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			I am beginning to understand the devil. 

			His chief desire is to see us move God’s boundaries.
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			​The Faint Dream

			Damn! What a dream.

			I hold my puzzled head with my right hand as though I am struggling with babalaas. My exhausted body sits on the edge of my single bed as my mind wanders. 

			The dream I’ve just had felt so real. Not only in my mind but also on my white linen, which lays bare and vividly marked, now demanding to be laundered. It was also the penalty I had to pay for going to bed like Adam and Eve before they discovered the covering of shrubs. 

			This dream loitered my mind, yet I couldn’t do much with it. I’m sluggish in the mornings. Trying to recall and analyse dreams become an arduous task, regardless of their magnitude. Dreams are like a shiny object in the darkest mud. They are there, but don’t show any form. I normally have to wait until noon to make sense of them. At that stage, during the day, the water clears and becomes like the Mauritius lagoon. It is then that my Josephine gift of telling and analysing dreams comes to light. 

			I was grateful that I didn’t have to struggle to channel my thoughts in another direction. This was because my heavy study schedule hung boldly on my wall. It always reminded me that I needed to tighten all the loose ends, with exams warming up like summer in autumn. 

			Just on the syllabus, the interesting thought nudges me. It reminds me of how foolish some of us can be. When corporal punishment was the order of the day, to impress our teachers we would gift them with the finest canes. We would bump into these fine sticks in the bush over the weekend and joyfully keep them for Monday. It would be then that we would beam with pride, bowing with both knees as we presented those canes. Our teachers would gracefully thank us as they swanked about with their new gift. We would beam with pride until it dawned on us that the stick does not know its owner. In no time, our beautiful canes would lash at us.

			I feel the same about the syllabus. Look at me. The seminary allows us to choose whatever topics we want to study, so long as the dean agrees with them. But what do we do? We go all out and get the hardest and most torturing sticks that are good for torment. 

			Instead of choosing an easy topic that I could do within a month or two, I went and chose a monster of a topic. I am doing a paper on The Role of the Church in the End Times. I’ve somehow narrowed this down to the South African context, just so that my research will not be all over the place. But think about it. Do you know how many thoughts and views there are in the Christian eschatology? 

			I find it insane. But again, it was my choice. I suppose some of us never grow. Or, we grow in one area, only to realise that we still have other areas to grow in. It’s just the nature of life. And, when you have lived long enough, like me, a twenty-two-year-old man, you know that life is a series of repetitions. Sometimes, we look back to make fun of our younger self, not realising that we are still making the same mistakes in a different sphere. I need help! 

			And, to top off this hardest topic challenge, my studies are funded by the church. In simple language, I need to make sure I do not blunder. It’s one thing to fail your parents, and it’s totally another to fail the whole church. Of course, there’s no way that I can flunk at school and not have the whole church know about this. 

			Now, tell me again about the joys of being a pastor’s kid (PK)! I am not saying that there are no benefits – there are tons – but it’s just that sometimes it comes with a burden. How? you may wonder. It’s simple: you may lose your childhood freedom. Where you could be forgiven for making a mistake, you get reminded that you’re the child of a pastor. You grow up in an environment where at times people quote scriptures to you unnecessarily. It can be fatiguing! Especially if it goes with abuse. 

			Just on that, maybe, if people around you were to live the scriptures, it wouldn’t be tiring. I guess quoting scriptures can be a short cut for some of us. It can be an escape. I wonder what people are running away from. But, whatever it is, it seems the quoting of scriptures lands them within the safest fortress. 

			Also, being a PK means you need to always set an example. The worst thing about it is that, whatever mistakes you make, they fall on you, and not only you, but your parents – especially your father, the pastor. That is what I dread the most whenever I think of my life as a child growing up. You know, there were times when my fists would itch and demand me to throw them at someone who needed fixing. My fists would assure me they would come back. It would be in yielding to the temptation, I would face punishment. 

			Truth be told, I preferred to be lashed when I had erred. That was better than a lecture telling me that a child of a pastor should behave in a certain manner. That would really get to me. It’s a default life I had to embrace. I guess it’s a depiction of our lives as Christians. We can’t live as we see fit. We have guiding principles governing us on how to manoeuvre in this life that seem to gobble whatever has no direction. Those guiding principles come in the form of brethren. 

			Well, thank God, that torturous life gave me something to live for. Out of fear, I learnt to stay out of trouble.

			But again, just on that: is that how life ought to be lived? Do we escape sin and lead a disciplined life because we fear God, or because we fear people and the church? Maybe I am getting too technical for myself. But again, I think I am right to have these thoughts. We can easily miss the mark when we are not careful. 

			The reason I say this is that I grew up around women who would beg me not to tell my father that I had seen them wearing pants! Seeing me would be like they had seen my dad. And that is why they would shrink in shame as they made deals with me. It was our church’s standard that it was not appropriate for women to wear pants. This applied even beyond the “borders” of the church building. 

			Pants were negatively spoken about and were not for women. A lot was said about it that is not worth my ink here. Yet, some would wear those pants, regardless. And that would mean keeping their heads busy turning, on the lookout for the “man of God”. Maybe that’s where we missed the mark. Perhaps “miss” as a continuous present tense is more appropriate. We make people fear us, not God. 

			Truth be told, I don’t know how that plays out. The reason I say this is that there have been times when I escaped the dungeon simply by asking myself how the brethren would think of me should they find out that I was committing such a sin. And, believe it or not, such inner conflict would enable me to escape. 

			Thinking about that: will God one day judge me for that and say my obedience was unto people, not Him? I don’t know. But all I know is: true love comes from loving God. One can never claim to love until one loves God. It should mean the same: true obedience ought to come from acknowledging God. 

			Look at me. I am twenty-two and I am yet to go out on a date. The reason I’ve not been on dates yet is simple. In my condition, dating is likened to taking the first step towards walking down the aisle. Believe it or not, I would need to approach the elders of the church and tell them that there’s a girl that I like. Mind you, at that stage she doesn’t know that I feel anything for her. 

			There was a time when a friend of mine, Nhloso, approached the elders because he had seen a lady he wanted to go out with. Let me explain. Approaching the elders means that you are given about two weeks to share your story with that girl, and if you don’t win her heart in those two weeks the gates will be closed. You will have to wait for the window to be opened again. 

			It was like this for this friend of mine. He approached the elders, fully confident in the words he had prepared and his charms, and that there was no way the lady would say no. Sadly, he had to keep his Champagne on ice. There were already two guys ahead of him. He had an entire month to wait. Come to think of it, the length of the queue was understandable. Nomfundo was a strikingly beautiful woman. Unfortunately for Nhloso, his turn never came. The gates closed just when he was the one coming up next. He lost the fight he never fought. She said yes to a guy before him. He would have to live the rest of his life with the words of love trapped in his heart; words he never got a chance to utter. 

			I had been friends with Nhloso for over ten years. I thought I knew him until then. But, as soon as the security guards in the form of elders assured him that, “Baba, umthetho uthi…” (the law rules…) he exploded like a volcano in a cyclone. It was then that he made his thoughts known and walked away. At that time, he was adamant that he was going to find another church elsewhere. But it was never to be. Instead, he decided to share his sorrow with the fermented juice. Meanwhile, Nomfundo’s life was progressing and waving like a kite on a windy day. 

			As soon as lovers have been acknowledged in the church, they need to tie up all the loose ends within six months. This means that they need to bring their families together – and even pay lobola. Soon after that, they need to give a wedding date. It all needs to happen so fast that the devil doesn’t get even a crack in which to put his toe. During this time, the lovers are not supposed to be seen together without a third person. By them being the three of them, I am not referring to them in a room; I am referring to them going out to the mall. They have to be escorted there. 

			Well, I saw this running well in some instances, while in other instances I saw it ruining lives. 

			It’s easy to judge. But I think that, at my level, you don’t judge people for acting the way they do. For example, we make fun of people who fall pregnant under these strict conditions. When we make fun of them, we then look at settings where dating is openly encouraged with no scrutiny at all. Lovers are given a free role to be themselves. 

			This confused me for a while until I realised that sin is real, and it seeks to destroy. Sin grips a man in a suit and grips a homeless man in the street. It is not for us to decide which sin is worse than another. 

			I later realised that there are many of us who boast about not having children, while we have many children whom we never allowed to live. Some of us look as if we are living decent lives without the interference of another gender, while we specialise in taking the lustful matters into our own hands. 

			It is for this reason that I reiterate that the best thing that we can ever teach one another is the fear of God. Believe it when I say I have lived long enough to see that human beings excel in the fear of human beings. We more than excel at bowing at church altars while we don’t set a foot in our personal or home altars. We have the propensity to want to be acknowledged and praised by people. 

			It was in keeping myself busy that my mind started going back to the dream. While thinking about the type of dream it was, I found myself cracking. No. Wait for it. There is a friend of mine, here at the seminary, by the name of Thokozani. He keeps making jokes that, since we don’t have girlfriends and we have never experienced sex, in order to ensure that we don’t overflow we get provided with ugogo who comes in the form of the most beautiful woman to reduce this filling well. 

			Come to think about it, he is right. I remember reading something about nocturnal emission. Some articles aligned with Thokozani’s claims, though they didn’t talk about ugogo. But they link it with the stage and the overflow. I guess those dreams go away once one is married. Maybe, if one were to check with some of the bravest guys who openly talk about taking matters into their own hands, one could tell if doing that eases these dreams. But again, knowing might be dangerous, especially if it does ease tension, because that would mean one would be tempted to help oneself whenever lust comes crashing at one’s door. 

			I really can’t open that door to myself. Never. And three years away from home is looking good to me. I have so far refrained from some things some of my friends have got hooked on. I can still refrain. 

			But back to this dream. I have had many dreams of this nature before. Many times, I have woken up remorseful, while I’d still be blissful that I had been exposed to something unfamiliar. Something I will be granted permission for once I’ve walked down the aisle. 

			But this morning was different. I woke up scared. I was out of control and promiscuous. My mind was aware of all this, but the flesh had the power of a thousand charging bulls. I felt like a puppet. Not only that, but the dream also had an audible voice that spoke very loudly as I was about to zip up my pants after feeding my starving flesh. 

			I was indulging in the street in broad daylight when the voice sought my attention, like Abraham distracted as he was about to slaughter his son. Just next to him, he was shown a ram. In my case, I was shown a funeral proceeding. It was then that the bold, deep voice blasted out of nowhere: “If you continue to live like this, you will end up like that”. The voice spoke with certainty and vividness, as though it had a hand pointing at a particular spot. I was sure what “end up like that” meant. I was going to end up in a grave.

			Now, that’s creepy. It’s not a matter of ugogo turning into a beautiful woman just to balance the scales. This is a matter of life and death. And I can feel that it’s my life at stake! But how so? How can I be threatened by a dream that portrayed me at a tavern drinking beer and still have my life be in danger when I know very well that I have never, and will never, set my foot in there? 

			Well, in this case it is different because finding a woman to marry is something that will soon happen. But why did I have my body yearn for things I know very well I don’t yearn for when I am awake? Not only that, these yearnings are sinful to the core. And, on top of that, I hear a commanding voice assuring me that, if I don’t change my ways, I am going to end up in a grave. 

			I really need to watch myself. 









			​The Alley

			Today marks three months following my weird dream. I find it interesting that I still remember it vividly. I believe the reason is that it happened during mid-term exams in June. Three months later, being September, time in my lap forces me to cogitate on it. And this is not a random reflection. There’s something that the pastor said today at the seminary church service. It sounded so simple and random, yet it was as though it were directed at me. 

			Pastor Zulu merely warned. In his stern, yet seemingly random warning, he insisted, “If you know that you have a problem with lust, never go down the alley that has prostitutes in it, because you’ll fall for it.”

			Powerful.

			It’s our inclination at times to laugh off some of the serious warnings. Maybe it’s because we don’t see ourselves in those warnings? Nevertheless, our preacher warned again, “If you know you have a problem with alcohol, never go down the alley that has a tavern in it, because you’ll fall for it.”

			I don’t remember the rest of the sermon. I’d have to shake my memory box to bring my recollection back to life. 

			Now, come to think about it, I was not chuckling when some of my friends were because these warnings somehow resuscitated my dream. 

			Here I am on Sunday at noon by myself, walking barefoot in our seminary garden. This is rare for me. I normally spend my Sundays with my friends. But today I had to beg them for some space. 

			What could be a better way of reflecting deeply for me than walking barefoot, crackling those small, dried branches on the ground? It all aligns because experts believe that a garden plays a major role in awaking our memory and stimulating us to breathe deeply. That’s all I need right now. I’ve found myself releasing the tension that was building by merely giving one of those excessive sighs. 

			I am free in this garden.

			In an attempt to search for the meaning of the dream, I’m reminded of Mazwi. He is a friend from Mhlabuyalingana, and also a student here at the seminary. I remember he made a joke once about his experience working with his uncle, who is inyanga, a traditional healer. He said that when a traditional doctor misses the mark and tells you about the past that never happened, you must take that as a prophecy. It must never come across as if the doctor has misfired. Rather, you say, “Makhosi, I believe that is yet to happen”.
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