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chapter 1

The Research Concern

He who has shared your food knows what is inside of you.








   Fulbe Proverb

Our family spent five years among the Fulbe as missionaries, during which time we made many close friendships.  We lived in a small village in order to better experience life from the their perspective and avoided living in a mission compound, choosing instead to rent a home.  I requested a portion of land from the local Muslim authorities, planted small plots of millet, corn, peanuts and groundnuts and worked them in the traditional way.  We kept animals typical of other respected village neighbors—goats, chickens, pigeons, horses and a cow.  I made my visits to outlying villages on a horse and was called Mal Ousmanou (Mal is short for Mallum, a common designation for a religious teacher).  Because we came with a practical love for the Fulbe, given to us by God, we sought to serve them in any way we could.  I reconstructed what was once one of the better wells in the neighborhood, helped neighbors plant and nurture fruit trees (a hobby of mine is horticulture), prayed for their sick when asked, and basically used any skills or knowledge I had to help where needed.  My wife, Alice, made two evening meals daily—one for our family and one that I brought across the street each evening to eat with my language helper (who became my closest friend), Hamidou.  Having regularly eaten nyiiri (a millet dish somewhere between porridge and bread), having sipped gaari with a gourd-like ladle (garri is a hot-cereal often made with slightly sour milk) on many cool and dusty mornings, and having taken Fulbe names, affectionately bestowed by the people of Doumrou, part of our family’s ethos and history will forever be united with being Fulbe.  Due to the many relationships, language skills and cultural understandings developed during this time, I was able to maximize my time in Cameroon, during a two-month period in 2002, to conduct the interviews for this project.

The Fulbe

Ethnic groups in various localities who call themselves Fulbe inhabit a swath of the African continent along the southern Sahara from Senegal on the western Atlantic coast all the way to Lake Chad, reaching the western edge of Ethiopia.  Most the areas where the Fulbe are found are in the semi-arid portion between the Sahara and more forested regions closer to the equator, between and five degrees and fifteen degrees north latitude.  The Fulbe include as many as twenty-five million individuals in twenty African nations, with six-eight million living as nomads, depending on how one classifies them and who is doing the counting.  Their preferred designation is Fulbe, although they are also referred to as Fulani (English), Peul (French), Ful (German), Fula, Pulaar, and various other ethnonymns depending on locality (Nelson 1997, 1). 

Due to their wide dispersion, their nomadic history, and their use of a very powerful concept of identity called pulaaku, the Fulbe have been important players in the sub-Saharan African ethnic context.  Fulbe generally self-reference as Muslims, and some clans and social classes of Fulbe have had a huge impact on the spread of Islam in the Sahel, especially in northern Cameroon.  There are also groups of Fulbe who self-reference as Christians, therefore both Muslims and Christian were studied.

The Fulbe and the Gospel

Identity is key to life for the Fulbe.  Identity as an integrated understanding of self and one’s place within the Fulbe community, encompassing both practical and ultimate things, is included within the meanings of the Fulfulde word pulaaku.  Studying the concept of pulaaku is the most reasonable way to effectively incarnate the Gospel in Fulbe content and form, therefore, this research examines the perceptions, revealed in discourse, of various sedentary Fulbe in northern Cameroon regarding pulaaku, the major concept of Fulbe identity.  Some of these Fulbe are pastoralists and some are first generation sedentary, having given up the semi-nomadic way of life due to increasing difficulties like national and privatized land boundaries and robbery.  The Fulbe in this study have been classified into four groups based on the interview results: Fulbe Conventional Muslims, Fulbe Folk Muslims, Fulbe Conventional Believers (Christians), and Fulbe Folk Believers (Christians).  This study is both anthropological and missiological in nature.

The Goal

The goal of the study is to provide solid descriptive research, within the context of good Missiology, as a basis for those who seek to contextualize the Gospel among the pastoral and sedentary Fulbe, particularly in northern Cameroon.  Within this larger goal the research will probe the impact of conversion on the identity of Fulbe Christians, through the analysis of how such a change in world-view is described by the informants as impacting one’s pulaaku within both the Muslim and Christian communities.  

Assumptions

As a person committed to the reliability of the Bible, I am under moral obligation to do serious ontological reflection and inquiry into the moral, ethical and theological implications, applying myself wholistically to the interpretation process.  Not all things are nourishing as human food, and not all beliefs and practices are helpful to individuals or societies.  

As a missiologist, I am committed to the truth that God has called us to use all means, within the law of Christ, to extend the life-transforming knowledge of the Gospel of the One True God into all parts of the world.  If physicians do not share truth about healing with others, they are guilty of not correctly practicing their profession.  If people from a human rights observation team do not report and seek to correct abuses, they are not worthy of being called human rights observers.  Christians who are committed to the truth that God works goodness, justice, and righteousness on the earth, and eternally saves believers from the destructive powers of sin, death and the devil, must seek to publish, speak, and live that truth.  If they do not do so, they are culpable of withholding, that which is intended to be, global public knowledge (see Lesslie Newbigin 1978 as well as Isa 42:1-12; Matt 28:18-20).

Mission is primarily the activity of God whereby He declares Himself: where He self-identifies “incarnationally” (see John 1).  Human beings enter into missions--those various activities of imperfectly trying to grasp and apply God’s activity and His command to love others in specific situations with varying methodologies.  The ends do not always justify the means however, and all that is called “missions” may not always be justifiable based on God’s revealed character in Christ.  Mission in Christ is the activity of God’s grace and truth encountering fallen humanity and misaligned human systems through people called to holy lives in Christ, who are simultaneously forgiven and part of God’s kingdom while they yet struggle with sin and its ongoing effects in their lives.  Followers of Christ are never immune from mistakes and sin, yet they are called to be noticeably more loving than the world around them.  

The missionary journey is a relational event and an interrelational process entered into by God’s call and man’s agreement, in faith.  The Bible says that God’s Mission has ecclesial/missional purpose, which is, becoming “all things to all people, that I might by all means save some” (1 Cor 9:22b NRSV).  

Salvation is neither exclusively “otherworldly” nor individualistic; it comes from and returns to ultimate relational community (Gen 1:27; Rom 8:28-30; Rev 20:3-4).  Salvation is much more than a moral position: its morality comes out of a restoration of a proper relational image in the conscience of those who are being saved.  As such, relational community as local congregation now is the social component where the renewal of God’s image in persons takes place.  This position “sees the imago dei as humankind’s divinely given goal or destiny . . .” and, “this self ‘is not given ready-made but has to be made in the course of existence’” (Grenz 2001, 178).  I would add that it takes place interaction with others in divine/human community.

The Gospel is carried and spoken by the Body of Christ, those who now have their identity eternally fixed in God (see Phil 2:1-11; Eph 4:11-13).  The Gospel cannot be disembodied for it is the incarnated Word in Christ as well as an incarnated message in His Church.  Those sent as messengers are called to “become as” others are, in other cultures, for the love and glory of God (1 Cor 9:19-23).  

Missiology exists as a discipline to facilitate the announcement, in word and deed, of what the Bible calls, “Good News,” specifically that the One, Almighty and Eternal God has come to save us in Christ and bless everyone in turning us from wickedness and darkness to the light of God in Christ.  The Gospel is universal, for all people in all situations.  Missiologists use resources from theology, history, linguistics, the social sciences and technology in such a way as to further the announcement of a crucified and risen Savior and Lord.  Mission work finds its highest joy in pleasing its Lord in loving and faithful service and in seeing others come to a saving knowledge of the truth (Rom 6:1-14; 1 Cor 15:1-5; John 13:34; 15:8).

Anthropology and Theology are in creative tension, not opposition.  Missiology exists as an integrative art and science, seeking to examine all the evidence from God’s creation, that is what is revealed by carefully observing the world around us from as many perspectives as possible, including the study of man, as well as the evidence from the Book of special revelation, Holy Scripture.   

Ethnography as a branch of anthropology “deals descriptively with specific cultures” (Webster’s New World Dictionary) and in this research includes all of the evidence our subjects offered to describe and explain the complex set of interactions making up the totality of their lives, including their concepts of ultimate and practical realities.  I am convinced that unless one goes to others as a learner and listener, the resulting ethnological comparisons will be unduly tainted by the ethnocentrism of the researcher.  In other words, anthropology has at heart a required moral component, as Paul Riesman has said, “To become so personally involved that one could be transformed and enriched by the experience of living with others requires a basic humility” (1992, 6).  This includes reporting all aspects of the people and societies encountered from the perspective of that ethnic group.  I have also assumed that a distinction ought to be maintained between what the Fulbe said—data, and between what we say about what they have said—interpretation.  And, I reason that such a maintained distinction does not exclude a missiological interpretation and application of anthropological data, which is valid because people believe in ultimate things and the interplay of the practical and the ultimate which brings meaning and purpose to human existence.  Because such reasonable beliefs and phenomena exist in the world of human beings, it is the task of research to carefully observe and fully report what exists.  
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