This does not mean I ignore others like David Adamo, 

Madipoane Masenya, Sarojini Nadar, Hendrik Bosman and many others whom I relate in my 

work. 

Hans de Wit honors intercultural reading of the Bible. He directed a three years research 

study on an intercultural reading of the Bible. The book titled Through the Eyes of Another: 

                                                           
28 Ibid., 211. 

29 Joseph Wilson Parsalaw, A History of the Lutheran Church, Diocese in the Arusha Region from 1904 to 1958, 

vol. 12, Makumira Publications (Erlangen: Erlanger Verlag für Mission und Ökumene, 1999). 

30 Ibid., 30. 

31 Leonard A. Mtaita, The Wandering Shepherds and the Good Shepherd : Contextualization as the Way of Doing 

Mission with the Maasai in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania, Pare Diocese, vol. 11ibid. (1998). 
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Intercultural Reading of the Bible summarizes the findings of the study.32 In this volume, 

focusing on the story of the encounter of Jesus with a Samaritan woman, different scholars 

share their experience from five continents about how ordinary readers read the text. De Wit 

has recently published another book titled Empirical Hermeneutics, Interculturality, and Holy 

Scripture.33  The two books seek to show how Bible readers in different parts of the world 

reflect together on biblical texts. This may imply that empirical-intercultural biblical 

hermeneutics is a sound exercise in both academic-scholarly and religious-theological 

interpretation of the Bible. De Wit has given me confidence in what I am doing with the Maasai 

that there is a possibility for professional and indigenous readers of the Bible to become 

partners in an ethically countable way of relating the biblical text to the context. This results in 

a process of mutual learning between professional and indigenous readers of the Bible. 

Beth E. Elness-Hanson rightly acknowledges Knut Holter as an exponent of the 

intercultural hermeneutics of the Hebrew Bible interfacing “the West” with Africa.34 Apart 

from interfacing the West and Africa, Holter has engaged himself to work on African biblical 

hermeneutics in particular. The Africanization of Old Testament Studies project, 2002-2006 

remains an outstanding evidence that someone finds the report in the book titled: Let my People 

Stay: Researching the Old Testament in Africa.35 Despite his Western background, his 

publications are indicators of his devoted biblical scholarship in Africa. Among his many 

publications, these serve as exemplary: Yahweh in Africa,36 Old Testament Research for 

Africa,37 and Contextualized Old Testament in Africa.38 In these volumes, Holter has illustrated 

important issues on research and different approaches to African biblical hermeneutics. 

                                                           
32 Hans de Wit  Louis Jonker, Marleen Kool, Daniel Schipani, ed. Through the Eyes of Another : Intercultural 

Reading of the Bible (Amsterdam: Institute of Mennonite Studies, Vrije Universiteit, 2004). 

33 Hans de Wit, Empirical Hermeneutics, Interculturality, and Holy Scripture, vol. 1, Intercultural Biblical 

Hermeneutics Series (Elkhart: Intitute of Mennonite Studies, 2012). 

34 Beth E. Elness-Hanson, Generational Curses in the Pentateuch : An American and Maasai Intercultural 

Analysis, vol. 1 (New York: Peter Lang, 2017), 55. 

35 Knut Holter, ed. Let My People Stay! : Researching the Old Testament in Africa (Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 

2006). 

36 Yahweh in Africa : Essays on Africa and the Old Testament, vol. 1, Bible and Theology in Africa (New York: 

Peter Lang, 2000). 

37 Old Testament Research for Africa : A Critical Analysis and Annotated Bibliography of African Old Testament 

Dissertations, 1967-2000, vol. 3, Bible and Theology in Africa (New York: Peter Lang, 2002). 

38 Contextualized Old Testament Scholarship in Africa (Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 2008). 
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With his scholarly cautiousness towards different ways of knowledge, namely 

epistemology in the West and ontology in Africa, Holter bridges the gap between the two by 

coining African Old Testament studies in relation to the historical-critical methodology. In his 

article “The Role of Historical-Critical Methodology in African Old Testament Studies,” 

Holter cautions scholars from embracing either of the two extremes of either rejection or 

embracement of historical-critical methodology.39 Holter’s works have improved my 

knowledge of doing a balanced African biblical scholarship especially in this current work on 

the Maasai. 

Gerald West is another exponent of contextual biblical interpretation and African 

biblical interpretation in particular. His engagement with the ordinary readers of the Bible 

flourished as he founded the Ujamaa centre in 1985.40 This according to West was a response 

to the cry “How can we hear God speak to us in these times?” Being himself a trained biblical 

scholar, hearing this voice from ordinary (poor and marginalized) people, West wrestled with 

the question on the roles of biblical scholars have to play in contexts where the Bible is a 

significant text within poor and marginalized communities for capacity building for citizens in 

social transformation. West puts more emphasis on contextual Bible study where the aim is to 

read the Bible with ordinary readers, people from the poor and marginalized background. His 

works Contextual Bible Study,41 The Academy of the Poor,42 among many others have provided 

tools on how to carry out my research in Maasai area. 

Justin Ukpong has coined the expression “inculturation biblical hermeneutic” and this 

gives him credit to be one of the pioneers of African biblical hermeneutics. He redefines 

“inculturation theology” and frees it from the bondage of a widespread knowledge that it only 

fits in missiology. Instead, he argues that “inculturation theology” does not refer to a specific 

theological discipline rather, a hermeneutical process in theologizing that cuts across all 

                                                           
39 For a detailed discussion, see  "The Role of Historical-Critical Methodology in African Old Testament Studies," 

Old Testament Essays 24 (2011). 

40 Ujamaa Centre emerged in a time of deep conflict in the KwaZulu-Natal region of South Africa. Local 

communities of poor, working class and marginalized black South Africans were torn apart by state-sponsored 

violence. In this context of daily violence and death people cried out for God’s help. For more details, see 

http://ujamaa.ukzn.ac.za/Homepage.aspx, accessed on 25.06.2017. 

41 Gerald O. West, Contextual Bible Study (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 1993). 

42 The Academy of the Poor : Towards a Dialogical Reading of the Bible, vol. 2, Interventions (Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic Press, 1999). 

http://ujamaa.ukzn.ac.za/Homepage.aspx
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theological disciplines including biblical exegesis.43 Being a Nigerian, he dared to advocate an 

interpretation of the Bible with a special focus on making the African context the subject of 

interpretation.44 For him, inculturation biblical hermeneutic supposes that the biblical text is 

plurivalent. Inculturation biblical hermeneutic recognizes the dynamics of the text that can 

function in different contexts to produce different but valid interpretations.45 David Adamo 

understands Ukpong’s inculturation biblical hermeneutics as doing biblical studies with 

ordinary people.46 Ukpong’s inculturation hermeneutic is one of the theoretical perspectives I 

interact with in this work.  

The Kenyan biblical scholar Johnson Kinyua focuses on the concept of “ordinary 

African readers’ hermeneutics.”47 His work shows how “ordinary readers” of the Bible can 

engage themselves in reading and interpreting the Bible in a way that may liberate their society 

from the challenges they face. His propositions imply a shift from colonial discourses that could 

hardly fix African challenges. He proposes an African hermeneutical theory that accepts both 

scholarly readers and ordinary readers as capable hermeneuts.48 He explores how Africans may 

employ “allusion” as a valid method for interpreting the Bible where the reader is prompted to 

connect the differences and similarities between the author and biblical narratives.49 Kinyua’s 

case study of the Agikuyu encounter with the Bible shows resemblance with mine on the 

Maasai encounter with the Bible. 

Beth E. Elness-Hanson has recently done an analysis of generational curses in the 

Pentateuch comparing Maasai and North America interpretations.50 In this project, Elness-

                                                           
43 Justin S. Ukpong, "The Parable of the Shrewd Manager (Luke 16:1-13) : An Essay in Inculturation Biblical 

Hermeneutic," in "Reading With" : An Exploration of the Interface between Critical and Ordinary Readings of 

the Bible : African Overtures, ed. Gerald O. West, Musa W. Dube Shomanah, and Phyllis A. Bird (Atlanta, Ga: 

Scholars Press, 1996), 190. 

44 For a detailed discussion on making the African context the subject of interpretation of the Bible see "Rereading 

the Bible with African Eyes : Inculturation and Hermeneutics," Journal of Theology for Southern Africa, no. 91 

(1995). 

45 "The Parable of the Shrewd Manager (Luke 16:1-13) : An Essay in Inculturation Biblical Hermeneutic," 191. 

46 David Tuesday Adamo, "The Historical Development of Old Testament Interpretation in Africa," in Biblical 

Interpretation in African Perspective, ed. David Tuesday Adamo (Lanham: University Press of America, 2006), 

22. 

47 Johnson Kiriaku Kinyua, Introducing Ordinary African Reader's Hermeneutics: A Case Study of the Agikuyu 

Encounter with the Bible, vol. 54, Religions and Discourse (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2011). 

48 Ibid., 2. 

49 Ibid., 30. 

50 Elness-Hanson, Generational Curses in the Pentateuch : An American and Maasai Intercultural Analysis, 1. 
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Elness-Hanson has shown how intercultural biblical studies can be helpful to increase the 

understanding of a Bible passage rather than paying attention to only one perspective. With her 

life experience of living among the Maasai,51 she has been able to study Maasai culture and 

argue scholarly for social change. Through this project, the Maasai got an opportunity to raise 

their voices by expressing their views in a meaningful way.   

However, despite being accessible to such various scholars and sources, yet I did not 

find a perspective that satisfies the question of my research. Not even a single scholar or 

researcher has addressed the question of the Maasai semi-nomadic way of life in relation to an 

Old Testament perspective. This was my challenge and reason to read Old Testament texts with 

Maasai informants in order to analyze how they reflect on these texts in relation to their current 

life challenges. Nevertheless, I acknowledge the massive support and enlightenment I got from 

this literature surveyed above to understand the Maasai context. 

1.4 Research Question and Approach  

The Maasai traditional leader I introduced in section 1.1 of this work discloses a socio-cultural 

marginalization of the Maasai. The initiatives I display in section 1.2 to deal with the problem 

indicate a research gap that the Bible (in particular the Old Testament) may contribute to filling 

it. In the same way, my research context surveyed in section 1.3 shows that the question of 

semi-nomadic way of life in relation to an Old Testament perspective has not yet been touched. 

Therefore, my research question is: How can a reading of some selected Old Testament texts 

with Maasai informants facilitate a liberative reflection vis-à-vis the marginalization they 

experience?  

This study is letting the Maasai and Old Testament encounter each other and be 

compared. The Old Testament texts and motifs on semi-nomadic ways of life will be compared 

with corresponding Maasai experiences and concerns. I am approaching this comparison 

between the Maasai and the Old Testament from the Maasai perspective, letting the Old 

Testament texts function as a tool to interpret the Maasai traditions and current life experiences. 

Holter, in his discussion on contextualized Old Testament studies in Africa describes this 

approach where the Old Testament may serve as a tool to interpret traditional or modern 

African experience and concerns.52 Then, after comparing the Maasai and Old Testament, the 

                                                           
51 Ibid., 21. 

52 Holter, Contextualized Old Testament Scholarship in Africa, 14-15. 
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present study will reflect on the results to see what consequences they have for Old Testament 

studies in Africa.   

I have three reasons for using this approach. First, the Bible is an important book for 

the Maasai. This importance is evident when the man cited in section 1.1 of this work links 

biblical stories to Maasai cultural way of life. Although in the introduction I present only one 

Maasai who argues for the importance of the Bible in Maasai, as I continued to interact with 

more informants, I discovered that many shared the same idea with this man. That being the 

case, when the Maasai semi-nomadic way of life is currently under threat due to modernity, 

this important book (the Bible) may serve as a substantial tool to address the challenges. 

Second, the case referred to above manifests a mutual influence between the Maasai and the 

Bible. As a new interpretive context, it is my expectation that the Maasai readers of this project 

will be able to contribute new hermeneutical strategies of approaching the Bible. Third, this 

approach makes the Bible not a normative element but a dialogue partner with the Maasai 

context. When we approach the Bible in that way, the reading community gets the freedom to 

both contribute and receive from the whole process of interpretation. 

1.5 Aim of the Study 

The aim of the present study is twofold: First, to analyze how the Maasai informants reflect on 

selected Old Testament texts in a liberative way in relation to their marginalization. Second, to 

investigate how experiences from indigenous Maasai reading of selected Old Testament can 

illuminate Old Testament studies in Africa. To reach these two aims, I have to explore: 

(a) The way the Maasai informants analyze the concepts, attitudes, and actions in the texts 

we read. 

(b) The way the Maasai informants interpret their own culture and life experience in 

relation to the biblical texts they are reading. 

(c) The way the Maasai informants identify themselves with characters in the texts. 

(d) The challenges they pose in interpreting the texts. 

1.6 Methodology 

To approach my research question, I design the present investigation in the form of a dialogue 

between my Maasai informants and selected Old Testament texts. The second chapter discusses 
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theoretical perspectives underlying this work. Chapters three and four engage inculturation 

hermeneutics of biblical interpretation in two aspects.53 In chapter three I introduce the first 

aspect of inculturation hermeneutics of biblical interpretation where the Maasai informants get 

an opportunity to reflect and produce contextual meaning of Old Testament texts as primary 

interlocutors. This third chapter draws insights from social science research based on 

qualitative methods. In qualitative research, some aspects of Action Research methodology 

inspire me. From biblical studies, some aspects of “reading with” approach inspire me. I collect 

data from group and individual interviews. I will present the methodology of chapter three in 

section 3.2 of this work. 

The investigation of this research is informed by the experiences of both popular and 

academic reading of the Old Testament texts. In this sense, chapter four engages the second 

aspect of inculturation hermeneutics of biblical interpretation where I conduct a dialogue 

between the Maasai informants’ readings with the scholarly literature. This means different 

themes raised during the informants’ readings will dialogue with the scholarly literature on the 

same themes. I will present in section 4.2 the method I use in conducting this dialogue. Chapter 

five reflects the consequences of this dialogue and highlights the contribution of this research. 

1.7 Ethical Considerations 

Before going for the field research, I asked for permission from the Norwegian Social Science 

Data Service (NSD) through VID Specialized University. I was accepted and my project got 

research license with reference number 44741. I also applied for permission from the Tanzania 

Commission for Science and Technology through Tumaini University Makumira, in Usa River, 

Tanzania and got it.  

With regard to the nature of the research, that is reading the Bible with the Maasai, I 

informed the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania, North-Central Diocese (traditionally 

known as Maasai Diocese) and I was encouraged to go on. After arrival in the field, I identified 

the informants and asked for a verbal consent aiming at protecting and respecting their dignity 

and freedom as human subjects.54  I also explained to my informants the way I was going to 

                                                           
53 More discussion on inculturation hermeneutics of biblical interpretation comes in chapter two of this work. 

54 Norwegian National Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences and the Humanities (NESH): 

Guidelines for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences, Humanities, Law and Theology,  (Oslo: The Norwegian 

National Research Ethics Committees, 2016), Paragraphs 5, 6, 8, and 9. 
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record the discussions (using a sound recorder) and my intention to publish the findings, and 

they accepted. This is in accord with what Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann argue: 

Through briefing and debriefing, the participants should be informed about the purpose and 

procedures of the research project. This should include information about confidentiality and 

who will have access to the interview or other material, the researcher’s right to publish the 

whole interview or part of it, and the participant’s possible access to the transcription and the 

analysis of the qualitative data.55  

 

One of my responsibilities was to be aware of the responses and actions that were taking 

place in the session, and to think of possible reasons leading to such discussion or action. 

However, it was crucial for this research to identify some ethical dilemmas if the research target 

was to capture the Maasai interpretation of the biblical texts. Hereunder, I discuss the dilemmas 

identified.  

The first dilemma concerns power relation between the Maasai informants and myself. 

There are mainly three aspects here, namely my selection of texts, my facilitation, and my level 

of education. Someone may argue that since I selected the texts, then the Maasai informants 

had no option rather than reading texts I imposed on them. In the same way, I am a trained 

biblical scholar, while they are not trained biblical scholars and I am the one facilitating the 

reading process. This also may bring doubts whether the readings I discuss in this work are the 

real “hidden transcript” of my Maasai informants.56 Someone may think that I treated the 

Maasai informants like “others” and not part of this research. 

To counter this situation, we have to note several issues I took into consideration. First, 

my decision to read biblical texts with the Maasai informants (the Maasai informants being 

primary interlocutors of the Bible), decreases the space in the measurement of the “degrees of 

otherness” between the Maasai informants and me. By reading biblical texts in this way, I build 

an alliance of solidarity through collaborating with their community. In that sense, I am part of 

them and this does not only minimize “otherness” but also increases trust. Once they trust, they 

feel free to express themselves. Sarojini Nadar argues for a possibility of the subaltern to speak 

                                                           
55 Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann, Interviews : Learning the Craft of Qualitative Research Interviewing, 2 

ed. (Los Angeles: Sage, 2009), 71. 

56 Hidden transcript means self disclosure revealed in a safe articulation and acting especially when a person feels 

free. For a detailed discussion on this, see West, The Academy of the Poor : Towards a Dialogical Reading of the 

Bible, 2, 39-52. 
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especially when they are sure of the intellectual’s commitment to creating alliances of solidarity 

with them.57 I discuss more on selection of texts on section 3.2.1 of this work. 

Second, the aim of the investigation is favoring the Maasai struggle for better lives. The 

overall aim of the group interview was to facilitate the Maasai informants to reflect on their 

socio-cultural challenges so that they may think of their social transformation through selected 

Old Testament texts reading. In other terms, as the facilitator, I had to guide the Maasai 

informants to discover a transforming power in the texts we read. In that sense, the aim of the 

group interview geared to benefit the Maasai society. This also minimized the degree of 

“otherness” between the Maasai informants and me. 

Third, in the process of reading selected Old Testament texts, I did not provide them 

with tools for interpreting texts. Instead, I gave them freedom to utilize the Maasai culture and 

contemporary life experience as their tools of interpreting the biblical texts. I did this with the 

assumption that the Maasai themselves may possess creative ways of dealing with socio-

cultural marginalization and together with reading the Old Testament texts; they could discover 

something valuable for their society. 

 Fourth, since I could neither provide tools for biblical interpretation nor dominate the 

discussion, I minimized the educational gap. The informants could read the biblical texts freely 

with my facilitation. I respected their contribution.  

The second dilemma concerns gender. It is a taboo among the Maasai for a woman not 

to speak freely in the presence of men. To some extent, this dynamic affected the group 

interviews especially in the rural areas where the taboo is still effective. For example, in one 

of the sessions when a woman was gearing to interpret the text as part of her contribution, a 

man within the group gestured to silence her. This affected both the morale and the time of her 

contribution. From that single gesture, every woman in the group seemed to be terrified to 

speak freely. Consequently, this affected my session, and only men spoke with confidence.  

To deal with the situation, as a facilitator of the reading process, I picked women also 

to give their views and begged for men’s attention. In addition to that, I asked for a 

supplementary session with only women where I asked them to repeat clearly, what I noticed 
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did not go well during the previous section. This separation of women from men in the rural 

areas seemed to be helpful in this research. 

The third dilemma concerned the language. In the rural area, the language used for 

discussing texts was Maa (the Maasai language). I do not speak Maa. For that case, I had to 

use a translator who knows both Maa and Kiswahili (the Tanzanian national language). I call 

this a dilemma because during the process of translation there might be loss of some data in 

one way or another. Nevertheless, some informants might conceal some data to me the stranger 

in Maasai land. To deal with that dynamic, I spent time to put clear the purpose of the current 

research with the hope that when the project seems to be friendly to my Maasai informants and 

the translator, it minimized the problem of concealing information. Sometimes when the facial 

expression of the group members created doubts for me, I asked for more clarification. 

The fourth dilemma concerns the power relation among the group members. This 

happened in the rural area in the case where the Maasai traditional leaders, Laigwana were 

members of the groups. It affected other group members not to feel comfortable to speak in the 

presence of these leaders. In Maasai culture, the traditional leaders have a final say. The Maasai 

from other age groups have to listen to these traditional leaders. To deal with this dynamic, I 

used more time before the discussion to explain the nature of the discussion and how vital was 

the contribution of each participant. Aiming not to interrupt their culture, I used to allow other 

members to speak first and then the traditional leader at last to conclude the discussion on a 

particular question. 

1.8 Scope and Limitations 

Geographically, this study covers one political region, Arusha Region in Tanzania. This is one 

among thirty-one political regions in Tanzania. It is true that Maasai is the ethnic group in 

Tanzania that resides in almost every region but Arusha Region, which is my case of study, is 

the origin of the Maasai and that is where the majority of them live as compared to other 

regions. Within this area, the Maasai still practice many cultural rites in a way that could 

enlighten this research on the semi-nomadic way of life. This is the reason why I choose the 

region. The Maasai living in other regions might be included whenever it seems to be 

appropriate but the focus is their home place. 

In terms of topic, the present research is about the encounter between the Maasai and 

the Bible, particularly the Old Testament. My Maasai informants have read and interpreted the 
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selected Old Testament texts from the perspective of their own cultural background and life 

experience. In other words, the Maasai culture is the subject of interpretation of these Old 

Testament texts. This is contrary to the traditional way they were used to where the Bible 

experts interpreted and imposed a meaning of biblical texts to people. Reading the Bible by 

depending on experts has resulted into what I may call the Bible entering into conflict with 

indigenous cultures. This current study might rediscover Maasai interpretive potentials.  

Nevertheless, I am not committing this project to solve the current land conflict between 

Maasai pastoralists and farmers in Tanzania though I have cited it in the case. Only that the 

current project is offering its contribution on working out the problem of marginalization of 

the Maasai from the perspective of the Bible reading. This is by enhancing Maasai liberative 

reflections on the problem, hoping that it can be a contribution to fight the marginalization.  

1.9 The Maasai 

In this subchapter, I deal with four questions, namely: who are the Maasai? What is their 

lifestyle? What is their traditional worldview? What is their traditional way of communication? 

These questions are important for two reasons. First, to introduce the context that is responsible 

for the interpretations attributed to biblical texts in this project. The meaning of biblical texts 

in Maasai context depends on these questions. The same texts, if read in another context, may 

have different meanings due to different setting of readers. From this perspective, my readers, 

the Maasai informants, are the owners of the meaning of texts in this project. Second, the 

answers to the above questions that I address in this subchapter serve as a base of the 

interpretation of biblical texts. Thus, this subchapter assists as a handle of all the attributed 

meaning of the three texts as it appears in chapter three of this work. 

1.9.1 The People, Origin and Homeland Today 

The Maasai currently live in Southern Kenya and Northern Tanzania and they are among more 

than 120 ethnic groups living in Tanzania. Most of the ethnic groups in Tanzania are of Bantu 

origin while a few, like the Maasai, are of another ethnic origin. Arusha Region of Tanzania is 

a homeland for the Maasai. This, however, does not mean that they are not living in other places 

of the country. The Maasai reside almost in every region in Tanzania due to their semi-nomadic 

way of life. They are ever moving with their flocks everywhere in the country for the sake of 

good pastures and water for their animals. Regardless of their movements, still Arusha Region 

remains their homeland. 
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The term “Maasai” is an English expression of the ‘Il Maasai,’ which means people 

who speak Maa language. There are researchers of the Maasai in the fields of anthropology 

and history who use the terms “Maasai” and “Maa speaking people” interchangeably.  One of 

them is an anthropologist Lee Cronk.58 Another researcher is a historian Thomas Spear, 

specifically in the introduction of the book he edited.59  Observing all these, one may say, the 

Maasai are either Nilotic or Nilo-Hamitic and their lifestyle is close to Njemp and Samburu of 

Kenya, Arusha, and Baraguyu of Tanzania who all share the same language. 

D.W. Phillipson who contributes about "Early Food Production in Sub-Saharan Africa," 

in the volume titled The Cambridge History of Africa mentions the Later Stone Age pastoralists 

of Kenya and Tanzania as a product of the extension of economies based upon the more 

intensive exploitation of freshwater resources of East Africa.60  The reason he gives is the 

resemblance of archaeological materials found in East Africa to the ones in Early Khartoum 

(Sudan), including the houses of Maasai.61 Additionally, C. Ehret, a historian discussing the 

Maasai, supports the North-South movement as he says that by 1600, the Maasai may have 

spread as far south along the line of the Rift Valley as the northern edges of Tanzania.62  

Apart from the major lines of the above works, different scholars have been in debate 

on the origin of the Maasai without a clear consensus. On the one hand, some scholars mention 

places like the Middle East and Nile River Basin to be the Maasai origin. For example, Doug 

Priest Jr., a scholar in Intercultural Studies groups the Maasai who live in Kenya and Tanzania 

as Nilotic people who moved southward and eastward of Nile River.63 According to him, these 

people retain some characteristics of their neighbors in Sudan in terms of language, culture, 

and physical appearance.64  

                                                           
58 Lee Cronk, From Mukogodo to Maasai : Ethnicity and Cultural Change in Kenya, Westview Case Studies in 

Anthropology (Boulder: Westview Press, 2004), 4. 

59 Thomas Spear and Richard Waller, eds., Being Maasai : Ethnicity & Identity in East Africa, Eastern African 

Studies (London: James Currey, 1993), 9. 
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The discussion goes on and some do insist that there is no clear rationale to prove the 

Maasai origin. Hans-Egil Hauge, who conducted a research in Maasai area, emphasizes that 

the Maasai have no written accounts of their past history or of their religion, magic or 

customs.65 Though written history is not the only source to prove the Maasai origin, it is an 

important source, which can contribute to the discussion. The absence of written sources and 

the differing oral sources are the ones that complicate the issue of the origin of the Maasai. 

Others have proposed the Maasai to be a product of an “ethnic evolution.” In Kenya, 

the anthropologist Lee Cronk asserts that the Mukogodo changed their ethnic identity to 

Maasai.66 In his book titled From Mukogodo to Maasai: Ethnicity and Cultural Change in 

Kenya, he argues that the Mukogodo, who were originally Cushitic-speaking foragers engaging 

in hunting, gathering and bee-keeping activities, changed their identity to Maasai. The evidence 

Cronk has to support his argument is the way the Mukogodo started to speak Maasai language 

and engaged in pastoralism.67 He also argues that the cause of this cultural change is British 

colonial policies that happened in the 1930s.  

My project is related to the Maasai in Tanzania. However, the Maasai of Kenya and 

Tanzania have been crossing borders for the search of pastures and water. It has been a 

challenge for the two Governments to identify the Maasai of Kenya and Tanzania because a 

Maasai you see in Kenya today may be the same person in Tanzania after a short while. What 

happens to Maasai in Kenya may affect the Maasai in Tanzania also.  

With regard to cultural and ethnic change as Cronk explains, it is ambiguous. For the 

Mukogodo, speaking Maasai language does not mean their language has evaporated. In the 

same way, engaging themselves with pastoralism was something forced by the colonial 

Government and it is a weak point to support Cronk’s argument. However, at the time where 

all these happened, there were many Maasai residing in Kenya and Tanzania. Cronk is here 

speaking about a small ethnic group that changed its cultural activity to pastoralism and then 

spoke the language of the dominating Maasai in pastoralism but it cannot count as the origin 

of the Maasai. Nevertheless, his work informs the view that ethnicity is fluid and it can change. 

Another line of thought on the origin of the Maasai comes from their religious 

background. Some scholars relate Maasai religion to that of the Middle East and Arabia and 
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conclude that the Maasai belong to the “Semitic group of peoples”, originating in the Arabian 

Peninsula.68 The reason for Mtaita’s argument is that Maasai religion incorporates a belief 

without ancestral veneration or worship.  However, jumping to such a conclusion about the 

origin of the Maasai is not necessarily a good idea. It is true that there may be a similarity 

between Maasai and Middle East in terms of monotheistic faith but the similarity in the concept 

of a Maasai Engai on the one hand and the Israelite YHWH, on the other hand, may not be the 

strong proof of the Maasai origin. In this work, the question of the Maasai origin remains 

pending since it is not my goal. I suggest a further research with a pragmatic focus on the origin 

of Maasai.  

The Maasai tend to be proud of being Maasai and they want to preserve their identity. 

This is evident when one Maasai musician (Mr. Ebo) composed a song in Swahili and the 

chorus says:  

Mimi mmasai bwana nasema mimi mmaasai, nadumisha mila waliyoshindwa wengine, 

utamaduni wenye nguvu hapa kwetu Afrika.69  

 

This chorus translates as “I am a Maasai indeed, I am protecting the Maasai traditions that are 

the most powerful in Africa, others have failed but we Maasai can.” The message of this song 

portrays, first, a Maasai boasting, being born a Maasai is something he is proud of (as this 

chorus runs). Second, a Maasai is ready to protect the Maasai traditions and customs. This 

means, for him, Maasai traditions are not only good but also worthy forever and have to be 

protected. Third, in comparison to other Africans, he sees the Maasai traditions as strongest. 

When people from other ethnic groups in Tanzania see the Maasai as underdeveloped people, 

the uncivilized ones who live in bushes, the Maasai do feel as they are the best ethnic group 

among many others. More on the Maasai lifestyle follows below. 

1.9.2 Traditional Lifestyle of the Maasai 

The first and core of the traditional Maasai lifestyle is pastoralism. They are constantly moving 

to different places to look for grass and water for their flocks. However, there is a big discussion 

on whether the Maasai are nomadic or semi-nomadic, and most scholars prefer to use the term 

semi-nomadic for various reasons. The reasons given by some scholars to support their 
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arguments about semi-nomadism is that the Maasai recently are changing the way of life from 

the wandering habit to more or less settled lifestyle. In addition to that, they say that the Maasai 

no longer depend on the cattle products only, that is meat, milk, and blood as their staple food. 

This forces them to live close to common markets where they can sell their livestock and buy 

other items for food.70  

This change from nomadic to semi-nomadic life may be the result of modernization of the 

Maasai which Daniel Ndagala in his research as quoted by Dorothy Hodgson is explaining the 

way it started.  

But in 1968, Government authorities in Arusha Region began a fierce campaign to change Maasai 

appearance. They decreed that old men were not supposed to wear blankets in the daytime, nobody 

was to wear cloth treated with ochre, women were to abandon their leather dresses since they could 

not be washed, and il murran were to abandon their pigtails and treatment of their hair with red 

ochre. To ensure compliance, in 1970 bus drivers were directed to reject [Maasai] passengers who 

did not comply with the regulations.71  

This citation shows how the Government set a strategy to make sure the Maasai change some 

aspects of their lifestyle. Since then, these efforts by the Government against the Maasai semi-

nomadic ways of life may look like “civilization” but in reality, it may signify harassment.  

The Maasai who are living a traditional life spend most of their time taking care of their 

livestock. They are doing this because for them, life without livestock is meaningless. Vincent 

Donovan, an American Spiritan priest who lived in Maasai land for seventeen years and 

researched in that area writes the following about Maasai: 

The cow is not sacred in the Eastern Indian sense, but it is sacred in the daily meaning of life. 

Everything the Maasai has comes from the cow-his home of cow dung, his food-milk and beef, his 

clothes of cow skin, his medium of exchange and wealth. The life of the Maasai is certainly 

determined by the cow, the places of grass and water, the times to burn down the homestead to 

move on to other pastures. The Maasai is a true pastoralist. Farming is anathema to him. The Maasai 

word for farmer is olmeg and is truly a term of opprobrium. He uses it for everything that is non-

Maasai. For a Maasai, the word olmeg means Bantu, European, barbarian.72 

 

What Donovan says here summarizes the daily subsistence of the Maasai in terms of their 

activities, food, housing, clothes and means of economy. On the one hand, Donovan may be 
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right in asserting that the Maasai are true pastoralists and keeping livestock is core in their 

lives. On the other hand, Donovan can be challenged for generalizing that the Maasai are not 

doing any other economic activities. 

John G. Galaty, an anthropologist who has written extensively on the Maasai culture 

and co-edited several volumes on pastoralism, has a different opinion to that of Donovan. In 

his article titled “Maasai Expansion and the New East African Pastoralism,” he argues that in 

the nineteenth century, though specialized pastoralism and pastoralists predominated, many 

other economic varieties were practiced by Maa-speakers.73 This argument may be valid, 

because when someone goes to Maasai area today, there are many farms owned by Maasai 

people. The Maasai are engaging themselves in subsistence farming, an activity that is mainly 

done by women. A mixture of products from the farm and livestock mainly constitutes their 

meals. Having Ndagala’s arguments in mind, I can say, there are some circumstances that have 

forced the Maasai to this kind of mixed farming where both pastoralism and subsistence 

farming go together. The Maasai views on this kind of life come as they read texts in chapter 

three of this work. 

  Donovan argues that the Maasai garments are made of skin. This might be true but it 

depends on which period is in question. Today if someone goes to rural Maasai land as I 

observed; it is hardly possible to see skin garments. Instead, they dress pieces of cotton fabrics. 

Men dress more simply, just by one piece of cotton material, which is tied one knot over 

someone’s shoulder and a waist belt. Currently, “modern” clothes like shorts or trousers and 

shirts are becoming common. The Maasai dress especially when traveling or going for special 

occasions such as attending church services and other ceremonies. Women are clothed more 

decorously, putting two or more pieces of clothes covering the upper and lower parts of the 

waist. Their favorite colors are dark blue and red. Yet, there is a decorated Maasai women 

garment and different women from other ethnic groups like to wear it. Ruth, one of my 

informants who makes Maasai women garments claims that some women from other ethnic 

groups like it to the extent of proposing that such a garment deserves a declaration of being a 

national costume for women in Tanzania.74 
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Traditionally, a Maasai home is composed of a big kraal with thorn bushes arranged in 

a circle for protecting the livestock from the wild animals. In Swahili, this circle is known as 

boma, and in Maa language enkang. Men do the work of arranging thorn bushes and the size 

of the circle depends on the number of cattle one has. In Maasai society, each married woman 

is responsible for building her own hut. The branches of trees arranged and plastered with cow 

dung or mud build these huts. However, the Maasai seem to be friendly to the environment 

since they do not cut trees but just prune the branches. These houses have no proper windows 

but holes and a small door that may enable the entrance and exit easily. This means, women 

are the owners of the houses and they are responsible for repairing them in case there is need.75 

The last thing I want to discuss in this section is the distribution of work and social 

structure of the Maasai. Their “age system” is the one that is governing the whole Maasai 

society in terms of politics, religion, ethics, responsibilities and daily life.76 This age system 

determines how a person should behave, and what kinds of responsibilities should have in the 

Maasai society. From the division, each Maasai in his/her age group is expected to stick to the 

responsibilities assigned without violating the rules.  

Let me first deal with male age groups. On top of the hierarchy are the senior elders 

known in Maa language as Olaigwanan (singular)/Laigwana (plural). The council of senior 

elders is the one responsible for decision making for the whole society. The Maasai system of 

leadership is quite contrary to that of Bantu ethnic groups who have chiefs. Lotte Hughes 

describes the traditional political authority of the Maasai as composed of the council of elders 

and age-set representatives, elected for their leadership qualities and prophets who have 

spiritual authority.77 Sokoine explains that the main duty of the senior elders is to make sure 

that the Maasai society observes the traditional laws. He continues to say that if someone 

violates their laws, the council of elders punishes the person and they reconcile quarreling 

people.78 Apart from these roles, Sokoine adds, they have the duty of treating the sick animals 

and they are the ones to examine the new grazing areas and direct the wandering trips.  
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A system where elders are at the top is not only found amongst the Maasai. For example, 

in ancient Greece, power was also associated with age. Bill Bytheway, an associate member of 

the Centre for ageing and biographical studies, quotes Plato who proposed, “It is for elder men 

to rule the younger.”79 This is a gerontocratic system, which puts elders at the top of the 

hierarchy, yet ignoring women and other age sets. However, it is very difficult to prove 

egalitarianism80 in such a society. 

Next to senior elders is a group of junior elders. The junior elders get permission to 

marry and have their individual kraals. It does not take a long time before a junior elder joins 

a group of senior elders. When their age reaches sixty-five, they retire and become ol-tasat and 

people approach them for wisdom and any sensitive issues.81 

The core of the age system is a group of youth known in Maa language as il murran (plural) 

and moran (singular), the warriors. These are the guardians of the flocks and the Maasai society 

against all kinds of invaders whether humans or wild animals. Donovan explains the 

responsibilities of this age group when he states: 

For close on fifteen years after their circumcision, these murran [il murran] have no responsibility 

except the defense of the tribal herds and enlarging of the herds through cattle theft. It is not really 

thieving. All cattle in the world belong to the Maasai by divine right. Therefore, it is just a question 

of returning the cattle to their proper owners.82  

 

In those times when Donovan was doing his research, one of the duties of the warriors was to 

do cattle raiding from any other person outside Maasai who owned cattle. The Maasai 

understood cattle raiding as returning what belongs to them, reflecting the Maasai tradition that 

all cattle in the world belong to them. However, today, there are rare cases of the practice of 

cattle raiding due to governmental laws against cattle robbers.  

In addition, the il murran do not get permission to marry. They live separately in a home 

known in Maa language as manyata. Paul Spencer argues that these homes for youth are self-

governing and responsible for defending a clearly defined territory.83 With the defensive roles, 
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this becomes a very important group for the whole Maasai society. Mtaita adds that the age 

limit of a young Maasai man to be in this age group extends to 25-30 years old and when they 

reach this age, they retire to be warriors and join the group of junior elders called ol moruo in 

Maa language.84 

Some groups seem to be underprivileged in Maasai society. Hughes, discussing Maasai 

girls and women insists that they do not belong to age-sets, although they pass through rites of 

passage that parallel those of males as they graduate from boyhood to elderhood, and join their 

husband’s age-set in marriage.85 Someone might be right to say that young boys and women 

are outside the age system until when they get identification by the three groups namely the il 

murran, junior elders and senior elders. 

Olayoni, a group of boys under 15 years of age exercises the duty of taking care of 

goats, sheep and in some occasions when there is plenty of grass in the nearby location, they 

graze cattle so long as there is no danger.86 It is at this time when these young boys get an 

opportunity to learn how to use the traditional weapons like bows and arrows, spears and 

knives. All these practices take place under the supervision of an appointed warrior. The 

olayoni get an access to the warriors’ special home for more training. At the age of fifteen, the 

young boys are circumcised and enter the group of “junior warriors” and after several years, 

they become senior warriors, the il murrans. 

Women have fewer age groups as compared to men.87 The first group is that of the 

endito in Maa language. This is a group of girls, who have not yet undergone circumcision. 

Their main duty is to assist their mothers in different home activities. They also take care of 

goats, sheep, and sick animals. During this time, they learn to make different ornaments for 

themselves and for commercial purposes as well. After circumcision, they are called esiankiki. 

These girls are grown up and can get married. Their duties apart from bearing and taking care 

of the children are milking cows, building huts and any other domestic stuff.88 The Maasai 
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women are subject to male dominion as their tradition demands, failure to that is followed by 

punishment according to the Maasai traditions. 

1.9.3 Maasai Traditional Worldview 

The traditional Maasai worldview influences the way they think. It also influences their 

interpretation of different matters. In this section, I am going to discuss three aspects of the 

Maasai worldview namely the creation of people by Engai (Tanzanian pronounciation) and 

Enkai (Kenyan pronounciation)89 and distribution of labor, the sense of community and 

emphasis on concrete rather than on abstract. 

Worldview is a term originating from the German word Weltanschauung. The term 

refers to the framework of ideas and beliefs through which an individual interprets the world 

and interacts with it.90 If this definition is correct, worldview is someone’s daily life rather than 

a concept in the mind. The worldview forms a component of life that assumes its practices and 

visible in the whole life of a person or a community. 

The first component I would like to discuss here is the Maasai belief in the creation of 

people by Engai. My reference is a famous Maasai folk story on the creation of human beings.91 

According to Hauge, the Maasai traditionally believed that they were created by Engai (who 

lives in heavens), simultaneously with other ethnic groups in the world. In parallel to that 

creation, Engai asked different ethnic groups to choose the type of job they would like to do in 

this world. Some ethnic groups like the Kikuyu, the Kamba and other crop cultivators asked 

for agricultural implements, the Maasai asked for cattle, sheep, and goats, while the Somali 

asked for donkeys and camels, and Engai gave the Ndorobo hunting implements such as bows 

and arrows.92 That means, Engai has distributed different jobs to humanity and it is upon the 

human beings to concentrate on what Engai has provided them. 

The above-explained worldview shows that traditionally, the Maasai believe that their 

semi-nomadic way of life is divinely ordained; it is not something a person can decide by 

himself/herself. Any idea that aims at separating them from cattle keeping is against Engai’s 

will and any Maasai who decides to do another job is diverging from the original plan. In other 
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92 Ibid. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_view
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terms, it is possible to say, for a traditional Maasai, the semi-nomadic way of life is sacred. If 

that is the case, when the Maasai readers of this project encountered the biblical texts, their 

understanding of the world influenced their interpretation, which is part of their daily life. 

The second component of the Maasai worldview is communal life. The elders control 

communal life in Maasai.93 In Maasai, like in many other African societies, communal life 

seems to be very much valued. An individual traditional Maasai defines his/her way of life in 

relation to that of the whole Maasai community. Donovan witnessed this when doing a mission 

to the Maasai. Even baptism was only possible with a permission from the Laigwana, the 

symbol of unity in Maasai.94 The communal life in traditional Maasai starts from the family 

members such as parents (husband and wife), children, brothers, sisters, grandparents, uncles, 

aunts and other close relatives. The communal life extends to people in other kraals who are 

not blood relatives. Together with all who are bearing the Maasai lifestyle, they form a Maasai 

community that considers itself as one. 

From a traditional Maasai view, when a person succeeds in earning something, it is the 

success of the whole community, and the whole community shares the blessings. However, 

when bad things happen to an individual, the whole Maasai community suffers. It is from this 

perspective that John Mbiti, one of the prominent scholars in African philosophy and theology 

summarizes the concept of communal life in Africa that “I am because we are; and since we 

are, therefore I am.”95 The il muran who are living in manyata village do not exist as individual 

warriors, but warriors serving the whole Maasai society. The laigwana’ decisions affect the 

whole Maasai community, not their individual families. The same applies to each age group in 

the Maasai society. 

Kwame Gyekye, a professional philosopher is critical to the concept of collective 

worldview. He discusses the issue of collective and individual thought and concludes by 

challenging the collectivity thought. He argues that there is, strictly speaking, no such a thing 

as the collective thought.96 For him, “collective thought” originates from an individual, and is 

then accepted by the community. I find his argument partly right but it goes to one extreme of 

individualistic thought. I agree that, on one hand, thoughts originate from an individual as he 

                                                           
93 Spencer, Time, Space, and the Unknown : Maasai Configurations of Power and Providence, 15-17. 

94 Donovan, Christianity Rediscovered : An Epistle from the Masai, 80-81. 

95 John S. Mbiti, African Religions & Philosophy (London: Heinemann, 1969), 106. 

96 Kwame Gyekye, An Essay on African Philosophical Thought: The Akan Conceptual Scheme (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1987), 24. 
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claims. For implementation, the community must make the approval of that very thought and 

that is where it becomes right as a communal thought rather than an individual. On the other 

hand, the community might have the common knowledge of a matter traditionally, when they 

make a decision on that particular matter that is a collective thinking.  

This study presupposes that the communal life of the Maasai and their collective way 

of thinking might influence the interpretation of biblical texts. Reading texts with the Maasai 

as it is in my research might be appropriate for gaining the meaning that gets recognition by 

the community rather than the individual interpretation. For this case, the formation groups of 

informants in my research takes into consideration the dynamics of the Maasai society to get 

representatives of each age group. I do this to make sure I get a reasonable sample that 

represents the Maasai society in reading the Old Testament texts. 

The third aspect of Maasai worldview I would like to discuss is the emphasis on the 

concrete rather than the abstract. The Maasai with their belief in Engai have a religion, which 

focuses on the practical aspects rather than theoretical ones. Their prayers focus on practical, 

day-to-day life.  For instance, one of the Maasai prayer says:  

Our Engai, the maker of everything, we pray you not to destroy the creation you have made 

with your own hands. Receive the milk we give to you our God, so that you may share, or you 

may know that whatever you give us we are ready to return it (milk) to you.97  

 

This seems to be practical, because when the Maasai beseech Engai not to destroy the creation 

such as grass, trees, cattle, and people, all these items exist now and are tangible. The offering 

of milk is showing an appreciation to Engai that when he provides rain, the grass grows and 

when the cows eat the grass, they produce milk shared by the community and Engai as well. 

They perceive Engai as active now and here. He is a creator, he brings rain, he sustains his 

creation and he receives gifts from human beings. 

John S. Pobee, a Ghanaian theologian, explains that a communal worldview is common 

to various African societies.98 When an African comes to the Christian faith, Pobee admits a 

big challenge of jumping from belief to practice.99 However, the relationship between the 

cultures and Christian faith needs much attention especially the inculturation practice.  

                                                           
97Hauge, Maasai Religion and Folklore, 19.  

98 John S. Pobee, Toward an African Theology (Nashville: Abingdon, 1979), 55. 

99 Ibid. 
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The three aspects of the Maasai worldview discussed in this section may have an 

influence on the Maasai reading of the biblical texts. In practical terms, this means the Maasai 

interpretation of biblical texts get influence from the way they perceive the world. 

 

1.9.4 Maasai Oral Tradition 

Traditionally, the Maasai communicate orally. Despite the forces of globalization, the Maasai 

in villages still have strong oral tradition. This means the transfer of information especially in 

rural Maasai area depends much on direct or indirect contacts and personal mediation. Direct 

personal contact is a face-to-face communication where someone gets to communicate with 

another while the indirect personal contact is a communication between two people by a means 

of an intermediary 

The oral tradition in Maasai of Tanzania seems to resemble that of some other parts of 

east and central Africa. In his research, Samson Njuguna Gitau finds oral tradition to be 

common in Kikuyu ethnic group of Kenya and Komo ethnic group of Congo.100  More recently, 

Immaculate N. Kizza writing about the Baganda of Uganda, argues for oral tradition among 

Africans as he says: 

Although there is a documented history of writing traditions among Africans, most of these 

people still privilege their oral tradition over the written ones as a valuable and very practical 

multipurpose tool that enriches and gives meaning to their day-to-day communication. In 

addition to its entertainment value, the African oral tradition is also an encyclopedia of the 

various peoples’ histories, cultural experiences, traditions, and values; a record of their feelings, 

attitudes, and responses to their experiences and environment; and also a tool for preserving 

and disseminating that knowledge both internally and globally.101  

 

As oral tradition seems to be common in Kenya, Uganda, and Congo as mentioned above, the 

Maasai are not an exception. Myths, legends, and folktales are evidence that proves the 

presence of orality in Maasai. These myths, legends, and folktales are part of daily conversation 

                                                           
100 For more discussion on oral tradition in East Africa and Central Africa see Samson Njunguna Gitau, "A 

Comparative Study of the Transmission, Actualization and Stabilization of Oral Traditions : An Examination of 

Traditions of Circumcision in Africa and Ancient Israel" (Ph.D Thesis, University of Microfilms International 

(UMI), 1994). 

101 Immaculate N. Kizza, The Oral Tradition of the Baganda of Uganda : A Study and Anthology of Legends, 

Myths, Epigrams and Folktales, The Oral Tradition of the Baganda of Uganda (Jefferson: McFarland & Company 

Inc. Publishers, 2010), 7. 
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in the society that holds oral tradition. Oral tradition may play a role in the reading of biblical 

texts in such a context, as it will appear in the next chapters of this work. 

1.10 Partial Conclusion 

This chapter has stated introductory matters to this study. It started by bringing a case from 

Maasai that highlighted the problem of marginalization of the Maasai. Then, I located the 

problem of Marginalization of the Maasai in the Tanzanian context. In the same line, I have 

surveyed some efforts that are trying to curb the situation in Maasai. This study is part of the 

efforts where I approach the situation from a reading of some selected Old Testament texts 

perspective. The research context survey shows no one has previously dealt with the question 

on the Maasai semi-nomadic way of life in relation to an Old Testament perspective. 

 As part of the introductory matters, I have also stated the aim, methodology, scope and 

limitation, and ethical issues that are guiding my research. Lastly, I have introduced the Maasai, 

the primary readers of some selected Old Testament texts in this project. The information in 

terms of who are the Maasai, their lifestyle, traditional worldview, and way of communication 

serve as a handle of the way they interpret Old Testament texts in the coming chapters. 

 Before coming to how the Maasai interpret some selected Old Testament texts, let me 

discuss theoretical perspectives I interact with in this study.   
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Chapter Two 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

2.1 Introduction 

For researching and analyzing my findings, I would like to briefly discuss some theoretical 

perspectives and concepts that inform this work. I have divided these theoretical perspectives 

and concepts into three parts. First, is the Maasai oral “text.”102 I find it important to introduce 

the Maasai oral “text” for understanding the way they can interact with biblical texts. Second 

is the interpretive context, where I interact with one theory namely, inculturation hermeneutics 

of biblical interpretation. I interact with this theory to analyze the Maasai readings of biblical 

texts. Third, is about actors involved in this study with their roles and actions.  

2.2 The Maasai Oral “Text” 

The first part of the chapter on theoretical perspectives addresses the Maasai oral “text.” I here 

use the term “text” in a wider way as something made for passing on a meaning to the 

addressees. In this sense, the term “text” may include both the written and the spoken forms of 

communication. In other words, when the Maasai are encountering the Bible, they have an oral 

“text” that influences their interpretation of the biblical texts. The Maasai oral “text” is evident 

in myths, legends, and folktales. These myths, legends, and folktales are part of daily 

conversation in Maasai. Hauge proposes that among the Maasai, folktales reflect the Maasai 

culture so clearly that by getting in touch with the stories we get an impression of the Maasai 

and their way of life independently of any other knowledge about them.103 However, my 

intention is not to discuss orality as a theory in my work. What I am doing in this section is to 

give a brief reflection on how the Maasai oral “text” is influencing their reading of biblical 

texts, which I will return to in the next chapter of this work.  

Indigenous readers of the Bible like any other reading community make use of the kind 

of reading resources that are available. Gerald West, one of the pioneers of reading the Bible 

with ordinary people in Africa argues that Africans have their own resources of interpreting 

                                                           
102 I use the quotation marks here to highlight that by the term text, I am not talking about a written document but 

rather myths, legends, and folktales that circulate in Maasai context orally. 

103 Hans-Egil Hauge, Maasai Religion and Folklore (Nairobi: City Printing Works, 1979), 64 
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the Bible for the purpose of survival, resistance, and liberation.104 For West, the resources used 

by Africans in appropriating the Bible include culture and life experience.105 A similar 

perspective is found in a book published by David M. Carr in 2005, Writing on the Tablet of 

the Heart: Origins of Scripture and Literature. With a special focus on the role of the Hebrew 

Bible in creating, maintaining and transmission of cultural-religious traditions, his main 

argument is to show how the process of reading, learning and discussing of texts relates to oral 

culture with the aim to inscribe texts in the minds and hearts of readers.106 West and Carr inform 

us that the context of those reading biblical texts may engage their culture and life experience 

as resources of interpretation. 

Nathan Esala also reflects about African readers of the Bible in relation to biblical texts. 

With his focus on the Ghanaian context, he argues for a possibility that oral traditions may 

serve as intertexts to biblical texts.107 Esala’s argument reminds us about one aspect that should 

not be overlooked, the relationship between oral tradition of the readers and biblical texts.  

The relationship between oral tradition and biblical texts goes back to the formation of 

biblical texts themselves. Susan Niditch argues for the formation of the Hebrew Bible as a 

written composition based on oral works.108  For her, oral works serve as a ground for many of 

the written scriptures. While Niditch argues for the Hebrew Bible as a text presenting a case in 

which “written” and “oral” interact,109 Carr argues that societies with writing tradition often 

have an intricate interplay of orality and textuality, where written texts are oral.110 Carr goes 

far by examining manuscripts in the Greek context and he concludes that they were not 

designed to provide the first-time introduction of a given tradition but they stood as a reference 

point for an ongoing oral recitation.111 My intention is not to go far with this discussion on 

                                                           
104 For a detailed discussion on the resources used by indigenous readers of the Bible, see chapter four of Gerald 

O. West, The Academy of the Poor : Towards a Dialogical Reading of the Bible. Interventions. Vol. 2 (Sheffield: 

Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 79-107. 

105 Ibid. 

106 See David M. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart : Origins of Scripture and Literature (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2005). 

107 Nathan Esala, "Ideology and Bible Translation: Can Biblical Performance Criticism Help?," The Bible 

Translator 66, no. 3 (2015): 219. 

108 Susan Niditch, Oral World and Written Word : Ancient Israelite Literature, Library of Ancient Israel 

(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 109-10. 

109 Ibid., 5. 

110 Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart : Origins of Scripture and Literature, 7. 

111 Ibid., 4. 
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orality in the Bible but briefly discuss how oral and written traditions may interact, and then 

locate the Maasai informants with oral “texts” when interpreting biblical texts. 

Traces of oral tradition are also evident in the New Testament. Richard Horsley argues 

that the term “oral tradition” has a very distinctive and confined reference to the transmission 

of the sayings of and stories about Jesus prior to the composition of the gospels.112 He observes 

that literacy was limited in Mediterranean antiquity, something that indicates a dominance of 

oral communication in the formative period of New Testament literature.113 

Likewise, apart from recognizing a close affinity of biblical texts to oral tradition, 

Werner Kelber suggests an area of concentration for twenty-first scholarly research. For 

Kelber, in gospel studies, the search for the historical Jesus, the nature of pre-gospel tradition, 

and the interrelationship among the Synoptic Gospels deserve renewed scrutiny from the 

perspective of orality research.114 Horsley and Kelber are arguing for oral tradition as an 

integral part of the New Testament. 

The above reflection indicates that an oral tradition plays a role in the formation of both 

the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament. If the formation of texts has involved people’s 

literacy background, it might be possible also for the interpreting community. This implies, 

when lay people encounter the biblical texts like the Maasai, their communication background 

may play a role in making interpretations. In this sense, the oral tradition in Maasai may include 

oral “texts” as one of their resources in interpreting biblical texts, as we will see in the next 

chapter.  

2.3 Interpretive Context  

The second part of the chapter on theoretical perspective is the interpretive context. For the 

interpretation of popular Maasai readings of biblical texts, I will make use of inculturation 

hermeneutics of biblical interpretation. Apart from making the ordinary readers the subject of 

interpretation of the Old Testament texts, inculturation hermeneutics of biblical interpretation 

is also a dialogue between the popular readings and scholarly literature. I will utilize this 

theoretical perspective because I anticipate that the potentials of the assumed parallels between 

Maasai and biblical concepts on nomadism become actual when they dialogue with the 

                                                           
112 Richard A. Horsley, "Oral Tradition in New Testament Studies," Oral Tradition 18, no. 1 (2003): 34. 

113 Ibid. 

114 Werner H. Kelber, "Oral Tradition in Bible and New Testament Studies," ibid.: 41. 
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experiences of ancient Israel as reflected in scholarly literature. The dialogue is crucial here in 

order to avoid what Ukpong terms as an abuse of the Bible in Africa.115 

In this section, I will address four aspects of inculturation: (1) some general perspectives 

on Christian inculturation, (2) Christian inculturation hermeneutics with reference to the work 

done by Justin S. Ukpong, (3) criticism on his work, and (4) I will discuss inculturation 

hermeneutics of biblical interpretation, that is key in the current work. The latter will show how 

this theory applies to my work, or more explicitly, how the inculturation hermeneutical 

approach applies to interpret the biblical texts in the Maasai context. 

2.3.1 Christian Inculturation: Some general perspectives 

In general terms, inculturation comes as an African reaction to a Western hegemony in theology 

that traces its background to colonialism. Among working definitions of inculturation, Bernard 

Xolile Keteyi and Samuel Tinyiko Maluleke locate it as an approach to evangelization that 

seeks to find a home for Christian faith in different cultures, and an accommodation of cultures 

in the Christian community.116 This definition opens up for two possibilities of inculturation 

where Christian faith finds home and is accepted in different cultures, at the same time cultures 

are accepted to be part of Christian faith. For Keteyi and Maluleke: 

 

There are two sides of inculturation. It is both the imparting of faith (its insertion in a new culture) 

and its reception (the appropriation of the gospel through culture). This means that in the process 

of inculturation there are two processes that are involved. On the one hand, inculturation is a form 

of evangelization that is sensitive to culture. On the other hand, it is a culturally based process of 

conversion. It is equally an acknowledgment by other cultures that there is no culture that is a totally 

adequate human expression or a single approach to the kingdom of God.117  

 

From the definition above, it is my assumption a relationship exists between Christianity 

and different cultures. In this relationship, both Christianity and culture have a good side that 

has to contribute something worthy in their encounter. When I say a “good” side, there is a 

“bad” side of both culture and Christianity. On the one hand, there are those cultural 

expressions that are oppressive to women and children. They are not good, and they need to be 

                                                           
115 According to Ukpong, abuse of the Bible may refer to imposing misleading meanings into the Bible. He gives 

an example of South Africa during the apartheid system where ideological meanings were read into the biblical 

text. See Justin S. Ukpong, "Can African Old Testament Scholarship Escape the Historical Critical Approach?," 

Newsletter on African Old Testament Scholarship, no. 7 (1999): 4. 

116 Bernard Xolile Keteyi and Samuel Tinyiko Maluleke, Inculturation as a Strategy for Liberation : A Challenge 

for South Africa (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 1998), 36. 

117 Ibid., 38. 
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challenged. On the other hand, the kind of Christianity that came with missionaries to Africa 

may already have had some cultural expressions from the home countries of the missionaries. 

Frans Wijsen and Harrie Hoeben argue that the gospels themselves show abundantly traces of 

syncretism. For them, when Christianity was introduced into Africa, it was already a syncretic 

unity of “lived faith,” as it had absorbed components of different cultures and religions.118 

While Wijsen and Hoeben show a possibility of Christianity introduced to Africa to have 

incorporated the cultures of the missionaries, then it can be argued that a dialogue between 

Christianity and every new culture they encounter is possible. This may be important for a 

positive mutual exchange of elements between Christianity and human cultures.  

Peter Schineller sees inculturation as mandatory for the church and he argues that lack 

of adequate inculturation in previous missionary efforts has often resulted in the need to focus 

on inculturation.119 His book published in 1990, more than two and a half decades ago mentions 

some reasons relevant at that time for inculturation. These reasons include first, that was the 

time of the mission age and second, it was the age of global awareness.120 What Schineller 

explains is the cultural difference between one nation and another. The media displaying all 

this and different questions posed by men, women, and children of this pluralistic world. Since 

the gospel has to reach all these people, Schneller sees the essential need of reflection on how 

this is going to be possible, and that is where the necessity for inculturation comes in. 

Furthermore, when doing inculturation, Theoneste Nkeramihigo cautions about two 

dangers to avoid. First, the partitioning of cultures, and second, the illusion of isolating 

Christianity in its essence.121 For him, these two cautions call for inculturation to respect 

people’s culture and the essence of Christianity. Responding to the argument that Western 

culture was the only one capable of conveying the Christian message, Nkeramihigo opposes 

the idea, and for him, this is colonial imperialism.122 What he wants to clarify is that culture is 

                                                           
118 Frans Wijsen and Harrie Hoeben, "We Are Not a Carbon Copy of Europe," in Inculturation : Abide by the 

Otherness of Africa and the Africans : Papers from a Congress (October 21-22, 1993, Herleen, the Netherlands) 

at the Occasion of 100 Years Society of Missions in Africa - Presence in the Netherlands, ed. Frans Wijsen and 

Peter Turkson (Kampen: KOK, 1994), 76. 

119 Peter Schineller, A Handbook on Inculturation (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1990), 11. 

120 Ibid., 6. 

121 Théoneste Nkéramihigo, "Inculturation and the Specifity of Christian Faith," in Inculturation Working Papers 

on Living Faith and Cultures, ed. Ary Roest Crollius and Théoneste Nkéramihigo (Rome: Pontifical Gregorien 

University. Centre "Cultures and Religiones", 1984), 23-25. 
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not a static entity. Each culture whether Western or African is open for interaction with other 

cultures and subject to some changes.  

Dealing with some efforts to divest Christianity of the foreign elements borrowed from 

the Western culture, he calls it as a temptation to Docetism.123  According to him, the starting 

point of doing inculturation should not be the separation between Christianity and Western 

culture. Rather, he suggests starting with seeking for the ways to universalize the concreteness 

of Jesus  as a human being and of the incarnation of God in him. For him, any effort to separate 

Christianity from Western elements might confuse not only the scholars doing the work but 

also Christians in the context.  

Nkeramihigo’s argument seems to pay less attention to the recipient culture as an 

element that can contribute for evangelism. Christianity does not demand changing all aspects 

of the indigenous people’s culture.  There might be a give and take process between the gospel 

and culture, the enlightening of each other. Demanding for a total change of the convert by 

abandoning his/her culture might not be a good strategy for Africans like the Maasai, who 

emphasize the necessity of keeping their culture. I agree with Nkeramihigo that the focus 

should be on the gospel of Jesus Christ as proclaimed to all people. Nevertheless, we have to 

think also that when Christianity came to Africa, some challenges arose that demand 

theological attention. Stephen Owoahene-Acheampong argues that the concept of inculturation 

is, thus, an all-embracing concept, which recognizes conflicts, which ensue when different 

religious traditions and cultures meet and sets a stage for the resolution of those conflicts in 

dialogue and mutuality.124 In so doing, the proponents of inculturation go beyond and also fill 

in some of the inadequacies.125    

 Laurent Magesa sheds new light on this discussion. In his analysis of inculturation, he 

explains how “people and their lives” can substitute the word “culture”.126 I find this 

interchange relevant to the Maasai as well since it does not treat culture as something only from 

the past; rather, he opens up for the social context and their lives today.  

                                                           
123 Ibid., 25.Docetism is a doctrine that teaches that Jesus Christ lacked full humanity. 

124 Stephen Owoahene-Acheampong, Inculturation and African Religion : Indigenous and Western Approaches 

to Medical Practice, American University Studies Series 21 Regional Studies (New York: Peter Lang, 1998), 36. 

125 Ibid. 

126 Laurenti Magesa, Anatomy of Inculturation : Transforming the Church in Africa (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 

2004), 38. 
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Another issue that is associated with an encounter between Christianity and other 

religions or culture is syncretism.127 Anita M. Leopold and Jeppe S. Jensen as quoted by John 

Law and his colleagues define the term syncretism in religious studies as the process of 

combining practices taken from different religious traditions.128 

That combination might lead to negative impression as something that destroys the 

essence of Christianity. Wijsen and Hoeben approach syncretism in this way: 

It needs no extensive debate to recognize that syncretism has always been part of the history of 

Christianity. From the moment Christianity moved out of the Jewish context into a Gentile one a 

process of syncretism was set in motion. And the gospels themselves show abundantly traces of 

syncretism. Surely, when Christianity was introduced into Africa, it was already a syncretic unit of 

“lived faith,” as it had absorbed components of different cultures and religions.129 

 

The argument above based on the history of the transmission of Christianity and the way it 

came across different cultures up to the final recipient, shows how complicated the issue of 

syncretism is. These are possibilities of what might have happened with the biblical message 

on fulfilling the Great Commission in relation to people’s cultural backgrounds. It is from this 

perspective that Peter Turkson discusses the Scriptures as incarnate and enculturated Word of 

God.130  

In East Africa, the Roman Catholic Church is particularly conscious on the question of 

inculturation.131 This does not mean that there is no inculturation going on outside the Roman 

Catholic Church. Other Christian denomination are also working with inculturation question, 

because it works itself out on the level of experience and not a matter of theory.132 Moreover, 

inculturation has now developed to provide tools for not only Africanization of Christianity but 

also it has entered a new phase of contextualized biblical studies in Africa. This study uses 

inculturation theory for contextualized Old Testament studies in Africa. The following subtopic 

tries to locate the theory in biblical studies. 

                                                           
127 For more discussion on the concept of syncretism, see John Law et al., "Modes of Syncretism. Notes on 

Noncoherence," Common Knowledge 20, no. 1 (2014). 

128 Ibid., 175. 

129 Hoeben, "We Are Not a Carbon Copy of Europe," 76. 

130 Peter Turkson, "Inculturation : A Biblical Perspective," ibid., 6. 

131 See Magesa, Anatomy of Inculturation : Transforming the Church in Africa. 

132 Ary Roest Crollius, "What Is So New About Inculturation?," in Inculturation Working Papers on Living Faith 

and Cultures, ed. Ary Roest and T. Nkeramihigo Crollius (Rome: Pontifical Gregorien University. Centre 
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2.3.2 Christian Inculturation Hermeneutics: Justin S. Ukpong 

The Nigerian biblical scholar Justin S. Ukpong is one of the pioneers of biblical inculturation 

hermeneutics in Africa. Motivated by the unanswered questions raised by African Christians 

in the mainline churches, undoubtedly, his article titled “Rereading the Bible with African eyes: 

Inculturation and Hermeneutics,” published in 1995,133 remains a key contribution. It is 

influential among many other works Ukpong did because it goes to the extent of suggesting a 

method of doing inculturation hermeneutics. He addresses the gap that exists between the 

academic reading of the Bible and the needs of indigenous African Christians. He puts his point 

in this way:  

If Jesus is alive today, as indeed he is having risen from death, how do we make him and his message 

challenge the contemporary society and the life of the individuals? What does Christian life in Jesus 

mean in the African socio-cultural contexts in the light of the gospel message? Examples of the 

type of questions which inculturation hermeneutic seeks to wrestle with could be multiplied but 

they would eventually come to this: how to make the word of God alive and active in contemporary 

African societies and in the lives of individual Christians within their socio-cultural contexts.134 

 

In this section, I will discuss some of the main assumptions that underlie this way of biblical 

interpretation theory outlined by Ukpong. Ukpong argues that “inculturation hermeneutics” 

designates an approach to biblical interpretation, which seeks to make the African, and for that 

matter any social-cultural context the subject of interpretation.135 He mentions five aspects that 

he sees important in the whole process of engaging in inculturation hermeneutics. 

The first is the interpreter. According to Ukpong, the focus of inculturation 

hermeneutics is on the reader/interpreter and his/her context in relation to the text and its 

context.136 This reader is supposed to be an “insider” of the culture, 137 well experienced with 

the society, which is the subject of interpretation of the text. Ukpong finds it necessary to read 

the Bible from the perspective of the interpreter in order that a person reading may be in a 

                                                           
133 My reflection on this part mainly lays its base on this article unless stated otherwise. For a detailed discussion 

see Justin S. Ukpong, “Rereading the Bible with African Eyes : Inculturation and Hermeneutics” in Journal of 

Theology for Southern Africa, no. 91 (1995), 3-14. 

134 Ibid, 4. 

135 Ibid, 5. 

136 Ibid. 

137 When Ukpong uses the term “insider” it can also mean someone who has acquired knowledge, experience, and 

the insights of the culture and is capable of viewing it critically. 
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position to engage his/her life experience. A person with such knowledge and experience of 

culture might not only engage it in biblical interpretation but also knows the shortcomings of 

that culture and might be critical to it in so doing.  

Second, Ukpong mentions the interpretive context to be important in doing 

inculturation hermeneutics. When he refers to the interpretive context, he means the 

background against which the interpretation of a biblical text is taking place.138 This includes 

certain people’s worldview, history, social, political, economic and cultural experiences. The 

point here is that inculturation hermeneutics is contextual. It is contextual in the sense that the 

context of people concerned plays a role in attributing meaning to texts.  

Third, Ukpong mentions the biblical text that needs interpretation. He asserts that the 

focus of interpretation is the theological meaning of the text within a contemporary context.139 

Ukpong emphasizes a holistic approach in inculturation hermeneutics. In a holistic reading of 

a text for inculturation hermeneutics, Ukpong recommends some areas of focus. These areas 

include the historical context of the text, the inner logic of the text, the literary context of the 

text, and the critical analysis of the interpreter’s context. 140  

Ukpong continues to argue that the historical context of the text reflects the fact that it 

is not an isolated component but it belongs to a certain historical, social-cultural context. Each 

text relates to the world that made it. Interacting with the world of the text disciplines the 

interpreter of that particular text today. The Bible being relevant today does not deny the fact 

that it is still an ancient document. Citing Peter Stuhlmacher, Ukpong observes that 

inculturation hermeneutics sees the Bible as a document of faith and therefore demands entry 

into and sharing the faith of the biblical community expressed in the text.141 For Ukpong, if 

inculturation hermeneutics overlooks this, it will be a big mistake since it will lack a bridge 

between the past and the present. Inculturation hermeneutics is aware of this fact and that is 

why much attention resides on the historical context of the text. This requires someone doing 

inculturation hermeneutic to dialogue with the historical critical methods as well.  
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With reference to Peter Stuhlmacher, Ukpong argues that historical tools apply 

precisely as a servant, not a master, to enable the reader to grasp the theological meaning.142 

The servanthood of the historical critical methods takes us to the knowledge of the texts in their 

historical context on the one hand, and to the contemporary context on the other. The 

contemporary meaning of the text is possible because inculturation hermeneutics believes that 

a biblical text is open to having different valid meanings depending on the context of 

interpretation. 

Ukpong shows respect to historical critical methodology and its importance in biblical 

interpretation in Africa. He argues that the historical critical method is not an end in itself, but 

serves as a tool of doing Old Testament scholarship in Africa.143 Other scholars support this 

view. For example, Holter, who has shown efforts in promoting African Old Testament studies, 

emphasizes the value of historical critical methodology, but with caution when he states: 

My basic premise for defending the use of historical-critical methodology is a fear that any 

version of Old Testament studies – whether they are localized in Africa or in the West – that 

totally reject such a methodology, for dogmatic or other reasons, easily will face the danger of 

throwing the baby out with the bath water. In spite of all its problems, and then not only its 

western contextuality but also its far too optimistic views with regard to the scholar’s 

possibilities of reconstructing “original contexts,” I find that historical-critical methodology 

addresses topics that are of vital importance to all Old Testament interpretation, also in its 

African versions.144 

 

Holter is arguing for a balance on the use of historical critical perspectives when someone is 

doing contextual studies. This is not far from what Ukpong is arguing.   

For Ukpong, another area is the inner logic of the text where the structure of the 

argument of the text is crucial to grasp what is in the text. Added to this is the literary context 

of the text, which treats the text as a component of the whole book for a balanced theology. 

The last aspect for Ukpong is the critical analysis of the interpreter’s context. 

Fourth, Ukpong mentions the conceptual framework as the most important component 

in the interpretation process.145 When Ukpong is discussing the inculturation hermeneutical 

framework, he states that the focus of interpretation in inculturation hermeneutics is on the 

interface between the sacredness of the Bible and its relevance in the daily Christian life 
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regardless of it being an ancient literary document.146 He argues that with this perspective, we 

might respond to questions that are arising from the African Christian experience through 

inculturation framework, something which other exegetical frameworks are unable to handle. 

Fifth, Ukpong outlines the methodology of doing inculturation hermeneutics. The 

methodology itself has five steps.147 First, to analyze the interpreter’s context in relation to the 

context of the text. Second, to analyze the context of interpretation. Third, to analyze the 

historical context of the text. Fourth, to analyze the text in light of the already analyzed 

contemporary context. Fifth, to gather the results of the discussion and commitment to 

actualizing the message of the text in concrete life situation. 

For Ukpong, the completeness of the meaning of the text in the contemporary context 

is only possible by a dialogue between the two, the popular reading of the biblical text by 

indigenous readers and the academic reading of the text where a holistic interpretation 

constitutes this part. Ukpong argues that the meaning of the text is a function of the interaction 

between the contemporary context with the text and its historical context.148 In the enterprise 

of biblical interpretation, no one/method should have a monopoly. Biblical interpretation works 

when people from different contexts want to share something from the Bible, their faith 

document.  

2.3.3 Criticism of Justin S. Ukpong 

Despite the strengths of Ukpong’s reflection on biblical inculturation hermeneutics, he seems 

to overlook two issues. The first issue concerns the structural organization and presentation of 

the theory. Ukpong claims that his inculturation hermeneutics is a contextual hermeneutic that 

seeks to make any community of ordinary people and their social context the subject of 

interpretation of the Bible by involving the ordinary people in the interpretation process.149 For 

him, the ordinary reader is not necessarily indigenous to the culture; knowledge of culture is 

enough even for an outsider to that culture.150  
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Practically speaking, in his discussion of biblical inculturation hermeneutics, the 

biblical scholar may overpower the process to an extent that the role of the indigenous reader 

is minor. In my view, unless indigenous readers reflect on texts, a person who is not an 

indigenous can learn the culture but he/she can hardly feel the social and economic experiences 

of the society. There is a limitation for a person who is not an indigenous and this can affect 

the results of the interpretation. In this sense, one may say that what Ukpong is presenting is a 

theory where there is little room for indigenous readers to interpret the text and instead he 

invests much power into the biblical scholar. This contradicts his whole idea that the 

community of indigenous people and their social context to be the subject of interpretation of 

the text. 

The second issue is how Ukpong’s inculturation hermeneutics relates to marginalized 

groups in the society of the indigenous readers. One perspective accuses the inculturation 

hermeneutics that is advocated by Ukpong not to take into consideration the vital issues in 

Africa like race and gender inequalities. Referring to Ukpong’s essay titled “Reading the Bible 

in a Global Village: Issues and Challenges from African Readings,” where Ukpong is, among 

other issues elaborating on inculturation, Musa W. Dube accuses this kind of inculturation of 

ignoring perspectives on women and black theology.151  This situates the said inculturation to 

be insensitive to gender and class issues. However, this response attentions someone doing 

inculturation hermeneutics to define in a balanced way his/her indigenous readers of the Bible. 

It does not refute Ukpong’s efforts but complements what seems to lack in this method. 

The question I wrestle with is how the indigenous Maasai reading of the Bible can 

facilitate their way of thinking for liberation from their current challenges. In this study, I will 

make a critical use of the general idea of inculturation hermeneutics as proposed by Ukpong. 

This is by making some improvements that suit my research question. My inquiry needs a 

theory that may not eclipse the voices of indigenous readers, yet utilize the scientific reading 

of Old Testament texts. This theory is inculturation hermeneutics of biblical interpretation.  

2.3.4 Presenting Inculturation Hermeneutics of Biblical Interpretation  

In the present study, I am engaging inculturation hermeneutics of biblical interpretation as my 

theoretical perspective for analysis of the popular Maasai readings of biblical texts. My main 

concern is do a contextualized Old Testament interpretation where in this theory, mutual 
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integration of traditional Maasai culture and biblical concepts and values take place. I agree 

with Ukpong that “inculturation hermeneutics” means an approach to biblical studies that seeks 

to make the African socio-cultural context in general and for my case, the Maasai context in 

particular, the subject of interpretation (see chapter three of this work). To interpret the biblical 

texts in this way ascertains how the Old Testament relates to Africa. The term “biblical 

interpretation” refers to the process done by specific people who are involved as primary 

interlocutors, for this case the Maasai who live a semi-nomadic way of life with the challenges 

of marginalization they face today. 

As an academic term, inculturation hermeneutics of biblical interpretation is associated 

with practice. The Maasai readers of biblical texts in this project are in dialogue with the Bible. 

In this dialogue, my Maasai informants are reflecting on their cultural values and current life 

experience in relation to the Old Testament texts. This results into a comparative paradigm that 

allows the two dialogue partners namely, the Maasai informants and the Old Testament to 

illuminate each other. I regard the Maasai readers of biblical texts in this project as being 

capable of rising questions and perspectives that can contribute to Old Testament studies in 

Africa. 

However, in my project, the Maasai informants are not recipients of what scientific 

reading of the Bible does. What inculturation hermeneutics of biblical interpretation does is 

opposite to “banking” education. In “banking” education, Freire Paulo says: 

In banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who consider 

themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing. Projecting an 

absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of ideology of oppression, negates education 

and knowledge as a process of inquiry. The teacher presents himself to his students as their 

necessary opposite; by considering their ignorance absolute, he justifies his own existence. The 

students, alienated like the slave in the Hegelian dialectic, accept their ignorance as justifying 

the teacher’s existence-but, unlike the slave, they never discover that they educate the teacher.152 

 

My intention is to get to a point where the indigenous readers will raise their views on the texts 

they read. This creative facilitation in the process of reading texts gives chance for the Maasai 

informants to express their views. The Maasai are currently passing through a kind of social-

cultural marginalization. If historical critical methods will dominate the reading of the Bible in 

Maasai, still it will be the same marginalization or to use Freire’s term, banking education, 

assuming that they know nothing.  
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In my project, the voices of the Maasai informants have an opportunity to raise 

hermeneutical issues, which can dialogue with critical Old Testament studies on the same 

hermeneutical issues (see chapter four of this work). In this sense, historical critical methods 

and others take part as dialogue partners on the same level as the indigenous readings.  

With regard to the criticism where Ukpong shows some elements of ignoring women, 

the current research is aware of this dynamic. It has taken into consideration and paid special 

attention to Maasai women, who according to their traditions do not have equal status as men. 

Much of this consideration of women as important stakeholders in the reading process is 

evident in chapter 3 of this work. 

2.4 Actors  

The third part of the chapter on theoretical perspectives deals with actors involved in this study. 

It is composed of two theoretical perspective.  The first is from social science research where 

some aspects of Action Research inform this study. The second is from African biblical 

hermeneutics where some aspects of a “reading with” approach inform this work as well. Let 

me be clear right at the outset of this part that I am not utilizing the whole of Action Research 

and “reading with” as theories. Rather, some aspects of the two are used as keys into my 

material.  

2.4.1 Action Research 

In a more general view, Olav Eikeland defines Action Research (AR) as research that somehow 

is concerned with practice and with some kind of social and personal change.153 Moreover, 

Davydd Greenwood and Morten Levin define Action Research as: 

A set of self-consciously collaborative and democratic strategies for generating knowledge and 

designing action in which trained experts in social and other forms of research and local 

stakeholders work together. The research focus is chosen collaboratively between the local 

stakeholders and the action researchers and the relationships among the participants are 

organized as joint learning process. AR centers on doing “with” rather than doing “for” 

stakeholders and credits local stakeholders with the richness of experience and reflexive 

possibilities that long experience living in complex situations brings with it.154 
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Having observed some definitions of Action Research, Dona Ladkin argues that the researcher 

might predict the outcome of the research in the sense that there will be practical concerns in 

terms of a better situation of the society in which the research has been done. And that whole 

process of the project includes a practice of working “with” people, and seeing oneself as part 

of the research frame rather than outside of it.155 

The first aspect of the inspiration comes from the underlying concern of Action 

Research, namely that a trained expert and local stakeholders work together for social change. 

As I discussed in section 1.1 and 1.2 of this work, the Maasai are in a challenging situation of 

marginalization. My research seeks for a collaborative dynamics between the Maasai 

informants and me for liberative reflections. I see that possibility in the underlying concern of 

Action Research. My assumption is that through this inspiration from Action Research, my 

research may look for new ways to work out the problem in the Maasai context by opening up 

for some possibilities. Werner Fricke argues that in Action Research, the researcher meets and 

respects “the other” as an independent subject, a person with his/her values, knowledge, 

interests, experiences, personal history etc.156  Through this inspiration, my Maasai informants 

will be part of the working team for a better life in their context. 

The second aspect of the inspiration comes from the strategies of doing Action 

Research. Ladkin discusses first, second and third person research strategy of Action 

Research.157 The first person research is the foundation. It is about how the researcher makes 

choices, frames experience and behaves.158 In light of the first person research, I have been able 

to make a choice of the structure of my groups of informants. The sampling of the groups does 

not only include the Maasai informants from the rural area who are still close to traditional 

culture but also those who have an exposure to other cultures in order that there might be a 

possibility of including informants who may be critical to the traditional semi-nomadic ways 

of life. This informs the discussion to see both the strength and weaknesses of the phenomenon 

hence seek for substantial possibilities of the way forward. 
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The second person research focuses on face-to-face encounters between the researcher 

and different participants in individual interviews and with participants in focus groups.159 In 

light of the second person research, I have discussed biblical texts with individual informants 

and in group interviews. In the groups, we have seen the dynamics of every participant on how 

the biblical text may help them to reflect on the daily life challenges they face. This goes hand 

in hand with their suggestions on how to deal with such challenges. Ladkin calls it a co-

operative inquiry where all those involved in the research are both co-researchers, their 

thinking contributing to generating ideas, designing and managing the project.160  

Ladkin argues that the third person research facilitates inquiry between people who may 

not have face to face contact, but share common interests.161 In light of the third person 

research, I have created a wider Maasai community of informants that reads biblical texts that 

have an appeal to people with nomadic way of life in rural, sub-urban, and urban areas. Though 

the groups from these different areas did not meet together, they have shared reading the same 

texts. In the following section, I discuss the process of reading with my informants.  

2.4.2 Reading With 

Gerald West and Musa W. Dube argue that the term “Reading with” signifies a reading process 

in which the ordinary (readers without a formalized training in biblical studies) and critical, 

trained readers are vigilantly foregrounded and in which power relations are structurally 

acknowledged.162 “Reading with” seems to build on interdependency between biblical scholars 

and ordinary readers, therefore a collaboration between the two. West associates the aspect 

with the subjectivity of both the biblical scholar and the ordinary poor and marginalized reader 

of the Bible, and all that this entails for their respective categories and contributions.163  

The history of “reading with” (in Africa) begins in South Africa where there was an 

outcry of marginalized people in need of hearing what God had to say to them.164 As a response 
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to this outcry, some biblical scholars particularly in Pietermaritzburg came up with an idea of 

inviting Bible readers from poor and marginalized communities to dialogue with biblical 

scholars at the university. West affirms: 

Our initial response as biblical scholars to the dialogue was an over-whelming sense of 

inadequacy and paucity of our resources in this context. Yet the community helped us to 

recognize that we did have resources, which might be useful, provided we were willing to read 

the Bible and do theology with them. The result of our dialogue is an emerging interface in 

which socially engaged biblical scholars and poor and marginalized readers of the Bible do 

what we call “contextual Bible study.”165 

This response of some biblical scholars in South Africa does not only show how biblical 

scholars may be invited by other people to read the Bible together, but also to wrestle with the 

question on how a reading of the Bible can empower poor and marginalized people in their 

daily struggles.  

Some scholars challenge the “reading with” approach. Elia Shabani Mligo, who 

conducted contextual Bible study in the southern part of Tanzania, is hesitant to use a “reading 

with” approach. Mligo contends:   

The main problem of “reading with,” as I see, is whether there can be a common reading 

between the two categorized groups (trained and untrained readers) resulting in a common 

understanding of the text. I do not believe that such a reading exists, even among participants 

themselves apart from the biblical scholar. If the facilitator or biblical scholar has to accept the 

readings of the participants even though that facilitator disagrees with it, as I had to do with my 

facilitation of Bible studies, then the claim that one is “reading with” is not justified.166 

 

Mligo’s point is correct especially if one wants to romanticize all that comes from ordinary 

readers. Mligo’s view may imply what Gerald West calls a “fall into one of the two temptations 

of the tensions between ordinary readers and trained readers.”167 The mechanism operating in 

“reading with” is to balance the tension between ordinary readers and trained readers. Any kind 

of extreme in either of the two is dangerous. Claims to reach to a “common reading,” as Mligo 

argues, might be difficult but since this is a process, efforts are important for better 

achievement. What I observe is that despite his efforts, Mligo himself ended with a method 

that was even riskier. In stating the structure of his alternative to “reading with” which he calls 

“Participant-Centred Contextual Bible Study” Mligo admits: 
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It must be clear that I, as a biblical scholar, read no texts “with” them in the process of their 

reading; but I provided them with the information behind or within texts in order to enhance a 

further critical thinking by the participants themselves. Therefore, one of my main tasks in the 

process of participant-centred contextual Bible study was to enable participants to undertake a 

more careful reading through facilitating their reading. I hoped that this would help their 

reflections emerge for my research purposes.168  

 

This kind of facilitation is risky. Mligo avoids his “physical presence” but he is “ideologically” 

present there since he provided participants with what sounds like “guidelines” to what the 

texts mean. So long as he was not there when his participants were reading, it seemed difficult 

to have discussion when participants raised a different opinion rather than complying with the 

guideline provided by the scholar. This kind of facilitation, in my opinion, unveils the power 

of scholarly reading over the ordinary reading of the Bible.  

Some aspects of “reading with” have inspired me. These aspects include, how “reading 

with” works, the context in which it happens, that is Contextual Bible Study (group interviews) 

and the actors who participate in the process of reading with.  

I have three reasons to my choice of some aspects of “reading with.” The first reason is 

the nature of the subject of my study. I am reading the Bible with indigenous Maasai, some of 

them are not formally educated; still they engage with their culture and traditions in the process 

of interpretation. This needs careful handling because going to the extreme of romanticizing 

everything from the culture might lead to the danger of an unbalanced theology. The 

collaboration of the trained reader and indigenous readers of the Bible is vital where each of 

them is an active participant in the reading process.  

The second reason in the traditional way of communication of most of my informants 

in the rural area. Oral tradition dominates most of my informants in the rural area. The 

reasonable way of communication that may bring fruitful results is an oral conversation. 

“Reading with” then becomes useful here since I facilitate the reading process in a 

communication medium common in the context.  

The third reason is that in the Maasai context, not all age groups and genders can freely 

give their opinions on various issues. Only male elders who have freedom of speech can speak. 

Since one of my aims is to analyze how Maasai informants (regardless of their gender and age) 
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reflect on biblical texts, this calls for an approach that offers a balanced facilitation in reading 

texts among all informants that is possible through “reading with.” 

The way “reading with” works is important in a project like this one because it gives an 

opportunity for the ordinary readers to interpret biblical texts in collaboration with a scholar. 

In this sense, a biblical scholarship that results from this process can be helpful in interacting 

with the society of the marginalized people like the Maasai. This scholarship also may 

contribute towards working out some challenges that are facing the marginalized society. 

The context in which “reading with” is taking place is what Gerald West refers to as 

Contextual Bible Study groups. In this project, I prefer to use the term group interviews. With 

a Contextual Bible Study, West argues that it is not a fixed formula or a set method; it is a 

process.169  It is from this perspective that Sarojini Nadar agrees with other scholars that 

Contextual Bible Study works within the hermeneutical spiral of “see, judge and act.”170  Nadar 

reaches to that argument because Contextual Bible Study rotates between three axes as she 

says; it begins with the context and experience, then analyses the context (in dialogue with the 

biblical text) and lastly attempts to communally find ways of engaging in the struggle to 

overcome oppression and suffering.171  

  In line with that concept of engaging context in biblical studies in Africa, the Nigerian 

biblical scholar David Adamo is even more radical. In the introductory part of the book he 

edited Biblical Interpretation in African Perspective, he argues that the Bible has no meaning 

and no value in Africa except when its reading and interpretation takes place in the African 

context.172 In this, Adamo argues for a process of biblical interpretation to happen in the context 

of Africa. With West, Nadar, and Adamo in mind, my research inquiry finds a place in 

Contextual Bible Study (group interviews). The analysis of the Maasai context and current life 

experience starts (in the dialogue between the Maasai indigenous readers and the Old 

Testament texts) as a way towards a struggle to overcome socio-cultural marginalization in 

their area. 
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Much reflection about Contextual Bible Study in Africa comes from South Africa. 

Biblical scholars in South Africa have developed it for reading the Bible to hear what God 

speaks to them in their context.173 They are trying to understand what God through the Bible is 

saying to the South African context. Reading the Bible contextually for them has four concerns: 

a commitment to read the Bible from the perspective of South African context; a commitment 

to read the Bible in community with those from a different context; a commitment to read the 

Bible critically, and a commitment to individual and social transformation.174 These pragmatic 

commitments may apply to the Maasai context too. The South African context (with poor and 

marginalized people) has something in common with the Maasai context with its experiences 

of marginalization. This situation compels me to argue that for the Maasai, there is a need to 

look for an approach where the Bible will speak and address the marginalization challenges 

they are encountering.  

The actors of this process of reading with are the Maasai indigenous readers and me, a 

socially engaged biblical scholar. In the following part, I discuss two actors namely, Indigenous 

readers and socially engaged biblical scholars. 

(a) Indigenous Readers 

In this work, I prefer to use the term “indigenous readers,”175 specifically for the Maasai 

informants, and “ordinary readers” more generally. This is because of the ambiguity in the term 

“ordinary readers,” as some scholars have noticed. Gerald West, from the South African 

context, defines “ordinary” readers of the Bible as people, who, many of them are illiterate, 

listen to, retell and remake the Bible, and are from “poor and marginalized” communities.176 

In the South African context, due to apartheid and its effects, it is possible for marginalization 

to go hand in hand with poverty for the reason that people underwent serious marginalization 

as the economy was in control of the colonialists.  

Some scholars have disputed West’s use of the term “ordinary readers.” For example, 

Daniel Patte has asserted that the same person can be at any given moment an “expert-critical 
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reader” or an “ordinary reader” of the Bible, depending on his/her attitude.177  This means, for 

Patte, the term has much to do with attitude and not personalities. Contributing to the dispute 

on the use of “ordinary reader”, Tinyiko Maluleke contends that West’s use of the term 

“ordinary reader” is intentionally ambiguous in terms of race, gender and economic location.178 

Another criticism on West’s use of the term “ordinary reader” comes from Sarojini Nadar. 

Nadar argues that the term creates “otherness” of the subjects in reading the Bible and that a 

“degree of otherness” determines the amount of trust the “other” is willing to invest in socially 

engaged biblical scholars.179 Taking into consideration this ongoing dispute, I do find the term 

“indigenous reader” more convincing to address my Maasai informants, while still using the 

term “ordinary reader” for a more general meaning. From my research where people have to 

read biblical texts from their traditional Maasai background and current life experience, the 

term “indigenous reader” may bring sense.  

The knowledge we expect from the Maasai “indigenous readers” may aim to liberate 

them from the marginalization they currently face. Such a motive is also common to other 

African countries where people are facing oppression. For example, in what Gerrie Snyman 

terms as the “decolonial turn,” much of what is going on in biblical interpretation aims to get 

rid of effects brought by colonialism. Snyman explains that the “decolonial turn” asks questions 

about the effects of colonization in modern subjectivities and forms of life.180  

Related to the decolonial turn, Rothney Tshaka goes one step further by pleading 

explicitly for a theological reflection that takes seriously the African heritage, a reflection that 

comes from below, from the context of the poor, who mostly happen to be black, people who 

possess indigenous knowledge that is important for questioning Western hegemony.181 

Expounding on the issue of knowledge in decolonial turn, Snyman writes: 
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A decolonial critique constitutes a radical critique that cuts deep into the heart of Christianity 

and Western hermeneutics regarding its claims to universality. It problematizes the zero point 

epistemology that lies behind Christianity’s universal claim to salvation and the cause for what 

is called the colonial difference. Over-against the claim to universality within Christianity and 

Western culture, the decolonial turn affirms the possibility of different epistemic foundations 

on the basis of a very particular geo- and body politics of knowledge within the realm of those 

excluded because of the hegemony of the Western paradigm. In the course of its unfolding, it 

aims to constitute a radically different paradigm that opens up towards the local and not the 

universal. It is a deliberate attempt to take subjectivity into account in the production of 

knowledge.182 

 

The contribution from Tshaka and Snyman may illuminate that marginalized people produce 

knowledge that aims to join their struggle for better lives. I am also convinced that the Maasai 

“indigenous readers” may contribute to their struggle for better lives in their context. In this 

work, “indigenous readers” are working with me, the socially engaged biblical scholar. In the 

following sections, I discuss the socially engaged biblical scholars and their roles. 

 

(b) Socially Engaged Biblical Scholars 

For West, socially engaged biblical scholars are biblical scholars who have decided to work 

(reading the Bible) with “ordinary readers.” 183 These scholars might be insiders of the society 

in question or they might be from outside the society. For scholars who come from outside the 

marginalized society, they must undergo what West calls a “conversion.”184 It is a call to 

conversion because it is not easy for someone trained in Western methods of Bible criticism to 

come and accept working with people who are marginalized and probably not privileged to 

have had education.  

West continues to argue that only biblical scholars with emancipatory interests are able 

to devote themselves to collaborate with the marginalized to transform the world. This does 

not mean that Western ways of doing biblical criticism are not worthy. What West is discussing 

is the collaboration work with the marginalized who get a chance to interpret the Bible from 

their perspective. Nevertheless, when the issue involves conversion, as West argues, it does not 

become obligatory except for a biblical scholar himself/herself to decide whether to be or not. 
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In addition, when we think of biblical interpretation, it is not a matter of an intellectually trained 

scholar to interpret for the marginalized. 

According to West, the socially engaged biblical scholars in the act of “reading with” 

the ordinary readers have to carry out these roles: 

1. They have critically to discern the lines of connection between biblical traditions and the present 

realities of life facing the community in the context. 

2. They have to understand that when ordinary readers are reading the Bible, they use different 

resources to relativize the Bible, resisting the Bible and modifying the Bible as well. When all 

these are happening, the socially engaged biblical scholar has to make sure the biblical text 

remains and not dismissed.  

3. Since the ordinary readers have resources they use when they encounter the Bible like culture 

and their life experience, then the position of the socially engaged biblical scholar reduces to 

be partially constituted by their life struggles. 

4. Socially engaged biblical scholars offer a creative facilitation, which leads a wide range of 

critical resources. For example, the socially engaged biblical scholar asks a variety of questions 

that might lead “ordinary readers” to think more. These scholars trained in the universities are 

equipped with literary and linguistic context, social and cultural context of the text and can 

easily lead the movement of the meaning of the text from “what it meant” to “what it means.” 

The interest is to reach a point where someone might be able to explain in what ways the text 

speaks to us today.185 

 

When all these roles are considered, West still argues that the socially engaged biblical scholar 

has to take precaution not to speak for the community. In case there are matters to speak about, 

he/she has to speak with them. 

 However, West’s understanding of social engagement gets criticism for not insisting on 

the role of a socially engaged biblical scholar as an activist. Observing the nature of the book 

itself, the Bible, Rasiah S. Sugirtharajah states that the Bible has the evangelical potential to 

bring out changes in the social order.186 He argues that the Bible has the ability to stimulate 

readers to action and participation because it is a social document with implications for social 

change.187 This argument seems to question West’s roles of the socially engaged biblical 

scholar especially when these roles do not insist on social change.  

Another criticism on West’s aim of contextual Bible study comes from Sarojini Nadar. 

She argues that if social transformation is to be taken seriously, the aim of the contextual Bible 
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study method should be to enable, or at least initiate discussion around social transformation.188 

For Nadar, as a socially engaged biblical scholar, the most important function that a 

hermeneutics of transformation can provide in the academy is that it can highlight her role as 

an activist. At the hearty of such a scholar’s reasoning should be the transformation of the 

community.189 

Nadar goes on and she questions West’s approach on social engagement, particularly 

the point that the biblical scholar who writes the academic paper on the contextual Bible study 

is not necessarily the facilitator. She challenges West because his approach rises the issue of 

“double representivity.”190 For her, both the facilitator and the biblical scholar are not neutral 

participants in the Bible study. Nadar argues for a facilitator of contextual Bible study to be a 

trained biblical scholar that he/she may write the academic paper to avoid this problem of 

“double representivity.”   

In this project, I am a socially engaged biblical scholar. Though an African, a 

Tanzanian, I am not a Maasai. With West’s terminology in mind, I am “converted” to work 

with my Maasai informants. The phenomena going on in the Maasai society have aroused my 

curiosity to collaborate with them to work for contributing from the biblical perspective 

towards improving the situation for better. My research question looks for how the indigenous 

reading of the Old Testament can facilitate reflection for liberation from the current 

marginalization of the Maasai. That means I am focusing on the potentials of the indigenous 

reading for liberation purpose. I do not end up with just reading the Bible with the Maasai 

informants as West suggests. Rather, I take the activist’s role as stated by Nadar, because at 

the end of the process, I expect to see some improvements in the way of thinking for my 

informants.  

2.5 Partial Conclusion 

This chapter discusses some theoretical perspectives that drive my work. I have divided the 

chapter into three parts. First, the Maasai oral “texts,” I have not discussed orality as a theory 

but Maasai oral “texts” as one of the resources my informants use to interpret biblical texts. 
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The Maasai oral “texts” exist in the form of myths, legends, and folktales and are transmitted 

orally. Second, the interpretive context. In this part, I have discussed some aspects of 

inculturation. This includes some general perspectives on Christian inculturation and Christian 

inculturation hermeneutics with reference to the Nigerian biblical scholar Justin Ukpong. From 

my observation of the pros and cons of the theory, I have modified inculturation hermeneutics 

of biblical interpretation as my approach. Third, I have discussed the Actors of this study. Some 

aspects of Action Research and “reading with” have inspired my study. In the process of 

“reading with,” the Maasai “indigenous readers” and I, the socially engaged biblical scholar 

collaborated to read biblical texts that have an appeal to people with a semi-nomadic way of 

life. The next chapter shows our reading of biblical texts. 
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Chapter Three 

READING OLD TESTAMENT TEXTS IN MAASAI CONTEXT 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I am presenting a Maasai reading of some selected Old Testament texts as 

experienced by my Maasai informants.  I identify my informants as indigenous readers, that is, 

they not doing their scriptural reading from an academic point of view but they use their culture 

and life experience as a base. This chapter is mainly about an analysis of how my Maasai 

informants reflect on selected Old Testament texts in a liberative way in relation to their 

marginalization.  

The texts that were read are three. First, Gen. 13:1-12. I present the way the Maasai 

informants in group interviews and individuals understood the story of Abraham and Lot in 

terms of the lifestyle of these patriarchs, land conflict and the way they resolved the conflict. 

This also includes some other themes they raised during the reading process. Second, Exod. 

13:17-22. I present also the way the Maasai informants understood the story of the journey of 

the Israelites. This includes different themes that emanated through the reading process. Third, 

I present the way my informants understood the story of the Rechabites in Jer. 35:5-10 in terms 

of themes they raised while reading the text. 

The Maasai readings I present in this chapter are the result of interviews I did in my 

first and second field trips. The second field trip brought some additional points and 

clarifications of what I did not understand well in the first field trip. It includes also the response 

I got after a dissemination of what I recorded on the first trip. In addition to that, the second 

trip also brought some observations and discussions of the results of the first field trip, in terms 

of outcome of reading the biblical texts together with my Maasai informants. Before presenting 

the Maasai readings, I will say some words about how I did my research. 

 

3.2 Data Collection and Analysis  

This section introduces the biblical texts and the procedures I used to collect data in the whole 

process of reading the Bible with my Maasai informants. The main sections presented here 
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include biblical texts, the research process, places I visited in the Maasai area, research 

population, a procedure used to construct questions of my research, and data analysis. 

3.2.1 Biblical Texts 

The Bible readings explore three Old Testament texts namely, Gen 13:1-12; Exod 13:17-22 

and Jer 35:5-10.  These texts seem to have an appeal to people with semi-nomadic lifestyle. I 

selected these texts but when I reached to the Maasai area, the man cited in section 1.1 

suggested also texts of that nature. The suggestion in section 1.1 opened a door for which texts 

(though not specific but generally) would be relevant into a Maasai context. I have decided to 

study biblical texts that their interpretation goes in a way, which both communicates with the 

Maasai and opens up for a dialogue with them. The texts I have chosen bear a theme that is 

recognizable and challenging to the Maasai context.  

Apart from the texts from Genesis and Jeremiah that refer to a semi-nomadic lifestyle, 

the text from the book of Exodus might not refer to semi-nomadic life per se since it lacks a 

direct connection to the trans human pastoral nomads. I decided to use this text because even 

if it does not relate directly to the semi-nomadic ways of life, still it shows two important things. 

First, the text portrays Israelites traveling and camping when they needed a rest. If camping is 

involved, one might be right to argue that they had tents. A tent being a temporal residence of 

people on transit may be significant to the Maasai people who due to their semi-nomadic way 

of life do not live in permanent houses. Second, the text portrays God himself traveling with 

people who are on the way, something that can be meaningful into a traditionally semi-nomadic 

context.  

However, with regard to this way of selecting texts it may be argued differently. For 

example, in his participant-centered contextual Bible study, Elia Shabani Mligo advocates the 

readers themselves to make a selection of texts of their choice.191 He does this to make sure the 

group read texts of their choice and interpret them freely. Mligo’s idea is logical and it works 

perfectly with the readers of his choice who were Christians and could read and write. Reading 

the Bible with both educated and non-educated, Christians and non-Christians, as I have done, 

it would be difficult for all of them to come up with a uniform choice of texts due to their 

diverse levels of education and religious background. For instance, to make someone who have 
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never read the Bible previously‒due to his/her religious or educational background‒to grab the 

Bible and choose a text to read is not an easy task.  

To balance this gap, two things are important to note. First, the theme of texts I have 

selected touches the core of Maasai life, namely the semi-nomadic way of life. For the Maasai, 

cattle is the center of life. Second, in the reading process, I did not provide any scholarly tool 

for biblical interpretation. I aimed at giving them freedom of utilizing their culture and life 

experience to interpret the texts. 

3.2.2 Research Process   

I attended the summer school organized by the Research School Religion-Values-Society 

(RSV) on 08th-15th August 2015 in Metochi, Lesbos-Greece. The course was an important 

preparation for my field research. This summer school with the title Analysis: Challenges and 

Opportunities in Interdisciplinary Work equipped me how not only to approach my research 

field but also to collect and analyze field research data. My field research follows a procedure 

of hermeneutic inquiry that I learned at this summer school.192 A central point here is that the 

researcher is in a position of going repeatedly to the field of research to make sure that the 

research questions he/she posed in the first place get logical answers.193  

My first field research in the Maasai area was in October-November 2015. Some pastors 

from the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania, North Central Diocese (which is 

predominantly Maasai) helped me to find informants. Prior to my arrival to the field, I 

communicated with these pastors by phone; they announced and asked people in their 

respective areas to volunteer for the project. I did not put any restriction in terms of the 

informants’ religious background. I also asked the pastors to take into consideration the issue 

of gender balance. I did two field research trips and two research consultations. This was in 

accordance with what Dona Ladkin calls a cornerstone of Action Research that is cycles of 

action and reflection.194 

When I met my informants for the first time, I presented the project and myself and 

explained the purpose of reading the Bible in the project. I was recording the discussions with 
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a sound recorder but I made clear that the treatment of all information from the informants 

would be confidential and will secure anonymity. I also used a notebook and a pen to record 

some important points during the process of reading biblical texts. In the same way of securing 

anonymity, the names that appear in my text are not real names of my informants.  

I organized a midway consultation in April 2016 and I met with some Maasai clergy 

and scholars. I presented the preliminary findings from my research to receive a response from 

them on what I did in my field research. This was an important moment to screen my findings 

from the Maasai clergy and scholars’ perspective. I then went for another field research in 

November-December 2016. This time I disseminated my preliminary findings and got a 

response from my Maasai informants. This enabled me to pass through the whole bulk of data 

that I had gathered during the first field research together with my informants who are my co-

researchers. In case of any correction, this was a proper time to preserve the integrity of the 

research. The aim of doing this was to make sure that my main research question finds answers 

in a sensible way.  

On June 1, 2017, I presented my findings to a workshop that included not only some of 

my informants but also representatives of some NGOs working in Maasai area, some 

politicians, lawyers, and some scholars of theology and biblical studies. My aim was to share 

the results of my research with these stakeholders and see some other possibilities of 

implementing my contribution from the biblical perspective to the Maasai context.  

3.2.3 Places Visited 

I conducted my research in three parts namely, rural Maasai, sub-urban Maasai and Arusha/ 

urban Maasai. This happened because the Maasai do not only live in rural areas. Some of the 

Maasai live in sub-urban and urban areas as well. Therefore, it was important for me to give 

my Maasai informants in sub-urban and urban areas equal opportunity to participate in reading 

biblical texts as the ones in the rural area. I did this in order that they may share their life 

experiences of living in other places than the traditional Maasai areas. With this sampling, my 

research may get contributions that represent the Maasai society in the wider context. 

I visited two rural Maasai areas in southern and northern Maasai. In these areas, my 

intention was to meet the Maasai who are still close to traditions and customs that might have 

a contribution in interpreting biblical texts. For the sub-urban area, I visited evangelists in a 

college who combine experiences of rural and urban Maasai areas. They come from rural areas 

and serve there but they meet teachers who have urban experiences. Having such experience, 
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I assume they may have a contribution concerning the encounter between traditional Maasai 

experiences and modernity. Lastly, I visited Arusha urban area where I read biblical texts with 

the Maasai who reside in the city. In this place, I read biblical texts with the Maasai who have 

different professions.  

It could be possible to conduct research in one Maasai area alone, but the following 

reasons compelled me to expand the research stations. First, there are Maasai people who are 

living in the rural area and they are keen to their culture. With their cultural experience, they 

interpret the biblical texts from their semi-nomadic, traditional perspective. Second, the 

evangelists stand between traditional and urban life. As people who are reading biblical texts, 

I find this group also important to enrich my research. Third, some Maasai have shifted to 

urban areas. For this group of the Maasai informants, living and practicing Maasai culture has 

become challenging because of interaction with other cultures in urban areas. Regardless of 

their change of places to live, they are still Maasai and they read biblical texts in their new 

environment and have a look on Maasai culture and challenges they face from a different angle. 

In addition, as people interacting with other cultures, my Maasai informants from the urban 

area may view their semi-nomadic culture from an outside perspective. I find these three 

contexts where the Maasai are living resourceful to enrich my research.   

3.2.4 Research Population 

In total 39 people participated in reading biblical texts in four places I visited. Four groups read 

the texts, each group in its context. In the rural areas, two groups read and interpreted texts. A 

group of 13 people (6 men and 7 women) in south Maasai and 9 people (5 men and 4 women) 

in north Maasai read all three texts. I interviewed 7 evangelists (4 men and 3 women) and in 

Arusha city, 10 people (4 men and 6 women) read all three texts.  

The people I interviewed are Maasai. In Maasai context, I read biblical texts with youth 

(from the age of 18 and above), junior elders, senior elder and women who belong to these age 

groups.195 The Maasai informants who read texts in this project are from different religious 

backgrounds. Most of the informants in this research are Christians but a few adhere to 

traditional religion. These two religious backgrounds are dominating in Maasai context. I did 

not put restrictions on religion and participation was voluntary but only these showed up.  
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Having these two different religious backgrounds have enriched this research in two 

ways. First, I have read the Old Testament texts not only with Christians but also with people 

adhering to Maasai traditional religion who have genuine knowledge on Maasai traditions and 

customs. Second, both Christians and Maasai traditional religion believers share the same life 

experience in their context that can be a tool in reading texts. Therefore, they could interpret 

the same life experience but from different religious backgrounds and that added value to this 

research.  

3.2.5 Facilitating the Reading Process 

Prior to interview with individuals and groups in Maasai, I prepared some questions to facilitate 

the reading process. When I started reading biblical texts with my informants, I discovered that 

they were interested mostly in discussion of people and events depicted in the texts. This 

compelled me to restructure my questions to focus on characters instead.196  In this sense, my 

questions follow character assessment in biblical literature. I agree with Sarojini Nadar who 

calls for a facilitator of contextual Bible study to structure questions that explore texts critically 

as a contribution from an expert to lay readers.197 Thus, my contribution to the reading of 

biblical texts with the Maasai informants are these questions that follow characterization. 

Shimon Bar-Efrat, a biblical scholar from Israel identifies two principal techniques used 

in molding characters in the Bible.198 For him, there is first, the direct shaping of characters.199  

This direct characterization is evident in biblical narratives that explain the outward appearance 

and the inner personality of biblical characters. The biblical narratives that explain the physical 

appearance of characters and personal behaviors seem to be telling the quality of concerned 

biblical characters. Second, there is the indirect shaping of characters.200 In this second 

technique, Bar-Efrat identifies three components. The first is speech in the sense that all that a 

character speaks exposes the speaker. The second includes actions in the sense that action is 
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the implementation of a person’s character. The third is on minor characters who serve as a 

background for the main character’s actions and speech.  

Another approach, supplementing Bar-Efrat’s work on biblical characterization comes 

from Linda Day who in 1995 published a book on biblical character assessment.201Working on 

characters in the book of Esther, she came up with two means of assessing characters, the 

primary and secondary means. In the primary means, she includes techniques that Bar-Efrat 

places in both his classification, the direct and indirect shaping.202 According to Day, these are 

an inward speech in terms of what the character thinks and says, how other characters or a 

narrator describe him/her, the direct speech and actions. In the secondary means of assessing 

biblical characters, Day places the relationship of a character with other characters, comparison 

with other characters and a character’s contrast with expectations where a character sometimes 

acts in a different way, as many expected.203 

Although it is very difficult to tell exactly how the characters as portrayed in the Bible 

is really how they are, I still find exploring biblical narratives in this dimension promising at 

least for my Maasai informants for the following reason. With most of my informants’ literacy 

background, oral tradition plays a large role. They communicate orally and storytelling is 

common and understandable to them. In other terms, they seldom have a tradition of reading 

books that might lead them to understand the history of the texts they interpret. Thus, any 

question that requires them to trace the history of texts they read is subject to failure to get 

fruitful answers. In that case, asking questions on a biblical narrative that leads them to explore 

characters seems relevant. 

From this reading of biblical narration, I expect the Maasai informants to associate 

themselves directly to texts. Narration, as defined by the North American scholar Walter Fisher 

means symbolic actions-words and deeds that have sequence and meaning for those who live, 

create or interpret them.204 When we come to interpret biblical narratives, this definition may 

lead to a comprehension of an interpretation that focuses on actions, words, and deeds. 

According to Bar-Efrat and Day, this is characterization. In addition to that, Hans Jauss predicts 
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the outcome of such interpretation of characters to aesthetic reflection where readers are 

identifying themselves with a hero in a narrative.205 This happens to informants of this research 

who are identifying biblical characters to their own Maasai setting as it appears in their reading 

of texts in this chapter.  

I facilitated the reading process by posing some questions that both guided the 

discussion on the texts and made my Maasai informants discuss what the texts mean in their 

cultural perspective. It was my intention not to impose to indigenous readers my own 

interpretation but collaborate with them in the whole process of reading. In the next subtopic, 

I discuss how I analyze the readings. 

3.2.6 Analytical Strategy 

Before starting to analyze the data collected, I had first to transcribe what I recorded during the 

group and individual interview sessions. With a sound recorder, I could manage to record what 

was going on during the Bible reading meetings. Every after a single session, I saved the audio 

on my computer that is password-protected. From that process, I was then able to follow 

carefully and prepare some notes ready for analysis. 

After the data transcription, I did preliminary data analysis. According to Grbich, 

preliminary data analysis is a simple process of checking and tracking data to see what is 

coming out of it, identifying areas that require follow-up and actively questioning where the 

information collected is leading.206 In this process, my curiosity was in extracting the deeper 

meaning of what I collected during the process of reading the biblical texts with my informants. 

This includes writing a summary of the discussion and trying to unearth the hidden patterns of 

meanings that might be important to address my research question. 

The analytical process followed then. As far as this project is about the encounter 

between the Maasai and the Bible, my analysis focuses on the Maasai readings of the biblical 

texts. In this sense, I find content analysis of texts as the proper analytical approach. To be 

more precise, in content analysis, I choose Ethnographic Content Analysis (ECA). According 

to Grbich, culture and context are important interpretive aspects, and both enumerative and 
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thematic analysis can be undertaken.207  However, most of my co-researchers, the Maasai 

informants, are not experts in biblical interpretation methodologies. The possible resources 

they have for interpreting the texts are culture and the events happening in their context today. 

This situation persuades me that my choice of analytical approach is relevant.  

My research looks at a possibility of improving the Maasai way of reflecting on their 

problems through reading the Bible. In the biblical texts, there might be themes that demand 

an analysis. These themes may result from the process of “reading with,” where informants 

show their interests in relation to their settings.  For this reason, thematic analysis as part of the 

Ethnographic Content Analysis is vital for making action on the challenges of the Maasai 

community relevant in their context. 

The procedure of doing analysis follows what Grbich developed.208  In the first place, I 

have the transcribed data as my key document.  I typically read the document to get the general 

impression of the major themes and issues that relate to my research question. This document 

is a result of the group discussions and individual interviews. The meaning produced in groups 

depended on the contribution of the individuals. In this sense, my analysis takes a form of back 

and forth process. Moreover, I develop and test my procedure by doing a deeper analysis of 

themes gained through the reading process. As this is going on, there is a point of revision and 

refining of the procedure. Lastly, with Ethnographic Content Analysis, I interpret the meaning 

within the Maasai context. 

My task in this Ethnographic Content Analysis is to describe intensively the thoughts 

developed as an outcome of the reading of the biblical texts in the Maasai context. This means, 

I concentrated more on the Maasai context rather than engaging myself on my scholarly general 

understanding. In addition to that, I extracted the meaning of the texts as someone can read 

from the Maasai perspective. After these stages of my research, I will now turn to a Maasai 

reading of selected Old Testament texts.   

 

                                                           
207 Ibid., 189. 

208 For more details on the procedure, see ibid. 
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3.3 A Maasai Reading of Gen 13:1-12 

The first text I read with my Maasai informants was Gen 13:1-12. In this section, I will present 

a collective interpretation of texts and in case there is a special clarification of points from 

individuals, I show quotations as well. In other terms, the Maasai informants are primary 

interpreters of the text.  

The text (RSV) 

1 So Abraham went up from Egypt, he and his wife, and all that he had, and Lot with him, into 

the Negeb. 2Now Abraham was very rich in cattle, in silver, and in gold. 3And he journeyed on 

from the Negeb as far as Bethel, to the place where his tent has been at the beginning, between 

Bethel and Ai, 4 to the place where he had made an altar at the first; and there Abraham called 

on the name of the Lord. 5 And Lot, who went with Abraham, also had flocks and herds and 

tents, 6 so that the land could not support both of them dwelling together; for their possessions 

were so great that they could not dwell together, 7 and there was strife between the herdsmen 

of Abraham’s cattle and the herdsmen of Lot’s cattle. At that time the Canaanites and Perizzites 

dwelt in the land. 8 Then Abraham said to Lot, “Let there be no strife between you and me, and 

between your herdsmen and my herdsmen; for we are kinsmen. 9 Is not the whole land before 

you? Separate yourself from me. If you take the left hand, then I will go to the right; or if you 

take the right hand, then I will go to the left.” 10And Lot lifted up his eyes, and saw that the 

Jordan valley was well watered everywhere like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt, 

in the direction of Zoar; this was before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah. 11So Lot 

chose for himself all the Jordan valley, and Lot journeyed east; thus they separated from each 

other. 12Abraham dwelt in the land of Canaan, while Lot dwelt among the cities of the valley 

and moved his tent as far as Sodom. 

 

3.3.1 General Understanding of the Text 

As a facilitator of the reading of biblical texts with my Maasai informants, I first posed a 

question about the general meaning of the text.  All three groups of readers in this project 

discussed the general meaning of this text to the Maasai context. The discussion aimed first, to 

know my Maasai informants’ general understanding of the text and second, to know how the 

informants can read the text from their context and then see if there are differences in attributing 

meanings by the groups.  

The common interpretation in the reading of the text by all groups was that the life of 

Abraham and Lot resembles that of the Maasai in terms of keeping animals and traveling with 

them for the sake of good pastures and water. The elucidation of this text went far to an extent 

that the informants perceived that, Abraham and Lot might be Maasai because their activity 

was keeping animals and in whatever else Abraham and Lot could do for life, keeping animals 

played a big role. However, my further searching beneath this response on keeping animals as 

an important issue disclosed another cultural aspect about the Maasai concept on prosperity in 
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relation to keeping animals. Keeping animals implies productivity and prosperity to Maasai, as 

Saidimu says: 

 

In our understanding, keeping animals does not benefit only the animals but also the one who 

owns the animals. Animals do give us all basic needs for a human being.209  

 

From this argument, one might be right to argue that for the Maasai Bible readers of 

this project, the idea of keeping animals was vital to Abraham and Lot. Abraham and Lot might 

have been doing other activities, but keeping animals appears to be the main thing. 

Additionally, the Maasai informants think that animals were important for Abraham and Lot 

since they met their basic needs of life through pastoralism. 

Another feature that made the Maasai informants associate the story with Maasai 

culture is the big size of the families of Abraham and Lot. The way the Maasai Bible readers 

of this project understood v. 7 where the herdsmen of Abraham and Lot appear to accompany 

the journey, led them to draw an understanding that these patriarchs had big families like the 

Maasai. Though not mentioned in numbers how big these families were, the informants 

assumed that there is no difference between Maasai families and those of Abraham and Lot.  

Telele insists on the importance of a big family for pastoralists as he says: 

 

A big family is very important for pastoralists because there are many activities that are going 

on daily, something that a small sized family cannot manage. Just as we own many animals, we 

need many people to take care of them. Abraham and Lot needed big families too.210 

 

 

As they continued to read the text, they also found that the extended family relationship 

between Abraham and Lot does not differ from the one existing in Maasai community. They 

interpreted Abraham as the senior and when he was to travel to another area, he invited Lot as 

his relative to go with him. In Maasai culture, it is quite common to maintain the extended 

family because there are family members who need help and they cannot stand on their own. 

According to the Maasai Bible readers of this project, Abraham as an elder relative to Lot was 

responsible for helping Lot. Lot was not yet independent to stay alone, that is why Abraham 

took him that he might be safe. From this point of view, Abraham had a good relationship with 

his relatives as the Maasai do. 
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3.3.2 The Concept of Prosperity 

In reading this text, the informants also discussed the issue of why Abraham was prosperous. 

My intention for asking this was to know how the Maasai informants understand the concept 

of prosperity as indicated in the text. The response to that inquiry given in the discussion was 

that Abraham was prosperous because he owned cattle. As they read v. 2, they echoed the text 

to the Maasai culture where the determination of peoples’ prosperity depends on the number 

of animals they keep.  Saning’o, one of the Leigwana arguing about prosperity in the Maasai 

perspective affirms: 

 

One cannot be prosperous without drinking milk, blood and eating meat from his own flock. 

Forget about what you call silver and gold, I do not know how they look like.211 

 

All groups in the rural area were in line with the view of the Olaigwanan Saning’o. This brings 

an impression that the informants in the rural areas showed no interest in silver and gold as part 

of the prosperity of Abraham, but their main concern was prosperity by owning large group of 

animals. In their analysis of prosperity, they discussed it from their cultural point of view where 

animals are a priority. However, the informants in the urban area at least reached a point of 

mentioning silver and gold but were not able to explain how worthy they are. When they talked 

about animals, especially cattle, they were able to say many things good about it. 

In their analysis of prosperity in the text, my Maasai informants also discussed the 

benefits of cattle. They came to an understanding that pastoralism is a job like other jobs done 

by other people around the world. They reached to this understanding because those practicing 

pastoralism may obtain their basic needs through it. In this sense, Abraham appeared as 

someone who was able to provide whatever he needed for his family through his animals. That 

means cattle can be an exchange commodity to any other valuable good that is a need of that 

particular family. Being in that kind of life, Abraham was a good father and a prosperous leader 

of the family. 

In attempting to understand a deeper meaning of prosperity, as related to their 

knowledge, the Maasai informants perceived prosperity in two perspectives, which were 

evident to Abraham. The first perspective concerns visible wealth of cattle and some other 

animals. Wherever Abraham passed by when people saw his large group of animals, they were 
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in a position to identify him as a prosperous person. In other terms, this view tells us that 

without visible material, it is very difficult for a person to identify himself/herself as 

prosperous. The second perspective concerns the ethical part of the concerned person.  

According to Maasai culture, prosperity begins from somebody’s inner heart by showing 

charitable supports to the needy. Esinyati says: 

 

Abraham was proving his prosperity by doing good things to people like Lot. Doing good acts 

is a sign of being prosperous because, in Maasai, only prosperous people behave in good 

manners.212  

 

This statement suggests that in Maasai perception, poor people are the ones responsible 

for evil deeds in the society and the rich ones are always doing good things. Furthermore, it 

was a common understanding to all groups that Abraham showed hospitality by accepting Lot 

to be part of his journey and that is the inner sign that he was prosperous. From a Maasai 

cultural perspective, prosperity goes hand in hand with helping the extended family and the 

needy. 

 

3.3.3 Maasai View on Abraham’s Pastoralism  

Responding to the question on what Abraham did for his life; all groups in rural, sub-urban and 

urban Maasai areas shared a view that he was a pastoralist. This took me further to ask more 

on their comments about pastoralism. On their analysis of pastoralism as practiced by 

Abraham, they were positive about it to an extent of saying it is “biblical.” They reached to this 

argument because they interpreted the text that God himself blessed Abraham with cattle and 

he was with Abraham throughout the journey. As they read v. 4, where the text states that 

Abraham called on the name of the Lord, they got an idea that God was communicating with 

Abraham and was pleased with the kind of job Abraham was doing. As they read from the text, 

Tyale, an old woman added:  

 

Owning animals is a gift from Engai. Engai decides what carrier a particular person can do. 

Engai gave this job to Abraham and this was not Abraham’s choice.  Pastoralism is not a job 

done by anyone except special people entrusted by Engai. Taking care of animals needs 

someone trustful and who has a kind heart to animals like Abraham. Other people know how 

to eat meat but not how to take care of the animals.213  

 

                                                           
212 Interview with Esinyati at Arusha urban area, 10.11.2015. 

213 Interview with Tyale at rural Maasai area, 05.11.2015. 
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As they continued to read the text, they raised another Maasai cultural issue on prestige 

and power. For the Maasai, owning a large group of animals brings prestige and power. In that 

sense, they interpreted that as he owned a large group of animals, Abraham had power in the 

society and he deserved honor as a great person. This power extends to the society around who 

are not pastoralists. In their analysis of v. 7, where the text mentions Canaanites and Perizzites 

to be living in the land, they discussed that the indigenous people of the land were inferior to 

the new coming pastoralists Abraham and Lot because of the prestige and power of pastoralists. 

One informant, Yero, from the rural area insists on the prestige and power of pastoralists: 

 

In principle, the indigenous people were the ones responsible for deciding on the land issues, 

not the newcomers Abraham and Lot. On the contrary, Abraham is the one making decisions 

on what to do and where to go. This means pastoralist are superior to other people since biblical 

times. Even today, the Maasai have to be superior to all other ethnic groups as Abraham was 

superior to the Canaanites and Perizzites. Let all people who are coming to our land listen to 

what we decide as Maasai.214 

 

This view of pastoralists dominated in the rural Maasai area during my first field trip. When I 

went for the second trip, I noted a shift in understanding of who is superior to others; the Maasai 

informants were a bit considerate to an extent of ranking pastoralism the same as other jobs 

done by others. 

Discussing pastoralism as practiced by Abraham, my informants in the urban area 

showed a different view on the issue of prestige and power. For them, pastoralism ranks the 

same as other activities done by people from different ethnic groups. As they pondered the text, 

they said that in Maasai areas, anyone who wants to practice pastoralism has to research for 

grazing areas first to avoid conflict with other people who are living with. The reason given by 

the Maasai informants living in Arusha town is that based on the constitution of the United 

Republic of Tanzania, there is a freedom for every citizen to live wherever they want in the 

country. That being the case, one should not expect the Maasai society to live in isolation 

without intermingling with people from other ethnic groups. 

In Maasai area, one may now find people from other ethnic groups who are living and 

doing other activities than pastoralism. This situation affects the Maasai wish to keep animals 

freely, as their culture demands. Otherwise, there might be quarrels especially when the 

animals kept by the Maasai happen to destroy the activities of others. The situation also affects 
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the Maasai assumption of superiority to other ethnic groups because everyone does his/her own 

activity for a living. The Maasai informants from the urban area argued that they are not against 

the Maasai culture where pastoralism is the main activity. They even insisted on every ethnic 

group to remain loyal to their traditional activities because anyone who abandons his/her 

traditional activity likely performs immoral conducts in the society. What they were saying 

was to alert Maasai community to be aware of the changes that are taking place today and in 

future. 

 

3.3.4 The Quarrel between Herdsmen 

As a facilitator of the reading of texts, I asked the informants why the land was so important 

that it made close relatives to quarrel. The informants from the rural area interpreted the main 

reason of a quarrel between Abraham’s and Lot’s herdsmen of cattle as mentioned in vv. 6-7 

that there was not enough land. The informants from the rural area had a different opinion to 

that in the text. According to them, scarcity of land cannot be the reason of the quarrel. The 

land is always big enough for grazing animals but the problem was grazing big flocks too close 

to each other. The informants from the rural area argued that land is available for pastoralism; 

it is just a matter of someone deciding which direction to go with the flocks. They are less 

concerned with other uses of the land like agriculture, mining or game reserve, which for them 

are the subsidiary use of land. For them, the land is a gift from Engai for free use‒mainly for 

grazing animals‒to anyone everywhere. 

Then we continued discussing the reason of the quarrel. The informants from the rural 

area accused Lot to be the source of the quarrel. Representing others, Yoyo, a female informant 

is of the opinion: 

 

Lot’s egotistic character was a contributing factor to the quarrel. When we read v. 4 of the text, 

we see Abraham as a person with a fear of Engai and possibly his family including his herdsmen 

were always fearing Engai. Therefore, Abraham brought up his family in a good conduct that 

was always maintaining love and peace to the neighbors. As I see here, Abraham was 

prosperous in terms of wealth and he had a good relationship with Engai. Surprisingly, the text 

does not say anything about Lot’s worship life, something that makes me think that Lot was 

prosperous in terms of material things but without fear of the Engai.215  
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From what seems to be a Maasai cultural perspective, the group from the rural area interprets 

that there was a kind of jealousy springing from Lot’s side towards Abraham. According to 

Maasai culture, young ones do not quarrel their elder brothers, instead, they have to obey and 

be submissive. Another informant arguing from this way of thinking, Gidahago adds: 

 

As Lot’s wealth was increasing, he started thinking to rank higher than Abraham did and his 

herdsmen thought as their master. I mean, as Lot’s wealth was growing big, he thought to 

deserve the best as compared to Abraham. While Abraham was offering love to Lot, on the 

contrary, he was receiving back jealousy and hatred.216 

 

 

Contrary to the interpretation of the Maasai from the rural area, the informants from the 

urban area emphasize on the perspective that scarcity of land was the source of the quarrel. 

This argument suggests a shift from a traditional Maasai perspective on land to a more 

sophisticated view. The informants from the urban area see that whereas the number of animals 

owned by Abraham and Lot was growing bigger, the land remained of the same size, therefore, 

there was a possibility of running shortage of the grazing areas that made the herdsmen to 

quarrel. As Kisiri, who once lived in a village but now in Arusha town insisted: 

 

For a peaceful life, a number of animals kept by pastoralists must be proportional to the land 

available for grazing. As I see, there were indigenous people of that land as mentioned in v. 7, 

the Canaanites and the Perizzites and they were using the same land for other activities like 

farming or even grazing animals. The entrance of Abraham and Lot does not mean that the land 

did not have any use at all. There were some activities going on. What was available for 

Abraham was not enough to accommodate both two pastoralists at the same time and that is the 

source of the quarrel.217 

 

In order to ascertain how the issue on land is important, I asked also the sub-urban 

informants to explore more on the issue. They went even one step further by saying that land 

was only one of the needs but there were other important needs disclosed by the quarrel 

between the herdsmen. In their words, sub-urban informants said, the quarrel between the 

herdsmen of Abraham and Lot exposed three needs. These needs are first, enough grazing area 

for Abraham and Lot (land), second, security of the herdsmen and third, security of the animals.  

For them, the quarrel of the herdsmen indicates not only lack of enough land but also 

insecurity of both herdsmen and animals since there was a fight of these herdsmen. They said, 
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the quarrel could not end just by exchanging bitter words but there was fighting between the 

two groups as Kisonko insists: 

 

The quarrel between herdsmen can not end just by exchanging bitter words. Bitter words bring 

anger, and in order for someone to get a relief from it, there must be a fight. That fight was a 

threat both to the life of the herdsmen and that of animals respectively.218  

 

In attempting to understand the deeper meaning of the quarrel as related to the society of 

pastoralists, the sub-urban informants came up with some possibilities. The word “quarrel” for 

them is very wide and it goes together with many other happenings like fighting between the 

herdsmen. When herdsmen fight, they always use the weapons they have like sticks, swords, 

and machetes and this is very dangerous for their lives. Though the text does not state it 

explicitly, the sub-urban informants interpreted that there were some injuries or even murder 

cases when this quarrel happened.  

In addition, the sub-urban informants say, the animals also suffered the quarrel of 

herdsmen. The reason given to this argument is built on the nature of the animals that they 

move to any direction where they see there are good pastures; regardless they belong to 

Abraham or Lot. When Abraham’s animals went to the direction where Lot’s animals were 

grazing, as the sub-urban informants assume, Lot’s herdsmen attacked Abraham’s animals by 

beating or even killing them and then the quarrel became serious to the herdsmen themselves. 

It is from these circumstances the sub-urban informants raise the need of security of both 

herdsmen and animals of Abraham and Lot. 

 

3.3.5 The Position of Lot in the Story 

In response to the question on what they understand about Lot, as the Maasai informants came 

across Lot in the story, they positioned him as someone who did not belong to the same age 

group to Abraham. They regarded him as younger to Abraham. What lies behind this 

categorization of age group is the Maasai culture that identifies people in age sets as I discussed 

earlier in section 1.9.2 of this work. In addition to that, my Maasai informants understood that 

Lot was someone helped by Abraham to acquire the flocks and herds, who eventually turned 

to be Abraham’s opponent. One old man, Kone says: 
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Lot was not used to the life of keeping animals to an extent of following Abraham for more 

experience. He got cattle from Abraham and he depended on Abraham for everything.219 

 

According to the informants’ understanding, the argument seems evident when Lot shows to 

be dependent on Abraham by following him wherever he was going. Their interpretation insists 

that Lot was prosperous because Abraham gave him flocks. That is the reason why Lot 

followed Abraham wherever he went. In their understanding, Lot survived because of 

Abraham’s kindness to him. 

However, as my informants continued reading they saw that, despite Abraham’s 

kindness to Lot, what he received back was disrespect and hatred. This disrespect happened as 

Lot’s animals increased in number and he regarded himself of the same or even better status 

than that of Abraham. A male informant, Laizer gives advice to how Lot was supposed to 

behave: 

 

Lot was supposed to teach his herdsmen to be obedient to Abraham because all the animals Lot 

had, came from Abraham. When Lot’s herdsmen started quarreling with Abraham’s herdsmen 

it is a sign that Lot did not assume his responsibility or he did it purposely because he regarded 

himself as richer than Abraham did and he can now be the head of that family.220  

 

In addition, they saw that Lot’s misbehavior resulted in a very difficult moment for 

Abraham because two things confronted him. First, his generosity to Lot has now come to look 

like labor in vain. This was painful to Abraham to bear as a human being. Second, Abraham’s 

position as a leader of the group was in danger because if their herdsmen were fighting, Lot 

also could have been thinking to assume leadership of the group violently. In what seems to be 

instructions on how a family has to be, a female informant Ruth says: 

 

 A family cannot have two heads. The head of the family is one. This head of the family may 

invite some other relatives to join him for different purposes, but this does not make other 

invitees to be heads of the family. The invitees have to receive orders and instructions from the 

head of the family until the time when they will be independent.221  

 

Their reading of the text indicated that Lot was turning to be Abraham’ great enemy because 

he started fighting his master on the grazing area. A nephew now has changed to be an opponent 
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89 
 

of his relative. This drives Abraham to look for a solution immediately before things get out of 

control. 

 

3.3.6 Solution to the Land Conflict 

In one of the group interviews on Gen. 13:1-12, we stopped up to reflect about a solution to the 

land conflict as given by Abraham in vv. 8 and 9. My intention was first, to know how they 

reflect on the text. Second, how they think about Abraham’s way of solving the problem on 

land in relation to their own experience. Third, to know if there is any difference in interpreting 

the text between the rural, sub-urban and urban areas of my research. 

The Maasai informants from the rural area were very much interested in the phrase “Is 

not the whole land before you? Separate yourself from me. If you take the left hand, then I will 

go to the right; or if you go to the right hand, then I will go to the left.” For them, the text shows 

three things, they argued. First, the land is a gift from the creator Engai. This is the reason why 

Abraham was confident enough to ask Lot to choose any direction he wants to go. In other 

terms, confining themselves in a small area was not a good idea while all the land was available 

for them.  

Second, peace was Abraham’s priority. Despite what happened (the quarrel between 

Abraham and Lot, their herdsmen as v. 8 is explaining), still Abraham chose to demonstrate 

love to his nephew Lot by creating a peaceful environment of separation. According to my 

informants in the rural area, there was another option for Abraham to make a decision on how 

to solve the conflict. This could be by anger and tension. Instead, Abraham shows his maturity 

in trusting God by making sure that their separation on the grazing areas does not break the 

family ties.  

Third, by asking his opponent to choose whatever direction he likes to go, Abraham 

shows that he was not selfish but generous. He was not only thinking his own interests but he 

regarded others even those who were hostile to him, as they deserve the best. Seti adds: 

 

In Maasai, everyone is free to graze the animals wherever there is grass. Engai gives us grass 

and he wants our animals not to starve. We do not fight for grazing areas, if you lack enough 

grass in one area, you take your animals to another area where there is plenty.222 
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When we discussed the same theme in the urban area, the informants from the urban 

area slightly differed from those ones in the rural area. For the informants from the urban area, 

the phrase “all the land” which Abraham was talking about meant the land apart from that 

already occupied by the indigenous people. For them, land cannot have only one use but there 

are different activities that are supposed to take place on the same land. They gave an example 

that there is a great need for a space for agriculture. Through agriculture, people cultivate 

grains, which may feed both pastoralists and farmers. From that perspective, my informants 

from the urban area assumed that there was a piece of land for agriculture special for the 

indigenous people and that was not part of “all the land” referred by Abraham. 

On the issue of separation between Abraham and Lot, the informants from the rural, 

sub-urban, and urban areas agreed with the plan that it was good. The way the informants 

understood the issue of separation between Abraham and Lot in the text probably correlated 

with land division where the decisions on which part of the land and for what purpose take 

place. As they interpreted the text, the informants said that the solution given by Abraham 

aimed to enable each one of them owning a certain piece of land that he might not be interfered 

by any other person. By the decision of whether to go left or right, Abraham and Lot were in a 

position of declaring that a certain piece of land belongs to someone, therefore, no interfering 

some other’s land. 

 

3.3.7 Lot’s Choice of Land 

In order to ascertain how my informants understood the issue of separation between Abraham 

and Lot, we took time to discuss the choice of land that Lot made as asked by Abraham. 

Interpreting vv. 10-11, the common aspect in the reading of the informants from the rural, sub-

urban, and urban areas was that Lot was selfish. The reason that compels them to say so is that 

Lot chose for himself the Jordan valley that was well watered and left Abraham to go to an 

area, which was not well watered. My informants saw that Lot was only after his personal 

interests and he did not care about Abraham’s interest.  

Furthermore, according to their interpretation, Abraham brought Lot to that place since 

from the beginning of the journey he was the leader. Lot just followed Abraham. One would 

have expected Abraham to take first chance of choosing what he wants but on the contrary, Lot 

gets the opportunity and he shows his egoistic character. Seti said: 
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Such kind of a behavior shown by Lot is not good and it is very dangerous for people who are 

looking for a solution to a persisting problem. Abraham is well matured, gentle and tolerant to 

a stubborn colleague like Lot.223  

 

3.3.8 Identification of Maasai with Characters and Issues in Gen. 13:1-12 

The informants from the rural, sub-urban, and urban areas seemed to redefine their context in 

relation to the situation in the text they read. I am arguing this because, in the process, they 

started to identify characters and structural systems within the text in relation to characters and 

structural systems in the Maasai context. In this part, I concentrate on four arguments, which 

the informants reflected in their identification with characters and issues in the text. The first 

argument concerns the Maasai as semi-nomads in relation to Abraham and Lot who are also 

portrayed as people who lived a semi-nomadic life. The second argument concerns Abraham, 

the main character of this text as compared to a Maasai traditional leader Olaigwanan. The 

third argument compares Lot to the adversaries of the Maasai. The fourth argument is that the 

land conflict between Abraham and Lot is compared to the land conflict in Maasai area. 

  

(a) Maasai semi-nomadic way of life compared to Abraham and Lot’s way of life 

As the informants continued reading about the characters in the text, Abraham and Lot, they 

reflected their way of life in relation to the Maasai semi-nomadic life in several dimensions. 

They found that the life which Abraham and Lot lived is reflecting a kind of similarity to that 

of the Maasai. It is a life where keeping animals seems to dominate. That situation gave 

confidence to my Maasai informants who argued that semi-nomadic way of life is “biblical.” 

For them, a person who keeps animals is doing not only a job that sustains his/her life but also 

a “biblical” job as well. 

In their discussion about the way of life they live as Maasai, moving with their animals 

to seek for good pastures and water, my informants noted that Abraham and Lot also did the 

same. The life of Abraham and Lot was not aiming to settle in one place. It was always taking 

consideration of where to get sufficient grass for the animals. As Abraham and Lot who decided 

to journey with their animals to a place which was less or even unknown to them, the Maasai 

also do the same. Saiboko, a traditional leader explaining on how a pastoralist may sacrifice 

his life to travel even to unknown places says: 
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The Maasai have a traditional saying, which states, “We are ready to move to a new place 

regardless it might bring life or death for us.” This statement applies in a case when the Maasai 

are not comfortable with the place they are living, that means when there is no grass, no water, 

and presence of animal diseases, we have to move to another place even if the place is unknown 

to us. The statement encourages us to take a bold step of moving to another place without 

fearing the consequences.224 

 

However, my further question beneath this response by Saiboko got me to know the 

reason why the Maasai build temporal houses. Their main reason to their temporal houses is to 

make them easier to relocate to other places of rich pastures and water for their animals. The 

Maasai call these temporal houses in Maa language irng’obori. My informants continued to 

argue that the life of someone who lives in a temporal house is different to someone who lives 

in a permanent house. They continued to argue that when a person living in a permanent house 

hears about good grazing area somewhere else it becomes difficult to move at once because 

the permanent house is expensive and it is not easy to abandon it. The life of the Maasai 

resembles the life of Abraham and Lot.  The shelters of these patriarchs were not permanent 

but temporal (tents) as we read in vv. 3 and 5. They could easily move when they decided to 

shift to a more hopeful area. 

In light of v. 4, where Abraham is portrayed as living a nomadic life but still having a 

good relationship with God, the informants also believe that semi-nomadic life improves the 

relationship with their God, Engai. Moving from one place to another with the animals as their 

custom demands, makes someone exposed to different structures created by Engai. That 

exposure makes someone think, ponder about creation, and hence strengthen the relationship 

with the creator Engai. 

 

(b) Abraham as compared to a Maasai traditional leader Olaigwanan 

As they continued with the reading of characters in the text, my informants compared Abraham 

to a Maasai traditional leader known as Olaigwanan. They mentioned three reasons that led 

them to such kind of comparison. First, by accepting Lot to travel with him, Abraham is 

maintaining family ties for making sure that the extended family continues. This caring of the 

extended family is also done by Maasai traditional leaders, they argued. One Maasai traditional 

leader Saning’o, gives an elaboration of these duties as he insists: 

 

 Our duty among other duties is to make sure the Maasai family ties are not broken. We make 

sure the extended family continues because we as human beings depend on each other. A 
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Maasai cannot exist in isolation, therefore, whatever situation threatening to isolate a Maasai 

from the extended family, the Olaigwanan is responsible for making sure such a separation 

does not exist.225 

  

From the above words of a traditional leader, I came to the understanding that what happened 

with Abraham in terms of maintaining family ties with Lot, receives positive reflection from 

the Maasai informants. It is part of the Maasai culture to preserve family relationship. When 

Lot was in a circumstance where there was a possibility of separating with his nephew, 

Abraham took responsibility of making sure he travels with him to the place he was going.  

Second, Abraham shows a character of peacemaking in the society. He does not sit 

passively and watch from the back especially when there was a situation that threatened peace. 

The informants interpreted the quarrel between herdsmen as threatening peace to all members 

of the two families that moved together and those families co-existed peacefully for some years. 

They observed that Abraham realized the threat and he was ready to act instantly to bring peace. 

As a result, peace came as a product of Abraham’s efforts between those two families. One 

female informant Mese, in realizing what Abraham did insists: 

 

Had it been not this Olaigwanan you call Abraham, there would have been murder and animal 

slaughter all over the place.226 

 

 

The above citation informs us that the Olaigwanan also is responsible for making sure that 

there is peace in Maasai society. As elders whom the whole Maasai society depend on in terms 

of wisdom, the Laigwana are the ones uniting and preserving the Maasai identity. Any situation 

that threatens peace among the Maasai calls for the Laigwana to calm the situation because the 

Maasai listen to the elders, the Laigwana have wisdom through their long experience of life. 

Third, from reading the text, the informants saw that Abraham was making wise 

decisions that took into consideration the interest of others, the majority. This happened when 

he asked Lot to make a choice of the direction he wanted to go. In Maasai, the Laigwana are 

the ones also to make decisions. These decisions from the Laigwana must take into 

consideration the interests of the majority. As my informants say, the Maasai society does not 

entertain any selfish decision. From this perspective, Abraham performs the same duty as the 

Maasai Olaigwanan. 
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(c) Lot compared to adversaries of Maasai   

After interpreting Abraham as Olaigwanan, my informants discussed Lot as well. With Lot’s 

character of competing with Abraham, they compared him to Maasai opponents who are 

competing with for the land issue. This comes as they interpreted that Lot was Abraham’s 

opponent since the time when their herdsmen were quarreling for grazing areas. In addition, 

the Maasai informants from the rural, sub-urban, and urban areas saw that, despite Abraham’s 

kindness to Lot, what he received back was disrespect and hatred. In a Maasai context, some 

bad characters like boasting and disrespect of elders begin to appear when some young men 

get rich. With this base, they assumed also that Lot’s disrespect character to Abraham happened 

as Lot’s animals increased in number and he regarded himself of the same or even better status 

than that of Abraham. A Maasai traditional leader Sokoine advised: 

 

Lot was supposed to teach his herdsmen to be obedient to Abraham. The reason behind is that 

Abraham is the source of all the animals Lot owns. When Lot’s herdsmen started quarreling 

with Abraham’s herdsmen it was a sign that Lot did not assume his responsibility or he did it 

purposely because he regarded himself as richer than Abraham did and he could then be the 

head of that family.227  

 

According to their reading, this was a very difficult moment for Abraham because two 

things confronted him. First, Abraham’s generosity counts to be meaningless because Lot does 

not value it. This was painful to Abraham to bear as a human being. Second, it was a threat to 

Abraham’s position as the leader of the group because if the herdsmen were fighting, Lot could 

have also thought to assume leadership of the group violently.  

  

The informants drew a conclusion that Lot was turning to be Abraham’ great enemy 

because he started fighting his elder who introduced him to pastoralism. From that 

understanding, they insisted on comparing Lot with the opponents of the Maasai, as my 

informant Gidahago says: 

 

Lot is like these farmers and other investors who came to our land and they want to take control 

of everything by expelling us away. They came here as strangers but now they assume to have 

more right than the indigenous Maasai. This is not fair.228 
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(d) Land conflict between Abraham and Lot compared to that in Maasai area 

As the group interview session continued in the rural area, my informants also compared the 

land conflict between Abraham and Lot to the land conflict between the Maasai and farmers 

today. Comparing the two, the Maasai traditional leader Saning’o is of this opinion: 

 

The conflict we have read between Abraham and Lot in the Bible is similar to what is happening 

in Maasai land. This Maasai land is for grazing our cattle. The land is for us Maasai and we 

cannot share with these strangers. These strangers want to use this land for agriculture but the 

land is not enough to accommodate both grazing cattle and large farms. I urge all Maasai to 

stand firm to protect their grazing areas against these olomeg.229 

 

 

  I assume that this comparison lays its base on two areas. First, the shortage of land that has 

developed into a competition to acquire it. As vv. 6-7 show, both Abraham and Lot were 

expecting to use the same land but unfortunately, its capacity could not support both of them 

dwelling together, thus they started competing for it. Likewise, my informants compare this 

biblical situation to theirs in Maasai land. The informants report that there is a serious 

competition on the land use among the Maasai society and the farmers and some other 

investors. While the Maasai are using the land for pastoralism, farmers want to grow different 

food crops, while some other investors want the area for hunting. 

Second, as the competition on land brought a serious strife between the herdsmen who 

were grazing the animals of their masters Abraham and Lot, so as the competition on land in 

Maasai brought hatred between the Maasai and farmers and other investors. In some cases, the 

Maasai find themselves out of their land by force to give room for investors to own the land. 

This fight on the natural resource seems to affect not only life but also economic activities in 

Maasai area since there is no security of the lives of people with their property. 

 

3.3.9 Responses of the Maasai Informants from the Reading Process 

Reflecting on the question on how the reading of Gen 13:1-12 may help the Maasai society to 

deal with the land and water problems they have in their context, my informants came up with 

five responses. First, the informants indicated a way to peace making in Maasai area. Second, 

due to the modern challenges especially the issue of land ownership, the informants came up 

with an improved way of living a semi-nomadic life. Third, the informants developed a 
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negative attitude towards those who are harassing them on their semi-nomadic way of life. 

Fourth, the informants proposed land division and demanded wisdom in the process. Fifth, they 

developed a new understanding of the Bible as not only a book writing about spiritual matters 

but also dealing with practical life issues. I discuss these five responses below. 

 

(a) Way to peace making 

Some of my Maasai informants‒especially women‒seem to be tired of the fighting for land 

that is happening in their area. One female informant argued: 

We are tired to hear and see everyday people are murdered, animals killed and our homes burnt. 

We are losing our husbands and children, our lives are in danger. Why don’t we stop fighting 

and strive for peace in our area? If this worked for Abraham and Lot why not for us?230 

 

These words of a woman, apart from showing that they are tired of chaos in Maasai area, they 

also open for an opportunity of peace making between Maasai and their rivals. An opportunity 

is evident when the woman sees the connection between the text and the context they are now. 

In other terms, the woman wants to see war in Maasai land discontinuing in the same way the 

quarrel of herdsmen ceased according to the text. Moreover, peaceful means used to cease 

quarrel between herdsmen in the text have to serve as a living example of approaching the fight 

in Maasai. For me, this argument opens a way to peace making in Maasai area since one of the 

two rivals seems willing to solve the problem in a peaceful way. 

 

(b) Improved way of semi-nomadic life 

The informants who read the biblical texts seemed to redefine their semi-nomadic way of life 

in relation to the situation in the text we read. The challenges they face today are the main 

catalyst of this redefining of their life. For instance, just as Abraham who was not only 

prosperous in keeping animals but also in silver and in gold, the informants talked about doing 

something in addition to keeping animals. They came to realize that apart from keeping animals 

as their main activity, they may also grow some grains for food instead of just depending on 

eating meat and drinking milk and blood.   

At the initial stage of reading the text, I thought that the Maasai would prefer only 

keeping animals and sell their animals and some animal products to buy food. However, as we 
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continued with our reading of the text in relation to the Maasai culture, I discovered that they 

would not like to go and beg to someone for food even if it is for buying. The Maasai feel 

ashamed to go to a neighboring ethnic groups begging for some grains for food even if not free. 

The solution to this is for the Maasai to supplement the semi-nomadic way of life by engaging 

themselves in subsistence farming.  

The informants also spent some time to think of the climate change in Maasai areas. 

They were aware of the climatic changes that are affecting also the northern part of Tanzania 

where the Maasai mainly live. With these changes, activities like semi-nomadism and 

agriculture get into trouble. Still, one female informant Esinyati insisted:  

We have come to understand that land is more valuable than cattle. Cattle die but land cannot 

die. Due to this, we like to farm also to make sure our families get food security all the time. 

We suffer much, especially when our cows die due to the attack of different diseases.231 

 

What this woman says indicates that my Maasai informants are thinking of improving their life 

standard by growing food crops. Food crops may supplement in times when animals die of 

diseases. They insisted that farming does not mean that they are abandoning their culture of 

keeping animals. Keeping animals is still the main cultural activity in Maasai but farming is 

just a supplement for food. 

(c) Negative attitude of the Maasai to critics of semi-nomadic way of life 

After reading the text and interpreting that semi-nomadic life is “biblical,” the informants 

turned to question people who are always harassing them and despising the semi-nomadic way 

of life. As a result, the informants developed a negative attitude towards critics of the semi-

nomadic way of life. For the Maasai informants, those people who are speaking negatively 

about the Maasai are great enemies. One Maasai woman, Tyale, in agony about this issue said: 

  

What is wrong with owning cattle to an extent of harassing us like this? A person who is 

despising our semi-nomadic way of life should also be able to give reasons to what is wrong 

with cattle. If they do not have strong reasons let these enemies of the Maasai keep quiet.232 
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The majority of the informants coming from the rural area said that since childhood they have 

been enjoying the benefits of keeping cattle and they do not understand anyone who opposes 

the semi-nomadic way of life. For them, cattle are friends that can bring all the needs the Maasai 

want. 

In response to a question posed by one informant who was trying to explain a good side 

of modern times, other Maasai informants were very skeptical to modernism and they regard 

efforts to orient the Maasai to the modern world as a causative agent of the harassments they 

get from other people. Tyale responded in this way: 

 

Modern things are destroying our cultural heritage. Through this new way of life, there are 

people who are criticizing a Maasai way of dressing, customs, and taboos. What this era is doing 

is just introducing new ways of life that are humiliating the Maasai and dangerous for Maasai 

identity.233  

 

The discussion went far by singling out some elements that seem to destroy Maasai identity. 

Among many others, one informant mentioned the church as one of these elements for not 

favoring the Maasai language in Sunday services, rather using the Tanzania national language 

Swahili instead. 

Moreover, when the Tanzanian Government is trying to educate the Maasai on the 

modern ways of keeping animals, some Maasai interpret is as efforts against the Maasai way 

of life. The Maasai informants were referring to how the Tanzanian Government seems to be 

against Maasai way of life by advising them to reduce the number of cattle. They regard this 

kind of advice as inhuman to the Maasai because for them, cattle is a gift from God and it ranks 

the same as children or even more. From this perspective, one female informant Diko, in the 

rural area responded: 

 

 Even if a person can reduce the number of children, the Maasai cannot reduce the number of 

cattle. We are used to keeping large groups of cattle and we do not complain or ask for 

someone’s assistance for grazing our cattle. What we need is our land and not otherwise.234 

  

This statement implies that for someone or any organization advising the Maasai to control the 

number of cattle might create hatred for the Maasai community.  

Furthermore, my informants portrayed a negative attitude to various posters along the 

roads that are portraying Maasai pictures as a means of attracting tourists. Along with this, they 
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mentioned different carvings that are portraying Maasai, the pieces of clothes called “Maasai 

shuka” and other statements like “Maasai watchmen” with the claim that all these are 

marginalizing the Maasai. 

 

(d) Wisdom in land division 

Through reading the text, my informants came to learn that land is a natural resource that a 

single person can own individually. This seems to be a new thought in Maasai society because 

the common understanding is that anyone could use land freely. In Maasai society, the 

traditional leaders Laigwana are responsible for surveying the grazing areas and declare them 

for use by all Maasai in the society around. In this new perspective of individual land 

ownership, the Maasai informants, especially the women, demanded wisdom in the whole 

process of land division. 

Furthermore, the informants came to realize that land is not only a property of one 

society or a particular ethnic group. Different people in the society regardless of their ethnic 

origins need it. As Abraham considered his relative Lot in land division, the Maasai informants 

proposed that land division in Maasai society should not forget the women who are responsible 

for feeding the Maasai family members. A female informant Rehema said: 

 

According to our traditions as Maasai, women are responsible for making sure the family gets 

meals appropriately. As we are now familiar with growing food crops, we want every woman 

in a kraal to get a portion of land to cultivate crops that our husbands and children will get 

enough food. The Government may allocate grazing areas but when we come to land for 

farming, women are the right people to own. Everyone who needs land in the society for 

different purposes should get a portion and people who own land have to concentrate on using 

it without interfering others.235 

 

The informants also added that to ensure justice in Maasai society, when this process of land 

division is taking place, the Maasai traditional leaders, the Laigwana have to supervise the 

process. This has to be so because the traditional leaders have wisdom and thus may not 

subjugate anyone. When wisdom rules the whole process of sharing this natural resource, the 

war that is happening in the Maasai society between farmers and pastoralists might cease.  

 

(e) New understanding of use of the Bible 

Through interaction with the biblical texts, the Maasai readers of this project came to 

understand that the Bible does not only teach about spiritual matters but can also help to deal 
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with daily secular life problems. These daily secular life problems include the land problems 

that are persisting in many villages in Maasai land, harassments and some other issues that are 

discriminating the Maasai. Showing how this use of the Bible was new to them, one of the 

informants in the rural area who never attended formal school at all, Saiboko suggests: 

 

I did not know that this Christian book could be such helpful even for us who are not Christians. 

May I ask you to come in a village meeting where many people attend and read the portion we 

have just discussed? I think it will help us to think more about the problems that are facing our 

society.236 

 

This idea gained support from other informants as well. The informants asked for a wide range 

of the use of the Bible in Maasai land apart from our session that was quite limited. 

 

3.3.10 Hermeneutical issues 

The Maasai informants’ reading of Gen 13:1-12, among many themes, highlights two 

hermeneutical issues that I would like to reflect more. First, the issue of the nomadic lifestyle 

of Abraham and Lot. The Maasai reading refers to Abraham and Lot as semi-nomadic people 

like the Maasai. What does the experiences of the Old Testament say about the social status of 

these two patriarchs?  Second, the issue of land. This includes solving land conflicts. All these 

issues need an attention that they might be helpful in Maasai society.  

I will conduct a dialogue between the themes raised by the informants’ reading of the 

biblical texts with scholarly literature in chapter four of this work. The purpose of this dialogue 

is not to assess the Maasai informants’ readings but to allow the experiences reflected in the 

texts to contribute to the Maasai semi-nomadic life. This contribution works on the basis that 

both the experiences of the Old Testament and Maasai informants’ readings can illuminate 

each other. 

 

3.4 A Maasai Reading of Exod 13:17-22 

The second text I read with my Maasai informants was Exod 13:17-22. I interviewed the 

informants individually and in groups. Informants from the rural, sub-urban, and urban Maasai 

areas reflected on the text. 
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Text (RSV) 

17 When Pharaoh let the people go, God did not lead them by the way of the land of the 

Philistines, although that was near; for God said, “Lest the people repent when they see war, 

and return to Egypt.” 18But God led the people round by the way of the wilderness toward the 

Red Sea. And the people of Israel went up out of the land of Egypt equipped for battle. 19And 

Moses took the bones of Joseph with him; for Joseph had solemnly sworn the people of Israel, 

saying, “God will visit you; then you must carry my bones with you from here.” 20And they 

moved on from Succoth, and encamped at Etham, on the edge of the wilderness. 21And the Lord 

went before them by day in a pillar of cloud to lead them along the way, and by night in a pillar 

of fire to give them light, that they might travel by day and by night; 22 the pillar of cloud by 

day and the pillar of fire by night did not depart from before the people. 

 

3.4.1 General Understanding of the Text 

In facilitating the reading process of this text, I, started by asking my Maasai informants on 

their general understanding of the text. My intention of asking such a question was to know 

how these Maasai understand the text at first glance. 

In response to my question, their discussion led them to an understanding that God 

interacts not only with people who are settling somewhere, but also with people who are 

moving with cattle. God loves all and he travels even with those grazing their cattle like the 

Israelites who were moving with their livestock. God leads people to the move by showing 

them which direction to go and where to camp for a while before continuing with their journey. 

By accompanying people who are traveling, God blesses them, providing whatever they need 

as human beings in their lives and he provides good pastures and water for animals too. 

In what seems to be an engagement with Bible reading for some of the Maasai, one 

informant Ruth shows how familiar she is with the Bible by comparing this Exodus story to 

the New Testament story of Jesus’ birth (Luke 2:8-12) as she says: 

 

God is always with the people who are living a semi-nomadic life. His son Jesus was born in a 

home of a person who was keeping animals. As that was not enough, when it came to a point 

of angels to spread the news about Jesus’ birth, the first people to be informed were the 

shepherds.237 

 

To say it explicitly, the text impressed my Maasai informants and they understood it as the 

evidence to how God loves people with semi-nomadic ways of life by leading them throughout 

their journeys to search good pastures and water. In spite of some difficulties, they encountered 
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in the text, as I will show later, the Maasai informants learned an interesting phenomenon that 

God is always with semi-nomadic people. 

 

3.4.2 Pillar of Cloud and Pillar of Fire 

Among the themes, which were interesting to my Maasai informants, was the concept of 

Israelites to travel while God was leading them by a pillar of cloud during the day and a pillar 

of fire in the night. Reflecting on the question on what these pillars mean to them, they argued 

that the presence of these two pillars was a visible proof that God was leading the crowd and 

all people had to witness that by their eyes. Megiroo, one of my informants from the sub-urban 

area insists: 

 

God does not appear that we may see him but he gives us signs that are representing him. 

Anything concerning religious matters must include a sign that is visible to the human kind; 

otherwise, it will be difficult to convince people about its existence. We need to see how God 

is dealing with us every day as the Israelites saw the cloud and fire.238 

 

This contribution by Megiroo implies that the Israelites continued to have confidence that God 

was with them because they were seeing a sign of these pillars of cloud and fire. Contrary to 

that, they would have lost their faith. 

Attempting to reflect on the situation in the Maasai context in relation to the text, the 

informants argued that for a journey aiming at looking for good pastures and water for animals, 

there must be a survey prior to the journey. The head of the family does a survey and after 

locating the area, he is the one responsible for leading the journey. In this sense, Metili says: 

 

As the Maasai heads of the families do, God himself as the father of the Israelites surveyed the 

area prior to the Israelites journey and when he was sure of the place, he was taking this nation 

then he decided to lead them to that place. To the Israelites, God was head of the family who 

knew the place they were heading to, that it was good not only for animals but also for the 

health of the people. God also surveyed the presence of food for the Israelites. The abundancy 

of food makes people strong to take care of the animals.239 

 

 Moreover, the Maasai informants from the rural, sub-urban, and urban areas associated the 

health of animals and people with a survey done prior to the journey as the Maasai culture 

demands. They noted that when the head of the family is surveying for a place to go, he has to 
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make sure of the absence of diseases to both the animals and people for a good health of the 

people and the flocks. After that, the head of the family is confident enough to tell his people 

that there is a good place somewhere. 

In attempting to understand a deeper meaning of the pillars of cloud and fire, they also 

discussed the presence of the pillars of cloud and fire as the sign of security for both animals 

and people. The informants said that security is a very important thing especially to someone 

who is traveling to a new place. As said in v.17, following the cloud in daytime and fire in the 

night was an assurance for this family of God, Israel, that they were safe since their head (God) 

did not like them to face any danger at the early stage of their journey. As a father to his 

children, God was protecting Israelites by making sure they travel safely and reach their 

destination as the original plan was. 

As they continued with reading of the text, informants from the rural, sub-urban and 

urban areas mentioned the issue of family union. This was a result of my further questioning 

on the issue of the benefits of the father of the family in leading the journey. They noted that a 

responsible father always makes efforts to unite his family. People from outside cannot unite 

the family but those within can. Leading the Israelites family to the Promised Land was also 

signifying how the father (God) cooperates to his family and by so doing, the family itself had 

much to learn and maintain those family ties. From a Maasai traditional point of view, a person 

qualifies to be head of that particular family only if he is sensitive in dealing with family issues. 

If a person just gives orders and he himself is not practically doing anything, then he 

disqualifies to the position. 

3.4.3 Israelites Equipped for Battle 

The informant also discussed the issue where Israelites were equipped for battle and that God 

did not like them to face war against other nations. In their interpretation, the informants noted 

a shift in appearance of Israelites as warriors with the intention of God who did not like them 

to practice war as warriors. This shift seemed to astonish my informants from the rural, sub-

urban, and urban areas because the appearance of the Israelites does not match their actions as 

we read, “Lest the people repent when they see war and return to Egypt” (v. 17). One informant, 

Meitamei, dashed with several questions: 
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 If that was the case, why did they carry weapons? Did they carry weapons without any 

experience on using them? Why did these Israelites carry weapons if they were not warriors? 

Is it the reason to why their leader avoided them to face enemies?240 

 

Reading this story from a Maasai cultural point of view, where warriors fight for the 

society, my informants identified one shortcoming of the Israelites, which might be the reason 

to why they were not well determined for war.  They assumed that Israelites did not recruit the 

youth to be warriors; they did not have warriors like the Maasai il murran. Meitamei makes his 

point clear as he continues saying: 

 

The Israelites did not realize that not all men could fight. There must be special people who are 

responsible to fight for the society. In any society, the strong age group has to take responsibility 

of protecting the society. This strong age group is that of youth who are energetic and 

courageous to undertake such responsibilities. The Israelites were supposed to see this and 

prepare the youth to be ready for protecting people against the enemies.241  

 

This argument by Meitamei implies that Israelites were not only undetermined for their journey 

but also their society had some weakness in terms of organization. Israelites were lacking a 

strong army. In that case, they needed help from God by diverging them from the strong nations 

who would fight them and interrupt their journey. 

 

3.4.4 Joseph’s Bones 

As they continued reading the text, I posed a question on Israel’s religious life. In what seems 

to come from Maasai culture and religion, the informants expressed their doubts on the validity 

of Israelites religious life. Their doubts arouse when they came across v. 19 where Moses 

carries Joseph’s bones along the journey. The text gives a reason of carrying the bones that 

Joseph did not like his burial to take place in Egypt so he gave these instructions prior to his 

death. In a Maasai cultural perspective, there was no logic to carry the bones of a dead person 

and travel with them all this long. The Maasai do not find the essence of this because for them 

when a person dies, it is the end of everything about him/her. Yero, who seems to be an 

experienced person in Maasai culture, says: 

 

There is no need of bothering with a person who has died. The life we have has an end and we 

cannot live forever no matter how important we are in the society. The Israelites were supposed 
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to know this fact and not bother themselves to travel with bones. In Maasai, we throw dead 

people in the bush so that hyenas might eat the corpse.242 

 

In their analysis of the text in a Maasai context, they saw that what was important for Joseph 

when he discovered that his days were numbered, was to distribute his belongings to his 

children and give them a word of advice. From a Maasai cultural perspective, wealth (livestock) 

and the wisdom of the deceased were the ones to carry along but not bones.  

Likewise, in a deeper interpretation of the text, they saw that by carrying Joseph’s 

bones, Israelites were implying to worship Joseph who by then was dead. They related this act 

to ancestral worship because it is paying respect to a person who passed away many years back. 

My informants further noted that the bones carried by the Israelites were nothing but a burden 

to them. Besides, they argued, by the act of respecting the bones to that extent, the Israelites 

were opening a door for another god, different from the one who had liberated them from 

bondage in Egypt and led them throughout the journey. 

In response to a probing question by an informant who was looking for the reason to 

why God was there, leading the Israelites and he did not say anything to warn them for an act 

that was implying ancestral worship, Laizer said: 

 

God is always tolerating human beings and he likes them to learn practically. God does not 

comment anything he sees done by human beings. He gives time for us to learn slowly. In that 

sense, he saw that Israelites were doing something wrong but he was waiting for a proper time 

to say it. That is wisdom.243 

 

This implies that in a Maasai understanding, despite God’s silence on the issue, this does not 

legitimize the act of ancestral worship. What the Maasai informants noted was that Israelites 

were showing weakness by not showing commitment to their God. 

 

3.4.5 Identification of Maasai with Characters and Issues in Exod. 13:17-22 

As argued earlier, in a reading that focuses on the characters of the persons in the text, one of 

the outcomes of the process is for the readers to identify themselves with those characters and 

other issues in the text. My informants also identified their context to that of the text. Here I 

will concentrate on two matters on which the Maasai Bible readers of this project reflected in 

their identification with characters and issues in the text. The first matter is on the Maasai as 
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semi-nomads in relation to, the Israelites traveling to their Promised Land. The second matter 

concerns the signs of God’s leading of the Israelites as compared to the Maasai signs of clouds 

and lightning.  

 

(a) Maasai compared to the Israelites 

After reading the story about the Israelites in this text, my informants compared the Maasai to 

the Israelites. The argument of comparison builds its ground on the following points. First, in 

the light of Exod. 12:37-38:  

 

37And the people of Israel journeyed from Rameses to Succoth, about six hundred thousand men 

on foot, besides women and children. 38A mixed multitude also went up with them, and very 

many cattle, both flocks, and herds. 

 

These verses gave my informants an external picture that the Israelites were appearing as a 

group of many people traveling with both flocks and herds. This means that they were keeping 

animals before they started travelling to their Promised Land. That is why it was very difficult 

for them to travel without the flocks. From this view, my informants’ interpretation might be 

right to say that the Israelites in one way or another were living a life that reflected nomadic 

life. When the Maasai consider themselves and the way they have been keeping animals, they 

compare themselves to the Israelites.  

However, my further questioning beneath this understanding resulted in a discussion 

that identified some dissimilarities between the Israelites and the Maasai. My informants 

argued that even if there might be some dissimilarities between the Israelites and the Maasai, 

still in this aspect of keeping large groups of animals, the Maasai informants think they 

resemble the Israelites, as Lekashu says: 

 

There is no difference between a Maasai and the Israelites because we are all livestock keepers 

and we like our career. We travel a long distance with our animals as the Israelites did and in 

all circumstances, Engai is with us. Even if the Israelites were going to settle somewhere, while 

the Maasai are always moving, yet in this text, they were travelling like the Maasai.244 

 

This statement by Lekashu suggests that the text does not portray the Israelites as having a 

settled life. Instead, the Israelites in this text are not stationery, they are moving from one point 

to another with their animals. The point my informants noted here was that the Maasai also do 

not have a settled life, they are moving to different places to search for good pastures and water. 
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When the informants saw in the text that the Israelites are moving, that is their point of 

comparing Maasai life to that of Israelites. 

Second, the appearance of the Israelites (men) who were traveling portrays a picture of 

a warrior fully armed. This has nothing to do with whether they fought a war or not but they 

appeared as soldiers ready for war. The type of arms is not mentioned in the text but 

theoretically, one might think of a spear, bow and arrows, a knife and a shield. Sikai elaborates: 

 

The Maasai il murran [warriors] also appear always-carrying weapons like a stick, spear, knife 

and a shield. Whenever someone crosses a Maasai area, these appearances are visible. The 

Bible speaks about the Israelites equipped for battle. Therefore, there is no difference between 

the appearance of Israelites and the appearance of our il murran.245  

 

It is from this perspective that the Maasai compare their appearance to that of the Israelites as 

mentioned in the text. This means, when they read the text’s physical portrayal of Israelites, a 

picture of Maasai il murran comes in their minds. 

 

(b) Signs of God’s presence in Israel and in Maasai 

As the text portrays Israelites walking towards their Promised Land, my informants saw how 

God assured his presence to these people in signs of the cloud pillar during the day and the fire 

pillar during the night. These were signs to all Israelites since every Israelite was seeing that 

God was with them all the time. Moreover, these signs brought confidence for the Israelites to 

continue with the journey without any fear. The informants’ reading also found a situation 

similar to that of the Israelites exists in the Maasai community. In the discussion of issues on 

God’s guidance in Maasai, they noted that the Maasai have signs that symbolize the presence 

of Engai in their lives. Yohana elaborates this: 

 

The presence of Engai for Maasai among many other signs is associated with the presence of 

two things; land for grazing animals and rain that make the grass for feeding animals grow. 

When these two things, land and rain are not available, we think that Engai has abandoned us 

and we have to look for some means to plead with him.246 

 

In their exploration of a deeper meaning of these signs, the informants noted that the 

Maasai reach a point of referring Engai as “rain.” When it is raining, it is common to hear the 

Maasai saying Engai nasha-meenkatamboi nasha, meaning, “Engai is raining.” In some cases, 
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despite the presence of land, the Maasai face prolonged drought periods. It is from this situation 

the signs for the assurance of God’s presence in Maasai land matters. Sululu elaborates these 

signs as he says: 

 

For example, during the drought season it might happen there is no rain cloud for a very long 

time but when it happens a day when the Maasai see a very small cloud, that is a great sign that 

Engai is about to bring rain. The same happens during the nights of a prolonged drought season 

when the Maasai see the flash of lightning in a far distance, it is a sign to us that as Engai is 

bringing rain to other people, he will soon bring to the Maasai as well.247  

 

When all these happen, the Maasai get the assurance that they are not alone; Engai is with 

them, showing up himself by bringing life to both animals and humans. 

In reading this text especially the signs that were assuring God’s guidance and 

leadership for Israelites and compare to what Maasai have in their society, they found 

similarities. They even reached a point of saying that as God led and protected his people Israel, 

he is also able to protect and lead the Maasai in whatever challenge they are facing today. This 

also means, as God loves Israel, he also loves the Maasai and anyone who hates the Maasai 

hates Engai. 

 

3.4.6 A Response of Maasai Informants from the Reading Process 

My informants’ reading of Exod 13:17-22 led them to one main response of characterizing God 

as nomadic. In their reading, they identified a nomadic God moving with his people in their 

journey. They said he is a nomadic God because he is not immobile but moving with the 

Israelites with their flocks and herds from one point to another. He is leading them and guiding 

them from the enemies, something that implies he is part of them. Sululu argues that this is a 

new understanding of God in Maasai as he says: 

Formerly, the Maasai had a slightly different understanding of God. They perceived God as 

living in some sacred places like Oldonyo Lengai [the mountain of God] or somewhere else. In 

that case, if someone wants to communicate to God, he/she has to travel to that place to meet 

him. Going to that sacred place needed someone to get prepared according to the traditional 

rituals. The whole idea of the deity in Maasai implies that he stays at a certain place and people 

pay visits to him.248  

 

When the Maasai readers of the Bible in this project read this text, it led to a new concept about 

God; he can move together with his people. This new concept did not discourage the informants 
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but it opened a new door of understanding that the God they understood as living somewhere 

can move with them to different places as they search for grass and water for their flocks. 

Concerning this new understanding, Ruth said: 

 

By moving with a people who have experienced harassment from other people who think they 

are civilized, God has shown to be not only a friend of human beings but also a friend of 

animals. He created animals and he likes animals too, he cannot hate his creation. Just as he is 

the God of Israelites, he is the God of the Maasai also.249 

 

The above citation shows that the informants through reading this text show confidence that 

though they experience harassment and marginalization, still God can be on their side. God is 

supporting them to continue their tradition of keeping animals and is guiding them. They read 

the text in a way that shows them that God is with them, showing love to pastoralists by 

providing food for animals, human beings and assuring them security. 

 

3.4.7 Hermeneutical Issues 

The Maasai reading of Exod 13:17-22 highlights four hermeneutical issues that call for further 

discussion. The first issue is about the Maasai understanding of God as nomadic. The main 

point here is that the Maasai interpretation that God is portrayed as a nomad needs a further 

reflection in relation to how does it help them to reflect on their situation of marginalization. 

The second issue is about God’s leadership to the Israelites through pillars of fire and cloud. 

The informants interpret God’s leadership to the Israelite in relation to Engai’s leadership in 

their context. The third issue is about the Israelites being equipped for battle. The informants 

interpret this and argue that it portrays how they have to be ready to fight farmers and other 

investors who “invade” their land. The fourth issue is about the Israelites carrying of Joseph’s 

bones. With regard to Joseph’s bones, there is a difference in taboos between Israel and the 

Maasai with regard to burial rites. What does this imply with regard to the socio-cultural 

challenges the Maasai face today? I will carry out the discussion on these hermeneutical issues 

in chapter four of this work. 
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3.5 A Maasai Reading of Jer 35:5-10 

The third text I read with my informants was Jer 35:5-10. I conducted interviews both 

individually and in groups. My Maasai informants from the three contexts of research that is, 

the rural, sub-urban, and urban Maasai areas reflected on the text. 

The text (RSV) 

 

5Then I set before the Rechabites pitchers full of wine, and cups; and I said to them, “Drink 

wine,” 6But they answered, “We will drink no wine, for Jonadab the son of Rechab, our father, 

commanded us, ‘You shall not drink wine, neither you nor your sons for ever; 7you shall not 

build a house; you shall not sow seed; you shall not plant or have a vineyard; but you shall live 

in tents all your days, that you may live many days in the land where you sojourn.’ 8We have 

obeyed the voice of Jonadab the son of Rechab, our father, in all that he commanded us, to 

drink no wine all our days, ourselves, our wives, our sons, or our daughters, 9and not to build 

houses to dwell in. We have no vineyard or field or seed. 10but we have lived in tents, and have 

obeyed and done all that Jonadab our father commanded us.  

  

3.5.1 The General Understanding of the Text 

In facilitating the reading process of this text, I started by asking the informants: What does 

this Rechabites story mean to you? My intention of asking such a question was first, to know 

how my Maasai informants understand the text, and second, what themes seem to be interesting 

to them. The informants in the rural, sub-urban, and urban areas discussed this question.  

When they were reading this text in the rural area, in the first place, the informants 

identified the Rechabites as semi-nomadic people like the Maasai. The reason behind this 

identification of Rechabites with semi-nomadic people is that people who live under such 

taboos like that of living in tents, not to cultivate the land must be living a semi-nomadic life 

where meat and milk are their main diet. One old man Sokoine insists: 

 

The Rechabites were people on transit, moving from one place to another like we Maasai who 

are looking for good pastures for our animals. Having a life like this is the reason of living in 

tents that are temporal shelters and there is no time to settle and cultivate the land.250 

 

In the second place, from a Maasai perspective, the informants argued that the 

leadership system that was governing the Rechabites was that of elders like the Laigwana in 

Maasai. That is the reason why the elder could give instructions on how the Rechabites should 
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behave, and they all obeyed. In their further analysis of the situation of the leadership of 

Rechabites, they continued to comment that it is quite a good thing for an elder to give 

instructions to the family, especially when that elder is about to die.  

According to Maasai culture, elders are the ones to pass the traditions and customs that 

identify the Maasai to the younger generations. In what seems to be an overview of the text, 

Meitamei explains how he understands it: 

 

On the one hand, what Rechab did by instructing his children on what should be done and what 

should not, seems to be an effort to preserve the lifestyle of the Rechabites. The family or a 

group cannot survive without instructions on values from the elders. These values keep the 

family or a group intact. On the other hand, Rechab’s children were good people because they 

followed what their father had instructed them. The instructions they followed were for keeping 

their identity for the honor of their father Rechab. Even if the wine was tempting, they still 

rejected for the sake of keeping the rules set by their elder, which is in fact, their way of life.251 

 

When I asked the informants in the Arusha urban area to reflect on the general meaning 

of the text, they were a bit cynical. They said that the life of Rechabites resembles that of the 

Maasai in former days. The Maasai in former days lived such an extreme life but now, it is 

difficult to find someone practicing such a life.  However, for them, the instructions given by 

elders might have two sides, as Meenda says:  

 

There are instructions, which are good and there are those not good at all. On the one hand, I 

agree with the idea that elders have to give what they think is important to keep the unity and 

identity of the family or a group. It is important to know how our former generations used to 

believe to be good values of life. On the other hand, the society receiving those instructions has 

to be very careful to decide what aspects are to retain and what to modify. Not every aspect of 

culture and tradition passed by elders to the future generation is good. Some may need either 

modification or total rejection. What Rechab did was good but his sons were supposed to decide 

which aspects to keep and which would need a kind of modification.252 

 

In their analysis of the text, the sub-urban informants understood it as a story where 

Jonadab as an elder was giving instructions on how the future generation had to keep the 

lifestyle of the family. As they continued reading the text, they reflected it to the ministry they 

are doing, especially when it comes to the matter of reading the Bible in the Maasai society. In 

their understanding, reading the Bible is all about listening to what the elders said about 

Christian life. It is about what Christians should do, what they should not do, and how they 
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should live in this world.  It is listening to various characters who serve as “elders” like Moses, 

the prophets, Jesus, and many others in the Bible.  

In other words, according to the informants from sub-urban area, this story of 

Rechabites suits the Maasai society. The Maasai society is always listening to the elders, the 

Laigwana in the case of the traditions and culture. Furthermore, their ideas were the same as 

the Maasai informants in Arusha urban area when they insisted that there is a great need of 

being selective on what to follow. This also gives room for the society to modify some 

instructions that might cope with the circumstances they are living now. Giving an example, 

one informant, Kisonko said: 

 

Formerly the Maasai believed that all cattle in the world belong to them. This belief passed 

through many generations and the il murran used to raid cattle from other people believing that 

they were just taking back what belongs to them. In reality, they were stealing cattle from other 

people and this was too dangerous for the peace of the society. Can this belief fit for 

implementation in the current Maasai generation? Can we execute it simply because it is the 

instruction given by our predecessors while the governmental law is prohibiting theft?253 

 

This challenge given by sub-urban informant indicates that for implementation of the biblical 

text, people have to be suspicious. Not everything said in the text might be important today.  

 

3.5.2 You Shall Not Drink Wine 

In their analysis of the text, the informants took time to discuss the prohibitions that Jonadab, 

son of Rechab gave to his children. One of the prohibitions that was discussed both in the rural, 

sub-urban, and urban areas was the one about not to drink wine. First, they realized that there 

was a habit of drinking wine in that society. This means, wine was not new to the Rechabites. 

As they went further in this discussion, my informants suspected that perhaps the problem was 

that after drinking wine, people misbehaved and that is why Jonadab reached an extent of 

prohibiting his people from drinking it.  

Second, the informants realized that according to the prohibition, it seems that there 

were no instructions established on who would get permission to drink. Anybody was free to 

drink wine and that was the source of chaos in that society. For the Maasai society, they have 

put restrictions on drinking alcohol. Alcohol is only for elders. Seti gives the reason: 

 

                                                           
253 Interview with Kisonko at Arusha sub-urban area, 20.11.2015. 



 
 

113 
 

 The old men need to meet and discuss some issues and exchange wisdom and when they meet, 

they have to drink a bit alcohol. Furthermore, these old men hardly sleep during the nights so 

they need something to bust their sleep. Other age groups need to be energetic and work hard 

with their fresh mind, therefore, drinking alcohol might pollute them.254 

 

The informants in the urban area went one step further. Apart from having the same 

view with the ones in the rural area of the use of alcohol, they criticized Jonadab by his act of 

just giving instructions not to drink wine without providing reasons that led him to that 

prohibition. According to the informants in the urban area, Jonadab had to explain why wine 

is not good to his children so that everyone could understand. Their general views were the 

same as the ones in the rural area that not all age groups should have permission to drink alcohol 

but only a few people may be free to use it. 

On their side, the sub-urban informants supported Jonadab to restrict his children to 

drink wine. They mentioned various effects of drinking alcohol in excess that they think might 

be dangerous to the society. In a Maasai context, people have witnessed various effects caused 

by excessive drinking of alcohol. Elizabeti said:  

 

Men who use excessive alcohol tend to be beating their wives and fighting with people. This 

has destroyed marital relationships and peace with neighbors. Economically, there are families 

that have failed to meet their daily needs simply because the head of the family spends too 

much in buying alcohol. Some children have stopped school due to lack of school fees because 

their parents are buying alcohol instead.255  

 

When sub-urban informants think of all the effects caused by excessive drinking of alcohol, 

the prohibition to drinking wine as instructed to the sons of Rechab becomes the best option. 

They support the idea that people should not use alcohol at all.  

As it appears, the informants have different opinions on the use of wine as they read the 

text. We will see later what this implies when these readings will dialogue with scholarly 

literature.  

 

3.5.3 You shall not Build Houses but Live in Tents 

Another prohibition that seemed interesting in our reading of biblical text was about the issue 

of Jonadab’s instruction not to build houses but live in tents instead. This prohibition caught 

the attention of the informants because it shows a similarity between the Rechabites who lived 
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in tents and the Maasai who traditionally live in temporal houses. Hearing that there were 

people in the Bible who got an order to live in tents arouse my informants’ curiosity and they 

desired to explore more.  

The informants in the rural area displayed two different responses. The first response 

was that the instruction created a good environment for the pastoralists so that they could easily 

move with their animals to different places. Saiboko presents the idea in this way: 

 

For us who are keeping cattle and move searching for grass and water, we have to live in 

temporal houses. Moving with animals is part of our life. We cannot spend many resources to 

build permanent houses while we know that in a short time when our animals finish the grass 

at that particular area, we move to another place.256  

 

Some traditional leaders and old women backed this idea and they asserted that building 

permanent houses is directly opposing semi-nomadic life. For them, Jonadab’s instruction was 

aiming to facilitate semi-nomadic life, which was the main activity of these sons of Rechab. 

The second response that came from the informants in the rural area attributed the 

instruction by Jonadab as dangerous for the life of people. Some of the informants asserted that 

the instruction is not good because it does not take into consideration the health of the 

Rechabites. For them when the life of a person is permanently in temporal houses it exposes 

the family to effects of bad weather like the cold season that may affect the health of children 

and elderly people. A certain female informant Yoyo gave her input sensitively and said: 

 

When children get diseases caused by cold weather, the mother is in trouble looking for 

medication to cure. When dangerous animals invade our tents, I am the one suffering to fight 

the animals. We need to live in good houses that will set us safe from bad weather and 

dangerous wild animals.257 

 

The informants said that they are not against semi-nomadic life but the idea should not only 

consider the life of cattle but also take into consideration the life of people. 

The informants in the urban area challenged the instruction of Jonadab to the Rechabites 

as too autocratic and said that it did not take into consideration the opinion of the majority. 

Even if those who were instructed to live such a life obeyed it, it was done in great pain. The 

urban informants suggested a certain new way to practice pastoralism. Meenda has this to say: 
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 People can build good and permanent houses and continue with pastoralism where animals 

may be moving with some young men, but the whole family stays in a permanent house. Taking 

as an example the Maasai context, with the issue of land ownership it is very unfair for the 

Maasai to continue moving with animals and live in temporal houses. The population is growing 

and people are aspiring to own land personally. When the Maasai will be just moving with the 

animals, they will find themselves landless. People have to build permanent houses where they 

will own land permanently.258 

 

The sub-urban informants on their side also criticized the text on this issue of not 

building houses but live in tents. For them, temporal shelter symbolizes people on the move. 

In explaining how the situation in the text might be hard to work today, Elizabeti says: 

 

The idea was possible in those days of the Rechabites but it can hardly work today where people 

are in need of social services like schools, hospitals, markets, religious services and some 

others. Living in tents and moving to different places to search for grass worked in those days 

of the Rechabites where there was enough land and people were free to use it. Today, people 

have to build permanent houses and improve the way they keep animals by reducing the number 

of cattle and live in one area permanently.259  

 

The above view argues that the benefits of building permanent houses and living together are 

to be close to the social services that may improve the life of both animals and human beings. 

With regard to the traditional life in temporal houses, the sub-urban informants mentioned 

pregnant women and children who die of poor health services in the Maasai rural areas. Their 

concern was to find ways of improving life for Maasai pastoralists. 

 

3.5.4 You shall not Sow Seed 

In our interpretation of the text, I posed a question on their thoughts about the prohibition that 

did not allow the Rechabites to sow seed. In the first place, I read the text with the Maasai in 

the rural area. When they read the text, from what seems to be a traditional understanding, there 

was no objection to the prohibition to sow seed because they noticed, sowing seed is an activity 

like any other activity and it is not obligatory. Referring to the Maasai creation myth, the 

informants explained that in the beginning, God distributed different activities to different 

ethnic groups. It is for each ethnic group to remain loyal to their task. The text indicated that 

the Rechabites were supposed to keep animals (though the text does not say it directly) instead 

of cultivating the land and sowing seeds.  

                                                           
258 Interview with Meenda at Arusha urban area, 10.11.2015. 

259 Interview with Elizabeti at Arusha sub-urban area, 19.11.2015. 



 
 

116 
 

However, my further questioning beneath the traditional understanding led me to ask 

on how relevant the prohibition to cultivate the land would be in the current Maasai context.  

In response to this question, the informants noted a shift from a traditional understanding to 

what they practice today. Pinpointing this shift, an old man, Saiboko, shares a story: 

 

In former days, the Maasai used to have only one activity, which was keeping animals. Their 

food was just meat, milk and blood. It came to happen that there was a famine, many animals 

died, and the Maasai life was in danger. There was no other option than to take refuge to other 

ethnic groups who were farmers. Because the Maasai had nothing to exchange for food, they 

gave away their wives to farmers and they received food in return. What a great humiliation 

was that! That time was a turning point for the Maasai and they decided to sow seeds apart from 

keeping animals. From that time, we keep animals and we sow seeds that we may not go to beg 

those Swahili-speaking people for food.260 

 

This information by Saiboko indicates a shift from a traditional way of not engaging in 

agriculture to a current situation where subsistence farming is growing quite popular. This shift 

also indicates the genesis of the Maasai to test another type of food apart from meat, milk, and 

blood that were common. Currently, it is common to see agricultural activities going on parallel 

to semi-nomadic activities in Maasai areas. The informants noted that they would like to be 

independent for their daily life needs. When they discovered that grains grow easily, they 

decided to add agriculture to be part of their activities in addition to pastoralism.  

When the rural informants read the Jeremiah text on prohibition of sowing seeds in 

relation to their famine experience, they experienced it negatively. They were afraid of having 

to go to other ethnic groups to seek for some food. Now when the Maasai community is 

suffering from the shortage of land as explained in section 1.1 of this work, a reading of this 

text with a particular focus on prohibiting sowing seeds becomes even more painful. One 

Maasai woman, Sarah argued: 

 

These Rechabites were lucky because the order did not allow them to sow seeds but instead had 

access to keep animals. For us Maasai the issue is different. Other people take our land.  This 

means we can neither sow seeds nor keep animals. What is ahead of us is death.261 

 

The informants from the rural area see that the text was fair for Rechabites because they had 

enough land to graze their cattle and for agriculture. Sarah continues: 
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When the Rechabites were prohibited from sowing seeds, they got a permit to do another job, 

which was keeping animals. This prohibition was not a threat to them because they had another 

option. In Maasai, things are different. There is a scarcity of land for both agriculture and 

keeping animals. This prohibition “you shall not sow seed” for us is sounding like “neither keep 

animals nor sow seed.”262 

 

When the Maasai informants from the urban area read this prohibition against sowing seed, 

they interpreted it as a prohibition that worked in former days. In former days, it was possible 

just to keep animals and eat only from the animal products like meat, milk, and blood. There 

was a time when the Maasai lived such a life and were proud of it.  

However, they argued, nowadays things are different. It is very rare to find someone 

who depends only on animal products for food. People need grains and some other products 

that can be nutritious for the human body. The prohibition against sowing seed, they argue, is 

not fair. One woman, Kibuzo from the urban area said: 

 

Keeping animals is a good job, I like it but this prohibition against sowing seed is not fair, it 

may mislead the Maasai to continue only with keeping animals. We also need to grow some 

crops that we may get other types of food.263 

 

For this woman and other informants, pastoralism alone without sowing seed for food might 

mean poverty. Moreover, as they continued to understand a deeper meaning of the text in the 

context, they asserted that excluding the Maasai from sowing seed and striving to pastoralism 

alone is the source of all kind of harassment they get from other ethnic groups. Doing 

pastoralism together with sowing seed for them is not only helping the Maasai community to 

be economically sound but also one way of minimizing harassments. 

 

3.5.5 Identification of the Maasai with Characters and Issues in Jer 35:5-10 

In this part, I concentrate on two aspects on which my Maasai informants reflected in their 

identification with the characters and issues in the text. This is about the Maasai traditional 

myth on creation as compared to the lifestyle of Rechabites and the Maasai temporal houses as 

compared to the huts of Rechabites. 

 

(a) Maasai story compared to the Rechabites 

                                                           
262 Interview with Sarah at rural Maasai area, 06.11.2015. 

263 Interview with Kibuzo at Arusha urban area, 09.11.2015. 
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When the informants continued pondering this story of the Rechabites, they spent a time on 

what similarities they find between the Maasai and the Rechabites. One old man, Sokoine, 

referred to the Maasai creation myth as a typical example of similarity. He shared with us the 

story: 

 

In the beginning, long time ago, Engai who lives high up in heavens created the Maasai and 

other peoples of different ethnicities. In each ethnic group, Engai created two people, mother, 

and father. Engai was responsible for feeding them and he was coming down each time to bring 

their needs through a ladder. Then came a time when Engai decided to ask these people to 

choose what they would like to do on earth. We Maasai liked to keep animals and we asked for 

cattle, sheep, and goats. The Wa-Arusha, and others who liked to cultivate land asked for farm 

implements like hoes, axes, and machetes. Other people asked for camels, donkeys, and Engai 

then told them to go and live in the desert. The Ndorobos were jealous of us Maasai and asked 

Engai to give them cattle as well. Unfortunately, Engai answered them that there were no more 

cattle, except hunting implements such as bows and arrows. They had no option rather than 

taking hunting implements and start hunting wild animals. This story informs us that 

traditionally we Maasai are neither farmers nor hunters. We are supposed to keep animals only, 

as Engai assigned us. We are proud of keeping cattle even if some Maasai people are now 

engaging themselves in agriculture. Originally, we are not farmers.264 

 

This myth echoes the one referred to by Hauge in section 1.9.3 of this work, though it lacks 

details of some names of the other ethnic groups. Probably oral transmission can be the reason 

to this slight difference of the two stories. From this myth, the informants insisted that 

originally, the Maasai were not farmers. This means Engai did not intend them to be farmers 

but cattle keepers. The Maasai creation myth brings similarity with the life of Rechabites, 

whose father did not permit them to engage in agriculture. The prohibition against sowing seed 

for Rechabites serves as a point of comparison to the Maasai whom, through this creation myth 

claim not to be farmers by origin. 

 

(b) Maasai huts compared to Rechabites tents 

In their interpretation of the text, the informants came to realize that there is a similarity also 

between the Maasai huts and the Rechabites tents. This similarity lays on the basis that both 

huts and tents are temporal and that the people may easily move to another place and build 

another.  

 

                                                           
264 Interview with Sokoine at rural Maasai area, 31.10.2015. 
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3.5.6 Responses of the Groups from the Reading Process 

The reading of Jer 35:5-10 with informants from the rural, sub-urban, and urban areas led to 

two main responses. These responses were a negative view on a prohibition not to till the land 

and the idea of taking advice from elders. 

 

(a) A negative view on a prohibition to till the land 

The informants had a negative view on a prohibition on not engaging on cultivating the land. 

Their bad experience during drought seasons that led many Maasai to take refuge to other 

ethnic groups taught them a lesson not to trust only one activity. For them, keeping only cattle 

might cause the problem of having to beg for food from neighbors. Cultivating land for food 

crops is the best option to supplement semi-nomadic life since one has the assurance of 

harvesting crops for food and animal products for a better meal. Yeyo says: 

 

Just as keeping cattle for the Maasai is important, so is growing grains for food. If someone 

will stick to only one activity, that of keeping animals, that person is poor because when 

diseases attack animals, taking refuge to other ethnic groups is unescapable. We no longer want 

to be poor; agriculture has to go hand in hand with keeping cattle.265 

 

The above-cited woman is very critical to someone who does not like to grow food crops to an 

extent of seeing poverty in such a person. What she was doing was to challenge what is said 

by the text.  

My informants opposed the Rechabites idea of living a life without agriculture. It is true 

that formerly the Maasai were eating only meat and drinking milk and blood but that happened 

when they lived in isolation. When they got an exposure to other ethnic groups, they learned 

that agricultural products are nutritious, and they accepted to engage in farming. If the Maasai 

accept agriculture as one of their activities, then their lifestyle adjusts to a more settled 

mentality. 

 

(b) Taking advice from elders 

The informants spent time on thinking about the whole idea of taking advice from elders as the 

sons of Rechab did in the text. They were critical to the idea of obeying everything simply 

because it comes from an elder. Being an elder does not excuse someone from committing 

human mistakes. That being the case, before acting, there is a need to re-view advice from 

                                                           
265 Interview with Yeyo at rural Maasai area, 31.10.2015. 
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elders. This also does not mean disobedience to elders, though, the most important thing is to 

see what applies in their current context. My informants realized that the custom that required 

the Maasai only to keep animals is currently not good for them. In fulfilling demands of that 

custom, the Maasai were isolating themselves from other development activities, including 

education and business. The custom also is the source of people from other ethnic groups to 

harass the Maasai. Therefore, they noted that no matter how the Maasai culture demands people 

to respect elders, their advice is open for challenge because not all traditions may be applicable 

today. 

 

3.5.7 Hermeneutical Issues 

The above reading of Jer 35:5-10 brings among many other issues, two important issues that I 

would like to discuss them more. The first is the issue of the lifestyle of the Rechabites with a 

special focus on how the Maasai interpretation on this issue help them to reflect on the socio-

cultural challenges they face today. The Maasai semi-nomadic lifestyle is passing through a 

difficult time of marginalization. Can the text about the lifestyle of the Rechabites contribute 

something to empower the Maasai? The second issue is on different taboos, which the 

Rechabites were holding. How do those taboos reflect the Maasai way of life and how do they 

help the Maasai to define their life challenges today? These hermeneutical issues will dialogue 

with scholarly literature in chapter four of this work. 

 

3.6 Partial Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have been discussing how my Maasai informants read some Old Testament 

texts that have an appeal to people with semi-nomadic way of life. I started by showing the 

way I collected data and how I analyzed it. This includes the texts that were read, the research 

process, the places I did my research, selection of informants, how I facilitated the reading of 

texts, and the analysis of my findings. After that, I proceeded to present and discuss the Maasai 

informants’ readings of the three texts where the informants raise various themes on semi-

nomadic way of life. 

 This chapter displays two main reactions of the informants to the texts they have read. 

First, they are positive to the texts and seem to welcome some aspects of texts for learning and 

reflecting about their semi-nomadic life. For example, my data show that the informants 

identify the Maasai with characters in the biblical texts. This leads to the result of comparing 
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the lifestyle of Abraham and Lot, the Israelites and the Rechabites with the Maasai. This goes 

further when they see God accompanying the Israelites who were travelling with their animals, 

the Maasai informants interpret that God is nomadic. 

 Second, some themes seem to be problematic to the informants. For example, the 

carrying of Joseph’s bones and the prohibitions that Rechabites received and followed seem to 

be problematic to the informants. This reading of texts where the informants find problematic 

themes to them and argue against brings an implication that they are critical to texts they read. 

 The reading and interpretation of the selected texts of the Old Testament by the Maasai 

informants raise a number of hermeneutical issues. In the next chapter, I will conduct a dialogue 

between the hermeneutical issues raised by informants and scholarly literature. 
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Chapter Four 

MAASAI INDIGENOUS READINGS IN DIALOGUE WITH CRITICAL 

OLD TESTAMENT STUDIES: REFLECTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

4.1 Introduction 

In chapter four, I will create a dialogue between the Maasai indigenous readings of the Bible 

and critical Old Testament studies. I will do this through an interaction between some of the 

themes raised by the indigenous Maasai reading of the Bible with critical Old Testament studies 

on the corresponding themes. The interaction will be in a dialogical form. Among many 

implications this dialogue may bring, I will focus mainly on how it can enhance the Maasai to 

improve reflecting about their daily social-cultural challenges. For this dialogue, I will use 

Holter’s complementary model where the two interacting dialogue partners acknowledge each 

other as equal participants despite the different contributions they make.266 Although, one may 

doubt the bringing on the same level of these two dialogue partners, I will argue that it brings 

a mutual respect that takes seriously the contribution of each dialogue partner for serving the 

community. 

4.2 Methodological Consideration 

Practically speaking, in this chapter, I will create a dialogue between some of the themes that 

were raised by my Maasai informants in the process of reading biblical texts and examples of 

relevant critical Old Testament studies to the same themes. In exploring biblical texts, I do not 

use one specific method but a combination of different methods of reading biblical texts. I 

agree with Justin Ukpong, who argues that in inculturation hermeneutics, the completeness of 

the meaning of the text does not end by the indigenous readings of biblical texts; rather, it is 

the function of the interaction between the contemporary contexts with the text in its context 

(see section 2.3.2 above). To accomplish this task, Ukpong who brings into a dialogue the 

contemporary context with a holistic reading of biblical texts inspires me.267  

                                                           
266 Knut Holter, "Popolar and Academic Contexts for Biblical Interpretation in Africa," in Yahweh in Africa : 

Essays on Africa and the Old Testament, ed. Knut Holter (New York: Peter Lang, 2000), 59. 

267 For Ukpong, a holistic reading explores the inner logic of the text, the literary context of the text, the historical 

context of the text, and the contemporary context of the interpreter. For details see Justin S. Ukpong, “Rereading 
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 In the same way, Madiapoane Masenya brings an African experience of reading the Old 

Testament and examples of Old Testament scholarship in dialogue. In her article titled “Her 

Appropriation of Job’s Lament? Her-Lament of Job 3, From an African Story-Telling 

Perspective,” Masenya creates a dialogue basing on the resemblance of Job 3 and a mourner, 

who is an African woman with her lament.268 In contemplating the connections between the 

lament of the woman Mmanape (fictitious name) and that of Job, Masenya invites relevant 

critical Old Testament studies that discuss the theme to bring the meaning of the text in context.  

When people read the Bible from their own cultural background, matching the biblical 

cultural language with the cultural language of the readers is unavoidable. Some biblical 

scholars acknowledge this point, such as John Yieh, who argues: 

Now we appreciate the fact that the messages of the Bible are contained in and conditioned by 

a cultural language which is very different from the one we use for our conceptualization and 

communication in modern times, so much so that now we realize that we cannot effectively 

convey those biblical messages to modern readers without tailoring and matching the two 

cultural languages.269 

 

While Yieh argues for tailoring and matching the two cultural languages, Masenya also 

sees a possibility to marry the two cultures, African and Israelite.270 In the same line as Yieh 

and Masenya, Holter insists that African Old Testament interpretation is both contextual and 

comparative.271 I regard Yieh, Masenya, and Holter as biblical scholars who argue for a 

dialogue between indigenous readings and critical scholarship.  

What needs to be noted right at the outset of this part is that when I am dealing with 

Maasai readings, this current work will discuss only a few selected themes that stand as 

representatives of many things emanated from the reading process. This is so because the 

limitation of pages of this work compels me to deal with few themes. 

                                                           
the Bible with African Eyes : Inculturation and Hermeneutics” in Journal of Theology for Southern Africa, no. 91 

(1995), 7. 

268 Madiapoane Masenya, "Her Appropriation of Job's Lament? Her-Lament of Job 3, from an African Story-

Telling Perspective," in Postcolonial Perspectives in African Biblical Interpretations, ed. Andrew M. Mbuvi Musa 

W. Dube, and Dora Mbuwayesango (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2012). 

269 John Y.H. Yieh, "Cultural Reading of the Bible : Some Chinese Christian Cases," in Text & Experience : 

Towards a Cultural Exegesis of the Bible, ed. Daniel Smith-Christopher (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 

1995), 123. 

270 Madiapoane Masenya, "Esther and Northern Sotho Stories : An African-South African Woman's 

Commentary," in Other Ways of Reading : African Women and the Bible, ed. Musa W. Dube Shomanah (Atlanta: 

Society of Biblical Literature ; World Council of Churches, 2001), 28. 

271 Knut Holter, Contextualized Old Testament Scholarship in Africa (Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 2008), 14. 
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4.3 Maasai Readings of Gen 13:1-12 in Dialogue with Critical Old Testament Studies  

Among the issues my informants raised during the process of reading Gen 13:1-12, I will let 

two of them dialogue with scholarly literature from Critical Old Testament studies. These are 

the semi-nomadic lifestyle of Abraham and Lot, and the concept of land in Maasai besides 

conflicts due to land shortage. These themes seem to be urgent as indicated by the discussion 

in the group interviews.  

4.3.1 The Semi-nomadic Lifestyle of Abraham and Lot 

The text of Gen 13:1-12 confronts the reader with an issue of semi-nomadic way of life. At a 

first glance, when the Maasai informants read Gen 13:1-12 they interpreted that Abraham and 

Lot, great people in the Bible, were semi-nomads like the Maasai. This comparison between 

the Maasai and patriarchs Abraham and Lot gives the Maasai informants confidence that the 

type of life they themselves live is the same as that of famous people in the Bible. In this sense, 

regardless of various opposition from other ethnic groups on their semi-nomadic way of life, 

the Maasai informants see a logic to continue with semi-nomadic life without any fear. For the 

Maasai informants, the Bible reflects positively on their nomadic activities, thus it is not 

something to be ashamed of. Any idea that seems to harass or intimidate the Maasai semi-

nomadic way of life seems unfriendly to Maasai.  

For example, in the preamble of Gen 13:1-12 that is (vv. 1-5), the Maasai informants 

encounter what they call the nomadic life of Abraham and Lot. In vv. 2 and 5, we read, “Now 

Abraham was very rich in livestock, in silver and in gold.” “Now Lot, who went with Abraham, 

also had flocks, and herds, and tents.” When the text mentions livestock and tents, for the 

Maasai informants these are important symbols of the semi-nomadic life they themselves live.  

Nomadic lifestyle is in many ways one of the key motifs in the Old Testament with 

figures like Moses, Abraham, Lot, and Jacob among many others as major examples. This may 

be the reason why Roland de Vaux went to an extreme, saying that any study of Old Testament 

institutions must begin with an investigation into nomadism.272 De Vaux defends his argument 

by distinguishing three kinds of nomads in the Old Testament era. These include first, a real 

nomad (Bedouin) who travels enormous distances with herds in search of grazing, second, a 

                                                           
272 Roland de Vaux, Ancient Israel : 1 : Social Institutions (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965), 3. 
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nomad who may breed only sheep and goats and live in half desert region and third, those who 

settle in one place and keep both cattle and flocks.273  

In line with de Vaux, some years later, but with what seems to me as an effort to 

categorize Abraham and Lot, Gerhard von Rad discussed the issue of nomadic life. Discussing 

Abraham and Lot, he understands their way of living as nomadic. He contrasts Abraham and 

Lot to nomads on camels like the Midianites and Amalekites who are actual Bedouins as they 

appear in Judg 3:13; 6:3, 7, 33ff.274  Von Rad provides one reason that leads him to argue that 

Abraham and Lot managed their movement between steppe and tilled areas determined by the 

law of “change of pasture.”275 Von Rad’s argument may imply that Abraham and Lot were 

moving with their animals to different places seeking for good pastures and water. This kind 

of nomadic life may not be as that of Bedouins, but it implies that Abraham and Lot were 

keeping animals and that they grazed them not far to the vicinities of the indigenous people.  

With de Vaux’s classification in mind, one might be right to place Abraham and Lot on 

the third category of his classification of nomads for the following two reasons. The first reason 

is land scarcity. In v. 6 we read that land could not support them dwelling together. This 

statement, apart from different interpretations that someone may render, brings an assumption 

that Abraham and Lot settled somewhere and built tents, thus giving them a character of being 

either half-nomads or half settlers.  

The second reason and probably more important builds on the terminology that 

represents the types of animals they kept that is cattle and flocks (vv. 2 and 5) and their shelter. 

Let me, as examples, point to two terms namely בקר and אהל respectively. The word בקר in its 

dictionary form means cattle, or more specific, a herd of cows.276 In some cases, it means 

livestock as a general term for domesticated animals, compare to how it appears in Num 7:87. 

Though etymologically, the term בקר may not be determined precisely, it is found mainly in 

West Semitic dialects like in Mari, or in  Western and Eastern Aramaic and in all its 

occurrences, its interpretation connects to a herd of cattle.277 

The use of the term is attested both in secular and religious circles. In the Old 

Testament, several terms carry the same meaning with בקר in their use. These words include   

                                                           
273 Ibid. 

274 Gerhard von Rad, Genesis : A Commentary, 3rd rev. ed. (London: SCM Press, 1972), 171. 

275 Ibid. 

276 J. F. Elwolde et al., The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew vol. 2 (Sheffield: Academic Press, 1995), 250. 

277 Bonn B. Beck, "Bāqār," in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, Vol. 2, ed. G. Johannes Botterweck 

and Helmer Ringgren (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman, 1975), 209-10. 
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 278  .(Isa 1:3)שור and ,(Job 21:10)פר ,(Exod 32:4)עגלה ,עגל ,(Gen 26:14)מקנה ,(Exod 9:9)בהםה 

These words when they appear, they mean “cattle”.  

 The LXX translates the term בקר in a variety of words that show a close relationship to 

cattle. These words include boukólion, “herd of cattle,” 13 times; boús, “ox, cow,” 101 times; 

dámalis, “heifer, young cow,” 12 times; ktḗnos, “domesticated animal,” and moschárion, “little 

calf,” twice each; and móschos, “calf, young bull,” 33 times.279 

Yet, when the term בקר appears in construct form, it still carries the same meaning. For 

instance, the expression צאן־ובקר we find in v. 5 of Gen 13 has been receiving various 

translations. Bonn Beck defines the term בקר as “sheep and oxen (or cattle),” or “flocks and 

herds.”280 This expression appears several times in the Old Testament. For example, in the 

book of Genesis alone, it appears 13 times signifying a mixture of domesticated animals that 

cannot travel far, especially in a desert environment. Based on the types of animals that are 

those ones that cannot travel for a long distance one may rightly argue (in De Vaux’s 

classification above) that Abraham and Lot were neither real nomads nor nomads, but rather, 

keepers of cattle and flocks.  

Another term that carries some clues on nomadic life is אהל “tent” as we read in v. 5. 

Patrick Miller defines אהל as a portable dwelling used by nomads, shepherds, and armies.281 

The use of the term is evident in various places and periods. In some Semitic languages, the 

term carries a multiple range of meanings. For instance in Hebrew and Ugaritic, the term means 

either a tent as a dwelling place or the aggregate of tent dwellers as in 1 Chr 4:41.282 The 

construction of a nomadic tent as it appears in the Old Testament enables a nomad to pull it up 

easily when he gets ready to move to another location and packs it.283 

The Old Testament seems to identify Israel’s patriarchs (Gen 12:8; 13:3; 18:6; 24:67; 

25:27; 31:25, 33) as well as other groups from the surrounding territories (Gen 4:20; 9:27; 13:5; 

Judg 4:17-20; 6:5; 2Kgs 7:7; 1Chr 5:10; Isa 13:20) as people who spent their life in tents.284  

                                                           
278 Ibid., 210. 

279 Ibid., 211. 

280 Ibid., 210. 

281 Patrick D. Miller, "Tent," in The New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, Vol. 5, ed. Katharine Doob 

Sakenfeld (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2009), 522. 

282 Klaus Koch, "ʼōhel; ̓ āhal," in Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, Vol. 1, ed. G. Johannes Botterweck 

and Helmer Ringgren (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman, 1977), 119. 

283 Ibid., 120. 
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In Gen 13, the word אהלים “tents” in v. 5 sheds light on the type of life of Abraham and 

Lot. Some scholars have connected it directly to nomadic life in ancient Israel. A.R.S. Kennedy 

and E.T. Ryder define the term אהל directly to nomadic life as they coin it as reminders of the 

nomadic life of the patriarchs.285 This argument implicates nomadic life to patriarchs where 

Abraham and Lot are a part.  

In his study on the term אהל “tent,” Westermann, apart from accepting that the tent is a 

nomadic living unit, also adds that it includes those who live in it that is the families of 

shepherds.286 What Westermann argues is that tents and the families of shepherds are 

inseparable in the sense that wherever nomads are, there must be tents. Steven Reid links tents 

to shepherds, nomads, and soldiers.287 This means nomads and soldiers in one way or another 

did not have a settled life to build permanent houses but rather live in tents.  

With this short survey, on the side of Old Testament, it is evident that the use of the 

term אהל, “tent,” does not escape from its linkage to patriarchal nomads. As tents appear used 

by Abraham and Lot, I am convinced to argue that Abraham and Lot are portrayed as nomads 

who owned livestock and lived in tents. Likely, on the side of the Maasai, their economy 

depends much on livestock and wandering trips searching for pastures. In this sense, permanent 

houses is not a good option but rather, temporary houses. Moreover, from the traditional point 

of view, the life of the Maasai has much to do with the welfare of their animals. In this case, 

continuing movements searching rich pastures become an important part of their life. Thus, the 

Maasai recognize their semi-nomadic lifestyle in relation to the life of Abraham and Lot. 

Apart from the above two reasons, there are some other arguments that may contribute 

to the dialogue between the Indigenous Maasai readings and critical Old Testament studies. 

When someone compares the life of the patriarchs to that of the Maasai, he/she finds that apart 

from being a key aspect of the Maasai life, keeping animals serves as the main means of their 

economy. For them, being sound economically means owning large groups of cattle from 

which they obtain all their basic needs. The expression  very heavy” in v. 2 is an“ מאד כבד 

indicator that Abraham and Lot owned large groups of animals. This also might serve as an 

indicator of a similarity between the Maasai and (Abraham and Lot) that the Maasai informants 

assume in their interpretation of the text. 

                                                           
285 A.R.S. Kennedy and E.T. Ryder, "Tent," in Dictionary of the Bible, ed. James Hastings, H. H. Rowley, and 
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286 Claus Westermann, Genesis 12-36 : A Commentary, Genesis 12-36 (London: SPCK, 1986), 175. 
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  In the same line, Abraham resembles the Maasai for some means of increasing 

livestock. One of these resources includes dowry. In Maasai culture, the bride’s father gets 

cattle as dowry. In my second field trip, I asked my informants about the issue of dowry in 

Maasai context. Their response indicated that dowry must be paid before marriage and it should 

be cattle. One old man responded: 

 

When our daughters are about to get married, the father of the bride has to extend the size of 

his boma [kraal] because he is about to receive more cattle. The number of cattle for dowry is 

an agreement and it goes up to 50.288 

 

 

The origin of Abraham’s wealth in Egypt may resemble what happens in Maasai 

context. Genesis 12 states the reason for Abraham to own a large group of animals because 

Pharaoh, the king of Egypt gave him as a gift due to Sarah. Being a king, he probably gave him 

many animals. Gen 12:16 tells us that “for her (Sarah) sake he (Pharaoh) dealt well with 

Abraham, and he had צאן “sheep,” בקר “oxen,” חמרים “male donkeys,” עבדים “male slaves,” and 

 camels.” The statement indicates that“ גמלים female donkeys,” and“ אתנת ”,female slaves“ שפחת

Pharaoh was the source of Abraham and Lot's wealth since he was giving it for the sake of 

Sarah’s beauty.  

Drawing his conclusion from Genesis 12, Westermann says that the beauty of the 

alleged sister causes Pharaoh to bring Abraham presents.289 This went so because there was a 

custom that demanded a brother to receive wealth when he gives his sister for marriage. 

Westermann explains:  

 

The presents correspond to the custom of the time and are meant to compensate the brother for 

the loss of his sister. The first sentence, “But with Abraham, all went well because of her,” is 

to be understood in the context of the beginning of the narrative: the escape from the famine 

and the new threat of death.290 

 

Since Abraham pretended that Sarah was his sister and in that sense, Pharaoh was, fulfilling 

this custom for Abraham may be in excess because Sarah was beautiful. It is probable that the 

beauty of Sarah, the alleged sister of Abraham attracted Pharaoh to award Abraham with a 
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substantial number of animals as mentioned.  Therefore, these gifts became the source of 

Abraham’s wealth that is said to be “very heavy.”  

Additionally, it is probable that Abraham got animals by making various covenants with 

indigenous people. In those times, covenants aimed at benefiting both parties (the herders and 

indigenous people) economically. This happened when villagers were in need of increasing 

their flocks and they contracted with foreign herders to tend them. For example, the Nuzi 

contracts give an illustration for this. According to Martha Morrison, such contracts existed as 

she argues: 

 

As in the old Babylonian period, the Nuzi contracts also seem to have been used to calculate 

the expected yield of the flocks. In return for their work, the Nuzi herdsmen received a share of 

the flock profit.291 

 

In this type of contract, herders seemed to be experts in tending animals and indigenous people 

wanted to increase the number of animals by handling them to herders who have an experience 

of keeping animals. Probably there was an organized handling over of animals in such a way 

that the exact number was clear and herders were to account for. Morrison continues to argue 

that in Nuzi contracts, herdsmen were to return livestock to their owners at the shearing time 

and in the case of livestock death or loss, the herders were supposed to repay.292 We also find 

Jacob and Laban as an example of this covenant as we read in Gen 30:25-43. Jacob received 

payment for his work of tending Laban’s flock to an extent of being rich.  

However, the text does not portray Abraham and Lot as being among people made such 

covenants with the people they encountered. My survey is just to show some other possibilities 

that could have made Abraham and Lot live in harmony with the indigenous people and enlarge 

their groups of animals. In the same way, the Maasai do not make such covenants with their 

neighbors rather than caring for their animals and assuring peace of both parties. 

Some scholars have been reflecting on the lives of Abraham and Lot. The American 

biblical scholar John Bright, in his book titled, A History of Israel, discusses the patriarchal 

wanderings and modes of life against the background of the second millennium that connects 

directly biblical patriarchs to nomadic life.293 Bright asserts that the patriarchs are portrayed as 

semi-nomads living in tents, wandering up and down Palestine and its borderlands in search of 
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seasonal pasture for their flocks and, on occasion, making longer journeys to Mesopotamia or 

Egypt.294 Bright’s portrayal of the patriarchs does not only concur with the Maasai informants’ 

interpretation of the text but also makes them confident about semi-nomadic lifestyle since it 

brings an impression that the Maasai are not the only ones living a semi-nomadic life but 

biblical patriarchs also did.  

More recent to Bright, Thomas Thompson came up with an idea of Abraham doing 

caravan trade. In his book The Historicity of the Patriarchal Narratives: The Quest for the 

Historical Abraham, he situates Abraham to activities of the Hapiru of the second millennium 

who were both semi-nomads and caravan traders.295 Even if this point adds a carrier of caravan 

trading, which might be right, yet it does not deny the idea that Abraham was living a semi-

nomadic life. 

In v.5 Lot also is appearing as someone traveling with Abraham, possessing צאן 

“flocks,” בקר “herds,” and אהלים “tents”. The biblical text portrays Lot as someone with the 

same carrier as Abraham, traveling in company with Abraham. Among scholars who comment 

on Lot’s carrier are a Beninese theologian Barnabe Assohoto and a Kenyan theologian Samuel 

Ngewa. They mention the origin of Lot’s wealth as a share from his uncle Abraham.296 This 

comment, though someone may see it with African influence (where people can possibly share 

livestock), it might work also for these patriarchs because we do not have strong proof if Lot 

had been doing any job in Egypt that could have brought him that prosperity. What we read is 

only that Pharaoh gives gifts to Abraham and the probabilities that Abraham shared it with his 

nephew Lot. However, this idea of sharing wealth brought by these two African Old Testament 

scholars seems to reflect on African interpretive context because it is only possible to happen 

to people with a communal worldview. In Maasai, this notion is possible because someone can 

inherit animals from a relative.297  

Lastly, let me say something on a covenant between two herders Abraham and Lot. I 

call it a covenant for one reason. Abraham received God’s call (Gen 12:1-3). When he decided 

to go with Lot (Gen 12:5), there must be a kind of agreement on the issues of where to go and 

why. It would be naïve to think that Lot, who was a grown-up person just followed Abraham 
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without a clue on where they were heading. Any explanation that made Lot or Abraham to 

agree the two of them to travel together would be a covenant. In this covenant, these two 

herders encountered what Victor Matthews and Don Benjamin call a common herd 

management problem.298 They had too many animals and the land was not big enough to 

accommodate both of them. Their herdsmen started to quarrel, trying to solve the problem. 

This problem occurs while in the context they were living, they were facing a sociological fact 

that there was no police force or court of justice with authority over tribes.299 The Maasai 

informants discussed this biblical conflict in relation to that happening in their context. The 

following subsection will discuss more on this conflict. 

4.3.2 Concept of Land in Maasai besides Conflicts due to Land Shortage 

Traditionally, the Maasai have an understanding that land is a gift from Engai. According to 

them, the land is a gift to the Maasai as a group. This means that land‒especially the grazing 

land‒as a gift from Engai to the Maasai should be owned collectively and not individually. 

Thus, it is very common when someone goes to the Maasai area to hear them saying, “this is 

Maasai land.” On my second field trip to the Maasai area, when I wanted some clarification on 

how they manage the use of land according to their understanding, Saiboko responded that the 

Laigwana are managers and represent Engai in Maasai society. They allocate land for different 

uses like grazing cattle, calves, and agriculture, but not to individuals.300 With this response, 

one may notice that before the introduction of new governmental laws on land, the Maasai had 

their traditional way of handling land matters.  

The Tanzanian governmental laws on land are new to the Maasai and probably they 

originate from colonial times as Robert Wafawanaka argues, referring to his experience from 

other African countries that got independence from colonialists’ Governments.301 When 

Tanzanian governmental laws on land operate in Maasai, they are opposite to the traditional 

Maasai laws because individual land-ownership is not so common in Maasai. The 

governmental laws on land allows individual land ownership. This has resulted into not only 
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individuals and village levels of land conflicts but also conflicts between Maasai and investors. 

For a long time the Maasai have had a collective mentality on land ownership and they have 

used the land as something given supernaturally from their creator. So, one might be right to 

interpret Saiboko’s argument above that land in Maasai is an entity that determines their way 

of life as a group.  

The Maasai understanding of land is part of what is happening in the larger context of 

Africa. The relationship of Africans to their land and the ways they use and distribute it, is 

governed by the historic obligation to the supreme being and to all generations, past, present, 

and future, who share the land’s gifts as Temba Mafico argues.302 Family leaders supervise 

land and are responsible for allocating different parts of the family land for building houses 

and agricultural activities. When family leaders die, they pass authority to other members of 

the families to take their responsibilities. It also implies that the land itself is hereditary. 

Members of the family inherit it time after time but the land itself is an ancestral land. This 

understanding goes further to an extent that even those who pass away are thought to still be 

living in the same land. John Mbiti reflects widely on the concept of the living-dead,303 

meaning, people who passed away but still exist in the land. From this understanding, one may 

sense how difficult it is to sell part of the ancestral land to individuals. It is the land where they 

burry umbilical cords of each member of the family, the land of the family. The land in African 

perspective defines who a particular person is; it gives one an identity and security. 

The Hebrew term ארץ, “land,” has various uses in the Bible. The term may mean land 

as possessed by people, nation or representative individuals as it appears in 1 Kgs 10:13 and 2 

Chr 9:12 with the expression ארצה, “her own land.” When the term carries the definite article 

 the land,” it may refer to Judah or the land of Israel as it appears in 1 Kgs 4:19; 9:18; 2“ ,הארץ

Kgs 3:27; 13:20; Isa 65:16 and also Gen 34:1.304 This land in many cases has divine ownership 

and its redistribution depends on God’s will.305 

The concept of land in biblical times has some parallels with that of the Maasai and 

Africa. Lev 25:23 states plainly, “The land shall not be sold in perpetuity, for the land is mine; 

for you are strangers and sojourners with me.”306 The text puts clear that Israelites were 

                                                           
302 Temba L. J. Mafico, "Land Concept and Tenure in Israel and African Tradition," ibid., 235. 

303 John S. Mbiti, African Religions & Philosophy, 2nd rev. and enl. ed. (Oxford: Heinemann, 1990), 81-89. 

304 J. F. Elwolde et al., The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew, vol. 1 (Sheffield: Academic Press, 1993). 

305 Robert G. Boling, Joshua : A New Translation with Notes and Commentary, vol. 6 (Garden City: Doubleday, 

1982), 353. 

306 Biblical quotations are from the Revised Standard Version (RSV). 



 
 

134 
 

supposed to acknowledge הארץ כי־לי , “that the land belongs to me” (Yahweh). In case they have 

land, it is a gift from Yahweh to Israel as a nation and not to individuals. Nobuyoshi Kiuchi 

adds that Yahweh prohibits the sale of the אחזה, “inherited land,” because nobody owns it 

except the Lord himself.307 

Adding to this religious concept of a collective land ownership, Mafico is even more 

elaborative. His argument is based on Josh 14:1 that states, “And these are the inheritances 

which the people of Israel received in the land of Canaan, which Eleazar the priest, and Joshua 

the son of Nun, and the heads of the fathers’ house of the tribes of the people of Israel 

distributed to them.” In relation to this, he argues that in biblical times, land was always given 

to family or tribe, but it was never given to an individual for personal use or gain.308 Trent C. 

Butler in his commentary on Josh 14:1 adds to this argument by discussing the use of the verbal 

root נחל, “inheritance,” as having the similar use as with Moses in Josh 13:32. In his discussion, 

he concludes that the land is an inheritance for a people very loyal to Yahweh as Caleb was, 

and it is a gift to his people.309 It is Yahweh himself who decides not basing on the human 

claim. 

From biblical perspective, one might be right to argue that the understanding reflects 

two ideas. First, the biblical understanding on land resembles the Maasai traditional 

understanding on land in the sense that land belongs to God himself. Second, this perspective 

on divine ownership of land leads some scholars to conclude as Wafawanaka, who links any 

form of individual ownership of land to a violation of Yahweh’s mandate.310 If Wafawanaka’s 

argument is true, then one may argue that this violation of Yahweh’s mandate might be the 

source of the past and present philosophies and complications regarding land ownership.  

Furthermore, Jerome Ross, as referred by Wafawanaka, discusses the history of Israel, 

noticing that land was one of the basic requirements for the “survival” of the nation.311 This 

may imply that as Yahweh promised the patriarchs in Gen 12:1-3; Deut 1:8, 21; 3:18, the land 

serves as a visible emblem of the identity of Israelites. From one side, one may see this as an 
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expression of Yahweh’s love to his people and that he wants them to enjoy the gift of land. On 

the other side, when one looks at the means Yahweh uses to give the land to the Israelites, there 

is a sense of violence. Yahweh promises to give the land of Canaan, a land flowing with milk 

and honey, but according to Josh 3:10, the land belonged to the Canaanites, the Hittites, the 

Hivites, the Perizzites, the Girgashites, the Amorites, and the Jebusites. It is from this 

perspective, Robert Warrior sees Yahweh in this view: 

 

Yet a liberationist picture of Yahweh is not complete. A delivered people is not a free people, 

nor is it a nation. People who have survived a nightmare of subjugation dream of escape. Once 

the victims have been delivered, they seek a new dream, a new goal, usually a place of safety 

away from the oppressors, a place that can be defended against future subjugation. Israel’s new 

dream became the land of Canaan. And Yahweh was still with them: Yahweh promised to go 

before the people and give them Canaan, with its flowing of milk and honey. The land, Yahweh 

decided, belonged to these former slaves from Egypt and Yahweh planned on giving it to them 

– using the same power used against the enslaving Egyptians to defeat the indigenous 

inhabitants of Canaan. Yahweh the deliverer became Yahweh the conqueror.312 

 

Arguing on the same perception as Warrior, Wafawanaka concludes that part of the 

problem on land is the Bible’s ideological justification of the possession of the land that was 

unoccupied.313 For Wafawanaka, the act of Yahweh giving the Israelites the land in which there 

were indigenous people dwelling in is violence.  

Some Maasai, whom I interviewed, trace the genesis of problems on land in the Maasai 

area to the years 1970-1977. One of my interviewees, Telele, associates the beginning of land 

complications in the Maasai area with the Vijiji vya Ujamaa policy314 that took place between 

1970-1977.315 According to him, this was the time when the policy of villagization started 

partitioning of the land into villages. As a result, land became a commodity instead of being a 

gift from Engai. Helge Kjekshus, in what I see as a reflection on the policy of Vijiji vya Ujamaa, 
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argues that the concept in Vijiji vya Ujamaa is self-improvement, in collective form, with the 

Government encouraging and guiding but never initiating or forcing new options.316 For a 

scholar like Kjekshus, originating from a developed country, settling in villages might sound a 

great idea for development. Unfortunately, that hardly works with the Maasai, since settling in 

villages means limiting their freedom of moving with their livestock. The villagization policy 

has given freedom to farmers and other investors to come to Maasai land and establish their 

activities by buying land, something that was impossible because from the traditional Maasai 

perspective it means going against Engai.  

This situation has put the Maasai, the farmers, and other investors into a quarrel on land 

as I have shown in previous sections. The Maasai land crisis might differ to some extent from 

other land struggles that happen in other countries in Africa. For example, the struggles of land 

in South Africa, Kenya, Mozambique, and Zimbabwe as mentioned by Wafawanaka are 

struggles between those nations and the effects of a colonial rule.317  The land conflict in Maasai 

context is happening in different levels. The levels include the individual, and village levels, 

and the Maasai against farmers and other investors. While that is happening, the Government 

is being accused of supporting the groups against the Maasai. This difference of contexts of the 

conflicts may even affect the ways of solving these conflicts. My argument is that the 

techniques applicable in solving land conflicts in the countries Wafawanaka refers may not 

apply in the Maasai land conflict. 

When my Maasai informants read the text, especially the quarrel between Abraham and 

Lot, they did not hesitate to relate their conflict to the biblical one, though, in reality, these two 

different conflicts happen in different contexts. Despite the fact that there are land conflicts 

between the Maasai and other investors, reading Gen 13:1-12 with the Maasai has shed light 

on the problem.  

Traditionally, before the introduction of governmental laws on land, the Maasai did not 

fight each other for land issues. Explaining how the Maasai value peace on land issues, Sokoine 

says: 

 

Traditionally, the Maasai do not fight for land because no one owns the land; it is a gift from 

Engai. What we do is that our traditional leaders allocate different areas for different purposes 
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like feeding calves and feeding cows. When this happens, these traditional leaders supervise 

and make sure all Maasai observe the rules.318 

 

Abstaining from fighting does not mean that the Maasai have no misunderstandings on land 

issues. Otherwise, traditional leaders would not have anything to supervise. Despite some 

misunderstandings that may occur, yet the understanding of the land as a gift from God may 

bring an implication that no human being may claim to be superior and have more right to the 

land than others.  In that perception, neither the Government nor different investors who come 

to the Maasai area for business should regard themselves as better than the Maasai on 

ownership of land but rather Engai himself who owns the land. This seems to be the base of 

the customary law of the land in Maasai area. 

Despite the problems it has caused in Maasai, some sections of the Tanzanian land Act 

complement the Maasai understanding on land. Though it introduces the statutory law also it 

recognizes to some extent the customary law on land tenure.  The land Act in Tanzania, part 

three, which is about Classification and Tenure of Land, section 4 states: 

 

1. All land in Tanzania shall continue to be public and remain vested in the President as trustee 

for and on behalf of all citizens of Tanzania. 

2. The President and every person to whom the President may delegate any of his functions 

under this Act, and any other person exercising powers under this Act, shall at all times 

exercise those functions and powers and discharge duties as a trustee of all the land in 

Tanzania so as to advance the economic and social welfare of the citizens. 

3. Every person lawfully occupying land, whether under a right of occupancy, whether that 

right of occupancy was granted, or deemed to have been granted, or under customary 

tenure, occupies and has always occupied that land, the occupation of such land shall be 

deemed to be property and include the use of land from time to time for depasturing stock 

under customary tenure. 

4. For the purpose of the management of land under this Act and all other laws applicable to 

land, public land shall be in the following categories: 

(a) General land 

(b) Village land 

(c) Reserved land319 

 

The presence of this Act that recognizes both statutory law and customary law on land tenure, 

on the one hand, might not be a problem. On the other hand, it is a problem especially when 

the Government changes part of the Maasai that have been used for pasturing animals for 
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extension of game reserves and agriculture. When the statutory law seems to be superior to the 

customary law in Maasai area, that is where the issue of marginalization of the maasai comes. 

The issue of land is very sensitive not only in Maasai area but also in some other parts 

of Tanzania. Different patrons are discussing land and come up with various opinions. Among 

many, Stephen Munga, one of the bishops in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Tanzania has 

discussed the issue in an article titled “The Concept of Land as a gift from God: Challenges of 

its Availability and Distribution with Special Reference to Tanzania.” Arguing from the context 

of Tanzania, Munga in the first place admits the presence of the problem of land in terms of its 

availability and distribution. On his efforts to counter the problem, he addresses its cause as he 

challenges the modern neo-colonial system as he says: 

 

The ongoing Tanzanian disputes create and boost a modern neo-colonial system that enhances 

the power of few wealthy people and companies as well as transnational corporations at the 

expense of smallholder peasants and indigenous communities who are displaced and 

dispossessed. The scale, magnitude and discourse around the current rush for land in Tanzania 

makes this moment unique and important in history. It calls for immediate action that cannot 

wait any longer.320 

 

With this view, that in some ways shows resemblance with that of the Maasai, Munga 

also is of the opinion that land is a gift from God. Interpreting the creation story in the Bible, 

Munga argues that the picture we get there is the one of interdependence between humankind 

and the creation. In that same picture, we are not owners of creation but just stewards of it. God 

the creator remains to be the author and owner of creation and he retains the title deed of it 

until the end of the time.321 

This idea, in summary, means, the land is a space that does not originate from any 

human being but humans receive it as a gift from the creator himself. Any transaction 

concerning land has to take into consideration the equal rights of all human beings regardless 

of their social status. 

Traditionally, scholars have been interpreting Gen 13 rather narrowly, as some biblical 

commentators have tended to focus only on the aspect of separation of Abraham and Lot and 

the promise of descendants. In recent years, however, Dan Richet, apart from thinking that land 

is the focus of Gen 13, he has emerged with another view diverging from the traditional one. 
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In his discussion focusing on rethinking the place and purpose of Gen 13, he integrates a 

theological aspect rather than just a geographical entity as he argues: 

 

Discussion of the land also raises issues concerning the theology of “space” within this 

pericope. The land is described, in Genesis 13, more in terms of the occupants that specific 

boundaries. …God occupies the land of Canaan. …Abraham’s move may be said to have more 

to do with theology than geography. He is to move where God is and where God can make him 

a blessing. God’s promise to Abraham, then, hinges on whether or not Abraham will get to 

where God is. Abraham does not commune with God outside the “space” God occupies.322  

 

 This theological reflection on land, according to Richet, means a space that God occupies. In 

this sense, it does not matter who (in terms of human beings) owns it or where it is located but 

what is important is, God occupies it and is free to give to anyone whom he wills. For this case, 

Abraham is beneficent of a space that God owns.  

With arguments from Munga and Richet in mind, one might be right to say that their 

views do not only concur with the one held by the Maasai but also shed light on the 

understanding of what the Maasai traditionally hold. When the Maasai say that land is a gift 

from Engai, actually, they do not think of geographical boundaries rather than a space owned 

by Engai and human beings may use it freely in a transient way. This is the reason to why land 

ownership to them is not an individual matter but communal. When a Maasai speaks about 

land, the language used is not “my land” but rather “our land” meaning it belongs to Engai but 

given to all Maasai for grazing their livestock.  

On the contrary, when farmers and other investors come to the northern part of Tanzania 

where the Maasai live to acquire land (whether it be legally according to the governmental law 

or not), the Maasai associate it to land grabbing. The Maasai see it as land grabbing because 

the investors are taking by force land that is special for livestock grazing. This has resulted in 

a feeling of marginalization of the Maasai on their land and now the land is not enough to 

accommodate all activities together. Munga seems to be right when he coins population 

increase while at the same time, by nature, land cannot increase as natural factors that make 

land diminish.323 This is what happens to Abraham and Lot, the land seems not enough.  

Moreover, in vv.6-7, we find three important statements that I would like to point out. 

The first one is “so that the land could not support both of them living together; for their 
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possessions were so great that they could not live together” (v.6a). The statement shows that 

there is no direct proportionality between the size of the land and the number of animals. The 

number of animals increases while the land remains the same size. Here, the picture one gets 

right after reading the text is that apart from wealth being good on one side, there is its other 

side where it might lead to some problems. This happens when Abraham and Lot acquire many 

animals, and then the problem of shortage of land appears. Old Testament scholar Tremper 

Longman III in his book titled How to Read Genesis highlights that the problem of land scarcity 

originates from prosperity.324 That being the case, one may argue that prosperity can be both a 

blessing and a problem. On one hand, it is a blessing because it puts someone in a position of 

obtaining the basic needs of life. On the other hand, it might bring problems when the owner 

comes to the point of how to keep them, his/her personal security and how to relate with 

neighbors. With Abraham and Lot, shortage of land as compared to the number of animals they 

had becomes a big problem. This brings the problem to its second level.  

The second statement is “and there was a strife, ריב, between the herders of Abraham’s 

livestock and the herders of Lot’s livestock” (v.7). The Hebrew ריב relates etymologically to 

Arab rāba, “disturb,” and probably also to Akkadian râbu, “replace.”325 In its dictionary form, 

the word ריב itself means strife, conflict, quarrel or dispute.326 Sometimes, the term might be 

intensive to involve violence as in Judg 12:2 and 2 Sam 22:44.327  

In the text, the term is in connection to בין (between) to indicate the parties that are in 

that strife Abraham and Lot. It gives the impression to signify a quarrel between Abraham’s 

and Lot’s herders of livestock on natural resource of land. Though the friction said was between 

the herders, Morris in some ways shows how it affected Abraham and Lot also as owners of 

livestock.328 As human beings whom each of them wanted their animals to get enough grass 

and water, Abraham and Lot might have also joined their herdsmen in the quarrel in some 

ways.  
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  Still, the context of the problem in the text is quite different from that in Maasai. The 

conflict in the text involves two patriarchs who are both pastoralists. It might be right to argue 

that, this is a quarrel between two relatives Abraham and Lot. These relatives have been doing 

the same job of keeping livestock. They traveled together for many years before they became 

wealthy. Probably, the challenge on natural resources would not lack a solution to make them 

continue to prosper. However, the conflict in Maasai is in three levels that may involve 

individuals (not necessarily relatives), villages that of a group of pastoralists (Maasai) against 

other investors who are neither Maasai nor pastoralists. Treating these two conflicts at the same 

level might sound a misplacement. Still there is one common factor that we should not 

overlook, the conflict on land scarcity. Land scarcity is a focal point that may accommodate 

this interaction between the Maasai and the biblical text. This situation may shade light that 

just as the conflict between Abraham and Lot got a solution, so do the challenge in Maasai area 

may not lack a solution for the benefit of the society. 

The third statement is the one that mentions the presence of the Canaanites and the 

Perizzites on the land (v.7). The presence of these people sheds light to our discussion that they 

were indigenous people of the land where Abraham and Lot settled. Apart from agreeing on 

the presence of indigenous people, Bruce K. Waltke and Cathi J. Fredricks are convincingly 

distinguishing the Perizzites as people living in open villages as compared to the Canaanites 

who were citizens of the fortified cities.329 What does this mean? Probably this distinction 

wants to tell us that by that time, the Canaanites lived in fortified cities while the Perizzites 

were scattered in some other places of the land. If that is the case, it would be naïve to assume 

that Abraham and Lot were free to use all the land.  

Having no freedom to use the land, Abraham and Lot face two options. Either struggling 

to make peace with indigenous people or living and occupying areas by God’s authority. With 

the former, this research discloses that people with nomadic way of life struggle to survive near 

people with other ways of life. This struggle is common to both the Maasai and biblical semi-

nomads as well. For example, the Maasai struggle on how to cope with village 

authority/Government to make themselves accepted as good strangers and not as strangers who 

may be a threat to indigenous people.  As the Maasai are moving with their flocks, they always 

face these difficulties. People from other ethnic groups in Tanzania are suspicious about the 
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Maasai that they may be harmful to them. Nevertheless, the Maasai claim to be peaceful people 

who are making those movements for caring for animals. 

However, Gen 13 does not show explicitly if Abraham and Lot faced this challenge, yet 

in Gen 21:22-34; 26:26-33, we come across a situation of doubt of indigenous people to 

strangers like Abraham. Indigenous people in some cases were not comfortable with what the 

semi-nomadic people might deal with them. They were mistrustful about the strangers in their 

land. In that case, perhaps they needed to make an agreement with the strangers for their 

security. Probably Abraham and Lot faced this challenge and tried their best to convince the 

villagers that they were not harmful people. This might include showing kindness to the 

villagers by providing animal products or some other opportunities that were possible.  

A situation like this would lead to other types of covenants. For example, on certain 

occasions, foreigners entered into exogamous covenants with local people like that case of 

Moses in Exod 2:16-22. The text portrays Moses being given Zipporah‒the daughter to Reuel, 

the priest of Midian‒as his wife to cement a relationship between Moses the stranger and the 

Reuel as a dweller of the land. From such covenants, there was a symbiotic life between the 

two stakeholders of the covenant. Indigenous people benefited from strangers by getting animal 

products and manure for their fields and pastoralists got some grains for food and possibly 

permission to graze their animals on the straws after the harvest. By so doing, I assume at least 

there was a kind of trust between indigenous people and strangers but in one way or another, 

indigenous were in a position to monitor every move of those strangers for security reasons.  

Geographical location of the habitats of nomadic people in relation to villages of 

surrounding people is another feature that may provide insights to our discussion on semi-

nomadic lifestyle. For example, the Maasai neither live in concentrated villages nor are their 

kraals very close to each other. This is so to allow semi-nomadic activities to take place without 

interfering one another. The geographical location of their kraals is also allowing them to have 

access to neighboring societies for selling animal products and purchasing other foodstuffs they 

do not produce. This situation calls for a harmonious relationship between the Maasai and their 

neighbors.  

In connection to that, as I reported earlier, the Maasai claim to have a good relationship 

with neighboring communities and they exchange goods always. Saying this, I do not deny the 

presence of some unintended minor misunderstandings that may occur between the two 

communities either. Having a good relationship with villagers also does not mean that the 

Maasai are villagers but rather, they co-exist with villagers.  
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Settling somewhere, and grazing their cattle and flocks does not mean that Abraham 

and Lot became villagers. Probably, Victor Mathews and Don Benjamin give us a picture of 

the situation. In their discussion on the social world of ancient Israel, they say that nomadic 

herders in ancient Israel operated within a specialized system and had no permanent 

relationship with any particular villages.330 Although Abraham and Lot lived close to the 

villagers, their relationship to the indigenous people seems to be temporal. They were not 

villagers but they had good contact with villagers. This might be the reason why v. 7b mentions 

the presence of the Canaanites and the Perizzites without giving more details on what was so 

special with these herders.  

Living in harmony with villagers does not mean herders were poor economically. In 

some cases, herders in ancient Israel seemed economically sound to an extent of not depending 

on the indigenous people. As they refer to Murdock, Mathews and Benjamin pinpoint that 

herders supplemented their diet through trade, tribute or exchange.331 However, being sound 

economically was not an excuse to destroy the relationship between herders and villagers but 

there was a symbiotic life between them. This argument is clearer when someone thinks of the 

possessions of Abraham and Lot. I am arguing in this way because v. 2 portrays Abraham as 

rich not only in animals but also in silver and gold. It is probable that silver and gold 

supplemented what they needed for food apart from meat, which they were able to obtain easily 

by slaughtering animals. 

Nevertheless, the relationship between Maasai and neighboring villages seems to show 

slight changes as compared to what Mathews and Benjamin portray on ancient Israel. Some 

Maasai nowadays seem to have a closer relationship to an extent that even the time they move 

away for wandering trips, they can let their children‒who go to school‒stay with villagers while 

the parents go for wandering trips until the time they come back.332 This relationship is showing 

a shift towards a closer relationship between the Maasai and their neighbors. However, this 

does not apply to all Maasai. Many of them concentrate on moving with animals to different 

places. 

Apart from that, Mathews and Benjamin mention that in ancient Israel, there were 

villages that integrated farming and herding that were economically dimorphic.333 This brings 
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a sense that there were semi-nomadic herders who were an integral part of the village life. Such 

semi-nomadic herders seem not self-governing economically. In their daily life, they probably 

depended on farmers. The presence of these villages and the existence of this kind of economy 

brings a notion that herders and farmers lived an interdependent life. However, in Gen 13:1-

12, we do not see any open relationship between Abraham and Lot with the Canaanites and 

Perizzites to such an extent of a synergetic life. Rather I would argue, the life of Abraham and 

Lot reflects a transhumance character. With this transhumance life, Abraham and Lot were full-

time herders who did not only aim to preserve pastureland but also provide sufficient pasture 

for their herds. 

The term “transhumance” may be ambiguous. Although etymologically, the term 

transhumance originally applied to seasonal migration of herds in Spain and France, still 

Mathews and Benjamin come with s sound definition. They argue that a few villagers from one 

grazing area to another at a different altitude define transhumance simply as the movement of 

herds, reflecting the changing of the seasons then it can also apply to the world of the Bible.334 

With this transhumance character portrayed by Mathews and Benjamin, I assume Abraham and 

Lot were seriously moving with their animals. Whenever there was a need to relate to 

indigenous people, they did but not permanently. The point of this argument is to claim that 

there is indeed some elements indicating that Abraham and Lot lived a semi-nomadic life based 

on the movement they made with the animals they owned. This movement made by Abraham 

and Lot and the way they related to the Canaanites and the Perizzites reflect the Maasai way of 

life. It is from this perspective that someone may be in a position to equate the Maasai semi-

nomadic way of relating to their neighbors to the way Abraham and Lot related to their 

neighbors. 

Nomadic way of life is unique and some people with other ethnic identities get scared 

when they meet nomads. For example, when the Maasai are wandering to different places, once 

the indigenous people of those places see them, they become scared especially when they see 

the Maasai warriors. Sometimes even if the Maasai have not done something wrong, people 

around begin to speculate. What I am arguing here is that there are situations where the Maasai 

appearance makes some people scared. This might be one of the causes of stereotypes and all 

kinds of marginalization to the Maasai.  

It is my assumption that Abraham and Lot faced a similar situation as that of the Maasai. 

As people living semi-nomadic life, Abraham and Lot displayed a different lifestyle as 
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compared to the Canaanites and the Perizzites. That is why when a misunderstanding occurred 

between the two of them, Henry Morris claims that it was portraying a bad testimony to the 

Canaanites and Perizzites around.335 If Morris’s claim is right, one might be right to argue that 

Abraham and Lot were strangers in the land and the eyes of the indigenous people were 

watching every move they made. This is how they might have related to the indigenous people 

and probably these indigenous were skeptical to whatever these strangers did.  

Daniel Ricket has come with a contrast to the idea of the Canaanites and Perizzites 

being owners of the land. Contrasting the idea that may give the Canaanites and Perizzites right 

to land ownership, Rickett has argued: 

 

The Canaanites and Perizzites, though dwelling in the land, have no real ownership if it (land), 

at least according to the narrator. It is God’s to give and he chooses Abraham as the recipient. 

Thus, the Canaanites and Perizzites are juxtaposed with God and Abraham. Though they are 

dwelling in the land, space is not really theirs. It belongs to God and therefore to Abraham and 

his descendants.336 

 

This argument does not only withdraw the idea of land ownership to Canaanites and Perizzites 

but also it renders ownership to God only. Consequently, even if in normal circumstances there 

are human land ownership aspect, real or imagined; only God offers it to the human race. This 

idea from current scholarship complements the Maasai informants' interpretation of the text.  

In their interpretation, my informants insisted that land is a gift from Engai according 

to Maasai traditions. Yet, it puts into doubt the confidence of farmers and other investors in 

Maasai area on the issue of land ownership because the statutory law in which they rely on 

seems challenged by this idea of divine land ownership. This also may bring an interpretation 

that though human beings according to statutory laws may claim ownership of natural 

resources, God remains the sovereign owner. This might be the reason to why Abraham did 

not see the logic of continuing to quarrel with Lot. 

More important than just analyzing the conflict in the text should be to examine 

Abraham’s opinions on solving the conflict. The strife presented in the previous part (vv.6-7) 

brings us to the third part (vv.8-9), that of Abraham’s proposed solution for the quarrel. There 

are two proposals that are evident in this part of the text. First, in v.8, Abraham discourages the 

quarrel between herdsmen for the ground that Lot and Abraham are אחים “brothers.” Second, 

in v.9, Abraham gives a proposal of the parting company between the two of them.  
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The Maasai interpretation of this part beckons for peace and nonappearance of all 

selfish characters in sharing land as a gift from Engai. For them, peace is only possible by the 

customary law that has been operating in Maasai for a long time. The Monduli District council 

(one of the districts I researched), on its process of creating a better environment for the people 

in the area where the Maasai pastoralists are the majority, came up with this opinion: 

 

Since 1963, the native land, including Maasai land was left under the customary law, which 

status was vaguely defined as deemed right of occupancy, as opposed to the granted right of 

occupancy. The main conflict over land in Monduli district is caused by the established legal 

precedent that the granted right of occupancy obtainable under the Land ordinance has priority 

over the customary or deemed right of occupancy. …This practice has been used by the 

Government to grant “superior” titles on grazing lands to several well-to-do individuals, 

including foreigners.337 

 

Apart from the weaknesses this quote has, that is limiting other people to land ownership in 

Maasai or even using that may appear as an abusive language by calling other patrons on land 

“foreigners”, my focus is on the operation of customary law. When the Maasai speak of peace 

and unselfish character, they mean the execution of customary law over the statutory law 

because this is what has been common to them.  

Despite some weaknesses, the Monduli district plan seems quite egalitarian. It is 

egalitarian because it does not exclude the views on equal sharing of land among the people. It 

suggests that land allocation in Maasai, especially grazing land and water sources, remain under 

village communal ownership and control while any land allocation must get the blessing of the 

village elders, the Laigwana.338 This traditional motive makes the Maasai informants concur 

with the solution made by Abraham to an extent of comparing him to an Olaigwanan.  

This tradition of comparing Abraham to a traditional leader in his community does also 

appear in scholarly literature. Iain Provan mentions Abraham as a man of position and wealth 

in his adopted country, a tribal chieftain of some importance.339 This brings a notion that the 

act of Maasai informants comparing Abraham to a Maasai Olaigwanan corresponds to what 

Provan argues. 
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Furthermore, in connection to the point of the Maasai favor of customary law, recent 

scholarship also seems in some cases to understand Abraham as someone who operated under 

customary law. Provan mentions that Abraham, during most of his life he did not own any land 

as such (which I suppose not by statutory law), though he had grazing and water rights (which 

I suppose by customary law).340 Though Provan does not give an example of any customary 

law that was operating in the time of Abraham, his argument implicates the presence of some 

local agreements to control the co-existence between Abraham and the indigenous people. This 

may give a clue that customary laws are not bad, if the society accepts them, they might be 

helpful to provide rights especially when it comes to an idea of grazing land while a huge 

portion of land is involved. However, even if there is statutory law, copied from the 

colonialists’ Government, still these statutes need revision in a manner that takes into 

consideration the context as it is the case with the Maasai. 

Likewise, some interpreters of Gen. 13 have discovered Abraham’s nobility and a heart 

that is ready to make peace instead of arrogance and fighting on land conflict. Westermann 

contrasts this kind of interpretation because he insists that Abraham was not making these 

proposals as an individual but he was doing it for the majority, his family and other people 

whom the quarrel was going to affect.341 I think the point here is not a distinction between the 

individualistic decision or a decision for the family and other members. Even if the decision 

was for the benefit of the families and other members, yet, it originates from a personal 

character of the one who decides in the first place. Thus, what is important here is a decision 

that is beneficial to the majority, which starts from an individual of a noble character, Abraham. 

This is the reason why the Maasai informants, when they come across this story of Abraham, 

particularly the way he made this decision, they reach a point of seeing him like an important 

person with a gift of wisdom. This kind of wisdom, according to the Maasai informants, comes 

as a product of long life experience and is possible only for elders. The decision like this is the 

one the Maasai desire because it is favoring the majority especially securing land for 

pastoralists. 

Consequently, the idea of אחים, “brotherhood,” between Abraham and Lot mentioned 

in v. 8 may be a point of departure on solving not only the biblical conflict on land but also that 

of the Maasai as well. I assume Abraham knew that there are realities of life that cannot fade 

away because of life events. Being “brothers” with Lot was something permanent but the lack 
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of grazing area was temporal. Though “brotherhood” between Abraham and Lot lack a link to 

the Maasai and their adversaries, from the humanitarian basis, still Maasai are quarreling with 

their brothers in the sense of fellow human beings. The idea of avoiding a quarrel between the 

Maasai and other patrons on land still holds water. 

Therefore, from this situation, I concur with scholars who argue that preserving family 

ties was a priority for Abraham.342 Even if Abraham and Lot would quarrel to an extent of not 

forgiving each other, this would not mean they were no longer brothers. That reality would 

remain no matter what. In that sense, Abraham mentions אחים “brotherhood” as the main reason 

they were supposed to abide with in solving the problem.  

However, saying this I do not mean that people who are not blood brothers cannot solve 

their problems either. Misunderstandings may occur regardless the concerned ones are blood 

brothers or not but as human beings, they need to settle their differences. The Maasai and their 

adversaries though not blood relatives are looking for a solution to their conflict and this 

biblical one is enriching.  

In addition, Abraham seems to think of the impossibility of living together as “brothers” 

while quarreling. He proposes to part companies between him and Lot. From the African 

perspective, Assohoto and Ngewa are trying to smoothen the event that parting of the company 

seems not to be a rejection of Lot but helpful in maintaining their emotional unity as well.343 

Taking into consideration the call of Abraham in 12:1ff, Abraham got instructions to go from 

his kindred to the land that God was to show him. Lot was someone attached to Abraham's 

journey but originally he was not part of the plan. From that perspective, it might be right to 

argue that Lot was just accompanying Abraham, especially when we consider the original call 

of Abraham. In that sense, the proposal to part companies aims at first, returning to the original 

plan of the call and second, not to harm Lot but let him continue with his prosperous life in 

freedom, yet without affecting their relationship as brothers.  

 Separation of groups of animals did not start with Abraham and Lot. The trend seems 

to be typical of the era of patriarchs, as Westermann associates the story to what was happening 

in Ugarit where there were quarrels between herdsmen over pastures and water.344  In those 

days, there was a rule that a group of small cattle nomads could not grow beyond a certain size 
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and remain sustainable.345 That means there was a limitation for these small groups. It is said 

that when quarrels happened, the subordinate group was the one supposed to part from the 

larger one.346 This gives a traditional basis of the decision of separation between Abraham and 

Lot that each of them creating an independent group with many animals. 

From what Abraham and Lot did, that is separating from each other in peace, might be 

a model to the Maasai on how biblical patriarchs solved their conflict. Through reading the 

text, the informants may learn from the text that there is another way of solving land conflicts 

in a more peaceful way rather than fighting that may encourage murder. This part may facilitate 

liberative reflections of the Maasai on the issue of land scarcity in their context today. 

For the Maasai informants, the parting of company between Abraham and Lot means 

continuing with the original carrier without interfering each other. In other words, parting 

company does not have anything negative to the original carrier of Abraham and Lot. A 

physical separation gave more freedom for each one of them for their semi-nomadic ways of 

life. The Maasai reflect this separation in their context and define it in terms of a separation 

between the Maasai pastoralists and farmers. For them, they would like to graze animals 

without farmers and other people interfering their semi-nomadic activities. This may be 

possible if there will be pastoralist land security and that the power of land allocation is 

operated in a way that village elders (Laigwana) are involved. This is different to the act of 

granting power only to the statutory law that seems to be as an oppressive power invented to 

marginalize the Maasai. 

With regard to the implementation of Abraham’s proposal, Lot’s choice drew the 

interest of my informants. The proposal itself required Lot to choose any direction he wants. It 

says, “Separate yourself from me, if you take the left hand, then I will go to the right, or if you 

take the right hand, then I will go to the left.” For the Maasai informants, Lot was supposed to 

let an elder Abraham divide the land. When Lot accepted to choose the direction to go, they 

compare him to the farmers who are grabbing Maasai land. For them any decision, which puts 

aside an Olaigwanan, for this case Abraham, will lead to selfish interests. This is what happens 

with Lot; he chooses a good area and leaves the bad one for Abraham.  

Having agreed with this idea from Abraham, Lot lifted up his eyes. Why did he lift up 

his eyes? There has been a discussion on this phrase in terms of its meaning. On his side, von 

Rad interprets it as an inner psychological process of reflection expressed by the outward 
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attitude of gazing.347 Lot seems to be careful with how he chooses which direction to go. He 

takes a moment of looking and making a proper decision, at least in his eyes that probably 

would benefit all his livestock and family.  

In this process, he saw “all the plain of Jordan” and chose it. Some interpreters have 

been very critical to this kind of choice Lot made. Philo argues from the etymology of the name 

Lot that means, “Turning aside” or “inclining away” and says: 

 

The fact is, however, that he [Lot] comes with him [Abraham], not that he may imitate the man 

who is better than he and so gain improvement, but actually to create obstacles which pull him 

back, and drag him elsewhere and make him slip in this direction or that.348 

 

Assohoto and Ngewa, from the African perspective, also build a radical argument about Lot by 

judging him that he was not a man of the same caliber as Abraham, and so he chose the land 

selfishly.349  

Judging Lot in this way might be right when someone thinks only on the goodness of 

the land he chose as compared to what piece of land was remaining for Abraham. Robert 

Wafula, basing on Gen 12:7 where God promised the land of Canaan to Abraham, challenges 

Assohoto and Ngewa. Wafula, from a Calvinist view, argues that immediately after the 

separation between Abraham and Lot, God reiterates his promise to Abraham in Gen 13:14-

17, Lot’s choice had already fore-planned.350This means Lot’s choice of land had no effects to 

God’s plan for Abraham. 

On the contrary, when someone views Lot from another perspective, the following three 

observations might be evident. First, as a semi-nomad, what would someone expect Lot to 

choose apart from an area, which is well watered and rich in pastures? That is a priority for 

semi-nomads and what Lot was doing can bring a sense of a good choice for a pastoralist. Even 

if some people are blaming Lot for not thinking about Abraham, he might be not that bad. His 

choice enlightens us that he was at least thinking of a good land for animals and his family. 

Animals might be a priority for Lot. Second, Lot was abiding by what Abraham said. The 

statement made by Abraham required Lot to make a choice of any direction he wanted. There 
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was no restriction but to choose any direction. The authority of making a choice was upon Lot 

himself and it would sound awkward if Lot would have turned to Abraham to ask, “Which way 

should I go?” The act of Lot to gaze and make a choice was right to not only himself but also 

showing respect to his senior Abraham’s request. Third, Lot probably was trusting Abraham 

as an experienced pastoralist would have known other good areas for keeping animals apart 

from the Jordan plain. In other terms, he was content about Abraham that he was strong enough 

to secure another area instead of depending on Lot’s choice. 

Even though Lot might be right for what he did, the Maasai arguments are challenging. 

They are challenging both Abraham and Lot, from a traditional Maasai perspective. In the first 

place, they challenge Abraham for taking a risk of asking Lot to choose a portion of his choice. 

As the head of the family, still, Abraham had an authority to direct Lot where to go.  In the 

second place, the Maasai informants challenge Lot for being selfish, thinking only of his 

personal benefits. 

Ultimately, parting company between Abraham and Lot as proposed by Abraham 

happened peacefully. Two signs might show us. First, it ended the strife that was threatening 

the two families. From that moment, we do not hear again of the quarrel because everyone 

owns his land and live peacefully. Second, we do not hear any complaints between Abraham 

and Lot after implementation of the parting plan. Both Abraham and Lot seem to be pleased 

with the plan. This indicates that it was a working solution to the land conflict. When someone 

views this act of separation between Abraham and Lot in a wide spectrum, Ricket’s argument 

becomes strong when he says that the focus was for Abraham coming into alignment with 

God’s original command in Gen 12:1.351 This means that whatever choice Lot makes, it was 

not an issue rather than making up with God, the owner of space. 

Despite all the challenges that the Maasai informants pose about the characters in the text, 

Abraham and Lot, yet they see a point of learning on solving land conflicts. This is by allocating 

land special for semi-nomadic activities, which all other investors and farmers will identify and 

then avoid any interference. For the Maasai, a land set apart for semi-nomadic activities will 

give freedom to practice their cultural carrier, hence preserve their semi-nomadic way of life. 

For them, the text is illustrating a better way of solving their conflict that has been existing for 

some decades now. 
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4.4 Maasai Readings of Exod 13:17-22 in Dialogue with Critical Old Testament 

Studies 

During the process of reading this text, four themes got attention. These themes are, the 

understanding of God among the Maasai, the idea of God’s guidance, the Israelites being 

equipped for battle, and the carrying of Joseph’s bones. 

4.4.1 Understanding of God among the Maasai 

The Maasai reading of Exod. 13:17-22 has come up with an understanding of God/Engai as a 

nomadic God. The Maasai informants reach to this understanding of God because of the act of 

a presence of God who moves with people (with semi-nomadic ways of life) throughout their 

journey. This presence of God is evident in what they think that he was providing enough rains 

for grass growth and the increment of their herds and flocks.  

This interpretation is not far from what some commentators interpret the book of 

Exodus. John Durham, in his commentary on Exodus, coins the expression “presence of 

Yahweh” as central in the Exodus narrative.352 What Durham is trying to put forward by his 

phrase “presence of Yahweh” as his point of departure is to show how individuals like Moses 

experience God and Israelites as a group.  

Let me reflect a bit on the term “presence of Yahweh”. There has been a tendency 

among scholars to discuss similarities between the phrases “presence of Yahweh” and “fear of 

God.” Recent scholarship is linking the concept of “fear of God/ the Lord” to the “presence 

and absence of God” in the book of Exodus. Bosman is one of them, in one of his works he 

argues that a dialectic between divine presence and absence is indicated by the use of the 

expression “fear of God/the Lord” in Exodus.353 He continues mentioning some verbs in the 

Old Testament with the divine subject, which express divine presence or appearance. Among 

the verbs are: 

hlk (“to do away, depart”) as part of the expression hlk lpny it is used frequently in the narratives 

about the journey through the Wilderness (Exod. 13:21; 14:19; 23:23; 32:1, 23, 34). …nhh 

(“lead”) refers to divine protection and guidance (13:17, 21; 15:13; 32:34). It is also often used 
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with the connotation of instruction and further research is needed to ascertain possible wisdom 

influence.354 

 

Durham and Bosman may be understood as scholars who argue that the presence of 

God is a personal experience people get though different acts God does to them. In this sense, 

the Maasai might be right to express on how they experience God in their own terms as people 

living a semi-nomadic way of life. They experience the presence of God in their context and 

that is why they argue that he is a nomadic God. 

From a psychological point of view, the Maasai might be right to refer to God in the 

way they think important and meaningful to them.  Recent scholarship on psychology seems 

to assert that people build their faith as they meet their personal needs. For example, 

psychologists from North-West University in South Africa affirm that the belief in God 

depends on the projection of unmet needs on an idealized parental figure.355 This means that 

people understand and name God according to how he meets their needs in their daily life. 

However, even though this psychological point of view might not meet faith standards, still it 

tells a reality of the character of human beings. When the Maasai experience how God meets 

their needs like grass and water for their flocks, they might be right in one way to say that God 

is nomadic. 

In African worldview, there are two perspectives that might have a considerable 

contribution to the understanding of God. First, African cosmology embraces the idea that God 

is distant and not involved in human’s everyday life.356 This cosmological view calls for fear 

of God and a need for natural and supernatural forces to govern everyday events, the spiritual 

beings to guide and protect the living.357 The second perspective is a defining feature of African 

culture that is an emphasis on relationships.358 This seems an important aspect to an extent that 

some scholars reach a point of saying that the center of African spirituality lies on the core 
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issue of relationship.359 These scholars fall short of not giving details of the dimensions of the 

relationship they are talking. It is my assumption that the issue might be either a relationship 

between human beings in this world or a relationship between people and their creator. In any 

case, the Maasai do not fall on the latter since they do not have intermediaries in their worship 

to Engai. The former aspect is the one in which the Maasai probably would like to maintain 

the relationship among themselves while their reading of the Exodus story leads them to a 

relationship with God whom they interpret him as a nomadic God. 

The Maasai understanding of God as nomadic is part of what is happening in the larger 

African context. Different scholars have engaged themselves in researching on how Africans 

understand God in the African context. In her book, titled How God became African: African 

Spirituality and Western Secular Thought, Gerrie ter Haar explores different perspectives that 

lead to an understanding of God as African. She identifies the processes of inculturation, 

Africanization, and identity as leading to such an understanding.360 In what I might say is a core 

of her book, she states that since the original arrival of European missionaries in Africa, God 

has gradually become African to such a degree that the change is beginning to affect the rest 

of the world. African-ness, or being African, is no longer a local identity only but has become 

a distinctive part of a global identity.361 

Ter Haar’s argument might fall upon accusations of reducing theology to anthropology in 

a sense. Coining that God has become African might be a statement that goes to an extreme. 

However, this argument is also not limiting people in different contexts to understand God in 

terms of how he reveals himself to them. Africans may concentrate in interpreting the character 

of God who loves all people regardless of their nationalities. It is a matter of how people can 

express the presence of God to them in their own terms and that is where this argument remains 

valid for Africans. This argument also empowers the Maasai in thinking of God as a nomad. 

4.4.2 God’s Guidance 

Another hermeneutical issue raised by the Maasai informants comes from the phrase on v. 21 

“and the Lord went in front of them” which implies God’s guidance for his people. I will here 

discuss four aspects of God’s guidance. The first aspect is on the Maasai informants’ general 
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understanding of God’s guidance. The second is the informants’ specific understanding of 

God’s guidance, which is fighting of enemies. The third is the aspect of liberation from 

different forms of oppression the Maasai are facing, and fourth, the significance of pillars of 

cloud and fire in the Maasai context.  

Generally, the Maasai informants interpreted the text in a way that recognizes God’s 

guidance for Israelites who have a character that resembles that of the semi-nomadic Maasai. 

As I noticed in chapter three of this work, the response in the groups of the Maasai informants 

to the question that required giving a general understanding of the text, they noted the way God 

reveals his love and care for people with a semi-nomadic lifestyle. For my Maasai informants 

even if the Israelites were moving to the Promised Land, something that may show that they 

were heading to a specific point, still they owned livestock and appeared like semi-nomadic 

people. The informants recognized the Israelites, moving from one station to another, walking 

with animals, a sign that they had some semi-nomadic characters and that God was with them 

all the time. My informants here raised two ideas in relation to the text. First, that the Israelites 

look like semi-nomadic people, and second, that God was guiding them throughout their 

journey. Though it is very hard to defend the former perspective, the latter seems to have some 

support among scholars.  

Some scholars reflect positively the issue of God’s guidance in Exod 13. Deryck 

Sheriffs in his article “Moving on with God: Key Motives in Exodus 13-20” wants to show 

that a trend of people walking on foot with a guidance of the deity is common to both patriarchs 

and the mosaic journey in the book of exodus. He argues that in the process, this traveling on 

foot with divine guidance has accumulated associations in a manner characteristic of tensive 

symbols, and metaphors of journeys, path, guidance, light, and destination will owe nothing 

directly to the patriarchal cycle or the exodus story.362 Though he does not associate these 

movements directly with nomadic people, he accepts that these movements at least had signs 

of divine guidance. 

The Book of Psalms may have a contribution to our discussion on the issue of God’s 

guidance. Sheriffs discusses the guidance motive in Exodus in the light of Psalms and comes 

with an argument: 

 

The way exodus guidance appears in the poetry of Psalms 77 and 78 illustrates the extension of 

metaphor. …but in three (77:20 and 78:53, 72) this visual symbol is displayed by Shepherd-

flock imagery. This process of elaboration by associating images is so natural that it can pass 
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unnoticed. Indeed, poets may associate images consciously or unconsciously, just as we mix 

metaphors in everyday speech consciously or unconsciously.363 

 

Linguistically, reading about God’s guidance of the Israelites in the light of Psalms brings 

insights that assume closeness to Maasai semi-nomadic experience. I am arguing this because 

the language of shepherd flock seems familiar to the Maasai, as it reflects a daily life on grazing 

animals. As God appears as a shepherd guiding a flock, that is the Israelites as a group, this 

brings confidence to the Maasai that God will always love to an extent of taking care of them 

without discriminating the Maasai because of their semi-nomadic lifestyle. 

More recent to Sheriffs, commenting on the book of Exodus, Thomas B. Dozeman has 

taken the discussion on God’s guidance a bit more deeply. It is deeper because he has divided 

God’s guidance into two categories namely, a direct and an indirect leading.364 According to 

Dozeman, Exod. 13:20-21 describes divine leading of the people more indirectly as a pillar of 

cloud, rather than an explicit leading of God (Exod 13:17-18).365 May be it is right to see the 

shift in language between vv. 17-18 and vv. 20-21 that may lead to such an assumption.  

Nevertheless, scholarly literature does not ignore God’s guidance for Israelites whether 

it be direct or indirect. In the same way, it is very difficult for the Israelites who were traveling 

with their leader Moses to recognize this direct or indirect leadership because they never 

experienced any physical presence of God apart from the symbols and they still believed on 

divine leading. The same happened to the Maasai informants, they do not recognize this 

difference but they know that God’s guidance may enhance them to think in another 

perspective on their current experience of socio-cultural marginalization. 

As people who are experiencing several forms of harassments and marginalization, the 

Maasai see God’s guidance of people who are on transit as a very special favor for them who 

have a lifestyle assumed similar to that of Israelites. They interpret that even if other people 

are marginalizing them, still God loves people who are traveling with animals. He is guiding 

them in their wanderings searching for pastures and water.  

Apart from the general understanding of God’s guidance for his people, the Maasai 

informants interpret the text specifically that God may fight against enemies of his people. In 

that sense, as God guided Israel against their enemies, the Maasai informants believe that he 

                                                           
363 Ibid., 51. 

364 Thomas B. Dozeman, Commentary on Exodus, ed. David Noel Freedman and Astrid B. Beck (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2009), 309. 

365 Ibid. 



 
 

157 
 

will also fight or give them the power to fight all enemies that are threatening the livelihood of 

Maasai. This is how the Maasai informants interpret v. 17 that reads: When Pharaoh let the 

people go, God did not lead them by the way of the land of the Philistines, although that was 

near; for God said, “Lest these people repent when they see war and return to Egypt.” For the 

Maasai informants, this verse shows that God’s intention was to let the extended family of 

Israel travel to the end of their journey without any interference of the enemies.  

In the same way, the Maasai informants relate v. 17 to their context that God does not 

like farmers and investors to defeat the Maasai on the grazing land. Munga concludes that land 

is the source of livelihood and all of us have to benefit from it in different ways.366 In the same 

way the Maasai pastoralists value land. For the Maasai, the greatest enemy is the one who 

threatens the life of livestock. Livestock seems the greatest source of prosperous life in Maasai. 

In that sense, when farmers are taking a big portion of land for farming activities, leaving just 

small areas for pastoralism, the Maasai feel oppressed to the extreme. Through reading of the 

exodus story in this particular text, their thinking of seeing other possibilities to free themselves 

from marginalization they are experiencing now is facilitated.  

Another specific issue, which the Maasai informants link to God’s guidance, is 

liberation from different types of bondage. In an implied way, the Maasai informants read this 

Exodus story, especially the theme of God’s guidance, in relation to their current 

marginalization situation on their way towards liberation. It is their belief that God is assuring 

liberation of the Maasai from socio-cultural marginalization. The liberation motive seems not 

only interesting to the Maasai informants but it is also a common perspective in the 

interpretation of the book of Exodus by marginalized societies in the world. In Africa, Jean-

Marc Ela reflects on the issue of liberation in the book of Exodus and argues on a question: 

What is the message of the book of Exodus today for millions of Africans in their religious, 

cultural, political and social-economic situations?367 His answer focuses on a specific direction 

of reading of Exodus narrative. This as he proposes, is by entering into solidarity with the 

individuals and groups who are refused the dignity of being human, denounce the most crying 

abuses of the established systems, and, to intervene at all levels of the social system to protect 

the weak and the little from the arbitrary will of the great.368 
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While Ela calls for solidarity with the marginalized and intervention to help the weak, 

Hendrik Bosman, some years later, extends the discussion. Reflecting on how African 

narratives concerning origin and identity can engage in an intertextual dialogue with the 

Exodus narrative, Bosman is not far from Ela as he argues that in a post-colonial Africa, people 

interpret the book of Exodus in a liberation motive.369 Ela and Bosman read the story of Exodus 

from an African post-colonial perspective where Africans are at the marginal. At this marginal, 

Africans feel a need of liberation from such a situation.  

The Maasai on their side are facing the same experience as other African peoples. The 

situation in Maasai might be even worse as one may assume the fighting for land that is 

happening is more serious for the most expected source of income that is pastoralism. Though 

Ela and Bosman just mention the need for liberation without being specific on who is 

responsible on the whole issue of liberation, the Maasai reading of the text tasks Engai himself 

to be the one liberating and guiding his people throughout of their wandering trips. 

The last aspect of God’s guidance is the significance of the pillars of cloud and fire. As 

I argued previously in this work on the Maasai traditional world view that the Maasai are after 

the concrete and not the abstract, the visible sign of pillars of cloud and fire for them proves 

not only the presence of deity in the journey but also the assurance of good pastures and water 

for their animals. For them, God’s presence is more meaningful when both humans and animals 

benefit in terms of pastures and water. Pillars of cloud and fire signify God’s presence in visible 

outcomes of pastures and water where the whole society benefits including animals.  

When one looks from a semi-nomadic perspective, some biblical commentaries have 

discussed in what might seem a narrow way the significance of the pillars of cloud and fire. A 

notable example is Alan Cole who comments on the symbol of a pillar of cloud as the presence 

of God that may guide and illuminate the way and protect from enemies.370 I argue it to be a 

narrower sense because if weighed from the Maasai informants’ perspective where God’s 

guidance includes people and their property, it shows a deficiency. Cole’s comment has valued 

only humans without saying anything about the animals. Even if someone may argue that God’s 

guidance does not exclude the property, this seems to be an implied meaning and not direct 

like that of the Maasai.  
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On his side, William Propp, apart from attributing a pillar of cloud and that of fire to 

the divine presence and guidance, he argues that it separates the Hebrews from the Egyptians.371 

Propp goes a step further from the common interpretation of the pillar of cloud and fire as a 

sign of God’s presence and protection. He adds a religious aspect that is separating Israelites 

as chosen people from Egyptians. This additional argument, though, takes one to another 

dimension, yet it is showing how the Israelites find favor before God as compared to other 

nations around. It indicates how God has been with his people throughout their journey. 

However, the Maasai interpretation of the text still seems to facilitate their way of thinking 

because they interpret God’s presence and guidance to both human beings and their property. 

Carol Meyers, in his commentary on the book of Exodus, does not differ much with the 

interpretation about the pillars of cloud and fire by Cole. In my view, he complements that 

God’s presence and the pillars are figures of speech.372 She elaborates that they were figures of 

speech in the sense that they form a language of two opposites that together denote a totality, 

providing an inclusive view of time and indicating that God will always be present as Israel’s 

guide.373  

Walter Kaiser Jr is also no exception from others. He interprets the pillar as another 

name of the angel of God.374 In the context of other Old Testament texts, Kaiser argues that 

God’s Name is “in” this angel who goes before his people to bring them into Canaan (Exod. 

23:20-23) and he is the “angel of his presence” (Isa. 63:8-9). Kaiser argues from the perspective 

of Malachi 3:1 that this angel is the “messenger of the covenant,” who is the Lord, the owner 

of the temple.375This view, among many other views, implies that the image of pillars as signs 

showing God’s presence is still a persistent view of some biblical commentators. However, for 

my informants, a pillar of cloud means Engai’s presence that assures the presence of rain for 

the grass to grow so that animals and the Maasai may prosper. In the same way, my Maasai 

informants go further by asserting that Engai is rain. When it rains, the Maasai say, Engai has 

come.376 A cloud of fire means a flash of lightning in the night that shows a sign of rain as well. 
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It is my assumption that this Maasai informants’ way of interpreting the text improves their 

thoughts especially when they associate the text with their daily life experience. 

However, there has been some arguments contrasting the whole idea of pillars of cloud 

and fire. For example, Victor Hamilton in his commentary on Exodus argues that there was 

only one pillar of cloud with a fire burning all the time.377 According to him, there was only 

one pillar but the fire was not visible during the day because of the light and easily visible 

during the night because of the surrounding darkness.378 Hamilton brings a comprehensive 

contrast to the dominating tradition of interpretation of the symbols but despite his contrast, he 

admits that fire was not visible during the day. This means the Israelites saw a cloud by the day 

and fire in the nights, an evidence that may make someone understanding as two different 

pillars may sound right. The number of pillars might be not a point here but what matters is the 

significance that God was leading Israelites through these visible symbols. 

Apart from some of the commentaries that have provided two contrast ideas on the 

understanding of the pillars, Kenneth Chelst comes with a general argument that the paramount 

goal of Exodus was for Israelites to know God and that all visible signs (like pillars of cloud 

and fire) were aiming to know God, because seeing is believing.379 With reference to Exod. 

7:16, Chelst goes further and argues that the divine plan did not envision physical freedom 

from bondage as a goal but as a means of assuming religious awareness and responsibility.380 

Though the title of his book, Exodus and Emancipation : Biblical and African-American 

Slavery, portrays a picture in which Chelst seems to achieve on how the book of Exodus 

emancipates the African-Americans as he discusses the concept of God who sees people’s 

afflictions and hears their cry,381 yet his focus is on the issue of knowing God as the main 

concern.  

When I analyze Chelst’s argument from the perspective of Walter Houston,382 Chelst 

seems to be as someone who is much inclined to the monotheistic theology of Exodus. Chelst 

is overlooking other important aspects of the visible outcomes of God’s presence, which is also 
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the focus of the Maasai informants. Insisting on God’s presence as the only meaning of the 

pillars of cloud and fire might mean falling into a trap of neglecting other aspects of the 

meaning of these signs. I am not against this monotheistic theology as one of the concerns in 

the book of Exodus but what I am arguing is that Chelst is more theoretical and he ignores 

some important practical means that may make someone reading Exodus to know God more. 

For instance in Maasai, knowing God goes together with vivid benefits that come because of 

God’s presence like land where they get grass and water for animals. 

However, the Maasai interpretation on these signs of pillars of cloud and fire, is in 

relation to their semi-nomadic ways of life. This may sound to others as an exaggeration. For 

example, Houston argues that Israelites are, not “wandering” in the wilderness as someone may 

think but their movements are determined by the purpose of God.383 Moreover, even if it seems 

more difficult to regard Israelites in this text as trans human pastoral nomads, yet he argues 

that as with any great work of literature, what Exodus means is in the end up to the reader. For 

him, creative reading of the book depends not merely on the readers’ need and perspectives, 

but upon their propensity to read themselves into the book.384 

Although Houston’s argument is not directly relating the Israelites to semi-nomadic 

ways of life, in some ways he opens up for any society reading the book to “read themselves 

into the book.” The Maasai then, coming across the text, reading about a group of people 

traveling on foot with large groups of animals, they have a potential of reading themselves in 

the book. They compare their movements for searching grass and water to that of Israelites 

who spent years in the desert on their way to the Promised Land. 

From this discussion, one may conclude that the Maasai reading of the text has some 

strong perspectives. In the first place, the Maasai reading of the text may function as a challenge 

against the harassments that are going on in Maasai area in the sense that classical texts like 

the Bible reflect a semi-nomadic way of life in a positive way. In the second place, the reading 

of the text may give the Maasai confidence and thus strengthen some aspects of their culture. 

4.4.3 Israel Equipped for Battle 

When the Maasai informants read the text about the Israelites moving while equipped for battle, 

they interpreted it positively because for them, fighting against an enemy is something good 

for protecting their society. This is the reason to why the il murran is a special age group for 
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protecting the Maasai against their enemies. For them, the text of Exodus 13 is like a reminder 

that there are always enemies of the society and the youth have to be well equipped for battle 

as the man cited in section 1.1 of this work also says. In a case where the battle was inevitable, 

V. 18 reveals that God prepared Israelites for battle.  

 Though the Maasai informants saw that as people prepared for battle, the Israelites 

were able to fight anyone who tried to threaten their journey; still, Israelites had no experience 

in war. For them, this is the reason why God lead them in a way that made them walk without 

encountering enemies. The interpretation of the Maasai informants renders this act to an 

assumption that Israelites were not as strong warriors as the Maasai. 

 Some scholars have also reflected on the issue of war in the Hebrew Bible. Flavius 

Josephus, apart from reflecting on wars of the Jews, in his work titled Contra Apionem 

interprets Moses as an excellent general of an army.385 Josephus reaches to that conclusion 

because of what he observes as Moses’ leadership in fighting different enemies on their way to 

Canaan for the sake of protecting Israelites’ children and wives.  386 Probably the issue of Moses 

being associated to war begins from the moment he killed the Egyptian as we read in Exod 

2:11-12. According to Acts 7:24-25, Moses killed the Egyptian for the reason of defending the 

oppressed Israelite.  

Susan Niditch also has argued on the issue of war in the Old Testament. In her book 

War in the Hebrew Bible : A Study in the Ethics of Violence, she reflects on war in the Hebrew 

Bible and discusses the concept of חרם, “the ban,” as God’s portion.387 For Niditch, the 

concept of חרם is the most “shocking” of the Ancient Hebrew ideologies.388 She sees 

 :for any reason as destruction of individual psyches as she argues חרם

In the ban as God’s justice a sharp line is drawn between us and them, between clean and 

unclean, between those worthy of salvation and those deserving elimination. The enemy is thus 

not a mere human, an offering, necessary to win the assistance of God, but a monster, unclean 

and diseased. The ban as God’s justice thus allows people to accept the notion of killing other 

humans by dehumanizing them and the process of dehumanization can take place even within 

the group during times of stress, distrust, and anomie.389 
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With such an argument, I think Niditch is inspired by other fields like anthropology to interpret 

the concept of חרם. If someone interprets the concept of חרם from the context of fighting the 

enemies of God’s people, it may come up with a different meaning. It is in this notion of 

fighting against enemies that makes the Maasai informants legitimize war also. 

 More evidence on war in the Hebrew Bible comes from a biblical scholar Shaul Bar. 

Bar brings to the fore king Saul’s wars against some nations. With 1 Sam 14:47-48 as his point 

of departure, Bar shows how Saul fought against Transjordan nations to ensure the livelihood 

of the people in Israel who needed territories to settle.390 As he examines the text, Bar 

concludes: 

Saul’s wars against Moab, Ammon, Edom, and Zobah came to protect his new kingdom from 

eastern threats. By fighting in the east, he expanded the border of his young monarchy to Trans-

Jordan and eliminates the threat that came from the alliance between David, the Ammonites, 

and Moabites. In addition, he incorporated the Israelites tribes of Trans-Jordan into his 

kingdom.391 

Apart from the geopolitical reason to Saul’s wars as I have cited above, there was economical 

reason as well. Bar gives an example of the last battle of Saul at mount Gilboa where the winner 

would take control over the “coastal highway,” an important link that connected Mesopotamia 

and Egypt for trade.392 Taking control of the “coastal highway” meant a lot in improving the 

economic situation of the people. 

It is possible then to argue that Bar’s article does inform the reader on two things. First, 

the article stands to prove cases of presence of war in the Hebrew Bible. His discussion on 

various nations, which Saul fought, is an evidence to this point. Second, Bar’s article shows 

some reasons that seemed important to legitimize those wars. As I mentioned above the reasons 

are geopolitical and economical. Such reasons resonate to the ones in the Maasai context. The 

Maasai pastoralists are fighting with farmers and other investors to protect their territory 

(Maasai land), which is special for an economic activity of grazing animals. 

However, in this particular article, Bar does not bother to engage his efforts to question 

how these wars in the Hebrew Bible may influence the current society that is witnessing various 

wars.  Perhaps, by reflecting on the application of the biblical text on Saul’s wars, Bar’s article 
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would have made more sense to his readers. In other words, there should be good reason for 

the context of Saul’s wars to dialogue with the current context. 

Eben Scheffler also discusses war and violence in the Old Testament world. For him, 

war and violence are not only part and parcel of the Old Testament message, but also actually 

characteristic of it.393  In his general view of war and violence in the Old Testament world, 

Scheffler states that the name of God as יהוה צבאות , “the Lord of armies,” in Exod 12:41 portrays 

a picture of a warrior God. Other features according to Scheffler are the ark of covenant as the 

palladium of God’s presence in Israel’s war (1Sam 4:3) and Yahweh himself waging for wars, 

which are actually his wars (Exod 14:4; Deut 1:30; Josh 10:14; Num 21:14).394 In another 

article, Scheffler discusses specifically the violence in the book of Deuteronomy.395 Stating 

forms of violence in Deuteronomy, Scheffler identifies violence not only to human beings but 

also to animals for example the slaughtering of heifer in Deut 21:1-8, which he interprets as 

violence against innocent animals.396  

However, violent texts such as Deut 13 and 20 are said to create problems that lead to 

the question whether it is possible to campaign for peace today with the Bible in hand.397 When 

some people read such texts, they may endorse war and violence like my informant cited in 

section 1.1 of this work. With the view of some of my Maasai informants, war seems the only 

way to protect the grazing land from other people who seem to be like invaders. 

Apart from recognizing violence in the Old Testament, Scheffler approaches the issue 

of war in a different perspective from that of Bar. He argues that an ancient book becomes an 

actual and relevant book if it is studied from a thematic approach where life-related themes like 

human rights, political liberation, poverty, sexuality, possession of land that are common to 

both ancients and moderns are scrutinized in the text.398 Probably Scheffler reaches to this 

approach because of two reasons that throw light to his understanding of violence. The reasons 
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include first, that war and violence produces death and suffering on such a large scale. Second, 

war and violence is the only form of violence that is still sanctioned and even religiously 

justified by most societies in the world.399  These reasons may provoke someone to think on 

some possibilities of ending the effects of war.  

Several strategies may suggest ending war and violence. This includes entering into a 

dialogue with some other biblical texts that offer criticism of war.400 Such texts like 1 Kgs 22 

when Micaiah the prophet is warning King Ahab, Isa 30:15-17 where Isaiah the prophet is 

warning Kings Ahaz and Hezekiah, and 2 Kgs 23:27; 24:3, 20; Jer 4:3, 6; 21:5; 34:22 where 

Jeremiah the prophet is criticizing King Zedekiah, Scheffler argues that may set an example. 

Other texts that suggest ending violence in the Bible include the commandment not to kill 

(Exod 20:13), and Lev 19:17-18 that insists on love. This also is evident in this project by 

reading some biblical texts that advocate peace on sharing natural resources like Gen 13:1-12. 

In reading the text of Genesis 13, one female informant pleaded for end of war in Maasai (see 

section 3.3.1 of this work).  

Another strategy may be for biblical scholars entering into a disciplinary debate with 

philosophers, representatives of religion, political scientists, biologists, sociologists, and 

psychologists on war and violence with a view to its eradication as Scheffler suggests.401 I 

agree with him with the restriction that biblical scholars may dialogue with other disciplines 

for looking for some possibilities on how to interpret violent Old Testament texts in the today’s 

context. This way of interpreting the violent Old Testament texts may throw light to the Maasai 

informant’s understanding as I reported on section 1.1 of this work to think on other 

possibilities of ending war in Maasai context.  

4.4.4 Carrying Joseph’s Bones 

The expression עמו יוסף את־עצמות משה ויקח  “and Moses took Joseph’s bones with him” as we 

read in v. 19 seems to be problematic to my Maasai informants. The Maasai informants find 

the carrying of Joseph’s bones as contrary to their culture therefore illogical. They questioned 

the essence of that act and even reached a point of associating it to ancestral worship, putting 

Israel’s monotheistic belief into doubt. Traditionally the Maasai believe that death is the end 
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of person’s life in this world. Traditionally, When a Maasai family member died, the relatives 

smeared the body with fat, threw it into the bush, that wild animal may come and eat it.402 

Though, due to different contexts, nowadays the Maasai especially in towns, conduct funerals.  

Even if currently there might be slight changes to some Maasai because of those among 

them who conduct funerals, the context still holds the same understanding that once a person 

dies, it is the end of that person’s life. This Maasai understanding may resemble in some ways 

the Old Testament theology on death where John Goldingay asserts: 

Thus there is no denial of death in the First Testament. It faces the fact that life will come to an 

end, and it has no expectation of a renewed life on the other side of death. It often accepts that 

with equanimity, through the fact that death often assails people before their time means it is 

also capable of protesting about it.403 

 

Despite the resemblance between the Old Testament and Maasai understanding on 

death, the Israelites who are main characters of the Old Testament differ with the Maasai on 

the burial rites in two perspectives. First, in Israel, the burial ritual for the deceased was 

obligatory. David Meilsheim says, burial of the dead was almost as a pressing duty as visiting 

the sick.404 People valued the ritual as a sign of showing respect not only to relatives but also 

to the creator himself. In that sense, Meilsheim showing how priests of the time were serious 

on the matter he says: 

The priests applied the following passages for the observation of this duty: Proverbs 14:32 and 

19:7, and, regarding its negligence, 17:5. The same thought was behind respect for the remains 

of the dead, and the cemeteries were carefully preserved from any profanation. Even frivolous 

conversation was forbidden there.405 

 

In that sense, the carrying of Joseph’s bones, so that he could be buried close to his 

ancestors, was a way of showing respect to Joseph, who according to v. 19, made Israel to take 

an oath of burying him in Canaan. It is not my intention to trace when this burying ritual began 

in Israel but what I argue here is that it was a custom in all Israel to perform the ritual. This 

might be the reason leading to the oath of transporting Joseph’s bones to Canaan. 
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Second, throwing the deceased bodies in Israel was a sign of curse or punishment.406 

There are some cases reported in the Old Testament where due to some circumstances, people 

threw the deceased bodies for wild animals and birds to eat. As an example, Philip Johnston 

explains that non-burial was a terrible fate of soldiers on the battlefield (Deut 28:25f.; Jer 7:33; 

16:4, 6).407 It is true that burying the deceased in Israel does not mean that they did not have 

other rituals they performed to the deceased bodies. Johnson puts it plainly that throwing bodies 

of the deceased was a sign that a person is rejected in society and thus undergoing a kind of 

punishment at least to be a lesson to those still alive not to repeat the same mistakes.  

The Maasai informants are critical to the act of carrying Joseph’s bones and they see no 

strong reasons to do that. For them, there is no life after death. Some anthropologists who 

happened to research on the Maasai have shown different views on life after death among the 

Maasai. There is a divided opinion between those who agree and those who disagree the idea. 

For example, Hauge, who did an empirical research to the Maasai, reports: 

When I asked them about a continuation of life either in the shape of a visible or invisible being 

(spirit), many of them laughed at me and answered by asking me this question: “Do you really 

think that a man whose body either is rotting or is eaten by the hyenas can continue his 

existence?” So their answer was: “No.” My conclusion is that most Maasai people do not 

believe that the dead man in any shape, visible or invisible, do not return to his family to perform 

good or evil deeds to his descendants. According to the same informants, there is no existence 

of any kind after death. When some Europeans have written that a dead person sometimes 

returns to his home in the shape of a big snake, I have not been able to find any support for this 

belief among my informants of the Purko branch.408 

 

Even if this research was done some decades ago, my research finds that this belief still exists 

in Maasai today. In the current research, most of my informants in the villages still rejected life 

after death. This does not mean that all Maasai believe so but those who are accepting that there 

is life after death either get influence from other nearby Bantu ethnic groups who have ancestral 

veneration or Christianity where the life after death is a common doctrine.  

On the side of the Maasai, although there are various factors that are influencing some 

of them to believe in life after death, traditionally there is no such a belief. Ethnic groups that 

believe in life after death or even ancestors veneration surround the Maasai. Writing on the 
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religious life of sub-Saharan Africa, Benjamin Ray reveals how other ethnic groups in Africa 

have beliefs in spirits of the dead and ancestors.409 Due to fear of those spirits to come and 

disturb people, they must perform some special funeral festivals to chase out these spirits of 

the dead to the realm of ancestors, which is located in the bush.410 Although this example is 

from the Dogon of central Mali, many other African ethnic groups have this belief and they 

may bring influence to other ethnic groups. Closer geographically to the Maasai, Laurenti 

Magesa discusses the existence of ancestral, spirit, human and material powers in the 

Tanzanian context.411 All these examples may contribute to influence the Maasai to an extent 

that some of them are now having beliefs in spirits and ancestors, hence life after death. 

To sum up this discussion, I assume, the Maasai rejection of life after death may be the 

reason for their questioning about carrying of Joseph’s bones.  For the Maasai informants, their 

disbelief on life after death keeps them away from ancestral veneration and maintains their 

focus on a monotheistic belief in Engai. The point of this argument is to claim that there is 

indeed much attention to monotheistic belief in a society that does not have connections to 

spirits of the dead and ancestors in Africa. The society that fears spirits of the dead and 

ancestors may spend much time performing rituals to calm these spirits and at the end; they 

might find themselves in a danger of reducing the power of one Supreme Being. Additionally, 

the Maasai rejection of spirits of the dead and ancestors puts them in a position of understanding 

that death is a natural phenomenon that each person has to face in future. Such an understanding 

reduces the pressure of asking “who is the cause of this death” when death happens but rather, 

the common question to them is “what is the cause of this death.” Asking such a question not 

only abstain them from witchcraft accusations but also maintain peace among the members of 

extended family. 

As we have reflected the Maasai interpretation on carrying of Joseph’s bones to the 

experiences of ancient Israel, there is something common to both societies in the sense that 

they are skeptical to the issue of life after death. Rejection of carrying of Joseph’s bones as 

indicated by the Maasai informants might reflect their semi-nomadic ways of life. The 

movements of people with semi-nomadic lifestyle may not favor a settled life and take care of 
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graveyards. For the Israelites, the reasons for being skeptical on the doctrine of life after death 

may need further research. 

 

 

4.5 Maasai Readings of Jer 35:5-10 in Dialogue with Scholarly Literature 

In the reading of this text, two main issues emerged. These are, first, the lifestyle of the 

Rechabites, and second, the prohibitions they received from their ancestor. These themes will 

dialogue with critical scholarship in the following sections. 

4.5.1 The lifestyle of Rechabites 

The first theme that seems to be interesting to my informants is the lifestyle of the Rechabites. 

According to them, the way of life of the Rechabites resembles that of the Maasai. In this sense, 

the Maasai informants attribute the Rechabites to semi-nomadic way of life. The rules that the 

Rechabites observed made my Maasai informants to characterize them as semi-nomadic. The 

lifestyle of the Rechabites prohibited them not only from agricultural activities but also from 

living in permanent houses. For the Maasai informants, this type of life portrays a semi-

nomadic way of life.  

Some scholars have reflected on the lifestyle of the Rechabites. Roland De Vaux 

favored the view that the Rechabites were living a nomadic life.412 Observing the law among 

them on not to sow seed or to plant fruit trees, not to drink wine or to build a house, De Vaux 

sees the essential contrast between nomadic life and the life of a settled farmer.413 However, 

one may challenge De Vaux by his assumption that only two groups existed, namely the 

nomads and farmers. De Vaux does not take far his discussion to see whether there were other 

possibilities of describing the lifestyle of the Rechabites. A wider reflection on other 

possibilities would concretize his argument rather than just limiting the whole society into two 

groups of nomads and settled farmers. 

Frank S. Frick juxtaposed the idea that Rechabites were nomads. In an article that aimed 

at reconsidering the Rechabites, he describes them as artisans. He argues: 
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It is, however, questionable whether these cultural traits can justifiably be interpreted as 

characteristics peculiar to nomadic society. Rather, I suggest that the Rechabite discipline can 

also be interpreted as belonging to a guild of craftsmen, probably in this case a guild of 

metalworkers involved in the making of chariots and other weaponry.414 

 

Frick builds his argument by considering the limited material about Rechabites which starts 

from 2 Kgs 10 as the original text that is speaking about what he terms the first mention of the 

Rechabites. In 2 Kgs 10:15 we see Jehonadab son of Rechab mentioned. Supplemented by the 

information about Rechabites in Jer 35, Frick discusses three assumptions. First, that abstention 

from alcohol is a distinctive trait of a nomadic society, second, that tent dwelling necessarily 

indicates nomadism and third, that the disdaining of agriculture is a sure sign of nomadism.415 

Frick concludes that those who describe the Rechabites as nomads are scholars who have done 

an eisegetical contention.416  

Likewise, William Holladay argues from the root of the Hebrew term that brings the 

name Rechabites rkb.417 He claims that the root rkb means “ride,” and mrkbh means “chariot,” 

and the term “son of Rechab” therefore originally meant “charioteer” or “chariot-maker.” He 

contends that since the Rechabites are recorded as a subgroup of the Kenites (1 Chr 2:55), and 

since the Kenites are suspected of being originally a clan of smiths, therefore the Rechabites, 

too, may have been a subgroup specializing in making chariots and weaponry perhaps in 

northern Arabah.418 This argument from the root of the term does not say explicitly that the 

Rechabites were smiths but Holladay suspects to be so. Something suspected may be true or 

false, thus the argument remains uncertain. Yet, it opens our minds to another possibility of the 

lifestyle of the Rechabites. 

Arguing from the perspective of the mode of life of the Rechabites, some scholars cast 

their doubts whether the Rechabites happened to live a settled life. For example, Robert Carrol 

is one of these scholars. He argues that the Rechabites had nothing to do with settled modes of 

life.419 Having nothing to do with any mode of settled life, Carrol brings an assumption that 
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these people were on transit all the time. Being on transit all the time, there was no room for 

any other business.  

More recently, Jack Lundbom has tried to connect the lineage of the Rechabites to 

Jethro in the Book of Exodus. Showing a clear preference for the nomadic nature of the 

Rechabites, Lundbom has linked them to Jethro as he writes: 

According to 1 Chr 2:55, the Rechabites descended from the Kenites, which puts their origins 

back in the Mosaic Age. The Kenites are thought by some to have been the original worshipers 

of Yahweh (the so called “Kenite Hypothesis”), with Jethro, Moses’s father-in-law, having 

introduced Moses to his God. Calvin, Rashi, and Mezudath David all link up the Rechabites to 

Moses.420 

 

Having linked the Rechabites to Jethro, Lundbom concludes that the Kenites (and Midianites) 

joined Israelites in their journey in the wilderness and continued with their nomadic activity in 

the Negev and on Judah’s southern border (Judg 1:16; 1 Sam 15:6; 27:10; 30:29).421  

A similar view and more or less as Lundbom’s is evident in other scholarly works. In 

what seems to be a wide research in what scholars say about the identity of the Rechabites, 

Herbert Huffmon comes up with a more elaborative view. Amidst a wide discussion on how 

different scholars have to say about the Rechabites in the previous decades, Huffmon 

concludes: 

Scholars generally concur in viewing the Rechabites as a minor, somewhat sectarian movement, 

or more specifically as a kinship group committed to a particular lifestyle. The Rechabites 

rigorously disengage from the basic features of settled life-wine, houses, vineyards, fields, and 

seeding and as such, they have been identified as ascetic, nomadic stock keepers. Many scholars 

compare them with Diodorus Siculus’ description of the NABATEANS in the 4th cent, BCE, a 

people who did not live in houses, plant grain or raise fruit trees, or drink wine.422 

 

This work produced in the year 2009 does not only summarize some ideas of different 

scholars on the issue of the identity of the Rechabites but also it resembles the Maasai 

interpretation of the text. The Maasai informants reach to this conclusion because of the 

lifestyle of the Rechabites as we read in vv. 6-7 on the prohibitions that reflects the Maasai way 
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of life. According to the Maasai creation myth as recorded in chapter three of this work, 

cultivating land and other activities originally belonged to other people rather than semi-

nomads. In this sense, a person or an ethnic group that does not cultivate the land but rather 

live in tents is beyond a reasonable doubt a semi-nomadic one.  

It might be true that on the one hand, the interpretation by the Maasai informants on the 

identity of the Rechabites comes from their traditional basis by comparing the Maasai life to 

that of Rechabites. On the other hand, the scholarly argument by Huffmon to this conclusion 

takes into consideration different perspectives that are trying to identify the Rechabites 

including those ones opposite to semi-nomadic identification. However, Huffmon may get 

some challenges from some scholars but for me, his argument is convincing for the 

identification of this group. 

4.5.2 Prohibitions 

Most of the literature I have used in relation to this particular text does not show an interest in 

discussing the prohibitions on drinking alcohol, tilling the land and building houses separately. 

For example, to mention a few, Carrol,423 Lundbom,424 and Huffmon425 do insist that the 

purpose of the Rechabites story in Jer 35 lies in its intention on teaching men of Judah about 

obedience to God. This means the intention of the text was to challenge men of Judah and the 

inhabitants of Jerusalem that as the Rechabites kept the instructions they received from Jonadab 

son of Rechab, so do Judah and people of Jerusalem have to obey God (vv. 12-14). The goal 

seems not to be in the single prohibitions against drinking alcohol, tilling the land and building 

houses.  

The Maasai informants go a step further by not only weighing the obedience itself but 

also assessing the relevancy of each prohibition in relation to their current Maasai context. 

They evaluate one prohibition after another and see their essence in their society. I assume this 

is what West calls “reading in front of the text” where: 

This mode of reading concentrates on discerning the predominant themes, metaphors, and 

symbols in the New Testament [Bible], which then forms the focus of the reading process. By 

identifying and then using the predominant symbols, metaphors, and themes as an interpretive 
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key to the New Testament [Bible] this mode of reading can help us to understand texts like the 

New Testament [Bible] as a whole and to critically appropriate the text for our context.426 

 

When my Maasai informants read the text in this way, they recognize some themes that require 

an assessment of relevance before applying them in their context. Their interpretation has taken 

into consideration the following aspects: social, economic and health-wise aspects.  

In the first place, when arguing about the prohibition on tilling the land as indicated in 

the text, they find economic wise and health-wise this might not be a good idea. For them, they 

would like to supplement semi-nomadic life with subsistence farming for a better life. I think 

the famine that happened some years back in Maasai land as I report in chapter 3 of this work, 

brings them bad memories in such a way that engaging themselves in agriculture becomes a 

better option both economically and health-wise.  

As a witness to how the Maasai nowadays incorporate agriculture in their semi-nomadic 

activities, a planning for a better environment in Monduli District, which is one of the Districts 

I did this research discloses presence of agropastoralists as it affirms: 

Agropastoralists consider crop production as their main enterprise for subsistence food 

production and for cash income. Most agropastoralists are small holders with farm sizes of 2-

10 hectors (the size varies from year to year), and herds of 5-30 cows. Maize with beans is the 

major cropping pattern. Livestock keeping is primarily extensive, that is, the animals are moved 

to grazing areas. Smallholder agropastoralists are found in the arid and semi-arid lands.427 

 

The plan implies that the Maasai seem to be now willing to integrate keeping animals with 

subsistence farming due to economic reasons. The question of how to integrate the two while 

their main carrier is semi-nomadism becomes challenging. Moreover, to what extent this 

farming affect their semi-nomadic lifestyle is another. It is my assumption that due to some 

advancement in life where the Maasai are meeting other people from different ethnicities, they 

get an opportunity to learning from other ethnic groups on different diets and they realize that 

apart from eating meat and drinking milk and blood, there are indeed other types of foods. 

From that experience, they have learned even other nutritious foods that may be helpful for 

their health. These foods include grains that come as agricultural products. The result of this 

learning is to get those grains and finally the Maasai opt to cultivate the land.  

                                                           
426 Gerald O. West, Contextual Bible Study (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 1993), 41. 

427 Meindertsma and Jan  Kessler, Planning for a Better Environment in Monduli District, 43. 



 
 

174 
 

With their glasses of current life experience in Maasai, when the Maasai informants 

read the text they do not see the logic for Rechabites not to cultivate the land. The Maasai 

informants assess the act of the Rechabites not cultivating the land just for the sake of obeying 

their ancestor as not thinking critically on that prohibition. It is just a taboo without any 

alternative to what the Rechabites would eat if they do not engage themselves in agriculture. 

For the Maasai informants, taboos are there, but there is a need of making an evaluation to see 

their relevance in the current context. 

Contrary to the Maasai view that someone might be right to see it as a shift from 

nomadic to semi-nomadic lifestyle, the prohibition on cultivating the land receives a positive 

response of some scholars. John MacKay states some of the benefits of the prohibition basing 

on religious life: 

The cultivation of vines involved a sedentary life, and Baal worship seems to have been more 

prevalent in the settled communities of the land. By maintaining a nomadic lifestyle, they would 

be protected to some extent from accommodating and apostatizing pressures, and in this way, 

Jonadab felt the religious purity of the group will be maintained.428 

 

This argument sees a sedentary life as something that may cause people to disobey God by 

engaging themselves in idol worship.  

It might be true that Jonadab aimed at maintaining religious purity to the group but the 

prohibition to till the land was not the only option for him. However, even if there was in that 

time idol worshiping, real or imagined, connected to people with a settled life, the fact that 

people are not nomads does not necessarily make them idol worshipers. That puts MacKay’s 

argument into more doubts. The Maasai interpretation of the text that leads them to practice 

both grazing cattle and subsistance farming might not be harmful to them. With such a life, 

they continue with semi-nomadic activities while at the same time they get food security. The 

Maasai new understanding might be relating to the increasing modernization of the family 

structures where there is much to learn from what is happening in the globe easily.  

Additionally, MacKay contends that the prohibition to cultivate land for the Rechabites 

aimed at shaping their attitudes to land use as he says that their attitudes to the land were to be 

that of nomads/aliens (ger), people who are only passing through, without citizen rights and 
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dependent on the hospitality and goodwill of the residents of the land. Nevertheless, free from 

the corruptions of Canaanite religion they would be able to enjoy God’s blessings.429  

MacKay highlights two important things namely, the attitude of Jonadab/Rechabites on 

land use and how to survive on daily needs for the Rechabites. The former insists on the 

transient use of land mentality, where the Rechabites have to practice. In this mode of land use, 

the land becomes a property of all people without owning it individually. The Maasai have no 

objection to this type of land use especially when it comes to an issue of grazing land. They 

would prefer a big portion of land set apart for such a purpose. The latter that insists on the 

Rechabites just depending on the hospitality and goodwill of the residents for survival, is the 

one creating a problem with the Maasai view. With the Maasai view, there is a need of these 

Rechabites to produce their own food that they may be independent and preserve their integrity. 

In the second place, the Maasai informants challenged the issue of a prohibition on 

drinking alcohol. According to the Maasai informants, alcohol is not something bad. In Maasai 

traditions, alcohol is part of their drinks and is not something new to them. The Maasai drink 

alcohol on various occasions. Anthropological research has disclosed this, as Fouad Ibrahim 

argues that in the Maasai rites of passage and other personal and collective rituals, whether or 

not they are ordered or directed by the Laibon (religious leader, prophet and medicine man), 

drinking mead plays an important role.430 

This information brings an idea that in Maasai; it is a hard task to prohibit drinking 

alcohol. In what seems to be a tradition in Maasai to drink alcohol, Ibrahim mentions a list of 

traditional Maasai ceremonies in which drinking mead plays a vital role. These include 

circumcision (emorata), a ceremony to bless the homestead after the death of a person 

(ngitoropilot enkang), engagement (esiret), negotiating dowry and forbidden (orkiteng lo 

nwomonok).431 With all these ceremonies, drinking mead is central, not as the tradition demands 

that only elders have to drink, but Ibrahim reports small portion of women to engage 

themselves in drinking.432That being the case, the Maasai informants challenge the prohibition 
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imposed to Rechabites in the text as it appears in v. 6. This seems a radical prohibition for 

restricting the society and it is interfering people’s freedom. 

The Maasai informants argue that it is important to restrict some age groups not to use 

alcohol but the elders whom due to some complications, have to use alcohol. For the Maasai 

society, they differentiate between the age groups that require enough energy physically and 

mentally, to carry their daily duties and the group of elders who need much time to rest. For 

the elders, it is not fair to restrict them because they do not have tough work to do daily and 

most of them hardly get to sleep at nights. Giving them an access to alcohol helps to reduce not 

only psychological tension but also help them to get sleep at nights and hence improve their 

health conditions.  

It is clear from these informants’ insisting on the elders drinking of alcohol to have 

another important meaning. In the Maasai society, elders have much to discuss and decide for 

their wellbeing as a group. The leadership of the Maasai is by elders; Donovan is convinced to 

say it is democratic in extreme.433 Being democratic as Donovan says, it requires that these 

elders meet and discuss issues for the benefit of all people. It is during these meetings, I assume, 

elders also drink alcohol. However, one question might be important here as to how drunk 

people may be in a position to decide something worthy for the society. My investigation 

during the research discovered that in these meetings, they do not drink alcohol in excess. This 

gives an integrity of their meetings to be with people of good minds to decide important Maasai 

issues. 

 

4.6 Partial Conclusion 

If we synthesize the results of the above dialogue between the Maasai informants’ readings and 

scholarly literature, a clear pattern comes to the fore: there is a mutual enrichment between the 

scholarly and the Maasai informants’ reading of the texts. The dialogue has indicated some 

issues in which scholarly literature illuminates the Maasai informants’ readings and in some 

cases, the Maasai readings illuminate scholarly literature. For example, scholarly literature has 

thrown light into my Maasai informants’ understanding on the issue of fighting enemies, which 

brings murder to innocent people. This calls for looking for other possibilities of bringing peace 
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in Maasai context. In the same way, the Maasai informants’ discussion on the prohibitions 

given to Rechabites results into a contextual understanding which many biblical commentators 

surveyed in this work do not pay much attention to. In this trend, one might be right to conclude 

that scholarly literature and the Maasai informants’ reading of biblical texts complement each 

other. The main reason might be that in ancient Israel, semi-nomadic way of life was dominant. 

As a culture dominating the Old Testament times, the dialogue shows semi-nomadic lifestyle 

as an intersection of the Maasai culture and the biblical one. 

 The similarities between the Maasai and Ancient Israel cultures as revealed in the 

dialogue also indicate that the Maasai reading of the Bible may encourage my Maasai 

informants in their struggle on dealing with the socio-cultural challenges they face. This starts 

from an improvement in the Maasai way of thinking on the marginalization towards a fruitful 

co-existence with their neighbors. Now comes the question: As far as a reading of the Bible 

with the Maasai is concerned, what consequences does it have to Old Testament studies in 

Africa?434 To that now I turn in the next chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
434 I use the term "Old Testament Studies in Africa" instead of "African Old Testament Studies" because the term 

"African" is still disputed as falling into generalization. For details see Hendrik Bosman, "The Hebrew Bible/ Old 

Testament Studies in Africa," in Hebrew Bible/Old Testament : The History of Its Interpretation : From 

Modernism to Post-Modernism (the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries) the Twentieth Century, ed. Peter 

Machinist, Jean Louis Ska, and Magne Sæbø (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2015), 255. 
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Chapter Five 

MAASAI EXPERIENCES AND OLD TESTAMENT STUDIES IN AFRICA 

5.1 Introduction 

Chapter five will reflect on the outcome of the dialogue between the Maasai and the Bible in 

previous chapters in relation to Old Testament studies in Africa. This reflection will fall in 

three parts.  The first part will discuss the development and characteristics of Old Testament 

studies in Africa. I find it important to locate my study within Old Testament studies in Africa. 

The second part will discuss contemporary challenges of Old Testament studies in Africa. My 

research has encountered several challenges that I would like to highlight. This work attempts 

to contribute towards some of these challenges. The other remaining challenges need further 

research. The third part discusses how my Maasai project can contribute to Old Testament 

studies in Africa.  

 

5.2 Old Testament Studies in Africa 

5.2.1 Defining Old Testament Studies in Africa 

One of the biblical scholars who have engaged themselves towards defining the term is Andrew 

Mbuvi. Though Mbuvi is discussing African biblical studies in general, I find it important to 

relate his work specifically to Old Testament studies in Africa. In his recent article titled 

“African Biblical Studies: An Introduction to an Emerging Discipline,” Mbuvi characterizes 

African biblical studies as that which takes both the African and the biblical realities as equal 

collaborates in dialogue, resulting in a distinctive juxtaposition of questions, approaches, and 

interpretations.435 This leads him to define African biblical studies as an amalgamation of 

multiple interpretive methods, approaches and foci that reflect a creative engagement of the 

African cosmological reality and the Bible.436 

                                                           
435 Andrew M. Mbuvi, "African Biblical Studies: An Introduction to an Emerging Discipline," Currents in Biblical 

Research 15, no. 2 (2017): 152. 

436 Ibid., 149. 
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 Whereas Western biblical scholars would like to separate biblical studies from other 

theological disciplines, Mbuvi insists on relating the two. Building his argument on a work by 

the South African biblical scholar Gerald West,437 Mbuvi argues for biblical studies in Africa 

to remain as an integral part of the larger discipline of African theology. For Mbuvi, this does 

not mean a total abstain from Western methodology. What he wants to argue is that though 

biblical scholarship in Africa should not reject the Western grammatical-historical and literary 

studies, yet Western theological education remains sterile in addressing African concerns.438 

Saying this, Mbuvi wants to appeal to an approach to reading the Bible that puts forth not only 

the African concerns but also is attentive to the historical studies of the Bible. 

 Mbuvi accuses methods that are focusing only on historical and linguistic concerns to 

have a minimal attempt to relate the study of the Bible to present world realities of the readers. 

For example, when he reads the book Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies published in 

2006,439 Mbuvi observes a domination of subjects like archaeology, textual criticism, Greco-

Roman background, philology, Semitics, exegesis and some others that have a minimal 

attention to the present reality.440 This leads him to conclude that in Africa, the Bible remains 

an authoritative text that addresses all affairs of life and death with explicit implications for the 

present. While this is happening in Africa, the situation is different in the Western academic 

understanding, where they perceive the Bible as an ancient document that can be studied with 

implicit implications for the present.441 

 Mbuvi concludes his discussion on the definition of biblical studies in Africa by 

pondering the question on who can do biblical studies in Africa. For him, the African content 

determines whether a writing is engaging in biblical interpretation in Africa and not 

personalities.442 For me, this is right in the sense that any biblical scholar regardless of skin 

color and place of origin may do biblical studies in Africa.  

                                                           
437 Gerald O. West, "On the Eve of an African Biblical Studies: Trajectories and Trends," Journal of Theology for 

Southern Africa 99 (1997): 101-02. 

438 Mbuvi, "African Biblical Studies: An Introduction to an Emerging Discipline," 152. 

439 For the topics that are dominating, see  J.M. Lieu and J.W. Rogerson, The Oxford Handbook of Biblical Studies 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). 

440 Mbuvi, "African Biblical Studies: An Introduction to an Emerging Discipline," 152. 

441  See also Grant LeMarquand, An Issue of Relevance : A Comparative Study of the Story of the Bleeding Woman 

(Mk 5: 25-34; Mt 9:20-22; Lk 8:43-48) in North Atlantic and African Contexts, vol. 5, Bible and Theology in 

Africa (New York: Peter Lang, 2004), 5-6. 

442 Mbuvi, "African Biblical Studies: An Introduction to an Emerging Discipline," 155. 



 
 

181 
 

Since the historical critical methods have a minimal attention on the society of readers 

as Mbuvi claims, therefore, for a balanced theology, I see an importance of conducting a 

dialogue between the African contextual readings and Old Testament scholarly literature, as it 

is a case in this work. In this work, I will adapt Mbuvi’s definition in the sense that African 

Old Testament studies in Africa is an amalgamation of multiple interpretive methods and 

approaches that keep a focus on innovative engagement of African cosmological reality and 

the Old Testament.  

5.2.2 The Development of Old Testament Studies in Africa  

To my knowledge, there are several attempts made by scholars to lay out the development of 

Old Testament studies in Africa. In this section, I will reflect on the work done by four of them. 

These biblical scholars include Justin Ukpong, David Adamo, Knut Holter, and Hendrik 

Bosman. 

The Nigerian biblical scholar Justin Ukpong, arguing from a hermeneutical point of 

view, identifies three phases of African Old Testament Studies.443 Phase I covers a period 

between 1930s-70s and is a reactive and apologetic one that keeps focusing on legitimizing 

African religion and culture, controlled by a comparative method. According to Ukpong, this 

phase came as a response to the widespread condemnation of African religion and culture by 

Christian missionaries of the 19th and 20th centuries. However, he continues to argue that some 

Westerners who were sympathetic not only to the African cause but also to Africans themselves 

actually started this response. In fact, they undertook research that legitimized African religion 

and culture.444  

Phase II covers the 1970s-90s and is a reactive-proactive one, where the African context 

serves as a source for biblical interpretation. He continues to argue that a reactive approach of 

the first phase, gives way to a proactive approach in phase II. In this phase, the African context 

serves as a resource in the hermeneutic encounter with the Bible, and the religious studies 

framework characteristic of the former phase gives way to a more theological framework.445 

This phase then engages inculturation-evaluative methodology and liberation hermeneutics.  

                                                           
443 Justin S. Ukpong, "Developments in Biblical Interpretation in Africa: Historical and Hermeneutical 

Directions," in The Bible in Africa: Transactions, Trajectories, and Trends, ed. Musa W. Dube Shomanah and 

Gerald O. West (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 12.  

444 Ibid. 

445 Ibid., 14. 
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Phase III covers the 1990s. Ukpong argues that this is a proactive and more assertive 

phase recognizing the ordinary reader as very important in biblical interpretation.446 He 

continues to argue that this phase recognizes the ordinary African readers (that is, non-biblical 

scholars) as important partners in academic reading of the Bible. With this phase, Ukpong 

acknowledges that African context serves as the subject of biblical interpretation while 

inculturation and liberation methodologies play a big role. 

Despite his efforts on trying to put a chronological order of development of African Old 

Testament Studies, there is a risk here, as Ukpong seems to subdivide biblical interpretation in 

Africa. In the first place, Ukpong does not pay enough attention to the effects of the social 

classes that operated with colonial rule, something that may bring a negative connotation of his 

division. For instance, for Africans who experienced colonial power, with its social classes, 

they may think that African biblical scholarship is still grouping people. This classification 

may bring memories of colonialism that classified people according to gender, race, and 

classes, bringing a feeling of “otherness.” In the second place, this kind of categorization may 

make African biblical scholarship narrowly limited into such categories while Old Testament 

studies in Africa is wider than Ukpong’s categorization.  

However, despite this notable weakness, Ukpong has shown efforts to table what has 

been happening on Old Testament scholarship in Africa. Ukpong recognizes this risk of 

categorizing Old Testament in Africa. He defends his point by arguing that the division he 

makes aims to facilitate discussion and not to parcel biblical interpretation, and the phases he 

identifies do not work independently.447 

Another Nigerian biblical scholar, David Adamo, some years later attempted to discuss 

on the development of Old Testament scholarship in Africa. With a slight difference with 

Ukpong particularly in dividing periods, Adamo aims to trace the outline of what he calls Old 

Testament scholarship in Africa from the biblical to the modern periods.448 He divides the 

biblical time into two categories namely: one, the biblical period where his main concern is to 

trace an African presence in the pages of the Old and New Testaments. According to him, this 

                                                           
446 For a detailed discussion see ibid., 22-23. 

447 Ibid., 12. 

448 David Tuesday Adamo, “The Historical Development of Old Testament Interpretation in Africa,” in Biblical 

Interpretation in African Perspective, edited by David Tuesday Adamo (Lanham: University Press of America, 

2006), 7. 
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fact has not been given attention in most Western scholarship.449 Two, the post-biblical period, 

where he seems to agree with his colleague Ukpong that the history of interpretation of the Old 

Testament during the early Christian Church began with African interpreters from 

Alexandria.450 This makes Adamo mention Clement of Alexandria and Origen as African 

scholars who did an extensive exegetical work on both Old and New Testaments. 

Adamo divides the modern period into three periods. He starts with the period of the 

1930s to 1960s, the colonial period or as he calls it missionary period. This is the time where 

some missionaries in Africa condemned African indigenous religion as “demonic and 

immoral.”451 In this period, Adamo argues, both Westerners and Africans who were 

sympathetic to African indigenous religion reacted against the condemnation brought by some 

missionaries. However, at this period, there was no enough freedom of biblical interpretation. 

African biblical scholars interpreted the Bible with caution because they were afraid of the 

church leadership, which by then the missionaries controlled it.  

The next period is the 1970s, and 1980s, that is the real emergence of African biblical 

studies, as Adamo acknowledges. In this period, two approaches to biblical interpretation 

dominate. One is the search for Africa and Africans in the Bible, the other is using Africa to 

interpret the Bible and using the Bible to interpret Africa.452 He argues that with regard to the 

approach of searching for Africa and Africans in the Bible, there is a struggle between two 

groups. African scholars seem to put much effort in proving the presence of Africans in the 

Bible, while Eurocentric biblical scholars who are dominating, are trying to de-Africanize the 

Bible. On the one hand, this struggle of African and Eurocentric biblical scholars can be normal 

in the academic arena. On the other hand, it might be confusing especially when scholars 

engage too much effort to prove their point instead of concentrating on how the Bible might be 

useful to ordinary readers.  

As far as the approach of using Africa to interpret the Bible and using the Bible to 

interpret Africa is concerned, the motive seems to be collaborative. It is collaborative in the 

sense that all efforts of biblical interpretation aim at unveiling meaning of texts in relation to 

                                                           
449 Adamo, "The Historical Development of Old Testament Interpretation in Africa," 8. 

450 Ibid., 9. 

451 Ibid., 11. 

452 Ibid., 16-17. 
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the reading context. It is a collaboration of historical-critical and anthropological approaches 

working in a kind of a joint venture project. 

The last period described by Adamo is 1990 to the present.453 With this period, he 

identifies six approaches that are dominating. These include (1) a comparative approach, (2) 

the Bible as power approach, (3) Africa and Africans in the Bible, (4) African bibliographical 

studies, (5) evaluative approach, and (6) “reading with the ordinary readers” approach. 

According to Adamo, the emergence of these six approaches in doing African biblical 

scholarship indicates a great awakening of African and European biblical scholars giving 

attention to African context as one of the research fields of Old Testament. 

Despite the strengths Adamo shows, his survey is not far from what Ukpong did in 

terms of categorizing biblical studies in Africa thus it does not escape the criticism Ukpong 

got. Although Adamo focuses on different approaches done in this period of the survey, he 

overlooks the aspect that none of the approaches he mentions worked independently without 

utilizing some ideas from others. With African interpretation of the Bible, I think there is no 

sharp distinction between one approach and another rather than a particular approach 

borrowing resources from others. 

Apart from that, both Ukpong and Adamo have received criticism from Old Testament 

scholars for exaggerating the idea that biblical interpreters who were located geographically in 

North Africa and devoted their time working on the Septuagint and other translations were 

actually doing “African” Old Testament interpretation. Among many, Knut Holter cautions 

that one should, therefore, be careful not to exaggerate the relationship between ancient North 

African and contemporary Tropical African Old Testament translation and interpretation.454 I 

think Holter is right here because he does not deny the fact that people like Clement of 

Alexandria and Origen worked in North Africa as their context but they were not necessarily 

doing African biblical scholarship in the sense we understand the term now. Being in the 

African context is one thing but being in Africa and doing African contextual biblical studies 

is another. 

                                                           
453 See ibid., 17-23. 

454 Knut Holter, Contextualized Old Testament Scholarship in Africa (Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 2008), 88. 
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Holter also has done an extensive work on discussing a development of African biblical 

scholarship. Unlike Ukpong and Adamo who pay more attention to methods, he seems to 

concentrate more on institutional development of African Old Testament scholarship.  

Holter identifies three stages of development. One, he outlines the period of the 1960s 

and 70s as a first step.455 Despite some difficulties to pinpoint the exact time when Old 

Testament scholarship in Africa started, he argues that the political and ecclesiastical 

independence may serve as a starting point.456 This independence went together with a rapid 

growth of theological seminaries and university departments of religion throughout the 

continent that may had the potential of serving as an institutional context for Old Testament 

scholarship in Africa.  

Holter discusses this aspect from two perspectives, institutional and thematic 

perspectives. The first one includes institutions of higher education with programs for Old 

Testament study and other institutional aspects of the development of an Old Testament 

scholarship in Africa, such as the doctoral training of senior staff members, scholarly 

networking and scholarly publishing.457 

In this period of early post-independence, Holter argues that the mission of universities 

appeared as part of the efforts of national development, politically, economically and culturally. 

It marked the beginning of a scholarship that focuses on African culture. It went together with 

the presentation of the Old Testament studies with an approach that puts more emphasis on the 

relationship between texts of the Old Testament and the African context. Holter mentions 

Catholic circles after the Second Vatican Council, who played a major role in relating the Old 

Testament texts to the contemporary African context; still, the process was a bit delayed, partly 

as a result of less focus on research, and partly as a result of a heavy presence of non-African 

teaching staff.458 

The point here is that during this first period, there was a gradual development of the 

training Africans in Master’s and Ph.D levels in Old Testament studies. Though they studied 

abroad, these African scholars were pioneers of Old Testament scholarship in Africa. African 

scholars continued to develop theology in relation to African thought through some 
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conferences that were conducted.  This period also witnessed a few scholarly publications, 

mostly being revised versions of the Ph.D thesis of these African scholars. 

The second perspective Holter discusses is a thematic one. The theme that was 

dominating was how to contextualize the Old Testament. Efforts were made to develop a 

scholarship that responds to the contextual life experiences of the Africans. This did not 

exclude the traditional methods of interpreting the Old Testament but it also had a focus in 

interpreting the Bible in relation to peoples’ context. 

The second period is the 1980s and 90s, which Holter identifies as a breakthrough of 

an African Old Testament studies.459 In this period, African Old Testament scholarship was 

more systematic in its approach and more influential in its relation to academia and society as 

compared to the previous period of the 1960s and 70s. Holter discusses it in two aspects, 

institutional and thematic. In all these two aspects, the main point is an improvement of what 

happened in the previous period. Holter refers to this period as a “breakthrough,” because it 

reflects a sequence of events with an institutional focus on factors that someone can count and 

measure. For example, the “breakthrough” of the 1980s and 90s is reflected in the rapid growth 

in the number of dissertations from 3 and 13 in the 1960s and 70s to 28 and 43 in the 1980s 

and 90s.460  

The third period Holter discusses is what he calls the first years of the 21st century, a 

period of stabilization.461 The key word “stabilization” represents a period of stabilizing all 

achievements of Old Testament scholarship in Africa that happened in “first steps” of the 1960s 

and 70s and the “breakthrough” of the 1980s and 90s. This “stabilization” goes with both 

aspects of institutional and thematic. For example, in this period of “stabilization, there has 

been a rapid growth in number for universities in Africa. This goes hand in hand with training 

of researchers, academic networking, and publishing. 

Holter’s work seems to escape the risk of dividing Old Testament scholarship in Africa 

as the previous efforts by Ukpong and Adamo may be accused of. His work also seems to be 

more analytical on what happened throughout these three periods. Though Holter’s work may 

look like an analysis and annotations of all African Old Testament dissertations between 1967 
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and 2000, yet his work carries more weight than that, it is also a scientific analysis rather than 

just a chronology of dissertations. 

Regardless of the potentials Holter’s work has, this institutional development of Old 

Testament scholarship in Africa has received criticism.  Helen Nambalirwa Nkabala criticizes 

Holter for being enthusiastic that the Old Testament scholarship in Africa has reached a 

stabilization stage while he ignores the literary interpretations in Africa for addressing people’s 

problems.462 Nambalirwa questions the authenticity of this stage of stabilization reached in the 

first years of the 21st century because she still sees challenges facing African Old Testament 

scholarship. For her, Holter addresses the infrastructural development of African Old 

Testament scholarship and argues that it is in stabilization stage while there is a big problem 

not addressed in Africa, the unethical contextual interpretation of the Bible.463  

Nkabala might be right when she argues for an interpretation of the Old Testament that 

addresses people’s needs in Africa. I partly agree with her that there are challenges facing 

Africa that Old Testament studies should give more attention to. Saying this I do not mean to 

undervalue the institutional growth of African biblical scholarship because having a strong 

institutional background may also lead to an organized scholarship.  

However, Nkabala may also be challenged for assuming her case study on unethical 

contextual interpretation as if it is the only problem in Africa. One may accuse her of ignoring 

other challenges facing Africa like women oppression, marginalization, and many others. I am 

aware that someone at a time may research on one problem but not all. In this case, both Holter 

and Nkabala had their opportunities to work on specific issues on Old Testament in Africa. 

More recently, also Hendrik Bosman has addressed the progress of Old Testament 

studies in Africa. In his article titled “The Hebrew Bible / Old Testament Studies in Africa” 

with a special focus on twentieth and twenty-first centuries, he identifies three approaches to 

biblical interpretation in Africa. These are pre-modern and pre-critical, modern and critical, 

and post-modern and post-critical approaches.464 The pre-modern approaches relate closely to 

                                                           
462 Helen Nambalirwa Nkabala, "'There Is No Difference between Moses and Kony' : A Critical Analysis of the 

Contextual Use of Some Old Testament Texts and Motifs in the Early Years of the Lord's Resistance Army" (Ph.D 

Thesis, School of Mission and Theology, Stavanger, 2012), 188. 
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the pre-critical465 interpretation of the Old Testament, obscured by the initial missionary 

biblical interpretation. According to Bosman, this was a development characterized by a 

theologically conservative and evangelical approach. With modern and critical approaches, 

critical interpretation of the Old Testament with the use of critical methods like historical 

critical methods was the normal trend. This required readers of the Old Testament to be 

objective, decontextualized and neutral readers of texts.466 He continues to argue that the post-

modern approach, which is slowly emerging, take seriously the cultural diversity of the African 

continent by articulating Old Testament interpretations that make sense in local contexts. There 

is the reception of flesh-and-blood African readers of the Old Testament. According to him, 

these readings are usually liberative in nature, aiming to reconstruct the society.467 

The above survey of Old Testament scholarship in Africa points to a current period 

where in Old Testament studies in Africa, the context of the ordinary readers plays a big role. 

For example, Ukpong points to what he calls Phase III where the African context serves as the 

source of biblical interpretation. This means, he foresees potentials of African culture and life 

experience in appropriating meanings of biblical texts. Adamo argues that reading with 

ordinary readers plays a big role in a period of 1990 to the present. This brings an impression 

that what Adamo discusses does not differ to Ukpong because all of them give attention to the 

context of readers of biblical texts. 

Bosman points to a post-modern reading of the Old Testament in Africa where he takes 

one step further the practical engagement, which is also discussed by Ukpong and Adamo. For 

Bosman, the practical engagement has to go hand in hand with seeking solutions to societal 

problems. In this sense, Old Testament studies in Africa is stabilizing as Holter argues. 

My study builds on what the scholars surveyed above argue. After identifying the 

problem of marginalization in the Maasai area, I have been reading some selected Old 

Testament texts with the Maasai informants. Some aspects of Action Research and “reading 

with” approach inform me. In this sense, my study started where the scholarship outlined by 

Ukpong and Adamo ended. I am not only recognizing the ordinary reader but also utilizing the 

potential the Bible has to offer for a social change in Maasai community, as Bosman argues. I 
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think biblical interpretation for social change may be one among many aspects Old Testament 

scholarship in Africa can focus. For example, Gilbert Ojwang has recently argued for biblical 

scholars and theologians to take their place around the table of social and political discourse in 

African countries and offer sound biblical solutions to issues facing the nations.468  

This study enters this realm of practical engagement with society’s problems with an 

assumption that politics and religion intersect in terms of dealing with those problems. On 1 

June 2017, I got an opportunity to meet politicians, lawyers, social development workers, 

clergy, theologians, and lay Christians to discuss the findings of this current research. Sitting 

and sharing the results of this study with people marks not only Holter’s stabilization period of 

Old Testament scholarship in Africa but also a step forward towards the expectations of visible 

changes of the Bible reading society, Maasai being the case. 

Having discussed this progress of Old Testament studies in Africa, one might be right 

to argue for a successful achievement. Saying this I do not mean that Old Testament studies in 

Africa has no challenges. In the next section, I will discuss some challenges that are facing Old 

Testament studies in Africa. 

5.3 Contemporary Challenges of Old Testament Studies in Africa 

In my research on Old Testament studies in Africa, I have a number of challenges that are 

currently facing it. During the period of my research, I attended different international 

conferences on biblical scholarship and noticed some challenges that are facing biblical 

scholarship in Africa. Among these challenges, I will discuss four. (1) Methodology, (2) The 

Bible and the traditional African context versus the Bible and modern lived experience, (3) 

Weak Old Testament scholarship network in Africa, and (4) Tension between African and 

Western Old Testament scholars. 

5.3.1 Methodology 

The first and central challenge, which comes to the front of Old Testament scholarship in 

Africa, is that of methodology. When I attended the Society of Biblical Literature (SBL) annual 

meetings 2016 in San Antonio in the United States, there was a session with a theme: 
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Methodologies in African Biblical Hermeneutics. One participant asked what methodology we 

use in doing African biblical hermeneutics.469 The question that was hardly answered.470  

Having observed how African biblical scholars were struggling to respond to that particular 

question, together with how I struggle in developing the one I used in this study; I realized that 

the question on methodology is a continuing challenge to Old Testament studies in Africa. The 

method I have used in this work may offer a contribution since it has not only yielded results 

but also may open up for further discussions. 

Several biblical scholars have discussed methodological questions of doing African 

biblical scholarship already from the early 1970s. For example, in The Jerusalem Congress on 

Black Africa and the Bible, Kwesi Dickson, a Ghanaian biblical scholar realizes a weakness in 

African biblical scholarship methodology and he calls for a strong thought on methodology 

when it comes to the whole issue of relating African traditional religions and the Old 

Testament.471  

Another and more recent example includes Justin S. Ukpong, whom I discussed in 

chapter two of this work. In 1995, he developed an approach of doing inculturation 

hermeneutics.472 Despite some few shortcomings of his method as I argued earlier, Ukpong 

shows awareness to this challenge on methodology.  

According to Knut Holter, the methodological challenge can be linked to the economic 

difficulties facing many African Old Testament scholars in such a way that they fail to access 

the methodological discussions reflected in expensive Western scholarly literature.473 

However, the poor economy might be the true reason for not developing a sound methodology 

of African Old Testament studies, yet for scholarly reasons, a strong methodology is still a 

demand. 
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More recently, the Kenyan biblical scholar Humphrey Waweru has developed an 

approach for African biblical scholarship that he calls a contrapuntal approach.474 In his 

discussion on a contrapuntal approach, first, he accuses both the missionaries and their converts 

who established churches in the African continent not to be practicing theologians, even if they 

were committed Christians. Waweru then suggests what he calls a theory or an approach that 

can be applied to the interpretation of the Bible in Africa by all, theologians or non-theologians. 

He recognizes numerous ways of describing this shift in theology. He calls for a new model 

for trying to conceive what we are actually doing when we try to do contextual biblical 

interpretation in Africa.475 

Waweru’s contrapuntal model opens up to work in conjunction with other textual 

approaches to help build a profile of the community and the author under study.476 This 

approach, though it is more reader-oriented, yet with some modifications, it may be practical 

because of its openness to other approaches to the Bible. 

 There might be efforts on improving methodology of doing biblical scholarship in 

Africa so far. However, this does not mean the challenge no longer exists. There is still a 

challenge towards a biblical scholarship that is recognized globally and providing a 

contribution on dealing with African life challenges. 

 

5.3.2 The Bible and the Traditional African Culture versus the Bible and Modern Lived 

Experience  

The second challenge facing Old Testament studies in Africa concerns scholars’ preferences 

especially when the relationship between “the Bible and traditional African culture” seems to 

get more attention than the relationship between “the Bible and modern lived experience.” On 

the one hand, with the term “traditional African culture,” I mean a mere cultural heritage that 

dominated since pre-colonial time. The Bible and the traditional African culture here means 

relating the Bible to various examples of the African cultural heritage. It is a trend of looking 

for resonance between the Bible and African cultural aspects. On the other hand, with the term 
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“modern lived experience,” I mean the post-colonial life experience of Africans. When the 

Bible relates to this post-colonial life experience, it addresses issues like oppression, 

marginalization, gender, corruption, disease, and many others. Paying more attention to 

African cultural heritage may be problematic because it leaves the modern lived experience 

with less attention. Victor Ezigbo noticed this challenge and argued for a consideration of the 

current life experience rather than just a cultural heritage as advocated by John Mbiti.477  

An observation of different approaches by African biblical scholars proves my 

argument that culture seems to be a priority. Among many approaches, I will give an example 

of two. Concerning Adamo’s “Africa and Africans in the Bible approach,” he gives two 

purposes that legitimize the approach. These are, establishing African presence in the biblical 

period and establishing African religious, economic, social, military, and political contribution 

in relation to ancient Israel.478 Another approach Adamo argues that scholars use, is a 

comparative approach. Critical evaluation of African cultural heritage and the Old Testament 

are compared in this approach.479 With these approaches, scholars compare the African cultural 

heritage to the biblical material. Even if Adamo’s argument may open up for scholars to use 

the approaches to make the Bible relevant to both African culture and life experience, yet it 

seems the interest inclines more on African cultural heritage. The argument pays little attention 

to the side of current life experience. 

Pointing this as a challenge, I do not mean Old Testament scholars have done nothing 

in the aspect of modern lived experience. There are several works done both by African and 

non-African scholars on African modern life experience. For example, four of my fellow 

Tanzanian biblical scholars have paid attention to the Tanzanian context and came up with 

contextual results. These include Lechion Kimilike who explored the issue of poverty in 

Tanzania and related it to Old Testament wisdom on poverty.480 Faustin Mahali also 

approached the issue of poverty in Tanzania from the New Testament perspective.481 Elia 
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Mligo researched the issue of HIV/AIDS pandemic from the New Testament perspective,482 

and Hoyce Lyimo-Mbowe who applied the insight she attained from Deborah’s model of 

leadership to Tanzanian context in eradicating stigmatization and discrimination of women 

leaders in the church and the society.483 

Several biblical scholars have discussed the issue of African cultural heritage in relation 

to the Bible. I will mention few of them. Philip Lokel attempts to recount the Old Testament 

story of Cush and finds it important for African history and identity.484  Georges 

Razafindrakoto discusses the use of certain Old Testament texts and motifs in the Malagasy 

Catholic Church’s version of famadhihana that is a set of traditional death and burial rituals.485  

Johnson Kimuhu contextualizes African prohibitions and taboos into the study of the Old 

Testament with a special focus on the Book of Leviticus.486 These are just a few examples 

among many others who have worked on making the Bible relevant to African culture. For me, 

inclining mush to African cultural heritage is not only a challenge but also a scholarship that 

overlooks an important aspect of current African life experience. 

To balance this challenge, there is a need for approaches that acknowledge making the 

Bible relevant to African daily life experiences. The approach of “reading with” ordinary 

readers seems to be convincing in this area.  It seems convincing because, in this approach, 

biblical scholars come together with ordinary readers and read the Bible. In that sense, ordinary 

readers get an opportunity to express their views according to their life situation they face in 

relation to biblical texts. Among scholars who have tried to read the Bible by this approach, 

Gerald West with his contextual Bible study,487 and Justin Ukpong with inculturation 

                                                           
482 Elia Shabani Mligo, Jesus and the Stigmatized : Reading the Gospel of John in a Context of HIV/AIDS-Related 

Stigmatization in Tanzania, (PICKWICK Publications, Eugene, 2011). 

483 Hoyce Jacob Lyimo-Mbowe, Feminist Expositions of the Old Testament in Africa (Tanzania) in the Context 

of the Office Held by Deborah in Judges 4 and 5 (Berlin: Logos Verlag, 2015). 

484 Philip Lokel, "Previously Unstoried Lives : The Case of Old Testament Cush and Its Relevance to Africa," in 

Let My People Stay! : Introduction to a Research Project on Africanization of Old Testament Studies, ed. Knut 

Holter (Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 2006, 2006). 

485 Georges Razafindrakoto, "The Malagasy Famadhihana Ritual and the Old Testament," ibid., ed. Knut Holter 

(Acton Publishers). 

486 Johnson M. Kimuhu, Leviticus : The Priestly Laws and Prohibitions from the Perspective of Ancient near East 

and Africa, vol. 115, Studies in Biblical Literature (New York: Peter Lang, 2008). 

487 Gerald O. West, Contextual Bible Study (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 1993). 



 
 

194 
 

hermeneutics,488 stand as examples. West and Ukpong suggest for a reading method that 

focuses on the ordinary reader and also addressing society needs.  

The intention of the current section is not to argue against Old Testament scholars 

focusing on the African cultural heritage. Despite some changes that are happening, modern 

African cultural traditions are rooted in and still share some features with that of pre-colonial 

time.489 When biblical scholars focus more on African cultural heritage than the African current 

life issues directly, it becomes a challenge for the whole process of making the Bible relevant 

to Africans. In addition to that, it widens a gap between the “religious” and the “secular.” This 

gap has always put down religion as something that has little help to people’s daily life 

challenges. Religion appears as an entity dealing only with spiritual matters and all other 

secular matters have to look for a solution from outside religion. 

5.3.3 Weak Old Testament Scholarship Network in Africa 

The third challenge that is facing Old Testament studies in Africa concerns networking. Old 

Testament scholarship in Africa faces weak collaboration between African biblical scholars 

themselves.  This does not mean African biblical scholars in different parts of the continent are 

not working. For example, in Nigeria, biblical scholars have the Nigerian Association for 

Biblical Studies (NABIS). John Akao argues that as a body, NABIS started in 1985 and among 

its goals was exchanging ideas, and to disseminate results of scholarly investigations.490 In 

South Africa, they have the Old Testament Society of South Africa (OTSSA). OTSSA has 

realized growth by increasing number of members from outside South Africa as well, including 

from various parts of the African continent.491 In East Africa, there is an Association for 

Biblical Scholarship in Eastern Africa (ABSEA). Among many activities of ABSEA, one is 

publishing a biblical journal.492  
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Despite the presence of the above mentioned associations of biblical scholars in Africa, 

little is visible in terms of their collaboration. Some associations like ABSEA seem to be 

dormant. This leads to weak networking between biblical scholars in Africa. Probably the 

question is: is there a deed for a pan-African and non-denominational organisation for biblical 

scholarship?493 Holter’s discussion on the question leads him to yes and no answers. He finds 

out that the answer is yes because there is need to bring together scholars from different parts 

of Africa with different religious traditions. But also the answe is no, because the economic 

situation of participants does not favor them to afford the costs.494  

However, my intention is not to enter into a deep discussion on this issue of African 

biblical scholars network but I will highlight why lack of network is a challenge. In the first 

place, weak networking does not encourage research. When sharing of ideas and resources is 

scarce, biblical scholars may be reluctant in identifying different areas of research. In the 

second place, weak network does not encourage peer review of articles and books. This may 

lead to poor academic work that may be not worthy of publication in international journals. In 

the third place, weak network does not encourage publishing. 

5.3.4 Tension between African and Western Old Testament Scholars 

The fourth challenge is the tension that is existing between biblical scholars from Africa and 

those ones from the West. This tension is evident in various scholarly discussions from both 

sides as biblical scholars build arguments to support their intellectual ideas. When these 

arguments get interpretations from the other side, one discovers a tension that exists between 

these two sides. I will discuss two examples of these tensions: marginalization and exclusivism.  

One of issues that may bring tension between African biblical scholars and Western biblical 

scholars may be the marginalization of African biblical scholars as Holter has argued in one of 

his works.495 According to Holter, this marginalization appears on two levels. The first level 

concerns African Old Testament scholars’ absence in the international guild of Old Testament 

scholars, and the second level concerns that African Old Testament scholars’ publications do 
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seldom appear in Western series and journals.496 When someone observes these two levels of 

marginalization as Holter says, he/she might think may be the problem has to do with finances. 

Inclined to that view, Adamo argues that Western Old Testament colleagues have to sponsor 

their colleagues from Africa to attend international academic conferences as a solution.497   On 

the contrary, I would argue that the problem might be not only finances but also African Old 

Testament scholars themselves who need to collaborate and find solutions to their challenges. 

 With regard to the issue of marginalization of African biblical scholars, Adamo joins 

Holter to address the issue. He goes to the issue of publication where he argues that European 

biblical scholars ignore to consider many publications by African biblical scholars. He requests 

Western Old Testament scholars to be considerate to research works by African biblical 

scholars. He appeals to Western biblical scholars not to judge whatever article or books written 

by African scholars in Africa as inferior and unsophisticated.498  

Adamo’s argument implies the presence of a hermeneutical hegemony that is trying to show 

that African Old Testament scholars are at a lower level than the Western ones. He continues 

to argue, “Eurocentric criteria has been always used as a yardstick for judging all Africentric 

materials.”499  

Another tension comes because of exclusivism. In some cases, arguments from some 

African scholars may be too exclusivist. For example, Adamo reached an extent of giving a 

condition that for doing African cultural hermeneutics, one must be an insider in the sense of 

living and experiencing all aspects of African life in Africa.500 This argument is too exclusivist 

because it shuts all doors for people outside of Africa to do African cultural hermeneutics.  It 

undermines the potential of research that anyone may do but it limits just to Africans. 

According to Jonker, exclusivism is someone’s claims that his/her unique set of assumptions 

constitutes the only correct material.501 Adamo falls into this trap and his argument may 

accelerate the tension between African and Western biblical scholars. 

                                                           
496 Ibid., 34-35. 

497 Adamo, "The Historical Development of Old Testament Interpretation in Africa," 24. 

498 Ibid. 

499 "The Task and Distinctiveness of African Biblical Hermeneutics," Old Testament Essays 28, no. 1 (2015): 35. 

500 Reading and Interpreting the Bible in African Indigenous Churches (Eugene: Wipf and Stock 2001), 45. 

501 Louis C. Jonker, Exclusivity and Variety : Perspectives on Multidimensional Exegesis, vol. 19, Contributions 

to Biblical Exegesis and Theology (Kampen: Kok Pharos, 1996), 31. 



 
 

197 
 

Another tension originates as a Kenyan Old Testament scholar Gilbert Ojwang observes 

from overreaction against “intellectual colonialism” or as he himself calls it as “intellectual 

dependency.”502 According to him, intellectual dependency may be defined as that tendency of 

Africans to regard everything from the West in terms of products, ideas, cultural norms, and 

views about modernity as superior, while everything African is considered inferior, backward, 

and pagan.503 

It is from this perspective of intellectual dependency, some African scholars feel too 

proud to quote fellow African authors in their works, as S. Abogunrin argues.504 The proud 

African scholars are the ones, argues Abogunrin, who studied in the Western universities and 

on their coming back they downplay other. He continues to argue that when these scholars 

come back home, they feel themselves to be ambassadors of Cambridge, Oxford, Tübingen 

and many other Western universities.505 In my view, this brings tension not between the fellow 

Africans but between the downplayed African scholars and Western scholars represented by 

Africans who studied abroad. 

Another sign that may bring tension between Africa and the West is an anti-West 

approach in contextual biblical hermeneutics. A notable example may be Oral Thomas who 

came up with a hermeneutic with the name “resistant biblical hermeneutic.”506 Though he is 

claiming to outline the core components of a contextual biblical hermeneutic of and for the 

Caribbean, he touches Africa in the sense that he is speaking for Africans who were brought to 

the Caribbean to labor on the sugar plantations as slaves without their will.507 For Thomas, his 

“hermeneutic of resistance” seems to fight against “dehumanization”, “demoralization”, 

“commodification”, and “thingification” of Africans that are still dominating.508 Thomas 

continues to lament by giving an example of the Barbados Act for the better ordering and 
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governing of Negro slaves of April 1668 that regarded Negroes as belonging to the animal 

kingdom.509  

Such a hermeneutic may function in places where the effects of enslavement are still 

evident to the society concerned. However, if those effects are fading away or even no longer 

evident, such a fight might appear as an overreaction against the West. I am not discouraging 

the concept behind this hermeneutic but my point is, we need to be careful and balanced when 

addressing such issues depending on the situation at hand not only relying on the past 

experiences that might have passed. 

Ojwang blows the overly generalized anti-Western scholars for failing to acknowledge 

considerable contributions by Westerners in making the world a comfortable and just for all 

human beings. He comes up with vivid examples of how these Westerners in America and 

Europe opposed slavery to an extent of these scholars risking their own lives. Thus, Ojwang 

advices that contextual hermeneutics should move beyond mere West-bashing. Still, a 

sustainable African hermeneutic must not descend to the realms of speculative, unsupported 

assertions.510 

It is from this tension Jonker later thought of a “communal” approach on developing a 

sound African biblical hermeneutics.511  Jonker defends himself that he is not formulating a 

new exegetical method but rather drawing a hermeneutical map that assists in answering two 

important questions: 

(a) Which elements of the interpretation process are the focus of interest in an African 

hermeneutic? [here I think the issue of a scholar to work in collaborating with other scholars is 

important in identifying new research areas] 

(b) What exegetical methods are required to study these elements of the interpretation process 

adequately? [here also I assume there is a need for professional advice from others as well as 

looking for what is happening globally in terms of biblical scholarship.]512 

 

This communality, which Jonker is advocating here, demands not only a collaboration of a 

particular African Old Testament scholar with other African Old Testament scholars in Africa 

but also with other Old Testament scholars around the globe.  
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Having observed some decades of an establishment of Old Testament scholarship in Africa, 

in line with Jonker, Holter also sees a need for collaboration between Africa and the West. He 

came up with two characteristics of African Old Testament scholarship. First, it has to be an 

Old Testament scholarship, in the sense that its interpretation of the Old Testament reflects its 

dialogue with the material and methodology of the global guild of Old Testament scholarship. 

Second, it has to be African scholarship, in the sense that its interpretation of the Old Testament 

reflects its dialogue with the experience and concerns of Africa.513  

It may be evident that some African scholars have already perceived this tension between 

African and Western biblical scholars and are suggesting the way forward. This way forward 

seeks to balance the two poles of Western and African biblical scholars. African Old Testament 

scholarship also has to take important measures to balance between Africa and West so that we 

may have Old Testament scholarship that is African but globally accepted by employing 

globally accepted methods.  

5.4 My Maasai Project as a Contribution 

My project on Maasai reading of certain Old Testament texts is meant as a contribution to Old 

Testament studies in Africa. One thing to note right at the outset of this section is that this study 

is not going to deal with all the challenges I posed in the previous section. This current section 

is dealing with five aspects that I find important as a contribution from my research. These 

include (1) methodology, (2) bridging a gap between lay and scholarly readers, and (3) the role 

of the Bible for constructive social change in Africa. Other contributions are (4) the Bible and 

African culture, and (5) the influence of the Bible outside the Christian sphere.  

5.4.1 Methodological Contribution 

The dialogue between the Maasai and the Bible, reflecting a contextual reading of the Bible in 

Africa in a narrow context offers a contribution to a greater realization of the relationship 

between Old Testament research and Maasai socio-cultural challenges. In a wider context, the 

dialogue reflects realization of the relationship between Old Testament research and African 

societal problems.  Some biblical scholars have been critical to what they see as too idealistic 
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views on the ways in which Old Testament research can impact African problems.514 The issue 

is, Lombaard argues that some biblical scholars in Africa are too idealistic concerning the 

relationship between biblical research and societal problems. 

In my case, the research strategies that have influenced me are some aspects of Action 

Research from social science and some aspects of “reading with” from African biblical 

hermeneutics.  The outcome of being inspired by the mentioned strategies is that they have 

enabled me not only to get in touch with the Maasai society but also to discuss the problems 

they are facing. This is in line with what some scholars have been advocating for a biblical 

study that affects positively the society needs.  

Through reading some selected Old Testament texts with my Maasai informants, I have 

developed knowledge towards dealing with the Maasai challenges in their context. This 

knowledge is contextual as Kristen Felter once argued that knowledge is fundamentally 

socially situated.515 In this way, my research has direct impact on the Maasai context since they 

have participated in the discussion on how the Old Testament texts relates to the situation they 

pass through currently.  

 In addition to that, some aspects of Action Research and “reading with” have enabled 

me to achieve a Bible reading strategy that allows going repeatedly to the Maasai context for 

authentic reflections on the society’s needs. Though in biblical studies, it might be true as some 

biblical scholars see the impossibility of working with living data while the primary source is 

a written text, the Bible,516 yet with Action Research and “reading with”  influence, I have read 

the Bible with the Maasai informants and presented the “living data” in chapter three of this 

work.  

This enables my research to meet the three-fold motivation for a hermeneutical model 

of social engagement coined by Nadar: 

1. Scholarship must be firmly rooted in the community if it is to be meaningful; 
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2. scholarship that fails to engage “living data” can be considered elitist and paternalistic; 

3. scholarship must be responsible to the community if it is to have the potential to 

transform.517 

My research roots in a Maasai community and the data I discuss in this work is worthy of being 

“living data.” In this sense, it is responsible to the Maasai context for the transforming 

possibilities. 

Moreover, Action Research and “reading with” strategies have offered a possibility of 

transformation in the way of thinking of the Maasai informants who participated in this 

research. It is a possibility for transformation because the hermeneutic spiral of my research 

reflects a continuous interaction between various aspects in biblical texts the Maasai informants 

interpreted.  Through interaction with these texts, there was an offering and receiving process 

between the readers and texts that might lead to a possibility of transformation in thinking. This 

seems possible as Maluleke argues for a long conversation between Africans and the Bible 

where both they and the Bible “speak” to one another as conversation partners.518 

Along with this approach, there have been several contributions towards the role of 

religion in the society in general and the role of the Bible (in this case the Old Testament) to 

the society in Africa in particular. For example, the thoughts about the role of the Bible in the 

society in Africa may be part of what started in Latin America in the name of liberation 

theology. As a religious movement that started in the second half of the 20th century, some of 

its proponents were a Brazilian theologian Leonardo Boff519 and Uruguayan Jesuit Juan Luis 

Segundo.520 Their liberation theology aims to respond to what appears like the industrialized 

countries to enrich themselves at the expense of the developing countries. In this sense, the 

focus of liberation theology is on applying religion to help the poor and marginalized by 

intervening in political and civic structures. This view has encountered criticism, as it seems to 
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favor Marxism and leftist social activism.521 Yet, it seems to serve as the genesis of thoughts 

on the practical role of religion in the society. 

 Two decades ago, Jesse Mugambi argued that apart from a black theology that started 

in South Africa for liberating the marginalized society, there has been a shift from liberation 

theology to reconstruction theology.522 With this shift from liberation to reconstruction, 

Mugambi says: 

African Christian theology in the twenty-first century will be characterized by these themes of 

social transformation and reconstruction. The shift from liberation to social transformation and 

reconstruction begins in the 1990s. This shift involves discerning alternative social structures, 

symbols, rituals, myths and interpretations of African social reality by Africans themselves, 

irrespective of what others have to say about the continent and its peoples. The resources of this 

re-interpretation are multidisciplinary analyses involving social scientists, philosophers, 

creative writers and artists, biological and physical scientists.523 

 

By his “theology of reconstruction,” Mugambi wanted to engage theologians in Africa 

and their theological ideologies for social reconstruction after the cold war. For Mugambi, God 

has created each one of us in the divine image and what we have individually has to contribute 

constructively towards the improvement of our social conditions.524 The logic of his argument 

that mentions people from different professions is that we are endowed differently and 

variously, and our contributions cannot be uniform.525 Textually, Mugambi locates his 

reconstruction theology to the Old Testament reconstruction that Ezra and Nehemiah did. 

 Mugambi’s reconstruction theology has received criticism from different scholars. A 

notable example is from a South African Old Testament scholar Elelwani Farisani,526 who 

criticizes Mugambi for two issues. First, Farisani accuses Mugambi of not reading carefully 

the text of Ezra-Nehemiah.527 Concretizing his criticism against Mugambi’s ideology, Farisani 
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argues that Mugambi’s reading of the text is insensitive to the plight of the am haaretz (people 

of the land).528 This means Mugambi get accusations of not examining critically the tension 

between those who returned from exile and the am haaretz. As a result, Mugambi seems biased 

against the am haaretz. Second, Farisani accuses Mugambi of drawing a dichotomy between 

cultural reconstruction and inculturation, something that seems to be a contradiction with the 

place of inculturation within Mugambi’s reconstruction theology.529 This view puts Mugambi’s 

paradigm shift from inculturation to reconstruction theology into question. However, apart 

from what might seem shortcomings of Mugambi’s invention, reconstruction theology has 

been a theology that calls for theologians and other professionals to advocate for social 

development. One may rightly conclude that liberation theology, black theology, and 

reconstruction theology are efforts on improving the life of the society through religion. 

 Another voice against Mugambi’s use of Ezra-Nehemiah in reconstruction theology 

comes from Ntozakhe Cezula. For Cezula, Ezra-Nehemiah does not qualify for reconstruction 

theology due to some elements of violation of human rights such as the prohibition of 

intermarriage.530 Unlike Farisani who does not suggest a substitute for Ezra-Nehemiah text, 

Cezula proposes for reconstruction theology in South Africa that comes from 2 Chr 6:32.531 

His argument is that 2 Chr 6:32 includes foreigners among sons of Israel. However, my 

intention is not to carry far the discussion on reconstruction theology in this work, rather, to 

highlight different voices on an awareness in doing theology that meets people’s needs. 

The practice where religion meets the society’s need, other scholars name it 

religious/spiritual capital.532 Lombaard defines religious capital as something that indicates the 

translation of peoples’ highest sensibilities of faith and deepest sensitivities of faith into 

expressions of action and inaction.533 O’Sullivan offers a clear and more explicit definition as 

compared to Lombaard. He defines religious/spiritual capital in a normative rather than 
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descriptive way as a society’s capacity for authentic social change deriving from its spiritual 

and religious resources.534 Moreover, O’Sullivan states clearly the resources of 

religious/spiritual capital. These are the Bible, Christian traditions, resources of theology and 

spirituality, religious.535  

The approach I have used in this work offers a contribution on how a reading of the 

Bible affect positively an African society, faced by different life challenges. My approach has 

interacted with the Maasai informants and facilitated their reflections on liberation from the 

socio-cultural challenges they are facing currently. In my view, this is a contribution in two 

aspects, in Old Testament scholarship in Africa and in global Old Testament scholarship. First, 

it is a contribution to the current debate, whether the Bible can alter any suffering in Africa. 

This is a debate between ideas and reality. As far as the approach I have used is concerned, it 

has made possible for the Old Testament scholarship to interact with the Maasai life 

experiences.   

The debate between ideas and reality is not a new phenomenon. Someone may trace its 

origin from Christian Theology. According to John Caputo, in the Middle Ages, theology got 

influence from two Greek philosophers namely, Plato, the idealist, and Aristotle, the realist.536 

These two philosophers Lombaard argues that they signify the ever-present dichotomy in 

Christian Theology.537 In this tension between ideas and reality, the discussion on the role of 

the Old Testament to the African society builds its base. My approach in this work has made 

the Bible enter the real world of the Maasai informants and create a language of discussing 

societal problems. 

Second, my research approach shows a contribution to global Old Testament 

scholarship that there might be other possibilities of reading the Bible apart from the common 

methods, the historical-critical ones. I am not against the historical-critical methods of reading 

the Bible, but what I have done in my approach is to open up for other possibilities that may 

also help the suffering societies like the Maasai. 
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5.4.2 Bridging a gap between Lay and Professional readers of the Bible  

The dialogue between Maasai readings of biblical texts and scholarly literature among other 

functions, it bridges a gap between indigenous/ordinary and professional readers of the Bible. 

It bridges the gap in a sense that the said dialogue treats both indigenous reading and scholarly 

literature on the same level as dialogue partners.  

A few words on a gap between lay and professional readers of the Bible should be part 

of our discussion. The gap between professional and lay readers of the Bible has been part of 

a scholarly discussion in Africa. Louis Jonker, who offers an illuminative discussion, has 

pointed out an important aspect here. In his reflection the gap between lay and professional 

readers of the Bible to its wider context, Jonker has related this as a gap between objectivism 

and relativism.538 With reference to Richard Bernstein, Jonker defines objectivism as: 

“The basic conviction that there is or must be some permanent, ahistorical matrix or framework 

to which we can ultimately appeal in determining the nature of rationality, knowledge, truth, 

reality, goodness, or rightness.” Applied to biblical interpretation, this conviction implies that 

the meaning of biblical texts could be sufficiently determined by appealing to such a permanent, 

ahistorical matrix-normally perceived as the conviction that the Bible is the inspired word of 

God that teaches the believing reader certain universal truths. Objectivism as Bernstein defines 

it, searches for an Archimedean point of reference.539 

 

This definition seems to limit interpretation of biblical texts to a certain rule or formula 

that seems appropriate. The formula claims authority to all biblical interpretation in such a way 

that without it, no other interpretation can claim to be true. This represents an extreme position 

of biblical exegesis. In this line of thought, Joseph Fitzmyer is one example of these extremists. 

He urges pastors, preachers, students in biblical disciplines, and scholars to appreciate using 

the historical-critical method as THE mode of ascertaining the sense of the written Word of 

God.540 Although Fitzmyer limits his argument in the premises of the Catholic biblical 

scholarship,541 yet it serves as a notable example of such extreme objectivists’ position. 
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Turning to relativism, Jonker defines it with reference to Bernstein as: 

The basic conviction that when we turn to the examination of those concepts that philosophers 

have taken to be the most fundamental-whether it is the concept of rationality, truth, reality, 

right, the good, or norms-we are forced to recognize that in the final analysis all such concepts 

must be understood as relative to a specific conceptual scheme, theoretical framework, 

paradigm, form of life, society, or culture. Relativism is the view that every belief on a certain 

topic, or perhaps about any topic, is as good as every other. Applied to biblical interpretation, 

relativists would claim that there are many meanings in a particular biblical text and that no one 

of these meanings can, or even may, claim priority, because all these meanings form part of a 

groundless web of interrelatedness.542 

 

This definition seems to give room for lay readers of the Bible in their contexts to read biblical 

texts and produce meanings that may apply in their contexts. Relativism seems to open a door 

for lay Bible readers to participate producing meanings for biblical passages.  

In favor of this relativistic view, John Barton argues that biblical criticism is a 

descriptive pursuit, analyzing, explaining and codifying the questions that perceptive readers 

put to the text; not a prescriptive discipline laying down rules about how the text ought to be 

read.543 For Barton, biblical exegetical methods are a codification of intuitions about the text, 

which may occur to intelligent readers.544 Arguing like this, I assume Barton wants to show 

that no biblical criticism method may claim superiority to others rather than each method 

having its own contribution towards the understanding of the text. Apart from his favor to 

relativistic view, Barton also falsifies a general notion that Western scholars are objectivists 

while African scholars are relativists.  

Another example is Jurie Le Roux. Discussing on biblical scholarship in Africa, Le 

Roux discusses how some African biblical scholars are resistant to Western models and 

scholarship. Many view Western exegetical insights as being too theoretical, too one-sided and 

therefore irrelevant for Africa and its pressing problems. For him, the questions prevailing 

include, how can knowledge of Pentateuch’s origins ease the pain of an AIDS patient? How 

can historical-critical information about the Pentateuch, the prophets, the Psalms or the wisdom 
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literature contribute to reducing poverty and hunger? How can Western exegetical models 

reduce violence, corruption or solve the problems with regard to land ownership?545 

Pondering questions that seem to bother African readers of the Bible in relation to 

Western critical methods of interpreting the Bible, he argues that a text is not a “deposit of 

meanings” waiting to be unlocked by way of the correct method.546  Bearing that in mind, Roux 

suggests that exegesis is not a methodological power game but an endless play of rereading 

and discovering new, different and diverse forms of meanings or in other terms, a play with 

possibilities.547 It is my assumption that such an approach lifts up the ordinary readers to a level 

where they become participants of discovering these possibilities of meanings. 

With this relativistic view, the context of the interpreter seems to be more influential to 

the interpretation of the text as compared to the context of the text. Werner Kahl is of the 

opinion that a reading of the Bible is relevant within a particular socio-economic situation or 

in a context of certain existential questions; the prerequisite, however, is the culturally 

conditioned encyclopedia, a world of facts, of the community reading it.548 From this 

understanding, Kahl reaches to an argument that culture influences every approach to scriptures 

and even historical-critical exegesis appears not as an absolute science but rather as one, that 

considers itself absolute.549 Furthermore, George Fihavango adds to this relativistic view that 

the recipients interpret the text within their life situation (Sitz im Leben) selectively and 

according to their interests.550 Relativism is a mode of interpreting biblical texts that seem to 

invite people from different contexts, levels of education to read and interpret the Bible. If 

relativism is not handled carefully might go to an extreme that may lead to the unethical reading 

of the Bible.  

 The dialogue between Maasai readings of biblical texts with critical Old 

Testament studies in chapter four of this work bridges the wide gap that exists between 
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objectivism and relativism. It is an approach, which according to Eric Anum puts forward a 

dialogue between a scholarly reading (with historical-critical tools) and the ordinary reader 

(without critical tools).551 Arguing like this, I do not mean that the difference between lay and 

a professional reading of the Bible will cease. This would lead to the danger of lay readers to 

compromise with either professional readers or the professional readers to agree with all that 

comes from lay readers. The dialogue also does not aim to intimidate one of the dialogue 

partners because that also would lead to another danger of increasing the gap and destroying 

the relationship between indigenous readers and professional readers of the Bible.  

The dialogue between the Maasai readings of the Bible and critical Old Testament 

studies in this work contributes to African Old Testament scholarship by balancing the lay and 

professional readings of the Bible. This may not differ with what Anum calls power relations 

between scholarly readers and ordinary readers.552 By so doing, this research has achieved in 

Magnar Kartveit’s words, a nuanced and balanced understanding of the Bible without losing 

the attention of members of the community or of the whole community.553 However, the 

bridging of the gap in this dialogue lays its base on the maintaining relationship of the 

indigenous readers and the professional readers of the Bible. 

The bridged gap between lay and professional readers of the Bible may also reduce 

some accusations that have been existing. One of these accusations is what Holter puts it as an 

act of academia hiding in ivory towers, rather than joining ordinary people’s struggle for better 

lives.554 Instead, the bridged gap between lay and professional readers of the Bible nurtures the 

community by working together to improve life. 
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5.4.3 The Role of the Bible for Constructive Social Change in Contemporary Africa 

The encounter between the Maasai and the Bible has resulted in a realization of the role of the 

Bible in bringing constructive social change in the Maasai community. For example, after 

reading Gen 13:1-12, the Maasai informants observed one ethical value and learned something 

useful to contribute towards solving the conflict on land between the Maasai and their 

competitors who are farmers and some other investors. The Maasai informants through reading 

of the text on how Abraham and Lot solved their conflict on land in Gen 13:8-9 have 

encountered that possibility. I am arguing this because of what I observed on my second field 

trip where my informants revealed an improved way of thinking and readiness to learn from 

the Bible on how to solve the land conflict in their context. 

 This improved way of thinking by adopting the biblical way of solving conflicts 

peacefully may be part of global efforts on solving conflicts in a peaceful way. For instance, a 

research by Swedish Civil Society Organizations in areas of crisis and conflict all over the 

world made between 1999 and 2000 may give insights on managing conflicts. Part of its report 

on conflict transformation states: 

The goal is peaceful conflict resolution or conflict management and reconciliation. 

Reconciliation is the restoration and healing of raptured relations. To enable reconciliation 

process to take place, there must be the willingness to see and recognize the harm that has been 

caused; sincere repentance; determination not to repeat the harm; preparedness make amends 

for and to provide compensation for any damage caused; and preparedness to enter into new, 

improved relations with the other party.555 

 

Anna Åkerlund adapts a triangle model from John Galtung to describe a conflict. In this 

triangle, the three corners represent attitude (A), behavior (B), and contradiction (C).556 In her 

conflict transformation, the logic on how the triangle works is that when someone manages to 

influence the behavior of the conflicting partners in a positive way, their attitudes will also 

change to less violence and hence affect the contradiction as a whole. 

 Åkerlund does not give restrictions or a formula on how to influence the behavior of 

people in conflict. She gives room for different efforts to work on conflict management. It is 

from this perspective that my research question that focuses on provoking reflections of the 
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Maasai informants on their conflict on land by reading Gen 13 has influenced their behavior to 

an extent of learning peaceful means of life instead of conflicts.  

Learning something worthy for the contemporary society (like the Maasai society) from 

the Bible is not a new phenomenon. It is one of the roles of religion to the society. For example, 

Holter observes this and discusses two roles which religion may play namely, for better and 

worse.557 For better, in the sense that religion, with its ethical values, behavioral patterns, 

canonical texts and sacred rituals, may be used positively to build up society, individuals558 and 

for this case, the Maasai society. This means, from the Bible as a religious text, the Maasai 

have an access to learn some ethical values that may open up for possibilities to ease conflicts 

pain that they experience. The Maasai being one society in Africa, this case may serve as a 

contribution to African biblical scholarship that conflicts that are going on in some other parts 

of Africa may have something to learn from the Maasai case. 

 In the same way, Theodor Seidl reflects the ethical value of Patriarchal traditions of 

Genesis and asserts that Israel finds its identity and vocation very often in the Hebrew Bible 

when overcoming conflicts with inner or foreign rivals.559 Citing an example of the story of 

Abraham and Lot, Seidl says the moral of the story in Gen 13 could serve as an admonition for 

Israel to treat its eastern neighbors with respect as brothers and abandon plans for violence and 

military actions against them.560 This assertion informs us that the Patriarchal narratives in 

Genesis, for example, the one on Abraham and Lot may provide tools for resolving conflicts 

not only for Israel but also for a contemporary society like the Maasai and other African ethnic 

groups in general. 

 Africa is one of the continents in which there are reports of civil wars happening due to 

different reasons. As I have argued earlier in this work that Africans do cherish the Bible as 

God’s word, there are some scholars also who would think the Bible to be a tool for helping 

Africans. Arguing from his interpretation of Joshua 22, Yaw Adu-Gyamfi mentions the Bible 

to be the best book to use in appealing to Africans about any aspect of their beliefs and 
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practices.561 Adu-Gyamfi extracts three guidelines from Joshua 22 for African ethnic groups to 

deal with their conflicts. These include understanding the problem, the use of delegation that 

is representative and the use of dialogue as a means conflict prevention.562 It might be right to 

argue against Adu-Gyamfi that he is neglecting the fact that the context of Joshua 22 is different 

from the African context. There should be a clear line on how to treat these two contexts on 

the same level. Yet the ethical value of the story in Joshua 22 is not limited in terms of its 

application and this gives room for any society to learn from it. 

The above case may not apply directly to the Maasai situation but still, it may contribute 

something towards ending violence between the Maasai and other patrons on land in Maasai 

area. This Maasai case also may affect biblical scholarship in Africa that reading the Bible with 

the society may contribute to the better African society by providing not only theoretical but 

also offering practical possibilities of tackling African problems. 

 

5.4.4 The Bible and African Culture 

The encounter between the Maasai and the Bible provides conceptual tools for strengthening 

not only the Maasai semi-nomadic lifestyle (the key aspect of traditional Maasai values) in 

particular but also African culture and identity more generally. The dialogue between the 

Maasai readings and the scholarly literature of the Bible in chapter 4 of this work has resulted 

in a mutual enrichment between the two dialogue partners. This mutual enrichment does not 

relocate the Maasai from their traditional cultural values but rather it strengthens them to stand 

before other people as normal human beings. 

 With regard to how the Bible relates to culture, among many arguments by biblical 

scholars, two of them seem to dominate. There are scholars who see the Bible as a full authority, 

thus it does not need to dialogue with culture (dialectic model), while others see a need for a 

dialogue (dialogic model). I will not discuss the former, but my focus is on the latter. Showing 

distinctiveness of the dialogic model, a Nigerian biblical scholar Ernest Ezeogu asserts that 

unlike the dialectic model that supposes an antagonism between the Bible and culture, the 
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dialogic model holds that the Bible and culture are compatible.563 Ezeogu sees the compatibility 

of the Bible and culture by comparing essential values of the biblical and cultural traditions. 

 More recent to Ezeogu, Guy Darshan has published a work that may add to this 

argument. In his article titled “The Origins of the Foundation Stories Genre in the Hebrew 

Bible and Ancient Eastern Mediterranean,” he presents two of the principal genres of 

foundation narratives predominant in biblical texts.564 This article received the 2014 David 

Noel Freedman Award for Excellence and Creativity in Hebrew Bible Scholarship.565 These 

genres include, first, a founding father who settles in a new place and starts a new bloodline, 

and second, the migration of an ethnic group that ends in a conquest of the new land.566 In what 

seems to be a discussion on cultural background of the biblical stories, Darshan comes with a 

reaction positive to culture. He argues that several factors indicate that these traditions 

depicting nation’s history in terms of migration and settlement were not the possession of the 

Greeks and Israelites alone in the Mediterranean but were characteristic of many of the small 

kingdoms in the region at the beginning of the first millennium.567 With this conclusion, one 

might realize how the biblical texts are culturally embedded. Moreover, an enterprise of reading 

the Bible might undoubtedly mean a dialogue between two cultures namely the biblical one 

and that of the reader. In case there is a parallelism between some aspects of the two (like what 

is the case with the Maasai and the Bible), then the Bible may convincingly strengthen the 

culture of the reader. 

 Accordingly, this recent work by Darshan may affirm what African biblical scholar 

Peter Nyende did some years back. Nyende discovered a point of contact between the Bible 

and ethnicity as he once argued for the predominant discourse in which one could find what 

the Bible that has directly to say or teach about ethnicity. For him, it should not be presumed 

that such discourse is, therefore, either dated or of value only to Jewish-Christian relations. 
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Such texts have informed and can inform ethnicity generally and other ethnic relations.568 By 

arguing that biblical texts can inform ethnicity today, I think this is not only a matter of 

transforming some aspects but also strengthening those aspects that seem conforming to the 

biblical ones. 

 With regard to this dialogue between the biblical and cultural essentials, my research 

finds some essential values of the Maasai culture in the Bible. This intersection between the 

biblical and the Maasai essential values are the ones bringing the compatibility between the 

two. For example, the Bible in Gen 13 reflects positively the Maasai semi-nomadic lifestyle. 

Although one may identify some slight differences, the general picture that comes to the mind 

of an indigenous Maasai right after encountering Gen 13 is a reflection of the Maasai way of 

life. However, with this argument, I do not mean all biblical essential values are in Maasai 

culture. There are essential values of the Bible that are not in Maasai culture and vice versa, 

but that does not mean the Maasai culture and the Bible are incompatible.  

 Ezeogu might sound right when he argues that the theological basis for the dialogue 

between the Bible and culture lies on two factors.  One is the willingness of the Bible to comply 

with the dialogue, and two, the open-endedness of culture that makes it not static but ready to 

grow.569 The willingness of the Bible to comply with culture has been a point of discussion 

widely. For example, the Eastern tradition, the Greek Orthodox Church had a very positive 

view on culture. Bishop Anastasios Yannoulatos has argued that the Gospel, while retaining its 

eternal and divine character, finds it not difficult to be incarnated into the concrete cultural 

body of any time.570 Likewise, the Eastern Church Fathers reached a conclusion that the Bible 

is not sui generis but was born and shaped in a community of faith composed of different 

cultures and traditions.571  

The Orthodox Church experiences with biblical interpretation may illustrate its special 

attention to the culture of the recipient of the Bible. Discussing biblical hermeneutics in the 

Orthodox Church, John Breck argues how the Orthodox hermeneutics‒the principles and 
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methods for interpreting scripture‒takes as a point of departure the affirmation of 2 Timothy 

3:26, with the general view that “All scripture is inspired by God.” For him, that inspirational 

work involves a synergy, a cooperative effort between, on the one hand, the Holy Spirit of God, 

and, on the other hand, the human instrument who receives divine revelation and translates it 

into the gospel proclamation.572 This view from the Eastern Church displays a view that the 

Bible is open to working together with culture for serving the community.  

 The Western Church tradition also does not ignore the relationship between the Bible 

and culture. The evidence is her acceptance of inculturation hermeneutics. Despite the fact that 

biblical scholars insist on historical-critical methods of interpreting the Bible, yet there is much 

recognition of a contribution from human culture. Among these biblical scholars is Joseph 

Fitzmyer, despite his preference to historical critical methods, he also agrees that just as the 

Eternal Word became a human being at a given historic epoch, the written word was submitted 

to human language at a given period.573 Furthermore, in the book titled The Interpretation of 

the Bible in the Church, a book that seems to endorse all the main types of modern biblical 

interpretation for the Catholics, particularly on the discussion on inculturation hermeneutics, 

one encounters the following claim: 

The theological foundation of inculturation is the conviction of faith that the word of God 

transcends the cultures in which it has found expression and has the capability of being spread 

in other cultures, in such a way as to be able to reach all human beings in the cultural context 

in which they live…This is not, as clear, a one-way process; it involves ‘mutual enrichment’. 

On the one hand, the treasures contained in diverse cultures allow the word of God to produce 

new fruits and, on the other hand, the light of the word allows for a certain selectivity with 

respect to what cultures have to offer. Harmful elements can be left aside and the development 

of valuable ones encouraged.574 

 

In Africa, Archbishop Desmond Tutu of South Africa provides insights on how culture 

is helpful in interpreting the Bible in Africa. In one of his articles, he argues that African 

theologians have set about demonstrating that the African religious experience and heritage 

were not illusory and that they should have formed the vehicle for conveying the Gospel to 
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Africa. In addition, they showed that many Africa’s religious insights had a real affinity with 

those of the Bible.575 

More recent to Tutu, Jean-Claude Loba-Mkole has argued that inculturation theology 

has not only been helpful to Africa but also it has developed to the extent of producing 

intercultural exegesis.576 For him, inculturation and biblical writings are not two separate 

pieces, but the same reality with two aspects and he cautions that it is imperative for biblical 

inculturation hermeneutics to draw a distinction between the biblical message and a cultural 

element.577 

 Having observed all these witnesses of how culture is important in the all enterprise of 

transmitting the biblical message, someone might be right to argue that some aspects of the 

Maasai culture are important as well. In that case, the encounter between the Maasai and the 

Bible has shown that some aspects of the Maasai culture are compatible to the Bible just as 

other cultures in Africa and other parts of the world. This compatibility between the Maasai 

culture and the Bible just as it has strengthened the Maasai semi-nomadic way of life that is a 

key aspect of Maasai culture; it may do the same to other cultures in Africa. 

 

5.4.5 The Influence of the Bible outside Christian Sphere 

My Maasai informant (not from the Christian background) who invited me to read the Bible to 

a village meeting may imply that the Bible has influence outside Christian sphere. The Maasai 

informants realized that the Bible seems to be a friendly book to their life situation. As I report 

in chapter three of this work, their reading of biblical texts was reflecting their daily life and 

some traditional cultural aspects.  

 There is one main reason that has attracted my Maasai informants. In this current 

research, we have read the Bible with a special focus on the community’s needs like land issue 

and harassments that are currently facing the Maasai community. When we read the Bible with 
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this focus, it becomes helpful not only to Christians but also to other people outside Christian 

sphere because they all face the same challenges.  

Some scholars have argued for reading the Bible with a focus on community’s needs. 

Among them are Madipoane Masenya and Hulisani Ramantswana, who argue that reading the 

Bible in light of present day contexts both recognizes and acknowledges the reader and her/his 

context.578 Arguing from their South African context as their social location from which they 

read the Bible, Masenya and Ramantswana reaffirm what they call “a two-way process-reading 

a text in terms of our experience and reading our experience in terms of the text.579 Another 

voice is that of Temba Rugwiji, who argued that the relevance of Old Testament scholarship 

to the community of readers needs to be a priority.580 These exemplary African biblical scholars 

do something related to key aspects of earlier works by some Western specialists in 

hermeneutics, especially Hans-Georg Gadamer,581 Martin Heidegger,582 and Paul Ricoeur.583 

However, reading the Bible in the light of the present day contexts as argued by these scholars 

may be theoretical or practical. Every aspect whether theoretical or practical has its impact on 

the society. 

Regardless of how these scholars have argued on this issue of working with the society, 

my research observes one important thing. It is not the theoretical aspect but the practical one 

that has aroused my Maasai informants’ interest in the Bible. From that interest of the 

informants, I may rightly argue that the Bible has an impact not only in a Christian society but 

also outside the Christian society.  

5.5 Partial Conclusion 

This chapter began with a survey of Old Testament studies in Africa. The discussion has shown 

some approaches used in Old Testament studies in Africa. However, this does not portray 
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consecutive stages in chronological order because the approaches can co-exist within the same 

period. Yet, it may be right to argue that Old Testament studies in Africa is an amalgamation 

of interpretive methods, approaches with a focus that reflects a creative engagement of the 

African cosmological reality and the Bible. 

 The next part discusses the challenges that are facing the Old Testament studies in 

Africa. My research has identified some challenges including finding methods that will make 

Old Testament studies in Africa not only African but also recognized globally. Another 

challenge is the over-inclination of Old Testament scholars in Africa to traditional African 

culture as compared to African modern life experience. With this challenge, issues related to 

culture get more attention than those on current life experience. The next challenges are weak 

Old Testament scholars’ network in Africa and the tension between African and Western 

biblical scholars. 

 This brings us to the last part in this chapter, which is the Maasai case as a contribution 

to Old Testament studies in Africa. This work has offered its contribution towards some 

challenges of Old Testament studies in Africa while other challenges need further research. 

The Maasai case has contributed towards constructive social-cultural change in not only 

Maasai but also it has set a model for other parts of the African continent. Other contributions 

include bridging the gap between lay and professional readers of the Bible, strengthening of 

African culture and lastly, the research has shown that Africans need the Bible, the book that 

joins them in their struggle for better lives. 
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Chapter Six 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

I will conclude this investigation in three sections. The first one will summarize my research 

findings. The second one will answer the research question I raised in section 1.4 of this work. 

The third one will address the questions raised by the informant Meitamei in section 1.1.  

6.1 A Summary of Findings 

Reading the Bible with Maasai informants may not give a simple and direct solution to the 

socio-cultural marginalization that is facing the Maasai community currently. Instead, 

however, the reading may facilitate some liberative reflections. These liberative reflections 

may act as catalysts for further discussions between the Maasai and other patrons on natural 

resources in Tanzania, including the Government itself, with the aim of building an egalitarian 

community that includes not only the Maasai but also other patrons.  

However, reading the same texts, one can come up with different results depending on 

the approach used in interpreting the texts. As for my case, I focused not on the question “what 

does the text say?” but rather on “what do the Maasai informants hear the text saying when the 

text and the Maasai culture and life experience interact during the reading process?” In this 

sense, the Maasai informants did not “find” meaning in texts, but they “made” meaning. This 

“meaning” of the texts that I present in this work might not work in other contexts. I agree with 

Brian K. Blount who argues that a person’s identification with a particular “pattern of meaning” 

determines his/her answer to the question “what does a biblical text mean?”584 In this sense, 

what I present in chapter three is a Maasai reading of biblical texts. 

The research has found that despite the socio-cultural marginalization the Maasai are 

experiencing, reading some selected Old Testament texts that were thought to have an appeal 

to the Maasai informants has confirmed the close relation between the Old Testament texts and 

the traditional Maasai semi-nomadic ways of life. Amidst their socio-cultural marginalization, 

the Maasai informants are thereby able to locate the Maasai life experiences in an authoritative 

book (for them), the Bible. The close parallels between the Bible and the traditional Maasai 

                                                           
584 Brian K. Blount, “If You Get My Meaning : Introducing Cultural Exegesis” in Exegese Und 

Methodendiskussion, edited by Stefan Alkier and Ralf Brucker, 78-79. 
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way of life give the Maasai informants confidence that their semi-nomadic lifestyle is reflected 

in the Bible and reduces the degree of inferiority complex feelings when they encounter 

challenges on their traditional lifestyle from other people. 

In chapter one I have presented introductory matters of the current study. A case from the field 

has displayed some views on land crisis in Maasai context from an informant I call Meitamei. 

Having Meitamei’s views as a background, the chapter has surveyed different efforts trying to 

solve the problem in the Tanzanian context. I identified a gap that my project tries to fill from 

a biblical perspective. 

 Chapter two has discussed theoretical perspectives and concepts. This chapter is divided 

in three parts. The first is the Maasai oral “texts.” These are myths, legends, and folktales, 

which are part of daily conversation in Maasai and have contributed in reading biblical texts. 

The second is the interpretive context, where I discuss inculturation theory, with particular 

reference to Justin Ukpong and his inculturation hermeneutics of biblical interpretation, 

offering some modifications of Ukpong’s approach. The modification has given the informants 

an opportunity of being primary readers of the texts and has given women freedom of 

expressing their views, things that Ukpong did not pay much attention to. The third is about 

actors involved in this study. Here, I have discussed some aspects of Action Research from 

social science, and some aspects of “reading with” from African biblical hermeneutics that 

have inspired my research. 

 Chapter three deals with the encounter between my Maasai informants and some 

biblical texts selected for the project. It is about the Maasai reading of some selected Old 

Testament texts. The texts are Gen 13:1-12, Exod 13:17-22, and Jer 35:5-10. Through my 

facilitation of the discussions, the informants have interpreted the texts. In other words, the 

Maasai informants are the primary interlocutors of the selected Old Testament texts. 

In chapter four of this work, I present a dialogue between the Maasai readings and 

critical Old Testament studies. The main feature of the dialogue is a give and take process 

between the indigenous Maasai reading and Old Testament studies. Likely, there is a fair play 

ground of mutual respect of the dialogue partners. It is in this part where both weaknesses and 

strengths of the indigenous reading are addressed. The strengths function as liberative aspects 

of the Maasai from socio-cultural marginalization. The weaknesses call for further reflections 

and action towards achieving better lives in the Maasai context. 
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Chapter five reflects on the results from previous chapters to see what contribution it 

may have to the academic discipline of Old Testament studies in Africa. It is my conviction 

that the present project ‒together with similar projects‒ have the possibility of strengthening 

the academic discipline of Old Testament studies in Africa. It is a possibility in the sense that 

it offers a contribution to some of the challenges that are facing Old Testament studies in 

Africa. This possibility includes bringing constructive social change in the society to the 

attention of Old Testament studies. With social engagement as one of the strategies of this 

work, a hermeneutics of transformation is inevitable. Thus, as Sarojini Nadar argues, the Old 

Testament scholar might function as an activist who leads the transformation of the 

community.585 In the same way, Knut Holter argues that biblical scholars have something to 

contribute into contemporary struggles for justice and human dignity.586 

Likewise, since my Maasai project has brought lay and professional readers of the Bible 

together for a dialogue, this may be a possibility of bridging the gap between the two. It is a 

point where different epistemologies and ontologies meet together, exchange knowledge from 

two contexts, professional, and lay readings respectively. In the same way, as the Bible has a 

potential of strengthening the Maasai semi-nomadic culture, it has a similar potential for other 

African cultural aspects that can find parallels in the Bible. The search for such parallels, 

however, need a critical perspective, acknowledging that not all cultural experiences should be 

praised.  

6.2 A Response to my Research Question 

My research question has been: How can a reading of some selected Old Testament texts with 

Maasai informants facilitate a liberative reflection vis-à-vis the marginalization they 

experience? Having read the selected Old Testament texts with the Maasai informants, I can 

argue that a reading of texts has facilitated liberative reflections in the following ways. 

 The encounter between my informants with Gen 13:1-12 led them to discover among 

many others, two main themes. The first was that Abraham and Lot lived a life that was similar 

                                                           

585 Sarojini Nadar, “’Hermeneutics of Transformation?’ : A Critical Exploration of the Model of Social 

Engagement between Biblical Scholars and Faith Communities.” In Postcolonial Perspectives in African Biblical 

Interpretations, edited by Musa W. Dube Shomanah, Andrew M. Mbuvi and Dorah R. Mbuwayesango, 389-405. 

Atlanta, Society of Biblical Literature, 2012, 403. 

586 Knut Holter, "The "Poor" in Ancient Israel - and in Contemporary African Biblical Studies," Mission Studies: 

Journal of the International Association for Mission Studies 33 (2016): 219. 
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to the traditional Maasai semi-nomadic ways of life. As the informants find similarities 

between their traditional lifestyle with the Bible, they felt support vis-à-vis their situation of 

marginalization from other people. The second was the issue of land. The informants compared 

the land conflict between Abraham’s and Lot’s herdsmen to the one they are experiencing in 

relation to farmers and other investors. Instead of continuing to fight, according to Maasai 

tradition, some informants started to think of adapting a peaceful way of solving the conflict 

as they learned from Abraham. The reflection on the two themes above may serve as liberative 

ones since they aim at freedom of the Maasai from the challenges that are facing them. 

 When the Maasai informants read Exod 13:17-22, they came across the pillars of cloud 

and fire leading the Israelites who were moving with their livestock day and night. The signs 

of cloud and lightning in the night are important for bringing rain in Maasai context. They are 

signs that assure the Maasai that Engai is with them, and that he will bring rain so that the grass 

will grow for their animals. As the cloud was leading the Israelites wherever they went, God is 

moving with people and animals today, they argued. In this sense, they understood God as 

having a nomadic character. The informants’ reflection that God himself is nomadic, gives 

them confidence against marginalization. The Maasai can be stronger against people who are 

harassing them because God also is nomadic, like them.  

In the same way, the reading of Old Testament texts led the Maasai informants to being 

critical to some aspects of traditional life. For example, their experience of hunger in the past 

years has led them to opt for subsistence farming as a supplement to their traditional focus on 

cattle. In this sense, they are critical to the prohibition of the Rechabites to cultivate land, as 

we read in Jer 35:5-10. This means that one cannot identify a particular culture and then predict 

what meaning a person from that culture will develop as he/she reads a biblical text. It is also 

true that culture is what Clifford Geertz calls a “historically transmitted pattern of meanings 

embodied in symbols.”587 According to him, this pattern of meanings, used by humans to 

communicate, is constantly changing shape as humans who use it shift in place, time, and 

experience.588 From this perspective, the Maasai experience of hunger made them to look for 

liberative ways in the text and as a result, they favored agriculture. Formerly, agriculture would 

not sound relevant to nomads, but due to the life experience they have now, agriculture seems 

                                                           
587 Clifford Geertz defines the term "culture" as quoted by Brian K. Blount, "If You Get My Meaning : Introducing 

Cultural Exegesis," in Exegese Und Methodendiskussion, ed. Stefan Alkier and Ralph Brucker (Tübingen: 

Francke Verlag, 1998), 79. 

588 Ibid. 
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preferable to be part of their life. In a sum, the Maasai informants gave the texts readings that 

made use of their liberative and transformation potentials. 

 

 

6.3 A Case from Maasai: What can be said to Meitamei 

Having experienced harassment from both neighboring ethnic groups and some state officials, 

one would have expected Meitamei ‒the informant I have introduced in section 1.1 of this 

work‒ to withdraw from the traditional semi-nomadic way of life of the Maasai. On the 

contrary, Meitamei is still confident about his traditional way of life, actually to the extent of 

relating it to biblical stories. This shows that by encountering Old Testament texts that are 

thought to have an appeal to people living traditional semi-nomadic ways of life, Meitamei and 

other Maasai informants get confidence. From the findings of my research, one main thing can 

be said to Meitamei. 

 I will argue that Meitamei should be encouraged to continue reading the Bible and 

reflecting on possibilities of improving his traditional semi-nomadic way of life for the benefit 

of himself and the society. The study has shown a mutual enrichment between the Maasai 

informants and the Old Testament texts that were thought to have an appeal to nomadic people. 

By interacting with such Old Testament texts, Meitamei and other Maasai may be encouraged 

in their semi-nomadic way of life.  

One example is the issue of land grabbing. It is complex and needs strategies for solving 

it. It is complex because Meitamei is operating from a traditional law perspective while the 

farmers and other investors acquire land in the northern part of Tanzania from the statutory 

law. This requires a dialogue to get to a point of an agreement on land division in the Maasai 

area. Through interacting with the biblical texts especially the one portraying how Abraham 

and Lot solved their conflict on land in Gen 13:1-12, Meitamei might be encouraged to continue 

reflecting on how the Maasai may secure land in a peaceful way. Moreover, through reading 

the text of Jer 35:5-10 in relation to their life experience of hunger, my Maasai informants 

disclosed a need of land for subsistence farming. Such an experience might bring an 

understanding that the Maasai are not thought to misuse land as farmers and other investors 

may think. They deserve to get land for not only for grazing animals but also for farming. 
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The Government of Tanzania also has to take responsibility with the issue of land in 

Maasai. If the Land Act currently operating in Tanzania recognizes customary land tenure, 

especially for pastoralism, the Government has to allocate the areas and let Meitamei and other 

Maasai practice semi-nomadic lifestyle in freedom. It is my expectation that this contribution 

from the Old Testament perspective will facilitate reflections on the issue of allocating the 

grazing and agricultural areas for the Maasai pastoralists. 

Meitamei also needs to realize that fighting farmers and other investors for securing 

Maasai land may lead to loss of life not only for il murran but also women, children and the 

Laigwana. On a normal basis, it is logical for Meitamei to react against farmers and other 

investors who are acquiring land and expelling the Maasai to semi-arid areas that are not rich 

in pastures. The situation of land grabbing may force Meitamei to develop anger, hatred and 

plans to revenge. When Meitamei reads some biblical texts that portray how Israel fought with 

their enemies, he may get an impression of doing the same to those who seem to be enemies of 

the Maasai. When the Meitamei applies the same way of fighting for securing Maasai land, the 

issue becomes even more complex. Such texts can hardly apply today directly. They are 

portraying violence instead of peace.  

Meitamei can continue reflecting and rereading such texts in the light of other biblical 

texts, such as for example the sixth commandment (You shall not murder) in Deut 5:17. Other 

perspectives like human rights may also facilitate his reflections on the issue of war. Reading 

violent texts in the light of other perspectives can lead Meitamei to paying more attention to 

negative effects of fighting which may not solve the main issue of land directly. However, 

when the Maasai quit fighting, it is not a sign that they have given up for land issue. The need 

for grazing land is still there and the Government should consider immediate measures to make 

sure the Maasai have an area for grazing cattle and subsistence farming. 
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Appendix 1: Contextual Bible Study Facilitation Guide 

 

Gen 13:1-12 

1. General questions 

 What does the story of Abraham mean to you? 

2. Abraham 

 What do you know about Abraham? 

 What did he do for this life? 

 Why do you think he was rich? 

 What are your comments about this kind of life? 

3. Lot 

 What do you know about Lot? 

 What did he do for his life? 

 Why did he travel with Abraham? 

4. The quarrel 

 How was the issue of land so vital to making close relatives quarrel? 

 “Reducing the number of cattle was a solution to the land conflict. “Discuss this 

statement. 

 What do you think of the solution Abraham proposed? 

 As the text says that the Canaanites and Perizzites were in the land, how did they 

receive Abraham’s solution on the land crisis?  

 

5. Religious life 

 What was the religious status of Abraham and Lot? 

6. Today 

 In this story, the land conflict between Abraham and Lot can be the identical to the land 

conflict between the Maasai and farmers today. Discuss this statement.  

 What matters are interesting when someone reads this biblical text from a traditional 

Maasai perspective? 

 How can this biblical text help you to deal with the land and water problems you have 

in Maasai society today? 

 What can be the solution to the conflicts on land between the farmers and the Maasai 

face today? 
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Exod 13:17-22 

1. General questions 

 What does this story teach you today? 

2. Israelites 

 In light of Exod 12:37-38, how did they travel and what do you say concerning the 

animals and weapons they carried? 

 What does the pillars of cloud and fire mean to you? 

3. Israelites Religious life 

 What do you think about Israel’s religious life? 

 Though they were equipped for battle, God did not like Israelites to face war against 

other nations. Discuss this statement. 

 From this text, God was with Israelites walking with them, leading them all the time. 

Why God did all this? 

 From the Bible particularly when you listen to this text, what does God say about 

nomadic ways of life? 

4. Other characters 

 Who is Pharaoh?  What is his role in this story? 

 In light of Gen 10:24 what do you say about Pharaoh? 

 Who are the Philistines and what do they represent in this story? 

5. Today 

 You are always moving with animals for the sake of good pastures and water. In which 

ways do you think God is with you? 

 What thoughts do you have about the other ways of life like farming or doing business? 

 You are in conflict with farmers on land issues, what should be done to stop the 

conflicts? 

 What do you think is the best way for Maasais to co-exist with other tribes who are 

farmers? 

 

 

Jer 35:5-10 

1. General questions 

 What does this Rechabites story mean to you? 

2. The prohibitions 

 What do you think about the Rechabites who were prohibited from cultivating the land 

but just keep animals? How possible that life on earth?  
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 In this text what prohibitions do you think necessary and what are not? Give reasons. 

 What do you think; do these prohibitions hinder relationships with other people, 

especially those ones who are not under such prohibitions? Discuss. 

 What challenges do you think the Recabites faced from the people in Jerusalem who 

were not under such prohibitions? 

 Do you think the Rechabites had something good to teach other people around? Give 

reasons for your answer. 

3. Today 

 In what way the Maasai loyalty to culture is similar to that of Rechabites? 

 How can these Maasai ways of life work today with respect to how you relate to other 

people in this modern world? 

 With reference to this biblical text, do you think the Maasai nomadic way of life has 

something good to teach other people? Explain. 

 As Maasai, you have distinctive ways of life, how possible it is to co-exist with other 

communities? 

 How can a Maasai use the Bible, particularly this text to overcome the stereotype 

challenge from other ethnic groups? 

 

Subsidiary questions to the traditionalists 

 

o How do you feel about the nomadic way of life you are living are you comfortable with 

it or not? Explain 

o How does the challenges of land, stereotype and many others you have to affect your 

daily lives?  

o What should be done to improve life in Maasai land? 

o How can the Bible help you to deal with the land, stereotype and many other challenges 

you have as Maasais? 

Subsidiary questions to the evangelists 

 You are in training to be a spiritual leader of the Maasai who are living a nomadic life. 

o How do you view the biblical texts? E.g. guideline for daily life or something else? 

o From the biblical readings, you do as part of your ministry, how do you help the Maasai 

to improve their life with regard to challenges they face from their neighbors?  

o As a preacher, in which way the Bible can be used as a tool to liberate your congregants 

from the land and stereotype challenges they face every day. 
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Subsidiary questions for the Maasai living in Arusha town 

 You are a Maasai by origin but now living in the urban area. 

o What are your views about the nomadic life other Maasai are living in relation to what 

you read in the Bible? 

o Would you like them to stop living such a life and probably live in towns? 

o What is the difference of life between towns and villages where the Maasai are living? 

o The Maasai need to be liberated from the land, stereotype and many other problems 

they have. What tools may be used for this liberation? In which way do you think the 

Bible to be one of the tools? 
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