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Theology and Human Experience

i Mary-Sylvia Nwachukwu, DDL

1. Introduction

very human community that wants to last beyond a single

generation must concern itself with theology. Every nation that

intends to maintain its ideologies and worldview through
generations would have to be constantly open to a religious
interpretation and scrutiny of its life and activities. The function of
theology is to maintain the vision, values and aspirations of a
community so that the latter could uphold its self-concept and mission
in the world. A community that neglects and shuns this religious
interpretation may find it difficult to maintain its identity in times of
great trouble or in the face of weird circumstances. The Hebrew
Scriptures represent the anthology of a community that lasted over
several generations. The people of Israel were able to survive for
several generations even in spite of experiences of oppression in the
land, of the cataclysmic experience of destruction of the land and the
exile from the land, and also in spite of the difficult conditions of life
during the post-exilic period. The survival of Israel was thanks to the
continuous prophetic interpretation and reinterpretation of the
covenant in the light of these experiences, which lifted the people from
their disillusionment, gave them new hope and sustained their vision.
Theology, therefore, sustains a given community as it struggles with
eccentric internal and external threats to its stability and opens it to
hope.

I have chosen to discuss the relationship between theology and human
experience for three reasons. The first reason is this: an assessment of
the state of life in most African nations reveals that they seem to
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operate without a clear vision and ideology. They have lost or they are
about to loose the vision and the mission that inspired the struggles for
independence and statehood. Almost all African nations are tossed
about by uncertainties concerning continuity and discontinuity, of
vision and non-vision, and of relevance and irrelevance. One specific
reason is adduced to this: absence of an adequate theological
enterprise. A generation without theology is likened to the post-Joshua
age, when people did what was right in their own eyes,' and sooner or
later syncretistic and idolatrous practices give rise to a historical
process that would lead to the death of the nation. It is either African
theologians do not understand their task or they are not doing enough
to make the required impact or the society does not encourage their
labor. I wish therefore to encourage theologians to do more in leading
their country folks to interpret their experiences of war, of natural
disasters and other religious and socio-political experiences of a
disorientating nature.

My second reason is related to the first. In many African nations, the
lay person has no access to theological education. Theology is taught
in seminaries and in ecclesiastical institutions which are not easily
accessible to the lay person. Moreover, the theology taught in these
ecclesiastical institutions does not have the character of theology
made in Africa and for Africans. Very little, if any, of its reflections
concerns the problems of the African. Very few institutions who
recognize the importance of theology for nation building and national
stability are beginning in the very recent past to offer lay persons the
opportunity of access to theology. In spite of this, theology as an open
discipline has not become popular in Africa as it is in Europe and
America. Meanwhile, the much the lay persons know about the
teachings of the Church comes from the heavy instruction for the
catechumenate and the pre-communion and pre-confirmation
catechetical instructions, which are imposed on the learner and most
of the time taught by those who do not have enough education to
explain the content of their teaching. After this early stage of
education, the Christian is left unattended to as the author of his or her

'Cf. Judg 21:25.
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own faith. The present essay, therefore, offers an invitation that is
surely urgent. Everybody needs theology because everybody faces the
threat of the dark moments of life. Theologians should stand up to the
challenges facing them and even devise effective means of making
their output accessible to all.

My third reason is not unconnected to the previous two. The -
contemporary African is persistently jeopardized by life and faith-
threatening experiences. The African is confronted with problems of
witcheraft, diabolical forces, and enslaved to cultural religious -
practices that violate the rights and dignity of the children of God.
Some Africans spend their lives struggling to develop a life project in
the midst of the meaninglessness and hopelessness that characterize
Africa. Some others immigrate to and reside in foreign lands, places
which have been ordered and cleaned out by others. The rest abandon
themselves to the muddle and are trashed by it. The way in which
theology could forestall the process from meaning to meaninglessness
is the major motivation of the present essay.

The subject of this paper is developed in five parts. After the first part,
this Introductioi, the second part offers a working definition of human
experience and theology. Part Three discusses the relationship
between Scripture, theology and human experience. The fourth part of
the paper is a detailed presentation of the different areas of human
experience which should occupy the stage of the theological dialogue
in Africa. The fifth and last part is the conclusion.

- 2. AWorking Definition of "Human Experience' and 'Theology'

The concept of 'experience’ is an imprecise and elusive term but we can
understand it to mean that which arises out of lifelong encounter with
reality. As human beings congregate into a given community, they
interact among themselves, form a social unit and become existential
subjects. As existential subjects, human beings are constantly
conscious of their very existence and they ask questions about it. These
questions arise out of their struggle with life and their attempt to
cultivate themselves in a given environment. Their encounter with
concrete life situations, the dialectics of reality, the continuity and the
discontinuities of life, and the answers they attempt to provide for
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those fundamental questions about the world form the corpus of their
experience. Experiences undergo sedimentation and form the core of
their being out of which their personality and identity are fashioned.
Therefore, the human being is always a product of experience. The
personality of a person is undeniably constantly conditioned by. the
accumulated experiences of his or her encounter with reality.
Similarly, various societies, races or cultural traditions are so called
because of their unique worldview. In a similar sense, selthood and
identity, whether of the individual or group, draw heavily from the
material of the immediate environment.

Experience does not happen in a vacuum. The world is both the context
and the raw material of experience. It is the here and now of concrete
human living. This context refers to the existing condition of a society.
It refers to the political milieu, economic, cultural, religious,
technological, scientific, anthropological, social needs, problems,
concerns, fears, and yearning of the people. This context extends to the
struggle for a more just and equitable society. It extends to the unjust
social structures by which our world, and especially Africa, is ruled.
'Given these, it is not uncommon that perception and response to any
external stimuli is prima facie determined by who a people are; their
general attitude and way oflife. It is that which constitutes their history
and their uniqueness.

Human experience is the story of a particular people at a particular time
and place. The storyteller is an active participant in the event of the
story. The story is what happened to the people; it represents the
people's personal or collective experience of events. This notion of
human experience presupposes the communal character of human life.
The community shapes the perception and governs the personal
experience of individuals. Speaking on this communal character of
human experience, W. Brueggemann says, “it is a deception to speak of
private experience; for all human experience is deeply social”.” The
next paragraphs offer a working definition of theology.

*W. Brueggemann, The Creative Word. Canon as a Model for Biblical Education,
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1982, p25.
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What is theology? From a simple understanding of theology as a
discourse about God, it has acquired a wide array of meanings. This is
evidenced in the views of many scholars. For instance, John
Macquarrie’  holds that theology is the study which, through
participation and reflection upon a religious faith, seeks to express the

- content of this faith in the clearest and most coherent language. This

opinion is not far from Karl Rahner's who advances that theology is the
science of faith.* Another author defines it as the scientific, methodical
and systematic disclosure and development of the reality of divine
revelation grasped in faith with the aim of making this reality as
understandable as possible to human thinking.’

-Central and particular to the varied meanings of theology is the

character of systematic study and critical analysis of the question about
God and faith. Useful as this unique element of theology might appear;
nevertheless, it imposes limitation on the necessary responsibility
proper to theology. It extricates the practical and prophetic function
which theology embodies and ultimately confines it solely to a
theoretical enterprise governed by impersonal logic. Consequently,

.. theology becomes merely a discipline charged with abstract

explication of divine revelation and formulation of propositions about
faith, and which has no relation to material issues of human existence.
Thus, rather than liberating, theology imprisons the 'God Talk' in lofty

‘inaccessible metaphysical categories. In the same connection,

doctrinal, pastoral, moral, ecclesiological and missiological languages
become bereft of satisfactory meaning. In the last analysis, theology
would appear irrelevant to present day challenges and existence. It is
not uncommon that such theology becomes inauthentic and falls into
unavoidable dilemma.

Ludwig Wittgenstein once remarked that “theology is a grammar”.’ It
is so only in the sense that “essence is expressed by grammar”. In other.
words, theology has to be credible; it has to give account of itself; it has
to answer the question “what is God in a given human experience?”

°J. Macquarrie, Principles of Christian Theology, London: SCM, 1966.

‘K. Rahner, Encyclopedia of Theology, New York: Seabury, 1975, p1687.

’Cf. B. Wolfgang F.S. Fiorenza (eds), Handbook of Catholic Theology, New York: Herder &
Herder, 2000, p699.

°L. Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, New York: Macmillan, 1958, p371.




