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    LAST SUNDAY 


    My Epiphany


    I remember that it was a Sunday morning. I must have been 15 years old, I’m not sure. But I do remember that it was a Sunday morning because I was lying in bed waiting for my mother to come in. I was listening out for the sound of her black leather court shoes as they made their way from her bedroom to mine. Like clockwork, the door whispered open and my mother leaned into the room. She was dressed in her red blouse, jacket draped over the shoulders with a white cloth that to me always looked like a tiny baby cape.


    ‘It’s time for church,’ she announced. I don’t exactly remember what it was that I said to her in response but it was enough for her to open the door wider and step into the bedroom. It was something along the lines of not wanting to go to church. Granted, this plea was one she had heard throughout my entire childhood, but there was something obviously different in my demeanour, voice or tone. In her annoyed yet gentle way, she asked me why I didn’t want to go to church.


    I was never a particularly stubborn child nor did I have any notable sense of defiance, so the engagement was not a combative one, at least not in the way I remember it. So, I perched up on the bed as she stood by the door and said, ‘Because I don’t know why I am going.’


    What made this moment memorable to me was not that I had the courage to say this to my devout Methodist Church-going elder, member of just about any committee in the church, and mother. It was her response. Without lashing out or dismissing what I was saying and calling in my father, himself a virulent church delinquent, she simply said, ‘If you do not know why you are going to church, then don’t go.’ I never set foot in that church until about 10 years later as I stood in front of the congregation, one hand on my father’s coffin, avoiding eye contact with everyone just so that I could make it through my speech without choking up.


    That conversation marked a pivotal moment in my life because it was the first time I thought deeply and purposefully about spirituality and how it related to me. To be fair, this realisation is apt only in retrospect. Back then, I really was just a lazy teen avoiding sitting in a hot and humid church mumbling through hymns that I never allowed myself to learn. And, at the same time, sneaking gleeful, pubescent glances at my friends as we spotted a bit of thigh flesh revealed by a too-short skirt down the long benches. This was something our reverend must have picked up on because Moruti Sibi’s sermons were always heavy-handed when he spoke about the loose morals of the youths of today. I never trusted Sibi. He smoked cigarettes.


    This moment with my mother was not about my leaving Christianity nor was it in any way about my questioning God – that would come much later. But from that Sunday onwards, I was no longer a member of the Methodist Church of Mohlakeng. The only glances exchanged in those subsequent Sunday mornings were between me and my father, who could never quite put his finger on what was odd about my not going to church while he sat and watched television.


    A few years later, in the second year of my studies at the then Cape Technikon, now called the Cape Peninsula University of Technology, I got wind of a church that was essentially on the University of Cape Town campus. UCT was, back then, and not so much now, a prestigious university with an enviously self-important culture about it. That’s where the rich, cool kids went. So, when some friends invited me to come and visit the church, it was without hesitation that I went. For one thing, it was the perfect excuse to go and see how the other half lives, and for another to leave the dreary life of my own university residence that was aptly nicknamed ‘Afghanistan’.


    I distinctly remember walking into the church for the first time. For one thing, the campus was situated in a leafy suburb that felt as though the cool air was being pumped directly from Europe, the smugness was sharp on the nose. The church was housed inside a performing arts theatre, so it was visually striking with its curving rows of pristine red velvet chairs that were grotesquely comfortable, a far cry from Moruti Sibi’s wooden benches whose incessant creaking betrayed the dignity of our ample mothers. The cushioned chairs enveloped a semi-circular wooden stage that hosted a full band. Above the stage hung cascading speakers suspended from the ceiling.


    When I walked in, the worship service was already in full swing and I remember being utterly awe-struck at the spectacle. The closest to a band that we ever got in the cigarette-smoking shyster’s church was the choir and the only church instrument I had ever known was a tiny leatherbound cushion that fitted in the palm of your hand that we dramatically called ‘Doots’, after the ‘doots’ sound that it makes when you smack it.


    It was the music bearing down from those speakers that hit me somewhere between my heart and my stomach and which shifted something in me. The bright lights washing down from the ceiling made the place glow. It was a totally different world than the one I had spent my entire church-going life frequenting. The music they were playing was loud but bland, the guitar riffs reminding me of 90s boy bands, more Westlife than Boyz II Men. It lacked the tone and depth of the church music I had grown up with. It was strangely celebratory and jubilant – made the stranger still by seeing a black choir singing white people’s songs – the music gave a sense of a different kind of God, one that I had never met before. This was not my mother’s God. This was not a God bathed in the laments of the downtrodden faceless horde that I grew up with.


    What was abundantly clear in the church was the race ratio. The congregation was 90 per cent black, mostly young students from different institutions around the area. The pastoral team, in contrast, was 90 per cent white, mostly middle-aged white men clad in blue jeans and T-shirts like a once-famous boyband. This wasn’t necessarily odd for me since I had spent my high school years in an institution that had the same racial mix. What I did not anticipate was how this would affect the way spirituality itself was expressed in the church. But more on this later.


    I will admit that I absolutely loved the sermons. Of necessity, the messages were directed at, and not against, the youths, as was the case with Sibi’s yellow-toothed snarls. The pastors understood the ebbs and flows of teen angst and the pressures of varsity life. They gave heartfelt advice to young people struggling to find their feet in the world of adulthood. Many of us were far away from home and, while we were rebellious teens, we still needed and yearned for guidance. For us, spirituality was what we called upon during those long nights when assignments were due and the prospect of failing exams was a terrifying possibility. Also, for many of us, family relations were strained, especially with our parents, as we tried to find our own version of ourselves while pulling away from what our families wanted.


    I had had a tumultuous relationship with my father. Why, exactly, I am not entirely sure. I carried a deep pain and resentment towards him but deep down inside I knew that I did not want that kind of relationship with him. I wanted us to be okay, whatever that meant. But the pain was deep. So it happened that one day during a sermon the pastor spoke about those who wanted to repair relations with people that they cared about. He had flooded the church with a poignant prayer and when he finally asked who was willing to lay down their pain and pick up Jesus’ light yoke, I didn’t even realise that I had raised my hand.


    Someone ushered me down to the stage as I heaved heavy sobs, my feet feeling as though I was wading through quicksand. I was asked if I was willing to accept Jesus Christ as my lord and saviour and something, something. I said yes. Yes, to whatever it was that would relieve me of the pain that I felt and the hurt that I carried. Yes, to having a decent relationship with my father and to having someone help to guide me through life. Yes, whatever that meant.


    The term ‘born again Christian’ was one that I was vaguely aware of. Well, I knew it and I knew a few people who described themselves as ‘born again’ but, apart from not drinking alcohol, abstaining from sex and being violently boring, I had no idea what being born again meant. Nonetheless, I was about to be adopted into different church structures that any God fearing and socially awkward born-again would join like cell groups, and bible school, and I became a member of our campus branch. During this time, I did everything from evangelising to creating promotional material like posters and flyers. I even featured myself on one of them. Yes, I was literally the poster boy of our campus church.


    In time, however, I could not shake the odd sense of being in a majority black church that was led by majority white pastors. It became more and more evident that whiteness was a benchmark of spiritual purity: if you wanted to live a righteous life, just do what the white people do. The white pastors preached as though we, the black youths who came from the townships, lived the same exact lives as 40-something-year-old white men who had never set foot in the hood. Beyond understanding the academic challenges of being a varsity student, they were clueless as to what life was like for any black person. They spoke harshly against African cultural practices, apart from during those special occasions where black people came dressed in their traditional garments and danced on stage as a show of ‘see, we have many blacks in our church’.


    Any cultural ceremony or practice was considered demonic. Slaughtering of animals was seen as devil worship, regardless of the fact that this was done in order to feed people. I would often feel profoundly hurt that those sermons denouncing African indigenous practices were handed to the few black pastors on the team. There was an unmistakable sense of betrayal watching black church leaders fervently railing against the ‘works of the enemy’ when they knew that African social systems were far more complex and nuanced than they were making it seem. I would look at the white leaders of the church sitting in the front row as they nodded slowly like proud parents at a school talent contest while black men carved up the sense of identity of the young black people in the congregation. Young people like myself who were trying to find their spiritual place in the world without feeling that the nature of my sin was embedded in the colour of my skin. In those moments I really missed Moruti Sibi and his graven voice.


    I don’t exactly remember the day, but I remember the moment when I knew that I was done with Christianity. I had a spot where I liked to sit in the auditorium. It was close to the exit that led to the inside of the theatre complex. From that seat I could duck as soon as the last prayer was done without going through to the main exit that everyone would use to leave. The subsequent traffic jam would trap you into those frighteningly awkward chit-chats about the sermon and the verse and the chorus and why haven’t I seen you in so long? As I sat there, the person preaching was one of the older white pastors – a lanky fellow with a beak-like nose who had once shared that his wife scans all the magazines in their house for pictures of adverts selling lingerie. She would summarily rip the offensive pages out of the magazine and save his soul the damnation that comes with seeing beige bras on a 20 per cent off sale. On one occasion he demonstrated how God-fearing men and women should hug. Never from the front. From the side like you are posing for a group photo. ‘Because a man,’ he explained, ‘hugs from the front because he is trying to feel the woman’s breasts through his chest.’


    That day he had been narrating a story about the time he visited one of Cape Town’s famous flea markets. The particular place he went to sold sculptures from across Africa. I knew the place because I would frequent it just to marvel at the craftsmanship and somehow to absorb some sense of the history of where the different pieces came from, who made them, and what life was like back then. He had had a different experience.


    ‘I walked into this place and I saw all of these sculptures,’ his pregnant pause, tightening the suspenseful grip on the congregation, ‘and I could just feel the pure evil that emanated from them.’


    I knew at that moment that God and Christianity were two completely different things. I knew then that men made things up about themselves and about others and about God to fit whatever narrative they felt would give them power over others. I knew that Moruti Sibi preached to elderly women more than anyone else because they made up the majority of the church, they put more in the collection plate and they pandered to his whims. I knew that these middle-aged white men could sparsely hide their sexual perversion and their disdain for black people. The sermon about African sculptures being vessels of evil was not what pushed me over the proverbial edge, though. It was merely a signpost along a path that eventually led me to understand that there were good Christians and vile ones and the difference had very little to do with how many Bible verses you memorised, whether or not you slaughtered a sheep to feed people at a funeral or in which direction you hugged.


    Some interpretations of the Bible state that accepting Jesus Christ as your lord and saviour secures your seat in heaven. In whatever way that may be true, it does not change the fact that here on this earth, in this realm, being Christian means whatever anyone interprets it as. It can compel you to be a kind and loving person or it can make you feel entitled to be an abusive and self-righteous tyrant. What was considered to be the conduct of a true and devout follower of Christ a few centuries, even mere decades ago, is considered barbaric today. What is considered to be the conduct of a true and devout follower of Christ today could very well be considered barbaric tomorrow. This is all while using the exact same Bible twisted and contorted to fit whatever agenda a person or a group desires. Philosophically, Christianity is a belief profound enough to mean everything to some people; in practice, the fickle state of being human can render it utterly meaningless for many others.


    That day, I didn’t use the exit door that led to the inside of the building. I went instead through the exit that led to the street. As I stepped onto the grey pavement, I left the church and I left Christianity.


    I was around 22 at the time and so the decision to leave the religion that I had spent literally my entire life committed to coincided with my leaving behind my teenage years and entering adulthood. I was going to face life without a spiritual cushion that I could fall back on should life’s lessons draw blood. I would spend the next eight years essentially without any kind of belief, save for a vague understanding that God exists, somewhere. During that time, my father would pass away and five months after that I would become a father. My father’s passing was not traumatic, nor did it leave me devastated. By the time of his death, we had made amends. We were at peace. But it did bring back thoughts – or, rather, questions – of belonging. It left me with a lot of questions about how to be a father, how to build a family, and it left me generally confused about how exactly to be a man.


    At around 29 I began to have strange dreams in which there was a person, an entity, whose form or facial features were always somehow obscured. Either their face was hidden or they were facing away from me or they were just a shadow. At that time Facebook was still a novelty and it wasn’t the mental hazard and egoistic drug that it is now. It was then, too, that I came across the profile of a young lady who described herself as a ‘digital sangoma’ by the name of Gogo Moyo. One of the services she offered was dream interpretation. It helped a lot that she was easy on the eye, so, after a couple of weeks of stalking, I made an appointment.


    Before this consultation, the only time I had ever been to a sangoma was when my father took me to some obscure backroom where I would be poked and prodded by some grim-looking old man or leather-faced grandmother who used razor blades to nick my skin open at hard-to-reach places and smeared in some slimy concoction which convinced me that I knew what a snake bite felt like. Throughout this entire ordeal, my father would never tell me what was happening or why any of it was happening.


    When the day for my appointment with Gogo Moyo arrived, I knew that if I even caught the slight shimmer of a Minora razor blade, I’d be out. Suffice it to say that no blade came out but something that cut me far deeper did. When we got to the interpretation of my dreams, she said that the obscure figure was in fact my father. The problem was that ‘he is still young in the spirit world so he has not yet learned how to communicate’.


    This sentence turned my entire understanding of what I thought spirituality or even existence itself was. My mind reeled with questions, questions whose answers I would, in all likelihood, not be able to process. It was this consultation that changed the direction of not just my spirituality by my whole life. When I walked out of Gogo Moyo’s consultation room, I walked into the world of African spirituality and the beginning of the journey that has now culminated in this book.
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    ABOMAMA BOMTHANDAZO


    Jesus’ black mothers


    They are the most iconic religious image in our townships for as far back as our memories care to take us. They meander through our streets, low-heeled black shoes cracking little stones, black leather handbags carrying Vaseline, tissues, hopes and prayers. They never walk alone. They are a world unto themselves. A distant world, yet a world whose radiance permeates all of our lives. They glide through our communities draped in a multitude of uniforms and among all of them there’s one uniform in particular that is forever etched in our collective minds. It is said that the black skirt represents the sin that we are told we are born into. The red blouse the blood of the one who bled on a cross. The white club placed squarely around the shoulders and the white hat shaped like the inside of a cathedral, these, it is said, are the marks of purity that divine love brings into our lives. In their different church denominations, they go by many names, but we simply call them Bomme Ba Thapelo or Abomama Bomthandazo, mothers of prayer.


    Throughout my life, what I have always known about my mother is that if there was one thing that she was immensely proud about herself for it was being a member of the Methodist Church’s Women’s Manyano or what we call mme oa thapelo in Setswana or umama womthandazo in isiZulu. Like most black children of my generation, our mother’s devotion to the church laid the foundation for our spiritual experience of the world, for better or worse. Yet the institution of the Women’s Manyano is not one without a history. It is a history that quite literally shaped who our mothers were and, by extension, the entire black experience of religion. I have always known that if I wanted to understand the roots of my spiritual views, I would need to peel back the layers of what it is that shaped my mother into who she is and the subsequent religious outlook she instilled in me. Parts of this chapter are derived from the recordings of conversations I had with my mother.


    Women’s Manyano organisations or, as we’ve come to call them, abomama bomthandazo, in all churches and denominations are derivatives of the Methodist Church’s Methodist Women’s Prayer and Service Union. Methodism itself was introduced into South Africa in 1806, in the Cape Colony (MTSHISELWA 2016). The Methodist Church of Southern Africa Manyano Movement was initiated in 1907 by Mrs S Gqosho, wife of the African minister in Potchefstroom (MKHWANAZI 2002).


    Initially there was one organisation in the church and that was the Women’s Auxiliary. The Women’s Manyano was formed because the auxiliary inevitably became the domain of white women since the interaction between different races was prohibited by the government and, most importantly, the relationship between black and white women was polarised by the fact that black women occupied a lower caste as maids and the white women were effectively their bosses. A lesser-known fact is that the original colloquial name for abomama bomthandazo was ‘Unyamezelo’, a Xhosa word that means ‘perseverance’ and was meant to encourage strength in prayer, consistency, faithfulness and optimism about the future. This name was later changed to ‘Manyano’, which means unity (MKHWANAZI 2002). But, to start the story about abomama bomthandazo by tracing the origins of the organisation is to catch the story in the middle.


    By the time Women’s Manyano became an entity, much of the colonial work that shaped it had already been done. For this, we need to go back further.


    The hand of man in the word of God


    When missionaries descended on the southern tip of Africa, their approach in African communities was, at first, that of a peaceful friend. A lone missionary would approach a local chief and humbly request a small piece of land upon which he could build his mission station, his church. The fact that he was one man who seemingly carried no weapons made him relatively harmless and many were therefore given the land they requested. The notion that missionaries brought religion through the barrel of a gun is not entirely true. The truth is far more devastating. In his humble request for land, the missionary brought with him the proverbial Bible and, instead of a gun, he brought a bale of cotton. Cotton was essentially the commercial component of the colonial missionary strategy (ETHERINGTON 1978).


    The deceptive use of cotton as a way to upend people’s sense of self is evidenced in all the various iterations of ‘traditional’ regalia such as blankets and other wrap garments that are made of cotton. The merging of commerce and religion was crucial to the way the colonial powers would eventually subdue the native people through the imposition of a system that they had no weapon to fight against, capitalism. That bale of cotton brought with it European standards of culture, morality and a sense of superiority. In the words of Dr John Philip himself, the Superintendent of the London Missionary Society who was sent out to the Cape in 1819:


    While our missionaries are everywhere scattering the seeds of civilization . . . they are extending British interests, British influences and the British Empire . . . Wherever the missionary places his standard among a savage tribe, their prejudices against the colonial government give way; their dependence upon the colony is increased by the creation of artificial wants (MAJEKE 1952, p 8).


    Many missionaries brought with them traders who opened trading posts in local communities; these were basically early spaza shops. As more and more people were unable to farm for their staple meals such as maize due to land dispossession, it was the missionaries who sold it to them. As Dr Philip saw it, the missionary was necessary to generate a demand for consumer goods while, at the same time, creating conditions that facilitated the establishment of commercial opportunities. With cotton, European clothing was introduced, and with it came the virality of consumerism and the politics of presentability and the deification of Western fashion.


    As the people lost more of their land, the lone missionary’s land was increasing exponentially in size. It can be said that the success of the missionaries in southern Africa appears to have hinged upon their ability to provide viable agricultural land for indigenous settlement at a time when black-owned land was being increasingly reserved for white farmers. For the Africans who found themselves with no lands to plough and fields to graze, the lone missionary’s church land became the only viable option to save them from facing starvation. But to access this resource there was a price to pay: you had to renounce your cultural identity and embrace the church and its teachings. For one thing, it was declared that no member of the church was allowed to go where there was slaughtering for the departed spirits (MTUZE 2000). This was based on a belief that one missionary stated:


    Their bottomless superstitions, their vile habits and heathen customs, their incessant beer-drinks and heathen dances which are attended by unspeakable abominations – these present a terrible barrier to the spread of Christianity and civilization (FRESCURA 2015, p 68).


    This meant that the moment a black person set foot on the church grounds they had, by implication, turned away from their community and their ancestors. They were now outcasts, traitors. The most pernicious legacy of the missionaries is probably the missionary schools. In black communities, attendance at missionary schools created a new social dynamic and hierarchy. Being educated, or at the very least, literate was associated with the religious viewpoint of holiness. This was because the reason the missionaries taught black people to read was so that they could read the Bible and spread the word of God. Being literate also meant that you embraced Western world views and that the powers that be treated you with less brutality.


    Most missionary schools focused on teaching domestic science, home nursing, child care as well as general education for female learners (GAITSKELL 2013). Boys were in turn taught gardening, handicrafts and woodwork. Over time, however, the ratio of men to women in the church began to change: the cultural shift that the church brought about and the socioeconomics of the time meant that more women filled the pews than men.


    It is against this backdrop in 1907 that the Methodist Women’s Prayer and Service Union, commonly known as the Women’s Manyano, was created. It also came about at a particular period when the Methodist Church was populated by the British women who were far better off than even their Afrikaner counterparts. This meant that the scope of the work that the Women’s Auxiliary undertook translated into the women sitting around and drinking tea and sharing scriptures and baking recipes.


    Black women, on the other hand, faced bigger problems. The Women’s Manyano was created, among many reasons, as a prayer group that came together to pray for the men on the mines, many of whom were dying there. It was also to pray against the natural devastation that black people faced and to try to provide some level of service to their communities (MKHWANAZI 2002). The church essentially gave black women the framework of achieving their objectives in a way that would not lead to their being victimised by the government.


    Part of the functioning of the mission churches that helped to give rise to the Women’s Manyano was the encouragement of women in local communities to meet weekly. During these meetings, educational classes such as sewing and general housekeeping were given to adult women. In fact, in time, sewing came to play a fundamental role in the way missionary work infiltrated the gendered psyche of black society.


    The adoption of Western clothing signified a commitment to new religious beliefs. Accordingly, many missionaries measured the success of their work in different communities based on the extent to which people in those communities adopted Western clothing. In the 1880 volume of the Blue Books on Native Affairs, which was a compilation of information on colonial progress in the British colonies, an entry reads:


    I am happy to say that as far as can be seen there is a marked advance in many ways. The square house and substantially-walled round hut, is superseding the old grass huts, and the use of European clothing is more generally adopted (FRESCURA 2015, p 69).


    Since women were now in charge of clothing the community, they were by extension entrusted with the community’s Christian virtue by dress and behaviour. In line with this philosophy, young African girls were seen as future spouses of Christian men, mothers of Christian children and makers of Christian homes.


    The European cultural view then was that sexuality concerning girls was something that carried with it a sense of shame in both its expression and its form. Female sexuality was, in a sense, a stepping stone to eternal damnation. In African cultural beliefs, however, it was something that was celebrated: the rites of passage and social mechanisms were ways in which women guided girls through the different stages of womanhood. In the African view, girls would not only grow to become wives and bearers of children; they would also develop to be the keepers of knowledge and history. In the absence of formal schools, for instance, it was women who were the primary teachers of their children. In African cultures, there were systems of learning that taught girls how to acquire, preserve and wield knowledge that guided entire communities for generations.


    As a result, the religious gender framework that had permeated black communities had created a rift in the way mothers related to their daughters. It is at this point that views on how girls should dress, according to European cultural norms, were introduced, because in Europe it was frowned upon for a woman to expose her flesh other than her hands and face. Along with this, there was also the perpetuation of the notion that girls were responsible for infecting the minds of boys with lust and for leading boys astray.


    All these foreign world views were intertwined with biblical teachings to give European opinions on life a divine quality and moral superiority. Interestingly, in some missionary schools it was discovered that many girls were taking to academic work more than handcrafts. Some white leaders of the church instructed manyano chapters to exalt the virtues of wifehood to their daughters and to sway them from academic pursuits by suggesting that domestic service was close to divine service.


    As the industrial machinery of the 1920s rumbled on, many women began to leave their villages for the mining towns. Some went to join their husbands or went on their own accord to try to make a living. During that time, no formal sector was willing to employ women, much less so black women. As it happened, the skills that many African women learnt in mission church schools – those that focused on devout domesticity, which were skills that they had had for centuries – became valuable traits in the one sector that was open to employing black women: that of being domestic helpers in the homes of white people. In this context, having been taught domestic work at a mission school, and necessarily being seen as a devout Christian, meant that a woman possessed one trait in particular that their white employers valued above all else: submissiveness. White people knew that black people who were Christian were taught to be subservient to their white masters.


    Black women who worked emakhishini generally lived in maid’s quarters on their employers’ premises. These women generally worked far from their home and family and worked six days a week. Over time, white madams informally began to give their helpers off days on Thursdays. This day came to be called Sheila’s Day (SCHUMANN 2008), a day on which women could attend to their personal matters, run errands or catch up with friends. For many women who were members of Women’s Manyano, even those who didn’t live with their employers, this was the only time they could attend to their organisational duties. That is a part of the way Thursday became the day for imithandazo.


    Over time, the functioning of the Women’s Manyano evolved, but it still centred on community service. One of the main reasons why this organisation has survived for 113 years is that black women somehow found common ground between capitalism, cultural patriarchy and religion. Regarding capitalism, one of the most remarkable traits of the Women’s Manyano is its ability to raise funds (BRANDELL-SYEARSIER 1984). No other organisation in the church can marshall the raising of funds line in the way that manyano can. The church could never get rid of abomama because abomama made exorbitant amounts of money on its behalf.


    Culturally, men have allowed their wives and daughters to participate in Manyano because they came to understand that through the teachings of the church women were taught to be the very best wives, housekeepers and mothers that they could be. Also, men knew that the brand of Christianity that women were being taught at the time meant that their wives would never come back from church and challenge the men’s position in the home. With regard to religion, abomama bomthandazo are an army. In fact, the Methodist Church’s manyano uniform was modelled on the uniform of Queen Victoria’s royal guard, which wears black shoes, black pants, red jackets and white hats. Abomama are an intensely devout and selfless army without which no church would be standing in the townships today.


    Gods of our mothers


    In doing this research, I spent some time with my mother as she went about her Women’s Manyano duties. On one occasion, I went with her to a memorial service of an elderly woman from one of the churches in the hood. It was on a Thursday, naturally. I sat at the back of the church (my mother refused to sit with me) and in front of me was a sea of multicoloured manyano uniforms from every denomination in the area. It was here that something happened which changed my whole understanding and view of abomama bomthandazo.


    As is the nature of memorial services, several individuals got up and shared kind words about and fond memories of the lady who had passed away. A young man dressed in tight-fitting black pants and a long-sleeved white shirt shifted past me holding a large djembe drum on his shoulder and sat down in the row in front of me. He looked like a regular at the church, judging by the number of people he greeted and smiled at. He put the drum between his legs as the ladies began to sing. The church was hot and the slim windows didn’t help much. But perhaps it wasn’t just the heat.


    As the singing intensified, the young man began to beat the drum in a pounding rhythm. I heard a loud shriek from somewhere near the front row and saw an elderly lady slump violently over onto the one who was sitting behind her. The singing didn’t stop. Very few people took much notice. The lady who had to catch the one who had fallen waved over another lady and the two of them carried the one who was struggling outside the church. As they walked past me, I could tell that the lady hadn’t collapsed from heat exhaustion nor was she taken by her grief over the death of a friend. This lady, an elder woman probably well into her 60s, ebevukelwe yidlozi, she had fallen into an ancestral trance. I had spent years documenting sangoma ceremonies all across the country; I knew exactly what an ancestral trance looked like. This wasn’t just any kind of ancestral trance, though: it was the kind that happened to people who have never learnt how to be in sync with idlozi, people who have never been initiated.


    After a few minutes, another women shrieked and disappeared into the rows of uniforms. She, too, was swiftly carried out. Same symptoms. Then another. Yet this wasn’t even the most shocking part. As the third woman was carried out I decided to step outside because I could no longer handle the heat. What I found outside shook me to the core. The first woman had recovered and was standing on her own drinking bottled water. The last one was struggling. The two women who had carried her out were administering the exact same remedies that abogobela administered to an unitiated person who falls into trance at a sangoma ceremony. The exact same.


    But this was a church. A Christian church packed full of abomama bomthandazo. Not only were some of them falling into a trance, but no one was surprised by this. And not only were they not surprised; they knew what to do to help them.


    Most of us in the black community are familiar with the narrative of the woman who had a calling and ran away to the church. There are many young women today who have been told that the reason they have a calling, or the reason why it is manifesting in destructive ways in their lives, is that their grandmother ran away from her calling. And here was I, in a church full of grandmothers who had run away from their calling. Here they were, in a dlozi trance, right in the middle of the church.


    It was at that moment that I realised these women hadn’t run away from their calling. There’s nowhere for a black woman to run to. What was she supposed to do with her calling? With whom was she going to leave her 11 children as she went for months on end to go and be initiated as a sangoma? Where was the money going to come from? It was the 1920s, 30s, 40s. The trauma of oppression was not in the distant past. Much worse was still to come, as apartheid hadn’t even become law yet. In 1957 the Witchcraft Suppression Act was passed and it was considered illegal to be a sangoma. What was she supposed to do? What more could she carry when she was already carrying her entire people on the breath of her prayer?


    Your grandmother didn’t run away from her calling. Those who could, would ask for some reprieve from their ancestors. Sometimes it worked; sometimes it didn’t. The rest took their calling to the church because it was there where they knew they would find someone who would help them to carry such a burden. Perhaps they ran to the church for Jesus. Perhaps there’s something about a man, real or imagined, who is willing to die for the sake of a black woman. Can you imagine that? A man, real or imagined, willing to die for the sake of black women? Maybe there’s something else that they found there, because church didn’t cure idlozi. Yet, as one after another succumbed to spirit, no one stood back in disgust, no one called out ‘Witch!’ in scorn. Instead, they kept on singing, they carried each other in song, they carried each other in prayer, they carried each other by their bare hands when the load got too much. Your grandmother took her calling to church and turned everyone in the families against such beliefs because she hoped that, in doing so, no child or grandchild of hers would have to carry such a burden.


    One of my earliest memories of my grandmother, my mother’s mother, is of her sitting under an apricot tree that I was always too afraid to climb. It was a few metres from the kitchen door and in front of her was a Singer sewing machine. It was a sleek black machine with gold inlays. It was built into a small table that had a small drawer and there was a large pedal underneath the table that she pressed on with her foot in order to make the whole machine come to life. I remember how mesmerising it was to watch her work. The patterned fabric seemed to just glide through the machine, only stopping when she grabbed hold of the little silver turning wheel on the side of the machine to go over a stitch. She worked in a strange silence. My mother’s fondest childhood memory is of my grandmother bringing home metres of different-patterned fabrics and letting all 11 of her children pick a design, after which she would get to work making each of them a Christmas outfit.


    Looking back, knowing what I know now, I realise that that entire exercise of teaching my grandmother how to sew was intended to merge her maternal instinct with European culture in order to weave Christianity into the very fibre of her being. My grandmother stitched my mothers’ memories of her childhood together along the lines of what the church approved – and only what the church approved. Black women had been making clothes for their families for thousands of years. Most of those women didn’t learn to sew amid the devastation and brutality that my grandmother and her mother had had to. They didn’t learn how to sew as a process of trying to save their children’s souls from eternal damnation.


    My mother didn’t become umama womthandazo by virtue of the teachings of the church. She was taken by the virtues of her mother’s grace by the way she carried herself. It was the hem of her mother’s garment that she wanted to emulate. My grandmother found immeasurable strength in her Christian faith. But, then again, she never called herself a Christian. She considered herself umama womthandazo.
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    SPIRITUALITY IN A WORLD FALLING APART


    We have been here before


    The world right now feels profoundly chaotic. It feels loud. It feels as if something is about to break. It feels as if we’re hurtling towards some kind of collapse. Glance at the headlines across the world right now – mid-2023 – and you will catch a glimpse of a scene straight out of a sci-fi thriller. Russia and Ukraine have been locked in a war for more than a year. In July, 1 500 temperature records were broken as a heatwave scorched much of the Western world. Greece had to pull off a historic evacuation of its islands as fires ate everything in their path. Smoke from hundreds of Canadian wildfires blanketed many northern US cities, creating a post-apocalyptic vista. Torrential floods in Asia were reaching levels never seen before while tornados in America became so frequent that they hardly made breaking news. And this is just the weather.


    Then we had just come out of a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic where the entire world literally ground to a halt. The financial markets were staring into an abyss. Locally, our economy was on life-support and we barely had electricity. On the technology front, Silicon Valley created something called Artificial Intelligence, or AI. All tech experts around the world have agreed that this is the most powerful piece of technology man has ever invented. More interestingly, all the leaders in the field have also agreed that this technology poses a very real existential risk to humanity. Renowned philosopher and historian Yuval Noah Harari recently said that he does not believe that we will still be around in a hundred years’ time. Ladies and gentlemen, queer folk and the non-binary, we, or at least our kids, could well and truly be the last human civilisation.


    Through all of this, while we wait, we still have to live. The greatest of all injustices at this time is that we still have bills to pay. We still have to find a way to find meaning and purpose in our lives. In the midst of rushing home before loadshedding and or dealing with the debilitating impact of unemployment, we’re still trying to find ways to learn about who we are at a spiritual level and what our relationship with God is about. We’re still trying to learn all the confusing information about ancestors and ukuphahla and who has a calling and what this dream means and what colour candles we should use. All the while, we can barely sleep because we fear that the world will collapse around us and bury us in our own misery. The question that all of us will inevitably face is this: How do you navigate spirituality in a world that is falling apart?


    The answer to this question will depend on how you answer this one: Spiritually, what do you believe about yourself? It’s not about what you believe about your ancestors or your Guides, or Jesus, or whatever else. What do YOU believe about YOU?


    I believe that the answer to this question will determine a great deal about how you navigate your life during this period of chaos; and, at a fundamental level, this is the most important question that you can ask yourself right now. To find the answer means embarking on a process that’s going to need us to take a trip, a trip into time ...
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