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1. INTRODUCTION

A.reading at Ihe Bible from a black perspeclive must situate itsell
squarely and deliberately within the study of black history and
culture. In order, however. thai it should be a genuinely liberating
reading, it also has to be a critical practice. By this I mean that it
has to aim at being a critical appropriation of black historical and
cultural texts (written and unwritten) on the one hand, and of the
texts of Scripture on the other hand. From Ihis there follows Ihe im
plicafion thai not all of black history and cullUre nor all of the biblical
texis can be assumed to be liberating for black oppressed and ex
ploited people.

It is important in this essay, therefore, to idenlify aspecls ot black
history and culture that are significant for reading the Bible under
the theme ot wealth and poverty from the black perspective. From
my point of view, any such reading must tackle the foUow;ng issues:
Land, Economy and Culture. These issues represent the poles
around which the problems of wealth and poverty revolve. A black
analysis of wealth and poverty in the Bible must consequently ask
in what way these factors define the position ot the people of an
cient Israel in their society. Similarly, it must enquire into the various
locations of black people in the different phases of their history. The
queslion of the place of people in society, whether ancient Israel
or black Africa already touches on the issues of land and economy.

LAND AND ECONOMY

In the entire social history of ancient Israel land was a fundamental
means of production. As such, ownership or non·ownership of land
formed Ihe basis ot the wealth or poverly of those people.

Norman Gottwald, in his monumental work on the redefinition of
the origins of ancient Israel, has contributed significantly to our
understanding of the role of land in the enrichment or impoverish·
ment of social classes in that society. According to Gottwald the
basis of the exodus movement is the struggle over ownership, con·
trol of and ability to work the land. In the period of the Amarna lei
ters bitter struggles were fought by peasant producers inside
Palestine for continued ownership and control of their land. The
reason being that the meagre agricultural economk: surplus which
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the peasant classes were producing was being syphoned off by the
comprador (messenger) Palestinian ruling class. This internal, local
oppressor-class consisted of the chiefs and kings of the Palestinian
city states.

Their task was to squeeze the socially produced economic surplus
out of the direct producers in order to pay for the reproduction of
their own class. It was also geared at providing maintenance of the
Egyptian colonial administrative and military personnel garrisoned
in each of the city states of Palestine. This class also extracted tribute
which each colonial city state was obligated to pay to the colonial
power. The process of control over the social and economic surplus
produced by the peasant classes inevitably led to all manner of
alienation and conflict. The first type of alienation is of course the
estrangement of the products of the labour of the oppressed and
exploited peasants. These Palestinian underclasses were further
alienated from the source of their wealth, namely, their labour which
they expended in production and from land on which their labour
was expended. The alienation of land happened along two different
ways. In some instances peasants fell into the slavery of debt
because they had used their plots of land as collateral security in
order to obtain loans to enable them to participate in the next round
of production. They would fall into slavery of debt because the next
round of production would not able to create the surplus required
for the peasant producer to service the loan, to pay tribute, to sub
sist with their family and to join the next round of agricultural pro
ductive activities. In other cases land alienation occurred through
sheer dispossession. The wealthy classes were able to exercise their
power over the pwerless peasant producers in such a way that they
were able to expand their estates into large latifundia on which large
gangs of alienated labour, that is, workers who no longer had any
control over their labour were employed. Many others existed on
the fringes of Ihis arrangement as rural proletariat.

The period just preceding the exodus was characterised by large
waves of unrest and insurrection throughout what had until then
been known as the Egyptian empire. This included the city stales
of Palestine. The official correspondence between the chiefs of the
city states and the Egyptian empirial capital known as the Amarna
lelters point to the social and economic origins of this unrest and
insurrection in the political economy of Palestine as we have describ
ed above.

One important group of social- cultural and political resisters who
feature prominently in the Amarna letters is called the "apiru". A
common characteristic of the "apiru" is their dislocation within the
Palestinian society of that time. Some of them were driven into one
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or other form of social banditry. Others became mercenaries in the
military conflicts that took place frequently among the city states
of Palestine. Still others engaged in deliberate revolutionary action
against the state feudalism of the Palestinian city states. As we said
above, their common socia-economic dislocation derived fundamen
tally from landlessness into which they had fallen.

It is arguably the case that the rest of the history of the biblical com
munities from the Davidic and solomonic monarchical era to the
Babylonian exilic period and the subsequent New Testament time
under Roman rule, has been the history of tl1e struggle over land.
Wealth and poverty in the biblical experience are a consequence
or result of ownership or lack of ownership of land.

Nowhere in the Bible is the conflict between the wealthy and the
poor as strongly and starkly demonstrated as in the narrative on
Naboth's vineyard. Here again the key bone of contention is land.
In fact 1 Kings 21 embodies remarkably almost all the issues that
inspire Black Theology's reflections on the question of wealth and
poverty. I refer here specifically to Black Theology in South Africa.
As a theory of the weapon of faith of the black oppressed and ex
ploited masses in South Africa, Black Theology would identify with
the fundamental issues of 1 Kings 21. These are: 1) vineyard
later significantly referred to as 'nahalah' (inheritance, lefa, boshwa,
Hifa). The matter of land is key to this issue every time the Bible
refers to vineyards or nahalahs. For Blacks in South Africa no other
issue qualifies better as nahalah, (Iefa la bo-Ntata rona, boshwa jwa
bo-Rrarona, ilifa 10Bao), an inheritance from the ancestors, than
land. The significance of vineyards as economic power bases which
frame the freedom or unfreedom of the people of the Bible appears
clearly in the text in Micah 4:3·4: " ... They will beat their swords
into plowshares, their spears into pruning knives... Each man (sic)
shall sit under his vine, under his fig tree; and no one will be ter
rorised, for the mouth of Yahweh of hosts has spoken. " In my book
entitled "Biblical Hermeneutics and Black Theofogy in South Africa"
I have dared to suggest that this is the only really socialist part of
the Bible, albeit the most representative ot the aspirations and strug
gles of the majority of the people of God in the Bible in all the phases
of biblical history. 2) Fair price (Verse 2) - symbolising the power
relations behind the market.

The issues of wealth and poverty in South Africa today touch
significantly on the role of the economic market. For those who have
power and possess wealth the market forces of the economic system
of "free enterprise" should be left to determine the creation and
distribution of wealth. The powerless majority of black people in
South Africa have no faith in the market. They argue that the market
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is an instrument of competition among those who already own
wealth which they, the blacks have produced. It is the basis for the
further dispossession of the oppressed and exploited black peo
ple. The notion, therefore, of "a fair price" as is enunciated by the
ruling classes of biblical times (Ahab,ect.) as well as the economic
bosses of our time is a hoax. 3) Political power is represented in
the lext by references to the king's ability to remove people forcefully
from their land (verses 6 and 7) and the role of the officials and
leading citizens of Jezreel in the deliberate miscarriage of justice.
One parralieI in contemporary black experience would be the role
of tile government,community councillors and homeland leaders in
the process of dispossession of black people. 4) Violence - a
feature in the text which a black theological reading of this narrative
could not miss, in many ways always accompanies the struggle bet·
ween Ihe wealthy and Ihe poor both in the Biblical and contemporary
societies. In our situation in particUlar, black people have historically
been on the receiving end of this process.

Three levels are discernible in the text with regard to the question
01 violence. Firstly, there is the violence of the state, institutional
violence, demonstrated in the act of land expropriation by the king
from Naboth. Secondly, there is the violence of the political func
tionaries of the state whose force eventuates in the death of Naboth.
Thirdly, there is the violence IIlat is necessarily embodied in the
state as an instrument of class rule.

The violence referred to in 1 Kings 21 :23-24 literarily happens later
as described in 1 Kings 22:35-37 and 2 Kings 9:30-37. A black
theological reading, grounded in the experience of the black com
munity, would be able, of necessity, to link the experience of un
precedented violence against and in the black community of the
1980's and 1990's to the violence in this text. The basis of such a
linking is Ihat Ihis community, like its counterpart in the northern
monarchy of king Ahab, is characterised by immense poverty
leading to all manner of violence in it, against it and by it. 5) The
role of ideology is a point of particular interest to a black theological
interpreter of the Bible.

There are two levels in which ideology is involved here. Firstly, it
is a question of how, in the events of the story, ideology operated
to justify particular actors and actions. This is illustrated by the use
of state ideology when Jezebel asks of king Ahab" Are you the king
or aren't you?" (v.7 ) Or when she says in the letters she wrote to
the officials and leading citizens of Jezreel: "Proclaim a day of
fasting, calt the people together, and give Naboth the place of
honour. Get a couple of scoundrels to accuse him to his face of cur·
sing God and the king ... " (v.9-1O). Secondly, ideology operates

19



here at the level of the text itself. A black theological reading
recognises that ideology does not only function in the historical situa
tion described by the text but that the text itselt has its own
ideological practice. On which side, for example, are our sympathies
required? The authorls of this story invoke(s) God not only to bring
a moral critique to bear on the actions of the powerful classes but
to introduce into the discourse of the text another struggle: the strug
gle between the state and the prophets. The latter group is
represented by Elijah. The question of the political economy of the
rise and history of the prophetic movement and its message is one
that requires separate treatment. Suffice it to note that here as in
every other place where prophets arise, the dispossessed cease
to speak for themselves. Their voice is replaced by that of the pro
phet. In this text Naboth's voice is limited to his protest: 'I inherited
this vineyaret from my ancestors, ... the Lord forbid that I should let
you have itl" (v. 3).

Be that as it may, in the ideological practice of the text there is the
God of Naboth who is about to be rendered poor by the experience
of land expropriation and the God of Elijah who represents the mid
dle class interests of the Deuteronomistic writer who has a bone
to chew with the Northern monarchy of " King Jeroboam son of
Nebat. '" verses 20ff. Questions of wealth and poverty are articulated
differently by different ideological practices in the Bible, even within
the same text. Thus a black theological reading of the Bible is at
the same time an ideological reading, as indeed all readings of the
Bible are. The only real question is in whose social class, racial,
cultural, and gender interests is the reading taking place?

CULTURE.

The struggle to free oneself from poverty that is born of landlessness
is cultural. This is so because the wealth of the powerful classes
both in the Bible and in black history was also a function of cultural
domination. As Amilcar Cabral points out

Study of Ihe history of liberation struggles shows that they have
generally been preceded by an upsurge of cultural manifestations.
which progressively harden into an attempt, successfully or not, to
assert the cultural personality of the dominated people by an act
of denial of the culture of the oppressor. Whatever the conditions
of subjection of a people to foreign domination and the influence
of economic, political and social factors in the exercise of this
domination, it is generally within the cultural factor that we find the
cultural germ of challenge which leads to the structuring and
development of the liberation movement (1980: 142-143).

Scholars of the Bible have from time immemOrial argued that in the
experience of the biblical communities there is no division of labour
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between the spiritual and material aspects of life. The cultural
resistance, therefore, of the oppressed communities of the Bible has
inevitably shown a religious form. Culture in the Bible, as indeed
in the black communities, is spiritual in character albeit in effect
the mode and means in which the material life of the people
manifests itself.

It is thus not surprising that to the extent that the society is socio
economically homogeneous it has one culture,although such a
culture may not be evenly developed. Where, however, there are
divisions based on the possession of wealth or the lack of it, we
must of necessity speak of the culture of the wealthy and the culture
of the poor. In the Bible it mainfests itself in terms of the differences
in ethos of the various covenants. For example, the covenant with
Moses on mount Sinai has produced a perspective in the Bible that
can be traced throughout. It is a perspective which represents a
movement of protest and struggle among the poor and disinherited.
The God of this perspective tends to intervene decisively against
forms of oppression and exploitation. Conversely, the covenant with
David represents a movement in the Bible whose emphasis is on
law and order, consolidation among the established and the secure
classes of society. This perspective "articulates its theological vi·
sion in terms of a God who faithfully abides and sustains on behalf
of the ordering." (W. Brueggemann, in N.K. Gollwald, 1983:3081.).

In the history of struggle against poverty and oppression in the Bi
ble the people of Israel have constantly appealed to the cultural·
spiritual traditions of resistance. Sometimes, however, these tradi
tions exist in a form that shows they have been coopted by the
wealthy and powerful classes to be used to legitimise the power
and wealth of the ruling classes. The Davidic covenant of 2 Samuel
7 is a case in point.

It is on the basis of this that Black Theology insists on a critical
historical and biblical hermeneutics of liberation. No culture of the
Bible is automatically liberating. Once again, the task of the biblical
cultural worker involved in the struggle for freedom from poverty
is 10 liberate the Bible so Ihal the Bible can liberale us. Cabral is
once more right when he writes:

A people who free themselves from foreign domination will not
be culturally free unless, without underestimating the importance
of positive contributions from the oppressor's culture and other
cultures, they return to the upwards paths of their own culture
.. We see, therefore that, if imperialist domination has the vital
need to practise cultural oppression, national liberation is
necessarily an acl of culture (1980: 143).
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