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A theology of Ubuntu
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The depictions of the mental images of God in religious discourses on race, gender and
sexuality are global phenomena, which are often marked by controversy. In Africa, Christianity
has, since its inception, presented a particular narrative about God’s image that bolsters
exclusivist perceptions defining who has and who has no place in the household of God. Thus,
these narratives inadvertently contributed to the creation of unsafe spaces for certain categories
of people in society because of their race, gender and sexuality. This article looks at the
historical presentation of God’s image by the 19th-century missionaries in Africa. Conversely,
it analyses how such a presentation contradicted the African images of a Supreme Being and
how it further contributed to the creation and perpetuation of unsafe spaces for black people,
women, and LGBTQ+ people in contemporary African church and society. Then, it discusses
how the African concepts of race, gender and sexuality challenge the norm and call for a
transformed presentation of the images of God that resonates with the theology of Ubuntu, the
divine revelation, and their manifestations in the images of God that are freeing.

Intradisciplinary and/or interdisciplinary implications: The study has interdisciplinary
implications as it engages theology and missiology with the intersectionality and
interdisciplinary discourses of race, gender, sexuality studies and the African philosophy of
Ubuntu. This is critical in ensuring the prophetic voice of Christianity, which does not shy
away from addressing contemporary societal issues.

Keywords: the image of God; race; gender; sexuality; black; women; LGBTQ+; decolonial;
freeing; Ubuntu.

Introduction

Against the backdrop of Genesis 1:26-27, this article presents an argument about the depictions
of the mental images of God in religious discourses about race, gender and sexuality that need
to be transformed. The article explores how this task can be achieved by re-reading Genesis
1:26-27 as a point of departure in the re-imagination of the images and concepts of God that are
based on Ubuntu [humaneness] and are freeing. According to Genesis 1:26-27 (NIV):

Then God said, ‘let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish
in the sea and the birds in the sky, over all the creatures that move along the ground’. So, God created
mankind in his own image; in the image of God, he created them, male and female he created them.

To begin with, the article discusses the researcher’s positionality and the aim of the study.
Subsequently, the discussion on race, gender and sexuality in religious discourses in Africa follows.
Then discussion on the image and concepts of God comes after that. Again, that is followed by the
depictions of the images of God in religious discourses. Moving forward, the article presents the
discussions on the images of God in pre-colonial Africa, the depiction of God in religious discourses,
the historical presentation of God’s image by the 19th-century missionaries in Africa and
subsequently analyses how such a presentation contradicts the African images of a Supreme Being
and how it further contributed to the creation and perpetuation of unsafe spaces for black people,
women, and the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer (LGBTQ+) people in contemporary
African church and society. The article further discusses the re-imagination of the image of God that
is embedded in the theology of Ubuntu, as presented by the notion of God’s images that are freeing.

Positionality and aim of the study

An author’s identity in connection to a research topic is described in the positionality statement.
According to Savolainen et al. (2023:1331), the goal of positionality is to acknowledge that all
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research projects are carried out by subjective human beings
with preconceived notions about the world based on their
upbringing. Thus, the statement highlights the cognitive
limits and opportunities of researchers and helps readers
understand how such circumstances may have influenced
the findings and conclusions given in the study (Savolainen
et al. 2023:1331). I am a black African theological scholar in
the subdiscipline of missiology who focuses on how theology
and mission relate to racial, gender and sexual issues. I place
more emphasis on the aspects of being humane than on the
binaries often projected in gender and sexuality constructs. It
ismy view that these constructs impede people from realising
their full potential as godlike beings. Furthermore, I view
people of all races, genders, sexual orientations and gender
identities as being made in God'’s pluriverse images.

Therefore, the article has not attempted to present the
hermeneutical, in-depth theological discussion, etymological
and historical backgrounds of the biblical passages referred
to in this study. Again, it has also not attempted to provide
an in-depth analysis of these passages of scripture and of the
term ‘imago Dei’ (the image of God) because of the scope of
this study. Other scholars interested in the field of biblical
studies and Old Testament (OT) scholarship, such as Lioy
(2024) and Middleton (1994), among others, have done
commendable work in this regard. Therefore, rather than
reinventing the wheel, I have only drawn insight from these
scholars to make a missiological sense of their work in
relation to the current study. My interest when I read these
biblical passages in the context of this study is to delineate
how these scriptures are often used in biblical discourses to
propel or obstruct the mission of God on earth when used to
depict the image of God in the presentation of the gospel.

Aim

This article examines the liberative elements of the mission of
God, which sees everyone, whether black or white, woman
or man, and gay or ‘straight’, as created in the image of God
and as worthy toreceive the gospel message that is entrenched
in the love of God. The same message finds its roots in the
biblical passage John 3:16: ‘For God so loved the world that
he gave his one and only Son, so that whoever believes in
him shall not perish but have eternal life” (NIV). Furthermore,
the article argues that the notion of an exclusive God often
promulgated in religious discourses nullifies the all-
embracing nature of the love of God.

Race, gender and sexuality in
religious discourses in Africa

The intersectionality of race, gender and sexuality has
marked religious discourses in different African spaces.
The article acknowledges that there are multiple
marginalisations, such as disability, geopolitics, etc., that
constitute intersectionality in society. However, focusing
only on race, gender and sexuality in this article does not
entail disregarding these other issues, but it was only research
interest and the scope of the article that has allowed only a
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few issues to be addressed. According to Mbiti (1970), Africa
is notoriously religious, and thus the claim that religion
permeates every aspect of African life, from birth to death to
the afterlife. Thus, African religiosity has made it impossible
to have a purely African secular discourse that does not carry
religious connotations. Remarkably, even though Africa has,
over the years, been marked by its religiosity rooted in
the African premise of the existence of a Supreme Being, the
advent and remarkable growth of Christianity on the
continent has brought in a new paradigm. Christianity is
now viewed as the fastest-growing movement, which can
arguably be a dominating institution in the debates about
moral dilemmas such as abortion, same-sex practices, the use
of contraceptives, polygamous marriages, etc.

According to Ayegboyin and Ogunewu (2022:118), Africa
had roughly 575 million Christians in approximately 2,208
denominations in 2008, with a further projected increase of
church membership by 633 million in 2025 and a further
projection of about 1.25 billion increases in 2050. Therefore,
the use of the term ‘religious discourses’, although applicable
to diverse religions of the world and African religions, has
been used in this article to refer to Christian and biblical
discourses because of their dominance in Africa, as displayed
by Ayegboyin and Ogunewu (2022). These discourses range,
among others, from the use of the Bible to perpetuate racial
subordination of blacks in Africa; the Christian teachings that
emphasise the subordination of women; the gay-bashing
preaching in the pulpit that emphasises the perceived
sinfulness of homosexuality (Madigele 2024); and the use of
and references to the Bible by ordinary people in the streets,
scholars of religion and theology, and religious, political and
traditional leaders to emphasise the ideology of an exclusive,
white, heterosexual, male God. However, it should be borne
in mind that just as there is no one monolithic block of belief
in African religions, there is also not only one form of
Christianity, and all Christians do not believe and express
their belief similarly.

Nevertheless, the use of certain words in the New
International Version of the Bible (NIV) of Genesis 1:26-27
can challenge the exclusive presentation of God’s image.
These words further raise pertinent questions for this study.
Although from an exegetical point of view, it might be
apparent that the use of the divine plural is not a grammatical
plural, a layman reading the NIV version of this scripture
might interpret it otherwise. To begin with, does the use of
the plural form, e.g., ‘Let us’ and ‘Our image’, suggest the
pluriverse nature of God? Is God black or white? Is God
male? Also, does the use of the pronouns ‘his” and ‘he” infer
God’s masculinity? Again, does the statement ‘he created
them” imply that God not only created Adam in God’s image
but also that Eve was created in God’s image? Furthermore,
what do the reference to ‘male” and ‘female” in Genesis 1:27,
which speaks to biological sex, and the use of ‘man’ and
‘woman’ in Genesis 2:22, which speaks to their gender, tell us
about the image of God regarding gender and sexuality? Is
God gay or straight?
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Interestingly, the narrative purported in most religious
discourses within the Christian circles for ages suggests that
only Adam was created in the image of God. This assertion
is made because all the consulted sources used in this article
only speak about Adam, and none of them depict Eve as
created in the image of God. Consequently, an impression
has been given that since only Adam was created in the
image of God, Eve has been portrayed as inferior to Adam
(men) and Eve (women) and thus exclusively blamed for the
origin of sin (Parks 2024:23; Rockwood 1987). Thus, Genesis
2:22, which asserts, “Then the Lord God made a woman
from the rib that he had taken out of the man, and he brought
her to the man’, has often been used to justify the assertion.
However, Genesis 1:27 contradicts this view by claiming
that, ‘In the image of God he created them; male and female
he created them’ (Gn 1:27) (NIV).

Thus, Middleton (1994) opted for a gender-neutral stance by
using the term ‘human beings’ rather than ‘male’ or ‘female’.
Middleton (1994) opines:

For nearly two thousand years now the Christian tradition has
singled out Genesis 1:26-27 for special attention. These
biblical verses constitute the locus classicus of the doctrine of
imago Dei, the notion that human beings are made in God’s
image. (p. 8)

The use of the term ‘human beings’ by Middleton is
congruent with the African notion of Munhu (the Xitsonga
word for a human being) and its derivatives Vumunhu
(Tsonga), Botho (Sotho), and Ubuntu (Nguni), which are
loosely translated in English as ‘humanness’. This notion is
embedded in the African (Nguni) adage ‘Umuntu ngu muntu
nga bantu’ (loosely translated, ‘a person is a person through
others’) (Gathogo 2022). This means that human beings
coexist as equals regardless of the colour of their skin, race,
gender or sexual orientation. The next section looks at the
image and concepts of God.

The image and the concepts of God

The notion of the image of God cannot be confined to a single
interpretation. Thus, the interchangeable reference to God’s
image (singular) and God’s images (plural) in this article is a
conscious decision. It speaks to the ongoing process where
society grapples with the notion of understanding the idea of
the existence of a God by using God’s concepts in addressing
their contextual issues and in their definition of their
relationship with a Supreme Being. According to Counted
(2015), there is a pragmatic distinction between God’s images
and God’s concepts. In highlighting this element, Counted
(2015) asserts that:

God concepts are often used to down-regulate God images. God
concepts are indicators of a relationship experience with God.
God’s concepts play around with the attachment language
categories as the individual tries to experiment or socialise with
God in relation to their contextual and emotional situation. (p. 1)

Although the usage of the term ‘Image of God’ in this article
stems from the traditional premise that argues that in the
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beginning God created human beings according to God’s
image, not images, the general understanding is that in that
one image of God, there are multiple manifestations of God’s
images, yet without any contradiction. Therefore, the
emphasis that in God’s image, God created them both male
and female forms the core of the discourse that challenges the
notion of the exclusive interpretation of God’s image as male,
therefore implying that although there are observable
physical differences between males and females (Modise &
Wood 2016:291), they were both fundamentally created in
the image of God.

Therefore, arguing from this premise, one should not be
oblivious to the fact that human attempts to understand the
Divine are often marked by hermeneutical errors and
distortions. Thus, this position is presented with the full
awareness of several positions that the term ‘Image of God’
can carry. According to Middleton (1994:9), Ricoeur’s
position was that (Middleton 1994):

When the theologians of the sacerdotal [or priestly] school
elaborated the doctrine of man that is summarised in the startling
expression of the first chapter of Genesis —'Let us make man in
our image and likeness’ — they certainly did not master at once
all its implicit wealth of meaning. Ricoeur justifies his own
explication of this ‘implicit wealth of meaning’ by adding that
each century has the task of elaborating its thought ever anew on
the basis of that indestructible symbol that henceforth belongs to
the unchanging treasury of the biblical canon. (p. 9)

Against the backdrop of Middleton’s argument, it is apparent
that there is no exclusive interpretation of the image of God.
Consequently, this provides room for diverse interpretations
that are fundamentally based on the contextual analysis of
the situation. Each generation understands the image of
God based on the contextual analysis of their times
and geographical context. Lamentably, the 19th-century
presentation of the image of God by missionaries in Africa
did not consider African epistemologies and religiosity; on
the contrary, Western epistemologies dominated the
constructions of God’s image by creating hierarchies that
determined which forms of knowledge counted as valid.
This is like what Mignolo (2019) referred to when speaking
about the enduring enchantment or the epistemic privilege
of modernity. This refers to the dominance, arrogance and
superiority complex of the Western forms of knowledge,
Western religions and white supremacy.

Thus, the epistemic privilege of Western forms of knowledge
has pushed to the periphery other interpretations and
understandings of the image of God, especially those from
the undermined people in Africa. Although African
religions are generally regarded as monotheistic in that they
acknowledge the existence of one Supreme Being (Metz &
Molefe 2021), their belief in this Supreme Being is not
universalised, and the images of the Supreme Being have
multiple imaginations. However, the universalised and
exclusive Eurocentric image of God has further contributed
to the marginalisation of other categories of people in
society because of their race, gender and non-normative
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genders and sexual identities. Indeed, the same narrative
has propelled the misconceptions that Africans did not
know God prior to the coming of missionaries in Africa
(Mawere & Nhemachena 2022:211), God is a white God
(Kim 2024), God is male (Talabi 2023:339), and that which
created the notion of a ‘Heterosexual Africa’ (Epprecht
2008). However, it is important to trace the understanding
of God and God'’s image in pre-colonial African discourses
about religion, race, gender and sexuality.

The images of God in pre-colonial Africa

Africans knew God and had their own images of a Supreme
Being long before the arrival of the missionaries on their
continent. There is ample scholarly evidence that debunks
the myth that Africa did not know God before the coming of
the missionaries; among these scholars are Nhemachena and
Dhakwa (2022:107) and Masuku (2023). In the same vein,
Paris (1995) argued that:

[M]issionaries who introduced the gospel to Africa in the past
200 years did not bring God to our continent. Rather, they were
brought by the presence of God already demonstrated by African
religiosity and their communal ethic of Ubuntu. Instead, God
brought them. (p. 29)

So, Africans had their own understanding of God and the
image of God long before the arrival of the missionaries.
What is interesting, though, is that the African images of
God were often downplayed by the missionaries and
regarded as barbaric and backwards. This was done to
propel the notion of a monotheisticc monopolistic,
heterosexual and white male God.

However, the images of a race-less God, male God, female
God, genderless God and a God possessing both genders of
male and female were a common phenomenon in Africa.
Taringa (2004:174), among others, speaks of God as
Musikavanhu, which is a popular metaphor among the Shona
people of Zimbabwe that depicts God as both male and
female. This understanding of God does not restrict God to a
single gender. In the same vein, Taringa (2004:178) further
argues that ‘the traditional Shona metaphors for God are
much less sexist than the way in which God is portrayed in
current African Christian theology. African Christian
theological reflections tend to be based on Christianity and
Judaism, which tend to imagine God in male terms’. It is thus
the imaginations of God as exclusively white and male that
are problematic. This is because this ideology contradicts the
African views of race, gender and sexuality.

The African understanding of race, gender and sexuality
differed from that which was portrayed by Christian
missionaries. Africans see a human being with the lenses of
an individual who is part of the community, while Western
concepts of gender distinctions are universalised and
individualistic. Again, Africans embrace pluriverse genders
and sexualities without emphasising gender norms. This is
indicated by their understanding of a Divine Being who can
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be both male and female, yet without any contradiction. In
the same vein, this is not being oblivious of the fact that there
are other African depictions of God as purely male or female;
however, this is to highlight that depicting God as both male
and female is a common trend in Africa. In essence, the
African depiction of God was not dualistic but rather
pluriverse and diverse (Taringa 2004).

The depiction of the image of God
in religious discourses

The image of God is often depicted in religious discourses
with controversy within different global secular and
religious spaces (Corbett 2021). Christians have, over the
ages, debated the meaning of God’s image in discourses
pertaining to religion, race, gender and sexuality issues.
Indeed, the intersectionality of race, gender and sexuality is
always inevitable in discourses about religion and culture.
Research indicates that this intersectionality is a global
phenomenon that has always been intertwined (Schnabel
et al. 2022:272; eds. Starkey & Tomalin 2022). However,
the skewed depiction of the image of God in religious
discourses is displayed within the Christian circles, among
others, by the missionary obsession of presenting a
monotheistic, monopolistic, monogamous God who is also
a white heterosexual male. This has happened since
the inception of Christianity in Africa, when Africans,
their genders, sexualities, and their conceptions of a
Supreme Being were downplayed by the Christianisation
and civilisation agendas. These agendas aimed to
universalise these important aspects. Lamentably, this
universalisation of God, race, gender and sexuality became
the norm in African religious and cultural discourses.

This is like what Porter (1993) lamented about when asserting
that:

[1]f God is projected in the image of one sex, rather than both
sexes, and in the image of the ruling class of this sex, then this
class is seen as consisting of the ones who possess the image of
God primarily. (p. 487)

Lamentably, this distorted image has shaped the common
understanding of an exclusive white, heterosexual male
God. This universalising view of God contradicts the
narrative that has inadvertently contributed to the creation
of unsafe spaces for certain categories of people in both the
church and society. Succinctly put, the white, heterosexual
male God has declared certain groups of people, such as
black people, women, LGBTQ+ people in Africa, unworthy
of the love of God.

The 19th century missionary
presentation of the image of God
in Africa

The 19th century missionary enterprise was instrumental in
creating the controversies about the image of God in Africa.
When the missionaries arrived in Africa, they presented a
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monotheistic God who could only be depicted in one image.
Consequently, one of their missionary mandates was to
discredit the African view of a Supreme Being who had
multiple images. Although the missionaries who came to
Africa to propel the Christianisation, civilisation and
imperialisation agendas were aware of the presence of God
in Africa entrenched in the religiosity of Africans and their
concepts of a Supreme Being, their mandate was to demonise
African religiosity and the images of God that existed in
Africa before their arrival. According to Ofuasia and Ibiyemi
(2024:98), the aim of the Western missionaries was to establish
how the traditional Africans understood God, as well as
whether their idea of God met the Western ‘standard’. Thus,
the standard of the true God was majorly affected by the
existence of a monotheistic, white, heterosexual male God.
Therefore, any definition of God that did not meet this
standard was regarded as paganism, heathenism and un-
Christian.

Thus, African religiosity, cultures and concepts were declared
barbaric, and their traditional practices, way of dress, and
marriages were repressed and deemed to be uncivilised
(Tonono 2020:177). African experiences were regarded as
homogenous, something that could be easily generalised. In
the same vein, the account of Africans’ social lives and
their views on gender and sexuality were simplistically
disregarded and downplayed by the narrative that claimed
that Africa was a homogenous and heterosexual entity that
was marked by lasciviousness and devoid of morals.

Thus, Oduyoye (1997:493) observed this misconception when
purporting, “Writing about Africa is a hazardous enterprise’,
and those who write about Africa should be warned against
careless generalisations. In the same vein, Paris (1995:7)
warns, ‘The immense diversity of cultures there prohibits
any generalisations whatsoever about Africa’. Therefore,
generalisations about Africa and Africans have contributed
to a skewed image of the image of God that created and
perpetuated unsafe spaces.

The creation and perpetuation of
unsafe spaces

Unsafe spaces within African societies are created and
perpetuated by relegating certain groups of people to the
periphery. This often happens when narratives about the
image of God are used to discriminate against people based
on their race (black), gender (women), and sexual orientation
(LGBTQ+). Therefore, the marginalised categories of people
in society often find themselves in what Fanon (1967) calls
the zone of non-being, which declares people below the line
of the human as subhuman or non-human; thus, their
humanity is questioned and negated. This has happened
because, over time, the image of God in Africa has been
depicted as that of a white, heterosexual male. Consequently,
anyone who does not fall within this definition is deemed as
the ‘other” and is then pushed into a marginalised zone as an
outcast who is not created in the image of God. Fanon further
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refers to people who are marginalised as the wretched of the
earth (Fanon et al. 1963); their wretchedness is caused by
being declared as non-beings when judged against the
presented image of God.

This presentation portrays God’s image as a white,
heterosexual male, and it has played a paramount role in the
creation and perpetuation of unsafe spaces within African
societies. Again, this image is embedded in the racial,
patriarchal and homophobic view of the image of God
embedded in the colonial matrix of power. Ndlovu-Gatsheni
(2022) describes the colonial matrix of power as power
structures that are braced up by racial, sexual, ideological,
epistemic, cultural, religious, aesthetic, military and
patriarchal dimensions. Therefore, it is often common that
God’s image is depicted in religious discourses to create and
support unsafe spaces in society. Lamentably, the reference
to God’s image in these cases is usually not innocent, as it is
fundamentally used as a deciding factor in the debates about
who is created in the image of God and who is not.

On the other hand, the same depictions are used to
reinforce religious alienation, racism, sexism, classism and
discrimination against those who are deemed to be different
because they are either black or women or because of their
non-normative gender and sexual identities. Morris (2019)
observed this reality when he argued, ‘In Trump’s America,
“religious liberty” is code for protection of white, Western
cultural heritage’. This heritage is embedded in the American
conceptualisation and depiction of God as a white heterosexual
male (Roberts et al. 2020 [author’s emphasis]). However, this
narrative is not peculiarly an American phenomenon; on the
contrary, the same 19th-century missionaries who came to
Africa were also fixated with white supremacy and the
ideology of the civilising mission (Tonono 2020:176). These
dimensions manifested and still manifest in Africa in the
form of the depiction of God’s image that is undergirded by
racial, sexist and heteronormative underpinnings, which still
depicts God as white, male and heterosexual.

Racial discrimination

The colonial ideology of a white God continues to render
black Africans and the black body as a contested space. The
rise of movements such as ‘Black Lives Matter’, which does
not only lament the brutality of white police officers in
America, which was sparked by the brutal murder of George
Floyd by a white policeman, Derek Chauvin (Pillay 2022:293),
but also depicts the same realities in Africa, in particular in
South Africa, where the story of the Marikana massacre
(Pillay 2022:299) and news that flooded media platforms
happened during the second week of the coronavirus disease
2019 (COVID-19) ‘lockdown’. On 10 April 2020, soldiers of
the South African National Defence Force (SANDF) and
officers of the Johannesburg Metro Police Department
(JMPD) murdered Collins Khosa (Pillay 2022:295).

These stories and other countless unreported incidents
indicate, among others, that racial discrimination is a social
ill that keeps raising its ugly head even in what have been
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termed the post-imperial, post-colonial and post-apartheid
eras. Blacks are made to doubt their beings by a narrative that
presents God as white. This is what Tonono (2020:176) calls
‘the Black erasure’ that is marked by the desire of white
supremacists to erase the history and culture of black
Africans.

Sexism

On the other hand, the image of a white male God continues

to propel the patriarchal ideologies that see women as objects

of oppression. According to Tonono (2020):
Not only was missionary education focused on men, but it also
afforded men a superior status in comparison to women. The
African elite men of Let Us Make Men, who emerged from
missionary schools, manipulated the new and borrowed
patriarchies of Europe to create the most formidable of masculine
imperialism. (pp. 180-182)

Therefore, sexism is rooted in the societal hierarchies that are
constructed by patriarchal structures. Thus, women bear the
brunt of being marginalised by the patriarchal society that
emphasises the maleness of God and demands subordination
from women. For this reason, African womanist theologians
speak of the triple or multiple oppression of women in
African society. They contend that women suffer because of
gender, race and class (Kobo 2018). Indeed, African women
are oppressed because they are women; they are also
oppressed because they are black and poor. In the same vein,
black lesbian women and transwomen have an added layer
of oppression, which makes them suffer worse because of
their sexual and gender identities. This has rendered both
African secular and religious spaces unsafe for women in
contemporary African society.

Thus, the number of women who are killed by their spouses
and those who suffer from what has been termed ‘corrective
rape’ rises drastically each year in Africa. According to
Gaitho (2021:335), ‘Despite this dearth of information, one
source placed the annual number of victims of corrective
rape in South Africa at [at least] 500’. Although the statistics
might not be accurate, they do, however, indicate the
brutality of society and how African spaces have become
unsafe for women. Although religious discourses cannot
be singled out as the only cause of this brutality, the use of
the Bible to reinforce the subordination of women and the
hegemonic position of heterosexuality has contributed
drastically to the problem. Diko (2023) asserts that:

[TThe oppression of women and young girls in the biblical texts,
with special reference to the Old Testament, mirrors the
oppression of women and young girls in the South African
context. (p. 612)

Thus, it is the use of biblical discourses that promotes sexism
in Africa (Ngcobo 2024:4).

Heteronormativity

Heteronormativity entails the ideology that heterosexuality
is the only correct, normal and acceptable form of sexual
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orientation in society. Thus, this notion has been
hegemonised, and the other gender and sexual identities
that do not fit into the norm are either marginalised,
demonised or ostracised. Therefore, the notion of same-sex
practices  disrupts not only the long-embraced
heteronormative religious fundamentalism, but it also
challenges patriarchy that is anchored on the notion of ‘the
rule of the fathers’. Indeed, the idea of boy-wives and female-
husbands challenges the idea of male supremacy (Epprecht
2008:202; Murray et al. 2021). According to Ndjio (2012):

Itis not only men behaving like women who allegedly undermine
African manhood or males’ superiority. The tanto uses, mannish
lesbians who overtly exhibit the signs and symbols of masculine
power, also put at risk the male sexual supremacy. (p. 625)

Thus, heteronormativity is a technology of power aimed at
protecting patriarchy in society.

On the other hand, the rise of corrective rape in countries like
South Africa, which is defined by Gaitho (2021) as a:

[H]ate crime that entails the rape of any member of a group that
does not conform to gender or sexual orientation norms, where
the motive of the perpetrator is to ‘correct’ the individual,
fundamentally = combining gender-based violence and
homophobic violence. (p. 329)

Indeed, those who do not subscribe to the normative gender
and sexual norms are regarded as not created in the image of
God and thus are regarded as deviant. Mkhize and Mthembu
(2023:381) argue that colonialism, religious and legal norms
introduced the narrative that seeks to police sexuality and
gender, and they are sponsored by Western and American
evangelical groups and anti-gay rights discourses. Thus,
religion, particularly Christianity, finds itself at the forefront
of presenting a heteronormative image of God in Africa.
Lamentably, thishasled to the exacerbation of marginalisation
of black people and women and the abuse of people having
same-sex attraction in Africa. This narrative must be
challenged to the core by the reimagination of the images of
God in Africa.

Reimagining the image of God in Africa

The reimagination of the image of God in Africa is enshrined
in the notion of God’s love as purported by John 3:16, ‘For
God so loved the world’. Thus, a clarion call is made to
reimagine God’s image through embracing the theology of
Ubuntu (Van Klinken & Chitando 2021) that manifests in the
images of God that are freeing (Oduyoye 1997:498). This act
can be a decolonial wave that challenges the epistemic
privileges of Western thought and white privileges (Mignolo
2009). Again, this can bring to Africans the realisation that
the depiction of God as a white heterosexual male is a fallacy.
On the other hand, the notion of ‘heterosexual’ Africa is
proven wrong by the historical account of Africans told
through oral tradition, folklore, songs, dance and stories
about the pluriverse nature of African genders and sexualities
that were embraced by society. Furthermore, this
reimagination is like what Reddy and Sandfort (2021) called:
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[TThe growth of fresh and critical thinking that interrogates
heteronormative logics and examines the material realities
and experience of gender-diverse people to challenge the
parameters and assumptions of African sexualities and gender
diversity. (p. 5)

Therefore, this can be a contemporary African bravery that
challenges the oppressive narratives of whiteness,
maleness, and heterosexual God and that calls for the new
and transformed ways of imagining God. This move has
been propelled, among others, by the realisation that race,
gender and other identities are merely social constructs
(Stewart & Brown 2023) and, thus, God cannot be confined
to their limitations. Thus, the new images of God present
God in a new way and form to a society that is faced with
challenges and yearning for transformation (Van Klinken
2021). This transformation can begin by embracing the
theology of Ubuntu.

The theology of Ubuntu

Ubuntu is a concept of acceptable relational living, which is
measured by one’s relationship to family, community, the
environment and the Divine powers, that is, ancestors and
God (Dube et al. 2016). This type of theology moves from
the premise that the communal co-existence of societies
resembles the freeing images of God. Succinctly put, God is
reflected in the humane way members of society treat each
other, especially in the treatment of the vulnerable groups
such as the elderly, women, children, people with disabilities,
and people having same-sex attractions and diverse gender
identities. Magezi and Khlopa (2021:4) call this notion an act
of ‘prizing communal relationships with other people’, which
refers to the recognition of the value and importance of living
in harmony with other people, even though they may be
holding different views from us.

Thus, the theology of Ubuntu questions our actions against
community members who are created in the very same image
of God just like us. It stems from several African religious
leaders, philosophers, scholars and theologians, such as,
among others, the late Professor John Samuel Mbiti and the
renowned Nobel Prize winner, the late Archbishop Desmond
Tutu. Mbiti’s contribution to the development of the theology
of Ubuntu was captured by Gathogo (2022) when he opines:

John Samuel Mbiti’s (1931-2019) ubuntu theology was ‘officially”
launched in 1969 when he released his authoritative book,
African Religions and Philosophy (Mbiti 1969). Although he did not
use the word ‘ubuntu’ in this book or generally in his published
works, his use of African proverbs did not escape his local
Kamba proverb, Mundu ni mundu nundu wa andu, or his
neighbouring Kikuyu saying, Mundu ni mundu niundu wa
andu, which compares with Nguni speakers’ dictum, Umuntu
ngumuntu ngabantu’ — that is, ‘a person is a person through other
persons’ [Est homo per alios homines]. (p. 4)

Mbiti’s emphasis on the importance of human relations
within a communal setup presents the notion that preserving
human life is more important in our understanding of the
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nature of God. This is reflected in his Ubuntu theology,
which is “dialogical, inclusive, community-driven, humane,
just, and methodologically contextual and reconstructive in
its motif’ (Gathogo 2022:4). Thus, in its dialogical nature,
Ubuntu theology seeks to enter a dialogue with members of
society, to understand their experiences, and then use those
experiences as a point of departure in the understanding of
the image of God. Again, its inclusiveness, community-
driven nature and human nature do not allow room for
discrimination based on perceived differences and
constructions of race, gender and sexuality. Finally, its
contextual and reconstructive motif provides a space for
Africans to have the freedom of using their own images and
concepts of God without being judged by Western
standards.

Another stalwart of the theology of Ubuntu was Archbishop
Desmond Tutu. Tutu’s theology of Ubuntu (Van Klinken &
Chitando 2021) that is embedded in the African adage, ‘T am
because you are’. This kind of theology is human-centred
rather than God-centred. Succinctly put, it places human
beings at a point of departure in doing theology. This,
however, does not imply the replacement of God or the
failure to acknowledge human weaknesses; on the contrary,
it emphasises grace and mercy instead of judgement and
condemnation. Put differently, the theology of Ubuntu values
the preservation of human life that serves as experiencing
God in humanising relationships, as Oduyoye (1997)
observed. This theology can be experienced through the
images of God that are freeing.

The images of God that are freeing

The theology of Ubuntu, which brings a new perspective of
God’s image, is traceable in the images of God that are freeing
and that, according to Oduyoye (1997:498), “depict unity and
wholeness’. Thus, according to Oduyoye (1997:499), God
must be [re]lexperienced as the source of humanising
relationships of love, truth, and justice, of mercy and
kindness. These virtues of God can be used as tools in
defining the liberative images and concepts of God. Again,
these reimagined images of God can be depicted not using
the linking verb ‘is’, which is often limiting and inadequate.
However, the preposition ‘as’ can provide a better way of
understanding the multipronged and pluriverse nature of
God that cannot be degraded to race, gender and sexuality
constructions.

Therefore, Oduyoye’s argument about experiencing God can
serve as pointers to the image of God ‘as’ rather than the
image of God ‘is’. Conversely, this form of experiencing God
is not limited by the restrictions of race, gender and sexuality;
on the contrary, it embodies the church that goes beyond
preaching the love of God to the one who demonstrates the
love of God by embracing all people irrespective of race,
gender or sexual orientation. This can be made possible by
embracing the image of God as love, truth, justice, mercy and
kindness. Indeed, the image of God as love embraces both
black and white women and men, gay and straight, by
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erasing the binaries. Also, the image of God as truth
annihilates the discriminations in society that are often
entrenched in lies about one’s superiority based on race,
gender and sexual orientation. Again, the image of God as
justice represents the prophetic character of the church,
which cannot afford to remain silent amid injustices brought
by discrimination in society.

Furthermore, the image of God as mercy is aligned with the
theology of Ubuntu; it is the human being that matters, not
the enforcing of conservative moral codes. The recent
example that epitomised the reimagination of the image of
God as the God of mercy is that of the Right Rev. Mariann
Edgar Budde, who attracted national attention during her
sermon when she made a direct appeal to the current
American President, Donald Trump, to have mercy and
compassion for people who are afraid, such as ‘gay, lesbian,
and transgender children in Democratic, Republican, and
independent families’, immigrants, and those escaping
persecution and conflict (The Guardian 23 January 2025).

Budde’s appeal to Trump was not merely a sheer, spectacular
fronting or a desire for attention. On the contrary, it was a
brave act that stood against the populist, oppressive narrative
that was promulgated by Trump in the guise of representing
God’s position on trans people. Thus, Budde’s action
resonated with the bold statement made by Tutu when he
declared in 2013 in a statement that made global headlines
that he would rather go to hell than to a homophobic heaven
(Van Klinken & Chitando 2021:1). This statement epitomised
the theology of Ubuntu par excellence and reflected the
images of God that are freeing. Finally, the image of God as
kindness also speaks to human relations that call individuals
to be kind to one another in the prospect of building a unified
society. All these elements of the images of God that are
freeing present an inclusive God, who does not discriminate
against anyone based on their race, gender or sexual
orientation, as all are created in God’s image.

Conclusion

This article argued from the premise of Genesis 1:26-27. It
looked at religious discourses on race, gender and sexuality
in Africa. Subsequently, the article discussed the notion of
the image and concept of God that presents a pluriverse
nature of God. That was followed by the depictions of the
images of God in religious discourses and the discussions on
the images of God in pre-colonial Africa and the historical
presentation of God’s image by the 19th-century missionaries
in Africa. The article argued that the exclusive depiction of
the image of God in Africa contributed to the creation and
perpetuation of unsafe spaces for black people, women,
and LGBTQ+ people in contemporary African churches and
society. Therefore, in conclusion, the article made a clarion
call for the reimagination of the image of God. It was then
argued that this act can mark a decolonial turn in the form of
the theology of Ubuntu, which manifests the images of God
that are freeing.
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