
South Africa’s past is synon-
ymous with apartheid. 
However, a new tag may soon 

overtake the apartheid tag – Xeno-
phobia, crudely defined as discrimi-
nation against foreigners. 

My wife travelled to another African country 
earlier this year (no, it was not Zimbabwe – not 
that I don’t like Zimbabwe. I love it, and was there 

for a week recently myself). Her host, 
who was driving her to the airport, was 
stopped by a traffic policeman. The 
policeman spoke to the driver in a local 
language she could not understand. The 
policeman asked the driver where he 
was going. He mentioned that he was 
taking his South African passenger to 

the airport for a flight home. On hearing that she 
was South African, he remarked: “Oh, she is South 
African? Let her come out so that I can show her 
what Xenophobia is.” (Of course he was joking. He 
immediately released them so that she did not miss 
her flight.)

“Are you xenophobic?” I often ask my friends 
and acquaintances. Of course, their responses are 
no different to when you ask somebody: “Are you 
racist?” The answer is often: “Me? No way! I like 
Zimbabweans/Mozambicans/Blacks/etc.” 

People have come up with all kinds of reasons 
why xenophobic attacks took place in South Africa 
recently. The most common reason given is that it 

is because of poor service delivery. Of course the 
government did not buy this explanation. They 
commissioned their own fact-finding team into 
the trouble spots to establish the causes of these 
attacks. Their conclusion was that this was a work of 
criminals and a “third force”, whoever that is. 

why humAns fight eACh other

As a South African, I had to engage with the issue 
as well. “Am I xenophobic?” I decided to unpack the 
whole concept, and not simply tell myself that I am 
not xenophobic. As usual, my starting point when 
it comes to the condition of our society and human 
behaviour in general, is to begin with the Christian 
Holy Bible. Although I am a psychology graduate, 
I have since found that psychology; sociology; 
anthropology and other related social sciences have 
a big weakness in their theoretical make up.

The root cause of human 
conflict is resources/

opportunities.

My first quest was to understand why humans 
fight each other in the first place. I found out that 
James, a Jewish believer from the first century, gave 
an answer about the causes of fights and wars 
almost 2000 years ago:

“What is causing the quarrels and fights among 
you? Don’t they come from the evil desires at war 
within you? You want what you don’t have, so you 
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scheme and kill to get it. You are jealous of what 
others have, but you can’t get it, so you fight and 
wage war to take it away from them. Yet you don’t 
have what you want because you don’t ask God for 
it.” (James 4:1-2 NLT). Of course this was inspired 
by the Triune God who is Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 

“All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful to teach 
us what is true and to make us realize what is wrong 
in our lives.” (2 Timothy 3:16 NLT).

The root cause of human conflict is resources/
opportunities. Those who have lived in war-torn 
DRC, or in Angola during the 1980s, or in Sudan, 
Palestine, Iraq or any other conflict-ridden country, 
will tell you that their oil, diamonds or gold has 
turned out to be a curse instead of a blessing. As 
you can see, those who said xenophobia was due 
to poor service delivery were partly correct. People 
were fighting over limited houses and jobs. The 
government was not completely wrong either. As 
it turned out, in most of these xenophobic attacks, 
people looted the shacks of foreigners for their 
possessions, and even their small shops.

but our own kinD?

One social networker on Twitter lamented the 
problem: “…the brutality of one African on another 
baffles me. Colonialists and slave traders I can 
understand. But our own kind?”

Once again, I find that the Christian Holy Scrip-
tures are the best place to start. In the Genesis crea-
tion account, we read that God created creatures 
according to their various kinds. However, there was 
another creature he created according to its own 
kind. This creature was called human. Human is 
translated from the Hebrew word adam, the name 
of the first human. Of all the creatures, God created 
humans of one kind. He only created a male, and 
created the female out of the male. Therefore, there 
is no difference between male and female humans, 
except their genitalia. God even said the male and 
female humans would marry and become one, 
because they were originally of one kind (but this is 
a topic for another day).

When we don’t see ourselves as humans, of one 
kind, we start inventing our own identities. When 
we see foreigners as of another kind, and not our 
own kind, we start discriminating against them, 
because they are not one of us. For example, I used 
to see myself as a Muvenda, but I don’t see myself 
that way anymore (if you are Muvenda, please read 
to the end before you stone me).

new iDentities

Humans are social creatures. They don’t like 
getting lost in the sea of other billions of humans. 
Therefore, they create new identities. Several 
hundred years ago, some humans developed a 
slang (slang is jargon/words used by a particular 
group of humans to understand each other). This 
slang is now called Tshivenda language. Those 
who spoke and understood this slang started 

calling themselves Vhavenda. All other language 
groups came about this way since the time of Babel 
(Genesis 11).

You see, Tshivenda and Vhavenda did not exist 
a thousand years ago. Neither did the English, the 
Afrikaners, the Zulus, the Basothos, and many other 
nationalities. It is the same with cultures. They are 
social inventions by humans, driven by location, 
time and circumstance.

so where Are you from?

When humans identify themselves by their 
language, culture or their GPS location on the earth, 
they misrepresent their own identity. 

When we see foreigners as of 
another kind, and not our own 

kind, we start discriminating  
against them 

Three years ago, I met one of Africa’s greatest 
minds in Oxford, England. His name is Eddie Obeng. 
By original location of his parents, he is from Ghana. 

As we were having tea, somebody asked him a 
question: “So, Eddie, where are you from?”

Eddie responded in a way that stayed with me 
since then. He said: “Do you mean where am I from 
this morning, last week, last year, ten years ago, 
thirty years ago, a hundred years ago, a thousand 
years ago, or six thousand years ago?”  Of course 
Eddie knew what the person who asked the ques-
tion meant. He was just making a point. If he said 
he was from London, he did not know what we 
thought of Londoners. If he said he was from Africa, 
or Ghana, or Kumasi, or that he is Ashanti, he did 
not know what our attitudes are to those identities. 
We would put him in a box, and he did not like that.

If I call myself a Muvenda, I define my origins 
as being less than a thousand years old. If I define 
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myself as a South African, my origins are less 
than five hundred years old. If I define myself as a 
Guatenger (somebody from the Gauteng province 
of South Africa), I define my origins as less than ten 
years old. As you can see, my identity is what I see 
my origins to be.

As a converted xenophobic pastor, I had to rede-
fine my origins. Now I see myself as a human, a 
descendant of Adam, the first human. I am not a 
Muvenda, but you may call me that if calling me 
human leaves you feeling short-changed. 

you Are ALL one in Jesus Christ

When God started the Christian church two 
thousand years ago (church is simply a group of 
Christian believers), he started by breaking down 
the main human symbol of identity in human society, 
namely, language, because he wanted the church to 
be comprised of humans, and not Jews, not Greeks, 
not Romans, not males, not females, nor rich, nor 
the poor from the other 
side of the tracks. This is 
what happened on the 
Day of Pentecost, the day 
the church started in its 
current form. 

“And everyone present 
was filled with the Holy 
Spirit and began speaking 
in other languages, as the 
Holy Spirit gave them this 
ability… When they heard 
the loud noise, everyone 
came running, and they 
were bewildered to hear 
their own languages being 
spoken by the believers. 
They were completely 
amazed. “How can this 
be?” they exclaimed. 

“These people are all from 
Galilee and yet we hear 
them speaking in our 
own native languages!  
Here we are—Parthians, 
Medes, Elamites, people from Mesopotamia, Judea, 
Cappadocia, Pontus, the province of Asia,  Phrygia, 
Pamphylia, Egypt, and the areas of Libya around 
Cyrene, visitors from Rome  (both Jews and converts 
to Judaism), Cretans, and Arabs. And we all hear 
these people speaking in our own languages about 
the wonderful things God has done!”(Acts 2: 4-11 
NLT)

Paul, having gotten the point of what the church 
was, changed his view of believers and people in 
general. He made this point repeatedly in his writ-
ings:

“For you are all children of God through faith 
in Christ Jesus...There is no longer Jew or Gentile, 
slave or free, male and female. For you are all one 
in Christ Jesus.” (Galatians 3:26-28 NLT), see also 

Romans 3:9; 3:30; 10:12; 1 Corinthians. 10:32; 
12:13; Colossians 3:11). 

Jesus became a human, and died for humans, 
so that humans could become humans again, as 
God created them to be. He removed the wall that 
divided people, namely language, culture, location, 
gender and social status. “ For Christ himself has 
brought peace to us. He united Jews and Gentiles 
into one people when, in his own body on the cross, 
he broke down the wall of hostility that separated 
us.” (Ephesians. 2:14 NLT)

So, are you xenophobic? It is a matter of how 
you see or define yourself, or what your assumed 
identity is. If you are anything other than human, 
you will be surprised at what humans may become 
when an opportunity arises. Ask the Rwandans. Ask 
the South Africans. Ask the Germans, the British or 
the Americans. Ask the Zimbabweans. 

The real danger with xenophobia is not just 
that a lot of helpless foreigners are targeted. It is 

in that identities 
are figments of our 
imaginations. If 
the foreigners who 
are not our “own 
kind” are gone, we 
will fight amongst 
the amaZulu and 
BaSotho and amaX-
hosa as we did in the 
past, because they 
are not our “own 
kind.” If the BaSotho 
are not around, we 
will find new identi-
ties to fight around, 
including our village 
or suburb, even our 
surnames. Even 
if everybody else 
is gone and it is 
just me and my 
brother, I will turn 
on my brother. Why? 
Because, as James 

said, these fights come from evil desires within 
us. We want what we don’t have, and we will kill 
or maim to get it. Whether it is a Mozambican, a 
South African, a Mosotho, a neighbour, or even my 
brother, I will kill and hurt if my lust and greed is not 
under control.

Thank God he has saved me from the foolishness 
of my old identity. Our South African Constitution 
Fathers, had the foresight to state in the preamble: 

“We, the people of South Africa, Believe that South 
Africa belongs to all who live in it, united in our diver-
sity.” 

You have heard my confession. Are you xeno-
phobic? F2F
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