                 
 My Story

[bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8]We all grow up with dreams and the desire to do much in life.  However, one greatest hindrance to reaching one’s potential can be one’s environment. When I look back I see many factors that shaped who I am; my culture, the society in which I grew up, and the church in which I attended, just to name but a few. The strongest feeling that I still recall from my childhood was that of lack of confidence—feeling of anxiety and fear—the feeling that I could not do much, just as many women I knew had not done much. It was common for me to shy away from exposing myself in places where I could find out how much I was capable of. Christian experiences and being surrounded by people who encourage you, in my experience, have shown me that one can break free from all the above setbacks and exercise one’s potential. The story of the woman at Bethany (Mark 14) is one such Christian heritage that has been of great inspiration to me. Due to her commitment to Jesus and the desire to express her devotion in doing something for Jesus, she anointed Jesus the Christ in an environment that was not conducive for her to act the way she did. In doing so, she made her story. It was through Jesus that the significance of her life story was realised and given prominence. It is such story-changing experience I can also say that I can now confidently tell my own story.   
  
I grew up in a Christian family.  As a young girl I had a desire to do what I considered, ‘work for God or for Jesus’ as a sign of my devotion—something practical. Doing ‘things’ for God gave me a sense of meaning and defined my understanding of a true relationship with God. However, this brought a lot of pressure on me since I never really got to where I desired to get.  I set a standard for myself that I could not attain.  My walk with God was therefore not as joyful as I would have wanted it to be.  I was consumed with thoughts of not being capable of doing what I would have liked to do.  In other words what was more important for me was my story over the story of Jesus Christ. I had forgotten that Jesus had already attained a story for me. 
    
I loved to do things for God but there was always something that held me back. I would say to myself, “Tsitsi, this you are not able to do.” I am not sure, however, the origins of this feeling. It could have been influenced by the context in which I grew up where women were always put second after men in terms of what they could or could not do, as was the case not only in my society in general but also in the church. In my context of upbringing in general, acknowledging one’s capabilities was a taboo—a reflection of pride. One would not speak of things they were capable of or else lose their appearance of humility; hence one somehow shut up and suppressed one’s potential. In this regard, not to acknowledge my capabilities was to deny my story.  

As I reflect on my story, I see a number of continuities with women of my mother’s generation. Theirs was a generation where women had been brought up to accept that they could not do much, or that whatever they were doing was of insignificant value.  As a result, many of them, including my mother and mother-in-law, were deprived of basic formal education. This, however, did not stop them from taking up personal initiative to give themselves minimum education later on in life. Due to her background, my mother encouraged me and challenged me to work hard so as to realise my highest potential.  She has not tired to encourage me also by prayer for me to work to this day.  She was brought up in the environment that believed that formal education was for boys since education of girl children would not be of any benefit to the family since she would be married and leave the patriarchal family. This deprivation of education stifled these women of their potential. It stifled their stories. 

I grew up in this context. When I considered taking up theological studies, this baggage weighed down on me. I felt overwhelmed and thought this was only meant for people like my husband, Kenneth, who had studied theology before me. Things were about to change though. While my husband was enrolled as a theology student, I attended several women’s workshops in the area where we stayed. One such workshop took place at the University of KwaZulu Natal-Durban Westville-South Africa. Amongst the facilitators was Professor Isabel Phiri whose presentation really inspired me. Although she may not have verbalized it directly to me, it was as though someone was saying to me: “Woman, do something, tell your story”. Phiri is a member of the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians (Circle), an organisation of women theologians advocating for the theological education of African women.[footnoteRef:2] One of the aims of the Circle is to en-gender theological education. Phiri states that “A gendered approach to theology refers to exposing the injustices that exist in the church, culture and the Bible in the relationship between men and women”.[footnoteRef:3] This means that all theological programs need to run with an awareness of this gender inequality and in turn to seek to correct it through gender conscious theological education. A fundamental concern for the Circle is to encourage women to publish their theological reflections so as to “contribute literature to the theological world”.[footnoteRef:4] Professor Phiri is therefore one of the people through whom I gained inspiration and confidence to enrol for theological education. In so doing I broke a cycle of many women around me who had been deprived of this education, thereby changing the story of women in my context by breaking this norm. [2:  Isabel Apawo Phiri, “The Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians: Its Contribution to Ecumenical Formation”, The Ecumenical Review, Vol. 57 No. 1 January 2005, p.40.
]  [3:  Isabel Apawo Phiri, “The Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians: Its Contribution to Ecumenical Formation”, The Ecumenical Review, Vol. 57 No. 1 January 2005, p.36.]  [4: 
 Isabel Apawo Phiri, “Doing Theology as African Women”, in Parrat, John, “A Reader in Christian Theology”, London: SPCK, 1997, p.46, 47.] 


In my theological education, I was confronted by my earlier search for doing something for God and the possible ways I could do this. One of my lecturers, the late Prof. Steve de Gruchy, was quite influential in my formative years by pointing out the significance of the relationship between devotion to God (spirituality) and social service. De Gruchy emphasised that God was touched by the living conditions of the people and how these conditions affected devotion to God. He used the example of the Exodus story where God spoke to Moses about the misery of the people. Their call to worship was intertwined with their deliverance from slavery. The fullness of their story was realised in both spiritual worship and political freedom. 

It is in this light I read the story of the unnamed woman in Mark. The two aspects, one of devotion and that of social service are combined. In this story the concerns for social needs, that is, ‘wages’, and ‘money for the poor’ (Mark 14:5) seem to be opposed to devotion to Jesus Christ. The woman in the story does something for Jesus at two levels, at one level this was a social service.  Firstly, the woman anoints Jesus in order to provide him with what he was likely not to receive, a dignified and decent burial (a social act). Secondly, she expressed her spiritual devotion by this act (since anointing with oil had spiritual significance). She worshipped with the most expensive perfume. The use of such substances for worship was common in Jewish religion. Jesus commended her actions and promised that wherever the gospel would be preached, her act of devotion would also be told—her story would be told. 

I identify with this woman in that through the encouragement of others, I have come to realise more and more that my story matters. The greatest gift I realise I can give to Jesus fully is myself—it is my devotion to him manifest in my serving the dire needs of those around me. It is giving myself to those who are likely never to gain their decency without our support, like the many women in my context. To make Jesus the centre of everything I do is to sacrificially give myself to others as he sacrificially gave for me. Without impacting on other women’s stories, my story is meaningless. It is encouraging for me and other women to know that the story of Jesus would not be told without our stories. But I also realise with humility that without Jesus’ story, I could not have had a story. It is for this reason that I can retell my story. 
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