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SUMMARY

The commandment to honour one’s father and mother is not limited to honouring parents
while they are living. In Zulu culture, for both the traditionalist and Christian Zulu,
honouring parents, whether alive or dead, is to relate to them with great respect.
Unfortunately, this respect for the ancestors has been misunderstood by many and labeled

as “worship” or, more recently, as “veneration”.

Affixing a religious connotation (“worship”, etc.) to the relationship led to the expectation
that Zulu Christians would reject their ancestors and all the rites and practices associated
with them. In spite of injunctions from the Church, a marked shift is occurring among
Zulu Christians as many reincorporate their ancestors into their family process. This
dissertation, an exploratory study, addresses this process of reincorporation by offering a

new, non-religious interpretation of the relationship.

Historically, the Zulu have sought and welcomed the presence of the ancestors during
stressful family transitions such as marriage, birth, puberty and death. If the Church
focused on the increased anxiety and destabilization associated with these family
transitions, new insights could be gained into the functional importance of the ancestors

(as anxiety binders) in the family process.

The application of Bowen theory, a new paradigm for practical theology, to the research
data provides new perspectives and understanding into the functional importance of the
ancestors for Zulu families. Central to Bowen theory is the concept of the family as an

emotional unit that includes all generations, including the ancestors. This concept

i



correlates closely with the Zulu understanding of kinship. The concepts of
multigenerational transmission process and triangulation in Bowen theory offer effective
theoretical bases for interpreting the ongoing relationship Zulu families have with their

ancestors.

This dissertation critiques certain Church practices and offers a practical theological
response that can inform and enrich the Church’s pastoral care. By developing a practical
theology of relationships—one informed by Bowen theory, Scripture and the traditions of
the Church—the Church can assist Zulu Christians pastorally as they reincorporate their

ancestors into their family process.
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CHAPTER 1-THE ANCESTORS AND ZULU FAMILY TRANSITIONS:
A BOWEN THEORY AND PRACTICAL THEOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION

Introduction and Orientation

While teaching a course in pastoral counselling at the School of Theology, University of
Natal, Pietermaritzburg, [ became aware of the difficulties that the African students were
having, in applying the traditional Western individualistic social science theories to their
experience in family. This difficulty became even more apparent when the students
attempted to describe the multigenerational emotional process that shaped their families.
Western psychological paradigms, which have been informed by Individual theory, fail to
completely understand or adequately explain the relationship that Zulu families have with
their ancestors. Practical theology, which has relied upon these same social science
paradigms, faces a similar problem. The lack of an adequate paradigm for understanding
multigenerational relationships has hindered the ability of practical theology to assist the
Church in formulating its response to the increasing importance of the ancestors to Zulu

Christian families.

As a therapist using Bowen theory, [ became interested in this topic when a student
described the way in which his family related to a schizophrenic family member. He
described a relationship of great respect and caring. When I asked the reasons for treating
the schizophrenic family member in this manner, he replied simply that she was going to
be an ancestor. Another student related how the family ancestors were responsible for a
healing in his family. It became apparent from the family-of-origin presentations that for
many of the students and their families, even though the students were all Christian and
most were ordained Lutheran pastors, their ancestors continued to have a functional

importance in their family emotional processes.



My interest in this topic was also stimulated by reading Dr. Axel-Ivar Berglund’s Zulu
Thought Patterns and Symbolism. He noted that the ancestors had a particular importance
for Zulu families during times of crisis (Berglund, 1976, 129, 222). Of particular interest
to me was that Berglund (and others who have made the same observation) could not
account for or adequately explain the phenomenon. The papers in “Ancestor Religion in
Southern Africa”, presented at the LUMKO Missiological Institute (Kuckertz, 1981), also
lacked a clear explanation and adequate understanding of the function of ancestors,
especially in times of crisis. While offering interesting and informative insights, and
affirming the importance of the ancestors, the LUMKO papers were limited by their
acceptance of the prevailing theological, anthropological and sociological assumptions.
To gain an adequate explanation for, and understanding of, the relationship that Zulu
families have with their ancestors, a new paradigm is needed. This new paradigm needs
to look at family relationships using a wide-angle-lens perspective that includes the
nuclear, extended and multigenerational families. Bowen theory, a natural systems
theory, offers just such a broad perspective. The need for a new paradigm inclusive of all

generations has also been pointed out by Louw (Louw, 1997, 392).

The uniqueness of Bowen theory is its understanding of the family as an emotional unit
and its ability to include in the concept of “family” all generations of the family, both
living and dead. It further allows insights into family relationships from a biological and
evolutionary perspective, with a focus on those relational processes that all humankind,

which includes the Zulu, share with other species.

There are eight concepts in Bowen theory; they will be explored in more depth in chapter

4 [section 4.5]. Relative to these eight concepts, differentiation of self and anxiety are



two key variables in the shaping of family relationships and individual functioning.
Using a Bowen theory perspective, this dissertation will look at the underlying relational
processes associated with the increase of anxiety during Zulu family transitions. The
theological response will be informed by a relational theology that creates a framework

for a practical theological understanding of family process.

1.1  The Research Problem

Although the relationship between the Zulu and their ancestors has always been an
integral part of traditional Zulu family life and practice, a new phenomenon has been
observed. Christians appear to be reintegrating the ancestors into their family emotional
process (Nxumalo, 1981; Manona, 1981; Partain, 1986; Olupona, 2000; Kahakwa, 2003;
Lutheran World Federation Study document, 2004). Reintegration is taking place in spite
of past injunctions by some Christians against this practice. This dissertation addresses
that reintegration phenomenon because it challenges Christian theologians, and those who
are entrusted with the pastoral care of Zulu Christian families. Due to the limitations of
their theoretical orientation, past responses have had difficulty accounting for the
enduring presence of the ancestors in African family life. This dissertation attempts to
overcome this difficulty by approaching the phenomenon from a Bowen theory

perspective.

1.2  The Research Question
The following key research question is addressed in this study: What underlies the
enduring importance of the ancestors for Zulu families? Their importance persists despite

the influences of Western culture and challenges from various sectors of the Christian

faith.



To explain and provide an understanding of this enduring legacy, the author draws upon
Bowen theory to offer new insights into the important anxiety-binding function of the
ancestors—a function that restores the emotional balance of Zulu families during times of

crisis.

The researcher seeks to address this phenomenon by discovering important functional
facts about Zulu family emotional process. This information will be interpreted through
the lens of Bowen systems theory. To facilitate the research process, the research
question is divided into three sub-problems: (1) to what extent have Zulu Christians
appropriated the ancestors into their family emotional process? (2) to what extent has
reincorporation of the ancestors into the family process been effective and of value for
these families? and (3) to what extent can Bowen theory and practical theology provide

useful insights into this phenomenon?

1.3 Research Hypothesis
The research seeks to explore the following hypothesis: That the ancestors function to
restore the emotional balance of Zulu families disturbed by the increased anxiety

associated with times of family transition.

To facilitate the study of this hypothesis, four subhypotheses will focus on four main
family transitions: the birth of a child, puberty, marriage and death. The subhypotheses
are presented here and discussed by transition type. The four subhypotheses are as
follows: (1) that those Christian families who have reincorporated ancestors into the
family emotional process have done so at times of high anxiety associated with the birth

of a child; (2) that the ancestors function as a resource for families as they deal with the



anxiety associated with emotional attachment issues as the child at puberty separates
emotionally from the parents and moves into adult status; (3) that the ancestors help
balance the couple’s and family’s togetherness following disruption caused by the
marriage of a child; (4) that the ancestors assist with emotional rebalancing when a

family has been disturbed and unbalanced by the death of a family member.

1.4  The Context of the Research Problem

Several authors have noted the trend among African Christians to reincorporate the
ancestors into their family process (Nxumalo, 1981; Manona, 1981; Partain, 1986;
Olupona, 2000; Kahakwa, 2003; Lutheran World Federation Study document, 2004).
This trend is creating particular difficulties for the Church in Africa because the Church
lacks a social science paradigm to adequately inform a theological response, nor is it clear
about its pastoral response to those who have already reincorporated—or are in the

process of reincorporating—the ancestors into the family process.

The underlying problem concerns the clash of two very different world views: the African
and Western world views. The Western world view, rooted in Western social science and
Western theological constructs and assumptions, has dominated the discussion on the
ancestors’ reincorporation and influence. The early missionaries’ and anthropologists’
understanding of African culture was shaped by this Western world view (Bediako,

1983). Hence, African culture, rites and practices and the understanding of family life
were interpreted through these biases. The biases were most evident in the imposed
interpretation of the Africans’ relationship with their ancestors. The Western Christian
response was to view the relationship as worship and idolatry (Bujo, 1992). Africans who

converted to Christianity were expected to forsake essential aspects of their culture—



particularly their relationship with the ancestors—and adopt a Western cultural
understanding of the world (Bediako, 1983; Becken, 1993). As early as 1981, Fr. H.
Kuchertz described the rigidity and harshness of the earlier responses in his remarks:

...ever since Christian missionaries and pastors started proclaiming

Christ’s message in Africa, the subject of the ancestors has been

encountered and the problem has to be solved—one way or another. All

too often there has been no alternative solution, but for the condemnation

of the “call” which both the converted Christians, and their non-believing

brothers and sisters, heard. The pastors’ attitude was usually that the

“past” had been “washed away” and something entirely “new” had come

in its place. The break was total and the way it was done involved

methods which hardly inspire us today' (Kuchertz, 1981, 10).
This insistence on the Westernizing and not just the Christianizing of Africans led to an
increasing resistance among African Christians and has stimulated a renewed interest in

the importance of the ancestors, in addition to other African cultural traditions (Moila,

1989).

Western Christian assumptions divide the world and life into one of two categories:
sacred or secular. Those African rites and practices that did not fit into a “sacred”
Western world view were assigned to the “secular”, which was understood to be
essentially non-Christian, even anti-Christian. Under this paradigm these practices had to
be denied if an African was to become a Christian. An ancillary problem, which arose
out of a Western Christian mindset, was that the relationship of Africans to their ancestors
was essentially religious. This led to the categorization of the rites and practices
associated with the ancestors being referred to as worship and, therefore, idolatrous. This
religious classification of Africans’ relationship with their ancestors still persists (Pobee,
1976; Uchendu, 1976; Calhoun, 1980; Wadley, 1999) and is reflected now in the use of
the term “veneration” (Olupona, 2000, 49). Becken (Becken, 1993, 335) indicates that

both the terms “veneration” and “cult” (Daneel, 1991; Anderson, 1993) are expressions of



a Western belief system. Within the last decade Malek noted that “It is hard to draw the
line between veneration and cult, and there is a real danger of misunderstanding and

compromising the content of faith” (Malek, 1997, 18).

This dissertation offers primarily a non-religious systemic understanding of the
relationship that the Zulu have with their ancestors, and this is very different than the
traditional religious interpretation. These two interpretations of the relationship are in
many ways irreconcilable, and consequently, there is little common ground for
constructive dialogue between them. The theological and social science literature
overwhelmingly describes the relationship between African families and their ancestors
as religious. What the literature and those who hold to this religious view fail to
recognize is that this understanding is essentially a Western cultural and religious
interpretation of the relationship (Bediako, 1983; Balzer, 1997). Not all writers share the
Western interpretation; the religious designation was also challenged recently by Berg
who notes that “Ancestor reverence is a way of seeing and understanding the world; it is
not a religious system” (Berg, 2003, 196). She further states that this religious
designation of the relationship “is a European prejudice” (Berg, 2003, 196). The religious
understanding can be traced back to the assumptions and interpretations of early Western
missionaries which Miiller refers to as “exaggerated Europeanism” (Miiller, 1997, 198).

These early assumptions have also influenced Western-oriented social sciences.

A religious understanding assumes that the relationship the Zulu have with their ancestors
is the same as that which is described in the Bible as worship and, thus, idolatry. Those
who agree with these assumptions point out that the Bible condemns such practices

(Malek, 1997, 17). “In the Old Testament, ancestor worship was irreconcilable with faith



in Yahweh” (Malek, 1997, 17). The problem is that what the Bible describes as
idolatrous worship of the ancestors does not equate to the Zulu understanding of the
relationship with the ancestors. The issue is further complicated and confused when it is
inferred from comparative studies of Asian and Oceania cultures that the Zulu

understanding parallels those practices (Malek, 1997, 17).

The assumptions underlying the religious interpretation need to be questioned. Do the
relationships that African families have with their ancestors fit with descriptions in
Leviticus 19:28 and Deuteronomy 14.1? Do Zulu families break the first commandment
when they seek to relate to their ancestors (Malek, 1997, 17)? Is labelling the relationship
as religious, whether referred to as worship, idolatry, and veneration or cultic, not rooted
in the assumptions of a particular Western Christian world view? The unquestioning
acceptance of Western theological and social science assumptions has perhaps led to
observational blindness, and this blindness may recognize that other possible
interpretations of the phenomenon exist, but due to its assumptions, fails to take them into

account.

The religious interpretation of the relationship of African families with their ancestors has
been questioned over the years by many writers (Driberg, 1936; Bediako, 1983; Becken,
1993; Balzer, 1997). “The term ‘ancestor worship’ in its conventional English form has
been contested by Africans for some time” (Balzer, 1997, 20). Driberg (1936) rejected
the religious designation for what he referred to as a “social” understanding of the
relationship. According to Driberg, life for the African is social rather than religious
(Driberg, 1936). Unfortunately, he does not adequately define “social”. Others who

reject the relationship of Africans with their ancestors as religious note that for the



African the world is whole, and life cannot be divided into categories such as sacred and
secular (Olupona, 2000; Uchendu, 1976). What makes dialogue difficult with those who
hold the religious understanding is that those who offer a “social” or functional view are
questioning and, in effect, rejecting, the assumptions on which the religious view is

based.

A number of problems are associated with the strictly religious understanding of the
relationship. Not least of these is the question about whether the religious understanding
is informed and limited by the use of particular Western social science and theological
paradigms. Furthermore, does the religious understanding provide an adequate
understanding and explanation of the phenomena? If the relationship is only understood
as religious, then those who hold this view need to explain what it is about the
relationship that makes it religious. Martin Luther, in the Large Catechism, points out in
his explanation of the first commandment that “to have a god, truly means to have
something in which the heart puts all trust” (Luther, 1967). For the relationship to be
religious means that the Zulu must put all their trust in the ancestors. Is this an accurate
characterization of the relationship of the Zulu with their ancestors? Farley describes an
idolatrous relationship as one in which the penultimate is related to as if it has ultimate
importance (Farley 1990). Do the Zulu relate to their ancestors as having ultimate

importance in their lives? If they do, is this characteristic of all Zulu families?

If the relationship is not always religious, then there needs to be an adequate explanation
that accounts for the shift from the relationship being non-religious to being religious.
When can the relationship with the ancestors be appropriately characterized as religious

and when not? If there is an aspect of the relationship that is religious, under what



circumstances does it shift from being solely “social” (Driberg, 1936) to being religious?
Another way of posing this question is to ask, when does the relationship with the
ancestors shift from penultimate to ultimate importance? What processes are involved in

this shift?

The religious understanding of the relationship cannot be totally rejected. Those who
hold only to a social or a functional interpretation of the relationship between Zulu
families and their ancestors need to adequately explain the shift in some Zulu families
from a functional to a religious relationship. Even though the relationship is essentially
functional, under stress and with the increase of anxiety, some Zulu families may seek
ultimate security, safety and protection from their ancestors. When this occurs the
relationship becomes an idolatrous attachment. Perhaps it is at this point that there is

sufficient common ground for dialogue between the religious and functional views.

This study proposes that the ancestors have an essential penultimate, or functional,
importance for Zulu family life and relationships. They function as the means by which
Zulu families manage their anxiety during family transitions. Using a Bowen theory
approach allows a broader understanding of the phenomenon, one that is inclusive of the
functional and social aspects of the relationship as well as the religious. A functional
view of the relationship can have religious significance especially when Zulu families
seek ultimate security, satisfaction, relief, and affirmation from the ancestors in order to
manage intense anxiety. Is there the possibility that under intense stress some Zulu
families may change the relationship with the ancestors from a functional one into one

that can be described theologically as an idolatrous attachment? The significance of this
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understanding is that the relationship of Zulu families with their ancestors is a dynamic

family emotional process, and not merely a static relationship.

Western individualism stands in stark contrast to the African concept of umuntu in which
the self is shaped in relationship, within community. Concepts such as self-realization
and self-sufficiency, as well as the idea that there can be an isolated individual, are all
alien to African self-understanding (Berglund, 1965). Self-consciousness arises in the
context of belonging and is informed by group consciousness (Oosthuizen, 1988). In
African culture, the kinship associated with family and community is not severed by

death (Berglund, 1976).

In the Western world’s view, death is the permanent removal of the person, the total cut-
off from the family, and the creation of an unbridgeable gap (Berglund, 1976). The
Western view of death is essentially spatial. For the Zulu, death is understood in terms of
kinship and is viewed more as a separation (Moila, 1989), and a change of status
(Uchendu, 1976) within the family. This Zulu view of life and death is essentially
relational. Death does not end the relationship. The “religious” designation of the
relationship with the ancestors required that Christians deny all connection with their
ancestors. This rejection went beyond forbidding Christian participation in the rites and
ceremonies associated with the ancestors. What was not appreciated was that this
demand was, in essence, the negation of the importance of community that gives birth to

and shapes the self in African life (Steadman and Craig, 1996, 63).

It is the hypothesis of this dissertation that this demand made on Zulu Christians ignored

the functional importance of the ancestors in Zulu family process. Zulu families lost an
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essential process for dealing with increased anxiety, especially the increase associated
with family transitions. The failure of the Church to understand the functional
importance of the ancestors left Zulu Christians without an adequate support system in
times of crisis. The family support process, which included the multigenerational family,
was lost. According to Rabbi Friedman, “Rites of passage, were the first human efforts to
deal with modern psychotherapy’s major areas of concern: change and separation”

(Friedman, 1985, 163).

1.5  The Scope of the Dissertation
This dissertation seeks to provide a theoretical and theological explanation for the
observation in anthropological literature that the Zulu ancestors have an ongoing
importance and function for their families, especially during times of crises associated
with family transitions. Berglund observed the following:
Four distinct and definable rites are related to the brooding of the shades.
All four are to be found in rituals connected with times of crisis in life, i.e.,
birth, sometimes ear-piercing, puberty, marriage and funerals (Berglund,
1976, 129).
By focusing on the function facts of the ancestors during family transitions and

interpreting the research data from a Bowen theory perspective, the research data will be

the basis for a practical theology of relationships.

1.6 Question of Terminology and Definitions

1.6.1 Ancestors.

For the purposes of this dissertation, the ancestors, also referred to as shades, are broadly
defined as those elders, living and dead—of the family, clan and tribe—with whom there

is a significant emotional attachment.

12



1.6.2 Brooding
Brooding refers to the intensity with which the ancestors dwell as a benevolent presence

with the family during times of transition.

1.6.3 Function
Function refers to the dynamic biological process by which each member of the colony or
family strives to assist the colony in maintaining a homeostatic balance. As an integral

part of a living system, the function of individual members in a system can change.

1.6.4 Family as an Emotional Unit

The concept of the family as an emotional unit describes the interconnectedness of family
members. This mutuality of relationships means that each member of the emotional unit
is affected by each other member and the system as a whole. At the same time the system
as a whole affects each member. The family as an emotional unit includes members of

the nuclear, extended family and multigenerational family which includes the ancestors.

1.6.5 Rites of Passage

The dissertation focuses on those particular major family transitions referred to as rites of
passage. These rites of passage affect the whole family even though they are based in
biological changes in one family member. One such example is puberty (Howard and
Dunaif-Hattis, 1992, 473). The cultural rites and ceremonies associated with these
transitions assist families as they cope with the increase of anxiety, (Friedman, 1985, 162)

and seek a restoration of the family harmony and equilibrium.
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1.7 Theoretical Orientation

1.7.1 The Need for a New Paradigm

This dissertation brings a new theoretical perspective to the study of the relationship of
Zulu families with their ancestors. Even though the traditional anthropological and
sociological studies have all made major contributions to the body of knowledge about
Zulu families and their relationship to the ancestors, they are limited by their Western
social science theoretical biases and orientations. Furthermore, the failure of these social
sciences to provide an adequate understanding and explanation for the reincorporation of
the ancestors into Zulu family process has had major consequences for practical theology
and pastoral care, a shortcoming which has been noted by Professor Louw of
Stellenbosch University (Louw, 1997). Professor Louw has called for a new practical
theology that is not bound by the assumptions of traditional Western individualistic social
science theories. The Western and African worldviews are so dissimilar that pastoral care
in Africa needs a new paradigm (Louw, 1997, 392). Systems theory, according to Louw,
provides the best paradigm for a practical theology that addresses the concerns of African
Christians (Louw, 1997, 392). The particular systems theory Louw refers to is Bowen
theory. Bowen theory addresses relational processes that are deeply rooted in

humankind’s evolutionary heritage and which are common to peoples of all cultures.

Even though Bowen researched families in the USA, the cross-cultural importance of his
research and theory resides in his seeking understanding and an explanation for what he
was observing in biology and in evolution and not in Western psychology. This approach
offers a broader understanding of human relationships and functioning, one that is not
limited to traditional Western views. By focusing on the biological roots of human

behaviour, Bowen provides neither a Western nor a non-Western understanding. The
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question then is whether his theory applies to all human relationships. The validity of his
theory does not lie in where he lived and did his research, but in the testing of his claims
that the biological roots of relational processes are consistent across all cultures. Bowen
noted that there are deeply rooted relational patterns that are an integral part of
humankind’s evolutionary heritage and which humankind shares with other species.
These relational patterns are shared by all cultures. There may, however, be significant
variation between cultures as each culture manages these processes differently. Except
for evolutionary anthropology, the biological and evolutionary aspects of human
behaviour have been largely ignored by the social sciences (Gilbert, 1993; Friesen, 1993;
Friedman, 1999). Evolutionary anthropologists have identified the importance of the
evolutionary underpinnings of culture.

Because the primary goal of anthropology is to fully understand

humankind, we seek to understand ~ow and why this particular type of

biological and cultural being arose—questions that cannot be answered

without an understanding of biological evolution. In addition, biological

evolution continues to influence humankind, together with cultural forces,

in shaping patterns of human adaptation. It follows that the study of

biological evolution can help us better understand contemporary human

societies, since biological evolution is basic to explaining why these

adaptations came about, why cultures change, and why they continue to

exist (Howard and Dunaif-Hattis, 1992, 52).
This understanding has been reinforced by the observations that culture is not a uniquely

human phenomenon but is also a characteristic of primates (Howard and Dunaif-Hattis,

1992, 97).

Louw contends that a systemic understanding of relationships is consistent with the
holism of the African worldview. He writes that what is needed is a “systemic thinking
which deals with patterns, structures and social relationships” (Louw, 1997, 393). Such a

shift in thinking, he claims, would affect not only practical theology (Louw, 1997, 393)
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but also practical anthropology (Louw, 1997, 399). A new paradigm has the potential of
providing a corrective to the theoretical blindness of Western practical theology. A
systems approach has particular relevance for understanding the function of the ancestors

in Zulu family life.

1.7.2 The Theological Orientation of the Dissertation

To address the concerns associated with Zulu family transitions, practical theology needs
to focus on the relational aspects of life. Such a relational, practical theology needs to be
broad enough to encompass all relationships: with God, others, self and nature. It needs

to be inclusive of relationships in the family as a multigenerational unit that includes the

ancestors.

Theology can be approached from either a propositional or a relational perspective. The
propositional approach focuses on the content of theology and places the emphasis on
what is believed. It assumes that it has the truth and that there is no longer a need for
questions since the immediate context is not of significance. The experiences of life are
responded to with doctrines. Hall counters propositional theology with the statement that
“Doctrine must serve life, not life doctrine. Like the Sabbath, Christian theology was and
is made for humankind, not humankind for theology” (Hall, 2003, 203). In propositional
theology faith is no longer trust (fiducia) but is turned into “assent to doctrinal
propositions (assensus)” (Hall, 2003, 19). A focus on theological propositions and on
faith as assent cannot tolerate questions and responds by turning theology into ideology
(Hall 2003, 25). The way in which the relationship Zulu families have with their

ancestors is approached bears many of the marks of propositional theology.
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Disagreement is often not about the relationship but over which theological interpretation

has the truth.

A relational theology focuses on relational processes. It explores relationship processes
in the context of relationships between God and humankind. Faith in this context is
characterized as trust rather than assent. In a relational theology there is a place for
ambiguity, questions and exploration. Not only does this relational theology address
questions concerning God and humankind, but this primary relationship becomes the
ground for exploring and understanding humankind’s relationships with others, self and
nature. A theology of relationship allows for a variety of interpretations. This approach
makes possible a different understanding of the relationship Zulu families have with their
ancestors. When the relationship processes with the ancestors are explored within this
context, it is possible to raise the question about whether the relationship is always
religious. Can this relationship be understood as respect rather than idolatry, worship or
veneration? Is it possible that relational processes can become so intense that they do
take on ultimate importance for particular families? If they do, can this relationship then

be described as idolatrous?

By turning to Bowen theory for insight into relationships, it becomes possible to identify
how anxiety affects relationships. This understanding provides a non-religious
interpretation of the relationship Zulu families have with their ancestors. It is also
possible to gain insight into how, due to intense anxiety, the relationship with the
ancestors may become one of idolatrous attachment. A relational theology that draws
upon the biblical and historical traditions of Christianity will be developed and used to

interpret the relationship Zulu families have with their ancestors.
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1.8 Aims of the Research

Anthropological studies have focused on the religious or cultic aspects of the relationship
of Zulu families with their ancestors. This dissertation, however, delves into the
underlying emotional processes that cultural practices have shaped. While some studies
have identified the importance of the ancestors for family functioning, especially during
times of crises, they have largely ignored their own observations. The first goal of this
dissertation is to provide insight into, and an explanation of, the underlying emotional
process by identifying and focusing on the ancestor’s function as anxiety binders for the
family. To achieve this goal, the dissertation will use a combination of exploratory,

descriptive and Case Study methodologies.

To accomplish this goal, families from three separate groups were interviewed. One
group of interviewees was from Zulu families who have maintained their traditional
beliefs and practices. Another group will consist of Christians who continue to maintain
a separation from any ancestral practice. The third group will be of Christians who are in
the process of reincorporating their ancestors into their family life. The research will
focus on the gathering of functional facts of the family relationship processes. The data
will be organized and interpreted from a Bowen theory perspective. The focus will be on
the function of the ancestors as a means of regaining a homeostatic balance during times

of increased anxiety associated with family transitions.

The second goal of the dissertation is to provide a preliminary framework for a practical

theology that can assist the church as it addresses the reintegration of ancestors into Zulu

family life. This is consistent with the concern of Professor Louw (i.e., that there is a
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need for a practical theology that can form the basis for the pastoral care and counseling
of Zulu families). The focus of a systemic practical theology will be on relationship
processes in the family rather than on the intrapsychic processes of the individual. It will
also take seriously humankind’s phylogenetic heritage and affirm that humankind is an
integral part of nature. A relational practical theology, however, does not negate the
importance of culture. While affirming the importance of culture, it rejects any
understanding of culture in terms of ultimate causation. Such a practical theology needs
to provide an understanding of theological concepts such as self, sin, evil, human

freedom, illness, death, forgiveness, law and Gospel and redemption.

1.9 Research Approach

1.9.1 Methodology

According to Mouton and Marais, the paradigm used by the researcher influences the
choice of research methodology (Mouton and Marais, 1990, 1993, 146). Bowen theory,
as a new paradigm for research, presents the researcher with a major methodological
challenge since the traditional individualistic understanding of relationships no longer
applies. Relationships, according to Bowen theory, are complex and dynamic. In a
relationship system each member’s thoughts, feelings and behaviour is influenced by the
other members of the system. To accommodate the complex nature of relationship
systems, the research will focus on gathering functional facts of the family process during
times of family transitions. This concern for the understanding of family process avoids
asking “why” questions since such questions suggest a simplistic linear cause-and-effect
process. Systems research of relationship systems gathers functional facts by seeking
responses to “who, what, where, and how?” questions about the family’s experience.

This process of observing and gathering functional facts is somewhat similar to
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sociobiological research of living systems such as ant colonies and herds. To gain the
best possible functional data, this qualitative study combines the Exploratory, Descriptive
and Case Study research methodologies. Throughout this qualitative study there is an

ongoing dialogue between observations and the initial position.

1.9.2 The Research Process

Zulu families were interviewed and the conversations were taped. These families were
selected according to three categories. One group consisted of traditional Zulu families
for whom the ancestors had always been an important part of their family process.
Another group consisted of members of Christian families who were reincorporating their
ancestors into the family process. The third group of interviewees was those Christians
who maintained the traditional Christian attitude that rejected all association with the

ancestors.

1.9.3 Interpretation and Evaluation of the Research Data

Since this is a qualitative exploratory study, there was a very limited attempt to score the
research data. The data, however, were collated according to category, and in order to
maintain anonymity each interviewee was assigned a number or a letter. Those who had
been interviewed by the researcher were assigned a letter of the alphabet, while those who

were interviewed by trained interviewers were assigned a number.

Bowen theory is used to analyze and interpret the research data. This is consistent with
the development of the research problem that during times of increased anxiety and stress,
Zulu families turn to their ancestors as a means of binding their anxiety. The research

data is used to demonstrate that the ancestors have a continued functional importance for
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Zulu families as they seek to manage anxiety associated with family transitions. The

ancestors function to restore homeostatic balance in the relationship system.

1.10 The Limitations of this Study

This is an introductory study that uses Bowen theory to explore the underlying family
emotional processes in which the ancestors have an important function. This is also the
first study of African families using Bowen theory as the theoretical paradigm for
research and interpretation. As a break with the traditional social science approaches, this
study can best be described as exploratory. It is also limited by the research
methodologies. As a qualitative explorative and descriptive study of Zulu families, there
are limitations to how this study can be applied beyond those families who were
interviewed. By limiting the study to rites of passage, the important function of ancestors

during times of illness is ignored.

Only a few practical theologians have incorporated Bowen theory into their
understanding of human nature and functioning. This study will be the first to use Bowen
theory to provide insight and explanation of the relationship with Zulu families and their
ancestors. Bowen theory with its understanding of the evolution of humankind raises
other theological issues such as the relationship between science and theology. However,

this relationship will not be addressed in this study.

Systems research focuses more on understanding process rather than content. A focus on
process is mainly concerned with gathering functional facts, and in this study that means
the functional facts associated with the ancestors in Zulu family life. One major process

that will be studied in terms of functional facts is that of emotional attachment between
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the generations of Zulu families. This means that the focus will not be on the nature or
general meaning ascribed to those rituals associated with rites of passage and the
ancestors. That is the task of the cultural anthropologists. By limiting the study to the
gathering of functional facts associated with Zulu family emotional process, it is not
necessary to define precisely #ow the ancestors are present. It is sufficient for the
purposes of this study to focus on the fact that the family believes them to be present and

that they have a functional importance for the family.

Dealing only with the management of anxiety during family transitions ignores the impact
of larger societal emotional process on the family. The benefit of this limitation is that it
provides insight into how Zulu families have traditionally dealt with an increase of stress
and anxiety. However, it does not address the difficulties created for Zulu families by
apartheid and urbanization. This dissertation will not address issues relating to the eighth
concept of Bowen theory, namely societal emotional processes. The impact of societal

emotional process on Zulu families can be the basis of a future study.

1.11 Dissertation Chapters

The second chapter presents a systemic practical theology that focuses on relationships.
It provides a brief history of practical theology in order to show how its contribution has
been limited by its adoption of individual theory and other assumptions of Western social
sciences. A definition for a systemic practical theology is proposed whose focus is on
relationships and relationship processes. It will also provide possible systemic

interpretations of theological concepts.
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Chapter three reviews the literature concerning the ancestors. It will examine how the
literature of theology and the social sciences has identified the importance of ancestors
during times of family crises, especially times of intense anxiety associated with family

transitions.

The fourth chapter presents a brief overview of Bowen theory. This theory informed the
research question and process, and is used to interpret the research data. This chapter will
also present the concept of the family as an emotional unit in Bowen theory. Particular

emphasis will be placed on the important influence of anxiety on human functioning.

Chapter five follows up on chapter four by examining areas of apparent congruence
between Bowen theory and the Zulu understanding of family life. Special emphasis will
be given to how the family as an emotional unit correlates with the Zulu understanding of

family.

The sixth chapter provides a detailed description of the research process and describes the
selection and training of the interviewers as well as the process used to select the families
to be interviewed. The family data will be collated according to the categories, and

tabulated. The data sheets are attached as appendixes.

In the seventh and eighth chapters, the research data will be interpreted from a Bowen
theory perspective. Special attention will be paid to the function of the ancestors in
assisting the families to manage the increased anxiety generated by family transitions.
Chapter seven will analyze the family transitions associated with birth and puberty, and

chapter eight will focus on marriage and death.
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Chapter nine outlines how a systemic practical theology of relationships addresses issues

associated with Zulu family transitions.

The final chapter draws conclusions and suggests future research possibilities.

24



CHAPTER 2-A SYSTEMIC PRACTICAL THEOLOGY OF RELATIONSHIPS

Introduction

The traditional focus of practical theology has been on the intrapsychic processes of the
individual while ignoring the larger context of relationships systems and their power to
shape the individual’s thoughts, feelings and behaviour. This chapter provides a brief
overview of the history and development of practical theology both in North America and
Europe. The individual theories that underlie these practical theologies have limited
correspondence with the understanding of family life for Africans. This chapter responds
by offering a practical theology that is not only systemic but one that can also address the
concerns of Africans. It will also demonstrate that it is broad enough to address all
relationships: with God, self, others and nature. Furthermore, it will be informed by

Scripture, the tradition of the Church and the insights of science.

Since Scripture and tradition do not present a unified and consistent theological
understanding of relationships, the task of the practical theologian is to identify and select
from these theologies those relational concepts that are consistent with and supported by
the insights of science. The practical theologian also needs to examine and formulate an
appropriate theology of relationships from the conflicting theologies. Theology can be
differentiated as being either a “theology of the cross” or a “theology of glory”. This
particular categorisation was one of Luther’s contributions to theology (von Loewenich,
1976; Lienhard, 1982; Hall, 2003). A variation of these categories is the division of
theology into being either “propositional” or “relational” (Hall, 2003). Depending on the
category selected, the understanding and response, particularly relative to the Zulu’s

relationship with the ancestors, will be very different.
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If practical theology is to be practical it cannot simply dwell in the esoteric realm of ideas
when addressing concerns, crises and life transitions. Theological propositions are of
little assistance to people in transition or crisis. What is more helpful is a relational
theology that can address life’s nodal points. It is also essential that a practical theology
of relationships be able to transcend the limitations of Western individual social and
psychological theories, while at the same time being cognizant of all relationships,
including God’s and humankind’s relationship with nature. Such a broad-based practical
theology of relationships can, therefore, no longer be anthropocentric since all of nature,
the whole cosmos, is the object of God’s love as Creator (John 1:1) and Redeemer (John

3:16).

2.1  The Background

2.1.1 The Limitations of Practical Theology

Practical theology has been limited by its reliance on, and the acceptance of, the
assumptions and values of the Western social sciences. This has limited practical
theology to a narrow individualistic perspective with a focus on the individual’s thoughts
and feelings which are then extrapolated to the larger group. Individual theory has
offered a limited perspective of the processes involved in Zulu family transitions. This
approach has not provided practical theology with the necessary insight into, and a deep
appreciation for, the Zulu understanding of family life. For the Zulu, the understanding
of the individual is always in the context of the family. It is this broader context of
family, clan and community that needs to be the starting point for practical theology and
practical theological research. This broader context is the underlying assumption of
concept of umuntu. Furthermore, a focus on the individual fails to appreciate the

importance and power of relationships upon the individual’s feelings, thoughts and
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behaviour. It is a relational perspective that provides insight into the importance of
belonging and communion for the African.' Belonging, for the African, is not about
ownership. It is also more than being a member of a family or an organization. At its
core it is a profound sense of being connected. African students at the School of
Theology in Pietermaritzburg reinforced their understanding of belonging by coupling it
with the word communion which stresses the intimacy associated with belonging. The

importance of communion was associated with the sharing of a meal together.2

The capacity of practical theology to adequately explain and respond to African family
concerns has been limited by its neglect of the life sciences. This is particularly
noticeable in its failure to appreciate the revolution in the understanding of humankind as
being an integral part of nature. Haught writes “Our concern here, though, is with
theology, and I think it can be said safely that contemporary religious thought has yet to
make a complete transition into a post-Darwinian world” (Haught, 2000, 1-2). His
conclusion about theologians is that, “Their attention remains fixed primarily on the

human world and its unique concerns” (Haught, 2000, 2).

2.1.2 Defining Practical Theology

2.1.2.1 A Brief History of Practical Theology
Since its inception, theological reflection has informed and shaped the Church’s practice

and function. Already in the letter to Timothy an incipient practical theology is to be

! The importance of belonging and communion became clear to me when counseling African students at the
School of Theology, Pietermaritzburg. From a Western individual theoretical perspective loneliness resides
in the individual. Loneliness for the African clients while experienced by the individual, was understood
more as a relational concept. For them it was about not belonging and having communion with family and
clan.

? This understanding of belonging and communion relates closely to the importance for St. Paul of
“discerning the body” (1 Cor. 11:29) in Holy Communion. Discerning the body is more than identifying
the relationship between the bread and Christ. It is about the awareness of, and participation with, the
community with whom one is sharing this meal.
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found; however, not until 1750 was practical theology accepted as a separate discipline
(Mills, 1990, 865). Unfortunately, since then practical theology has had a chequered

history (Browning, 1976; Holifield, 1983; Farley, 1983).

Among practical theologians, significant differences of opinion exist as to what
constitutes practical theology. These differences exist not only between Protestants and
Roman Catholics, but also within the Protestant community itself. A further complication
is the difference of understanding that exists between the European and the North
American practical theologians (Heitink, 1993, [English Translation 1999], 115).
According to Heitink, practical theology in Europe has shifted from a narrow focus on
“ecclesiastical or ministerial practice” (Heitink, 1993, [English Translation 1999], 6) to a
broader understanding in terms of its function and purpose. This shift in emphasis led to
the European preference for the term “practical theology” instead of pastoral theology

(Heitink, 1993, [English Translation 1999], 6).

Because there appears to be no consensus among practical theologians about the
definition of practical theology, Burck and Hunter offer three general definitions
(Burck and Hunter, 1990, 867):

(1) Traditionally, the branch of theology that formulates the practical
principles, theories, and procedures for ordained ministry in all of its
functions (although in the nineteenth century this often excluded
homiletics); (2) The practical theological discipline concerned with the
theory and practice of pastoral care and counseling. In addition to a study
of methods of helping and healing, this includes studies of moral and
religious life and development, personality theory, interpersonal and
family relationships, and specific problems like illness, grief, and guilt;
and (3) A form of theological reflection in which practical experience
serves as a context for the critical development of basic theological
understanding. Pastoral theology in this sense generally focuses on topics
like illness, death, sexuality, family, and personhood, although in principle
any theology topic may be considered from a pastoral perspective—faith,
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hope, love, salvation, and God, for example (Burck and Hunter, 1990,
867).

A central concern of the traditional definition is with the training of clergy for ministry;
emphasis was generally on the “how to” of ministerial acts. The second definition
introduces a concern that there be a theological and theoretical, as well as an ethical, basis
for pastoral care and counselling. The third definition focuses on the context of practical
care, particularly the importance of the context for theological reflection. “Here practical
theology is not a theology of or about pastoral care but a type of contextual theology, a
way of doing theology pastorally. Practical theology in this sense is complementary, not
competitive, with definitions 1 and 2” (Burck and Hunter, 1990, 867). Both Protestant
and Roman Catholic practical theologians have used the contextual approach. The
contextual approach was used in a study of the Roman Catholic Church in Lesotho
(LaPointe, 1986). In this study the author clearly states that his research methodology is
practical “praxeology”, “a theological study which begins essentially from the praxis of a

Church, evaluates it and eventually proposes a renewed pastoral practice” (LaPointe,

1986, 9).

The second and third definitions would also characterise European practical theologians
such as Van der Ven and Heitink. Heitink writes, “. . . .practical theology as a theory of
action is the empirically oriented theological theory of the mediation of the Christian faith
in the praxis of modern society” (Heitink, 1993, [English Translation 1999], 6). For Van
der Ven “the central concept of practical theology is that of praxis” (Van der Ven, 1993).
Practical theologians such as Van der Ven, Heitink, and Heyns and Pieterse (Heyns and
Pieterse, 1990) believe that the praxis of practical theology needs to be supported by
empirical studies that have been described as “a theological operational science and an

empirical theological approach” (Heyns and Pieterse, 1990, 1). Heyns and Pieterse have
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included aspects of all three categories in their definition of practical theology: “Practical
theology is the branch of theology that considers those actions designed to ensure that
God’s word reaches people and is embodied in their lives. Its object is religious actions”
(Heyns and Pieterse, 1990, 1). All three definitions provide only a partial understanding
of relational processes; this understanding is essential for the carrying out of “religious

actions”.

While not negating the importance of the empirical approach, some practical theologians,
such as Browning, are concerned that the ethical dimension in pastoral care not be
neglected (Browning, 1976). Browning writes about the pastoral counsellor, “If he [sic]
is to fulfill his traditional role as a mediator of religiocultural values, he must be as much
a moral philosopher (or moral theologian) as he is an expert in the diagnosis of emotional

and interpersonal dynamics” (Browning, 1976, 37).

Browning in his classical book, A Fundamental Practical Theology (1991) locates
practical theology in a broad context. He writes, “Historical, systematic, and practical
theology (in the more specific sense of the term) should be seen as subspecialties of the
larger and encompassing discipline called fundamental practical theology” (Browning,
1991, 7). The relationship between these subspecialties is dynamic and dialogical. He
believes that the highest level of practical thinking stresses the need for metaphors and
vision as guides to moral and practical decision making. Also, according to Browning,
“Systematic theology, when seen from the perspective of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, is the
fusion of horizons between the vision implicit in contemporary practices and the vision
implied in the practices of the normative Christian texts” (Browning, 1991, 51). By

placing all the subspecialties or “submovements” (Browning, 1991, 42) under the
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discipline of fundamental practical theology, he offers an approach that respects the
contribution of each of the subspecialties while allowing for their integration. The
exploration of topics such as creation, nature and spirit, finitude, anxiety and sin and
Jesus and God the Redeemer orients his vision. Browning’s approach provides support
for the proposed systematic practical theology of relationships which is somewhat allied
to his visional perspective. This dissertation, however, stresses more the relational aspect

of God, nature, humanity than does Browning.

2.1.2.2 Some Shortcomings of the Traditional Definitions

If practical theology is to address the issues of the present moment and assist people in
their “religious actions” (Heyns and Pieterse, 1990, 6) then it needs to become truly
multidisciplinary in its approach, drawing upon the best of all the sciences and not just the
social sciences (Heitink, 1993, [English Translation 1999], 45). The attachment of
practical theology to the social sciences has subjected it to shifts in the social sciences
(Holifield, 1983). Each of these shifts has resulted in the goals of practical theology
changing, a trend that has particularly plagued practical theology in North America. A
recent trend in both North America and Europe, particularly in Europe, has been the
development of an empirical practical theology by both Roman Catholic (Van der Ven,

1993) and Protestant (Heitink, 1993, [English Translation 1999]) practical theologians.

In both North America and in Europe there has been concern about the relationship of
practical theology with the social sciences. For practical theology to maintain its integrity
as a distinct discipline, some have referred to the relationship with the social sciences as a
“correlation” (Holifield, 1983, 355). Van der Ven has characterized the relationship as

“intradisciplinarity” (Van der Ven, 1993).
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The intradisciplinary model requires that theology itself become empirical,
that is, that it expand its traditional range of instruments, consisting of
literary-historical and systematic methods and techniques, in the direction
of an empirical methodology. This expansion can be described by the
term intradisciplinarity which in the general epistemological sense refers
to the borrowing of concepts, methods and techniques of one science by
another and the integration of these elements into the other science
(Ruegg, 1975) (Van der Ven, 1993, 101).
Unfortunately, empirical theology, like other practical theologies, remains limited by the

theories, methodologies, techniques and values of Western individualistically oriented

social sciences.

Practical theology lacks clarity about the nature of human nature, and this has limited its
understanding of the family and family process. Neither Heitink (Heitink, 1993, [English
Translation 1999]) nor Van der Ven (Van der Ven, 1993) clearly states their assumptions
about human nature, leaving the impression that they have adopted the assumptions of the
social sciences. This view considers humankind to be special and unique and ignores the
contribution evolutionary biology can make to the understanding of culture and cultural

practices and relationship processes humankind shares with other species.

Scripture, however, places a great deal of emphasis on nature (Hefner, 1993). Jesus often
refers to nature in the Sermon on the Mount (Hefner, 1993, 85ff). The Gospel of John
(John 3:16) points out that God loves the cosmos, and not just humankind. In the creation
myths, humankind is formed out of the “dust of the ground”, (Gen.2:7) and lives within a
garden. Death returns not only humankind, but all living things, to the earth. Scripture
ends with the promise of the Kingdom of God being established as an eschatological
garden (Rev. 211). For the people of Israel and for the later Christian community, land,

food, water and hills help shape the people’s self-understanding.
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2.1.3 Practical Theology: a Definition

If practical theology is to address the concerns of African families, it needs a broader
focus than that offered by individual theory. Not only must it effectively deal with the
limitations that have restricted the scope and understanding of practical theology, but it
must also provide a dynamic relational understanding of family and community that
correlates with the African view. While honouring the individuality of the individual, a
practical theology of relationships starts with the understanding of family and community.

The family becomes then the unit of study.

For this dissertation the following definition of practical theology is offered: Practical
theology, informed by Scripture, the tradition of the Church and by science, is the

systematic study of relationships.

2.2 A Systemic Practical Theology of Relationships

2.2.1 Importance of Community

To address the broader relational aspects of life, which include humankind’s relationship
with God, others, and self, as well as nature, practical theology needs the wide angle lens

of a systems theory such as Bowen theory.

The concepts of belonging and communion are central to a practical theology of
relationships. These two concepts are essential for the understanding of humankind’s
relationship with God, others, self and nature. They characterize the new community God
creates in the world. Abraham and Sarah are called to become the progenitors of a new

covenant community. With only God’s promise to guide them on their journey of faith,
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they leave their old community (Genesis 12) to become a great nation (Genesis 12:2;
17:2). This new nation, with God at its centre, is to be an inclusive community. People
of other nations are to be accepted into this community. As a sign of incorporation and
belonging to this new covenant community, all male members were to be circumcised. A
similar pattern exists in the other covenants God establishes with the people. Belonging
does not imply the loss of individuality and freedom; it is not a matter of ownership. This

is clearly reflected in the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20).

The context of the Ten Commandments is liberation of the Israelites from bondage in
Egypt. They are not rules to be obeyed, but the expression of God’s liberating love and
concern for the new community, a community that is to become the expression of shalom
in the world. This is apparent from the introduction to the Ten Commandments (Exodus
20:2) and is consistent with Jesus’ understanding of the commandments as loving God
and loving the neighbour (Matthew 22:37-40). The commandments, as an expression of
the covenant God made with the Hebrews, are descriptive of life in a community where

God is at the centre. As such, they are descriptive rather than prescriptive.

Luther understood this relational understanding of the Ten Commandments. For him the
commandments were descriptive of relationships with God and between members of the
covenant community. In his Small Catechism he interprets the first commandment in the
relational terms of fear, love and trust. He then uses the explanation of the first
commandment to provide the context for understanding the remaining nine (Luther,
1968). The relational aspect of the commandments is stressed by the positive explanation
he provides for the remaining commandments. When the commandments are

experienced in the community of faith more as expressions of grace and love and less as
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laws to be obeyed, then the individuality of members is honoured, and belonging and
communion are enhanced. In such a community distancing and cutting off are

unnecessary.

A practical theology of relationships also addresses humankind’s bond with nature.

Being a member of the covenant community means not only a call to love God, others
and self (Matthew 22:37-39) but also nature. Evolutionary biology, as well as genetics,
has demonstrated that nature is an interconnected system and that all life is related.
Humankind does not stand over or beside nature but is fully a part of nature. As creatures
what humans do to nature, they do to themselves. The writer of the second creation
account in Genesis describes humankind’s relationship with nature “You are dust and to

dust you shall return” (Genesis 3:19b NRSV).

2.2.2 Incarnational Theology

A practical theology of relationships is an incarnational theology. God, the Creator enters
into relationship with humankind in Jesus the Christ (John 1). The relational processes by
which God relates to humankind are the same as those that shape all relationships. As the
Gospel of John proclaims, . . .the Word became flesh and lived among us” (John 1:14
NRSV). St. Paul states that “in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself” (2
Corinthians 5:19 NRSV). The action of God, according to John and Paul, is directed not

only to humankind but to the cosmos.

2.2.3 God as Creator
God cannot be the object of study and research for practical theology. However, it is

possible for an incarnational theology to study the relationship processes associated with
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the Incarnation. Here the Trinitarian formulations are helpful since they offer practical
theology a functional view of God’s activity in the world. God’s functional relationship

to the cosmos as Creator, Redeemer, Sanctifier and Sustainer can be studied.

2.2.3.1 God’s Ongoing Function as Creator
The witness of Scripture and Christian theology is to God as Creator of the cosmos.
However, this witness is not simply about a single act of creation in the distant past but to
God’s ongoing creative relationship with all of creation. This is consistent with Luther’s
understanding of God as Creator.

He is, however, not like a carpenter or architect who, after completing a

house, a ship, or the like, turns over the house to its owner for his

residence or the ship to the boatmen or mariners for sailing, and then goes

his way. Craftsmen are wont to do this; after doing a job or finishing a

task, they leave without any concern for their work and enterprise and

without any regard for its maintenance. God proceeds differently (Luther,

1957, 26).
Procreation according to Luther is nature’s continuing witness to God’s creative presence
(Luther, 1958, 27). It was this belief in the intimacy of the ongoing relationship God has
with nature that led Luther to claim God was even in ordinary bread (Luther, 1535, 1963,

94), and later influenced his understanding of the real presence of Christ in the Lord’s

Supper (Luther, 1961, 68).

The Incarnation reveals the relationship of God with nature; even though God maintains
individuality, an intimate connection with creation is maintained. The relationship with
nature does not result in enmeshment or a mystical fusion. The holy God remains wholly
other in relationship with nature. This otherness of God, while in relationship, is the
subject of the first commandment. It is in God’s relationship with nature in Jesus the

Christ that humankind observes the full meaning of individuality while in communion.
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Since God’s presence is always a veiled or hidden presence, it is through the eyes of faith
that humankind learns to differentiate between God and nature, or using Luther’s analogy,
between the shell and the kernel (Luther, 1961, 68). This is another reason why practical
theology cannot make God the object of scientific research. Furthermore, the relationship
of faith does not need an object (Luther, 1535 1963, 292). It is the relationship of an “I”

with a “you” and not with an “it”.

2.2.3.2 Human Nature: A Systemic Theological Perspective

All practical theologies are based upon assumptions about human nature. A practical
theology that draws upon the life sciences notes that humankind is not unique or special,
but rather intimately tied to all of nature through evolution. Practical theology, however,
draws also upon its own resources, namely, Scripture and the tradition of the Church.
Faced with a wide variety of views about human nature, it is the task of the practical
theologian to integrate these various sources while respecting each for its unique
contribution. The underlying connection between Bowen theory and Scripture is that
both address the area of relationships. A practical theology of relationships draws not
only upon Bowen theory with its dynamic understanding of relationship patterns and
processes that are common to all of humankind and which are rooted in humankind’s
evolutionary heritage, but it also draws upon Scripture for its broadened understanding of

relationship concepts such as being “under the law”, freedom, sin, evil, and redemption.

2.2.3.3 A Systems Perspective of Human Nature “Under the Law”
St. Paul wrote “Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law
until faith would be revealed” (Galatians 3:23 NRSV). According to Paul, human

relationships are limited and restricted by what he refers to as the law, a universal
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condition. This is more than being subject to regulations and restrictions, but is a deeply
rooted process that limits the scope and possibilities of human behaviour. This means

that humankind has limited freedom.

Being “under the law” also implies that humankind is by nature a moral being. This does
not necessarily imply that there is any consensus about the content of morality. Here
morality® is understood from a functional or relational perspective and not in terms of its
content as shaped by family, community, religion and culture. Functionally all groups,
even groups such as gangs, need and develop rules and principles that inform and govern
cooperative behaviour and relationships. Being “under the law” then implies that,
irrespective of the content, there are forces or processes that function to instruct, direct or
manage the behaviour of individuals and groups. This limiting or restrictive functioning

of the law St. Paul refers to as “our disciplinarian” or pedagogue (Galatians 3:24 NRSV).

2.2.3.4 Freedom and the Law

The concept of differentiation of self in Bowen theory supports the notion that humankind
has limited freedom to choose its own thoughts, feelings and behaviour. This does not
excuse humankind from functioning as moral beings even during times of increasing
stress. Unfortunately, under stress life becomes increasingly chaotic and the “I” of the

solid self loses its ability to act as a compass.

An integral aspect of relationships in nature, reciprocity, facilitates cooperative behaviour
while limiting human freedom. Morality, according to E. O. Wilson (April 1988) and

Frans De Waal (De Waal, 1996), has its origins in this reciprocity. While reciprocity may

? Morality is used here as “... the degree of conformity of an idea, practice etc., to moral principles”.
morality The Canadian Oxford Dictionary ed. Katherine Barber Oxford University Press, Ontario. 1998.
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facilitate co-operative behaviour it is “costly in the short run but may produce long-term

benefits if recipients return the favor” (De Waal, 1996, 12).

One expression of reciprocity in nature is the Golden Rule, a universal phenomenon and a
facet of humankind’s phylogenetic heritage.* Scripture expresses this in the principle “In
everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for this is the law and the

prophets” (Matthew 7:12).

For humankind the Golden Rule can be both a thoughtful as well as a calculating
response. In a parable (Luke 16) Jesus commends the disciples to observe the prudence
(v.8) of the unjust steward who replaces his selfish behaviour with a higher morality
characterised by the reciprocity of the Golden Rule. However, Jesus calls upon his
disciples to a morality that goes beyond reciprocity. Being “under the law” then is living

by the Golden Rule which is to be limited by the “as” of reciprocity.

4 Bahai Faith “And if thine eyes be turned towards justice, choose thou for thy neighbour that which thou
choosest for thyself”. (Epistle to the Son of the Wolf, 30)

Hindu Faith “This is the sum of duty: do naught to others which if done to thee would cause thee pain”.
(The Mahabharata)

Jewish Faith “What is hateful to you, do not to your fellow men. That is the entire Law; all the rest is
commentary. (The Talmud)

Zoroastrian Faith “Whatever is disagreeable to yourself do not do unto others”. (Shayast-na-Shayast 13:29)
Buddhist Faith “Hurt not others with that which pains yourself”. (Udana-Varga)

Christian Faith “All things whatsoever ye would that men should do to you, do ye even so to them: for this
the law and the prophets. (Matthew 7:12, Luke 6:31)

Muslim Faith “No one of you is a believer until he desires for his brother that which he desires for himself”.
(Hadith)

Isocrates 436-338BC “Do not do unto others what angers you if done to you by others”.

Analects, 15:24 “Tzu-kung asked, ‘Is there a single word which can be a guide to conduct throughout one’s
life?” The Master said, ‘It is perhaps the word shu. Do not impose on others what you yourself do not
desire.””

Yorba proverb (Nigeria) African Traditional Religions “One going to take a pointed stick to pinch a baby
bird should first try it on himself to feel how it hurts”.

Lao-tzua said that “Kindness in words creates confidence, kindness in thinking creates profoundness,
kindness in giving creates love”. And a Chinese proverb states “If [ keep a green bough in my heart, the
singing birds will come”. (Pantheism and the Golden Rule 2)

The above quotes taken from the following web page www.fragrant.demon.co.uk/golden.html

singing bird will come”. (Pantheism and the Golden Rule 2)
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2.2.3.5 Anxiety and Faith

Anxiety can have a profound effect on relationships by leading to the alteration and even
abandonment of values, goals and principles. Abraham’s integrity is compromised when
he becomes anxious and lies when questioned by Pharaoh (Genesis 12:10-19). This
affects his relationship with Pharaoh, Sarah and God. Like the rest of humanity,
Abraham can be reasonably responsible for self when the anxiety is low and manageable.
However, when the level of anxiety increases, it becomes increasingly more difficult to
take responsibility for self in relationships. This leads to seeking the cause for the anxiety
outside of self, the loss of responsibility for self and the blaming of others. The story of
Adam and Eve demonstrates this clearly (Genesis 3:7). They sought to avoid
responsibility for their actions by blaming each other, and then the serpent and ultimately

God.

As anxiety increases and relationships appear to become increasingly chaotic, there is a
fear that the family may be fragmented. To manage the sense of chaos and maintain
family togetherness, they develop rules or laws. Some families may adopt statements
from Scripture, or rules made by religious leaders, to help them manage their anxiety.
The more anxious the family, the more rules there are to obey, and the more rigid the
family system becomes. Togetherness becomes the core value which leads to the stifling

of individuality and the loss of a clear sense of self.

It is not surprising to find that Zulu families reflect these same processes when dealing
with an increase in anxiety. Traditional Zulu thought patterns about family are mostly
systemic or holistic. However, when Zulu families become anxious, they become linear

in their thinking. During times of crisis such as sickness, misfortune or a death in the
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family, the family seeks a cause for their anxiety and distress by turning to diviners.
According to Lawson, “Divination, the ritual acts performed to diagnose the reason for a
misfortune or the means to the solution of some human problem, is widespread
throughout Africa” (Lawson, 1985, 20). These acts may lead to some being identified as
witches; as a result they may then be blamed as the cause of the distress.

Marwick (‘African Witchcraft and Anxiety Load’, 123-129), who,

convincingly, argues that the function of African witchcraft is a resolution

of anxiety, conflict being the cause of anxiety and witchcraft as an

institution catering for reactions to it. He relates ‘the African's increasing

preoccupation with witchcraft beliefs’ to the ‘increasing conflicts arising

from the modern culture-contact situation’, and, drawing on material from

East and Southern Africa, speaks of anxiety in terms of (i) belief in the

efficacy of witchcraft, (ii) an expression of hostility, (iii) the

aggressiveness of witchcraft, and (iv) the general disorganisation of

intelligent behaviour that witchcraft brings about (Berglund, 1976, 298).
Scripture attests to the power of anxiety as a threat not just to humankind’s relationship
with one another, but also with God. Anxiety not only distorts perception and values but
undermines the relationship with God who is then blamed as the cause of the distress.
This process leads to the loss of trust in God and away from the promised future. When
the Hebrews became anxious as they traveled through the wilderness, they started
“murmuring” (Exodus 15.24). Similarly, when Adam and Eve became anxious, they
resorted to blaming God for their discomfort (Genesis 2). The writer of Proverbs aptly
describes the effect of anxiety, “Anxiety weighs down the human heart” (Proverbs 12:25
NRSV). Jesus addresses this problem of anxiety leading to a loss of trust in God when he
said, “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you
will drink” (Matthew 6:25 NRSV). The writer of Philippians is aware of the change in
attitude to God associated with an increase in anxiety when he exhorts Christians “Do not

worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let

your requests be made known to God” (Philippians 4:6 NRSV).
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Increasing anxiety threatens the cohesiveness of the family or community and undermines
the sense of belonging and communion with God, others and nature. The effect of

increasing anxiety is to intensify the sense of being “under the law”.

2.2.3.6 Sin

From a scriptural perspective sin is both a condition and a relational process. It is not
simply a matter of misconduct, but a description of the human condition (Farley, 1990,
129). It is the condition of being out of relationship with God. As a condition, sin cannot
be dealt with by differentiating oneself in the family, or by improved self-management.
Even though humankind has evolved the capacity to be more thoughtful about self, and to
take greater responsibility for self, this does not change the underlying problem of sin as a
condition. As a process, sin is the failure to take full responsibility for self in

relationships.

Sin exploits relationships with God and others for the benefit of self. It demands
togetherness as compliance and obedience rather than promoting individuality in others.
This exploitation and abuse of relationships leaves little freedom for others. As condition
and process, sin distorts community life making connection a matter of legalistic
expectation rather than grace. As a condition it is the failure to be fully the person God

intended.

In the explanation of the Ten Commandments, Luther pointed out that sin is at its heart
the usurping of God’s position in the relationship system. It is the desire to function in
relationships as Creator rather than as creature which for him is the failure to “...fear,

love and trust God above everything else” (Luther, 1968, 3). St. Paul refers to this as the
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human condition and he observed, “...all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God”
(Romans 3:23 RSV). More thoughtfulness about self in relationships will only lead to

despair.

2.2.3.7 Evil

Evil, like sin, exploits others for the good of self without the acknowledgement of any
limits. Evil requires that the other subjugate and sacrifice self even if it means that the
other becomes totally incapacitated and dies. It is like the presence of a pathogenic virus
which left unchecked will exploit the body even if it means that the host must die. It
knows no conditionality; therefore, it cannot be dealt with by a call to higher morality, not
even by a call to live according to the reciprocity of the Golden Rule. The only
possibility with evil is death. The body’s immune system provides an interesting
analogy. The response of the immune system to the presence of a virus is sacrifice.

White blood cells sacrifice themselves so that the body may live.

2.2.3.8 Idolatry

According to Farley the origin of idolatry is located in sin and evil, which he refers to as a
“passion” (Farley, 1990, 126). This indicates the intensity of the relationship humankind
has with that which is being idolized. As a passion, idolatry distorts relationships by
making the penultimate, that which is created, function for the anxious self as the
ultimate. Idolatry describes the process by which the creature is transformed into the
Creator or as St. Paul states, “... they exchanged the glory of the immortal God for
images resembling a mortal human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles”
(Romans 1:2 NRSV). It is a relationship in which the penultimate, according to Luther’s

explanation of the first commandment, is related to with fear, love and trust as if it is God.
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The usual way of understanding idolatry is to focus on the object that is worshipped.
However, when idolatry is understood as a matter of relationships, then relational
processes become the primary concern. Such a relational view of idolatry discerns
worship or veneration to be relationship processes, an understanding which kindles new
thoughts and different questions. Ifidolatry is the relating to the penultimate as the
ultimate, when and under what circumstances does this transformation take place? As a
passion, how does idolatry distort perception of, and the value attributed to, the object?
The problem for humankind is that it has an unlimited ability to transform everything,
including self, into an idol. Under what circumstances is a person or object invested with
ultimate meaning and required to function as an idol? When a person or object is
expected to perform in an ultimate way—by providing ultimate security, ultimate safety,
ultimate meaning and affirmation—then it has become an idol. This is more than an
anxiety-binding process that seeks relief, since it may not mean that the object is invested
with ultimate value. Anxiety-binding processes are more utilitarian and functional and do
not necessarily become a matter of idolatrous attachment. To seek relief from anxiety in
relationship does not require or demand absolute loyalty since it does not require a
person’s total “fear love and trust above everything else” (Luther, 1968, 3). The
underlying transformation process relates to the intensity of emotional attachment. Frost
describes the process:

The anxiety elicited by real and perceived threats to our well-being fuels

an effort to find something which can absolutely secure us, unquestionably

confirm our worth, and fully ground the ultimate meaning and significance

of our lives. The human tendency to take what is finite, partial, and

limited, and act is if it could take away the anxiety which goes with being

human, is what the Judeo-Christian tradition calls idolatry. And when a

job, a relationship, a child, a parent, an education, a theory, a nation,

function as idols, we invest them with marvelous attributes and soaring

expectations which are impossible to realize. The dynamics of idolatry

end up heightening anxiety in an emotional system as we strive to manage
reality in order to protect the idol and make it do what we expect it to do.
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Reality gets distorted in the process. The effort to turn people and things

into sources of salvation tightens our attachment to them (Frost, 1998, 2).
This view of idolatry has important implications for understanding the relationships that
Zulu families have with their ancestors. Do Zulu families seek ultimate safety, security
and meaning from their ancestors? Or do they turn to their ancestors as a means of

binding their anxiety?

2.2.3.9 Idolatry and the Ancestors

When Christian missionaries arrived in Africa, they brought their Western cultural and
theological understanding and assumptions with them. One particular assumption
equated Western culture and Christianity. When Zulu customs and practices were
encountered, particularly as they related to the ancestors, they were interpreted from a
Western cultural religious perspective. With an understanding of idolatry as the worship
of an object, the Zulu relationship with their ancestors was declared to be idolatrous.
Zulu, as well as other African converts to Christianity, were instructed to reject any
association with their ancestors and not to participate in the rites and practices associated
with the ancestors. Some African writers have referred to this attitude of the missionaries
as being one of “disdain” (Mukhwana-Nafuma, 1991, 115; Maluleke, 1998) for the
African culture, and they have accused the missionaries of seeking to ““... demolish
everything indigenous as far as they were able” (Mukhwana-Nafuma, 1991, 115). The
problem according to Ma Mpolo was ... that the missionary church did not give
adequate attention to African cultural values (Ma Mpolo, 1990).” What the missionaries
failed to grasp was the ongoing functional significance and importance of the ancestors
for African family life; the ancestors were integral to the Zulu’s understanding of kinship.

Zulu kinship included all family members, both extended and multigenerational, which
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included the ancestors. The missionaries failed to appreciate the functional importance of

the ancestors for Zulu families, an importance that death did not end.

2.3  Redemption

Redemption, according to Scripture, is not simply a concern for the individual but
involves the whole cosmos. According to the Judeo-Christian tradition, redemption is
brought about by the Word, God’s creative Word, which is experienced as a word of

promise.

2.3.1 Redemption as Promise

When the past and future of humankind is dust, then promise becomes a powerful
relational force that can reshape thinking, priorities, and goals as well as values.
Unfortunately, the power of promise is often only observed through its negation, such as
when a promise is broken and powerful feelings and reactions are aroused. Promise can
enable humankind to transcend the confines of the relationship system by providing
courage to make a differentiated stand. Promise can enable thoughtfulness in the face of
emotional processes that threaten to overwhelm the self. Relying on the promises of God
provides the courage needed to face the anxieties of life. Promise as a present reality can
transform an individual’s functioning. Promise orientates a person to the future and gives
birth to hope, which in turn allows for the possibility of greater freedom. According to
Peters, “Future freedom consists in transcending at least to some degree the determinism
of the past, making ourselves into a determinant for what will happen in the future”
(Peters, 1997, 19). This appropriation of “future freedom” can give courage to

individuals to take a clear “I” position within the relationship systems even when others
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are demanding a “we” response. Grasped by promise, the future becomes a proleptic

reality allowing life to take on a new meaning.

Redemption finds it locus and power in God’s word of promise. Scripture attests that
God’s Word of promise can radically reshape people’s orientation and functioning. With
only God’s word of promise, Abraham and Sarah courageously step out of the comfort
and security of their home into an unknown future. When they are threatened, God’s
promise provides them direction and courage. As the people of God learned from
Abraham’s example, when anxieties and fears threaten to overwhelm, God’s promise
recalls them to a life of integrity. Scripture witnesses to the dramatic changes in people’s
lives. Challenged by a vision of the promised future, the apostle Peter drops his
prejudices and rejects his old value system that categorized people as “clean” and
“unclean”. This new and inclusive value system profoundly reshapes his relationships to
the Gentiles (Acts 10). No longer are belonging and communion arbitrarily shaped by
prejudices. Promise does not take humankind out of difficult situations and relationships
but rather offers people the courage to face the anxiety associated with living. Promise as
a relational concept is an important resource for people wanting to courageously move

towards greater differentiation of a self.

As a relationship process, redemption is being grasped and transformed by the promise of
God in Jesus the Christ. For Luther it was the liberating promise of God that provided the
context for his understanding of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:1-6). Redemption
as the promise of an entirely new future is not limited by nature or natural processes. God
promises a new relationship which not even death can destroy (Romans 8:38). For

Christians this promise of a new future is grounded in the resurrection of Jesus the Christ,
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an act of creation. Christians hold on to the promises of God since these promises have
the power to bring us meaning and purpose in the midst of meaninglessness, hope where
there is only despair, light into darkness, serenity in the midst of fear and anxiety,

direction in the midst of chaos, and hope at the graveside.

A life of faith is one that is lived in a trusting relationship with the God of promise. The
children of God are a people of faith who live within the world as people of promise, as a
people of the future. Abraham and Sarah are called to claim the future God has promised
them. Moses and the people of Israel were called to leave the relative security of slavery
in Egypt and travel through the wilderness with only God’s promise of a new future in a
land filled with “milk and honey” (Exodus 3:8). During the Babylonian exile, when the
people of God despaired about their future, the prophet Ezekiel proclaimed a new,
promised future using the vision of the Valley of Dry Bones (Ezekiel 37). The vision of a
new and promised future filled the preaching of prophets such as Hosea, Jeremiah and

Isaiah (Jeremiah 31:31; Isaiah 65:17).

As the people of the future, the children of God live their lives informed by the ethic of
the promised coming Kingdom. This new ethic of the coming kingdom determines their
identity, lives, values, goals and priorities. They pray constantly that “Thy kingdom
come on earth” (Matthew 6:10) at this time and place, and that this kingdom be * as it is
in heaven” (Matthew 6:10). It is God’s word of promise that informs the content and
context for Christians as they address the issues, concerns and the brokenness in and
around them (Revelation 21). The task of making the promised future a part of the
present reality is key to understanding Jesus’ instruction to his disciples when he sent

them out to heal the sick, cast out demons and raise the dead (Matthew 10:8). The
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overriding concern of the disciples is to make the coming eschatological Kingdom a

present, if not as yet a complete, reality in the world.

2.3.2 Redemption and the Cosmos

It is not only humankind but the whole cosmos that is the object of redemption. John
states that God loved the cosmos (John 3:16). He further writes that the true light that
shines in the darkness is for the cosmos (John 1:9-10). According to St. Paul, the whole
creation is waiting for the day of redemption (Rom. 8:19). This broad understanding of
God’s concern is expressed by Setiloane who writes that redemption is expressed “... by
an understanding of harmony within and between the elements that make up the
community, and that would mean people, animals, vegetation and nature generally
(Setiloane, 1992, 77).” Haught believes that the post-Darwinian era needs a new
metaphysics, a metaphysics of the future (Haught, 2000, 84) that can address the cosmic
issues raised by evolution. This same author notes that, God has a future for the cosmos
that evolutionary biology cannot identify since it deals only with the past. He writes that
“The ‘power of the future’ is the ultimate metaphysical explanation of evolution”

(Haught, 2000, 90).

2.3.3 Redemption and the Covenant

In the Old Testament both sin and redemption are portrayed as relational concepts that
impact the family and community and not just the individual. Family, according to the
Old Testament, has an important role for understanding not just sin, but more importantly,
redemption. In Genesis, sin comes into the world through a family but so does
redemption (Genesis 3). Redemption is promised to humankind through the family of

Abraham and Sarah (Genesis 12), their descendents and later through David. Redemption
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is mediated through covenants that God enters into with Abraham and his family, Noah
and the people of Isracl. These covenants promise Abraham and Sarah, and later the
people of Israel, a new future in which they would be a blessing to all nations. When
Israel became a monarchy, the king, as the representative of the nation family, received
the promise of a new future. The promised Messiah was to bring all nations into a
worshipful relationship with God. This Messiah was to be from the family of David
(Luke 2:4). Throughout the Old Testament, family plays an extremely important role. It
is with families that God made covenants and promised redemption for the world. The
concept of family was broadly understood to include the whole nation of Isracl. Even
though a covenant may have a legal contractual basis, it was essentially a relationship
concept that bound God and God’s people into a community of promise. The covenants

affirmed belonging and communion, not just with God, but with one another as well.

2.3.4 Redemption and the Family

The relationship between redemption and family is continued in the New Testament when
the followers of Jesus are referred to as the children of Abraham (John 8). There is,
however, a distinct shift in the New Testament to a new and different concept of family;
the shift is away from family in terms of blood lines. Redemption, which is now
associated with the Kingdom of God, enables a new family of promise. This new
relationship system transcends the limited traditional concept of family. Through the life,
death and resurrection of Jesus the Christ this all-inclusive new family, the Kingdom of
God, is brought into being. The shift in understanding becomes clear from Jesus’
response “Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?” And pointing to his disciples,
he said, “Here are my mother and my brothers! For whoever does the will of my Father

in heaven is my brother and sister and mother” (Matthew 12:48-49 NRSV). Jesus
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speaking from the cross to his mother Mary and “the disciple whom he loved” (John
19:26), “Woman here is your son”. Then he said to the disciple, “Here is your mother”
(John 19:26-27 NRSV). Jesus taught the disciples to pray using the words, “Our Father”
(Matthew 6:9), implying not only a shift in the understanding of the relationship to God
but also who the new members of the family are. When Jesus refers to the Kingdom of
God as family he does not mean simply the nuclear family. The Kingdom of God is a
multigenerational family inclusive of all people and all generations, including the
ancestors of faith. For the writer of Hebrews, the ancestors of faith are part of the
Christian community (Hebrews 12:1). When confessing the Apostles Creed and
declaring that they believe “in the communion of saints” Christians affirm their intimate

communion with Christians of all generations and groups.

Conclusion

Like a scientific theory, practical theology provides a conceptual framework for the
exploration and understanding of relationships with God, self, others and nature. The
conceptual framework offered by a practical theology of relationship is broad enough to
address all relationships, with God, others, self and nature. It also provides a framework
for an understanding of relational process that can assist those in crisis. At the centre of a
systemic and relational practical theology is the promise of increased freedom for the
individual, even while in meaningful relationships. By providing insight and direction
that can serve the process of differentiation, it offers the possibility for the individual to
function in ways that are not limited by reciprocity and other processes of nature. A
practical theology of relationships shows how there can be self-sacrifice that is a chosen
rather than a matter of obedience to authority. A practical theology, as presented, has the

potential to address the concerns of families, particularly those of Zulu families, since it is
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relational and systemic. Just as the Zulu understand the individual in the context of the
family, so too does a practical theology of relationships. It too is multigenerational and
systemic and therefore is able not only to comprehend but also to show an appreciation

for the deep concern of the Zulu for belonging and communion with all the generations.
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CHAPTER 3-A REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

The understanding of the relationship of Zulu families with their ancestors is important
not only for the understanding of the Zulu world view, but also for the church as it defines
its mission and ministry (Nxumalo, 1981, 65). This is “... the most important element of
African traditional religion is the ancestors; they represent one of the basic values in

traditional African life (Nxumalo, 1981, 65).

The relationship between African families and their ancestors is, however, extremely
complex, and while various disciplines—particularly anthropology, sociology and
theology—have contributed to the understanding of this relationship, much is still to be
learned. Most disciplines have focused on a religious interpretation of the relationship,
and such an analysis persists in spite of other interpretations being offered. The religious
understanding has been influenced by Western theological and cultural assumptions. The
persistence of the religious understanding is reflected in the language of studies, where
even a shift in understanding is couched in religious terms—downgrading, for example,
an assessment of influence from “worship” to “veneration”. Disagreement exists
regarding whether the relationship with the ancestors is religious or cultic or “social” as
Driberg (1936) believed. Studies of the Zulu’s relationship with the ancestors have
become even more complex since some traditional practices have been modified and
others even obliterated under the influence of Western culture (Ritchie, 1990). A further
complicating factor has been the comparison of the African understanding of the

relationship with their ancestors with that of other cultures (Calhoun, 1980).
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3.1 Who Are the Ancestors?

According to Becken (1993) answers to the question “Who are the ancestors?” is all too
often laden with Western assumptions. Westerners, Becken notes, assume that the
answer relates to the individual. However, for the African the question is understood in
terms of community rather than in the context of individualism (Becken, 1993). In
relation to the use of terms, such as “ancestors”, Hammond-Tooke states that “An
important point to note is that these terms are all plural forms and that it is seldom, if
ever, that the singular form is used. This reflects the fact that the ancestors tend to be
thought of as a collectivity” (Hammond-Tooke, 1981, 24). For the researchers, however,
the problem is compounded since some Africans do have a more individualistic
understanding of the ancestors. Calhoun states that among the Tale the ancestors are
identified with specific individuals (Calhoun, 1980). And Olupona remarks that

ethnographic data present diverse opinions among Africans (Olupona, 2000, 51).

Other difficulties are associated with gaining an understanding of the ancestors. Moila
states that only people of old age can be an ancestor (Moila, 1989, 141). His
understanding would exclude children from becoming ancestors. According to Olupona,
in most African communities only males can become ancestors, and in some African
societies this may be restricted to particular males, such as royalty (Olupona, 2000, 51).
Furthermore, he writes “... ancestor status is bestowed only on male members of the
lineage” (Olupona, 2000, 52). Lawuyi supports the position that only males are involved
in the ancestral worship and cult and adds two further provisos, namely that the male
must have lived to at least 60 years of age and had a son (Lawuyi, 1988, 372). A concern
with Olupona’s understanding is that he generalizes to all African cultures from a

particular situation. Generally, the ancestors are family or clan ancestors and are usually
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males (Anderson, 1993, 27). But Anderson also notes that evidence suggests that in some

African societies females can become ancestors (Olupona, 2000, 51).

According to Berglund (Berglund, 1976, 90-91), the Zulu have two main words for the
ancestors: the most common is idloz, and living elders may be referred to as idlozi.
Abaphansi, he writes, is a term that is also frequently used for ancestors and refers to
those who are under the earth (Berglund 1976, 90). Nxumalo believes that the two terms
are not synonymous and need to be distinguished (Nxumalo, 1981, 67):

On the other hand, the word abaphansi is a generic term; it includes all the

dead of the family, children, women and all the members of the family

who did not father any offspring. They are subsumed under idlozi, as the

old man stressed, idlozi is the father, the grandfather and ancestors:

okhokho. Idlozi or amadlozi are the ones who are addressed directly at the

ceremonies, the rites of family celebrations (Nxumalo, 1981, 67).
The Zulu, notes Berglund, believe that everyone has the potential to become an ancestor,
but male ancestors are of greater significance. Furthermore, not all ancestors are of equal

importance, nor will all have the same power. Children have no power (Berglund, 1976,

119), and female ancestors have little influence (Berglund, 1976, 121).

3.2 Ancestors and Kinship
Two concepts are important for the understanding of the ancestors: (1) the kinship system
of the Africans, and (2) the close association of the ancestors to the land, particularly the

family homestead.

The African understanding of death relates to their understanding of kinship. For them

death is not a complete separation from, and negation of all ties to, the family. Death

does not extinguish kinship ties. Kukertz addresses the scope of this kinship,
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Whether one considers religion, economy, politics, judiciary: one always
finds the same organizational method, namely kinship. Hence we can
understand why the ancestors are so important in the indigenous societies
of Southern Africa: firstly, ancestor religion and kinship are closely
interconnected; secondly, kinship is the organizational form for a wide
variety of social activities. Therefore, like the living, the ancestors-as-
kinsmen are understood to continue to participate in social relationships
and co-determine them (Kukertz, 1981, 5).

Kinship has a profound influence on African relationships and needs to be taken into

account when studying African society, particularly relationships with the ancestors.

In the patriarchal Zulu culture, many of the rites and rituals are organized around the male
ancestors, as one might expect. Even though traditional societies in South Africa worship
the male ancestors (Hammond-Tooke, 1981), this fact has not deterred Zulu society from
acknowledging that female ancestors are also an integral part of their kinship patterns,
especially those of the mother. McKnight refers to a mother’s ancestors as
“...extradescent group ancestors” (Hammond-Tooke, 1981, 28). Hammond-Tooke also
notes that ... the maternal ancestors are not sacrificed to, but they may cause sickness

and misfortune” (Hammond-Tooke 1981, 28).

The second important concept for understanding the relationship of Africans with their
ancestors is associated with the land. For Zulu families the land associated with the
family homestead has special importance. The deep emotional attachment to the family
homestead derives from the fact that the homestead is the burial place of the ancestors.
Hence, it is at the family homestead that rites and rituals honouring the ancestors are
performed. As the burial place of the ancestors, the family homestead is closely
associated with kinship.

The land provides them with the roots of existence, as well as binding
them mystically to their departed. People walk on the graves of their
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forefathers, and it is feared that anything separating them from these ties

will bring disaster to family and community life (Mbiti, 1969, 26).
The forced removal of Africans from the family homestead by the apartheid government
of South Africa was extremely offensive and unjust because it cut the families off from
the homestead. It was not simply the loss of the land that was grieved, but the loss of

connection with the ancestors.

3.3  How and When does a Person Become an Ancestor?

The literature indicates that there is little agreement as to when a person becomes an
ancestor. According to Olupona the deceased only becomes an ancestor after the
completion of the burial rites and the person must have died “a good death” (Olupona,
2000, 52). A “good death” is one that is not a result of an accident, ... or a shameful
disease, such as smallpox or leprosy” (Olupona, 2000, 52). Along with a good death
there must be a proper burial. “To become an ancestor, the deceased must be properly
buried by the kinsmen and women” (Olupona 2000, 52). Lawuyi supports the
understanding that there needs to be a proper burial if the deceased is to become an
ancestor (Lawuyi, 1988, 372). The problem with these positions is that the researchers
have generalized from a particular group’s understanding to other groups of Africans.
Berglund comments that among the Zulu death is not a precondition to becoming an
ancestor; the living aged can also be regarded as ancestors (Berglund, 1976, 122).
Uchendu expands the requirements for becoming an ancestor: the living dead are not
ancestors unless they meet three requirements, “... parenthood, death, and transparent
morality” (Uchendu, 1976, 293). According to Moila, children do not become part of the
“living dead” since “... old age is the main qualification for becoming an ancestor”

(Moila, 1989 141). The understandings about how a person becomes an ancestor vary
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from one African community to another. The variety of opinions about this issue
indicates that one cannot generalize from one African community to all African societies

(Gaba, 1978, 389).

3.4 Ancestors: Continuity and Community

Death, in the Western view is an ending, the complete removal of the deceased from the
family and society. The deceased is said to have “departed” from the living and “gone to
heaven”. The implication is that the deceased has gone away forever and that he or she is
now totally cut off from the family. Such an understanding of death allows the deceased
to have very little relevance for daily living. This absolute separation of the dead from
the living is emphasized in the West by language which refers to the dead in the past
tense. Africans, according to Bediako (Bediako, 1983, 119), do not refer to the dead in
the past tense because the ancestors remain an integral part of the African social structure
(Partain, 1986, 1067). Community and continuity are key elements for understanding the
ongoing importance of the ancestors for African families; even though dead, the ancestors
remain an integral part of family relationships. “They are of such a kind that the family
continues even beyond the grave. Death does not bring an end to family relationships”
(Nxumalo, 1981, 67). Since the dead remain in communion with the family, family ties
are not severed by their death. Becken writes, “From this starting point, one may learn
that they celebrate the communion of their family to which also the late members belong”
(Becken, 1993, 335). Together the living and dead ... form one big family” (Bediako,
1983, 119). The continuity of family crosses generations (Calhoun, 1980, 317), is not
limited to past generations, and includes future generations also. Family oneness ...
carries the Zulu forward in time, into the future” (Berglund, 1973, 11). For the Zulu this

makes having offspring extremely important.
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In his children he sees the continuation of the life which he carries in

himself. Hence the great calamity of not being able to bear children. It is

the same as death, mortalization of the being, the end of life (Berglund,

1973, 11).
Recognizing the importance of family togetherness is central for understanding African
families. “Togetherness is as essential for the point of view of the shades and their
wellbeing as it is for their survivors, the yet living” (Berglund, 1976, 335). The ongoing
need to maintain the togetherness of the living with the ancestors brings family members
together for important occasions, and the “. . . more important the occasion, the greater
the urgency that people attend” (Berglund, 1973, 41). The people gather for the rites and
ceremonies at the family homestead, the burial ground of the ancestors. These family

3

rituals are important, as Berglund remarks: “...the ritual celebrations are occasions when
the lineage, including the living and the departed, get together to experience togetherness,

communion” (Berglund, 1973, 41).

3.5  The Ancestors and Anxiety

The presence of the ancestors is acknowledged by the Zulu in a number of ways: at the
umsamo, in a particular snake, and in dreams. As previously mentioned, their presence is
sought and valued particularly in times of crisis such as when a family member is
seriously ill—as well as in those anxious times associated with family transitions: birth,
marriage, puberty and death. Their presence is acknowledged by particular rites and
celebrations. “At ritual celebrations the shades are addressed. They are invoked by a
senior member of the lineage in a dignified and well prepared speech in which ‘the cause
of the trouble is mentioned’” (Berglund, 1973, 40). The invitation to the ancestors to
participate in the feast “... is part of their concept that the dead ones still belong to the

community” (Becken, 1993, 336).
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Partain notes that there is an inconsistency in the lives of African Christians who were
required to publicly disassociate themselves from the rites and practices associated with
the ancestors but who “... privately retain their loyalty to the tradition especially in times
of serious misfortune or death” (Partain, 1986, 1067). Nxumalo also notes the trend
among Christians, “They easily lapse back into their traditional beliefs in time of crisis”
(Nxumalo, 1981, 21). Traditional African families understood the ancestors to be a
resource for dealing with crises; now many Christians are also turning to their ancestors
for assistance during a crisis (Nxumalo, 1981, 65). All families seek assistance to bring
stability in times of crises, African families have traditionally turned to their ancestors for

such help (Hammond-Tooke, 1994).

3.6 The Function of the Ancestors

According to the Lutheran World Federation study document, ancestors have a
number of functions in African family life: they unify families and people through
caring, empowering, blessing, rewarding and inspiring; they protect their families
from various forms of evil, among them war, disease, and enemies; they serve as
mediators between people and the Divine; they lend weight to disciplinary action
in cases where social values are violated; and they help facilitate holistic healing

(Lutheran World Study Document, 2004, 3).

Other authors make similar observations. For Hammond-Tooke the ancestors provide
solidarity, social stability in times of social, natural crises, and kinship amity (Hammond-
Tooke, 1994). According to Calhoun the ancestors ensure ... moral relationships among

members of a society who are organized around kinship” (Calhoun, 1980, 318).
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Ancestors function to eliminate family discord through reconciliation, thereby
maintaining family and community harmony (Hammond-Tooke, 1994; Ma Mpolo, 1990).
They act as “...guardians of its morality are continually watchful of any injustice and
thoughtless behaviour which is apt to disturb its harmony and peace (Setiloane, 1992,
75).” They maintain family continuity (Onumwa, 1994, 252) by “...perpetuating the
lineage” (Olupona, 2000, 52). The solidarity or unity of the family includes both past and
future generations (Berglund, 1965, 10, 11).

The unity and ties of bondship is to the Zulu something of vital importance

to his total outlook on life and to his approach to it. The unity stretches

from the closeness of the immediate family bonds to the list of paternal

and maternal relatives who are all fathers and mothers, to the cousins who

are all brothers and sisters, backwards along the line of ancestors to the

legendary founder of the nation, that man Zulu who stepped down from

the iZulu to found the people of heaven, and forwards in time to the

children whom he has already given birth to and to those unborn,

ultimately swallowed in the sea of the unborn children of the unborn. In

this host of people he is one. The host does not consist of the number of

individuals—it is the host that consists of them; the people! (Berglund

1965, 11)
As the guardians of the social order, ancestors function as ... regulators of human
activities and conduct” (Olupona, 2000, 57). They function as guardians of the social
order by defining the social group (Calhoun, 1980, 309) as well as by maintaining ...
kinship morality” (Calhoun, 1980, 307-308). Even though they are essentially supportive
of their kin, they can be capricious and withdraw their support if the living family

members do not fulfil their kinship obligations and responsibilities, especially those

associated with family transitions (Olupona, 2000, 58; Hammond-Tooke, 1994).

This focus on family solidarity or togetherness comes at the expense of individuality,

since no individual acts in isolation of the family (Calhoun, 1980, 315). As Olupona

notes, the ancestors are “... on the side of collective ideals and social obligations and
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against purely personal interests” (Olupona, 2000, 58). In corollary remarks Calhoun
states that “The fact that ancestors are dead makes it much easier to idealise them, to have
them represent lineage values as opposed to personal interest or idiosyncrasies of
judgement” (Calhoun, 1980, 313). Viewed in a slightly different light, Onunwa suggests
the importance of community using analogy:

Africans firmly believe that a tree cannot make a forest, although, for a

forest to develop, individual trees must lend their roots and branches. The

community survives in so far as individual members make contributions

toward such survival. No individual is the center point for cohesion and

group solidarity. The egalitarian and republican nature of Igbo society is

sustained only by joint programs collective solidarity and group-

consciousness (Onunwa, 1994, 252).
3.7 Ancestor Religion
According to Becken, Westerners have a profound bias when identifying the relationship
of Africans with their ancestors as “religious” and which is expressed in worship or

veneration. Even to pose the question about whether it is religious already assumes, notes

Becken, a Western framework of understanding (Becken, 1993, 335).

The early missionary viewed the relationship Africans have with their ancestors as
worship and, therefore, idolatry. As a result, missionaries condemned all practices
associated with the ancestors (Bujo, 1992). African Christians were expected to
disassociate themselves from any association with the ancestors. This meant that African
Christians ... could only articulate the faith insofar as they kept to the boundaries and

models defined by the Christian traditions of Europe” (Bediako, 1983, 87-88).

Bediako offers three reasons for this labelling of the relationship of Africans to their
ancestors as worship and, thus, idolatrous (Bediako, 1983, 83): (1) the slave trade in

which Africans were traded as merchandise; (2) social Darwinism which pretended to
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offer a scientific viewpoint of Africans as being low on the evolutionary scale and viewed
as primitive; and (3) the equating of Christianity and civilization as almost synonymous
(Bediako, 1983, 84). Even applying the term animism to African religion is a Western
designation that views African religion as primitive (Bediako, 1983, 85). The
missionaries’ Western bias was reflected in their close working relationship with the
imperial governments. Mosala points out that in the 1870s the missionaries sought the
assistance from the imperial government in their missionary work among the Tswana

(Mosala, 1983, 19-20).

Whether the relationship of Africans with their ancestors is “religious” is complicated by
several factors. The first problem is generalizing for all Africans. The second major
difficulty is with how religion is defined and how it is believed to function in human
society. The view that the relationship with the ancestors is religious is supported by a
number of African theologians and social scientists (Mosala, 1987; Bediako, 1983;
Uchendu, 1976; Onumwa, 1994; Mbiti, 1969; Olupona, 2000; Partain, 1986; Hammond-

Tooke, 1981).

Hammond-Tooke provides a very general definition of religion and makes an assertion:
The sense of dependence on extra-human beings is surely the core element
in all action classifiable as ‘religious’, and I repeat my contention, made in
another context, that the term ‘worship’ (rather than ‘veneration’) is
appropriate to describe what happens in the ancestor religion (Hammond-
Tooke, 1994).
Historically, the Zulu had belief in a higher power, the creator, the Lord-of-the-Sky,
uMvelinggangi (Berglund, 1976, 32). However, the Lord-of-the-Sky was not an ancestor
(Berglund, 1976, 32). Berglund adds that the Zulu seldom pray to the Lord-of-the-Sky,

but they are mindful of him (Berglund, 1976, 42). They do however, address the
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ancestors, but this is the same as praying to them. An important distinction that is made
between the Lord-of-the-Sky and the ancestors is that the ancestors are near, whereas the

Lord-of-the-Sky is distant (Berglund, 1976, 42).

Even though some have referred to the relationship with the ancestors as worship, this
notion has been rejected by a number of theologians including Mbiti (Mbiti, 1969, 8-9).
Becken points out that the Africans do not worship their ancestors because in,

.. .traditional African society, no memorials were set up for an individual.

The deceased members of the family were buried close to the homestead,

and the stone heaps to protect the graves often indicated the site that had

previously been inhabited by a clan or congregation. However, these were

not places of worship; the ancestors were supposed to live closer to the

family in some way or other, and for practical considerations, acts of

ancestor cult were performed in the byre (Becken, 1993, 337).
Salvation is not a function of the ancestors, however, as Olupona points out: if there is
salvation, it is not so much a religious phenomenon but social, rooted in the community
or family (Olupona, 2000, 55-56). The Lutheran World Federation (LWF) study

document clearly states “It is a deliberate and intentional distortion of a people’s culture

to say Africans worship ancestors, deities, or individuals” (LWF, 5).

Some have referred to the relationship of the Africans to their ancestors as a cult. But use
of this term also maintains the religious interpretation (Anderson, 1993, 27). Hammond-
Tooke refers to the relationship as a cult, but states that it is not to be confused with cult
of the dead (Hammond-Tooke, 1981, 23). Becken traces the cultic designation to a
misunderstanding of the actions of Africans who had adopted Western customs such as
placing flowers in remembrance of a deceased ancestor, or commemorative tablets for

dead soldiers (Becken, 1993, 335).
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The understanding of the relationship with the ancestors as veneration also has its
difficulties. The usual analogy is to view it in the same way some Christians venerate the
saints. However, the LWF study document rejects this analogy when it states that
“Africans do not wish to equate ancestors with Christian saints; the comparison is
dangerous and misleading. It smacks of mimicry” (LWF, 5). To describe the relationship
as veneration is, according to Becken, another way a Western mindset that is imposed on
African practices. He writes, “The expression ‘ancestor veneration’ (or cult) is also a
Western term and refers to the quasi-religious act of solemn commemoration of late
relatives. This custom is common among the Whites in South Africa” (Becken, 1993,

335).

In 1936 Driberg questioned the assertion that the relationship to the ancestors is religious:
“It is true that the African is extremely and practically religious, but it is truer still that he
is supremely and practically social. And what we have often mistaken for a religious
attitude is nothing more than a projection of his social behaviour” (Driberg, 1936, 3).

For Driberg, the attitude of the Africans to their ancestors is secular and not religious
(Driberg 1936, 6). He states, ““Worship’, ‘sacrifice’, ‘offerings’, ‘prayer’, ‘shrine’, and
even, though to a slightly different degree, ‘soul’ are all words with a specialized
significance in English and their application to the ancestral system of the Africans is
both a linguistic and a cultural offence” (Driberg, 1936, 6). Pollitzer concurs that “It
makes more sense to interpret ancestor veneration in social rather than religious
categories” (Pollitzer, 1983, 127). This opinion is supported by Berglund who found that
that Zulu prefer to refer to the relationship as one of honouring their ancestors (Berglund
1973, 41). Driberg notes that the honouring of the ancestors relates to the fact that the

“... dead man has acquired a new status” in the community (Driberg, 1936, 7). Itisa
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way of socially showing respect for the deceased. This new status is also the recognition
of the continuity of the generations; it indicates that the family, which includes the dead,
is a whole. According to Steadman and Palmer, who cite Abraham (1962, 64), the rites
associated with the ancestors are more properly understood as “...methods of

communication” (Steadman and Palmer, 1996, 70).

3.8  Inculturation

When dealing with cultural issues, the Roman Catholic Church uses a unique approach,
namely, inculturation. Inculturation systematically seeks some form of accommodation
of indigenous practices (Miiller, 1997, 199), and has been applied particularly to liturgics
(Chupungco, 1989, 9). Pope Paul VI stated that the Church needs to adapt within limits,
its liturgies to the practices and beliefs of peoples of other cultures. He wrote: “Anything
in these peoples’ way of life which is not indissolubly bound up with superstition and
error she studies with sympathy and, if possible, preserves intact. Sometimes in fact she
admits such things into the Liturgy itself, so long as they harmonize with its true and

authentic spirit” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 1963, Article 37).

Chupungco traces the development of the concept through terms such as adaptation,
acculturation, to inculturation (Chupungco, 1989, 27-28). Miiller writes about the origin
of this modern approach of inculturation:

Pius XII emphasized with great clarity the axiom often expressed by the
Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith: ‘The Church from the
beginning down to our time has always followed this wise practice: let not
the Gospel on being introduced into any new land destroy or extinguish
whatever its people possess that is naturally good, just or beautiful’
(Evangelii Praicones) (Miiller, 1997, 199).
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The term inculturation, according to Miiller, is a neologism based on ... the
anthropological concept ‘enculturation’ and which was introduced into missiological
writings” (Miiller, 1997, 200). The underlying assumption of inculturation is
incarnational theology which is based on the practice of Christianity to be in dialogue
with the cultures in which it has become established, whether Hellenism, Roman or the
later Anglo-Saxon cultures (Miiller, 1997, 198). He further states:
A.R. Crollius paraphrases inculturation as ‘the integration of the Christian
experience of a local church into the culture of its people in such a way
that this experience not only expresses itself in elements of this culture, but
becomes a force that animates, orients, and causes innovation within this
culture so as to create a new unity and communion, not only within the
culture in question but also as an enrichment of the Church universal’
(Mdller, 1997, 200).
Inculturation is not unilateral since a dynamic interchange needs to occur between the
culture and theology that is rooted in “...mutual respect” (Chupungco, 1989, 31).

However, the process is not always without difficulties and entails risks (Chupungco,

1989, 33).

Inculturation offers a positive process for the reintegration of ancestors into the family
lives of Zulu Christians. According to Bate, inculturation “... can help in the
reappropriation of the history and tradition of the community of faith in South Africa”

(Bate, 1995, 18).

However, before such a process can be undertaken, there needs to be a broader
understanding of the relationship that the Zulu have with their ancestors. The traditional
theological and social science assumptions about the relationship with the ancestors need
to be re-examined. A functional interpretation of the relationship offers a more neutral

perspective that can open a new dialogue between theology and Zulu culture. If a more
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neutral understanding is not advanced, the danger exists that continuing to impose a
Western cultural bias on Zulu culture will have results that are neither “... positive or

edifying” (Chupungco, 1989, 33).

Conclusion

The literature reviewed spanned a period from 1904 to 2003 and included theological, as
well as anthropological and sociological, articles. The positions presented in these
articles can be placed into two groups. One group, which is by far the largest,
understands the relationship with the ancestors to be religious. A much smaller group

believes the relationship is social.

The interpretation of the first group has its origins in the response of the missionaries to
the phenomenon of the relationship with the ancestors; they understood the relationship to
be religious and labelled it idolatrous. Africans were then said to worship their ancestors
and African Christians were expected to reject any association with their ancestors. The
religious interpretation has persisted, but the identification of the relationship as
idolatrous has largely been dropped. Although it continues to be interpreted as religious,

the understanding of the relationship to the ancestors has shifted to veneration.

The group that interpreted the relationship as social noted that the missionaries brought
with them a particular Western cultural and religious mindset. These missionaries
identified Western culture with Christianity which then influenced their interpretation of
African life and culture. They also brought with them a commitment to Western
individualism. They failed to understand the importance of kinship, community and

togetherness for the African.
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These two approaches offer two very different interpretations of the ancestors and their
function for African families. A third response, inculturation, is the focus of the Roman
Catholic Church. This response seeks to enter into a respectful dialogue with each
culture. Inculturation not only takes the culture seriously, but also the Church’s need to

proclaim the Gospel within the culture.

The literature shows that there is a problem of generalizing from specific African groups
to all African society. This becomes evident in the responses to “Who is an ancestor?”
Generally ancestors are males, but in some communities females are also ancestors and
may have significant influence over their descendants. In some communities the
ancestors are only those who are dead. However, Berglund notes that in Zulu society the

elderly may also be referred to ancestors.

The literature emphasises the importance of kinship and the land for the understanding of
the African’s relationship with their ancestors. Kinship provides a broad understanding
of family that includes not only the present generation, but also past and future
generations. From the African perspective, death is neither a severing from the family
nor an end to the kinship relationship. Kinship also expresses the unity as well as
continuity of the family, and this fact is reinforced by their burial of the dead in the family
homestead. It is at the homestead that all the important family gatherings take place. By
gathering at the family homestead the presence and importance of all the ancestors is
acknowledged. The literature shows that the ancestors have more than a religious
function for African families. This is reflected in The Lutheran World Federation

document in which a number of important social and ethical functions are identified.
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It becomes apparent from the literature that the two positions have become entrenched
with little dialogue between them. However, each perspective is limited by its
assumptions, and indicates that a new approach is needed if there is to be a fuller
understanding of the relationship of Africans with their ancestors. This new approach
will need to be informed by a new paradigm for understanding family relationships that
can accommodate the African cultural understanding. A new and dynamic theological
approach is also needed that acknowledges the social and possible religious aspects of the

relationship.
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CHAPTER 4-BOWEN THEORY AND THE FAMILY

AS AN EMOTIONAL UNIT

Introduction

Theory informs not only the research question, but also the interpretation of the research
data. The relationship of the Zulu with their ancestors has been studied from the
perspective of individual theory, and while this has provided insights into the relationship,
it has not been able to address the functional importance of the ancestors for Zulu
families. A new theory is required that can lead to new questions and new
understandings. This research project is informed by Bowen theory, a new paradigm for
understanding relationships. Bowen theory offers a unique insight into family
relationship since it understands that the family to be an emotional unit which includes
the nuclear, extended and multi-generational family. It also addresses other issues that

are important for the study of the family.

The first issue is the difficulty humankind has in remaining relatively objective and
emotionally neutral when studying itself. To reduce the influence of subjectivity, Bowen
theory shifts the focus from the subjective interpretations of the client’s experience onto
the functional facts of relationship processes. Functional facts are those that can be
verified, such as birthdays, dates of moves, birth order, where family members live,
sicknesses etc.” Using functional facts can assist in the research studies about the
relationship that Zulu families have with their ancestors. The traditional Zulu believe the
ancestors are present. This phenomenon can be studied from the perspective of how this

influences functioning of family members.

’ Functional facts can be helpful in the study of dreams. It is a fact that a person dreams, but what the
person dreams is not factual. However, dreams can be studied from the perspective of the influence the
dream had on behaviour and relationships etc.
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The next area that Bowen theory addresses concerns the role of culture on family
relationships. An emphasis on culture obscures the deeper evolutionary origin of
relationship processes. Humankind, through its phylogenetic heritage, shares relationship
processes with other species. From this perspective culture is not perceived as being
peculiarly human, but something humankind has in common with other species. Certain
aspects of culture have been observed in chimpanzee troops and baboons (Fisher, 1992,
234, 235; Papero, Winter 1990, 2). “Bowen did not ignore the influence of culture or the
unique aspects of human psychology on behaviour, but he did not lay the foundation
stones for his theory on culture and psychology. He thought those sands shifted too
quickly—and in often unpredictable ways—to trust anchoring a theory about man’s
behavior there” (Kerr, 1986 Fall, 3). Culture alone cannot account for the universality of
certain relationship processes. It does, however, offer an “... angle of entry into human
problems” (Friedman, 1999, 246). Culture functions to shape emotional processes.
“Cultural or environmental factors can no more be the sufficient conditions for the
creation of pathology than paint and canvas can produce artistic accomplishments.
Culture does not ‘cause’ family process; it stains it, that is, makes it visible” (Friedman,
1999, 148). To manage and shape these emotional processes, cultures have developed
rites and practices.

A third area that Bowen theory addresses is the problem of cause and effect thinking.
This linear approach fails to take into account that there is usually no single cause for any
action or event in families. In a multigenerational family system there may be many
causes for actions and they may stretch back into past generations of the family.

Rejecting this type of linear thinking removes the need for blaming.
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COMMONALITIES UNDERLYING ALL CULTURES

Cultures shape these emotional processes,
creating distinctive rites and practices.

All humankind is linked by:

- Biology

- Evolutionary processes

- Genetics

- Relational processes
Philosophy and theology have referred to
these commonalities as “human nature”.
Bowen theory refers to these
commonalities as the “Emotional

Bowen theory consists of eight concepts that provide unique insights into family
relationships and inform clinical practice as well as this research. They will be outlined
in this chapter. These concepts will also be used to demonstrate how Bowen theory can
provide new insights into the underlying emotional processes in Zulu families, especially

those associated with rites of passage: birth, puberty, marriage and death.

4.1  The Family as the Unit of Study

The writings of Charles Darwin led Bowen to understand the family as the unit of study.

Darwin believed that the individual member of a species is best understood when studied
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in the context of the colony (Holt, 1989 Fall). This major shift of focus from the study of
the individual to the colony became the basis of Bowen’s research and understanding of
the family. It is when the family is viewed as an emotional unit that the powerful
influence of relational processes on individual family members can be observed and

appreciated, and the characteristics of the system can be studied.

Bowen observed that the human family shared many of the same characteristics that had
been observed in other species. One characteristic shared by human families is functional
interdependence (Kerr, Spring 1995, 1; Papero, 1997, 166). This describes how the
functioning of individual members affects the colony as a whole while the colony affects
individual functioning. According to Papero (Papero, 1997, 164) functional

interdependence was probably established early in the evolution of life.

Another characteristic that humans share with other species is kinship (Goldsmith, 1991,
39). “Finally, in a small group of related individuals, one might expect to observe natural
selection for acts that benefit the entire group. This phenomenon is known as kin
selection, and it follows directly from the concept of inclusive fitness” (Goldsmith, 1991,
41). Inclusive fitness refers to reproductive success of the members of the colony
(Goldsmith, 1991, 39). Fisher, an anthropologist, writes that *. . .the roots of human

kinship lie deep in our mammalian past” (Fisher, 1992, 235).

Another characteristic that humans share with other species is altruism, which is closely
related to kinship (Wilson, 1978, 1980, 56; Fisher, 1992, 317; Holt, 1989). Altruism has
been observed in non-human species such as colonies of bacteria (Oliwenstein, 1995, 99-

103) and social insects (Wilson, 1978, 1989, 56) and is defined by de Waal as ... actions
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that are at once costly to the performer and beneficial to the recipient” (De Waal, 1996,
134). According to Hamilton, the advantage of self-sacrificing behaviour is that it
benefits the survival of the offspring, especially of one’s kin group, thus facilitating the
propagation of one’s own genes into future generations (Wilson, 1978, 1989, 56). Both
kin selection and altruism refer to actions that benefit close relatives and enhance the
individual’s chances of reproduction and the survival of the group (De Waal, 1996, 135).
However, De Waal believes that what is being observed is not pure altruism, but rather
reciprocal altruism which he describes as “... a complex mechanism based on the
remembrance of favours given and received” (De Waal, 1996, 135). The importance of
reciprocal altruism is that it ... allows cooperative networks to expand beyond kinship
ties” (De Waal, 1996, 135). Altruism, reciprocal altruism and kinship are all relational
concepts that provide further insights into functional interdependence of the members of a
colony or family. Reciprocal altruism may be the evolutionary source of the Golden Rule
whose universality may have developed not only to facilitate cooperation but also the

propagation of the species.

Cooperative behaviour, which Bonner refers to as sociality, has deep evolutionary roots.
Bonner has described the significant benefits provided by cooperative behaviour (Holt,
Spring 1989). Cooperative behaviour among kin improves the care of the young and
enhances their chances of survival, which includes the survival of the group. Cooperation
assists in food acquisition, enhances the security for the group and facilitates the
“modification of the environment” (Holt, Spring 1989). Humans, because of the

evolution of the brain, have the greatest capacity for cooperative behaviour.
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Cooperative behaviour, functional interdependence, reciprocal altruism, and the
importance of kinship can be observed in all families since we share a common
evolutionary heritage. This has major implications for the understanding of human nature
since humankind can no longer claim to be different or special in creation.

Relationship systems are also characterized by reciprocity which may take the form of
dominance/submissiveness, over/under functioning, high/low energy, weak/strong, and
over/under responsible. This means “A change in functioning of any one member of the
unit results automatically in compensatory changes in functioning of other group
members” (Kerr, 1997, 3). It was the predictability of the reciprocity in family

relationships that led Bowen to describe the family as a system (Kerr, 1986 Fall, 3).

4.2  Background of Bowen Theory
It was never Bowen’s intention to develop a new theory. The new theory arose when
individual theory was incapable of explaining his observations. He turned to biology and
evolutionary biology for explanation and understanding. He wrote,

The scientific facts of evolution have been chosen to replace many of the

ideas of Freudian theory. Evolution is a rich body of facts that can be

proven and validated. The incorporation of these facts into a new theory

required some kind of systems theory to handle the many variables (Kerr,

1988, 362).
Kerr wrote that, “Bowen’s profound insight is that the human family is also a complex

biological system. The family exhibits patterns of emotional functioning that appear

identical to patterns observed in other species” (Kerr, 1997, 3).

From studies of other species, Bowen came to understand the family as a living system.

Papero comments,
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The human family displays the characteristics of a living system. The unit
is flexible and fluid. For the family, the question is not whether
individuals respond to one another but how they respond. A shift in the
functional state of the family is reflected in the state or condition of each
individual organism. The shifts can be reflected behaviorally, or they may
be contained within the body walls of the affected individuals. The
implications of such a view are far-reaching. Not only can behavior be
seen as a product of relationship, but the health of each family member
may be directly related to the functional state of the family unit (Papero,
1997, 169-70).

This is a very different understanding of the family and offers a new conceptual model for

research which is in sharp contrast to “... the conventional view of thinking of individuals

who relate to other individuals” (Holt, Spring 1989, 7).

As with other species, the human family is an emotional system that functions in such a
predictable fashion that it appears as if the family is governed by laws. Kerr writes,
“There is predictability in the processes of human functioning and behavior equivalent to
the predictability with which sunflowers follow the rays of the sun and salmon migrate up
river to spawn” (Kerr, 1997, 11). These internal and the external relationship regulatory
processes (Papero, 1997, 169) guide the functioning of individual family members and
are believed to be sufficiently powerful as to “... help regulate the functioning of genes”

(Kerr, 1997, 9).

4.3. The Three Systems in Bowen Theory

Bowen developed his theory of family relationships around three systems (i.e., the
emotional, feeling and intellectual systems), and the eight concepts mentioned earlier: (1)
Differentiation of self, (2) triangles, (3) nuclear family emotional process, (4) family

projection process, (5) emotional cut-off, (6) sibling position, (7) multigenerational
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transmission process and (8) societal emotional process. Finally, Bowen posited anxiety

as the major variable.

4.3.1 The Emotional System
According to Kerr, Darwin established a physical link between man and the lower forms,
whereas Bowen’s concept of the emotional system offers a basis for establishing the
behavioral link (Kerr, 1988, 27).
Defined broadly, the concept postulates the existence of a naturally
occurring system in all forms of life that enables an organism to receive
information (from within itself and from the environment), to integrate that
information, and to respond on the basis of it. The emotional system
includes mechanisms such as those involved in finding and obtaining food,
reproducing, fleeing enemies, rearing young, and other aspects of social
relationships. It includes responses that range from the most automatic
instinctual ones to those that contain a mix of automatic and learned
elements. Guided by the emotional system, organisms appear to respond
sometimes based on self-interest and sometimes based on the interests of
the group (Kerr, 1988, 27-28).
The emotional system accounts for human behaviour that is ““... governed by processes
that predate the development of his complex cerebral cortex” (Kerr, 1988, 28). It is the
repository of basic life forces, or emotions that drive behaviour which includes universal
life forces such as courting behaviours, sexual reproduction, attachment of young to their
mothers and later to other caretakers as well, certain facial expressions, manifestations of
illness, acquiring food, and genetic factors (Papero, 1997, 171). The emotional system
contains internal forces and patterns related to the family relationship system (Kerr, 1988,

29; Kerr, 1997, 9). Unlike other species, the evolution of the cerebral cortex provides

humans with the potential to manage these emotional forces.
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4.3.2 The Feeling System

Feelings are not to be confused with emotions, even though they are part of the emotional
system. Feelings are “...an intellectual or cognitive awareness of the more superficial
aspects of the emotional system” (Kerr, 1988, 31). The importance of feelings is not in

their expression but in the access feelings provide into the emotional system.

4.3.3 The Intellectual System
The third system that informs human behaviour, the intellectual system, is a function of
the most recently evolved part of the brain; the neocortex. The thinking brain
... includes the human’s capacity to know and to understand. It is that part
of man that makes him a unique form of life. Man is unique in that his
capacity to know, to understand, and to communicate complex ideas far
exceeds that of any other animal. There is no evidence that the thinking
ability of the human, who can observe and abstract the processes of the
natural world, is even approached by another species (Kerr, 1988, 31).

The intellectual system makes it possible for humans to increase their level of objectivity

by studying the functional facts of relationship systems.

4.4  Anxiety
A major variable affecting human functioning is anxiety which, as Kerr states, may be
defined as "... the response of an organism to a threat, real or imagined” (Kerr, 1988,

112), and Kerr notes also that “Anxiety is assumed to be present in all living things”

(Kerr, 1988, 112).

Anxiety may be either acute or chronic. Acute anxiety “... generally occurs in response

to real threats and is experienced as time-limited” (Kerr, 1988, 113). It is the organism’s

79



response to a specific threat and the fear that the threat generates. Individuals usually

manage acute anxiety effectively, but if it is not dealt with, it becomes chronic anxiety.

Chronic anxiety “... generally occurs in response to imagined threats and is not
experienced as time-limited” (Kerr, 1988, 113). Chronic anxiety is more difficult to cope
with since it is the response to imagined threats, to what might be (Kerr, 1988, 113). “It
is most accurately conceptualized as a system or process of actions and reactions that,
once triggered, quickly provides it own momentum and becomes largely independent of

the initial triggering stimuli” (Kerr, 1988, 113).

Chronic anxiety is more than existential angst since it affects the whole person: the body
“... as an interactive responsive network of neuropeptides” (Maloney-Schara, 1995, 5),
the brain, both functionally and structurally (Huether, 1996, 589), as well as at the cellular

level (Kerr, 1997, 56ff). It is both a societal and a family phenomenon (Kerr, 1988, 113).

Anxiety is contagious (Papero, 1997, 221), transferable (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 6, 10)
between members of a family, or a group, and is triggered by an imbalance in the
relationship system (Kerr, 1988, 113). When acute anxiety is not dealt with adequately, it
can significantly increase and intensify the level of chronic anxiety (Kerr, 1988, 114).
Families seek means to bind their anxiety. While these anxiety-binding processes may
differ from family to family, the underlying emotional process remains the same. “The
binding of anxiety in one part of the system reduces it in the system as a whole.
Relationships are by far the most effective anxiety-binders” (Kerr, 1988 September, 48).
Not all anxiety-binding mechanisms are beneficial. Some, such as the misuse of drugs,

personality traits, and extramarital relationships, have the potential for long-term negative
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effects (Kerr, 1988 September, 48). Anxiety-binding mechanisms assist the family to

move toward a homeostatic balance.

4.5 The Eight Concepts of Bowen Theory

Bowen theory consists of the eight concepts previously introduced (i.e., differentiation of
self, triangles, nuclear family emotional process, family projection process, emotional
cut-off, sibling position, multigenerational transmission process, and societal emotional
process). All eight concepts are fully integrated in the theory, yet its core is the concept

of differentiation of self.

4.5.1 Differentiation of Self

Differentiation of self is a life force that enables an individual to respond thoughtfully to
situations rather than reacting automatically. It is the capacity of the individual to follow
his or her own compass (Kerr, 1989, 2) especially when the group or family anxiously
pushes for togetherness (Kerr and Bowen, 1988, 65). Differentiation is the thoughtful
process of defining a separate self especially in relation to those who are emotionally

significant, usually the family.

Differentiation is the expression of individuality in relationships.® “Individuality is a
biologically rooted life force (more basic than being just a function of the brain) that
propels an organism to follow its own directives, to be an independent and distinct entity”

(Kerr, 1989, 2).7 Holt writes, “This concept refers to the amount of self available to an

6 Individuality is not to be confused with individualism which is a Western philosophy.

7 Rabbi Friedman offers the following description of differentiation of self, “Differentiation refers to a
direction in life rather than a state of being: To the capacity to take a stand in an intense emotional system
To saying “I” when others are demanding “we” To containing one’s reactivity to the reactivity of others
(which includes the ability to avoid being polarized) To maintaining a non-anxious presence in the face of
anxious others To knowing where one ends and another begins To being able to cease automatically being
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individual. It includes an individual’s level of functioning, and the degree of fusion

between that individual’s thinking and feeling system” (Holt, 1990 Winter, 7).

Individuality and togetherness are counterbalancing life forces. “Togetherness is a
biologically rooted life force (more basic than being just a function of the brain) that
propels an organism to follow the directives of others, to be a dependent, connected, an
indistinct entity” (Kerr and Bowen, 1988, 65). Togetherness and individuality co-exist in
a dynamic emotional equilibrium (Kerr, 1988). Since it is biologically rooted (Kerr and
Bowen, 1988, 63) “It, therefore, was not invented, but discovered” (Holt, 1990, 7). These
two life forces have been observed in other species. Lewis Thomas writes,

... bees and termites and social wasps, seem to live two kinds of lives:

they are individuals, going about the day’s business without much

evidence of thought for tomorrow, and they are at the same time

component parts, cellular elements, in the huge, writhing, ruminating

organism of the Hill, the nest, the hive (Thomas, 1974, 12).
Since not all families within a culture are at the same level of differentiation, Bowen
theory provides a description of the characteristics of people at various levels of
functioning which is referred to as the scale of differentiation. The scale of
differentiation provides a continuum of functioning from fused® to differentiated and ...
a way of evaluating all people on a single continuum, from the lowest to the highest

possible level of human functioning” (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 200). Bowen never intended

the scale to be used as a diagnostic tool (Kerr and Bowen, 1988, 97), and insisted that it

one of the system’s emotional dominoes To being clear about one’s own personal values and goals To
taking maximum responsibility for one’s own emotional being and destiny rather than blaming others or the
context”.

8 Berglund provides an interesting description of fusion when he reports that Pythons symbolize
togetherness, undivided oneness. “The diviner at eThelezini used the word inzongolozelwane
when referring to this characteristic. “We admire a man who can sit down in the evening and
when the cocks crow in the morning he has eaten a whole goat. We admire him because he has
shown that he is a man, simply sitting down and eating piece after piece until the complete goat is
finished. But this thin (a python) is worse. It swallows everything at once, merely opening its
mouth steadily and swallowing the complete goat in one mouth full”. (Berglund, 1976, 61)

82



has “... nothing to do with emotional illness or psychopathology” (Bowen, 1978, 1985,
200). Its primary purpose is to provide insights into the degree of attachment between
family members (Holt, 1994, 5), the family’s ability to use the internal guidance systems
by individuals (Papero, 1991, 4), the intensity of the basic responses between family
members (Comella, 1994, 3), the level of self-awareness (Gilbert, 1992, 3-4), and the

ability to live according to principle (Gilbert, 1989, 2).

Differentiation is the process of defining a separate self within the family system. Bowen
theory assumes that self is made up of a solid or basic self as well as a pseudo- or
functional self.

The pseudo-self refers to knowledge and beliefs acquired from others that

are incorporated by the intellect and negotiable in relationships with

others. Pseudo-self is created by emotional pressure and can be modified

by emotional pressure. The principles and beliefs of pseudo-self are

quickly changed to enhance one’s image with others or to oppose others.

While these opinions and beliefs are incorporated by the intellect, they are

strongly fused with the feeling process (Kerr and Bowen, 1988, 103).
The pseudo-self has also been referred to as the pretend self (Kerr and Bowen, 1988,
104), and “...an unsure, immature self” (Holt, 1990, 7) that functions to foster
togetherness and “... increase the group’s cohesion ...” (Kerr and Bowen, 1988, 104).
The relationship between these two selves is a function of the level of differentiation.
The lower on the scale of differentiation, the more the person is defined by the pseudo
self.” The pseudo self is unreliable since it is constantly adapting to the relationship
system. Its prime pursuit is conformity and group cohesion (Kerr and Bowen, 1988, 103).

Decisions of the solid self are made more out of principles and thoughtfulness than

emotion. It is the “. .. capacity to separate oneself from surrounding emotional processes.

? This is similar to Zulu’s description of the chameleon which is the archetype of the functional self.
“Chameleons, shunned and despised by everybody, are symbols of unreliability which, ultimately, is traced
to its creator "who made it that way, to be unreliable". (Berglund, 1976, 252)
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It is the capacity to obtain clarity about one’s own principles and vision and the

willingness to be exposed and be vulnerable” (Friedman, 1999, 113).

4.5.2 Triangles

This process of seeking relief from anxiety by drawing in a third party is called emotional
triangulation. Triangles, according to Bowen, are the ““...molecule or building block of
any relationship system” (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 307). According to Frans de Waal (De
Waal, 1997) similar triadic processes are found among primates, dolphins (Conner et al.,
1992), hyenas (Zabel et al., 1992) coatis (Gompper et al., 1997), zebras (Schilder, 1990)

and other animals (De Waal, 1997, 6).

As a part of the emotional system, emotional triangulation is the way people of all
cultures manage their anxiety. Fisher reports how the Mehinaku use extramarital
triangling associated with the uncertainty of paternity of the children, to build “... village

cohesion” and develop close kinship ties” (Fisher, 1992, 270).

Interlocking triangles are formed when the original three-person triangle is not able to
manage the increase in anxiety. These interlocking triangles may be formed with a
friend, family member, agency, police and clergy, (Kerr and Bowen, 1988, 140) and in

the case of Zulu families, with their ancestors.

From birth, every child is triangled into the parental relationship. The child’s functional
importance in this parental triangle determines the degree of emotional attachment the
child has with the parents. This attachment is often at the expense of the child’s self and

his or her responsibility for self (Papero, 1997, 181). The intensity of this attachment
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affects the degree to which the child can separate emotionally from the parents. The more
intense the family emotional process, the more intense the triangulation and the greater
the difficulty the child will have in separating emotionally from the family, a process that
may lead to an “... incomplete differentiation of self” (Papero, 1997, 181). Emotional
triangles may be an effective means of binding anxiety in a relational system but they
undermine individuality. Instead of managing self, each member of the triangle is
managed by the relationship process, thus shaping each individual’s thoughts, feelings
and behaviour. The Zulu are aware of the potential loss of self in relationship triangles
with the ancestors. They seek and welcome the brooding of the ancestors during times of

intense anxiety but desire their presence to end when the anxiety has dissipated.

4.5.3 Nuclear Family Emotional Process

The nuclear family emotional process refers to “...the pattern of emotional functioning in
a family in a single generation” (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 376). The term “nuclear family”
stems from “...the observation that families appear to have an emotional center or
nucleus to which family members and some other nonrelated individuals are responsively
attached. From this viewpoint, the family can be defined as the total number of

individuals attached to an emotional nucleus” (Papero, 1997, 169).

One aspect of the nuclear family emotional process is the selection of a spouse. Since the
selection is an emotional process it does not matter whether it is done by the individual or
spouse. The central issue is that the selection is influenced by the family’s level of
differentiation. Bowen noted that “People pick spouses who have equivalent levels of
differentiation of self” (Bowen, 1978, 1985: 203, 377). Spouses bring into the marriage

relationship a comparable degree of intensity that is associated with the unresolved
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emotional attachments each spouse has with his or her parents. Partners are chosen who
will assist with these unresolved attachment issues. The more reactive the separation
process is from the parents, the greater the focus on the spouse (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 203).
The pursuit for “... emotional oneness ...” (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 203) in marriage results
in the fusion of the pseudo-selves that is reflected in the expectations each spouse brings

into the marriage.

4.5.4 Family Projection Process

“This is the basic process by which parental problems are projected to children” (Bowen
1978, 1985, 204). Parents project their anxiety onto a child, often the first born, thereby
alleviating their own anxiety “... at the expense of the next generation” (Bowen, 1978,
1985, 205). Those children who are the focus of their parent’s emotional immaturity may

show physical, emotional and/or social symptoms (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 204, 477).

455 Emotional Cut-off

As the intensity in the family increases, one or more members of the family may
emotionally cut off from the family physically, geographically or emotionally. Cut off is
associated with high levels of anxiety in the family (Holt, 1989 Fall). Cut off from the
family neither resolves the issues associated with emotional attachment, nor the need for
emotional closeness. Bowen characterized the need to cut off as being an “allergic”
(Bowen, 1978, 1985, 535) reaction to the family togetherness. However, simply
distancing from the nuclear family does not promote individuality since it does not
resolve the emotional attachment issues (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 535). These unresolved
emotional attachments to the parents are simply transferred onto other relationships.

“The more intense the cut-off with his parents the more he (sic) is vulnerable to repeating
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the same pattern in future relationships” (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 535). Working to bridge
the cut-offs effects a loss . . .of symptoms, improvement in all areas of functioning

(emotional, intellectual, and physical) and a sense of groundedness” (Gilbert, 1992, 2).

4.5.6 Sibling Position

Bowen included the work of Walter Toman on sibling position as one of the concepts in
his theory (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 385). The only criticism he had of Toman’s work was
that Toman did not take into account the “... predictable ways that profiles are skewed by

the family projection process” (Bowen, 1978, 1985, 308).

4.5.7 Multigenerational Transmission Process
45.7.1 Multigenerational Family as an Emotional Unit
According to Bowen theory, the concept of family as an emotional unit is not limited to
the members of the nuclear family. In Bowen theory, “‘Family’ is defined as the
prolonged association of two or more generations of descendant kin, usually parents and
offspring” (Gilbert, 1993, 5). Family encompasses all generations emotionally linked
through the generations.

Each nuclear family, therefore, is the endpoint of countless nuclear

families before it. It is also a way-station of human reproduction en route

to other future generations of nuclear families. Each nuclear family is a

unit, as is the broader, multigenerational constellation of nuclear families

to which it belongs (Papero, 1997, 182).
When the multigenerational family is understood to be a relational rather than a spatial
concept, it is possible to comprehend how previous generations remain an integral part of
the family. One implication of this is that unresolved attachment issues from the past

generations influence the functioning of later nuclear families. Even though they may be

dead, “... we react to them all the same” (Murphy, 1988, 5).
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4.5.7.2 Information Transmission Across Generations

Friedman borrows Sheldrake’s concept when he refers to the multigenerational
transmission process as “... the presence of the past ...” (Friedman, 1999, 238). This
multigenerational connection appears to be a recent evolutionary development and is
more than the transmission of genetic information from one generation to the next. “For
most forms, once the genetic material was passed on to the next generation no further
contact was necessary” (Holt, 1990, 6). However, with the evolution of the larger brain it
became possible for information to be passed down by other means as well (McKnight,

1989, 7), such as relationship processes that tie generations together (Kerr, 1994, 3).

4.5.7.3 The Multigenerational Transmission Process and Differentiation of Self
Patterns of behaviour that cross the generations display “...a remarkable orderliness and
predictability” (Kerr, 1997, 64). These multigenerational patterns have a profound
influence on the level of differentiation of the nuclear family. “The basic level of
differentiation of the offspring will be largely shaped by the basic level of differentiation
of the parents.... One implication of the multigenerational emotional process is that
between any two generations, little variation in basic levels of differentiation is to be

expected without unusual and unpredictable life circumstances” (Comella, 1994, 3).

The level of attachment within the nuclear family is also a product of the attachment level
between the generations. The more fused the selves of previous generations, the higher
the chronic anxiety level, the more permeable the boundaries and the more relationship

systems influence behaviour and functioning (Holt, 1989, 84).
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4.5.7.4 The Multigenerational Process and Emotional Triangles

The functional position of parents in the family of procreation triangles affects their
functioning in the nuclear family. One process that fuels the multigenerational process is
reactivity to parents, which then creates intergenerational triangles. This process is often
associated with parenting as one generation seeks to parent in ways that are different to
the way they were parented (Friedman, 1999, 273). Unfortunately, this process does not
lead to any significant changes since the reactivity is linked to the “... incomplete
differentiation of caretakers” (Papero, 1997, 181). Interlocking triangles bind the

generations together into an emotional unit.

45.7.5 The Multigenerational Transmission Process and Cut-off

As in the nuclear family, relationships between the generations are characterized by
attachment and interdependence. This means that there is no effective means of
disassociating emotionally from the family. Cutting off from the family does not negate
one’s functional position in the family process, even though the one who cuts off from the
family is often referred to as the “black sheep”. The “black sheep”, however, remains a
functional part in the family emotional process, particularly the triangles, and functions to
assist the family in maintaining some form of homeostatic balance. By cutting off from

the intensity of the family, they project the intensity into succeeding generations.

45.8 Societal Emotional Process

Bowen extended the concept of the emotional unit to society. Society, as in the nuclear

family, is also influenced by emotional process and anxiety.
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Society, just like families, pushes for togetherness when anxiety rises, which results in
there being less tolerance for differences and increased polarization (Papero, 1989, 4).
When this occurs there is a decrease in the general functioning of the community and the
development of social symptoms, such as the breakdown of family life (Beal 1990, 6);
homelessness, hunger, and poverty increase (Papero, 1989, 4). Bowen referred to this
process as ‘“societal regression” (Bowen, 1997, 214). Societal regression characterized
South African society under the apartheid regime and this has a serious impact on family

life.

4.6 Bowen Theory and the Rites of Passage
With its biological, evolutionary and social understanding of relationship systems, Bowen

theory offers new insights into the underlying processes associated with rites of passage.

4.6.1 Birth and Systems Theory

When the family is understood to be an emotional unit, then the unit of reproduction is
not simply the married couple, but the family as a whole (Kerr, 1993, 3). Having children
is the means by which individuals and families propagate themselves and their species.
Each child not only carries the genes of each parent but also the genes of the ancestors.

The genetic pool of the family is increased by exogamy (Fisher, 1992, 348).

The extended and multigenerational family has a vested interest in the offspring of the
nuclear family and provides important assistance in the raising of the children. The
extended family often functions as parents in some kinship systems. “Since our ancestors
did not adopt the reproductive strategy of extending their partnership to rear their

adolescents, nature took a creative tack: human kinship evolved” (Fisher, 1992, 234