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Epigraph 
The search for meaning must always precede the search for truth. 
The search for meaning leads to understanding, while the search 
for truth is a search for power. 
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Preface 
From the famous “Reconciliation Speech” of Robert Mugabe at 
independence in 1980, Zimbabwe has enjoyed its fair share of 
international limelight, initially as the beacon of hope for Africans 
but in 1995, through the famous “worse than dogs and pigs 
speech” at the ZIBF in reference to homosexual persons, Zim-
babwe once again hogged the international limelight though this 
time as a brutal abuser of human rights. This study sought to 
investigate and understand the central problems exposed in the 
debate following the 1995 speech, with a special interest on the 
manner in which the Bible was used in the debate. While the Bi-
ble occupies a privileged position, attempts have been made to 
understand the debate within its socio-historical context. 

A socio-historical analysis of the Zimbabwean debate on homo-
sexuality in this study has demonstrated widespread agreement 
that homosexual persons do exist in Zimbabwe and have been in 
existence for much longer than many Zimbabweans are willing to 
admit. The existence of same-sex sexual practices in the colonial 
and post-colonial eras in Zimbabwe is testified to in some 
sources, while some traditional notions point to the existence of 
some forms of same-sex practices in the pre-colonial era. While 
many would argue that the debate was about the origins of homo-
sexuality, this study has argued that the debate was centred on the 
acceptability or unacceptability of homosexuality or homosexual 
persons within Zimbabwean communities. The Zimbabwean 
debate shows that there are apparent double standards in the 
manner in which homosexuality and heterosexuality are treated in 
contemporary Zimbabwean communities. Homosexuality is ridi-
culed because it is violent and criminal. Homosexual persons are 
ridiculed because they are promiscuous and indecent since they 
seek “to have sex in public” according to Mugabe. The same ac-
tions seen as private issues for heterosexual persons are made 
public concerns for homosexual persons. In all this, the Bible has 
been invoked to justify and legitimize the negative perceptions 
and stereotypes people have of homosexual persons. 
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This study further observes that homosexuality has exposed a 
fundamental dilemma for Zimbabweans. Zimbabwe like many 
other African nations stands at a cultural crossroads and face the 
challenge of choosing between monadic Western cultural heri-
tages upon which the modern state is based or dyadic pre-colonial 
cultural heritage whose survival is attested to in many practices in 
contemporary Zimbabwe and to which some aspire to return. 
With no clear guidelines on how to compromise between the two 
cultural heritages, the cultural crossroads appears to be a dead-
end. It is argued in this study that the homosexual debate should 
be seen as one of many issues that have been at the centre of ma-
ny North-South cultural tussles in the 20th and 21st centuries. 
The sexual rights lobby represented by GALZ bases its arguments 
on the primacy of the individual and the existence of “inalienable 
individual rights” for all while the responses from politicians, 
traditional leaders and Christians have tended to emphasize the 
primacy of the community. Most Zimbabwean communities re-
main undecided or uncommitted as to whether they are dyadic or 
monadic. The post-colonial communities in which the debate 
played out appear to be the most affected due to the existence of 
these two competing cultural systems in both of which they have 
been thoroughly socialized.  

Throughout this study it is contended that the Bible is a culturally, 
socially, geographically and historically limited collection of writ-
ings and the most influential book among contemporary Zim-
babweans of whom about 70% profess to be Christian. On this 
basis, an exegetical analysis of the key biblical texts (Genesis 19, 
Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13, Romans 1:24-26, 1 Corinthians 6:9 and 
1 Timothy 1:10) used against homosexuality appears to sustain 
the general conclusion that these texts are neither general state-
ments nor universal injunctions. The argument in this study is 
that these texts are reactive not proactive. They respond to existen-
tial circumstances of their time within the parameters of their 
knowledge at that time. This study therefore rejects the assump-
tion that on homosexuality the Bible is timeless! It is further ar-
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gued that the Bible was deployed in the Zimbabwean debate to 
justify prejudices; hence the call to study the Bible critically. In-
stead of seeking to understand the Bible in its own context, the 
contributors sought to justify their perceptions. However, taking 
cognisance of the fact that the Bible remains critical for the Chris-
tian faith, it is argued that the texts on homosexuality clearly pro-
vide guidelines for deplorable and condemnable same-sex prac-
tices, particularly those meant to dominate and humiliate others. 
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CHAPTER 1:  GENERAL INTRODUCTION  

1.1  Statement of the Problem 
This study has as its major focus the Bible and Homosexuality in 
Zimbabwe. These two subjects are essentially challenging and 
controversial in almost all Christian communities throughout the 
world. In this context therefore, the central problem lies in the 
interface between the Bible and homosexuality in Zimbabwe. This 
interface has invoked political, cultural, religious and social con-
troversies in Zimbabwe for the past two decades, with an un-
precedented public participation between 1995 and 2000. Owing 
to the different perceptions that scholars and ordinary readers of 
the Bible have, there have been marked differences on how one 
can deal with homosexuality or sexual minorities within studies of 
the Bible. What then is the relationship between the biblical in-
junctions on homosexuality and contemporary attitudes to homo-
sexuality and homosexual persons in Zimbabwe?  

Homosexual persons have challenged the Zimbabwean society to 
honour individual sexual rights and have asked to be tolerated and 
not to be hated. Politicians have called homosexual practice a 
criminal offence and have threatened to send homosexual persons 
to jail; traditional leaders with the support of both politicians and 
Christian leaders have labeled homosexuality un-African and a 
clear case of Western cultural imperialism and therefore totally 
unacceptable. Christians with the consent of politicians and tradi-
tional leaders have invoked the Bible in labeling homosexual prac-
tice a sin roundly condemned by the “Word of God”, the Bible. 
The Bible has been invoked mostly as the final authority on the 
subject of homosexuality, and two contending modes of reading 
have emerged: on the one hand, the majority of Christians have 
insisted on using the “explicit texts” (namely, Gen. 19:1-29; Lev. 
18:22; 20:13; 1Cor. 6:9-10; Rom. 1:18-32; and 1Tim. 1:10), while, 
homosexual persons have emphasized the central message of the 
Christian faith represented in the empathy and love demonstrated 
by Jesus towards those on the fringes of society. 
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The central problem can therefore be sufficiently represented 
through a number of questions that this study sets out to investi-
gate: What is the understanding of homosexuality in the Zim-
babwean debate? Did the biblical authors know homosexuality as 
it is known now through the acquisition of scientific knowledge? 
Are there other issues that could have influenced the debate? Fur-
ther, should the Bible be literally transplanted into contemporary 
debates irrespective of contemporary knowledge that challenges 
some biblical assertions? 

1.1.1  The Bible as a Problem 

The idea of making the Bible part of the problem in this study is 
itself problematic because the Bible is treated by most Zimbab-
wean Christians as “the Holy Scriptures originally given by God, 
divinely inspired, infallible, without error and the supreme au-
thority in all matters of faith and conduct.”1 This has had the ef-
fect of making the Bible the last “court of appeal” on any subject 
that may confront faith communities including non-members 
who happen to live within the community’s sphere of influence. 
The inspiration and infallibility of the Bible have remained fertile 
grounds for scholarly disputes. In the Zimbabwean context these 
concepts are invoked to silence those who are inquisitive yet as 
Martin Prozesky writes;  

Deference to scriptural authority is not in practice a straightforward 
matter, for when a man regards the Bible as a supreme authority he will 
face a number of problems: the Bible does not contain provisions for all 
conceivable situations; it does not always speak with one voice on a 
given subject; its meanings are often far from clear.2 

Essentially, the Bible is problematic because Zimbabwean users 
of the Bible have tried to extract from it more than the Bible can 
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provide and conveniently ignored the fact that “no text [including 
the Bible] comes to us without the plural and ambiguous history 
effects of its own production and its former receptions.”3  
Even though believers perceive the Bible as the supreme author-
ity, they almost always want and have to interpret it. The result of 
this need for interpretation is important for this study. Norman 
Gottwald raises a question that remains valid to date: “Why is it 
that people have such different, even contradictory, understand-
ings of the religious meaning and value of the Bible?”4 Further, 
“the ease with which one can use a passage of scripture to one’s 
advantage shows the need for serious Bible study in a critical 
sense and not in a merely literal sense.”5 The Bible therefore 
forms part of the problem because it is a site of struggle6 and in it 
the debate on homosexuality is being fought. The problems of 
interpretation are exacerbated in the Zimbabwean debate because 
of the apparent disregard of the importance of the socio-historical 
context within which the “explicit texts” were coined, hence the 
question, is the Bible a historically, socially and culturally unlim-
ited and timeless book? 

1.1.2  Homosexuality as a Problem  

That homosexuality is considered here as part of the problem is 
also problematic. Homosexuality is frequently dealt with at vari-
ous levels in different communities, from political, cultural, bio-
logical and religious perspectives. Homosexuality is a challenge 
that cuts across all these spheres and despite the fact that it has 
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been under discussion in the West since the nineteenth century7 
no country, including Zimbabwe, can assert that homosexuality is 
no longer a challenge in their societies. In spite of the few num-
bers of out-gays and lesbians, Zimbabweans from all walks of life 
responded as though their very ‘survival’ depended on this sub-
ject. That homosexuality inspired and instigated such a heated 
debate in Zimbabwe is part of the reason why it is a part of the 
study’s problem. 

Homosexual is an unusual word in that it is a compound word, made 
from the Greek prefix homo and the Latin root sexualis. The Greek prefix 
homo is translated ‘same’ in English hence when translated into English 
homosexualis is same-sex. Homosexual which is compounded macaroni-
cally of a Greek prefix and Latin root, its most obvious meaning is ‘of 
one sex’ (as homogeneous, ‘of one kind’). This definition is quite ade-
quate in reference to a relationship or sexual act: sexual relation involv-
ing two parties ‘of one sex’ is indeed a homosexual one.8  

While John Boswell gives the impression that homosexuality can 
refer to either relationship or activity, this is not universally ac-
cepted. According to Bebson Igboin homosexuality is the “persis-
tent preoccupation with erotic encounters involving members of 
the same sex, which may or may not be acted out with another 
person”9 essentially raising doubts about the possibility of same-
sex relationships.  
In Zimbabwe, it has been argued that homosexuality has always 
been part of Zimbabwean societies from the pre-colonial times10, 
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while for others homosexuality is a western attempt at culturally 
re-colonising Zimbabwe hence Chris Dunton and Mai Palmberg 
rightly observes that “the push by predominantly foreign indi-
viduals and institutions for the recognition of gay rights was in-
terpreted by the [Harare] Sunday Mail as ‘an attempt to manufac-
ture the gays and lesbians of Zimbabwe as a burning human 
rights issue’ as an attempt to re-colonise Zimbabwe.”11 The chal-
lenge therefore is, whether homosexuality is indeed part of the 
neo-colonial agenda of Western nations or is it being used as a 
ruse for undermining individual human rights under the pretext 
of protecting cultural identity and sovereignty? 

1.2  The Bible and Homosexuality in Previous Studies 
There exist substantial pieces of literature on the subject that it is 
impossible to deal with all the literature here. This section is 
therefore not exhaustive of the literature in circulation. Instead, 
this section seeks to give a sample of the discussions that have 
characterized most of the written works. Three sub-sections focus-
ing on literature from the Western world, from Africa but outside 
Zimbabwe and finally literature from and about Zimbabwe will be 
deployed.  

1.2.1  The Bible and Homosexuality in the West 

The Western world is rightly credited for trend-setting in biblical 
studies, of special importance being developments leading to and 
during the Enlightenment era and beyond. The Enlightenment 
era greats “believed that human reason could be used to combat 
ignorance, superstition, and tyranny and to build a better world. 
Their principal targets were religion (embodied in France in the 
Catholic Church) and the domination of society by a hereditary 
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aristocracy.”12 While emphasizing rational thought, it was an era 
that sought to challenge the authoritarian nature of the Church 
then hence Paul Brians writes; 

One way to undermine the power of the Church was to undermine its 
credibility, and thus Voltaire devoted a great deal of his time to attacking 
the fundamentals of Christian belief: the inspiration of the Bible, the in-
carnation of God in Jesus Christ, the damnation of unbelievers.13  

Prior to this era, the Bible had largely been studied dogmatically 
in most cases with the Church deciding all issues to do with in-
terpretation. The Enlightenment opened the doors to the critical 
study of the Bible.  

Similarly, there have been wide ranging developments also sur-
rounding the subject of homosexuality in the Western world, 
from the hey days of the Inquisitions and burning of homosexual 
persons on the stakes, then the medicalization of homosexuality 
during which time homosexuality was associated with some de-
velopmental challenges on the part of homosexual persons. Fi-
nally, the Western world has now reached a stage of relative po-
litical tolerance hence people in the Western countries need to be 
“politically correct” when addressing this subject. This section 
seeks to highlight the impact of these developments on contem-
porary perceptions apparent in the Zimbabwean debate and on 
this study. 

1.2.1.1  On the interpretation of the Bible 

Many names can be given when the history of the critical study of 
the Bible is retold, among the leading figures being Baruch 
Spinoza, arguably the father of the historical-critical methods14, 
Julius Wellhausen15 who popularized source criticism and Her-

                                                      
12  Paul Brians “The Enlightenment” 11/03/1998 available online: www.wsu. 

edu/~brians/hum_303/enlightenment.html accessed 10/12/ 2008. 
13  Paul Brians “The Enlightenment”. 
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man Gunkel16, the father of form criticism. Subsequent methods 
were developed in the West and these can be classified under the 
historical-critical methods, the literary-critical methods and social-
scientific methods of studying the Bible. These methods arose 
mainly as a reaction to the confessional and religious methods 
that had been in use in biblical studies as sponsored by the chur-
ches prior to this era.17 It is important to highlight that these de-
velopments changed the people’s perceptions of the Bible in the 
West and their influence spread from Europe throughout the 
world, at least in those areas where the Bible is studied critically.  

These different methods have particular and sometimes exclusive 
contentions and have had varied impact on the contemporary 
usage and perceptions on the Bible. “The historical-critical ap-
proaches were/are concerned with the relationship between the 
text and the author or source.”18 These approaches emphasized 
the historical nature of the Bible hence they raised questions re-
garding authorship, date and place of writing and intended audi-
ence. To this effect John Barton argues “Historical critics are in-
terested in genetic questions […] in the ‘original’ meaning of the 
text, what it meant to original readers.”19 The assumption behind 
this is best summed up by Robertson Smith who writes, “[…] the 
main reason why so many parts of the Old Testament [the Bible] 
are practically a sealed book even to thoughtful people is simply 
that they have not the historical key to the interpretation of that 
wonderful literature.”20 The infallibility of the Bible and the 
meaning of the inspiration of the Bible became highly debatable 
owing to the fact that these methods went a long way to demon-
strate that the Bible had a history and that it was produced by 
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human beings who lived at a particular time and place. Essen-
tially, the Bible became a historical document to be studied like 
other historical productions. 

The historical critical approaches with their scientific claims be-
came the dominant methods of biblical interpretation of the nine-
teenth and part of the twentieth centuries and remain so in bibli-
cal studies in Zimbabwe. This does not at all imply their death in 
the West; rather it is an acknowledgement of the rise of other 
approaches. The rise of other approaches after the successes of 
the historical-critical approaches is predicated on the realisation 
that historical-critical approaches tended to rely heavily on extra-
biblical sources. The biblical text was thus not seen as complete in 
itself. This saw approaches that viewed “the Bible as a literary 
production which creates its own fictive world of meaning and 
should be understood as a literary medium, that is, as words that 
conjure up their own imaginative reality.”21 Literary approaches to 
the study of the Bible focus their attention on the text itself and 
were greatly influenced by developments in literature studies. The 
Bible was once again taken off the pedestal of a divine revelation 
and/or a historical document to literature. This interest in the text 
itself led to the development of structuralist, literary and canonical 
approaches.22 

Owing to various theories from the social sciences, biblical stud-
ies were again influenced in the manner in which they could 
study the Bible. The central argument from the social sciences 
being that the text witnesses to the social processes within a par-
ticular community. In this light, “the Bible [was then viewed] as a 
social document that reflects the history of changing social struc-
tures, functions, and roles in ancient Israel.”23 While earlier at-
tempts had emphasized that the Bible is a religious book, with the 
input from social sciences it became apparent that “religion deals 
with the nature of life and death, the creation of the universe, the 
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origin of society and groups within the society, the relationship of 
individuals and groups to one another, and the relation of hu-
mankind to nature.”24 The implication of this observation is that 
within religious texts, one meets all the vicissitudes of social life 
in the community behind the creation of such a religious docu-
ment. The Bible was then understood as a book that upon social 
scientific inquiry can illustrate the social life, social processes and 
social conflicts in ancient Israel. These developments in the study 
of the Bible in the West led to the waning of biblical influence in 
the West, particularly in the public sphere. 

1.2.1.2  Homosexuality and Christianity in Europe 

The word homosexuality is in every way conceivable linked to 
Europe, first because of its derivation from Greek and Latin and 
secondly because it was coined in Europe, “in the late 19th cen-
tury by a German psychologist, Karoly Maria Benkert.”25 While its 
first usage was in Germany, “Charles Gilbert Chaddock is cred-
ited by the Oxford English Dictionary with having introduced ‘ho-
mo-sexuality’ into the English language in 1892, in order to ren-
der a German cognate [Homosexualität] twenty years its senior.”26 
The proclamation of a century of homosexuality as carried in the 
title of David Halpern’s book has other implications besides the 
coinage of the term itself and this has been aptly captured by Mi-
chel Foucault when he writes;  

Homosexuality appeared as one of the forms of sexuality when it was 
transposed from the practice of sodomy onto a kind of interior androg-
yny, a hermaphrodism of the soul. The Sodomite had been a temporary 
aberration; the homosexual was now a species.27  
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This proclamation has as its centre the idea that homosexuality as 
an identity is a nineteenth century European development. This 
however does not at all imply that homosexuality was celebrated 
rather, as James Jones writes, “by the nineteenth century Euro-
pean societies generally viewed sexual relationships between per-
sons of the same sex negatively and it became a ‘crime against 
nature’.”28 With the Church having been such a powerful institu-
tion in the West, the earliest positions regarding same-sex activi-
ties were understood as falling in the domain of the Church. It is 
not surprising that the Bible became influential and this can be 
seen in the ideology of the sodomite, which is based on Gen. 19. 
In that regard Louis Crompton writes, “Christian Europe, from 
the fourth century onward, regarded same-sex relations as anath-
ema, and its nations competed in devising punishments for ‘un-
natural’ crimes. Homosexuality became the peccatum non nomi-
nandum inter Christianos, ‘the sin not even to be mentioned 
among Christians’.”29 

The Enlightenment era in the eighteenth and nineteenth century 
saw homosexuality being removed from the exclusive domain of 
the Church into the public domain;  

during which time much was written about lesbians and gays in Europe, 
psychiatrists, doctors, judges, politicians and the clergy seem to have 
known very well who ‘the homosexual’ was and what ‘he’ was like. The 
discourses about homosexuality and ‘the homosexual’ were still shaped 
by those who had the power, the money and the facilities to publish 
their opinions and points of view.30  

Jones observes that different institutions took turns to condemn 
same-sex sexual acts from the twelfth century: the Church, gov-
ernments, Medicine.31 Could homosexuality be viewed positively 
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during an era when according to Halpern for “modern gynaecolo-
gists [of that time] ‘the fundamental biologic factor in women is 
the urge of motherhood balanced by the fact that sexual pleasure 
is entirely secondary or even absent’.”32 In this context, “sexual 
relations between women are here classed as ‘unnatural’ because 
‘nature’ assumes that what are significant in sexual activity are (i) 
men, (ii) penises that penetrate, and (iii) the articulation thereby 
of relative statuses through relations of dominance.”33 The fact 
that homosexuality was only struck down from the list of the 
American Psychological Association (APA) as a disorder in 1973 
meant that it was understood for long periods as a sickness.34 

As the medical branch in this widespread interest on homosexual-
ity continued to grow in influence, divisions rocked the percep-
tions that people had. According to Jones two camps emerged 
within the medical branch, one advancing the innate theory from 
a biological aspect while the other advanced the social construc-
tion of sexuality in general and homosexuality in particular.35 This 
division is popularly understood as the nature/nurture dichotomy 
and continues to date under the categories of essentialism and 
constructionism. The divisions themselves have not been aided by 
researches from biology, physiology and genetics because none of 
these researches so far has provided irrefutable and absolute con-
clusions and findings.36 With these researches remaining tenta-
tive, scholars of homosexuality and sexuality in general have 
largely relied on conjectures and imagination. 

Among scholars arguing for the social construction of homosexu-
ality and sexuality in general Halpern argues that “unlike sex, 
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which is a natural fact, sexuality is a cultural production.”37 Mi-
chel Foucault seems to have played the role of the god-father for 
this line of argumentation as he argued on the role of the capital-
ist society in the construction of the homosexual as a species.38 
These scholars have also studied same-sex activities from ancient 
Greece and Rome and their conclusion has been that “contempo-
rary homosexuality differs from Greek pederasty but both are 
socially constructed.”39 The arguments are predicated on the un-
derstanding that “the social body precedes the sexual body”40 by 
which it is implied that sexuality is determined and must conform 
to the expectations laid on the social body by the society. The so-
cial body on the other hand is defined by society resulting in the 
construction of the masculine and feminine bodies, in which case 
“masculinity is the aggregate combining the congruent functions 
of penetration, activity, dominance and social precedence [while] 
femininity signifies penetrability, passivity, submission and social 
subordination.”41 These are central arguments within the con-
structionist perspective. 

The essentialist argument has drawn inspiration from the bio-
logical and genetic researches which have tentatively suggested 
there could be a possibility that homosexuality can be caused by 
hormonal, biological or genetic factors. Martti Nissinen writes, 
“The late John Boswell’s Christianity, Social Tolerance and Homo-
sexuality (1980) is a classic essentialist work.”42 Central to the es-
sentialist argument is the idea that homosexuality has always 
been in existence and is not limited to human beings only. Fur-
ther, it is argued that there is enough room to suspect biological, 
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genetic or hormonal bases for sexual orientation as can be seen 
from the samples below. 

Twin studies show a higher concordance for homosexuality among ho-
mozygous twins (identical) than among heterozygous twins (fraternal). 
Among identical twins, concordance rates for homosexuality are re-
ported in the range of 48-66%, which indicates that genetic factors most 
likely play a role but are not the only factors in the expression of homo-
sexuality. Molecular linkage studies have suggested chromosomal re-
gions that may be involved in conferring a susceptibility to homosexual-
ity (for example, Xq28), but a specific gene has not yet been identified.43  

This self-generation of homosexuality is also demonstrated by 
studies of non-human species, from which studies it seems that 
there may be a connection between sexual orientation and bio-
logical make up. According to Patricia Bazemore;  

Same-sex domestic and sexual relationships are a phenomenon found 
not only in humans but also in animals. Intensive studies involving sev-
eral animals (for example birds and sheep) have also shown same-sex 
domestic and sexual relationships. Rosselli notes that studies have 
shown that 8-10% of rams are male-oriented in partner selection. Com-
parative studies of female-oriented and male-oriented rams have not 
identified social factors to explain the dichotomy.44  

Despite the fact that these researches are not absolute and conclu-
sive, essentialist scholars see these results as not disproving the 
innate nature of homosexuality. These inconclusive results are 
good enough to show that homosexuality has always existed from 
ancient Greece and Rome to the present. What happened then 
may not have been explicitly named homosexuality but with the 
benefit of hindsight, essentialist scholars have concluded that it 
was indeed homosexuality. If homosexual persons have existed 
from ancient societies as well as where they are persecuted it 
would suggest that homosexuality is not socially constructed but 
innate. 
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1.2.1.3  Homosexuality in/and the Bible 

Owing to the different perceptions that scholars of the Bible have, 
there have been marked differences on how one can deal with 
homosexuality within biblical studies. Two major positions can be 
identified, that is, on the one hand there are those who argue that 
the Bible condemns all forms of homosexuality, in all places and 
at all times, while on the other hand, there are those who argue 
that the Bible condemns some forms of same-sex practices that 
were known to biblical authors but does not say anything regard-
ing the dominant form of contemporary homosexuality. There are 
texts that have been identified within the Bible, texts that in con-
temporary translations mention homosexuality. The first critical 
question in this is whether the Bible talks about homosexuality as 
it is defined today, particularly the fact that it is seen as consen-
sual.45 Liberal46 western scholars have called for a critical study of 
the texts to understand exactly what they condemned in ancient 
Israel hence Steven Greenberg writes, “In the few sources where 
male homosexual relations do appear, they are part of a depiction 
of exploitation, violence, selfishness and cruelty.”47 In this line of 
argumentation the Bible is taken as condemning some forms of 
same-sex sexual practices, which practices are not necessarily 
similar to contemporary homosexuality. 

There are other scholars who argue that within the Bible there 
exist two forms of values, that is, cultural values and transcultural 
values. The tradition in Christianity has been to ignore cultural 
values, that is, values that are culture specific to the Israelites but 
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it has also maintained the transcultural values because these are 
absolute and cannot be compromised. It is therefore argued by 
William J. Webb that homosexuality is dealt with in the Bible un-
der the realm of transcultural/Kingdom values and since it is 
condemned it means that there is no room for the accommoda-
tion of homosexuality.48 For these scholars, the consistency of the 
Bible, that is, the Old Testament and the New Testament on the 
condemnation of homosexuality implies that homosexuality in all 
its forms is absolutely condemned by the Bible. Indeed, there is 
nothing to discuss save to reiterate the divine position on the sub-
ject and to call upon the sinners to repent. This division among 
biblical scholars in the West continues and similar traits are 
manifest in Zimbabwe as well, though with differing degrees. 

1.2.2  The Bible and Homosexuality in Africa (Excluding  
Zimbabwe) 

There are discussions scattered across the breadth and length of 
the African continent, be it in biblical studies or (homo) sexuality 
or a combination of both. While there are some pieces of litera-
ture coming from different African scholars from different coun-
tries, there is no doubt that South Africa has been the most 
dominant. This is especially true on discussions on homosexuality 
in Africa. This section like the one above is not taken to be ex-
haustive of all works on the subject, rather this section seeks to 
carry out a survey and highlight the major viewpoints and argu-
ments and will be split into three sub-sections, the first focusing 
on the Bible in Africa, the second focusing on South Africa and 
the third focusing on other African contributions. 

1.2.2.1  The Bible in Africa 

The centrality of the Bible in Africa has always been emphasized 
in the works of African theologians and its use in various fora by 
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Africans. This centrality of the Bible led Mercy Amba Oduyoye to 
write that the first source for doing theology is the Bible. Even for 
those who cannot read, the Bible is a living book. If they cannot 
read, they have it read to them.49 The Bible, unlike many other 
books, is not a book for the literate only. It is a book whose influ-
ence does not spare the illiterate, paradoxically, the illiterate read 
the Bible because not only do they hear it read in Churches and 
schools, but more so in their own homes.50 The challenge with 
texts that attain the kind of status that the Bible has attained in 
Africa is that it can inspire communities to do good to or to harm 
others especially when people only consider their actions right if 
“it is in the Bible.”51 This search for what is in the Bible has influ-
enced in large measure the contextualized selective literal appro-
priations of the Bible prevalent in most African Christian com-
munities.  

This centrality of the Bible has not only been limited to popular 
readings of the Bible. In fact, the prominent African scholars who 
have made most of the contributions in biblical studies in Africa 
have been theologians and their interaction with the Bible has 
largely been for theological purposes. Among the leading lights 
on the Bible in Africa being John S. Mbiti, B. Idowu, Dickson 
Kwesi, Gerald O. West, Musa W. Dube and others. Biblical schol-
arship has therefore been a handmaid to theology. Justin S. Uk-
pong developed a chronology of African biblical scholarship and 
divided it into three phases, the first of which begins in the 1930s 
until the 1970s and which he calls the reactive phase. Its major 
focus appears to have been the legitimization of African religion 
and culture through comparative studies. It was then replaced by 
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the reactive-proactive phase of the 1970s to the 1990s, which made 
use of the African context as a resource for biblical interpretation. 
Finally, the 1990s saw the rise of the proactive phase, which made 
the African context the explicit subject of biblical interpretation.52  

The central concern for African theologians has been to establish 
an African Christian Theology that is independent of the western 
roots of most of contemporary African Christianity yet a theology 
that is based on and legitimized by the Bible.53 This quest has 
seen most African theologians arguing that the Bible is at home 
in Africa because “Africans identify with much in the Bible.”54 To 
that extent, Knut Holter is correct when writing “looking back, it 
seems clear that the twentieth century made the Old Testament 
[the Bible] an African book.”55 While attempts have been made to 
appropriate the Bible from an African perspective, these attempts 
have not been fundamentally different from the manner in which 
the Bible was used by Western missionaries, that is, the Bible as 
an instrument that could effectively serve their purpose.  

The only fundamental difference between the two being that 
Western missionaries saw everything African being condemned 
by the Bible while for African theologians, the Bible speaks the 
language of Africans using African conceptions.56 Lately, the Bible 
has also been used to condemn everything labelled Western by 
Africans while justifying almost everything labelled African. This 
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understanding of the Bible has affected the establishment of a 
critical study of the Bible in African institutions of learning as 
they have tended to be dominated by serving Christian ministers 
whose loyalty is more to their Churches than to merely the search 
for understanding the Bible. And, as senior leaders in their chur-
ches, biblical scholars have also been largely preoccupied with 
power relations between parent churches of the North and sister-
churches of the South. 

Further, the convergence of religious leaders’ needs and political 
leaders’ needs, that is, independence from Western dominance 
has affected the development of an independent critical study of 
the Bible in Africa.57 “In the period of post-independence the mis-
sion of the universities was seen as part of the efforts of national 
development; politically, economically, and obviously also cultur-
ally.”58 The 1960s, “from a political perspective, […] saw the libera-
tion of Africa from colonial rule, and from an academic perspec-
tive, it saw various attempts at developing a scholarship that is 
liberated from western dominance and instead rooted in African 
experiences and needs.”59 The Bible was therefore used widely to 
justify various aspects of the newly independent nations from 
political authoritarianism to the reckoning of traditional culture as 
closer to the “divine” culture of ancient Israel and thought pat-
terns of the “Chosen people of the Bible.” 

The search for meaning of biblical texts has never been an issue 
where such texts serve the Christian purpose in a literal sense, as 
in the case of the homosexual texts under consideration in this 
study. Instead, Africans “come to the Bible armed with questions 
arising out of [their] time and circumstance”60 and this has been 
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done at the expense of the Bible as a book with a context and a 
history of its own. There has been an emphasis on texts that could 
sustain this newly discovered self-worthy among Africans after 
decades of being oppressed and ridiculed. Critical biblical scholar-
ship that does not only focus on the ills of the West but of con-
temporary situations in Africa and the role of the Bible in sustain-
ing oppressive structures in the postcolonial era became a still-
birth. This has meant that the Bible is given the pedestal of being 
an unchanging book and very simple to understand and for that 
was widely appropriated not only for faith but for other reasons as 
well. This widespread usage of the Bible is severely questioned in 
the context of the homosexual debate because central to the de-
bate and this study is the search for meaning of the disputed texts. 

1.2.2.2  Bible and Homosexuality in South Africa 

South Africa stands out as the only African country whose consti-
tution explicitly provides for the protection of individuals against 
discrimination on the basis of their sexual orientation.  

Chapter 2-Bill of Rights 9 (3): The state may not unfairly discriminate 
directly or indirectly against anyone on one or more grounds, including 
race, gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social origin, col-
our, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, conscience, belief, cul-
ture, language and birth.61  

Owing to this constitutional provision, it is not surprising that 
South African scholars have dominated in terms of published 
works on the Bible and homosexuality. It is therefore important to 
review what South African scholars have done in this regard.  
The first and most critical contribution from South Africa has 
been the study of the Bible. With the apartheid experience still 
fresh in the life of South Africans, it is not surprising that Gerald 
West has argued that “biblical interpretations have life and death 

                                                      
61  South African Constitution Chapter 2-Bill of Rights 9 (3) 1996, available 
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consequences.”62 It is appreciated that the Bible can be a life-
giving book or a murderous text and this depends on how it is 
interpreted. While there is no agreement on the best method of 
interpretation, there are three ways in which the Bible is being 
read in South Africa by both scholars and ordinary readers. West 
argues that there are three modes of reading the Bible, that is, 
reading behind the text; reading in the text; and reading in front 
of the text.63 Among these modes, some of the methods already 
noted under western literature are fully appreciated. The first em-
phasizes the history of the text, the second implies a literary inter-
rogation of the text itself and the last implies a closer appreciation 
of the influence of the reader on the text. 

What is clear from this analysis is that biblical interpretation is 
not an easy but complex exercise. According to Jeremy Punt, “the 
complexity of biblical interpretation is also present when trying to 
make sense of the biblical texts on homoeroticism. The bigger 
questions on the authority, role and function of the Bible are as 
much part of the current gay-debate.”64 Any attempt at under-
standing homosexuality within the Christian context eventually 
raises critical questions on what the Bible says regarding homo-
sexuality. Among those who have contributed in the South Afri-
can context is Desmond Tutu who has consistently drawn a con-
necting line between racial apartheid in South Africa and the 
Church’s position on homosexuality.  

The Church of Jesus Christ, far from being inclusive and welcoming of 
all, has over and over again pushed many to the periphery; instead of 
being hospitable to all, it has made many of God’s children outcasts and 
pariahs on the basis of something which, like race or gender, they could 
do nothing about – their sexual orientation.65  
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This position has made many friends for Tutu throughout the 
world and even more enemies throughout the world. Paul Ger-
mond and Steve de Gruchy write in introducing their edited book, 
Aliens in the Household of God (1997) “The paradox of the church 
as liberator and church as oppressor is repeatedly demonstrated 
in this book.”66 While the accusation is directed against the 
Church, it is important to note that frequently the Church and the 
Bible are taken as synonymous hence the same statement can be 
said regarding the Bible.  

In most of the writings emanating from South Africa it appears 
there is an appreciation of Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza’s asser-
tion that “intellectual neutrality is not possible in a historical 
world of exploitation and oppression”67, hence as Itumeleng Mo-
sala notes “the Bible must be critically read.”68 To that extent “the 
importance of contexts for understanding the meaning of texts is 
crucial.”69 All this points to one critical contribution to an under-
standing of the Bible, that is, “the Bible is itself a cultural prod-
uct.”70 The challenge on the homosexual subject is to understand 
what was known and therefore condemned by the biblical au-
thors. It is assumed that these texts are culture specific and there-
fore do respond to same-sex practices known to their culture. 
Equally important is that most of the scholars do not question the 
existence of homosexuality in South Africa, with Dunbar Moodie 
showing the existence of same-sex practices and relationships in 
South African mines and townships.71 
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1.2.2.3  Other African Contributions outside South Africa 

Despite the well known and articulated position on the un-
Africanness of homosexuality, the publicity given to this view is 
not matched in terms of the quantity of publications by African 
scholars. On the un-Africanness of homosexuality, Cletus 
Chukwu argues that “it is morally wrong to allow the integration 
of homosexuality into the African culture and society.”72 It is 
widely asserted that homosexuality is foreign to African peoples 
and societies. This section seeks to review some of the publica-
tions that are coming from African scholars outside South Africa 
and Zimbabwe but mainly focusing on sub-Saharan Africa. This 
section will consider both homosexuality and the Bible concur-
rently because that is how most of the scholars to be reviewed 
have dealt with the two subjects. 

Bebson Ohihon Igboin defines homosexuality as the “persistent 
preoccupation with erotic encounters involving members of the 
same sex, which may or may not be acted out with another per-
son.”73 The definition preferred by Igboin is widely accepted by 
other conservative Africans who argue on the centrality of sexual 
intercourse in homosexual activities. In the same article, Igboin 
dismisses bisexuality as homosexuality and concludes that the 
essentialist explanation is severely flawed and contends that ‘legal 
morality’ has been used to attack and undermine the biblical view 
of homosexuality.74 Similarly, Justin Clemency Nabushawo, the 
editor of the journal African Ecclesial Review writes in one of the 
editorials, “Homosexual unions do not in any way contribute to 
the common good of humanity, as they are anti-life, anti-social 
and anti-Scriptural.”75  
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The second major contention is that homosexuality and active 
homosexuals are not widespread in Africa, rather they are mainly 
found in areas dominated by Europeans and Americans. It is in 
this context that Chukwu writes; “In the contemporary world, the 
greed for money and material wealth as the means of economic 
survival may compel numerous unemployed heterosexual people 
to drift into bisexuality prostitution in the world’s cities where 
there are many rich gays and lesbians.”76 Without emphasizing 
that the rich gays and lesbians are whites, the fact that Chukwu 
locates this in cities, the cosmopolitan centres in Africa, the idea 
of the dominance of Westerners can be inferred. Such areas are 
supposed to include Zimbabwe, Kenya and South Africa. The 
Zimbabwean case is illustrated by the need by homosexuals, 
mostly whites, demanding to exhibit at the Book Fair.77 This im-
plies that homosexual persons demand to be heard only if they are 
in areas dominated by Europeans and Americans because they are 
the ones who introduced and tolerate this practice and condition.  

Closely connected to this is the assertion that “the HIV/AIDS 
disease spreading over the globe is a consequence of homosexual-
ity.”78 Due to the role played by Archbishop Peter Akinola in the 
Anglican debate on homosexuality, Igboin writes;  

Finally, when two ideologies clash, as a Christian, one must of necessity 
view them from the biblical standpoint. And when one is preposterous 
to the Bible, it is to be jettisoned for the Bible’s position because of its 
moral and ultimate consequences. This to our mind is what the Angli-
can Church (Nigeria) has done.79  

What is of critical importance is the assumption that there exists 
an uncontested and incontestable biblical view, a position that is 
widely held in Africa. This will be challenged in this work because 

                                                      
76  Chukwu “Homosexuality and the African Culture”, 295. 
77  Cf. Muyiwa Falaiye in Igboin „A Moral Appraisal of Homosexuality in Bibli-

cal, Western and African Worldviews“, 348. 
78  Igboin „A Moral Appraisal of Homosexuality in Biblical, Western and Afri-

can Worldviews“, 355. 
79  Igboin „A Moral Appraisal of Homosexuality in Biblical, Western and Afri-

can Worldviews“, 353. 



 43 

the existence of an uncontested biblical injunction on homosexu-
ality may not necessarily be appropriate. 

Robert Baum argues on the existence of ritual homosexuality in 
Africa particularly the so-called transgenerational and transgen-
deral types of homosexuality while in some communities egalitar-
ian homosexual relations do exist but lack religious significance.80 
The existence of ritual homosexuality has not been extensively 
covered in many other publications hence Baum bemoans the 
lack and scarcity of publications on the subject of sexuality in 
general and also observes that in southern Africa, homosexual 
relations intensified during the colonial era as families were sepa-
rated and exclusive men only compounds created.81 The lack of 
publications remains an inhibiting factor in this line of academic 
inquiry even though some publications continue to trickle in. 

There are some African figures who are prominent whenever 
homosexuality is the subject and Neville Hoad identifies Robert 
Mugabe, Daniel Arap Moi, Sam Nujoma as well as Yoweri Muse-
weni who all characterized homosexuality as un-African.82 For all 
the historical work Hoad does in this book, two observations are 
worth noting here: First that “the European construction of sexu-
ality coincides with the epoch of Imperialism and the two inter-
connect […] [second] homosexuality may be used to mask various 
interests from different and competing groups.”83 These observa-
tions are essential for an exhaustive understanding of homosexu-
ality in Africa and will be pursued also in this study. In most of 
the publications it is generally argued that “homosexuality was 
not conceived as part of the created order at all but as part of its 
dissolution. And as such it was not a sexuality in its own right, but 
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existed as a potential for confusion and disorder in one undivided 
sexuality.”84 

Some key issues from this survey are that: First, some African 
scholars have argued and continue to do so, that homosexuality is 
not African, that the West has played a role in the emergence of 
this condition in Africa. Others do acknowledge the existence of 
homosexual persons in Africa and most of them are white schol-
ars. There is a general agreement outside South Africa that the 
Bible is decisive on the subject of homosexuality and that is, the 
Bible does not allow homosexuality in all its forms, ancient or 
contemporary. The finality with which the Bible is always used is 
part of the uniqueness of the African argument especially because 
the Bible was also introduced in most African communities by 
missionaries from the West. “Christianity was presented with its 
Western-Judeo-Roman civilization or the Anglo-Saxon civilization 
to the people of ‘other cultures’ without any sort of integration.”85 
In most cases, as in this, what applies for Christianity applies also 
for the Bible because many scholars have always treated the two 
as synonymous. 

1.2.3  Bible and Homosexuality in Zimbabwe 

The idea of separating Zimbabwe from the rest of Africa is not 
informed by any special uniqueness of Zimbabwe, rather it is 
informed by two factors: First, Zimbabwe is my main focus in 
this study hence the need to separate it from the rest of Africa. 
Second, this separation allows for a better review of the works 
emanating from Zimbabwe without diluting them with other 
works. Despite the special position of Zimbabwe in this work, this 
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section is not at all exhaustive of the works because it is possible 
that I have not seen some works. 

1.2.3.1 The Bible in Zimbabwean Publications 

It is widely accepted in Zimbabwean literature that Christianity 
and the Bible were introduced in the country from Europe. It is in 
this regard that Adrian Hastings writes, “The nineteenth century 
was the golden age of the Protestant missionary and Africa his 
most challenging field of work.”86 This observation is echoed by 
Chengetai Zvobgo who also notes that Christianity came to Zim-
babwe from the West through South Africa in the nineteenth 
century.87 A number of publications focusing on the history of 
Christianity in Zimbabwe do exist but their treatment of the Bible 
is fragmentary at best.88 To a large extent, most Zimbabwean 
writers have always treated the Bible as part of the Christian mis-
sion. This is true in as much as the Bible was brought by Chris-
tian missionaries but it also fails to appreciate that the Bible 
slowly and gradually grew bigger than the missionaries. Despite 
this apparent lack of interest in the Bible as an entity the frag-
ments that are there offer some interesting insights. 

Zvobgo comments extensively on the complicity of missionaries 
with the settler regime in Zimbabwe and observes that some mis-
sionaries led the calls for a violent removal of the Ndebele tradi-
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tional government system and that their land theology seems to 
have supported or even instigated the massive dispossession of 
indigenous people.89 While Zvobgo as a historian does well to 
show the impact of those activities of missionaries, the question 
of the use/role of the Bible remains in the background. The Bible 
was accorded a role and its interpretation could have led to the 
activities cited above or the activities above led to a particular in-
terpretation of the Bible. This aspect is unsolved. Similarly, Nda-
baningi Sithole observes how indigenous people during the pe-
riod of nationalism resorted to the Bible hence he observes “the 
Bible was read at political rallies to inspire people to fight against 
the settler regime.”90 That the Bible was instrumental in many 
dimensions is widely acknowledged yet there is no deliberate in-
terest in investigating the role of the Bible and the reading tech-
niques that were being used by different groups, yet this changing 
with the latest generation of biblical scholars led by Lovemore 
Togarasei.91 

The relationship between the Bible and traditional religion caused 
a great stir in Zimbabwe in the early 1990s, when Canaan Banana 
suggested that the Bible required re-writing for it to be more rele-
vant to the experiences of different peoples of the World today. 
This eventually led to the publication of an edited volume, “Re-
writing” the Bible: The Real Issues (1993), in which;  

the commonly agreed upon central issue reads […] ‘Does the Christian 
Church claim that its Bible, which originated in a particular time and 
context, possesses an exclusive and universally normative value for peo-
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ple living in quite different contexts and times with their own sacred 
traditions?92  

This possibly remains the most critical engagement of the Bible to 
emanate from Zimbabwe and raises questions pertaining to the 
nature and authority of the Bible in contexts other than that which 
produced it. Insights for this work will be drawn from the various 
contributions to this book. Critical is the contention by Martin 
Lehmann-Habeck that “the biblical message can no longer be 
propagated in its literary [literal] form but must be divested of its 
mythological clothing and newly recovered by appropriate inter-
pretation.”93 The overall gist of this edited volume is that the Bible 
is in need of critical interpretation. 

Differences and schisms have been noted in Zimbabwean Chris-
tianity and many possible reasons have been suggested by schol-
ars. The socio-historical factors have been the most dominant 
factors; Togarasei makes these suggestions on the breakaway of 
Andrew Wutawunashe from the Reformed Church in Zimbabwe 
(RCZ) and the subsequent founding of his Family of God (FOG) 
Church.94 In this article Togarasei dwells at length on the possible 
social and historical factors that could have contributed to the self-
understanding of Wutawunashe as a prophet, from his experi-
ences as a student political activist to the time he led the Youth 
ministry in the RCZ.95 Daneel has written extensively on the rise 
of Independent Churches and also cites many factors that could 
have led to this development in Zimbabwean Christianity.96 This 
however is not all there is in these and other works, below I will 
highlight some of the most interesting observations for this study. 
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Daneel makes two observations that are critical for the under-
standing of the Bible in Zimbabwe, among the reasons for the 
rise of the Independent churches he notes that the Bible was at 
times used to justify the doctrine of white supremacy and that 
most leaders of independent churches read the Bible literally.97 Of 
critical importance is the appreciation that the Bible can be used 
to justify preconceived ideas and that there possibly exists differ-
ent ways of reading the Bible. Togarasei goes a step further when 
writing, “The [other] possible reason for Wutawunashe’s break 
from the RCZ is his reading and interpretation of the Bible […] 
fundamentalist-literalistic vs. RCZ’s reformist-liberal approach to 
the Bible.”98 This is illustrated well by David Maxwell when he 
writes that one Lazarus Mamvura challenged Wilson, the Apos-
tolic Faith Mission (AFM) missionary by referring to the Bible: 
“when we read in Matthew ‘Go ye and preach’ we do not hear the 
words ‘but not until you are ordained’. Why are you insisting on 
us being preachers in Church?”99 The Bible is indeed a site for 
struggle for Zimbabwean Christians and this has been the case 
since the introduction of the Bible in Zimbabwe. 

1.2.3.2  Homosexuality in Zimbabwean Literature 

The subject of homosexuality in Zimbabwe has not been widely 
covered in academic publications in Zimbabwe; no wonder the 
authority on the subject is Marc Epprecht, a Canadian scholar 
who was a visiting lecturer at the University of Zimbabwe be-
tween 1995 and 1998. This lack of publications can be linked to 
the fact that generally in Zimbabwe, sex and sexual issues were 
hardly public issues and homosexuality was not talked about.100 
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Since “sex was governed by strong taboos, don’t ask, don’t tell”101 
the impact has been the lack of publications on the subject. This 
however has already been transgressed with the publication of two 
books and articles by Marc Epprecht and three undergraduate 
students have written dissertations on the subject while many 
more popular pieces have been published in newspapers and 
magazines. According to Gelfand;  

the traditional Shona have none of these problems associated with ho-
mosexuality […] obviously they must have a valuable method of bringing 
up children, especially with regard to normal sex relations, thus avoid-
ing this anomaly so frequent in Western society.102  

This traditional position has largely been discredited by the post-
1995 publications. 

Epprecht has concluded that there is historical evidence showing 
that homosexuality existed in Zimbabwe prior to the arrival of 
Europeans and he cites court records from as early as 1892, just 
two years after the arrival of the first European settlers and con-
cludes that they could not have already influenced local people. 
Further, he also cites the rock-painting alleged to be within the 
vicinity of Harare and presumably over 2000 years old to support 
his position.103 Similarly, William Guri citing Chief Makoni and 
Peter Sibanda, a traditional diviner-healer concludes, “if chiefs 
know about the punishment [meted out on homosexual persons] 
and traditional healers about the treatment, then homosexuality 
must be a reality in traditional Zimbabwean culture.”104 With 
Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe (GALZ) being accused of intro-
ducing homosexuality in Zimbabwe, Guri counters by saying 
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“GALZ is not introducing a new experience.”105 There is unanim-
ity among these scholars that homosexuality has always been pre-
sent in Zimbabwe. 

On homosexuality and the Bible, these scholars do indeed allude 
to the role of the Bible. Guri writes that the Christian view is in-
fluenced by biblical texts that directly condemn homosexuality 
even though exegetical problems have meant that Christian tradi-
tions are not unanimous on the homosexuality issue.106 Douglas 
Jack argues that the Bible was used in entrenching homophobia 
by western missionaries.107 Similarly Rudo Chigweshe does carry 
out a survey of the biblical texts that are constantly cited by Chris-
tians on the subject of homosexuality but she does not engage 
herself in the problems of interpretation challenges as she deals 
with the subject from a phenomenological perspective.108 Ep-
precht also appreciates the role of the Bible in the discussions on 
homosexuality when he writes;  

The most outspoken homophobes in the region often use biblical, pub-
lic health, or ‘family values’ arguments that appear to be borrowed 
wholesale from social conservatives in the West, while repressive laws 
are a direct legacy of colonial rule. Even the claim that same-sex sexual 
behaviour is un-African appears to have originated in the West rather 
than Africa itself.109  

While these scholars except Gelfand are generally sympathetic to 
homosexual persons, Chigweshe argues that “homosexuality is 
resented by both the traditional society and the Bible.”110 Part of 
this resentment is predicated on family values by which it is as-
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sumed that all individuals are obliged to procreate because “pro-
creation in the worldview of an African is seen as an important 
factor in the survival of the community.”111 In the same vein, 
Chigweshe notes the existence of various types of marriage con-
tracts which ensured that everyone, poor and rich, could get mar-
ried because marriage was an obligation in Shona culture.112 

There is a general agreement that marriage, always understood as 
the union between a man and a woman/women, and procreation 
were very important not only because they ensured the survival of 
the community but because they bestowed immortality on the 
parents who continued to live through their offspring. 

In these works it is also noted that the prevalence of homosexual-
ity is also associated with family disintegration, migration in 
search of employment, prevalence of same-sex institutions of con-
finement.113 This is taken to be true particularly of the early colo-
nial days when massive displacements were caused by the begin-
nings of industrialisation and commercial farming while prisons 
and schools for same-sex persons have also been seen as fertile 
grounds for homosexual activities and relationships.114 While the 
views represented in these academic works give the impression 
that Zimbabweans are generally tolerant of homosexuality, there 
exist primary materials, newspaper articles and other unpublished 
materials, which however, do not share most of the views ex-
pressed in these works. Further, in these materials, the Bible ap-
pears prominently and with a privileged position of final arbiter 
on the subject of homosexuality. These materials form the pri-
mary resource base for this study and will be used extensively 
throughout this study. These materials appear at the end of this 
work as appendices. 
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1.3  Scope of this Study 
1.3.1  Gaps in Previous Studies 

As noted above, there exist very few published works on the sub-
ject of homosexuality in Zimbabwe and of these the impact of the 
Bible has not been fully investigated. When this is considered 
after the realization that “many Christians regard the Bible as in 
some way the inspired word of God and as the supreme authority 
in their faith”115 then it becomes abundantly clear that the Bible 
cannot be treated lightly as has happened with previous studies in 
Zimbabwe. Closely connected to this is the widely accepted idea 
that “people do not read the Bible unbiased or neutrally since all 
human beings are susceptible to a variety of socio-cultural influ-
ences which constitute human life.”116 Despite the centrality of 
the Bible in Zimbabwe, previous studies have at best provided 
fragmentary glimpses into the role of the Bible in this debate. 

It is easy to think and assume that all the contributors are speak-
ing about the same subject from the same angle. The contribu-
tions emanating from Zimbabwe have tended to be swept by 
global trends hence they have not fully appreciated the fact that 
“homosexuality may be used to mask various interests from dif-
ferent and competing groups.”117 While Epprecht, Guri, Jack and 
Chigweshe have done well to address the origins of homosexuality 
in Zimbabwe, there is still a lot that can be done in analysing the 
debate at its cultural, political and religious levels. A critical ques-
tion that they have not asked and therefore have not answered, 
which this work will seek to answer is: Is the debate all about ho-
mosexuality? The question does not appear important to Epprecht 
because his urgent need was to falsify the claim that homosexual-
ity was foreign. He writes;  

In May 1995, I took up a position in the History Department at the Uni-
versity of Zimbabwe. Right around that time, the chancellor of the Uni-
versity and the President of the country, Robert Mugabe, began to make 
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a series of speeches in which he vilified gays and lesbians as ‘un-
African’. I began checking historical evidence from Zimbabwe to test 
what intuitively seemed to be a deeply implausible claim.118 

 Epprecht appears overly interested in exonerating the West of any 
blame and not necessarily to understand the concerns and other 
prejudices apparent in the debate. 
The manner in which the Bible has been referred to in previous 
studies in Zimbabwe leaves the impression that the Bible is an 
absolute book that speaks with one voice. Chigweshe concludes 
that “if one looks at the attitude of the traditional society and the 
Bible one will notice that they both do not allow the practice of 
homosexuality.”119 These writers have not only failed to analyse 
the different debates and interests within the debate, they have 
also failed to interrogate the Bible critically because “no text 
comes to us without ‘the plural and ambiguous history effects of 
its own production and its former receptions’.”120 The history of 
the Bible and of its interpretation has not been dealt with in an 
attempt to understand the dynamics of biblical interpretation of 
the sort the homosexual debate has witnessed. Further, this work 
seeks to answer the question, are the interpretations of the so-
called “explicit texts” in the debate adequate?  

There has been a lot of preoccupation by African scholars to pro-
duce something that is always prefixed with the adjective African; 
African Christianity, African Theology, African Christian Theol-
ogy, and lately African Old Testament scholarship.121 These labels 
clearly demonstrate how reactive African scholars have continued 
to be. This work does not seek to become an African exegetical 
work but rather attempts to do exegesis in an African context. In 
doing this, this work begins on the premise that the Bible is nei-
ther Western nor African hence there is need for the Bible to be 
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understood in its own context. That precisely is the central tenet 
of an exegetical work. The African context in this study comes 
into play only because this foreign book has been and is being 
used and abused within African communities in which I belong. 
Such a context will be of significance not for the establishment of 
meaning of the texts under dispute but as a source for under-
standing why the Bible continues to be regarded as an important 
book.  

1.3.2  Aim, Objectives and Hypotheses of Study 

On the strength of the above observations, this study aims to iden-
tify and analyse the multiple dimensions of the homosexual de-
bate in Zimbabwe and the attendant use of the Bible in this de-
bate. In order to achieve this overall aim, this study will be guided 
by the following objectives: 

• To provide an overview analysis of the history of conflicting 
biblical interpretations in Zimbabwe. 

• To analyse the position of GALZ from the time of ZIBF’95 
and central to the debate. 

• To analyse the response by political leaders to the challenge of 
homosexuality in Zimbabwe. 

• To analyse the response by traditional cultural leaders to the 
manifestation of homosexuality as a public subject.  

• To analyse the response by Christians in Zimbabwe on homo-
sexuality and the invocation of the Bible as the final arbiter. 

• To demonstrate through an exegetical analysis of the “explicit” 
biblical texts that the Bible cannot address all issues pertain-
ing to contemporary homosexuality. 

It is hoped that these specific objectives will guide this study 
through the maze of chapters and eventually will lead me to the 
overall aim of this study. Further, this study is predicated on the 
following hypotheses: 
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• That the manifestations of homosexuality have evolved from 
the pre-colonial times to the post-independence era in Zim-
babwe. 

• That the Bible has always presented interpretation challenges 
from the time of its introduction in Zimbabwe to the post-
colonial homosexual debate. 

• That the homosexual debate in Zimbabwe has been used to 
mask political, cultural and religious conflicts already present 
before the ZIBF’95. 

• That the Bible through a careful analysis of its socio-historical 
context does not directly address all manifestations of con-
temporary homosexuality. 

1 3.3  Relevance of Study 

Zimbabwe is still lagging behind in terms of a critical study of 
homosexuality in its various manifestations and it is important 
that this study seeks to address some of the issues. The second 
critical aspect is that this study seeks to contribute towards the 
critical study of the Bible focusing on contemporary existential 
challenges. As West observes;  

An important task awaiting an African biblical hermeneutics is a com-
prehensive account of the transactions that constitute the history of the 
encounters between Africa and the Bible. While the accounts we have of 
the encounters between Africa and Christianity are well documented, 
the encounters between Africa and the Bible are partial and fragmen-
tary. We should not assume, for example, that the reception of Christi-
anity and the reception of the Bible always amount to the same thing.122  

This is the major weakness of biblical studies in Zimbabwe that 
the Bible has consistently been subsumed in the Christian shad-
ows that it has hardly been treated in a manner that justifies the 
importance it commands. In doing this it is important for this 
work to look at how different social groups make use of the Bible. 
It is not necessarily the religious message of the Bible that makes 
it appeal to people. Unless this is taken seriously the Bible may 
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continue being used and abused, depending on the interests of 
the different groups. 

1.4  Method of Study 
Having outlined above the scope of this study, the critical ques-
tion in this section is: How does one carry out this study? What 
method best helps to realise what I have set out to achieve in this 
study? This task is made all the more difficult when one appreci-
ates that the interpretation of the Bible and the articulation of 
homosexuality are both human undertakings which can never 
claim absolute authority.123 As Preus writes, “whatever else it was 
[is], the Bible was [is] a book with an astonishingly complex hu-
man history from which no miracle could exempt it.”124 While the 
interests of those who see the Bible as the word of God are appre-
ciated, it is equally, if not more, important to note that the Bible is 
a book that sheds light on a religion of a particular people at a 
particular time and place125 that contains “questions about socie-
tal institutions and social location [which] help us to understand 
the fabric, tensions and power relations at work in ancient Israel-
ite society.”126  

The fact that the Bible is socio-historically conditioned calls for 
exegesis as opposed to eisegesis hence “the point of departure for 
this study is one of biblical exegesis (trying to discover what the 
writer intended).”127 Exegesis recognizes the existence of the in-
tended meaning that is to be searched from the text and other 
sources that shed light on the text, while hermeneutics help one 
in the appropriation of the biblical injunctions for their own con-
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texts. These observations mean that this study requires a method 
that does not only take into consideration the historical nature of 
the Bible and homosexuality but one that also takes into consid-
eration the social nature of both the Bible and homosexuality, past 
and present. In this regard the socio-historical method has been 
chosen for this study. 

1.4.1  Socio-Historical Approach 

The choice of this method for this study is based on some as-
sumptions behind this project. First, it is assumed that literature, 
be it written or oral, is affected by and affects the history, social 
experiences and the social needs of the people who produce such 
literature. Second, it is assumed that by closely reading a text, one 
can uncover phases of a community’s history.128 Another critical 
assumption behind the choice of this method is that a “socio-
historical analysis is interested in establishing the social condi-
tions of a group within a historical time and this is indispensable 
for the understanding of the text, debate or arguments.”129 My 
contention is that the Bible and homosexuality in Zimbabwe re-
quire a method that appreciates their social dimension as well as 
their historical dimension, and the socio-historical method is one 
such method. 

In this regard, the old genetic questions of the historical critical 
methods remain relevant for this study: Who is the au-
thor/speaker? When was the text written? Who were the intended 
audience?130 This historical inquiry can be extended to cover not 
only the history of the production of the Bible but its history in 
Zimbabwe as well. Over and above these questions, it is impor-
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tant for this study to pursue another set of questions: Who are the 
social players in the text/debate? What are their interests in the 
debate/text? What are the social functions of the Bi-
ble/homosexuality in the text/debate? These questions help in 
investigating the social dimensions of both the religious injunc-
tions of the Bible and the positions taken on homosexuality.  

The major assumption leading to this idea is that “ancient socio-
sexual taboos were meant to regulate sexual activity so as to 
strengthen the identity of society, its integrity and growth.”131 This 
assumption does not only help in understanding biblical sexual 
taboos but Zimbabwean sexual taboos because sexual activity has 
social repercussions. In order to fully appreciate the necessity and 
importance of a socio-historical analysis for this study, the words 
of Gottwald are instructive; “Literalistic biblical interpretation, 
misconstruing both the substance and emphasis of biblical teach-
ings, sometimes accompanies socially reactionary thinking, as 
people fear for the stability of their social world.”132 A socio-
historical method will interrogate these literalistic biblical inter-
pretations which are apparent in Zimbabwe. 

The socio-historical method will allow for the interrogation of 
‘context’ at different levels as suggested by Frans J. Verstraelen 
when observing that there are three cultural contexts at play in 
interpreting the biblical message in the Zimbabwean context: the 
Bible culture context; the culture context of the missionaries; and 
the culture context of the receiving indigenous people.133 Clearly, 
this method is dependent on the historical critical methods but it 
is by no means limited to the ‘obsession’ with the original mean-
ing134 as it also follows up on the contemporary usage of the Bible. 
It is in this context that Anthony Ceresko writes; “The Bible has 
often played a role in politics as well as in other contexts, the 
Church, the University, and popular culture. In each of them, 
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questions of the meaning and role of the Bible, and conflict over 
that meaning and role, play a part.”135 It is assumed that the socio-
historical method will greatly enhance the analytical capacity of 
this study in dealing with the subject of the role of the Bible in the 
homosexual debate in Zimbabwe. 

1.4.2  Hermeneutical Techniques 

While using the socio-historical method it is important to appre-
ciate that there is need for some hermeneutical techniques in 
confronting the Bible as well as the different positions taken by 
different Zimbabweans on the subject of homosexuality. “Her-
meneutics is the science of understanding and interpreting the 
viewpoint of an alien culture, person or text.”136 The need for at 
least a hermeneutical technique is based on the realization that 
“since religion was of such pronounced importance to Jews, it is 
to be expected that elites and their critics would both try to sum-
mon religious support for their positions and programs. Deci-
sions about holy books were thus not only decisions about reli-
gious matters but about who had controlling power in the life of 
the community.”137 It is of critical importance to assume that texts 
and words used may shield the special interests of particular 
groups in ancient Israel as well as in contemporary Zimbabwe.  

In order to be able to identify these hidden interests, the herme-
neutic of suspicion will be employed in this study. Any analysis 
will therefore begin from an attitude of suspicion, that is, that 
when politicians cite a biblical text; the starting point should be to 
question what political interest is being served under the guise of 
religious conservatism? This hermeneutic has been extensively 
used in Feminist biblical studies and in this study; it will be used 
in interpreting the Bible as well as pronouncements on homo-
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sexuality emanating from Zimbabwe. Besides helping in under-
standing the texts in their contexts, this hermeneutical technique 
will also prove indispensable for understanding the manner the 
Bible has continued to be used in the homosexual debate in Zim-
babwe. 

1.4.3  Method of Data Collection 

Besides the use of library research for this study, extensive at-
tempts were made to collect the contributed articles on the homo-
sexuality debate in Zimbabwe. To this end, newspaper archives 
were used to retrieve these articles dating back to 1993 but which 
peaked after the 1995 speeches of Robert Mugabe, the President 
of Zimbabwe. It was unfortunate that the Zimbabwe Council of 
Churches (ZCC) and the Evangelical Fellowship of Zimbabwe 
(EFZ) did not keep any files on the debate, but this was somewhat 
ameliorated by the fact that the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops’ Con-
ference – Social Communications Department (ZCBC-SCD) kept 
a detailed file on the debate and allowed me to go through their 
file as well as making copies of the materials kept therein. I was 
also allowed access to the Zimpapers archives in Harare, however, 
permission to copy materials was denied hence research notes 
were made and these are attached as appendices.138  

In the ZCBC-SCD file, I also accessed some letters that were ex-
changed between Church leaders in Zimbabwe and the Interna-
tional community. These materials form the primary basis for this 
study. It is important however to note that the majority of the 
letters and newspaper articles bear pseudo-names and two prob-
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able explanations may be proffered for this: First, the authors 
simply did not want to be identified because the subject was a 
sensitive one that it did not really matter on which side you were, 
the other side always appeared too militant for one’s comfort; 
second, that these writers could be ghost writers sponsored by the 
State since the position of the President had to be clothed in the 
garb of the majority Zimbabweans. Finally, I also was allowed to 
access some materials by GALZ and this included some inter-
views. 

1.5  Definition of Terms  
There are terms that are central to this work whose definitions 
remain contested in scholarly circles. In order to avoid some basic 
conflicts, this section will adopt definitions that will be used 
throughout this work for these particular words. Those not de-
fined in this section will be defined as and when they appear for 
the first time in this work. At the centre of this study is the di-
chotomy of homosexuality and heterosexuality. Already, there is a 
general consensus among scholars that the categories of hetero-
sexuality and homosexuality may actually be artificial. According 
to Nissinen, “these categories represent a modern classification 
and cannot be found in ancient sources.”139 While these catego-
ries are indeed artificial, they nonetheless help in understanding 
the contemporary discussions.  

The terms to be defined are fewer than the range of terms that are 
currently being used in discussions of human sexuality. However, 
because of the centrality placed on the Bible in this study not all 
terms are central to this study. It is fully appreciated that the di-
chotomy of homosexuality and heterosexuality only points to two 
extreme points on a scale of human sexuality which identifies a 
multiplicity of sexualities. 

gender [sexual] orientation (an individual’s desires and preferences re-
garding the sex of intimate partners) is more of a dimension than a 
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category, that is, individuals tend to have a range of preferences and de-
sires rather than falling into neat, mutually exclusive categories […] Gra-
dations of sexual orientation are given little importance, and the notion 
that evidence of any same-sex oriented behaviour indicates that an indi-
vidual is homosexual is often given credence.140  

It is important to note that the idea of various degrees of sexual 
orientation can be traced back to the Kinsey studies (ca. 1948) 
which classified sexual orientation on a scale ranging from 0 to 6, 
in which 0 is exclusively heterosexual orientation while 6 is exclu-
sively homosexual orientation with many people falling in be-
tween. In this scale, 3 is delicately balanced as perfect bisexual 
orientation.141 While all the sexualities are central to the contem-
porary discussions, the Zimbabwean debate has tended to be lim-
ited to the dichotomy of homosexuality and heterosexuality. This 
emphasis will be reflected in this work. 

Homosexuality refers to the sense or state of being sexually and/or 
emotionally attracted to members of the same sex and it is de-
fined here as the opposite of heterosexuality, while bisexuality re-
fers to the state of being sexually and emotionally attracted to 
members of both sexes. Homosexual is defined in this work as an 
adjective describing one who is sexually or emotionally (or both) 
attracted to members of the same sex and is contrasted with the 
adjective heterosexual. The adjective homosexual is taken as apply-
ing to both males and females, to whom the terms gay and lesbian 
will be applied respectively. In this usage, a homosexual person is 
“a person with sexual attraction to people of the same sex”142 or a 
person who engages in sexual activities with members of the 
same sex.  

According to GALZ “sexual orientation refers to the general type of 
person one is emotionally and sexually attracted to […]while asex-
ual refers to those who have no sexual interest or sex drive and so 
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they could be said to have an absence of sexuality and no sexual 
orientation.”143 This study will take the understanding of sexual 
preference which has been adopted by GALZ, that is, “this term 
refers to one’s sexual style, which has nothing to do with whether 
one is homosexual, heterosexual or bisexual.”144 This is the un-
derstanding of sexual preference to be deployed in this study, 
which clearly distinguishes it from sexual orientation or the other 
categories and terms already defined in this study. According to 
Nissinen, “sexual practice is definitely bound to gender roles. Cus-
toms and norms of a society, more than a person’s identity or 
identities, often determine the forms for the expression of one’s 
sexuality.”145 The important aspect from this observation is that 
sexual practice refers to actual engagement in sexual acts. In other 
words, when men and women decide to live out their sexual ori-
entation and preferences, such living out is what constitutes sex-
ual practice.  

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), sex is de-
fined as referring to biological and physiological characteristics 
that define males and females.146 “Biological sex includes external 
genitalia, internal reproductive structures, chromosomes, hor-
mone levels, breasts, facial and body hair.”147 According to Emily 
Esplen and Susie Jolly, “the term gender has been increasingly 
used to distinguish between sex as biological and gender as so-
cially and culturally constructed.”148 In illustrating the social con-
struction of gender, WHO highlights that “gender refers to the 
socially constructed roles, behaviours, activities and attributes that 
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a given society considers appropriate for men and women.”149 

From these socially defined roles, behaviours and attributes 
emerge the categories of masculinity and femininity.  

Masculinity is shaped in relation to an overall structure of power (the 
subordination of women to men), and in relation to a general symboli-
sation of difference (the opposition of femininity to masculinity).150  

These two are according to GALZ, socially constructed in that 
societies define and characterize masculinity and femininity and 
more often than not societies expect boys/males to develop into 
masculine beings while girls/females are supposed to develop 
into feminine beings.151 Masculinity and femininity are character-
ized as being aggressive, dominant, brave for the former and 
submissive, weak and dependent for the latter. Even more impor-
tant for this work is the idea that femininity also entails penetra-
bility while masculinity entails being able to penetrate, that is, 
femininity is passive while masculinity is active. For the purposes 
of this study it is important to appreciate the differences between 
sex and gender and this difference can be simply expressed as 
being constituted by two critical factors: sex is biologically deter-
mined while gender is socially constructed.  

According to Germond and de Gruchy “homophobia refers to the 
fear of homosexual persons, usually resulting in discrimination 
and persecution.”152 According to GALZ “it is the irrational hatred 
and fear of homosexual persons.”153 From this description the 
attitude cannot be fully characterised as homophobia, rather this 
clearly is also a case of homomisia. This is not to suggest that there 
is no fear, rather this is to suggest that there is both fear and ha-
tred of homosexual persons. In this regard, homomisia is taken to 
mean the hatred of homosexuality and homosexual persons. This 
word will go a long way in accounting for some of the hate 
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speeches that characterize discussions of homosexuality. “Hetero-
sexism is the assumption that heterosexual orientation is the only 
natural or good orientation and the discrimination against gay 
and lesbian persons.”154 

1.6  Outline of Study 
This study is an eight chapter work, in which the first chapter is 
the general introduction which sets the parameters for the entire 
work. In chapter two the attention is shifted to the Bible and its 
interpretation in Zimbabwe. This chapter serves as an historical 
overview of the conflicts of biblical interpretation in Zimbabwe. 
Central to this chapter is the need to demonstrate that contested 
biblical interpretations in Zimbabwe are as old as the Bible is in 
Zimbabwe. The third chapter focuses on the position taken by 
GALZ and its various implications in Zimbabwe. Chapters four 
and five are meant to analyse the different responses to GALZ 
from the political, cultural and Christian camps respectively. Of 
interest in these chapters being the manner in which these differ-
ent groups align their responses to biblical injunctions on homo-
sexuality. While various strands of Christianity do exist in Zim-
babwe, distinctions will be made where a denomination stands 
out but generally, there has been a degree of unity on the subject 
and in the debate. Chapter six and seven are exegetical chapters 
focusing on the so-called “explicit texts” but emphasizing the rele-
vance of their socio-historical contexts in interpreting them. Bas-
ing on the previous chapters, it is contended that what the debate 
has shown is the need for critical exegetical work to be popular-
ised in Zimbabwe and this chapter seeks to bring this to the fore. 
Finally, chapter eight is my summary and conclusion for the en-
tire work. 
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CHAPTER 2:  CONTESTATION IN BIBLICAL INTERPRETA-
TION IN ZIMBABWE: A SOCIO-HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

2.1  Introduction 
It is impossible to fully appreciate the contemporary use of the 
Bible in Zimbabwe without going back to the history of the en-
counters with the Bible dating back to the missionary activities of 
the 19th and 20th centuries in Zimbabwe. There is a consistent 
interpretation and appropriation of the Bible by those who are 
privileged within the status quo to the detriment of the under-
privileged and marginalized members of society. This chapter 
should therefore help in exposing this use of the Bible and how 
the same usage has been apparent in the homosexual debate in 
Zimbabwe. That there have been two different appropriations of 
the Bible in the homosexual debate is closely connected to the 
conflict and contestation that has always defined biblical interpre-
tation in Zimbabwe from the time of its introduction by Western 
missionaries in the 19th and 20th centuries in Zimbabwe. 

It cannot be disputed that the first Zimbabwean encounters with 
the Bible were through the mediation of Western missionaries as 
they propagated Christianity. This appears to have been the case 
in most sub-Saharan countries even though “the expansion of 
Christianity to Zimbabwe in the 19th century came from South 
Africa.”1 Western missionaries who evangelized Zimbabwe in the 
early decades of the establishment of Zimbabwe as a missionary 
field came from their bases in South Africa, and some brought 
with them some Africans2 who had converted there. A lot has 
been written on the history of Christianity in Zimbabwe from the 
arrival of the Jesuit missionary, Father Gonzalo Da Silveira in the 

                                                      
1  Chengetai J. M. Zvobgo, “General Introduction” in: A History of Christian 

Missions in Zimbabwe 1890 – 1939, 1996. See also Jesse N. K. Mugambi, The 
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2  See Brandon Graaff, Modumedi Moleli: Teacher, Evangelist and Martyr to Char-
ity: Mashonaland 1892-96, 1988. 
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16th century3 but the real in-roads in the planting of Christianity in 
Zimbabwe were made during the 19th and 20th centuries. As al-
ready intimated above, this work seeks not to engage in the his-
tory of Christian missions in Zimbabwe rather it seeks to high-
light some of the problems inherent within the Zimbabwean en-
counters with the Bible or some aspects of the history of biblical 
interpretation in Zimbabwe.  

Closely connected to this interest in the Bible is the quest to iden-
tify the role of cultural and socio-historical presuppositions in 
directing how people relate to the Bible, how people read the Bible 
and also what people think they get from the Bible. There is a 
general unanimity among Christians that “the Bible presents 
fundamental data and principles […] but these principles and 
themes are not abstract concepts but culturally conditioned con-
cepts [...].”4 This realization of the culturally conditioned nature of 
the Bible is behind the call to appreciate the existence of various 
cultural influences when one engages in biblical interpretation. 
Frans J. Verstraelen has drawn attention towards three cultural 
contexts “that are at play in interpreting the biblical message; the 
‘Bible culture context’; the culture of the missionaries; and the 
culture of the receiving people.”5 This chapter, therefore, will seek 
to expose the workings of these three different cultural back-
grounds in the encounters of Zimbabweans and the Bible. This 
would then serve as an “entrée into the uses and abuses of the 
Bible in the current discussions within Churches about homo-
sexuality.”6  

                                                      
3  Catholic Encyclopedia, “Rhodesia” available online: http://www.newadvent. 

org/cathen/13025a.htm accessed 22 May 2008. 
4  Frans J. Verstraelen, Zimbabwean Realities and Christian Responses: Contempo-

rary Aspects of Christianity in Zimbabwe, 1998, 85-6 
5  Verstraelen, Zimbabwean Realities and Christian Responses, 85-6. 
6  Robbin Scroggs, The New Testament and Homosexuality: Contextual Back-

ground for Contemporary Debate, Philagelphia: Fortress Press, 1983, 1. 
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2.2  The Image of the Bible, Context and the Reader 
This section seeks to highlight the popular image of the Bible 
among Zimbabwean Christians and how such images affect the 
modes of reading that one encounters from the early readings of 
the Bible in Zimbabwe. While context and reader will be treated 
in two separate sub-sections, there is a great deal of overlap be-
tween them. The readers are intrinsically connected to their con-
texts hence the analysis of the context and reader betray the same 
structure.  

2.2.1  The Image of the Bible 

“The word ‘Bible’, derived from the Greek biblia, which means 
simply ‘books’, refers in a general sense to a collection of writings 
regarded as possessing special religious sanctity and authority.”7 

While the Greek word biblia could be applied to many collections, 
the English derivative, Bible, has come to signify only one such 
collection, the one used by Christians as their “sacred text”. What 
is critical is the idea of ‘special religious sanctity and authority’ 
assigned to the Bible. This is not an ordinary collection of writ-
ings; these writings are believed to be holy and authoritative by 
Christians. It is “the inspired word of God and the supreme au-
thority for faith.”8 In essence, the Bible is seen as the final author-
ity in all matters of Christian faith and conduct, as well as the last 
court of appeal for many Zimbabwean Christians when faced with 
some difficult issues. 

No statement of faith best sums up the popular understanding of 
the Bible in Zimbabwe than that of the Evangelical Fellowship of 
Zimbabwe (EFZ) of 1992: “We believe in the Holy Scriptures as 
originally given by God to be divinely inspired, infallible, without 
error, and the supreme authority in all matters of faith and con-

                                                      
7  John H. Hayes, Introduction to the Bible, Philadelphia: The Westminster 

Press, 1971, 3. 
8  Prozesky „Religious Authority and the Individual“, 20. 
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duct.”9 Despite the many questions raised with regards the inspi-
ration and infallibility of the Bible in academic circles, the ordi-
nary users and readers of the Bible in Zimbabwe continue on the 
path that leads them to view the Bible as nothing but the Word of 
the Perfect, error-free God, making it an infallible text. This would 
suffice to explain the general understanding and perception of 
Protestant traditions while for the Roman Catholic Church other 
sources of God’s word are invoked. Joseph Njino writes that; 
“there are those who judge indulgently and even excuse homo-
sexual relations as tolerable and justifiable. Such attitudes are in 
opposition to the Magisterium and to the moral sense of Christian-
ity.”10 Essentially, the Roman Catholic Church draws its teachings 
from three basic sources, the Bible, Tradition and Magisterium, yet 
it must be noted that these sources are not at all always invoked 
by the ordinary lay Roman Catholics. It is therefore not surprising 
that in the debate, the other two sources are hardly comparable to 
the Bible in terms of influence over and accessibility to the people 
in Zimbabwe including ordinary Catholics. 

This understanding by most indigenous Zimbabweans can be 
traced back to the understanding imparted by missionaries, who 
gave the impression that all events, past, present and future, were 
all recorded in this Holy Book. The Bible therefore, has been pre-
cisely understood in Zimbabwe as the divine answer book to all 
human questions, and all one has to do is approach the Bible to 
get the necessary answer for any circumstance facing them. This 
should however be treated more as the theoretical understanding 
because “while African Christians may mouth the Bible-is-equal-
to-the-Word-of-God formula, they are actually creatively pragmatic 
and selective in their use of the Bible so that the Bible may en-
hance rather than frustrate their life struggles.”11 The pragmatic 
and selective use of the Bible by Zimbabwean Christians will be 
                                                      
9  EFZ Statement of Faith cited in: Verstraelen, Zimbabwean Realities and Chris-

tian Responses, 7. 
10  Joseph Njino “Christian Marriage in the Era of Homosexuality” in: African 

Ecclesial Review Volume 46, Number 4, 2004, pp 339-365, 353. 
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dealt with later in this chapter. This pragmatic and selective use of 
the Bible appears to be based on the perception that most “Afri-
cans hear and see a confirmation of their own cultural, social and 
religious life in the life and history of the Jewish people as por-
trayed and recorded in the pages of the Bible.”12 This self-
identification of African readers with ancient Israelites has given 
the Bible its authority as it is seen as relating the story of Africans 
on top of that of the Israelites. 

There is a general assumption in the understanding of the Bible 
among Zimbabweans, that is, the Bible is a self-contained book 
containing all truths about God and human beings yet it is silently 
accepted that “the Bible, which is a guide for Christians in per-
sonal and social relations, must be interpreted.”13 While all Chris-
tians may agree on the authority of the Bible, when it comes to 
the interpretation of the text, cracks emerge within the Christian 
family;  

Few Christians would disagree that authority rests ultimately in the 
Godhead and that on earth its supreme focus is Jesus Christ. Straight-
forward a matter though this may be in principle, in practice it is one of 
the thorniest, for there is no accepted explanation of how the ultimate 
authority of the Godhead becomes operative in the life of the Church.14  

In response to this observation most Zimbabwean Christians 
would argue that the authority of the Godhead becomes operative 
through the Bible (the exception would be those among Roman 
Catholics and to a lesser extent Anglicans, who are aware of the 
other sources of authoritative Church teaching as indicated abo-
ve), yet that also would raise the problem of interpretation. When 
talking about interpretation, it is important to note that “there is 
no innocent interpretation, no innocent interpreter, [and] no in-
nocent text”15 and this is particularly so for contexts like our own 
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where interpretation is a free-for-all venture with no clearly de-
fined methods of interpretation. The interpretation, the inter-
preter and the text are all conditioned by their contexts; unless 
that context is fully appreciated the dangers of misuse of the text 
cannot be underestimated. 

The centrality of the Bible in the homosexual debate in Zimbabwe 
must be understood in the context of the Bible in Zimbabwean 
Christianity. At face value, Christianity in Zimbabwe is seen as 
synonymous with the Bible. “It is the book. It is read in times of 
joy and in times of sorrow. It is read to instruct children in moral 
issues.”16 Not only is the Bible the most widely read book in Zim-
babwe, it is also in many cases the only piece of literature in many 
households. The book that many first came into contact with and 
in many other cases the last book that many see before they die. 
As West observes, “the Bible is meaning and powerful both 
opened and closed. For many ordinary readers, the Bible is both a 
sacred object ‘of strange power’ and a significant sacred text.”17 
With the Bible being such a central text and object in Zimbab-
wean Christianity, it follows therefore that the Bible requires 
greater academic attention for two main reasons. 

The first reason for the centrality of the Bible in this study is 
linked to the real possibility of the Bible being abused by some, 
especially the elites to hoodwink the generality of readers of the 
Bible. This is especially so, where leaders tend to influence what 
portions of the Bible should be read and the manner in which 
such portions should be read. Frequently, ordinary readers of the 
Bible get indicators from the leaders about which texts to read and 
how to understand such texts. In the case of homosexuality, the 
role played by Christian leaders as well as politicians in determin-
ing how the Bible is used cannot be underestimated. Prejudices 
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are nationalized and with the easy availability of the Bible in many 
homesteads, such prejudices are then legitimized by a suspicious 
reading of the Bible which when seen from the perspective of 
ordinary readers are innocent readings. 

The second reason is connected to the fact that the Bible itself is a 
historical product. Christian leaders in Zimbabwe have tended to 
blur the history of the Bible and promote the timelessness of the 
Bible. The danger of this reality is that ordinary readers of the 
Bible are driven further away from the meaning of biblical texts as 
historically and socially conditioned texts. This normally leads to 
the imposition of prejudices as meanings of these texts. This work 
therefore seeks to highlight how the recovery of the history of the 
Bible becomes central to any attempts to critically appropriate the 
Bible for contemporary teachings. The image of the Bible as a 
timeless document is one of the bases upon which a multiplicity 
of prejudices are legitimized in contemporary Christianity. 

2.2.2  Context 

The realization that no interpretation is innocent, yet the Bible 
requires interpretation brings to the fore the role of cultural con-
ditioning in the politics of interpretation. This can be summed up 
in one word, context. The idea of the role of contexts in interpreta-
tion is one of the most significant contributions of the social sci-
ences to biblical interpretation, hence Daniel Carroll writes that 
“social-scientific criticism has as its twin goals to explicate the 
complex socio-cultural realities described or reflected in a number 
of ways in the biblical text and to explore the social dimensions of 
the interpretive process.”18 Certain facts about the Bible are widely 
accepted in academic circles yet they remain anathema to the or-
dinary readers of the Bible. These facts require propagation to 
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allow for an informed appropriation of the biblical texts. One such 
fundamental point is made by Anthony Thiselton when writing, 
“traditional hermeneutics began with the recognition that a text 
was conditioned by a given historical context.”19 In short, the Bi-
ble was produced by real people, living at a particular time and in 
a real place hence it affects and is affected by these real condi-
tions. 

This brings me to the first critical context that has a bearing on 
interpretive attempts. The context within which a particular text, 
in this case the Bible, is produced holds a key to any interpreta-
tion of such a text. The Zimbabwean use of the Bible has largely 
tended to ignore this context as can be seen from the cutting and 
pasting of texts in the public debate. This context in Zimbabwe 
has largely been considered important in academic circles where 
the critical study of the Bible is done but this is limited to a few 
academics. The majority of the readers and users of the Bible have 
generally operated outside the realm of this context. This context 
furnishes the readers of the Bible with what I have called cultural 
presuppositions which have a bearing on how the text should be 
understood. While this context has not been central in biblical 
interpretations in Zimbabwe, the exegesis of the so-called “explicit 
texts” in chapter six and seven will invoke this context. 

By emphasizing that the Bible is a cultural product, the need to 
unravel the cultural knowledge and presuppositions, that is, the 
social history which shaped the present text becomes indispensa-
ble. By this, it is “[a] recognition that the Bible is a site of specific 
historical-cultural class conflicts”20 and other socio-historical 
processes. In other words, the Bible is a text or compilation of 
texts that deal with real events in a real community in history. 
There have been spirited attempts by some Christians to strip the 
Bible of its historical specificity and to look at it as a timeless book 
of God’s truths. This understanding is widely shared within the 
homosexual debate in Zimbabwe.  
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It is not surprising that David Tracy agues and correctly so, that 
“no text comes to us without the plural and ambiguous history 
effects of its own production and its former receptions.”21 Of criti-
cal importance and worth noting here is not only the idea of the 
importance of the context of production but also the history of 
transmission which should not be seen as an innocent process 
but one that can have lasting influences on the text. The effect of 
transmission will be dealt with later when I consider the role of 
missionaries in the Zimbabwean encounters with the Bible. Ac-
cording to Itumeleng Mosala, “biblical texts are products, records, 
and sites of social, historical, cultural, gender, racial and ideologi-
cal struggles, and they radically and indelibly bear the marks of 
their origins and history. The biblical text is not an innocent and 
transparent container of a message or messages.”22 The popular 
attempts to downplay these facts can only lead to widespread ma-
nipulations of biblical texts. 

The above contentions direct me to propose that interpreters of 
the Bible are obliged to acknowledge that the Bible is a book or 
collection of books that emanates from a particular socio-
historical context. This context of the Bible is indispensable to any 
serious attempts at interpreting the Bible. It is in this regard that 
West alerts us to three different modes of reading the Bible, na-
mely: reading behind the text; reading in the text; and reading in 
front of the text.23 By reading behind the text, the interpreter is 
brought closer to the context that produced the text. According to 
Gottwald; 

The Hebrew Bible is a social document that reflects the history of 
changing social structures, functions, and roles in ancient Israel over a 
thousand years, and which provides an integral context in which the lit-
erary, historical, and religious features of the Israelite/Jewish people can 
be synoptically viewed and dynamically interconnected.24  
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There is certainly no substitute to the context that produced a text 
when it comes to interpreting such texts. The Zimbabwean en-
counters with the Bible, particularly at the public level, have 
tended to lack this critical realisation. The historical-critical meth-
ods are indispensable in attempting to establish this context.  

The second context is linked to the fact that Western missionaries 
were responsible for introducing the Bible in Zimbabwe. Any 
attempt at biblical interpretation that ignores the impact of the 
cultural presuppositions of the carriers of the Bible from Europe 
and America to Zimbabwe is bound to miss a critical component 
of the encounters of Zimbabweans with the Bible. This is so be-
cause the missionaries were not only carriers of the Bible but for 
long were themselves the authorities of biblical interpretation for 
Zimbabweans. This, they did, from their own socio-cultural-
historical perspective. In explaining the importance of the context 
of the missionaries, Gottwald’s words help in that regard when he 
writes;  

Since religion was of such pronounced importance to Jews, it is to be 
expected that elites and their critics would both try to summon religious 
support for their positions and programs. Decisions about holy books 
were thus not only decisions about religious matters but about who had 
controlling power in the life of the community.25  

What Gottwald observed about ancient Israelites regarding the 
subordination of religion to special interests of different social 
groups applies also not only to the missionaries but even in the 
post-missionary era in Zimbabwe. It is imperative therefore that 
all the contexts within which the Bible has been used be unrav-
elled to identify these special interests. 

There is no doubt that missionaries were influenced by the Bible, 
but they also influenced the Bible because “the Gospel cannot 
circulate the world disembodied. It can only be spread if it is em-
bodied and expressed in the people and culture of the people who 
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proclaim it.”26 In this anecdote David Bosch accepts that not only 
does the Bible possess its own cultural embodiment but that those 
who proclaim it also embody the Bible with their own culture. The 
Bible, therefore, is inadvertently made to agree with the culture of 
the proclaimers hence the need for understanding the missionary 
context. It is not surprising therefore that “many missionaries 
convinced thoroughly of the superiority of their religion and cul-
ture deliberately linked Gospel message with Western civilisation 
and imperial power.”27 The Bible that Zimbabweans heard and 
received from the missionaries was essentially a Western cultur-
ally conditioned Bible. It was therefore not possible to see Christi-
anity or the Bible beyond the lifestyle of the missionaries. The 
missionaries had expertly packaged their own culture as the 
equivalent of the Bible and thereby appropriating for themselves 
immense power and authority. 

A lot has been written in the British history about the Victorian 
era and its impact on the imperial interests of the British Empire. 
“Not unnaturally, the emphasis in the study of missionary activity 
in Africa has been on the role of the missionary as an agent of 
social and cultural change, and we know only too well the arro-
gance and prejudice of Victorian and early twentieth-century mis-
sionaries.”28 The context of the missionary is characterized mostly 
by cultural prejudices against the so-called ‘heathens’ they sought 
to evangelize. Cuthbert Omari correctly observes that “the early 
missionaries like their contemporaries, the explorers, colonialists 
and merchants, came to Africa with pre-conceived ideas about 
African societies.”29 In order to appreciate the nature of the mis-
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sionary context and its influence on their biblical interpretation, it 
is crucial to highlight some of the culturally conditioned presup-
positions in their thought patterns regarding African societies in 
general. 

The superiority-inferiority complex prevalent among Europeans 
during the eighteenth and nineteenth century (and still common 
in many other contemporary Westerners) did not escape the mis-
sionaries. Armed with this idea of their superiority, the missionar-
ies’ reading of the Bible was affected. According to Leon De Kock, 
“implicit in eighteenth-century thinking (and the thinking which 
made slavery possible) was the notion of a ‘Great Chain of Being’. 
Eighteenth century classifications of nature as the older Biblical 
distinction between Ham, Shem and Japhet, shared the assump-
tion that race and culture were closely related.”30 There is likeli-
hood that the missionary reading of the Bible was influenced by 
“their ideas and interpretations of other cultures [which] were 
dominated and shaped by theories which had been developed and 
existed in their own societies about other societies and their cul-
tures.”31 It is imperative therefore, that any biblical interpretation 
quest in Zimbabwe pays sufficient attention to the context not 
only of the Bible as a cultural production but of the missionaries 
as this has an impact on how the message of the Bible was first 
communicated. 

The first two contexts I have dealt with give the impression that 
the indigenous Zimbabweans were or are victims of culturally 
conditioned readings of a culturally produced book called the Bi-
ble. That is only one side of the story! The fact is that, they were 
victims yet at the same time their context has not been completely 
ignored. This leaves me to deal with the third context, in the 
three-cultural-contexts quest for a critical appreciation of the Bible 
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in Zimbabwe. The third context is the context of indigenous Zim-
babweans. The Bible has not remained relevant in Zimbabwe 
because of its history but because of its flexibility which has seen 
it being appropriated by many Zimbabweans today. The appro-
priation is not informed largely by the biblical or missionary con-
texts rather it is appropriated on the basis of the context of the 
indigenous people. To understand the continued relevance of the 
Bible in Zimbabwe therefore calls for the unravelling of the con-
text that has accommodated it. 

As is widely acknowledged; “during the colonial era African relig-
ions and culture were heavily suppressed by both the missionaries 
and the colonial administrators.”32 This is by no means a minor 
issue because suppression of the culture and religion of the peo-
ple of Zimbabwe holds key to some of the interpretations emanat-
ing from them. From a position of weakness and deprivation 
normally arise what West has called “guerrilla exegesis”.33 In 
elaborating on guerrilla exegesis, West cites Osanyande Obery 
Hendricks who contends that;  

Guerrilla exegesis like re-membering, takes whatever tools and re-
sources are at hand, wherever they may come from, whether indigenous 
or imported, and uses them to sabotage and subvert dominant readings, 
to make new things out of old things, to find new truths in unexpected 
and familiar places, to redefine reality, to empower and inspire.34  

The arrival and the attitude of the missionaries did leave the in-
digenous people at a great disadvantage, for long not able to read 
the Bible for themselves. For long believing that the missionaries 
were telling an innocent story from that “magical” book called the 
Bible. 

Since most of the missionaries could hardly be separated from the 
settlers, it is understandable that they were equally blamed for the 
colonial plunder that was visited upon the local people. Not only 

                                                      
32  Ambrose M. Moyo „Religion and Politics in Zimbabwe“ in: Africa Theological 

Journal, volume 16, Number 1, 1987, 15. 
33  West, The Academy of the Poor, 98-9. 
34  Osanyande Obery Hendricks cited in: West, The Academy of the Poor, 98-9. 



 79 

were the local people dispossessed of their land, they were re-
duced to foreigners in their own land. This context of severe dep-
rivation due to colonial policies provides another key to unlocking 
the sort of presuppositions that they would bring to their own 
reading of the Bible. What we see depends on where we stand. 
The missionaries were operating from a privileged position; their 
interpretation betrays that standing while the local people operat-
ing from a position of deprivation and oppression, poverty and 
anger have an interpretation influenced by that standing. One of 
the founding fathers of Nationalist Movements in Zimbabwe, 
Ndabaningi Sithole writes; “African nationalism is an African 
feeling against this foreign rule because it relegates the African 
people, who are not foreigners, to the states of economic com-
modities to be valued and devalued according to the whims of the 
ruling foreigner.”35 This feeling of being reduced to economic 
commodities did not only influence nationalism it equally im-
pacted biblical interpretation because it was the context from 
which local people approached the Bible. 

From a cultural perspective, the local people had their own life-
style which was different from that of missionaries. For the mis-
sionaries, difference was taken to mean deviance and deviance 
had to be uprooted. For example, land was distributed by the 
Chief through his legates but essentially the Chief did not own the 
land. To that effect, Martinus Daneel writes; “land allocation by 
the sabhuku (headman) does not imply individualized land owner-
ship. The land is communally ‘owned’ by the members of the 
village, whose rights to cultivate an allocated patch of land derive 
from membership of the village unit.”36 This understanding 
stands diametrically opposed to the notions of the private owner-
ship of land brought by the colonial regimes. Many local people 
were moved away from traditionally held lands to make way for 
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whites and such a context could play a significant role in the 
manner in which local people approached the Bible. Another 
point of conflict has to do with the traditional acceptance of polyg-
amy/polygyny and arranged marriages. Polygyny was indeed 
prevalent yet this was exaggerated by some missionaries, as ac-
cording to Father J. O’Neil, “polygamy prevails among them all.”37 
The local people were taught to hate themselves, to despise who 
they were and to strive to be like their ‘masters’, the white people. 
This context cannot be ignored when one seeks to understand 
how the local people of Zimbabwe approached the Bible. 

To sum up the context in which the local encounters with the 
Bible took place, Desmond Tutu comes in handy. The totality of 
the colonial experience was such that “there was almost a univer-
sal attitude towards black men, that somehow he is God’s step-
child […]. Then, black was the colour of the devil, white the colour 
of angels, of Jesus Christ and perhaps even of God.”38 The local 
people found themselves in an island in which they had no right 
to speak, name or define anything including themselves. They 
were told who they were and were defined in terms other than 
they themselves had thought possible of anyone else.  

This experience and context does influence the interpretations of 
the local people. However, so far the impression is that all local 
people share the same context, the same experience. This is cer-
tainly not true because in each community there are some elites, 
the haves and the have-nots; the degree of deprivation differs sig-
nificantly. In this case the Bible becomes a site of struggle not 
only for the community behind the biblical text but also for mis-
sionaries and local people as well as between and among local 
people themselves. This is critical because the subject of homo-
sexuality in contemporary Zimbabwe could be analysed in this 
latter context but it is a context that draws from the missionary 
legacy. 

                                                      
37  Fr. J. O’Neil cited in: Zvobgo, A History of Christian Missions in Zimbabwe, 94. 
38  Desmond Tutu „Some African Insights and the Old Testament“ in: Journal of 
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 81 

2.2.3  The Reader 

The last consideration in this section focuses on the reader. Who 
is the reader of the Bible? There are various ways of searching for 
the reader of the Bible; conversely, there are various readers of the 
Bible. Gerald West identifies two categories of readers of the Bible 
– the ordinary readers, those who are not trained or semi-trained 
and these constitute the majority of Bible interpreters or readers 
and the specialist or trained readers, the scholars and theologi-
ans.39 I have no intention of disputing these two categories of 
readers because these also apply to the Zimbabwean context. The 
question however, is: Are these two categories enough and ex-
haustive of the concept of the reader? For the purpose of this 
study, these two categories are not exhaustive and sufficient. I, 
therefore, propose to look at the concept of the reader in a differ-
ent way from that given by West.  

On the one hand, the Hebrew Bible was written between ca. 1200 
and 125 BCE, with the contents being finalized between ca. 400 
BCE and 90 CE, when it took its definitive form.40 On the other 
hand, the New Testament Canon as we have it today was almost 
universally accepted towards the end of the fourth century CE, ca. 
367 CE, Bishop Athanasius lists the books of the New Testa-
ment.41 Two pertinent points for this study are that: First, the 
Biblical books appeared at different times in a long history of oral 
transmission, collection, writing, preserving and finally canoniz-
ing. Second, some of the later writers would have relied on earlier 
writings that they would have read or heard about in the writing 
of their own works. 

The above observations point towards the existence of intra-
biblical readers. Some biblical books betray the fact that their au-
thors, compilers or editors were essentially readers of earlier 
books. A critical example could be that of Paul, who is a reader of 
the Hebrew Bible and who interprets the Hebrew Bible in the 

                                                      
39  Cf. West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation, 19. 
40  Cf. Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible, 80-93. 
41  Cf. Hayes, Introduction to the Bible, 19-24. 
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process of his own writings, for example, Paul’s discourse on the 
Law of Moses (Gal.3:1ff, 1Cor.9:1ff), or his statements on homo-
sexuality (1Cor.6:9; Rom. 1:26-27) are examples of what is referred 
to here, as intra-biblical readership.  

The prophets also read earlier works and traditions in the process 
interpreting these traditions and works for their audiences. In this 
work, therefore, the intra-biblical reader is to be considered an 
important reader for any contemporary attempts at understanding 
the Bible. Despite the fact that these readers have over the millen-
nia become part of the text, in need of readers, they are them-
selves readers of an earlier text. Their own context is also critical 
when evaluating their reading and interpretation of earlier works. 
This is the framework within which I will approach those proph-
ets who have interpreted Gen. 19, the story of Sodom as well as 
Paul in the texts mentioned above. The story of Sodom is one of 
the stories cited in the Zimbabwean discourse as an indictment of 
homosexuality in all ages.  

The second reader for this study would be the Western readers 
and interpreters of the Bible. This could date back to early Chris-
tianity but because of the special focus in this work, I will confine 
this to the Western missionaries who introduced the Bible in 
Zimbabwe. These are the people who operated in the context 
noted above, a context characterized by the dichotomy of black 
and white, superior and inferior, truth and false, civilized and 
barbarian. Readers who upon seeing the dark coloured Africans 
believed that God had indeed cursed Ham/Canaan (Gen.9:25).  

The third reader for this work is the local Zimbabwean reader; 
this could designate both scholars and ordinary readers of the 
Bible. These are the people who started off from a position of 
weakness and deprivation. These are the people who at one time 
were parcelled out to different missions as trophies as observed by 
David Maxwell when he writes; “The colony had been split into 
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discrete packages of missionary territory rather like tribal areas.”42 
Missionaries owned natives, and these two groups now emerge as 
distinct readers and interpreters of the Bible, each bringing their 
context to their reading. 

I have sought here to highlight the different readers of the Bible 
because becoming a reader of the Bible is often equated with be-
coming an authority. “Authority has the constant function of be-
ing decisive or conclusive […] the mark of an authority would ac-
cordingly be the extent to which it is conclusive, whatever the 
nature of its embodiment.”43 None of the three categories of read-
ers adopted for this study would escape this observation. All read-
ers, trained or untrained always want to look at their reading of an 
authoritative text as being authoritative. The intra-biblical readers’ 
claim to authority has been sustained by the canonization of their 
interpretations; missionaries claimed authority because they had 
brought the Bible and therefore knew more than the local people.  

The claim continues among the local Zimbabwean readers, every-
one claims to be authoritative when they interpret the Bible. The 
result is that many different and sometimes even contradictory 
interpretations remain the order of the day. Some readers and 
leaders read the Bible to “make their judgments look unques-
tioned and ancient, even timeless, and certainly descended from 
divine authority.”44 As demonstrated in this chapter so far, the 
word of God is indeed an interpretation. The question is; how 
much of this interpretation is essentially the special interests of 
the readers? With this concept of the readers of the Bible focus 
will be paid to the intra-biblical readers and how they read the 
“explicit texts” while the contemporary debate has seen various 
readers from within the society and all these bring along their 
different contexts.  

                                                      
42  David Maxwell, African Gifts of the Spirit: Pentecostalism and the Rise of a Zim-

babwean Transnational Religious Movement, 2006, 48. Emphasis my own. 
43  Prozesky „Religious Authority and the Individual“, 18. 
44  Gottwald cited in: West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation, 170. 
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2.3  Western Missionaries and the Bible in Zimbabwe 
This section is certainly not an attempt to reconstruct the history 
of missions and missionaries in Zimbabwe; this has been dealt 
with by a number of African historians and historians of Christi-
anity in Zimbabwe and Africa in general.45 Instead, this section 
focuses on missionaries as the first readers of the Bible in Zim-
babwe and even on that point; this work is not exhaustive but 
rather attempts to give an overview of the modes of reading the 
Bible by missionaries. Their modes of reading have a bearing on 
the contemporary homosexual debate in Zimbabwe. The theoreti-
cal assumption behind this section is that the reading of the Bible 
by missionaries was directly linked to their ideas regarding them-
selves and regarding the indigenous Zimbabweans they sought to 
evangelize and convert to Christianity.  

While I have already intimated on the authority of the Bible, it is 
pertinent that I also highlight here that missionaries entered 
Zimbabwe having designated themselves as authorities over the 
indigenous people. This is inherent in the ideology of evangelisa-
tion and was sustained by the Western ideology of the “great 
chain of being” cited above. However, there are other reasons 
upon which the claim to authority was legitimized. This claim to 
authority should be understood in the context of “expertise as 
authority”, “accepted hierarchy as authority” and “reliable infor-
mation as authority”.46 Missionaries understood themselves or at 
least made local Zimbabweans understand them as experts, who 
because they were white and Christians were hierarchically above 
the local people and that they were the purveyors of reliable in-
formation that they gleaned from the Bible. 

                                                      
45  For the history of missionaries and missions in Zimbabwe and Africa in 

general see: Zvobgo, A History of Christian Missions in Zimbabwe 1890 – 1939, 
Gweru: Mambo Press, 1996; Hastings, A History of African Christianity 1950 
– 1975, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975. 

46  Cf. Prozesky „Religious Authority and the Individual“, 17. 
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2 3.1  Conflict between and among Missionaries: The Bible 
and Racism 

Whatever the missionaries did in Zimbabwe, their reading of the 
Bible was a direct result of what they thought of Zimbabweans 
and their self-understanding as civilized. This blank cheque, it 
seems was not given to missionaries if some resolutions of some 
conferences are critically evaluated. For instance;  

The World Missionary Conference, Edinburgh, 1910 was unanimous as 
to the attitude a missionary should adopt towards believers in animistic 
religions: he ‘must study and get to know the native religion. He must 
strive to understand the native concept of things and the heathen 
method of thinking’.47  

Despite the misgivings surrounding the characterisation of Afri-
can religions as animistic and the people as heathens, there is 
something of interest to this study in this conference resolution. 
There is the unmistakable influence of Paul at Athens (Acts 17:16-
34), where he uses local knowledge to teach the new religion he 
had brought. The spirit of this conference resolution appears to be 
the evangelization of people and not their subjugation. This was 
seemingly the theoretical ideal behind those organisations that 
sought to live out Matt. 28:18-20:  

And Jesus came and said to them, ‘All authority in heaven and on earth 
has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; 
and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age’. 

It should be appreciated here that indeed some missionaries did 
live up to such expectations and became prominent defenders of 
the full humanity of Africans. This remains debatable because 
some made themselves into defenders of a sub-human species they 
were in the process of civilising. However, the majority of mis-
sionaries allowed their cultural prejudices and presuppositions to 
determine their reading of the Bible. To further illustrate the 

                                                      
47  Hodge „The Training of Missionaries for Africa“, 86.  
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above argument, I make reference here to a reading of the Bible 
that was part of the Christian Gospel in Zimbabwe;  

The 1932 declaration on race relations of the Dutch Reformed Church 
(DRC), which noted that it sought the conversion and spiritual elevation 
of the Coloured and Native as well as their well-being but that this well-
being is not promoted by way of racial integration and social equality […] 
but by way of the preservation and development of their national charac-
ter, sanctified by the blessed influence of the Gospel, so that both Col-
oured and Native can increasingly in every sphere take their legitimate 
place in society.48  

It is apparent here that the reading of the Bible in the DRC based 
on the culturally prejudicial perception of Africans as a cursed 
people led to an interpretation that actively campaigned for racial 
segregation and social inequality. It is no wonder the Bible is so-
metimes characterized as a weapon of oppression and discrimina-
tion. In this context, it is possible to view missionaries as agents 
not of evangelization but of subjugation of local people. 

Among the exceptions from the popular missionary reading of the 
Bible was Bishop Donal Lamont of the Roman Catholic Church 
who was shocked at finding racism existing within the Church 
itself, to which he responded: “This fact, more than anything else, 
drove me to a realisation of the disparity that existed between our 
preaching and our practice.”49 The observation and subsequent 
shock of Bishop Lamont brings to the fore one of the issues that 
has always featured prominently in works studying missionary 
activities in Africa. Lamont assumes that missionaries preached 
against racism and yet practiced it. This observation may not nec-
essarily be true, it has been demonstrated above that some if not 
most missionaries did use the Bible to justify racism. Bishop La-
mont assumed (wrongly) that the Bible always speaks with one 
voice on the subject of race. It seems there is almost always this 

                                                      
48  Daneel, Old and New in Southern Shona Independent Churches, 208. The bold 

emphasis is my own. 
49  Donal Lamont cited in: Janice McLaughlin, MM, On The Frontline: Catholic 

Missions in Zimbabwe’s Liberation War, 1996, 114. 
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dividing line between different interpreters or readers of the Bi-
ble. 

It is inappropriate to assume that all missionaries suffered from 
this superiority malaise, at least not in theory. In practice, things 
could be very different but on the race subject, the differences 
between and among missionaries is best summed up in a Pas-
toral Instruction published by Catholic Bishops of Rhodesia 
(Zimbabwe) emphasizing the unity of the human race.  

Though many fail to see it, or refuse through sheer selfishness to ac-
knowledge it, the doctrine of racial superiority, as taught and practised 
by many in this country, differs little in essence from that of the Nazis, 
whom Pope Pius XI strongly rebuked in these words: ‘As God’s sun 
shines on all that bear human countenance, so does His law know no 
privileges or exception […] Only superficial minds can make the mad at-
tempt of trying to confine within the boundaries of a single people, 
within the bloodstream of a single race, God the Creator of the World’.50  

Though not making any direct quotations from the Bible, readers 
of the Bible could indeed speculate as to what texts were at war on 
the subject of race relations. To a larger extent racial segregation 
was mostly linked to the Hamitic myth created from Gen. 9. After 
seeing the nakedness of his father, Ham is cursed to die a slave. 
Ham is etymologically associated with the colour black hence he 
was understood as the father of the black race. The enslavement 
of black Africans was therefore understood as divinely sanctioned. 
Racial equality was drawn from the famous Pauline line which is 
popularly recited by Christians; “‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, 
there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; 
for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Gal. 3:28).”51 

These readings and interpretations of the Bible can be explained 
in terms of socio-cultural-historical contexts of the interpreters as 
well as the self-identification of the interpreters in relation to the 
characters in the biblical texts. In the case of those who identified 
themselves as part of the humanity created by God, in God’s own 
                                                      
50  Catholic Bishops’ Pastoral Instruction „Peace Through Justice 1961“ cited in: 

Daneel, Old and New in Southern Shona Independent Churches, 207. 
51  Cf. Sithole, Obed Mutezo: The Mudzimu Christian Nationalist, 102. 
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image, the oneness of the human race would have dominated 
their reading and interpretation of the Bible. As for those who 
identified themselves in terms of the dichotomy of white and 
black, good and evil, they interpreted the Bible in such a way that 
they themselves being white became by extension the true Israel-
ites, meant to be set apart from the heathens. The Bible’s failure 
to speak with one voice then became the recipe for protracted 
disputes among missionaries on which reading was authentic. 
The minority view eventually succeeded, when Apartheid was 
labelled a heresy.52 

2.3.2  Evangelization or Subjugation of Indigenous People? 

On other subjects, missionaries closed ranks and agreed to con-
demn various beliefs and practices of indigenous Zimbabweans, 
among them the practice of polygamy/polygyny. Nowhere do cul-
tural presuppositions and prejudices assert themselves so clearly 
than on the subject of marriage and sexuality. As missionaries 
established themselves in Zimbabwe, they began to observe cer-
tain practices of the local people among them polygyny. Fr. J. 
O’Neil wrote in 1905; “with regard to older pagans, there does not 
seem to be much hope of converting them to Christianity. Polyg-
amy prevails among them all, and the last thing a man could be 
persuaded to do would be to give up any of his wives.”53 Similarly, 
Fr. Richard Sykes wrote in 1915; “The man who has a plurality of 
wives is practically hopeless as a prospective Christian convert.”54 

These views cut across all missionaries and mission societies in 
Zimbabwe; polygyny was equated to sin. This was based on the 
interpretation of texts such as Gen. 2:24; Matt. 19:5ff and 1Tim. 
3:1ff among other biblical texts that could sustain this under-
standing. The question is; is this all the Bible said about mar-
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riage? Was this an attempt to evangelize or subjugate indigenous 
people? 

Certainly, it is possible that missionaries failed to make a distinc-
tion between Christianity, Western civilisation and European su-
premacy.55 The assumption behind the missionary stance on po-
lygyny was that the Bible could only agree with their cultural ways 
because only “western values were the ones compatible with 
Christianity”56 and by extension with the Bible. Essentially there-
fore, one of the major reasons behind this selective reading of the 
Bible that led to a widespread condemnation of polygyny by mis-
sionaries is that “European culture was uniquely monogamous.”57 
Once again the Bible was read to sustain an already culturally 
accepted norm to attack a norm that was also culturally sanc-
tioned. What I observe here is not the absolute word of God but 
the absolute position of domination of the cultural presupposi-
tions of the missionaries over both the Bible and local cultures. 

Most missionaries did not see anything wrong with colonialism 
and the plunder that came with it. Rather, most of them being 
Europeans seem to have encouraged the domination of local peo-
ple by their kith and kin, to the extent of even advocating the use 
of force and violence. In the quotation below, the missionary is 
not ashamed to clearly spell out on which side he belongs; 

On 29th April 1896, the Revd. George H. Eva wrote a letter to Marshall 
Hartley, secretary of the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society in Lon-
don; ‘In the last war the Matebele were not beaten, the only real victory 
was at Bembesi, the first Shangani battle was more or less a draw and 
the second was a decided defeat of our forces which were totally inade-
quate to cope with them, so that the Matebele had never been thoroughly 

                                                      
55  Cf. Bosch „The Question of Mission Today“, 8. 
56  Tutu „Some African Insights on the Old Testament“, 18. 
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beaten by the White man and until we give them a thrashing we may expect 
periodical outbreaks such as this and many of us will lose our lives’.58 

According to McLaughlin the Zimbabwe National African Union 
(ZANU) taught that “by preaching against the use of force, [mis-
sionaries] softened the people so they could not defend their 
rights. Religion is nothing but a concept aimed at preserving the 
white rule.”59 This observation by freedom fighters also known as 
terrorists then was based on the reading of the Bible by mission-
aries. The Bible was being used to silence the local populace; vio-
lence and force were evil when used against the colonial occupiers 
while it was being encouraged when being used by colonial occu-
piers as indicated in the Eva letter. In this regard it is not surpris-
ing when Jean-Marc Ela writes; “we, Africans have been intro-
duced to the Christian God by means of a theology of suffering, 
which seems to have been created so black people would learn to 
accept their historical status as a conquered people.”60 Missionar-
ies read the Bible to “help” Africans accept their suffering and 
conquest, as if colonisation was a God-sent blessing on the Afri-
cans. 

The decision by the World Council of Churches (WCC) to help 
those fighting against racism drew sharp criticism from some 
quarters among missionaries in Zimbabwe; 

On the funding of guerrilla fighters by the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) Program to Combat Racism, Bishop Paul Burrough said; ‘I be-
lieve that the conscience of many Christians was outraged recently by 
the action of the WCC. The outrage was because the Council said in ef-
fect that the violence which is inherent in Apartheid must, in the name 
of Christ, be answered by violence. This seemed to deny Christ’s Gos-
pel.’61  
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This is one case where the Bible was read in such a way that those 
not sharing the context of the Bishop would have never thought 
possible. The evil was to fight against a violent system. It is not 
immediately clear which Gospel of Christ, the Bishop was refer-
ring to. What is clear however is that the interpretation of the so-
called Gospel of Christ had been subordinated to a context within 
which the Bishop saw the Bible as forbidding the violent removal 
of a violent system. How much of this context depended on the 
inherent sense of superiority emanating from the claims to cul-
tural superiority among Europeans is also not immediately clear. 
Could this have been a culturally inspired reading of Rom. 13:4, 
touting local Zimbabweans to respect authorities or is it con-
nected to Matt. 5:39, where Jesus advises people to turn the other 
cheek when slapped on one? Or was this inspired by the observa-
tion that in the process of setting up missionary centres, the mis-
sionaries were deliberately instigating the Settler authority to dis-
possess the people of their land which was then given to the Mis-
sionary Societies.62 The missionaries (with a few exceptions) 
feared the use of violence because it threatened them since they 
had acted in collusion and complicity with colonial authorities. 
The Bible was then used to subjugate and not evangelize the in-
digenous people. 

Another issue that seem to have played into this missionary read-
ing of the Bible relates to the question of names for the converts. 
According to Sithole “many Africans took on new foreign names 
upon becoming Christians. This was partly an effort to break with 
the past, and partly to make it easier for their European evangeliz-
ers to address them. A new Christian name seemed to emphasize 
the serious intention of the African convert to follow Christian-
ity.”63 Similarly, Ezra Chitando observes that “often, conversion to 
traditions such as Christianity or Islam has been accompanied by 
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a change of name.”64 Pedzisai Mashiri writes “the white mission-
aries and employers had difficulty in pronouncing Shona names 
and it was believed that an English or Christian name symbolized 
salvation.”65 Clearly, there was great significance attached to 
names during the early missionary adventures among the Shona 
and while all the reasons given by Mashiri and Sithole are true, it 
is equally true that there was also the influence of the Bible. 

While agreeing with Sithole that Africans had new names upon 
baptism, it is unfortunate Sithole creates an impression that Afri-
cans freely chose to change their names. Names were changed 
primarily because Zimbabwean cultural/traditional names suf-
fered together with their culture and were always regarded by 
missionaries as inherently evil. The cultural superiority of the 
missionaries influenced them to read the conversion of Saul on 
his way to Damascus and the subsequent use of the name Paul 
(Acts 9:1ff cf. 13:13 and the Letters of Paul in the New Testament) 
to justify their imposition of European names on Zimbabwean 
converts to Christianity.66 This for me represents another attempt 
at subjugation disguised as evangelization. Chitando cites the 
Jesus tradition as part of the biblical basis for the change of 
names for converts because Jesus renamed his disciples to reflect 
their new tasks (cf. Matt. 16:18 and John 1:42).67 

There are indeed many examples of how certain European values 
were equated with the word of God contained in the Bible. These 
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cannot obviously be exhausted in the context of this study save to 
say the examples cited above demonstrate that a number of mis-
sionaries gave “the impression that western standards were the 
only ones valid in the arduous business of life, that western values 
were the only ones compatible with Christianity.”68 It is in the 
context of such observations that I propose in this study that there 
lie some cultural presuppositions behind the biblical interpreta-
tions of the missionaries. The Bible was co-opted by missionaries 
into the project of transforming and restructuring of African so-
cieties into some extensions of European societies.69 To sum up 
this section, I must highlight the easy with which readers of the 
Bible can read their interests into and out of the Bible. This nor-
mally results in various interpretations, as many as the interpret-
ers at times and even among the missionaries themselves these 
differences are well represented. 

2.3.3  Missionaries as liberators of the Bible from  
Missionaries! 

In the hands of most of the missionaries, the Bible became a le-
thal weapon against indigenous Zimbabweans as it was selectively 
read and which reading depended so much on the cultural-
historical context of the missionaries. Yet, despite this skewed 
reading of the Bible, the missionaries played a huge role in liber-
ating the Bible from their own hands. This liberation of the Bible 
is closely linked to the translation of the Bible into vernacular 
languages (despite the real concerns on the subjectivity of the 
process of translation as argued by Musa Dube70), which meant as 
more indigenous people became literate; they could read the Bible 
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for themselves without relying on the missionaries.71 The transla-
tion of the Bible into local languages served to open up Bible read-
ing to many people in Zimbabwe, and the result did not take long 
to manifest itself.  

“Translation enabled the Bible to become ‘an independent yard-
stick by which to test, and sometimes to reject, what western mis-
sionaries taught and practised.’”72 While the Bible had been an 
effective tool in the hands of most missionaries in their quest to 
redefine Zimbabweans, the translation of the Bible into local lan-
guages changed this. “They [Zimbabwean readers] see in their 
own language that between them and the Christian message there 
is no longer the authoritative missionary or other transmitter of 
that message as essential intermediary. Instead, they have full 
access to the Word of God in their own language.”73 I shall draw 
this section to a close with the observation of Adrian Hastings:  

The Protestant missionary sedulously presented a book to his converts, 
but he did not really expect them to imitate all its contents, any more 
than he did so himself – he had somehow overlooked, as essentially ir-
relevant, a great deal of what is actually in the Bible.74 

To that extent, I agree with the analysis of Jesse Mugambi when 
he argues that while the modern missionary enterprise brought 
the Bible to condemn the entirety of the African life and culture, 
once the Bible was translated, the African converts found the Bi-
ble to be affirming their dignity as human beings created by 
God.75 This observation is central in understanding the manner 
in which the Bible is used by most African Christians. 

                                                      
71  On the missionary activities on translation of the Bible into local languages 

refer to the works of: Daneel, Old and New in Southern Shona Independent 
Churches, 189; Graaff, Modumedi Moleli, 123; and Sithole, Obed Mutezo, 97. 

72  West, The Academy of the Poor, 97. 
73  Mbiti, Bible and Theology in African Christianity, 26. 
74  Adrian Hastings, A History of African Christianity 1950-1975, 1975, 71. 
75  Jesse N. K. Mugambi “Foundations for an African approach to biblical her-

meneutics” in: Mary N. Getui, Tinyiko Maluleke & Justin Ukpong (eds), In-
terpreting the New Testament in Africa, Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 2001, 16. 



 95 

2.4  Indigenous Zimbabweans and the Bible 
I have given a few examples of missionary readings of the Bible 
paying attention to the connection between the missionaries’ cul-
tural-historical context and the interpretations they provided for 
their converts. These readings were accepted by some indigenous 
Zimbabweans but most Zimbabweans seemed to have harboured 
ill-feelings towards not only the missionary but also the Bible. The 
early popular feeling among Zimbabweans and in general Afri-
cans is well captured in the characterization of the “guerrilla exe-
gete” of Osanyande Obery Hendricks who; 

[S]truggles because the Bible continues to stand as the foremost tool of 
oppression and hegemonic domination in human history, surpassing 
even the Communist Manifesto for the mayhem committed in its name. 
Used to justify slavery, lynching, segregation, genocide, rampant milita-
rism, gender oppression, myriad exclusions. A full calendar of hurts. 
Flawless flesh declared leprous. Beautiful hearts declared impure. A 
gospel of liberation debauched to a rationale for oppression. A procla-
mation of freedom perverted to promulgation of dominationist rheto-
rics. A chill-pill for the outraged. The balm in Gilead becomes social no-
vocaine and priestly poison.76  

This characterization captures the feelings of hopelessness, des-
peration, confusion and anger that ran among many Zimbabwe-
ans owing to the ‘insensitive’ reading of the Bible by missionaries 
and their subsequent attempt to align the Bible with their desper-
ate context. 

2.4.1 Whose book is the Bible? Indigenous Responses! 

One of the most radical responses to emanate from Zimbabwe 
was the call to disown everything that was identified with white 
people, including the Bible. One of the earliest indigenous Reli-
gious leaders in Zimbabwe and founder of one of the largest Ap-
ostolic churches, Johane Masowe is believed to have; 

[P]reached that he was John the Baptist sent by God to earth. He urged 
everyone present to adopt the religion of their forefathers, to drink 
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plenty of Kaffir beer and eat the meat blessed by our forefathers; further, 
that we should burn the religious books of the Europeans as our forefathers 
did not have books. He suggested that the Bible, hymn books and the New 
Testament should be destroyed, together with all other religious books.77  

Such a drastic reaction, despite the fact that it was never fully im-
plemented helps in illustrating how much the Bible became hated 
by some indigenous Zimbabweans. Further, as Mercy Amba 
Oduyoye observes “the close association of colonial power and 
particular denominations gave mission the appearance of an arm 
of colonialism.”78 This did not only contribute to suspicions 
against the motives of missions but suspicions on the innocence 
of the Bible. The fact that prior to their own reading of the Bible, 
the Bible had consistently justified whatever white people were 
doing made the Bible the book of the Europeans. 

However, as intimated above regarding the translation of the Bi-
ble and by implication the accessibility of the Bible to indigenous 
Zimbabweans without the mediation of the missionaries, brought 
about a new wave of culturally conditioned readings of the Bible 
by Zimbabweans. According to James C. Scott, (An Ethiopian 
proverb says) “when the great lord passes, the wise peasant bows 
deeply and silently farts.”79 Theories of ideological hegemony look 
at the stage, the public transcript of the bowing peasant. Scott 
draws our attention to what is hidden, offstage, the silent fart.80 

There was a confidence among missionaries that indigenous 
Zimbabweans would acquit themselves as good peasants, reading 
the Bible as they had taught them. The reading of the Bible was 
what missionaries could observe with easy, what indigenous 
Zimbabweans were reading was far from the missionary read-
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ings; their understanding was far from the missionary under-
standing. What missionaries got in the end was more than they 
could have bargained for. Hence Verstraelen writes;  

Once Africans had the Bible at their disposal in their own vernacular 
languages; they made a number of discoveries. These can be summa-
rized by their finding out that there were many things in the Bible that 
made sense to them, but were not communicated to them because they 
were played down or overlooked by the missionaries from the West.81  

Indeed, there are many things that Zimbabweans saw as appeal-
ing to them yet all that had deftly been avoided by the missionar-
ies. There are so many such discoveries and this section shall seek 
to give a few examples to demonstrate that these discoveries were 
not innocent but culturally conditioned, gained by a selective read-
ing of the Bible. The greatest victory was for the Bible, it was 
given a new lease of life far removed from what it had been given 
by missionaries. 

2.4.2  Wrestling the Bible from the Missionaries! 

The major missionary reading of the Bible was such that the 
status quo was preserved and the Bible was seen as not concerned 
with the cases of oppression and racial segregation or even seen 
as encouraging them by most of the missionaries. This was di-
rectly challenged by the discoveries Zimbabweans and other Afri-
cans made in the Bible. According to Ela; 

Throughout the whole of scripture, which can be seen as a re-reading of 
the exodus, God brings forth words and deeds, revealing a God who is 
the last refuge of his beloved people subjected to exploitation, violence 
and misery. ‘To oppress the poor is to insult their creator’ (Prov. 
14:31).82  

Many Zimbabweans would have completely agreed with the 
words of Ela above, yet beneath them there is the reality of an 
exaggerated reading of the Bible. By referring to the “whole of 
Scripture”, Ela creates the impression that the whole Bible is a 
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liberative document. What is at stake however is not the whole 
Bible; rather it is those sections that were deftly silenced in the 
missionary reading, which came alive when indigenous Zimbab-
weans read the Bible. By drawing our attention to the “exodus”, 
Ela and many other oppressed people are in the process of identi-
fying themselves not with the curse of Ham/Canaan but with the 
blessing of liberation bestowed upon the Israelites.  

It is the context of oppression and deprivation which influences 
this reading of the Bible. While the exodus was for long the model 
for liberation, African scholars like Jesse Mugambi have since 
questioned the sincerity of such a reading when considering that 
from Egypt the Israelites plundered Canaan and even uprooted 
and committed genocide against the inhabitants of the so-called 
Promised Land.83 In essence, Zimbabweans would have noted the 
diversity of readings the Bible could inspire and would have ob-
served the selective nature of the missionary readings and in the 
process they, themselves opted for their own selective reading.84 

These observations of other ways of reading the Bible, opposed to 
the dominant missionary readings should be seen as the reason 
why the Bible was gradually being pulled away from the mission-
aries’ grips. In response to Bishop Burrough’s “Christian con-
science on violence”, Bishop Murindagomo said:  

No. Taking Bishop Burrough’s own words 6000000 Africans are op-
pressed by whom? By the present government, and its 1969 Constitu-
tion which was so designated to perpetuate the oppression of 6000000 
Africans. No Christian conscience can reconcile such oppression with 
our Lord’s teaching: ‘Do unto others as we would have them do unto us’ 
(Matt. 7:12).85  
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It is apparent here that two readings of the Bible are being con-
trasted and proving to be irreconcilable, why is this so? The start-
ing point for the readings is what is different, Bishop Burrough 
begins from an assumption that colonialism is there to stay while 
Bishop Murindagomo begins from an assumption that colonial-
ism is wrong. The cultural-historical contexts of the two are also 
crucial, Murindagomo was a “suffragan Bishop”86, essentially he 
was not a full Bishop as he served under Burrough. Nothing other 
than the claim to white supremacy really made the difference. The 
interpretations of Murindagomo as those of most Zimbabweans 
begin from a position of disadvantage. 

Similarly, Lapsley writes and regarding the same sermon and 
comments of Burrough;  

Some African Anglicans wrote anonymously to the Dean of Salisbury 
[Harare] criticizing the Bishop Burrough; ‘[…]. We now see it that the 
Bishop is sailing in the same boat with Arthur Lewis, Rector of Rusape 
who is an African enemy. The equality of man is the same according to 
the Bible teachings regardless of race, colour or creed. As far as the Bi-
ble is concerned, God created man; that’s all’.87  

This is a clear case of Zimbabweans using the Bible to rebuke, 
reprimand and challenge the authority and interpretation of the 
missionaries. The meaning of certain texts was drastically revised 
once Zimbabweans had begun to read and interpret the Bible for 
themselves. While white missionaries would have read the Bible 
to entrench their supremacy over Africans and Zimbabweans in 
particular, Zimbabweans read the Bible to gain lost ground, talk 
of equality features prominently. This development is the major 
reason behind the importance of the Bible for many Zimbabwe-
ans, once they read for themselves it ceased to be an instrument 
for white domination and attempts were made to wrestle the Bible 
from the missionary, as is illustrated in this conversation: 

Sithole: But many churches here practise colour bar, how can there be 
neither Jew nor Gentile?  
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Obed Mutezo: Agreed. It’s the individual missionaries who do this. The 
Bible doesn’t say that. If an educated African ill-treats me, it is not his 
education that is wrong but himself. If I start saying education is no 
good because one educated man ill-treated me, then I do not know what 
I am doing.88  

Mutezo is presented as being at pains and going to greater 
lengths to wean the Bible from the missionary grip. It is in this 
context that David Barrett writes; “[with] the publication of African 
translations, a momentous change took place: it now became pos-
sible to differentiate between missions and scriptures.”89 The 
Bible could become a tool for liberation if only they (Zimbabwe-
ans) could liberate it from the missionaries. 

2.4.3  ‘New Discoveries’: Indigenous Adventures in the Bible 

The subject of polygyny as noted earlier was one of the battle 
grounds between missionaries and indigenous Zimbabweans. I 
noted in the previous section that missionaries deliberately exag-
gerated the prevalence of polygamy and this can be seen in the 
words of Mutezo;  

You see, monogamy was there long before the church came here. It 
cannot be the centre of Christianity. I have relatives who are not Chris-
tians, but they only have one wife each. One wife is about enough trou-
ble for a man. Christianity doesn’t enter into it […] It’s a matter of per-
sonal choice. Our customs leave it to the individual whether one is to 
marry one or more wives.90  

This is a precise description of the marriage tradition among most 
of the Zimbabwean societies, polygyny was not mandatory and it 
had a lot to do with one’s ability to settle the Lobola (bride wealth) 
demanded by the in-laws. Peter Hatendi has argued that the prob-
lem was caused by the failure of missionaries to appreciate the 
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functional value of polygyny in African communities.91 The issue 
of polygyny/monogamy was therefore more of a clash of two cul-
tural traditions, one considered superior and monogamous in 
nature, the other considered inferior and accepting polygyny and 
monogamy. 

The emphasis on monogamy was dressed as a biblical imperative 
yet as the Constitution of the Zion Christian Church (ZCC-
Mutendi) of Ezekiel Mutendi expounds on the subject, it directly 
challenges the missionary reading of the Bible on that subject 
based on some discoveries made in the Bible:  

The Church members are not bound strictly to marry only one wife, nor 
did God blame those who married more than one wife; Lamek, Abra-
ham, Jacob, David and Solomon […] We are irrational if we think that 
monogamy is a way of preventing sin from entering the family accord-
ing to Christian experience. God married Adam, the first man, to one 
wife, through whom sin penetrated into the family. This we write to 
some who think that marrying many wives is the gateway of sin in the 
family […] If we read these books (II Sam. 5:12; [I]Chro. 14:3; I Sam. 1:2; 
Judg. 8:30; 12:8; Isa. 4:1), we shall have wisdom to know what God 
wants and what he does not want, because all wisdom is found in the 
Bible.92  

This bold declaration and opening up of polygyny in some 
churches was heavily influenced by searching for biblical models, 
yet the importance of polygyny to most Zimbabweans did not 
require external justification. What was at stake was the need to 
align the Bible to speak to the context of indigenous Zimbabwe-
ans. With the exception of Lamek, the other figures cited as being 
polygamous are figures that also featured prominently in mis-
sionary readings of the Bible yet their polygamous nature was 
never raised.  
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That God blessed Abraham, Jacob, David and Solomon despite 
their plural marriages served to confirm that the age-old institu-
tion among the Shona was not after all, condemned by the Bible. 
This is captured in the words of Tutu;  

Those who have denigrated things African would probably be surprised 
to discover that the African way of life, his worldview, his thought 
forms, are those, not only of the Old Testament but those of the entire 
Bible, since the New Testament is based so firmly on the Old Testa-
ment.93  

Tutu relies here on a hermeneutic of identification/cultural her-
meneutics, where readers seek to identify themselves with the 
biblical characters and culture. In the case of Tutu, Africans in 
general, and in this case Zimbabweans, can easily be identified 
with the Israelites in everything they do. In the same vein, Mbiti 
observes that “Africans feel that their own lives are described in 
the Bible, they as human beings are affirmed in it and that they 
belong to the world of the Bible.”94 This is crucial for the struggle 
to control and direct the interpretations of the Bible. This recog-
nizes the fact that “the Christian worldview held by most colonial 
missionaries was very much shaped by their native culture and 
colonial policy.”95 That called for a Zimbabwean response shaped 
by indigenous culture and traditional institutions. 

Zimbabwean encounters with the Bible have not always been 
pleasant encounters. With colonialism safely entrenched, most 
missionaries read the Bible and claimed neutrality, a neutrality 
that meant the status quo remained. It is this context that Lapsley 
interrogates and he asked the first black President of Zimbabwe, 
Canaan Banana to write the foreword to his book. Banana writes;  

                                                      
93  Tutu „Some African Insights on the Old Testament“ in: Hans-Jurgen, 

Becken (ed), Relevant Theology for Africa: Report on a Consultation of the Missi-
ological Institute at Lutheran Theological College, Mapumulo, Natal, September 
12-21, 1972, Durban: Lutheran Publishing House, 1973, 42-3. 

94  Mbiti, Bible and Theology in African Christianity, 26. 
95  Laurent Mbanda, Committed to Conflict: The Destruction of the Church in 

Rwanda, London: SPCK, 1997, 43. 



 103 

There is no such animal as neutrality; neutrality at best means deafen-
ing silence and indifference, and at worst smiling at and admiring the 
status quo. I refuse to accept the notion that Jesus assumed the role of 
an honoured guest in the theatre of human slaughter and misery.96  

The direct challenge on neutrality in an environment dominated 
by domination and oppression is characteristic of all liberation 
theologies and is based on the experiences of those who are en-
couraged by the status quo to accept their positions as god-given. 
In essence, there cannot be neutrality in a game pitting two un-
equal players, for in such a case neutrality as Lapsley observes is 
in practice co-option by the stronger player. 

The dichotomy of neutrality and co-option is such a central 
framework in Zimbabwean (African in general) readings of the 
Bible. These indigenous readings affirm the declaration by Ela, 
that is, “God is not neutral.”97 I want to agree and simultaneously 
disagree with Ela on the implications of this declaration. Agreed, 
that God as an interested party in human affairs has to take sides 
where there is a division that I assume is widely acknowledged by 
many Christians. What is not immediately clear to many readers 
of Ela and other liberation theologians is that the idea of God not 
being neutral in human struggles is in itself an acknowledgment 
of the fact that those who think and formulate arguments about 
God almost always appropriate for themselves the right to confine 
God to their side.  

This brings me back to the subjectivity of interpretation hence the 
readings of Banana and other Zimbabweans and the interpreta-
tion that emerges from them is such that “the most basic feature 
of [the Zimbabwean] our biblical heritage, therefore, is attentive-
ness to those who live in a state of oppression and suffering under 
unjust social structures […] God is revealed as the one who brings 
justice to the oppressed.”98 This is the God that most missionar-
ies, from their position of privilege, did not see in the Bible but 
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the God that Zimbabweans in their encounter with the Bible, 
from their position of extreme deprivation and oppression, en-
countered in the Bible. 

The Bible was suddenly transformed from a book that sustained 
oppressive structures to a book that challenged oppressive struc-
tures. The Zimbabwean readers of the Bible, who had at some 
point believed the authority of missionaries as readers and to a 
certain extent “owners” of the Bible, woke up to find themselves 
not as mere objects but as the major subjects of the biblical story. 
In doing this Zimbabwean readers practically engaged in the 
drawing of lines of connection between the biblical texts such as 
the exodus, prophetic literature as well as the ministry of Jesus 
and their context as a community under the rule of an oppressive 
system.99 These lines of connection are critical in the appropria-
tion of the text for a particular community and the context of the 
community becomes a determinative factor in the type of reading 
the community engages in. To therefore ignore the context of the 
reader is to do a great injustice to the fluidity of the Bible. Ver-
straelen observes that in an African perspective, the Bible con-
firms their culturally held religious notions such as the role of 
dreams, the reality of witchcraft and spirits, the importance of the 
dead, especially the ancestors.100 These were nearly all wiped out 
as evil and the Bible presented as condemning them, but once the 
readers looked up for themselves, the discoveries transformed the 
Bible. 

2.4.4  Who among us owns the Bible? Indigenous tensions! 

In essence, the Bible moved from a bad text, authorising oppres-
sion to a good text, authorising the violent removal of oppressive 
structures in its encounters with indigenous Zimbabweans. Is 
this smooth and consistent picture an honest assessment of the 
encounters between indigenous Zimbabweans and the Bible? 
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This is a critical question that requires closer scrutiny and analy-
sis because, the idea of cultural-historical context I have been em-
phasizing creates the impression that the context of all indige-
nous Zimbabweans was similar. This is not necessarily the case. 
Further, it also creates the impression that Zimbabwean men and 
women have the same encounters with the Bible. This also is not 
necessarily the case. Finally, it creates the impression that Zim-
babwean heterosexual persons and homosexual persons have the 
same experiences. This is certainly not the case. To this end, the 
words of Verstraelen are instructive when he writes; “human be-
ings are easily inclined to consider their own way of understand-
ing, interpreting and expressing things as a norm to which other 
people have to conform.”101 This is not only instructive in under-
standing the conflicts between missionaries and indigenous peo-
ple but also between heterosexual and homosexual readings of the 
Bible in the contemporary debate. 

It is therefore pertinent to briefly highlight the tensions and pos-
sible causes of such tensions among indigenous Zimbabweans. 
This is not at all unique to indigenous Zimbabweans as I high-
lighted earlier on that tensions also existed among missionaries. 
To begin with, it is important to highlight one characteristic 
among readers of the Bible, there is a pattern of all those who 
have their struggles to see such struggles in the Bible and there-
fore to appropriate the Bible for themselves as the true representa-
tives of Israel today.102 This is what keeps the Bible pivotal and 
alive in many communities today because both oppressors and 
oppressed are always struggling to identify themselves as the true 
recipients of the Bible. I could not agree more with Gottwald 
when he writes;  

The Hebrew Bible [The Bible in general] is a collection of writings that 
teems with religious concepts and practices, [which] discloses segments 
of an involved history, reflects and presupposes social structures and 
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processes […] Every state explained its origins and justified its existence 
and its practices by recourse to the declared will of divine beings.103  

While Gottwald draws our attention towards states, the same 
analysis can be applied to different groups within states or socie-
ties. The Zimbabwean scenario is one such case where different 
groups claim positions of privilege and use the Bible to justify 
these claims. 

In this context, liberation can never be understood as an event, 
rather it is best understood as a continuous process because those 
who are in need of liberation today can easily become the oppres-
sors tomorrow and those being oppressed would also be in need 
of liberation.104 The dominant readings analysed above assumed 
that all Zimbabweans would be independent at the same time. In 
an attempt to draw attention to problems of this nature, Canaan 
Banana is quoted as having said;  

The Church has the opportunity to evolve a theology that encompasses a 
socialist transformation, instead of being frightened into a state of pa-
ralysis at the mention of the word socialism. Indeed, the concept of a 
classless socialist society is essentially theological: a society where there is 
neither Gentile nor Jew; neither rich nor poor; neither the downtrodden 
nor the privileged.105  

This is an excellent example of how individuals reading the Bible 
tend to see nothing beyond themselves because while Banana 
indirectly refers to Galatians 3:28, he ‘forgot’ that the text calls for 
a community in Christ that has “neither men nor women” also. 
This reading which challenges patriarchal institutions and he-
gemony is nicely avoided and silenced. In such a reading, cer-
tainly women have the ammunition to fight. This is culturally 
inspired because the context of Banana is one that sees women as 
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not equal to men hence the silence imposed on one aspect of a 
text. 

In most churches I have personally attended, particularly on wed-
ding ceremonies, one of the favourite texts is the creation story of 
Gen. 2:4bff, which makes the woman a creation out of man. This 
has largely been interpreted to justify the subordination of women 
and other New Testament texts are read to justify the superiority 
of men over women, for example, Paul’s instruction regarding the 
headship of men (1Cor.11:3). The problems that I observe in 
these indigenous readings seem to be the same problems that 
existed between missionary readers and indigenous Zimbabwean 
readers. Does this mean the Bible is at fault? While women are 
making great strides towards reading the Bible for themselves, the 
greatest challenge now is one that feature heterosexual readings 
of the Bible as the dominant readings while homosexual persons 
are just beginning (at least in Zimbabwe) to appropriate the Bible 
for their liberation or is it the liberation of the Bible from the 
grips of heterosexual persons? This latter aspect is the focus of 
this study and will be dealt with in detail in the following chap-
ters. 

2.5  Interpreting the Bible in Zimbabwe: A Crisis? 
The Bible has been both a weapon of oppression and liberation. 
The Bible has hardly been neutral and I agree with Banana that 
there is nothing called neutrality in biblical interpretation. This is 
so because society is almost always divided into two major groups, 
one enjoying all the privileges including that of defining the oth-
ers and another group that is oppressed, deprived and sometimes 
even discriminated. Why is this so in Zimbabwe? Why are most 
readers in Zimbabwe and in many other parts of the world con-
tend to read the Bible to their advantage? Why are all those seek-
ing to entrench their interests finding it easy to use the Bible? 
These are questions that continue to be central in biblical and 
theological studies. 
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In addressing this interpretation crisis in Zimbabwe, it is clear 
that frequently biblical readers “are inclined to equate their own 
interests with those of God and to call everything of which they 
approve the handiwork of God.”106 Becoming a reader, each indi-
vidual appropriates the authority of the Bible to be their own and 
their reading conditioned by their own context and interests 
thereby attaining an authoritative status. There are hardly any 
questions regarding the authority of God yet the problem is how 
does one discern the interests of God from the interests of the 
reader? The view of Bosch goes a long way in explaining the mul-
tiple readings and interpretations, often contradictory emanating 
from Zimbabwe. If these multiple interpretations are not the re-
sult of the subordination of the Bible to special interests, does that 
mean God is so unpredictable as to contradict God’s self? On the 
basis of the Catholic Church’s teaching on homosexuality in Zim-
babwe: that homosexual persons ought to change their sexuality 
to become heterosexual or to remain celibate, the question is: 
Whose interest is it to heterosexualize homosexual persons? Al-
ternatively, whose interest was it to Europeanize indigenous Zim-
babweans? 

Why has the Bible been used and abused in the various readings 
in Zimbabwe? Everyone seems to encounter just what they are 
looking for in the Bible. Is this a sign that there is something ter-
ribly wrong with the readings themselves? According to Roberts; 
“The ease with which one can use a passage of Scripture to one’s 
advantage shows the need for serious Bible study in a critical 
sense and not in a merely literal sense.”107 This brings me to the 
heart of the Zimbabwean biblical interpretation crisis, the level of 
critical study of the Bible has largely been confined to the Univer-
sities and this has hardly filtered down to affect and to direct the 
public debate. The readings have almost always been at the literal 
level and under the influence of sometimes, private and special 
interests. It is not surprising that the selected texts for each reader 
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or reading group have been those whose significance lies on the 
surface, requiring no further exposition. This type of reading the 
Bible leads to other problems that are apparent in the Zimbab-
wean encounters with the Bible. 

What is imperative from this brief analysis is that the Bible re-
quires critical studying. How can this be done? The starting point 
towards a critical reading and appropriation of the Bible requires 
an admission that “reading the Bible is not enough. To under-
stand the social vision of the Hebrew Bible [Bible in general], it is 
essential that we study the contours of the biblical writers’ 
world.”108 There is need for a study of the Bible which begins by 
acknowledging that the valid religious truth or message of the 
Bible could only be brought to light when seen as the religion of a 
particular people at a particular time and place as expressed in 
these particular writings.109 I am proposing here that any critical 
reading of the Bible that can minimize the destructive effects of 
personal interests has to begin at the beginning: the origins and 
context of the text. 

2.6  Concluding Remarks 
In summing up this chapter, there is need to highlight the key 
aspects dealt with here and their implications on the subject of 
homosexuality. First, it is important to bear in mind the existence 
and sometimes reciprocal influence upon each other of three 
critical cultural-historical contexts pertaining to biblical interpreta-
tion in Zimbabwe. The context of the Bible, the context of West-
ern missionaries and the context of indigenous Zimbabwean 
readers of the Bible, past and present, are critical for any attempt 
to understand the history of the Bible in Zimbabwe. These con-
texts are not mere passive contexts but have proven to be active 
and sometimes, the Bible has been deftly subordinated to them. 
This raises the question of what role these contexts or any one of 

                                                      
108  Pleins, The Social Visions of the Hebrew Bible, 3. 
109  Cf. Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible, 11. 
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them has played in the readings of the Bible in the homosexual 
debate in Zimbabwe. 

The Bible, I should reiterate, is no innocent book every time 
someone reads it. The readers of the Bible are no innocent read-
ers. The interpretations of the Bible are no innocent interpreta-
tions. This can be mitigated through the use of critical methods of 
interpretation and the acknowledgment of preconceived assump-
tions that people bring to the text. These are critical indictments 
on the whole process of interpretation yet seemingly no other 
assertion seems best suited in addressing the clear differences 
and sometimes contradictory interpretations as briefly highlighted 
in this chapter. There is need for greater caution and soul-
searching before one absolutizes personal interests.  

We know today that the Bible is not a neutral text offering some clearly 
defined truth for all to read, about which no problems of interpretation 
will emerge. Who reads the Bible will have as much impact on a theo-
logical judgment as will the text itself.110  

This exposes what many readers of the Bible do but do not want 
to admit, that is appropriating for themselves a very powerful po-
sition, sometimes equating themselves to God and thereby mak-
ing their pronouncements God’s pronouncements. 

Finally, this chapter clearly demonstrates that the overwhelming 
condemnation of homosexuality in Zimbabwe, presumably be-
cause the Bible condemns homosexuality, must be treated with 
caution and suspicion. According to Elizabeth Schüssler-Fiorenza; 
“the Bible which is the source of our power is also the source of 
our oppression.”111 For those who are already experiencing dis-
crimination and oppression, the Bible embodies both the power 
to do good as well as bad. This is especially so in those instances 
where even God is subordinated to personal interests and where 
many people are “often [prepared] to continue things which [may 

                                                      
110  James Cochrane cited in: West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation, 185. 
111  Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza cited in: West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Libera-

tion, 144. 
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have been] were once right but are now wrong.”112 These prob-
lems have been exacerbated by the limited impact of the academic 
study of the Bible in influencing the public discussions. With this 
in mind, this work proceeds to a detailed analysis of the homo-
sexual debate in the following chapters. 

 

                                                      
112  Bosch „The Question of Mission Today“, 13. 
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CHAPTER 3:  GALZ, ZIBF’95: “HOMOSEXUAL RIGHTS 
ARE HUMAN RIGHTS” 

 
Deviant behaviour is that which harms others; abuse of power, assault, 
paedophilia and rape are wrong because they hurt people.1 

3.1  Introduction 
This chapter takes this work a step further by focusing on the 
issues central to the homosexual2 debate from the perspective of 
homosexual persons. In 1995, Zimbabwe, a small country in 
Southern Africa grabbed global headlines on the subject of homo-
sexuality and human rights. This prominence was connected to 
the annual hosting of the Zimbabwe International Book Fair 
(ZIBF), which always attracted international attention, however 
“the 1995 theme for the Zimbabwe International Book Fair was 
‘Human Rights and Justice’. The emphasis on human rights 
might have gone unnoticed by the international media, had it not 
been for the richly ironic drama created by the Zimbabwean gov-
ernment.”3 While the government created the drama, this chapter 
will seek to understand the events leading to this drama by focus-
ing on the issues central to the sexual rights lobby. 

                                                      
1  Keith Goddard, Open Letter to Rev. Canaan Sodindo Banana, Parade, June 

1996. Keith Goddard is essentially the face of GALZ in Zimbabwe, appearing 
in public all the time and has been at the helm of GALZ for over a decade. 
See Appendix 1. 

2  Most contemporary discussions of sexual rights tend to prefer the use of 
homosexualities to highlight the multiplicity of forms and manifestations of 
the homosexual identities. The same is also done with heterosexualities for 
the same reasons. In this study, however, it is appreciated that the debate 
under analysis focused mostly on homosexuality as an alternative sexual 
identity to heterosexuality. This singular form will therefore be used in this 
work in as much as it helps one capture the essence of the Zimbabwean ho-
mosexual debate. Further, the contention in this study is that instead of plu-
ral homosexualities, this study will talk of multiple manifestations of homo-
sexuality. 

3  Dunton & Palmberg, Human Rights and Homosexuality, 8. 
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Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe (GALZ) was one of the groups 
that had applied for a stall to exhibit at the ZIBF and had their 
application accepted by the organisers. However, the possibility of 
GALZ exhibiting at the ZIBF, which was going to be officially 
opened by Robert Mugabe, the President of Zimbabwe drew the 
ire of the government. The Director of Information in the Minis-
try of Information, Posts and Telecommunications then wrote to 
the organisers of the book fair and concluded the letter by writing, 
“In the interest of continued cooperation with the government, 
please, withdraw the participation of GALZ at this public event.”4 

This event triggered the homosexual debate in Zimbabwe. 

This chapter focuses on how homosexual persons in Zimbabwe 
and those sympathetic to homosexual persons have framed their 
arguments for the recognition of homosexual persons as a minor-
ity group in society. In doing this, this chapter will seek to expose 
how homosexual persons have sought to demonstrate why homo-
sexuality and homosexual persons should be tolerated in African 
societies. Among the issues to be considered in this chapter are: 
the existence of homosexuality in African communities; central 
arguments to the “sexual rights lobby”5 such as human rights. 

                                                      
4  Bornwell Chakaodza’s letter to Trish Mbanga quoted in: Dunton & Palm-

berg, Human Rights and Homosexuality, 9.  
5  The idea of sexual rights lobby was drawn to my attention by Marc Epprecht 

in a private email as a better phrase for understanding the core of the argu-
ments raised by homosexual persons. This has the effect of broadening the 
catchment area of GALZ to include other sexual minorities such as Trans-
gendered persons, Bisexual, Men who have Sex with other Men (MSM), 
Women who have Sex with other Women (WSW) as well as Intersexed peo-
ple (popularly known as Hermaphrodites). While indeed the statements 
from GALZ show their concern for all these sexual minorities, the name of 
the association still reflect what appears to me to be the core of their concern, 
that is, gays and lesbians. This is central because of the invocation of the Bi-
ble, which has been used largely to deal with gays and lesbians. There is only 
one contributor in Zimbabwe outside of GALZ who cites the Bible to attack 
these other sexualities, namely, Noah Pashapa. The multiplicity of sexualities 
have therefore led to the coining of the acronym LGBTI from Lesbians, Gays, 
Bisexual, Transsexual and Intersexed people. See also, GALZ, Unspoken 
Facts: A History of Homosexualities in Africa, Harare: Gays and Lesbians of 
Zimbabwe, 2008, 182. 
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Most importantly, this chapter seeks to highlight how religion in 
general and biblical interpretation in particular has been invoked 
in these arguments.  

3.2  Background information 
For an appreciation of the arguments raised by GALZ and other 
people in Zimbabwe, it is important to note that there are some 
underlying assumptions informing such arguments. In fact, the 
choice to begin with GALZ and not the other aspects to be dealt 
with in succeeding chapters does not mean everything followed a 
chronological sequence. The homosexual debate in Zimbabwe 
was a game of accusations and counter-accusations; hence the 
GALZ’s sexual rights lobby is both proactive and reactive. In this 
section, the focus is on what has been done regarding the origins 
of homosexuality in Africa. In doing this, subsections have been 
devised, that is, the history of the formation of GALZ, homosexu-
ality in pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial African communi-
ties. 

3.2.1  GALZ: The history of its formation6 

The rise of homosexuality as a public subject in Zimbabwe cannot 
be fully appreciated without recourse to GALZ. This section seeks 
to highlight the history of this movement, which because of its 
persistence during the ZIBF’95 and 96 pushed homosexuality into 
the limelight. As alluded to early on, GALZ was formed in 1990. 
GALZ was formed as a merger of two loose organisations of gays 
and lesbians which had been in existence since the 1980s. “The 
Gays and Lesbians of Zimbabwe was the amalgamation of two 
groups, the Women’s Cultural Club (WCC1), and the men’s party 

                                                      
6  For a detailed discussion of the history of the Gay Movement in Zimbabwe 

see: Keith Goddard “A Fair Representation: GALZ and the History of the Gay 
Movement in Zimbabwe” in: Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services, vol. 16 
(1), 2004, pp75-98.  
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list of the Pink Berets.”7 While the 1980s had an active gay and 
lesbian social scene, it was mainly limited to parties with little 
public programmes for members. The membership for these 
forerunners of GALZ was mainly “middle class professional white 
men and women”8 hence it can be safely concluded that the earli-
est gay and lesbian social scene was exclusively white “except for a 
few coloureds.”9 While the parties may have saved the interests of 
gay and lesbian people in Zimbabwe, it appears by the late 1980s 
dissatisfaction was creeping in within these circles because ac-
cording to Evan Tsouroullis all gay men were ‘unconvicted felons’ 
owing to the legal sanctions against same-sex practices hence 
some gays and lesbians felt there was need for an organisation 
that could champion the cause of homosexual people.10 

The need for an organisation that could effectively handle the 
challenges being faced by homosexual people in Zimbabwe saw 
the formation and launch of GALZ at David Reeler’s house in 
mid-1990 with Reeler, Tsouroullis, Chris Hunt, Nigel Crawhill, 
Sonia Perreira, Sheila Stewart, Amanda Hammer and Bev 
Scofield as the founding members.11 Just like the 1980s gay and 
lesbian scene in Zimbabwe, GALZ initially was predominantly 
white in composition yet “by 1997, GALZ had changed drastically 
from being a largely white, middle class social club to an activist 
organisation truly representative of the social mix of Zim-
babwe.”12 By 1992, GALZ had adopted their constitution which 
limited membership to people who had reached 18 years and their 
principal objective was to strive for the attainment of full and 
equal rights in all aspects of life for gay men and lesbians within 
Zimbabwe.13 The core objective of GALZ therefore meant it had 

                                                      
7  Goddard “A Fair Representation,” 85. 
8  Goddard “A Fair Representation”, 85. 
9  Goddard “A Fair Representation”, 85. 
10  Evan Tsouroullis in: Goddard “A Fair Representation”, 84. 
11  Cf. Goddard “A Fair Representation”, 84. 
12  GALZ pamphlet “What is GALZ?” undated. See Appendix 2. 
13  Cf. Goddard “A Fair Representation”, 85. 
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aligned itself with the mainstream human rights movement 
which was gaining momentum in Zimbabwe. 

Regarding the membership of GALZ, Goddard argues that from 
about 70 people predominantly white in 1990, the organisation 
had about 500 members by 1999 predominantly black with only 
about 3 white people remaining and by 2009 the membership had 
gone down to about 250 people. Most middle class white mem-
bers had decided to revert back to private social gatherings while 
GALZ focused more on poor members who need the services 
being offered by GALZ. The decrease in membership from 1999 
to date is explained in the context of the political and economic 
downturn from 2000 as members left the country in search of 
greener pastures like many other Zimbabweans who left the 
country during the same period.14  

GALZ is an urban based organisation with offices in Harare and 
Bulawayo, the two largest cities in Zimbabwe. While plans were 
underway in 1999 to launch some awareness campaigns in rural 
areas, such plans were shelved following the political upheavals in 
the post-2000 Referendum period and have not yet been revived.15 

From its formation to the present, GALZ continues to offer coun-
selling services to its members and also families with gay or les-
bian members in a bid to diffuse tension between parents and 
their children because as Goddard contends, GALZ appreciates 
that “the family is one’s lifeline in Zimbabwe.”16 The attempt by 
GALZ to disseminate information surrounding homosexuality 
through the ZIBF’95 became the turning point in Zimbabwe’s 
dealing with the subject. 

3.2.2  Homosexuality in pre-colonial African communities 

One of the earliest scholars to mention the existence of homo-
sexuality in African communities in an academic paper is Edward 

                                                      
14  Cf. Goddard, Interview, Milton Park, Harare, 31/03/2009.  
15  Cf. Goddard, Interview. 
16  Goddard, Interview. 
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E. Evans-Pritchard who wrote that among the Azande people of 
Central African Republic (CAR) pederastic ‘marriages’ among 
warriors were said to have been condoned in part to keep the men 
from developing mixed loyalties while they remained in the ar-
my.17 It is suggested here that some African communities may 
have known homosexuality before the arrival of European settlers. 
Marc Epprecht adds that homosexual practices were especially 
pronounced in pastoral, hunting or militarised societies where 
men could be away from home for long periods of time. Among 
the communities that have been cited as having known and pos-
sibly condoned homosexuality are the Zulu of South Africa.18 The 
idea of these works is to present homosexuality as an African 
phenomenon much as it is a Western phenomenon. 

Peter Garlake, an Art Historian who carried some research in 
Zimbabwe claims to have discovered a rock painting presumably 
coming from the time of the San people.19 Commenting on this 
rock painting Epprecht writes; 

The most ancient depiction of homosexual practices in sub-Saharan Af-
rica comes from the San (Bushmen)[…] one of the many paintings they 
left behind on rock faces shows a group of men apparently engaged in 
anal or intra-cural (between-the-thighs) sex. This picture dates back at 
least 2000 years.20  

Further, Epprecht writes of the rock painting; “Like many Bush-
men cave paintings, its exact location in the Harare area is kept 
secret in order to protect it from vandalism.”21 That this rock-
painting is within Zimbabwe makes its significance even more 
pronounced, particularly for Epprecht who sought to disprove the 

                                                      
17  Cf. Edward E. Evans-Pritchard, „Sexual Inversion among the Azande“, in: 

American Anthropologist 72, 1970, 1428-1434.  
18  Cf. Marc Epprecht, “Homosexual behaviour in pre-modern and early colonial 

sub-Saharan Africa” in: G. E. Haggerty (ed), The Encyclopedia of Homosexual-
ity, New York: Garland Press, 1998. 

19  Peter Garlake, The Hunter’s Vision: The Prehistoric Art of Zimbabwe, Seattle: 
Washington University Press, 1995, 28. 

20  Epprecht, Hungochani: The History of a Dissident Sexuality in Southern Africa, 
2004, xv. 

21  Epprecht, Hungochani, xv. 
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claim that homosexuality was un-African. David Beach has specu-
lated that the San avoided the danger of too many mouths to feed 
during hunger times by practising sexual restraint and even in-
fanticide.22 It is not immediately clear what ‘sexual restraint’ these 
San practised and maybe, it involves also same-sex practices. That 
the San were nomadic could point to a social need to keep num-
bers manageable and to avoid overpopulation hence chances are 
that in such communities non-procreative sexual practices can be 
permitted or at least tolerated. The example of the San as practic-
ing homosexuality is meant to absolve the Westerners of any role 
in the origins of homosexuality in Zimbabwe, since it is widely 
accepted that their contact with Europeans if they had any was 
minimal. Further, that the rock-painting is dated at about 2000 
years shows also that it was painted a long time before the first 
Europeans made contact with sub-Saharan Africa.  

It appears that in pre-colonial communities as suggested by Ev-
ans-Pritchard and Epprecht, homosexuality was a result of sociali-
sation processes that took the form of military adventures which 
could separate men and women for long periods of time depend-
ing on the nature of the war and opponents. It could also take the 
form of hunting expeditions (Charara) where men could go on 
such expeditions for several months on end. This could also apply 
with regards to the Ndebele from whom the Shona word for ho-
mosexuality ngochani could be derived. The Ndebele/Shangani 
words translated as ngochani are ubunkotshani/izinkotshane.23 The 
Ndebele used to raid the Shona communities24 and could travel 

                                                      
22  Cf. David Beach, The Shona and Zimbabwe, 900-1850, New York: Africana, 

1980, 5. 
23  Jack Douglas, Human Sexuality, Politics and Religion in the era of 

HIV/AIDS in Zimbabwe, 2004, 24. See also Epprecht, Hungochani: The His-
tory of a Dissident Sexuality, 3-4. 

24  These raids are known among the Shona as wars of Madzviti (a nickname for 
Ndebele raiders). Among many things, the Ndebele would take cattle, grain 
and women as spoils of war. As they attacked the Shona throughout present 
day Zimbabwe, chances are that they would travel without their women. 
They should have also used Shona women that they kidnapped but before 
such conquests, chances are that they would engage in same-sex practices. 
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for very long distances. Further, they could have been exposed to 
this lifestyle while still among the Zulus of South Africa. Epprecht 
argues that some of the traditional friendships constituted under 
the broad term chisahwira among the Shona communities could 
be understood as covering up the existence of these pederastic 
marriages.25 

But even at a younger age, young boys were also responsible for 
herding cattle while young girls were confined to household 
chores. Later in the evening the men were expected to sit outdoors 
while women were almost always indoors.26 These parallel life-
styles and worlds for men and women are cited as being respon-
sible for the development of homosexual practices among some 
communities in the world, including sub-Saharan Africa. It has 
been suggested that the “boys in this society also learned their 
sexual vocation from a very early age in largely homosocial envi-
ronments.”27 There is a clear demarcation of masculine and 
feminine space in the Shona cosmology. It is this demarcation 
that is behind Epprecht’s suggestion that boys learned their sexu-
ality in homosocial environments because they were socialised to 
be with men at most times. In such a cosmology, “homosexual 
experimentation among adolescents took place as a normal part of 
this learning process. Boys did the herding. Out in the bush, sex-
ual play with each other was ‘actually expected’ as ‘experimental’ 
at the age of puberty.”28 The boys learnt of the community’s ex-
pectations from their sexual lives and especially that they had to 
satisfy their wives once they married. In that regard, experimental 

                                                                                                                
During the raids, they also did not kill all men but actually captured some 
whom they used to drive the cattle. These men could have been exposed to 
these practices by the Ndebele. The problem is there is no documentation of 
these things. 

25  Masiiwa Ragies Gunda, “Leviticus 18: 22, Africa and the West: Towards 
cultural convergence on Homosexuality”, 2006,126. 

26  Michael Gelfand, The Genuine Shona: Survival values of an African culture, 
Gweru: Mambo Press, 1973, 35. 

27  Epprecht, Hungochani, 31. 
28  Epprecht, Hungochani, 32. 
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same-sex sexual practices could have been understood as neces-
sary heterosexual training for the boys.  

Some Zimbabwean citizens have suggested that indeed homo-
sexuality existed before the colonial period. After one of the many 
interviews Epprecht writes; “Oral testimony suggests that ritual 
male-male sexual acts continued to be practiced by ambitious 
individuals long after the disappearance of Zimbabwe’s large me-
dieval states.”29 As ritual same-sex practices are believed to bestow 
upon the people involved magical powers, it is not surprising that 
one of Epprecht’s interviewees says;  

I know the ngochani was traditionally done by chiefs and the leaders of 
soldiers here in Zimbabwe. The chiefs here were given strong medi-
cines by the Ndebele and Zulu n’angas [traditional diviners and heal-
ers]… I also know that even the Ndebele and Shona, when they were 
fighting; the soldiers were made to have sex with other men for the 
whole group to be powerful.30  

From this information it appears, and this is important for homo-
sexual persons in Zimbabwe, that homosexuality or some forms 
of homosexuality were known among the indigenous people of 
Zimbabwe. That what they are talking about is a subject that is 
already known by some people.  

3.2.3  Homosexuality in colonial Southern Africa 

That the Zulu are cited as having known homosexuality in pre-
colonial times has implications for any study of homosexuality in 
Zimbabwe because one of the largest ethnic groups in Zimbabwe, 
the Ndebele is an offshoot of the Zulu tradition.31 According to 
William Guri, homosexuality was borrowed by the Shona from 
the Ndebele people or the Shangaan people.32 This is more of a 

                                                      
29  Epprecht, Hungochani, 43. 
30  Sekuru H quoted in: Epprecht, Hungochani, 47. 
31  Cf. Pathisa Nyathi, Alvord Mabhena, The man and his roots: a biography, Ha-

rare: Priority Projects Publishing, 2000, 18-19. 
32  Cf. William Guri, Homosexuality in Zimbabwe: A Phenomenological inves-

tigation, 2002, 21. 
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linguistic argument based on the etymology of the word ngochani 
which is believed to have been borrowed from the Ndebele or the 
Shangaan. Documentary evidence for this word can be estab-
lished from around 1907 in connection with the Taberer Report of 
1907 in South Africa, which avers that the word izinkotshane came 
from the Shangaan.33 The word ngochani is therefore to be under-
stood as deriving from this word. The word izinkotshane was used 
to label men who had sexual intercourse with other men and 
could have found its way into the Shona communities through 
either the Ndebele or the Shangaan people both of whom settled 
in Zimbabwe from South Africa.34 Further, among the Ndebele, 
men who had sex with fellow men were also known as inkonkoni 
(Wildebeest), because male Wildebeests are often observed 
mounting other males.35  

In an extensive historical study of same-sex sexual practices in 
Southern Africa, it has been noted that many of the tribal groups 
from as far as Malawi and including Zambia, Zimbabwe, Mo-
zambique, Lesotho, Botswana, Swaziland and South Africa found 
themselves providing labour in South African mines. In these 
mines, same-sex practices were prevalent because the compounds 
were closed off from the public, making women very scarce and 
increasing the threat of Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STD).36 It 
is suggested that more often than not most of the cases of same-
sex sexual practices were happening between Africans even 
though there were some cases, which were interracial. As early as 
1907, these practices seem to have been well known in South Af-
rica as well as Zimbabwe because “according to an Ndebele police 
constable in 1907, an ‘ingotshana’ is a small boy who is used by 

                                                      
33  Cf. Epprecht, “Good God Almighty, What’s this? Homosexual ‘crime’ in 

early Colonial Zimbabwe” in: Stephen O. Murray & Will Roscoe (eds), Boy-
Wives and Female-Husbands: Studies in African Homosexualities, New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1998. 

34  Cf. Epprecht, Good God Almighty. 
35  Cf. Guri, Homosexuality in Zimbabwe, 21. 
36  Cf. T. Dunbar Moodie “Black Migrant Mine Labourers and the Vicissitudes 

of Male Desire”, 2001, 307.  
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the Zambesi boys on the mine as a wife.”37 While most of the 
documented mine activities were those in South Africa, there is 
oral evidence among Zimbabweans as well as documented evi-
dence that some Zimbabwean men took part in the economic 
migrations in search of jobs in South Africa. In one of the many 
oral interviews gathered by Marc Epprecht, one Zimbabwean is 
quoted as saying: 

Yes, I heard and I know about ngochani. The word comes from Shan-
gaan people and their king, Socks. The word means sex between man 
and man, that is, just joining. The men who did this are men who are 
afraid of STDs (Sexually Transmitted Diseases), which was common at 
that time in South Africa. The disease was serious- it made the penis rot 
and the only cure was to cut the penis off. King Socks who was in South 
Africa is the one who found homosexuals as the best solution because 
the disease was coming from prostitutes. Those women were fewer than 
men that is why they had the disease. They were the only suppliers of 
sex at our Stilfontein [?] and Bivol [sic] gold mines. I was there and I can 
say even us people from Rhodesia [Zimbabwe], we were doing 
ngochani.38 

The understanding of homosexuality as foreign to Africans seems 
to have been widely accepted among the British who settled in 
Southern Africa in the nineteenth century as can be seen in the 
inquiries made in South Africa. “Indeed, contagion from Portu-
guese or Arab sources appeared to be self-evident to the British 
witnesses.”39 There seems to be a conviction among Europeans 
that the Portuguese and Arabs were the sources of this ‘unnatural’ 
practice. This was seen as the reason why a particular group of 
Africans was more prone to same-sex sexual practices than others. 
This explains why the Shangaans appear prominently in discus-
sions of homosexuality in Southern Africa, they were seen as 
casualties of their position on the frontline of contact with de-
graded non-African races.40 The Shangaans were from the east, 

                                                      
37  Epprecht, Hungochani, 3. 
38  Epprecht, Hungochani, 61. 
39  Epprecht, Hungochani, 69. 
40  Cf. Epprecht, Hungochani, 69.  
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which was the route used by the Arabs and Portuguese. “Lack of 
contact with Arab or Portuguese sources of contagion is what had 
presumably spared the non-Shangaan Africans on the mines.”41  

With even the Europeans blaming some among themselves of 
being the carriers of this “perversion”, the foreign origins of ho-
mosexuality was well attested among the colonisers. There is even 
regret among some of the colonial officials about the contagious 
effects of this “perversion”. The judicial inspector of Johannes-
burg, for example, submitted in 1916 that “Tropical Natives, who 
have been initiated to revolting practices by the Arabs, have intro-
duced them in the Transvaal Compounds and the infection has 
unfortunately spread.”42 While the Westerners are blamed by Af-
ricans, it is important to note that in the early days of the colonisa-
tion of Southern Africa, Europeans particularly the British were 
blaming the Portuguese and the Arabs for importing this “revolt-
ing” practice to Africa. 

3.2.4  Homosexuality in colonial and post-colonial Zimbabwe  

The earliest documentation of homosexual practices among in-
digenous Zimbabweans besides the San rock painting date from 
1892 when crimes related to homosexuality were already being 
heard in magistrates’ courts around the country. In 1892, five 
cases were heard in Salisbury (now Harare) and Umtali (now Mu-
tare). Of the accused and victims none was white.43 The argument 
of Epprecht is that it is most unlikely that after only two years of 
their arrival, the few Europeans in the country could have already 
influenced the indigenous people. There is also evidence that 
these cases increased as more and more blacks sought recourse 
from the Western legal system. This observation can be linked to 
the developments happening after the arrival of the Europeans in 
Zimbabwe. The rise of farms, mines and towns brought about 
                                                      
41  Epprecht, Hungochani, 69. 
42  Epprecht, Hungochani, 69. 
43  Cf. Epprecht, The early history of homosexual behaviour among black males 

in Zimbabwe, Unpublished, 1998, 144. 



 124 

high rates of mobility where men moved into the farms, mines 
and towns in search of jobs to sustain their families. As Diana 
Jeater observes; “Men in the compounds also turned to other men 
for sexual pleasure. Homosexual relationships in the compounds 
were common; often akin to mapoto44 marriages […] the condi-
tions for this […] existed before the Occupation.”45  

There was indeed a major shift of migration trends as people 
criss-crossed the country. Such journeys took a long time and 
could not be undertaken often. As noted by Clive Dillon-Malone; 
“The young men especially had begun to spend long periods away 
from home, only returning at periodic intervals, as they sought 
employment in towns, mines and farms at the turn of the twenti-
eth century.”46 In towns, the accommodation meant for blacks 
were the famous hostels47 where the living conditions made pri-
vacy very minimal. Then, women were not allowed in towns 
meaning towns, mines and farms were largely male only com-
munities hence following the works of social constructionists, the 
environment could have caused men to resort to various forms of 
sexual release with homosexual practices being one of such relief 
practices. It has also been covered how in exclusive secondary 
schools, many boys and girls are known to engage in such acts, as 
well as prisons.  

That prisons continue to be home to homosexual practices and 
relationships can be inferred from the fact that jailed Prophet 
Madzibaba Nzira pleaded to be placed in solitary confinement 
than where he was being threatened with homosexual rape [or 
                                                      
44  Mapoto is a term used by the Shona people to refer to marriages that have 

not been sanctioned by the parents of the bridegroom. Normally this hap-
pens if the husband has not paid bride wealth to his in-laws. 

45  Diana Jeater, Marriage, Perversion and Power: The Construction of moral dis-
course in Southern Rhodesia 1894 – 1930, 1993, 194-5. 

46  Clive M. Dillon-Malone, The Korsten Basketmakers: A study of the Masowe 
Apostles, an indigenous African Religious Movement, 1978, 6. 

47  In the oldest suburb of Harare, Mbare, are the famous Matapi Hostels which 
did not offer any privacy to inhabitants because they were just one big room 
being shared by many men. Women were not allowed to visit their husbands 
because they did not have proper accommodation for families.  
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had already been raped].48 These would be cases of people being 
environmentally conditioned due to the artificial circumstances 
they find themselves in. “Given the strong heterosexual orienta-
tion of the African communities, however, it is unlikely that its 
[homosexuality] pre-1890 incidence approached the level reflected 
in the Gwelo [Gweru] gaol.”49 There is credence to the idea of ho-
mosexuality being a socially constructed phenomenon particularly 
because institutions designed by the society seem to breed homo-
sexual persons internally. This however should be understood 
more in terms of men having sex with men (msm) or women 
having sex with women (wsw) and not as persons being homo-
sexual in sexual orientation, only in practice.  

The existence of GALZ in the post-1990 period has finally meant 
that homosexual persons have become part of the publicly ac-
knowledged sexual groups even if without being accepted. This 
has been the greatest achievement by GALZ. The following sec-
tion will consider the central arguments emanating from the de-
bate and considered important by GALZ. 

3.3  “Tolerate, Don’t Hate”: GALZ on homosexuality in 
Zimbabwe 

There are various scholars who have written on homosexuality in 
Africa and above, the major contentions have been given. The 
major focus has been to highlight how these scholars have sought 
to demonstrate that homosexuality has always been present in 
some if not all African communities. In the case of Zimbabwe, it 
has been argued that homosexuality was and is present during the 
pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial eras. This study does not at 
all suggest that there are no contending arguments against these 
assertions. In this section, the focus is on the central arguments 
raised by homosexual persons in Zimbabwe in the post-1990 era. 

                                                      
48  Tsitsi Matope, “Nzira begs for protection in prison”, The Harare Herald, 

11/02/2006. See Appendix 3. 
49  Jeater, Marriage, Perversion and Power, 195. 
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This period is critical because it heralds the formation of GALZ, 
which started to use the public media to disseminate information 
on the subject of homosexuality.  

3.3.1  Sexual Rights are Human Rights 

There are certain basic givens when one engages in human rights 
discussions. These givens are however debatable and continue 
being debated within groups, among groups and even among 
nations. The basic assumption underlying the human rights 
agenda is that “all human beings are born free and equal in dig-
nity and rights. All human rights are universal, interdependent, 
indivisible and interrelated.”50 Rights are understood as those 
things that all should enjoy, they are not privileges. In this con-
text, homosexual persons assert that they are entitled to these 
rights like all other citizens. That human rights issues are central 
to the sexual rights lobby carried out by GALZ can be discerned 
from GALZ’s principal objective: 

The principal objective of GALZ is to build an association in Zimbabwe 
which is democratic and accountable and which strives for the attain-
ment of full and equal human, social, and economic rights in all aspects 
of life for LGBTI (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgendered and Intersex) 
persons. GALZ will pursue this objective for all LGBTI persons regard-
less of their sexual orientation, sexual preference, gender identity, race, 
class, sex, gender, religion or creed.51 

This objective clearly demonstrates that not only are homosexual 
persons seeking the right to have partners rather they seek to be 
guaranteed all the rights that are guaranteed to all other citizens. 
This ideally includes the right for individuals to determine how to 
use their sexuality without harming the rights of other citizens. 

                                                      
50  The Yogyakarta Principles: Principles on the application of International 

Human Rights Law in relation to Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity, 
March 2007, 6. available online: www.yogyakartaprinciples.org. accessed on 
05/06/2008. 

51  GALZ „I Think I Might Be“ undated pamphlet. See Appendix 4. 
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They seek to be protected against discrimination based only on 
their sexual orientation.  

In demonstrating that gay and lesbian rights are human rights, 
the document dealing with that subject, which I will cite at length 
below raises the critical issues at the heart of GALZ lobby. While 
the document is undated and its author not named, a critical read-
ing of the document shows that it was the position paper prepared 
for the ZIBF’95 whose theme was centred on Human Rights. The 
document draws parallels between GALZ and other groups that 
have fought or continue to fight for human rights for specific 
social groups: 

There are many similarities between the women’s movement, the Black 
movement and the gay movement. Prejudice against these groups has 
been deeply rooted in religious dogma and patriarchal tradition. Lesbian 
and gay issues are justice issues: The following four principles summa-
rise why lesbian and gay issues cannot be ignored when developing a 
more just and broad perspective on human rights: 
1. The principle of non-discrimination- the right not to be discriminated 
against is a basic human right that should apply to all individuals. 
2. The right to be the same and the right to be different recognises the 
freedom of individuals to associate with each other, as long as they do 
not harm the rights of others, like the freedom to practice the religion of 
your choice. Taking the right to be different a step further means that 
people should not only be allowed to practice the religion, culture and 
language of their choice, but should also have the right to choose how to 
live their lives. 
3. Sexual orientation is a public and not just a private issue- generally 
people say ‘the right to personal privacy is enough to protect the rights 
of lesbians and gay men’. Unfortunately, things are not this simple […] 
because discrimination happens in the streets, the newspapers, in the 
work place, in schools, in religious institutions, and relationships are 
not legally recognised for things like insurance, medical aid, pensions, 
inheritance and other spousal benefits. 
4. Personal issues are political issues - it is no longer generally accept-
able to say that women’s issues are not really important political issues 
but just domestic or side-issues for women to worry about. In the same 
way broader gender issues, including questions of sexual orientation are 
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serious issues that should be faced by all people now and not at some 
distant time in the future.52 

As articulated in this document, the heart of the GALZ lobby has 
been the insistence that “homosexual rights are human rights.”53 
The sexual rights lobby in Zimbabwe seems to have revolved 
around the need to accept all human beings as creatures of God, 
each with some dignity, social and moral worth that needs to be 
respected.54 One can detect the resistance and resilience in the 
face of concerted efforts to be silenced into oblivion when the 
editor of Whazzup, a GALZ magazine writes; “What surprises me 
the most is that amid all our fears and daily woes, we still stagger 
on determined to see a better tomorrow.”55 The fight for human 
rights is therefore understood as a fight for a better future. The 
bottom line of this lobby is that homosexual persons (and all the 
other sexual minorities) in Zimbabwe are being discriminated 
against. This position appears to be supported by Mike Auret, the 
director of the Catholic Commission of Justice and Peace (CCJP) 
who is quoted as saying, “there is no doubt that the gays and les-
bians are being discriminated against in the book fair matter.”56 

This discrimination is being supported by religious dogma, which 

                                                      
52  Author unknown, Homosexuality and Human Rights: Developing tolerance, 

understanding and justice, undated. While this document does not explicitly 
refer to its author, a critical appraisal of the document betrays its origins. 
First, there is little doubt that the document emanates from the GALZ and 
most likely, authored by Keith Goddard because it addresses issues that are 
central to the lobbying done by GALZ, that is, Homosexual rights as Human 
rights. Second, it is most likely that this document was written in preparation 
of the 1995 ZIBF in Harare whose theme was: Human Rights and Justice. It 
is in this context and understanding that I use this document. The actual 
document obtained from the ZCBC is also attached at the end of this study. 
See Appendix 5.  

53  Cf. Gaudencia Mutema, African Traditional Religion and GALZ, Unpublished 
Essay, 1996, 3. 

54  Toyin Falola (ed), Tradition and Change in Africa: The essays of J. F. Ade Ajayi, 
Asmara: Africa World Press, Inc., 2000, 4. 

55  Editorial, Whazzup November Issue, GALZ Publications, 2006, 1. 
56  Mike Auret quoted in: Vivian Maravanyika, Scuffles break out at demo 

against GALZ, The Harare Sunday Mail, 28/07/1996. See Appendix 6. 



 129 

is where the Bible becomes an interesting focus and component 
of the debate.  

The Yogyakarta experts meeting observed “that international hu-
man rights law affirms that all persons, regardless of sexual orien-
tation or gender identity, are entitled to the full enjoyment of all 
human rights, that the application of existing human rights enti-
tlements should take account of the specific situations and experi-
ences of people of diverse sexual orientations and gender identi-
ties […]”57 Essentially, for those States that have yet to explicitly 
mention “sexual orientation” in their legal statutes, the expecta-
tion is that it is implied when it comes to applying the statutes 
and granting rights. In Zimbabwe, the case for GALZ is that they 
should be protected and be allowed to enjoy all the human rights 
“noting that the international community has recognised the right 
of persons to decide freely and responsibly on matters related to 
their sexuality.”58 It is envisaged that when this right is granted 
then all other civil rights that non-homosexual citizens enjoy will 
also be extended to homosexual citizens. 

3.3.2  Not All! Acceptable and Unacceptable Homosexual 
practices 

In chapter one it was noted that the nature of homosexuality is 
one of the problems that are central to the debate in Zimbabwe. 
This section is linked to the one above and in addressing the issue 
of homosexuality and the rights of other people, Keith Goddard 
wrote;  

[…] deviant behaviour is that which harms others; abuse of power, as-
sault, paedophilia and rape are wrong because they hurt people. Why 
should a consensual sexual relationship between two people of the same 
sex be abominable when it is fulfilling and socially constructive? It is 
homophobia which is deviant because it encourages hate and suspicion 

                                                      
57  Yogyakarta Principles, 9. 
58  Yogyakarta Principles, 9. 
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and destroys the lives of people who simply have sexual orientation 
which differs from the so-called heterosexual norm.59  

Goddard makes here a distinction between inappropriate sexual 
practices from those conducted by two consenting adults. By do-
ing so, homosexuality is taken to the same pedestal with hetero-
sexuality in that there are also some practices that are regarded as 
unacceptable even if they are heterosexual. Keith Goddard is 
quoted as having lashed out at those gays who abused children.60 

It is in this context that society is accused of being too afraid to 
tackle the challenges presented by homosexuality and instead 
sweeps everything under the carpet of homophobia.61 This dis-
tinction between homosexual practices, into appropriate and in-
appropriate, should be understood as the bedrock upon which 
Kunzwana62 writes, “the decriminalisation of homosexuality does 
not increase the number of homosexuals in a nation, [and] neither 
does it encourage sex tourism.”63 The suggestion is to decriminal-
ize consensual adult homosexual relationships and practices, 
much in the same way such practices among heterosexual people 
are also considered non-criminal.  

Homosexuality has existed since time immemorial and does not seek to 
demolish mankind but to be accepted as part of society, the refusal of 
which has led to the denial of many basic human and civil rights […] 
Just as it is a genetic fact that there will always be homosexuals, so too 

                                                      
59  Keith Goddard, Open Letter to Rev. Canaan Sodindo Banana, Parade. 
60  Goddard quoted in: The Harare Herald, Galz members in public appearance, 

02/08/1996. See Appendix 7. 
61  Cf. The Harare Daily Mirror, Broaching a difficult terrain, 08/07/2004. See 

Appendix 8. 
62  There are a number of letters that were written to editors of the various 

newspapers in Zimbabwe, such as Kunzwana, which are in essence pseudo-
nyms. The authors can therefore not be positively identified. In this work, 
such names will always be put in italics. There are various possible explana-
tions on why people sometimes prefer using pseudonyms. First, it could be 
that they are putting out ideas that could affect their day-to-day lives hence 
the covering up of their identities is meant to stop this eventuality. Second, 
the authors like in the Zimbabwe case, where most of these letters do. 

63  Kunzwana, Fear and ignorance, The Harare Herald, 06/02/1995. See Appen-
dix 9. 
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will there always be heterosexuals, as nature exists in a delicate balance. 
Therefore, there will never be a ‘threat’ of earth’s population becoming a 
‘gay world’.64  

As shown above, homosexual persons present themselves as be-
ing aware of certain inappropriate same-sex practices. However, 
those who are out-gays and out-lesbians understand themselves as 
only approving of adult consensual relationships. In that regard, 
the problems that challenge homosexual persons can be blamed 
on the heterosexual majority, hence Mabhumbo observes;  

[…] the problem is not with homosexuals. It lies within those of us who 
consider ourselves to be normal and will not countenance any behaviour 
considered to be outside the norm. Sub-consciously we may be afraid of 
the implications of the discoveries we are bound to make if we 
searched[…] Human nature is both attracted to and repulsed by mystery. 
When a mystery defies all efforts to unravel it, sometimes it evokes frus-
tration, anger, fear and shame. That mystery may then be considered to 
be shameful in itself to compensate for our inadequacies in unravelling 
it […]. When we think of homosexuality, it is always accompanied by all 
these feelings of frustration, anger, fear and shame. We are frustrated 
because we cannot explain how such a condition can come to be, angry 
because it will not disappear, afraid because it threatens to erode the 
very foundation of our values of normal behaviour, and ashamed for be-
ing rendered inadequate.65  

What Mabhumbo tries to elucidate is that the shortcomings of 
society are the real problems behind the discrimination that ho-
mosexual persons suffer in everyday life. It has been central to the 
sexual rights lobby in Zimbabwe and possibly throughout the 
world to make a rigid distinction between criminal same-sex prac-
tices such as homosexual rape and homosexual paedophilia on 
the one hand and same-sex consensual love relationships. Should 
activities of consenting adults in private be considered criminal 
even if they do not harm the rights of other people? The answer to 
this has been an emphatic No! Such activities should be decrimi-

                                                      
64  Leonard Chaza, Leonard Chaza examines the controversial: It’s a gay thing, 

Mahogany, July/August, 1995, 8. 
65  C. Mabhumbo, A Case that cries for Treatment, The Harare Sunday Mail, 

05/02/1995. See Appendix 10. 
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nalized because Zimbabwe still has the so-called “Sodomy laws in 
its Penal Code.”66 

3.3.3  Homosexuality is ‘Natural’: Nature and Nurture 

One of the major contentions of the sexual rights lobby is the ar-
gument that homosexual persons are “born like that”. The organ-
ised homosexual community in Zimbabwe under the banner of 
GALZ subscribe to this notion. According to Keith Goddard ho-
mosexual orientation is determined before birth hence one is 
born with that orientation.67 The argument is that  

Nature is unquestionably one of the many factors to play a role in de-
termining a person’s sexuality. It is almost certain, for example, that 
some people have a genetic pre-disposition to homosexual orientation or 
preference – they are born that way. The attraction to people of their 
own sex is in these cases ‘hard-wired’ into their brains and cells.68  

While this is a central argument in the quest for recognition and 
tolerance on the part of homosexual persons, Gaudencia Mutema 
observes that this is just one side of the coin when she writes;  

For gays and lesbians, homosexuality is a genuine state of being, not an 
‘optional lifestyle’, which they choose. Their sexuality is firstly, a matter 
of biology; secondly, homosexuality is secondarily a matter of choice, in 
which case two persons of the same sex can enter into a relationship for 
pleasure.69  

There is a clear use of both biology and social factors in the argu-
ments raised by GALZ. It is at this level that the dichotomy of 
nature and nurture comes into play. The sexual rights lobby in 
Zimbabwe has effectively combined the essentialist and construc-
tionist arguments in presenting their side of the debate. This is so 
because “essentialists hold that the basic structures of sexuality 
and gender are independent of their social context, that people are 

                                                      
66  The implications of the Penal Code’s Sodomy laws will be dealt with in the 

following chapter. 
67  Goddard, Open letter to Rev Canaan Sodindo Banana. 
68  GALZ, Unspoken Facts, 7-8. 
69  Gaudencia Mutema, African Traditional Religion and GALZ, 1996, 4. 
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born with their sexual orientation […] Constructionists see sexual-
ity and its manifestations as social constructions.”70 Despite this 
tension in the positions of essentialist and constructionist expla-
nations, they seemingly agree on one critical aspect, whether it is 
innate or learned, homosexual persons are not to be held respon-
sible for their being homosexual.71 This is central in the self-
understanding of homosexual persons and is possibly the major 
reason why they seek to distance themselves from those activities 
that they consider anti-social, such as rape and paedophilia. It 
should be noted however that the essentialist explanation seems 
to dominate the homosexual argument in Zimbabwe. 

The basis for this explanation in Zimbabwe has been the 1991 
LeVay investigation which concluded that “the hypothalamus 
gland which governs one’s sexuality is 28 percent larger in gay 
men and women.”72 Mother in Arms, arguing on the basis of this 
scientific discovery writes, “It [Homosexuality] is not depraved nor 
a perverse choice, but a natural orientation which has been re-
pressed, distorted and condemned over the years for not being the 
norm as society would deem it.”73 Interesting in this argument is 
that not only is homosexual orientation seen as pre-determined, it 
has been moved up to the pedestal of being ‘natural’. ‘Natural’ in 
this case meaning that the individual is born with this condition; 
it is what God has given them as their ‘natural’ sexuality.  

The idea of natural as that which is beyond an individual’s control 
is also shared in the debate. In strengthening this understanding 
of nature, medical, biological and psychological researches have 
been invoked. Cuthbert Mavheko writes, “In light of psychologi-
                                                      
70  Martti Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World: A Historical Perspective, 

8. 
71  Cf. Halpern, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality, 51-2. 
72  Mother in Arms, Irresponsible remarks, The Harare Herald, 17/01/1995. See 

Appendix 11. The correct position though is that the hypothalamus gland is 
larger in heterosexual males while its size among gay men is consistently 
similar to that in heterosexual females. See Simon LeVay “A Difference in 
Hypothalamic Structure between Heterosexual and Homosexual Men” in: 
Science, New Series, Vol. 253, No. 5023, 1991, 1034-1037.  

73  Mother in Arms, Irresponsible remarks. 
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cal, medical and biological researches, the conclusion reached is 
that homosexual conduct is not a perverse, depraved choice, but a 
natural orientation[…]”74 The essence of this biological explanation 
is to demonstrate that homosexual orientation is beyond the con-
trol of the individual who turns out to have that orientation. It is 
therefore unjust for society to deny rights to such persons as if 
they chose their sexuality. This is their natural sexuality given to 
them by their creator. “If homosexuality was a choice, surely, 
some of us would have quit - who would want to lose their family, 
prejudiced and be called a pervert? God created me to live and I 
shall live my life to the full.”75  

Some biological and genetic studies are also alluded to in the ar-
guments raised by GALZ and homosexual persons in Zimbabwe. 
Among such studies being the Prenatal Hormonal theory in 
which Simon LeVay explains the basics as follows;  

In experimental animals it has been well established that sexual differ-
entiation of the body and brain results primarily from the influence of 
sex hormones secreted by the testes or ovaries. Males have high levels of 
testosterone in foetal life (after functional development of the testes) 
and around the time of birth, as well as at and after puberty. Females 
have low levels of all sex hormones in foetal life, and high levels of es-
trogens and progestagens starting at puberty. High prenatal testosterone 
levels organize the brain in a male-specific fashion; low levels testoster-
one permits it to organize in a female-specific fashion. Hormones at 
puberty activate the circuits laid down in prenatal life but do not funda-
mentally change them. Thus, the range of sexual behaviours that adult 
animals can show is determined in large part by their prenatal/perinatal 
hormone exposure- manipulating these hormone levels can lead to 
atypical sex behaviour or preference for same-sex partners as well as a 
range of other gender-atypical characteristics.76  

                                                      
74  Cuthbert Mavheko, Homosexuality has no place in Zimbabwe, The Bulawayo 

Chronicle, 29/01/2000. See Appendix 12. 
75  Dumisani Dube & Jack, Homosexuals like Heterosexuals, are God’s creation, 

The Harare Daily News, 02/02/2004. See Appendix 8. 
76  Simon LeVay “The Biology of Sexual Orientation” available online: http:// 
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While these tests have been carried out in animals and cannot be 
carried out in human foetuses because of ethical problems, it can 
be observed that genes, hormones or biological make up play sig-
nificant roles in determining one’s sexuality. This is what GALZ 
has consistently attempted to articulate and thereby deflecting 
liability on the part of homosexual persons. Another study is that 
carried out by Fred Whitam. 

Fred Whitam studied the childhood experiences of 375 homosexual 
men in Guatemala, Brazil, the Philippines, Thailand, Peru, and the 
United States of America. On the basis of his research, he concluded 
that: (i) homosexuality is universal, (ii) the percentage of homosexual 
[persons] in all cultures is approximately the same (about 5%) and re-
mains stable over time, (iii) the emergence of homosexuality is not af-
fected by social norms regarding it. Homosexuality is just as likely to 
appear in societies that are homophobic as in those that are much more 
tolerant of homosexuality, (iv) given a large enough population, homo-
sexual subcultures will be found in all societies, (v) there are striking re-
semblances in behavioural interests and occupational choices between 
homosexual persons in different societies, (vi) in all societies homosex-
ual persons run the gamut from highly feminine to highly masculine. 
Clearly these findings suggest that preferential homosexuality is in-
nately given rather than some sort of social construction or personal 
choice.77  

These researches are central in the sustenance of the argument 
that homosexual persons are not responsible for being homosex-
ual and should not be discriminated against for something that is 
beyond their control. Further, researches such as the one above 
are taken to sustain the view that homosexuality is to be found in 
all communities without the influence of the outside world. 

Twin studies show a higher concordance for homosexuality among ho-
mozygous twins (identical) than among heterozygous twins (fraternal). 
Among identical twins, concordance rates for homosexuality are re-
ported in the range of 48-66%, which indicates that genetic factors most 

                                                      
77  Steven K. Sanderson „The Sociology of Human Sexuality: A Darwinian Al-

ternative to Social Constructionism and Postmordenism“, Unpublished Paper, 
12 available online: http://www.chss.iup.edu/sociology/Faculty/anderson% 
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likely play a role but are not the only factors in the expression of homo-
sexuality. Molecular linkage studies have suggested chromosomal re-
gions that may be involved in conferring a susceptibility to homosexual-
ity (for example, Xq28), but a specific gene has not yet been identified.78  

This self-generation of homosexuality is also demonstrated by 
studies of non-human species, from which studies it seems that 
there may be a connection between one’s sexual orientation and 
one’s biological make up. According to Bazemore; 

Same-sex domestic and sexual relationships are a phenomenon found 
not only in humans but also in animals. Intensive studies involving sev-
eral animals (for example birds and sheep) have also shown same-sex 
domestic and sexual relationships. Rosselli notes that studies have 
shown that 8-10% of rams are male-oriented in partner selection. Com-
parative studies of female-oriented and male-oriented rams have not 
identified social factors to explain the dichotomy.79  

The findings from the animal species have been taken to suggest 
that homosexuality is not only confined to a few human beings 
but is a phenomenon that cuts across all living species. For the 
sexual rights lobby in Zimbabwe, this also goes a long way in 
showing that some of the populist arguments suggesting that 
homosexual persons are doing something that not even non-
human species do are not necessarily true. What these scientific 
researches have done is to give some rational justification for the 
existence of homosexual persons. That homosexuality is seen as 
universal means that indeed people can talk of homosexuality 
from ancient societies to the present, even though societies may 
have been exposed to different forms of homosexuality. 

3.3.4  Homosexual Persons and the Use of the Bible 

We noted earlier on that there is a general consensus that part of 
the problems faced by homosexual persons is a result of religious 
dogma. In the Zimbabwean debate, Christianity has been the 
dominant player and there have been some among the gay com-
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munity who have responded directly to the challenges posed by 
Christianity. “In addition, there is an emergent gay and lesbian 
theology developing worldwide, where texts are scoured and in-
terpreted and re-interpreted.”80 The attempt to find texts that do 
not frustrate gay and lesbian people is well pronounced in Zim-
babwe. According to Leonard Chaza,  

In the Christian faith, children are taught that God created Adam and 
Eve, not Adam and Steve, they are taught to remember the fate of 
Sodom, and so on. The fundamental teaching of Christianity, and in-
deed of all religions, is that of love. Surely, the depth and intimacy that 
both gay men and women can experience in a fulfilling relationship, 
and the love and joy that they can bring into their own lives should not 
be condemned and vilified.81  

There ought to be a central message in Christianity which is to be 
followed. This message should be derived from the Bible and any 
other biblical text, which does not conform to this central mes-
sage, can thus be done away with. The creation of Adam and Eve 
therefore is one such peripheral component and must not be used 
to vilify and condemn homosexual persons. The central concern 
in this regard can be equated to what happened in America at the 
height of the fight against slavery. According to Jack Rogers, “abo-
litionists [of slavery] appealed to the Bible as a whole, and gave 
priority to its central themes, especially that Jesus was the central 
figure in Scripture and that he always displayed love, which re-
quired remedying injustice for those who were oppressed.”82 The 
theme of love recurs in the arguments of the sexual rights lobby 
and is taken as the standard against which texts of the Bible 
should be judged. Jesus is the model for the arguments raised by 
homosexual Christians because his burden is no oppressive net-
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work of legal prescriptions but simply the joy of a single call to 
love.83 

Frequently, the attempt is made by homosexual persons to iden-
tify biblical texts that forbid the passing of judgment on other 
people. The use is such that the Bible is taken to condemn what 
most people are quick to do, that is, pass judgment. Hence Gay 
Friendly asked, “For all of you who are religious – is your God not 
a forgiving one? Did your God not tell you never to judge oth-
ers?”84 In essence, Gay Friendly seeks to draw people’s attention to 
other texts that can possibly incapacitate the anti-gay arguments. 
Similarly, arguing against the position taken by Zimbabwean 
churches, Tirivanhuwo writes;  

For Christians to attack gays as evil doers, satanic and ungodly is the 
height of hypocrisy. God is the God of love who created man and 
woman in His image. He is a God of forgiveness. In the Bible itself, Je-
sus tells us in Luke 18 about the Parable of the Pharisee and the tax-
collector. The two men went to the temple to pray, where the Pharisee 
claimed to be righteous unlike the tax-collector whom he judged to be 
an evil-doer. The tax-collector asked for God’s forgiveness for his sins. 
Jesus says of the two men: ‘I tell you that this man [the tax-collector who 
is referred by the Pharisee as an evil-doer] went home justified’. In Mat-
thew 7:1 God says, ‘Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the 
same way as you judge others, you will be judged and with the measure 
you use, it will be measured to you’. In John 8, in the story of the 
woman caught committing adultery, Jesus said ‘Let the one among you 
who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her’. Now that the ho-
lier-than-[thou] Christians have taken it upon themselves to threaten the 
gay community in Zimbabwe, the big question is, who will cast the first 
stone?85  

Letters like the one cited above have sought to deflate the Chris-
tian zeal demonstrated in the popular voice. Whether such letters 
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have succeeded is not clear, at least for now. What is clear is that 
the Bible has been invoked to protect and fight for liberation of 
homosexual persons. Below are some quotations from members 
of GALZ on homosexuality and the Church in Zimbabwe. Accord-
ing to Samuel Matsikure, the Health Officer of GALZ, “[…] we all 
know that the Church is a family of God to which I should belong 
because I am also part of the community and God’s creation. God 
created me so I want to be there and we all want to be part of it.”86 

Matsikure uses the creation motif to justify why homosexual per-
sons should be acknowledged as members of society and the 
Church. All human beings are seen as created by God, be they 
homosexual or heterosexual. That all are created by God implies 
therefore that all have a certain worthy, which has to be acknowl-
edged and protected. The Churches therefore must welcome ho-
mosexual people as full members of these communities. This use 
of creation is in line with the argument that homosexual persons 
are born with a homosexual orientation.87 

Fadzai Muparutsa continues with the attempt to make a distinc-
tion between the Church and the Bible. This attempt to wrestle 
the Bible from the Church is somewhat repeated by a number of 
homosexual persons. Muparutsa is quoted as saying,  

For God says love one another, but Christians do not do that. Instead, 
some stand up at the pulpit and preach hatred, then expect someone to 
believe in God. Some even claim to be anointed and having a message 
from God. But God’s message as I understand it, is not about hate, but 
love.88  

There is restraint of simply dismissing the Bible and God as op-
pressive against homosexual persons. Rather, the Church has 
been made to take the flake. The major accusation being that the 
Church, as the messenger, is guilty of tempering around with the 
message of God. The same can be detected in the following 
words:  

                                                      
86  Samuel Matsikure quoted in: EDICISA News, November/December, 2003, 4. 
87  Cf. Mutema, African Traditional Religion, 4. 
88  Fadzai Muparutsa quoted in: EDICISA News, November/December, 2003, 4. 
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Why is the Church carrying on about homosexuality as evil spirits? They 
are all suddenly quiet about all other social ills. What is the Church do-
ing about us as members of the community? They are doing nothing 
except preaching hatred against homosexuals. God is a God of love. We 
are here because He created us.89  

In challenging the popular view that God created Adam and Eve, 
therefore, God created heterosexuality, GALZ writes, “those who 
defend compulsory heterosexuality with the argument that it is 
‘the will of God’ or ‘nature’ are clearly on very shaky ground.”90 

Clearly, the attempt is to divorce prejudices of Christians from the 
will of God or nature. It appears for homosexual persons, what is 
being passed for the will of God is actually the prejudice of some 
heterosexual people. 

Homosexual persons in Zimbabwe have drawn a lot of inspiration 
from some prominent African Christian leaders, among them 
Rev. Jide Macaulay, Rev. Jo Ndlela and Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu. According to Rev. Jide Macaulay, who is the founder of 
House of Rainbow Church in Nigeria and is an out-gay;  

Our vision is to take care of and empower people who are likely to be 
ostracised and isolated in diverse communities, the lesbian, gay, bisex-
ual and transgender community in particular. The Church is supposed 
to be the place where we appear true to each other and to God.91  

With such a message of hope the Christian-gay members have 
drawn upon such message to strengthen themselves. Also inter-
esting are the words of Jo Ndlela, an Anglican priest in South 
Africa who says, “Jesus is saying, if you said apartheid was unjust 
then you must say laws discriminating against homosexual people 
are unjust.”92 The South African apartheid experiences have been 
appropriated to show how societies can easily forget the pains of 
oppression once they have become privileged themselves. 

                                                      
89  Dumisani Dube quoted in: EDICISA News, November/December, 2003, 4. 
90  GALZ, Unspoken Facts, 86. 
91  Rev. Jide Macaulay quoted in: Whazzup November Issue, 3. 
92  Rev. Jo Ndlela quoted in: Whazzup November Issue, 7. 
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Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s campaign for the recognition of the 
rights of homosexual persons is well documented. It has brought 
him enemies but also friends and a lot of homosexual persons 
take him as a role model. Below are some of the words why he is 
revered in the homosexual community:  

It is only of homosexual persons that we require universal celibacy, 
whereas for others we teach that celibacy is a special vocation. We say 
that sexual orientation is morally a matter of indifference, but what are 
culpable are homosexual acts. But then we claim that sexuality is a di-
vine gift, which when used properly, helps us to become more fully 
human and akin really to God, as it is this part of our humanity that 
makes us gentler and caring, more self-giving and concerned for others 
than we would be without that gift. Why don’t we use the same criteria 
to judge same-sex relationships that we use to judge whether heterosex-
ual relationships are wholesome or not?93  

These are words that have been widely circulated among homo-
sexual persons in Zimbabwe. Words that are meant to demon-
strate the inherent contradictions that exist within the Church’s 
teaching on homosexuality and sexuality in general. Homosexual 
persons believe and have tried to demonstrate that they are indeed 
an oppressed minority. They have also attempted to demonstrate 
that some Christians have read the Bible to entrench their oppres-
sion and in turn they have sought to read the Bible differently.  

This is a challenge and a rejection of the popular perception that 
the Bible is timeless and not limited to historical and geographical 
environments. There is greater appreciation of the fact that read-
ers influence the Bible in as much as the Bible influences the 
readers. According to Dumisani Dube and Jack, “[…] a contextual 
reading of the Bible will show that changed circumstances may 
call for a different approach to the Bible.”94 By seeking to subject 
the Bible to contextual interpretation, homosexual persons may be 
pushing their argument towards liberation hermeneutics. Previ-
ous studies following the liberation hermeneutics have always 

                                                      
93  Archbishop Desmond Tutu quoted in: Douglas Jack, Human Sexuality, 

Politics and Religion in the era of HIV/AIDS in Zimbabwe, 2004, 43.  
94  Dumisani Dube & Jack, Homosexuals like Heterosexuals, are God’s creation 
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operated on the basis that God is always on the side of the down-
trodden and marginalized. Does the same apply to homosexual 
persons? So far, this question will have to be answered affirma-
tively, that is, from the perspective of homosexual persons. “The 
most commonly held approach (among Black Christians) has 
been to accuse oppressor-preachers of misusing the Bible for their 
oppressive purposes and objectives.”95 The same is implied in the 
manner the Bible has been invoked by homosexual persons and 
those sympathetic to their plight. 

3.4  Analysis of the position of GALZ 
The formation of GALZ and its attempt to champion the cause of 
homosexual persons in Zimbabwe has been the major reason for 
the emergence of homosexuality as a public subject in Zimbabwe. 
The effect GALZ has had on the debate in Zimbabwe can best be 
understood in the backdrop of the women empowerment move-
ment as well as the Black empowerment movement. Any attempt 
to understand the homosexual debate in Zimbabwe must ac-
knowledge the role played by GALZ in broaching a very difficult 
terrain of bringing to the public’s attention, issues that had been 
condemned to the abyss of silence for generations. Central to all 
the arguments raised by sexual rights activists is that homosexual-
ity “is like left-handedness, a minority condition in a world where 
most people are right-handed and a few are ambidextrous, but a 
natural variation having its own contribution to the wholeness of 
the world.”96 This analysis will proceed by way of subsections fo-
cusing on the key issues considered central by homosexual per-
sons. 

                                                      
95  Takatso Mofokeng quoted in: West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation, 93. 
96  Paul Wennes Egertson “One Family’s Story” in: Walter Wink (ed), Homo-

sexuality and Christian Faith: Questions of Conscience for the Churches, Min-
neapolis: Fortress Press, 1999, 29. 
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3.4.1  On the origins and manifestations of homosexuality 

As intimated above, Guri, Chigweshe and Jack have all looked at 
the origins of homosexuality in Zimbabwe. The overwhelming 
perception from their works is that homosexuality in Zimbabwe 
originated locally. That, homosexual persons existed in pre-
colonial Zimbabwean communities has been widely asserted in 
these works and was also confirmed by the celebrated historian of 
Zimbabwe, Prof. Terrence Ranger.97 However, what they have not 
sought to demonstrate is that homosexuality, if it indeed existed 
from pre-colonial times, has evolved over the years. This is an area 
where various issues have to be taken into consideration. There is 
a strong possibility that contemporary Zimbabwean social con-
structions are a mixture of indigenous pre-colonial traditions and 
Western traditions. The fact that the documented evidence of 
homosexual practices is predominantly coming from court re-
cords and emanating from farms, mines and urban centres and 
now prisons and exclusive boys’ and girls’ schools presents a 
number of challenges to the sexual rights lobby in Zimbabwe. 
The European settlers and missionaries are responsible for intro-
ducing these infrastructures in Zimbabwe.  

The essentialist and constructionist explanations as used by 
GALZ do present some challenges to the sexual rights lobby. 
These explanations are predicated on the historical evidence and 
scientific researches on homosexuality. The first challenge is that 
frequently, the sexual rights lobby has attempted to present the 
biological, genetic and hormonal researches as if they were abso-
lute. It is essential to observe that these researches are not abso-
lute rather the findings are all tentative.  

Dean Hamer, the author of the gay gene study, agreed, ‘We knew that 
genes were only part of the answer. We assumed the environment also 
played a role in sexual orientation, as it does in most, if not all behav-

                                                      
97  Prof. Terrence Ranger informed me of the existence of historical evidence of 

the existence of homosexuality in Zimbabwe through private email commu-
nication. He has published a lot on the history of Zimbabwe and was a Lec-
turer at the University of Zimbabwe from the colonial period and is now re-
tired and in Great Britain. 
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iours.’ Hamer further emphasizes, ‘Homosexuality is not purely genetic 
[…] environmental factors play a role’.98  

Further, even though there is no absolute solutions offered by 
geneticists and biologists among whom science has been reduced 
into some circus giving credence to Ehrlich’s observation that “we 
live in an age when the boundaries between science and science 
fiction are becoming increasingly blurred.”99 Cameron writes:  

No researcher has found provable biological or genetic differences be-
tween heterosexuals and homosexuals that were not caused by their behav-
iour. While the absence of such a discovery does not prove that inherited 
sexual tendencies are not possible, it suggests that none has been found be-
cause none exists.100  

While the emphasized parts are highly debatable, it is important 
to observe that the scientific base upon which some claims made 
by homosexual persons are based is not necessarily absolute. 

The second difficulty arising from this usage of essentialist and 
constructionist explanations pertains to the inherent conflict be-
tween the two theories. No attempt has been made in the sexual 
rights arguments to demonstrate that these theories are exclusive 
of each other. With essentialists arguing that it is biological, hor-
monal or genetic factors that are behind one’s sexuality, construc-
tionists argue that “only genitalia are determined; all other aspects 
of sexual relationships are socially constructed.”101 GALZ and 
homosexual persons in Zimbabwe have not done much to deal 
with this contradiction. The failure to deal with this contradiction 
could be one reason why the evolution of homosexual manifesta-
tions in Zimbabwe has not been critically considered, except in 

                                                      
98  Dean A. Byrd „Homosexuality: The Essentialist Argument Continues to 

Erode“ available online: www.narth.com/docs/essentialist.html accessed 20/ 
11/2007. 

99  Robert Ehrlich, Eight Preposterous Propositions: From the Genetics of Homo-
sexuality to the Benefits of Global Warming, 2003, 1. 

100  Paul Cameron „What Causes Homosexual Desire and Can it be Changed?“ 
available online: http://www.biblebelievers.com/Cameron3.html accessed 
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101  Paul Germond & Steve de Gruchy (eds), Aliens in the Household of God: Ho-
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the work of Epprecht. There has been an overarching interest to 
draw lines of connection between homosexual practices from pre-
colonial societies to the present without paying due diligence to 
the obvious differences that exist between them.  

From the arguments presented from the ancient Azande and 
Zulu to the mine compounds of South Africa and in prisons, it 
appears that there have been significant changes not only in 
terms of manifestations of homosexual practices and relations but 
also regarding the perceptions of homosexuality. According to 
Epprecht, “homosexuality as an identity or an exclusive life choice 
did not exist when the pressures to have sex for reproduction were 
so over-determined by material, political, spiritual and other cul-
tural considerations.”102 It appears that early on, the warrior mar-
riages were temporary and circumstantial and possibly had little 
to do with sexual orientation as understood and defined by GALZ. 
It is not clear from the evidence if there were some who outside of 
the military adventures or hunting adventures continued with 
same-sex practices. It seems therefore that early homosexual prac-
tices in African communities were circumstantial. Without 
enough evidence to deal with homosexual relations and practices 
among the Shona, it can be observed that studies elsewhere seem 
to suggest that “a variety of homosexual identities have been and 
still are produced by a set of power relations within the contexts of 
neo-colonialism, capitalist development, and racial domina-
tion.”103 

Further, the evidence from the mines and prisons also show that 
most of the homosexual relations were in the mould of patriarchal 
heterosexual marriages, a former convict Shylet is quoted as say-
ing, “Many prisoners are being forced into homosexuality in ex-
change for soap, toothpaste, Vaseline, bread and meat. The most 
vulnerable are those without relatives who bring them basic needs 

                                                      
102  Epprecht, Hungochani: The History of a Dissident Sexuality, 224. 
103  Ronald Louw “Mkhumbane and New Traditions of (Un)African Same-Sex 

Weddings” in: Robert Morrell (ed), Changing Men in Southern Africa, Pieter-
maritzburg: University of Natal Press, 2001, 288. 
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not supplied by the prison.”104 The post 1990 period in Zimbabwe 
has seen a different kind of homosexuality, egalitarian and non-
circumstantial homosexual relations. In the sexual rights lobby, it 
is possible to identify three kinds of homosexuality and homosex-
ual practices believed to have or continue to exist in Zimbabwean 
communities. These are: circumstantial same-sex practices; preferen-
tial same-sex practices; and medicinal same-sex practices. GALZ 
appears to lobby for the preferential same-sex homosexuality, 
which is not related to the availability or non-availability of mem-
bers of the opposite sex. 

The criminal trial of Canaan Banana can go a long way in illus-
trating the changing faces of homosexuality in Zimbabwe. Ca-
naan Banana was the first President of Zimbabwe after independ-
ence in 1980 and was a Methodist minister. He was married het-
erosexually and was a father. He certainly met all the traditional 
obligations thrust upon all adults among Zimbabwean communi-
ties. However, in 1999 he was convicted of sodomy and perform-
ing ‘unnatural acts’ with men. These offences were committed 
when he was still the president of Zimbabwe.105 In the case of 
Banana, homosexuality and homosexual practices are not under-
stood as alternatives to heterosexual practices and relations, rather 
they are understood as being side-events. This clearly differs with 
the understanding of homosexuality as essentially different from 
heterosexuality, an understanding that pervades the current sex-
ual rights lobby. The other problem from the case of Banana is it 
was used to entrench the criminal stereotype of homosexual per-
sons. This certainly is not the model for what GALZ has consis-
tently argued for. 

This perception of homosexuality as an alternative to heterosexu-
ality is closely connected to urbanisation in Zimbabwe, which 
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negatively impacted on the community/extended family relations 
and systems of pre-colonial communities. There was much more 
freedom in urban areas and with less sanctions being effected by 
the traditionally powerful elders. Many other traditional practices 
lost their value, such as, arranged marriages as more and more 
young men and women moved outside the influence of their fa-
milies. Further, with urban employment opportunities, the young 
people required less help from the extended family for marriage 
and that meant, the management of sexuality was gradually taken 
away from the community and firmly placed in the hands of the 
individual. This should be understood as part of the severe disrup-
tion of traditional lifestyles due to European colonial expansion.106 
Finally, this could also explain why organised gays and lesbians 
clubs thrived and continue to thrive in urban centres and not ru-
ral areas in Zimbabwe. 

These developments coupled with population control policies 
after independence could have brought a new perspective to sex-
ual intercourse as essentially a procreative endeavour. In essence, 
while early on sexuality had been conflated with procreation these 
developments could have gone a long way in divorcing sexuality 
from procreation. This can be a result of the development of in-
dustrial capitalism in Zimbabwe. GALZ has therefore been re-
sponding to social developments and the sexual rights lobby is 
closely connected to these developments. The rise of GALZ sig-
nalled a critical development in the existence of homosexuality in 
Zimbabwe. The transformation of homosexual relations and prac-
tices from the pre-1990 period to the post-1990 period in Zim-
babwe is best summed up in Michel Foucault’s words. 

Homosexuality [post formation of GALZ] appeared as one of the forms 
of sexuality when it was transposed from the practice of sodomy onto a 
kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of the soul. The Sodo-
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mite107 had been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a 
species.108  

3.4.2  Transgressing Traditional boundaries of sexuality 

Sexual issues in Zimbabwean societies were never part of the 
public discourse, be they heterosexual or any other sexuality for 
that matter. Sex education was present in these societies but it 
was carefully confined to certain circumstances and in certain 
places and largely given in metaphors. The sex educators were the 
aunt and uncle for girls and boys respectively. This was the tradi-
tional set up which sustained the sexual discourses and sex educa-
tion among Zimbabwean societies. In this context, the societies 
decided and succeeded somehow in pushing sex issues out of the 
limelight. In all this, “the concept of the community was at the 
heart of the life of the traditional society. Life was organised 
within an effective community not around an individual.”109 

                                                      
107  Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy defines this term as follows: “A sodo-

mite was understood as act-defined, rather than as a type of person, persons 
who engaged in heterosexual sodomy were also Sodomites. There are reports 
of persons being burned to death or beheaded for sodomy with a spouse 
(Greenberg, 1988, 277)” accessed 28 November 2007. This essentially means 
sodomy refers to anal-intercourse irrespective of the sexes of the persons in-
volved. The Criminal Law (Codification and Reform) Act (Chapter 9: 23) Act 
23/2004 – Zimbabwe, Section 73 “Sodomy” Sub-section (1) “Any male per-
son who, with the consent of another male person, knowingly performs with 
that other person anal sexual intercourse […], shall be guilty of sodomy[…].” 
In this Zimbabwean criminal law code, sodomy is a male crime because ac-
cording to Section 65 “Rape” Sub-section(1) “If a male person knowingly has 
sexual intercourse or anal intercourse with a female person and, at the time 
of the intercourse (a) the female person has not consented to it; and (b) he 
knows that she has not consented to it or realises that there is a real risk or 
possibility that she may not have consented to it; he shall be guilty of rape 
[…]” It is interesting that while anal intercourse between men is sodomy, 
heterosexual anal intercourse is classified under rape. Could this be because 
women are “naturally” supposed to be penetrated? Where they are pene-
trated by men is not a problem in itself if they consent to being penetrated 
there! 

108  Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume I, 43. 
109  Falola, Tradition and Change, 5. 
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Clearly, the traditional community was dyadic in as far as it con-
sidered the communal interests ahead of individual interests and 
sexuality was not an exception. 

In traditional societies in Zimbabwe, community interests took 
precedence over those of the individual members of that commu-
nity. “Whatever its roots the community operated on the basis of 
group solidarity, shared interests, common loyalty to inherited 
values, cultural coherence and ideological consensus.”110 In this 
context the sexual rights lobby championed by GALZ did trans-
gress this traditional set up on two fronts: First, by bringing sex 
into the public domain. This transgression is especially critical 
because it focused on a kind of sexuality that was against the wi-
dely accepted “normal” sexuality. Second, the GALZ lobby trans-
gressed the traditional set up by emphasizing the primacy of indi-
vidual rights over community interests.  

As Michel Foucault describes sex in the Victorian era, the same 
could be said for the traditional Zimbabwean societies, particu-
larly the Shona groups:  

Sexuality was carefully confined; moved into the home […] The conjugal 
family took custody of it and absorbed it into the serious function of re-
production. On the subject of sex, silence became the rule. The legiti-
mate and procreative couple laid down the law. The couple imposed it-
self as model, enforced the norm, safeguarded the truth, and reserved 
the right to speak while retaining the principle of secrecy.111  

With this confinement of sex, it can be appreciated then why sex 
education in the traditional Shona societies was highly secretive; it 
was not supposed to be seen. The existence of sex in Shona socie-
ties was more often than not rejected, particularly where children 
who had not reached marriageable age were concerned. Hence, 
Shona women were often heard telling their young children on 
the birth of a child, ‘I bought a new baby’. As Foucault writes 
“children have no sex, which was why they were forbidden to talk 
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about it.”112 I would add that they were also not supposed to hear 
about it. This confinement of sex seemed to have worked well for 
the Shona societies because we often hear the elderly people refer 
to their teen lives, during which they would swim with teens of 
the opposite sex, stark naked and without any realisation of the 
sexual possibilities.113 It is not surprising that the GALZ lobby has 
been accused of wanting to influence children and young adults, 
the groups that were systematically starved of sex education. 

Using the observation of Foucault, it is also clear that the sexual 
rights lobby has sought to redefine the essence of sex. In tradi-
tional societies, sex was meant for procreation. Children were 
considered a form of wealth; they guaranteed one a higher social 
status than one would normally get without children. Most impor-
tantly, children guaranteed their parents immortality. Through 
the ancestral veneration practices, parents died physically but 
were never forgotten as they graduated into the realm of the more 
powerful ancestral spirits. By suggesting that same-sex relations 
and practices could be good, GALZ and homosexual persons in 
Zimbabwe were treading a path that is diametrically opposed to 
what traditional culture and religion sanctioned. The commu-
nity’s survival was also related to the procreation of children as 
these children meant a constant supply of labour, warriors and 
also women to cement political and economic treaties between 
different families and tribal groupings.  

All this should be seen in the context of urbanisation and how it 
liberated many people from the daily surveillance from the family 
system as they sought employment in towns, mines, and farms. 
The adoption of ESAP and its impact on the functionality of the 
family meant severe individualism became the order of the day. 
On the evaluation of ESAP, Sarah Hudleston writes, “In 1991 a 
further wedge was driven between the labour movement and the 
government with the formal introduction of Zimbabwe’s Eco-

                                                      
112  Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 4. 
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 151 

nomic Structural Adjustment Programme (ESAP) dubbed by or-
dinary Zimbabweans as the ‘Extra Suffering for the African Peo-
ple’.”114 The social and economic developments resulting from 
ESAP challenged the extended family system into submission as 
individuals could hardly sustain themselves. No time could be 
spared to worry about what others were doing and most people 
were forced to find other ways of surviving as many companies 
were closing down. It is in this regard that accusations of prostitu-
tion and soliciting have been levelled against some homosexual 
persons. Among those forced into prostitution or soliciting are 
heterosexual persons who are lured by the big monies paid by 
foreign clients.115 This does not however reduce everyone to being 
an opportunist and this should not be seen as if it is peculiar to 
homosexual persons. Many women were also forced into prostitu-
tion because of the same reasons that some men were forced into 
homosexual prostitution.  

The argument that homophobia or homomisia was never part of 
the indigenous communities but was introduced by Europeans 
during the colonial era is an interesting assertion. It can be ar-
gued that “the culture of discretion around sexual matters meant 
that acts that were forbidden in theory could be tolerated in prac-
tice as long as the community was not compelled to pay explicit 
attention.”116 The challenge for the sexual rights lobby is that by 
seeking to exhibit at the ZIBF, they were essentially compelling 
society at large to focus its attention on them. There can be few 
arguments that this was understood by many Zimbabweans as 
being problematic.  
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3.4.3  Re-ordering the traditional rule of Precedence 

There is widespread acceptance that in traditional Zimbabwean 
communities, the community took precedence over the individ-
ual. Acts are judged on the basis of their importance not to the 
individual alone but to the community first and the individual 
later. It would seem that the rise of Human Rights movements 
throughout the world would have altered a number of social con-
structions. According to the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (UDHR), Article 3, “Everyone has the right to life, liberty 
and security of person.”117 This emphasis on the individual is 
diametrically opposed to traditional African philosophies of the 
person because according to Mbiti, such philosophies based 
themselves on the understanding that “I am because we are [not 
we are because I am].”118  

While the Western authored UDHR emphasizes the individuality 
of each person, there is no doubt that such an emphasis is lacking 
in the pre-colonial Shona communities. In such communities, the 
individual was always understood in terms of the community in 
which he was accorded certain rights best understood as privi-
leges that were in direct proportion to his/her duties in the com-
munity. The suggestion here is that contemporary manifestations 
of sexuality in Zimbabwe, especially the call for the recognition 
that ‘sexual rights are human rights’ cannot be fully appreciated 
outside these developments. It would have been unthinkable for 
gay and lesbian people in pre-colonial communities asking for 
recognition owing to the social structure that governed these 
communities. The essence is that in these societies, there were no 
individual human rights, only duties and privileges were granted 
by the society on its members. This is different from the post-
colonial context; hence the manifestations have also changed. 
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The challenges posed by the language of human rights are mainly 
focused on the political structures in Zimbabwe. Zimbabwe is a 
signatory to the UDHR, the African Charter for Human and Peo-
ple’s Rights (ACHPR) and has its own Bill of Rights. The sexual 
rights lobby has sought to make use of these political commit-
ments to fight for civil and legal rights. The post World War II era 
has largely been dominated by issues of human rights and lately, 
a number of African States have labelled human rights a neo-
colonial Western agenda. It is assumed by many that the concept 
of universal human rights is itself a Western concept that is being 
imposed on the developing world. Since the sexual rights lobby 
does receive moral and possibly financial backing from some 
Western donors, this close cooperation has been interpreted as a 
clear sign of the foreign agenda that such organizations as GALZ 
are driving even though most African governments are also re-
cipients of Western donor funds. This is further complicated by 
the unclear boundaries between the secular state, Christianity and 
traditional religious and cultural traditions. The fluidity of these 
entities has meant that the language of human rights has been 
fought at various levels depending on the nature of the battle at 
hand.  

Despite the problems cited above regarding the challenges of talk-
ing of human rights in Zimbabwe, the sexual rights lobby has 
followed the route that gay movements in the West and in South 
Africa have already used. That the first person to critically tackle 
the subject in Zimbabwe is Marc Epprecht, a Canadian scholar 
(Epprecht was a visiting lecturer at the University of Zimbabwe 
between 1995 and 1998) does little to divorce GALZ from the 
Western influence in the eyes of those who are outside the or-
ganization. It appears that demanding civil and legal rights is the 
easiest of the various battles that homosexual persons have to 
engage in for tolerance and acceptance in their respective com-
munities. In that regard, the call for the recognition of sexual 
rights remains the central concern for homosexual persons in 
Zimbabwe.  
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3.4.4  On the Use of the Bible 

From some personal interaction with members of GALZ in Ha-
rare, it became apparent that among the out-gays and lesbians in 
Zimbabwe are some practising Christians spread in the Roman 
Catholic Church, the Seventh Day Adventist (SDA) Church and 
Apostolic churches. This explains why there are some among 
them who have resorted to using the Bible in their quest for ac-
ceptance in the communities they live in. The use of the Bible 
should be understood in the context of how Christians perceive 
the Bible, it is “the inspired word of God and the supreme author-
ity in their faith.”119 This is the perception that homosexual per-
sons who are practising Christians bring to the Bible. They are 
therefore searching for answers from the Word of God, and also 
want the Word of God to enlighten those who do not appreciate 
them as children of God. Homosexual Christians are quick to 
point out that the creation stories of Genesis do not discriminate 
against them as homosexual persons. To that end, most homo-
sexual persons look at themselves as children of God because they 
are created by God. The critical question is: what was created by 
God, sex or sexuality? In the case of homosexual Christians, the 
creation stories in Genesis explain the creation of the sexes and 
not sexuality.  

The first critical observation is that homosexual Christians, like all 
other Christians, do practice selective reading of the Bible. As 
argued in the previous chapter, the social conditions obtaining at 
a particular time and surrounding a particular group of readers 
does influence the kind of reading that they engage in. In the case 
of homosexual Christians in Zimbabwe, they are reading the Bi-
ble from a position of disadvantage and deprivation. Their argu-
ments have tended therefore, to focus on texts that emphasize the 
liberating nature of God. This is in line with other liberation the-
ologies and it explains why they have drawn inspiration from 
people like Desmond Tutu. It is not surprising therefore, some 

                                                      
119  Prozesky, „Religious Authority and the Individual“, 20. 
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elements of liberation hermeneutics figure prominently in their 
readings coupled with the hermeneutic of identification. In es-
sence, this hermeneutical tool explains why in the homosexual 
reading of the Bible, they are always the victims and downtrod-
den. This position identifies them closely with the position of 
ancient Israel; a position from which God liberates them. It ap-
pears that without naming their reading technique, homosexual 
persons are indeed “reading in front of the text” where there is a 
dual affirmation of commitment to both the Bible and to contem-
porary context, essentially asking, how does a message expressed 
in another age, for a people of another cultural and social milieu, 
become effective in our time?120 This should explain the call for a 
“contextual reading of the Bible”, which is cited above. 

Even though there is the call to a contextual reading of the Bible, 
it appears that most homosexual Christians in Zimbabwe have 
been using a literal interpretation method, particularly regarding 
the texts taken from the New Testament. Lovemore Togarasei 
observes that some disputes are caused by the clash in interpreta-
tion methods and approaches to the Bible.121 There is no attempt 
to demonstrate that “biblical texts are products, records, and sites 
of social, historical, cultural, gender, racial and ideological strug-
gles, and they radically and indelibly bear the marks of their ori-
gins and history.”122 Those texts whose usefulness lies in their 
literal sense find greater attention in these readings. 

The importance of the cultural conditioning of the Bible is only 
hinted at but never really addressed in the readings of the Bible 
that have been emanating from among homosexual Christians. 
Because of this problem, some of the texts cited repeatedly, espe-
cially John 8, with the story of the woman caught committing 
adultery, present some challenges to readers of these interpreta-

                                                      
120  Cf. West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation, 154-5. 
121  Cf. Lovemore Togarasei “The ‘Birth’ of a Prophet: Andrew Wutawunashe’s 

break from the Reformed Church in Zimbabwe (formerly Dutch Reformed 
Church)”, 2006, 221-2.  

122  Itumeleng Mosala cited in: West, The Academy of the Poor, 64-5. 
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tions. Are homosexual Christians suggesting that homosexuality 
is a sin like adultery? Should they be left alone simply because no-
one can cast the first stone? These questions do not seem to be an 
issue in the readings hence the contention that homosexual 
Christians are actively engaged in selective reading of the Bible, 
putting emphasis where the text does not frustrate their quest for 
liberation. 

It is interesting that homosexual Christians in Zimbabwe have 
not cited directly the texts whose modern translations include the 
word homosexual or homosexuality. These are the texts around 
which much debate is centred on throughout the world. These are 
the texts that Paul Germond and Steve de Gruchy have called the 
six bullets against homosexuality.123 The texts are Gen. 19, Lev. 
18:22; 20:13, 1Cor. 6:9, Rom. 1:26-7 and 1Tim. 1:10. The failure to 
deal with these texts can be explained on the basis of the reading 
techniques deployed by homosexual Christians. By using the final 
form of the text and without using the historical-critical ap-
proaches, their modes of reading are inadequate to deal with these 
explicit texts.  

By not dealing with these texts and their implications to the lives 
of homosexual persons and Christians in general, the sexual 
rights lobby’s use of the Bible appears to suggest they acquiesce to 
the texts, which is most unlikely or that they consider the texts 
now completely irrelevant, which appears most likely. Homosex-
ual Christians in Zimbabwe do not seem to have fully recognized 
that “the complexity of biblical interpretation is also present when 
trying to make sense of the biblical texts on homoeroticism.”124 

However, the reading techniques of homosexual Christians 
should be understood in the Zimbabwean context where the criti-
cal study of the Bible has remained a preserve of University edu-
cation. These readings are mostly emanating from “ordinary rea-

                                                      
123  Cf. Paul Germond & Steve de Gruchy (eds), Aliens in the Household of God, 

188ff. 
124  Jeremy Punt „The Bible in the Gay-Debate in South Africa: Towards an 

Ethics of Interpretation”, 2006, 420. 
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ders” of the Bible whose primary concern is to answer their exis-
tential questions and challenges. To that end, the Bible is certainly 
seen as a liberating book by homosexual Christians, which is so-
metimes abused and used as an instrument of oppression. 

3.5  Conclusion 
The GALZ led sexual rights lobby in Zimbabwe has been revolv-
ing around the issues of human rights, and also to a larger extent 
the Bible and biblical interpretation. It is the argument of this 
perception that no-one must be discriminated against on the basis 
of sexual orientation because homosexuality is not a perverse 
sexuality but rather a variation of human sexuality. Genetic re-
search has been appropriated to demonstrate that sexuality is not 
a choice but an innate condition. This has led to the view that 
homosexuality is natural because one is born with one’s orienta-
tion. The Bible has also been appropriated owing to the fact that 
there are some among the members of GALZ who are practicing 
Christians, and also because about 70% of Zimbabwe’s popula-
tion is believed to be Christian and consider the Bible to be the 
Word of God and therefore authoritative. That Jesus is the de-
fender of the weak and disadvantaged has been the rallying point 
of this perception. God is understood as a God of love and one 
who does not condemn. This view of the Bible has meant this 
perception attacks Christianity for misreading the Bible.  

The successes of other liberation movements coupled with the 
gaining in popularity of family planning methods, meant the core 
of traditional heterosexual marriage was under siege. With people 
no longer obliged to procreate because of the need to regulate 
population demographics, the stage was set for the evolution of 
the manifestations of homosexuality. With high levels of mobility 
in the world chances of outside influence cannot be simply dis-
missed. In Zimbabwe homosexuality began to publicly manifest 
itself as an alternative to heterosexuality in the 1990s. This devel-
opment appears to be directly linked to the rise in human rights 
activism. While the manifestations may not have existed as exclu-
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sive before this period, their exclusivity became well pronounced. 
These developments had already taken root in a number of West-
ern societies, where homosexual persons were already making 
strides towards being recognised as a minority group.  

The following chapter will focus on how politicians and cultural 
icons responded to the challenge of homosexual persons and ho-
mosexuality in Zimbabwe from the mid-1990s. Among the issues 
to be dealt with in this chapter are the traditional conceptions of 
sex and marriage that are seen as the basis for the arguments 
against homosexuality. Among these arguments is the un-
Africanness of homosexuality as well as the proxy wars that are 
apparent in the homosexual debate.  
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CHAPTER 4:   
THE POLITICAL AND TRADITIONAL CULTURAL  
RESPONSE TO THE SEXUAL RIGHTS LOBBY (GALZ) 

 
They seek to rule, having rightly discerned that they can achieve rule by 
no more certain path than if they are believed to be endowed by the 
Spirit of God. Since all will reverently hear the Spirit, if they think he 
speaks by the mouth of those men, captive to superstition, they follow 
with blind obedience.1  

4.1  Introduction 
The political and traditional cultural perspectives are so much 
intertwined such that it is profitable to discuss them together. 
This suggests that this work acknowledges what John Mbiti ob-
served when writing; 

Religion permeates into all the departments of life so fully that it is not 
easy or possible always to isolate it. A study of the religious systems of 
an African is, therefore, ultimately a study of the people themselves in 
all the complexities of both traditional and modern life. The African tra-
ditional religion permeates in all the departments of life.2 

With religious, economic, social and political dimensions all in-
tertwined, it is not possible to make rigid distinctions among 
them. This could apply to both traditional religion and Christian-
ity in Zimbabwe but this chapter will only treat traditional reli-
gious and political dimensions together, in the process excluding 
Christianity. Christianity is excluded here but will be the focus in 
the next chapter owing to its special relationship to the Bible. The 
need to look at political and traditional cultural arguments to-
gether is informed by the observation that;  

To some extent the modern state is in competition with the traditional 
state. The modern state is undermining, replacing and transforming the 
traditional societies and cultures. Interestingly, traditional attitudes and 

                                                      
1  Ludwig Wolzogen translated and cited in Preus, Spinoza and the irrelevance of 

Biblical Authority, 2001, 111. 
2  John Mbiti, African Religion and Philosophy, 1989, 3. 
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concepts die-hard and the modern state is itself subject to pressure and 
influence from traditional ideas.3 

Despite the political developments of the past century, Zimbab-
wean politics still depend on some traditional cultural ideas and 
the subject of human sexuality in general and homosexuality in 
particular clearly demonstrates this dependence of the modern 
state on traditional ideas. For that reason and others, this chapter 
will deal with political and traditional cultural arguments concur-
rently. The dominant voice has been that of Robert Mugabe, the 
undisputed4 President of Zimbabwe at the height of the homosex-
ual debate in Zimbabwe from 1995 to 2000. Whether, the public 
perception can be distinguished from and be considered inde-
pendent of the perception of the President of the country is diffi-
cult to tell. That will be part of the analysis that will be undertaken 
later in this chapter. This chapter will begin by considering as-
pects that are considered central in understanding the arguments 
raised by politicians and custodians of traditional culture. These 
aspects include the traditional understandings of sex, marriage 
and homosexuality. These traditional understandings are as-
sumed to be part of the foundation upon which the arguments 
against homosexuality are predicated. 

Among the arguments raised against homosexuality and GALZ 
are that homosexuality is un-African. Besides the perception of 

                                                      
3  Toying Falola (ed), Tradition and Change in Africa: The essays of J. F. Ade-

Ajayi, 2000, 3.  
4  This work acknowledges the fact that as I write, the legitimacy of Robert 

Mugabe as President of Zimbabwe is heavily disputed not only by the inter-
national community but most importantly by a significant percentage of the 
Zimbabwean population. While, as I write his party ZANU-PF and himself 
claim he is the legitimate leader of Zimbabwe, most Zimbabweans seem to 
object to this claim. However, in 1995, when he virulently spoke against ho-
mosexuality, the dissenting voices against his leadership in Zimbabwe were 
still the minority hence my use of the term undisputed. His support was still 
in the majority but after the referendum of 2000, his legitimacy has been 
contested ever since and was recently saved by the formation of the Inclusive 
Government in February 2009 following the Global Political Agreement 
signed on 15 September 2008. 
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homosexuality as not being African, it is further argued that ho-
mosexuality and human rights are merely proxies for neo-colonial 
Western agenda. It is also argued that homosexuality is illegal and 
criminal in Zimbabwe. Finally, some politicians have also invoked 
the Bible to justify their stance against homosexuality. In analys-
ing these arguments raised against homosexuality, it is important 
to revisit the Africanness or lack of it, of homosexuality, the man-
ner in which the Bible has been used in sustaining these argu-
ments. Finally, it is also important to analyse the possibility of 
homosexuality being used for the waging of proxy wars in and/or 
outside Zimbabwe. The complexities involved in the homosexual 
debate are best appreciated in the statement released by the 
ZANU-PF Women’s League five days before the 1995 Book Fair:  

We are Zimbabweans and we have a culture for Zimbabweans to pre-
serve as mothers and custodians of our heritage, we stand solidly behind 
our President and leader on his unflinching stand against homosexual-
ity. Human Rights should not be allowed to dehumanise us. ‘Do not be 
deceived. Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterous nor 
male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor the greedy nor drunk-
ards will inherit the kingdom of God’.5 

In this statement, there are many issues that are raised among 
them the idea that homosexuality is not and has never been part 
of the Zimbabwean culture hence the President is right for taking 
the position against homosexual persons. The statement also chal-
lenges the idea of universal human rights, applicable to all peo-
ples at all times and in all places. Finally, the statement is also 
based on biblical appropriation and interpretation on the issue of 
homosexuality. In all three issues cited above, the statement man-
aged to rally together Christians, Traditionalists and Politicians by 
making homosexuality a common enemy. These appropriations 
of culture and biblical texts form the axis of this study.  

                                                      
5  The Zanu-PF Women’s League Press statement quoted in: Dunton & Palm-

berg, Human Rights and Homosexuality, 12. The internal quotation is my own 
emphasis to show a direct though unacknowledged quotation from the Bible, 
particularly 1Corinthians 6:9. 
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4.2  Background information 
This section seeks to highlight information considered as inform-
ing the arguments raised by the figures to be discussed in this 
chapter. Among the issues to be raised include some basic infor-
mation regarding the existence of homosexuality in Zimbabwe, 
and sex and the evolution of marriage practices in Zimbabwe. To 
that end, this will be done in four subsections focusing on these 
specific issues including the assumptions about homosexuality 
that seem to direct the arguments to be highlighted in this chap-
ter. This information provides the basis upon which one can un-
derstand and appreciate the arguments raised against homosexu-
ality later in this chapter. 

4.2.1  Sex as an economic instrument among the Shona  
communities 

It is widely acknowledged that present day Zimbabwe was once 
occupied by the San people and that later it was then populated by 
Bantu groups. The Shona people from whom specific examples 
will be drawn in this chapter are part of these Bantu groups, who 
settled in Zimbabwe after the San. In talking about the Shona6, it 
is important to note that the San were a hunter-gatherer group 

                                                      
6  The country called Zimbabwe is made up of a number of ethnic groups, 

among them the Shona group which makes up almost 80% of the total popu-
lation, the Ndebele group which is the second largest group, then there are 
smaller groups like the Tonga, Varemba and Ndau. The Shona group has 
several sub-groups such as Zezuru, Manyika, Karanga, Budja and Maungwe. 
Most of the specific examples being used in this study are coming from the 
Shona ethnic group because of two main reasons: First, this group is widely 
covered in the main sources that I have and continue consulting and the 
President of Zimbabwe, Robert Mugabe who has been one of the widely 
quoted individuals on the subject is coming from this group. Second, I hap-
pen to come from this group and that means, some of the issues that I will 
raise are a result of my own experiences as a Shona. However, where infor-
mation circulating in the public media is concerned, it is difficult to identify 
which group one is coming from, particularly, in cases where the authors use 
pseudo-names. In that regard, the designation Zimbabwe best serves this 
study.  
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while the Shona are a sedentary group. The Shona as a sedentary 
people had to work the land in order to produce enough food for 
the present and some surplus in case of natural disasters. Thus, 
while numbers would have been undesirable for the hunter-
gatherers, these settled groups had to thrive on increased num-
bers because “labour shortages at key points in the production 
cycle could thus endanger the survival of a family.”7  

These societies quickly realised that a bigger family would entail 
greater food security as well as social security for the elderly 
members. Labour could not be hired easily; labour had to be pro-
duced hence the need to maximize family size would have re-
sulted in the constructions of elaborate gender relations that em-
phasised fertility and subsequently conflating sexuality with pro-
creation.8 Epprecht observes that “individual sexual desire was 
largely subsumed to the broad interests of the extended family or 
lineage. Those interests included reputation, political alliance, 
material production, spiritual health, and ritual protection of the 
natural environment.”9 In this case, it can be observed that the 
need to control sexuality was an early development among the 
Bantu-speaking migrants and the Shona being one of such mi-
grants cannot be excluded from this exercise. 

The Shona people make up the largest ethnic group in Zim-
babwe, making up approximately 70 percent of the population. To 
understand sex in Shona communities, it is important to focus on 
how sex was integrated into the economic structures of the com-
munities. 

The Bantu-speaking migrants who began to arrive in the region about 
2000 years ago established an economy that supported very different no-
tions of gender [when compared to the San who had lived in this same 
area before them], sexuality and class: iron tools, pottery, livestock and 

                                                      
7  Epprecht, Hungochani, 27. 
8  Cf. Epprecht, Hungochani, 27. 
9  Epprecht, Heterosexual Africa? The History of an Idea from the Age of Explora-

tion to the Age of AIDS, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2008, 37. 
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agricultural knowledge could sustain a larger population, could provide 
surpluses kept in case of droughts and longer life spans.10  

It is within this context, that we can begin to appreciate the con-
ception of sex and sexuality among the Shona. Within this con-
text, Hatendi correctly captures this spirit when writing:  

Sex is the property of the family-group and the individual must account 
for its use. An unmarried man is not the master of his body but the fam-
ily; in the same way an unmarried woman is not the master of her own 
body but the family-group.11  

The economy of sex among the Shona, therefore, was such that 
sex grew to become more than just an issue of reproduction be-
cause a well regulated and managed sexuality could also become a 
key political tool. In this regard, we risk losing sight of the impor-
tance of sexuality if we focus more on regulation as repression, 
rather, Diana Jeater’s perspective as informed by Michel Foucault 
is worthy noting.  

The point is not that specific sexual practices are repressed or forbidden, 
but that the social construction of sexuality requires the operation of 
power relationships at one of the most fundamental levels of human ex-
perience.12 

The manifestation of the power relationships noted by Jeater con-
tributed to the development of a pronounced class hierarchy and 
the rise of the sophisticated state structures. These then added a 
further, political imperative to sexual reproduction, that is, the 
control of female sexuality through the institution of roora/lobola 
[bride wealth] was central to this process.13 This is best under-
stood in the context of the type of marriage that was practiced by 
the Shona communities, that is, the exogamous marriages. 
Women’s fertility did not benefit their biological families since 
they would bear children for another family, further women’s 

                                                      
10  Epprecht, Hungochani, 27. 
11  Peter R. Hatendi „Shona Marriage and the Christian Churches“, 1973, 139. 
12  Diana Jeater, Marriage, Perversion and Power: The construction of moral dis-

course in Southern Rhodesia 1894-1930, 1993, 17. 
13  Cf. Epprecht, Hungochani, 28.  
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labour was also lost to their adopted families once they got mar-
ried. Epprecht evaluates this development in the following words:  

In the context of state formation on this scale, senior men, female elders 
and brothers had strong incentives to maintain careful vigilance over 
younger people’s heterosexual contacts. The girls’ virginity thus became 
a prized asset politically as well as economically and socially.14  

In most Shona communities sex is presented as just a means to 
an end, the end being the fruitful marriage which bears children. 
To get to this end, gender roles are considered indispensable. To 
this extent, it is almost impossible to talk of sex without referring 
to gender roles. This amalgamation of sex and gender has tended 
to disguise the impact of gender ideologies and to make such ide-
ologies look normal and natural. According to the WHO, sex is 
defined as referring to biological and physiological characteristics 
that define men and women.15 Sex is that which makes individu-
als male or female and we all know at birth that normally one is 
assigned to one of these sexes on the basis of genitals, even 
though this is no longer enough owing to advancements in sci-
ence and technology, as being female is now understood as an 
aggregate of a number of characteristics. “Biological sex includes 
external genitalia, internal reproductive structures, chromosomes, 
hormone levels, breasts, facial and body hair.”16 Essentially, sex is 
to be understood as a biological given and may no longer be suffi-
ciently addressed under the two categories of male or female be-
cause there are other sexes that may not be fully catered for under 
these two categories. There is also little or no discussion on some 
sexualities that defied the ‘normal’ sexuality. Gelfand acknowl-
edges that from his researches the Shona communities knew of 

                                                      
14  Epprecht, Hungochani, 29. 
15  WHO „Gender, Women and Health“ http://www.who.int/gender/whatis-

gender/en/index.html accessed 28/05/2008. 
16  Diagram of Sex and Gender: http://www.gendersanity.com/diagram.shtml 

accessed 28/05/2008. 
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children born as hermaphrodites and that these were almost al-
ways brought up as males.17 

Gender on the other hand has to do with the constructions of 
masculinity and femininity. According to Emily Esplen and Susie 
Jolly, “the term gender has been increasingly used to distinguish 
between sex as biological and gender as socially and culturally 
constructed.”18 In illustrating the social construction of gender 
WHO highlights that “gender refers to the socially constructed 
roles, behaviours, activities and attributes that a given society con-
siders appropriate for men and women.”19 From these socially 
defined roles, behaviours and attributes emerge the categories of 
masculinity and femininity. “Masculinity is shaped in relation to 
an overall structure of power (the subordination of women to 
men), and in relation to a general symbolisation of difference (the 
opposition of femininity to masculinity).”20 These differences are 
not necessarily natural even though they may be based upon 
some natural differences. Their importance is to legitimize why 
one sex is superior to the others. The HIV/AIDS pandemic has 
forced many people in Zimbabwe to acknowledge the existence of 
‘harmful’ masculinities, which are central to the spread of the 
virus in Zimbabwe. These masculinities were for long considered 
central signifiers of real manhood captured in the metaphor 
“bhuru rinorwa rinoonekwa nemavanga” literally meaning “a bull 
that fights is seen by its wounds”. This was mainly used with ref-
erence to the sexual exploits of men, which normally led to the 
contraction of STDs. 

Masculinity and femininity, according to GALZ, are socially con-
structed in that societies define and characterize masculinity and 
femininity and frequently societies always expect boys/males to 

                                                      
17  Michael Gelfand, Growing up in Shona Society: From birth to marriage, Gweru: 

Mambo Press, 1979, 4. 
18  Emily Esplen & Susie Jolly „Gender and Sex: A Sample of Definitions“ 2006. 

http://www.bridge.ids.ac.uk accessed 28/05/2008. 
19  WHO „Gender, Women and Health“ 
20  Sarah C. White „Men, Masculinities and the politics of development“ in: 

Caroline Sweetman (ed), Men and Masculinity, 2000, 20. 



 167 

develop into masculine beings while girls/females are supposed 
to develop into feminine beings.21 The characteristics of masculin-
ity and femininity include aggressiveness, dominance, bravery for 
the former and submissiveness, weakness and dependence for the 
latter. Even more important for this work is the idea that feminin-
ity also entails penetrability while masculinity entails being able to 
penetrate, that is, femininity is passive while masculinity is active.  

Despite the obvious differences between sex and gender, these two are 
closely related in many cultures. In sociological terms gender roles refer 
to the characteristics and behaviours that different cultures attribute to 
the sexes. A ‘real man’ needs male sex and masculine characteristics 
and behaviours; likewise a ‘real woman’ needs female sex and feminine 
characteristics.22  

Some Shona metaphors may help in our quest to understand the 
social constructions surrounding sex and gender among the 
Shona. One such metaphor is Ndinokuita mukadzi [I can make 
you a woman], meaning essentially that one can dominate an-
other man like a woman. This metaphor is only relevant when 
applied to men. It is used to denigrate men. Shona women are 
also known to mock men by using the metaphor uri murume pas-
ina vamwe varume or uri mukadzi [you are a man only in the ab-
sence of real men, or you are a woman]. In all this we get the im-
pression that a real man is one who is dominant, assertive, brave 
and independent. These constructions of masculinity could have 
been central in the types of sexual relations that would have ex-
isted among the Shona people.  

This way we can understand the stereotypes of homosexual per-
sons in Zimbabwe which prompted the following response from 
GALZ “most gay men have a male gender identity and do not 
think of themselves as women, and most lesbian women have a 

                                                      
21  Cf. GALZ, Understanding Human sexuality and Gender, Harare: GALZ Publi-

cations, 2005, 1ff. 
22  Monash University “What is the difference between sex and gender?” http:// 

www.med.monash.edu.au/gendermed/sexandgender.html accessed 28/05/ 
2008. 
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female gender identity and do not think of themselves as men.”23 

The idea that gay men are feminine or effeminate and that lesbian 
women are masculine seems to be a direct reflection of the es-
sence of these sexual metaphors. The last metaphor to be consid-
ered here is akaitwa mukadzi [one was made into a woman]. This 
metaphor is used in such cases where a man has been thoroughly 
dominated by other men and also in cases where a boy/man has 
been homosexually raped. It is also used with reference to hetero-
sexual rape. Clearly, while all those penetrated would be described 
through this metaphor, the metaphor itself could cover a wide 
variety of men, including some never penetrated.  

There are also metaphors that are used when women have ex-
ceeded expectations of what women are thought to be able of 
achieving. One such metaphor is mukadzi uya murume chaiye 
[that woman is a real man]. In most cases where this metaphor is 
applied, the woman would have exhibited bravery in accomplish-
ing certain tasks. In such cases, the woman would have accom-
plished tasks normally designated as masculine tasks. With such 
bravery the woman is equated with men. In some cases, a wife 
can chide the husband by claiming ndini murume pamusha pano [I 
am the man in this family]. This metaphor is mostly used where 
the husband is found wanting in the accomplishments of mascu-
line tasks within the family, especially when it comes to providing 
for the family.  

Among the Shona groups therefore, the woman aspires and can 
in some cases be equated to men for as long as the woman per-
forms tasks that are normally assigned to men within these 
groups. From these metaphors, it is apparent that masculinity is 
indeed characterized by dominance, bravery and independence. 
“The concept of a ‘real man’ as one who proves himself to be vir-
ile, controls women, and is successful in competition with other 
men and is daring, heroic and aggressive is an almost universal 

                                                      
23  GALZ, Understanding Human Sexuality and Gender, 5. 
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cultural pattern.”24 It is driven by the need to acquire power of 
precedence over competitors. While in one metaphor highlighted 
above, the question of femininity as penetrability is also clear in 
such cases where a rape victim is seen as being made into a 
woman. These social constructions are important for this study as 
shall be highlighted throughout this chapter. 

4.2.2  Understanding marriage and its essence among the 
Shona 

The world over, perhaps there is no culture that would regard 
same-sex interaction as unconditionally and unrestrictedly equal 
to or superior to relations between persons of the opposite sex.25 

This holds true for Shona communities and this subsection will 
demonstrate why this is so. In the preceding subsection, it has 
been observed that the regulation of sex was an early development 
in Shona communities and this regulation of sex is the direct ba-
sis upon which marriage practices among the Shona can best be 
appreciated.  

African family culture values offspring very highly. A person lives on in 
his or her children. It is a shame and a disgrace for a man to die without 
children, it is to die twice, and it is a spiritual disaster […] People go to 
enormous lengths to have offspring.26  

From this assertion a number of issues can be identified and is-
sues that are central for this study. The first is as already inti-
mated above, the significance of children is always clear in Shona 
communities. It appears that Oskar Wermter27 has in mind the 

                                                      
24  Serena Nanda & Richard L. Warms, Cultural Anthropology 6th Edition, New 

York: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 1998, 210. 
25  Martti Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World: A historical perspective, 

1998, 1. 
26  Oskar Wermter, African family culture and the homosexual aspect of the 

sexual revolution: A challenge to the Church in Africa in: EDICISA News, 
2003, 4. See also Gelfand, The Genuine Shona, 1973, 175. 

27  Oskar Wermter served as the Secretary to the Zimbabwe Catholic Bishops’ 
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practice of kupindira which was widely used in cases where a cou-
ple could not procreate and where the man was suspected of be-
ing at fault. This practice meant that a family could arrange for a 
brother of the impotent man to have a sexual relationship with the 
wife so as to bear children for the brother. Mostly, this was done 
without the knowledge of the impotent man and the wife and the 
brother of the husband as well as the elders behind the idea would 
be bound to an oath of secrecy, never to divulge this.  

The second point which is of importance to this study pertains to 
the centrality of children in marriage.  

Children are wanted for different reasons. As the father and mother 
grow old, it is comforting to know that their children can help them […] 
A daughter is welcomed […] she establishes an alliance with another 
family (affinal relationship). There is also a feeling amongst the Shona 
that the bigger the clan the stronger it becomes […] Perhaps the most 
potent single reason for having children is that through them the par-
ents and grandparents are remembered in the next world.28  

Among the Shona people as in many other African communities, 
there is the world of the living and that of the living-dead, children 
guarantee a degree of immortality to their parents. The latter is 
dominated by ancestral spirits and these are spirits of departed 
parents and grandparents. Children are central in remembering 
and keeping constant communication with their departed parents 
because it is believed that departed parents continue to look after 
their offspring. Not having children therefore is a ‘spiritual disas-
ter’ which may mean that such individuals will quickly be forgot-
ten. These individuals may end up being alien spirits looking for 
mediums outside their own families because their own families 
would have forgotten them. Children are therefore very important 
in the social and religious set up of Shona communities. 

With this high valuation of children, families increased numeri-
cally and gradually metamorphosed into clans and tribes and 
eventually into chiefdoms. While the family would have been 

                                                      
28  Michael Gelfand, The Genuine Shona: Survival values of an African culture, 

1973, 175. 
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composed of blood relations as the communities grew bigger 
other forms of relations were acknowledged and integrated, par-
ticularly, relations brought about by marriages. The Shona groups 
practiced exogamous marriages, that is, they married outside their 
own communities. “Women […] left their kin and were incorpo-
rated into the families of non-kin when they were married.”29 This 
meant that through marriage, two previously unrelated groups 
became related. That served in increasing the political clout of the 
heads of these families. With marriage becoming a political tool 
over and above its economic role, the regulation and control of 
sexuality and its uses became imperatives for group survival. 
However, despite this regulation there appeared to be some flexi-
bility in terms of what could be done by singles in relationships 
hence Michael Bourdillon argues “generally anything is permitted 
provided that the relationship is leading towards a satisfactory 
marriage, suggesting that implicit permission is conveyed by the 
anticipation of marriage.”30  

Sexual indulgence could be practiced for as long as the family of 
the girl were aware of the boy’s intention to marry. This meant 
that even when such marriages eventually failed to take place, the 
family could still sue the boy’s family for compensation in the 
event of a disowned pregnancy or the taking away of a girl’s vir-
ginity.31 In this case, “the limits of sexual behaviour were defined 
by their likely impact on the family, rather than by fixed concepts 
of ‘moral’ and ‘immoral’ behaviour.”32 The African traditional 
values did not envisage a situation where individuals were mas-
ters of their own sexuality. Sex was a community asset whose use 
was closely monitored for the benefit of the community first and 
foremost and secondarily for the benefit of the individual. “The 
community was a close society of interdependent members whose 
every action, even accidental and unintended action, could affect 
                                                      
29  Gelfand, The Genuine Shona, 106. 
30  Michael Bourdillon, The Shona Peoples: Ethnography of the contemporary 
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the well being of all other members of society.”33 This realisation 
is essentially important and can further be strengthened by the 
fact that:  

The nature of sexual crime among the Shona was entirely a matter of 
lineage alliance, and there was no sense of sexual activity being right or 
wrong in itself. The concept of private morality, applied to acts in isola-
tion from their consequences, was entirely alien.34 

And as part of their attempts to change Africans, the Christian 
missionaries sought to undermine, replace and transform these 
societies and their cultures.35 On the issue of sex, the outlines 
above can be summed up as follows: 

In traditional societies, control over the sexual behaviour of lineage 
members was simply one aspect of the power of rural patriarchs […] 
consequently, sexual acts were judged in terms of their impact upon the 
lineage, and lineages rather than individuals were held responsible for 
violations of the rules. 
For the Occupiers, sexual acts were judged as right or wrong in them-
selves, with little reference to the context in which they took place. 
Moreover, except in cases of ‘unnatural’ or ‘perverse’ sexuality, the wider 
community, as represented by the state, had no right to intervene in 
sexual matters.36 

Foucault helps in elucidating the ideological conception of mar-
riage in society including the Shona societies of Zimbabwe when 
he writes;  

relations of sex gave rise, in every society, to a deployment of alliance, 
which is a system of marriage, of fixation and development of kinship 
ties, of transmission of names and possessions; deployment of alliance is 
firmly tied to the economy due to the role it can play in the transmission 
or circulation of wealth hence reproduction, the deployment of sexuality is 
linked to the economy through numerous and subtle relays, the main 
one of which, however, is the body- the body that produces and con-
sumes.37  

                                                      
33  Falola, Tradition and Change in Africa, 6. 
34  Jeater, Marriage, Perversion and Power, 37. 
35  Cf. Falola, Tradition and Change in Africa, 3. 
36  Jeater, Marriage, Perversion and Power, 260. 
37  Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, 1990, 106-107. 
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Under the deployment of alliance, it can be observed that the 
marriage practices of a given community arose. The need to estab-
lish an economic and political unit within and among different 
Shona communities meant that marriage became a key tool. Mar-
riage was undertaken for economic reasons, as in cases where a 
family needed some goods and in return they offered their daugh-
ter. The daughter would pay back the goods by producing children 
for the family that would have supplied the goods to her family of 
birth. This has nothing to do with love at its core; it is precisely to 
be understood as an economic decision, which could be good or 
bad for the family. It is in this context that one can appreciate the 
existence of arranged marriages and such marriage practices as 
kuzvarira, in which a girl is pledged even before she is born.  

Marriage could also be used as a political tool, where families 
married their daughters to other families as a way of establishing 
political pacts. In the event that one such family is attacked then 
the in-laws would come to the aid of the other family. The obser-
vation of the role of sex in social relations is precise because more 
often than not communities have managed sex for social benefits. 
Groups that seek to expand are likely going to trade loyalty for 
sexual favours granted through marriages. The social networks of 
pre-colonial ethnic groupings in Zimbabwe seem to point to this 
well-developed model of managing sex for economic and political 
benefits. Young girls were given in marriage to secure political 
ties and economic prosperity for their families of birth. This could 
also explain the possibility of transferring sexual rights from one 
individual to another in the same family upon the death of the 
first husband without having to pay Lobola again in the practice of 
Kugara Nhaka (wife inheritance). 

4.2.3  Homosexuality in Zimbabwe 

As observed in the previous chapter, Epprecht, Guri and Jack all 
agree that the Shona word ngochani is a borrowed word. The fact 
that the Shona did not have a word that could be translated as 
homosexuality seems to be authenticated by the fact that in the 
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earliest Shona Dictionary (Hannah’s) there is no Shona word for 
homosexuality/ homosexual. The Shona word ngochani, which 
has come to mean homosexual person only appears in the more 
recent Duramazwi rechiShona.38 With no Shona word for the ori-
entation or practice of homosexuality, it has generally been taken 
to suggest that this practice was unacknowledged in traditional 
Shona societies or that it may not have existed within traditional 
communities since they did not give it a name.  

One scholar who has written extensively on the Shona people of 
Zimbabwe, Michael Gelfand noted that “homosexuality is very 
rare but bestiality and rape are not rare events.”39 He observed 
that the information supplied by his informants, showed that “be-
fore the coming of the white people, there were no unmarried 
men.”40 It is supposed by Gelfand that all men in traditional 
Shona communities were therefore heterosexual. This argument 
is sometimes stretched to suggest that homosexuality was non-
existent among the Shona groups. According to Gelfand;  

the traditional Shona have none of these problems associated with ho-
mosexuality […] obviously they must have a valuable method of bringing 
up children, especially with regard to normal sex relations, thus avoid-
ing this anomaly so frequent in Western society.41  

Heterosexuality was carefully integrated in child socialization 
processes among the Shona. To that extent, Gelfand argues, “a 
practical training aimed at attaining a successful marriage is given 
at mahumbwe [children’s games] where the young boy and girl […] 
are paired off and allowed to pretend to be man and wife.”42 

Through these games, children were effectively socialized to be-
come ‘real’ men or women, with all the attributes of acceptable 
masculinity or femininity. With this elaborate socialization proc-
ess prevalent among Shona groups; it is not surprising that at-

                                                      
38  Cf. Oskar Wermter S. J, Letter, Unpublished, 12/03/1996. See Appendix 16. 
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tempts have been made to use this as proof of the impossibility of 
homosexuality being a part of such communities. As shall be 
highlighted later in this chapter, this understanding lies behind 
some of the assertions that homosexuality is foreign to African 
communities.  

The idea of same-sex sexual practices as of medicinal value among 
the traditional communities has been noted by some scholars. 
The first critical observation is that the existence of ritual same-
sex practices is never equated with the existence of homosexuality 
as an alternative sexuality. It is in this context that Robert Baum 
writes; “These religions tend to reject the tendency in many cul-
tures to equate homosexual relations with being ‘homosexual’.”43 

Part of the complexities involved in securing information about 
the existence of same-sex practices is carefully articulated by 
David Greenberg who suggests that “questions by ethnographers 
about homosexuality often assume Western definitions of the 
phenomena […] many researchers ask questions about men or 
women who sleep only with members of the same sex.”44 It is in 
this context of same-sex practices that were never exclusive of 
heterosexuality that ritual same-sex practices could be understood. 
They were never a permanent feature of an individual’s life and in 
some cases such rituals were a once in a lifetime practice. 

It is suggested that there exists a belief among many Bantu-
speaking groups that very strong medicinal concoctions require 
some weird ingredients and it is generally accepted that the most 
powerful Mutapa King was involved in an incestuous sexual rela-
tionship with his sister Nehanda: 

In the fourteenth century, as the state around Great Zimbabwe entered 
its twilight, some residents began moving northward. It is said that 
Prince Mutota left Great Zimbabwe with an army and, after a series of 
conquests on his northward trek, eventually settled down and founded 
the Mutapa state. Contrary to Shona tradition, he decreed that the son 
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who desired to succeed him should commit incest with his daughter, 
Nyamhika. The practice of royal incest is said to have begun when his 
son, Matope, did commit incest with his half-sister, Nyamhika, who be-
came widely known as Nehanda, or the ruler of Handa.45  

In such cases, it is assumed that such unusual sexual practices 
endow their practitioners with unusual and extraordinary power. 
Further, “notions about the medicinal value of male-male sex acts 
come through in one of the first cases of sodomy involving Bantu-
speaking Africans to be heard by an urban magistrate in the re-
gion.”46 These could be done to acquire economic, social or politi-
cal power. This was nonetheless not the norm but the exception. 
Such practices are therefore never looked at as providing the ba-
rometer for measuring the existence of homosexuality in these 
communities. 

Similarly, it is suggested that part of the reasons why there was a 
shift in the balance of power between the Shona and the Ndebele 
in the 1880s, when the Shona began making successful raids into 
Ndebele territory lay in the fact that:  

The Shona chiefs and the soldiers were using same-sex sexual practices 
as medicinal solution to their weaknesses. The chiefs were given strong 
medicines by the Ndebele and Zulu n’angas […] when they were fighting 
the soldiers were made to have sex with other men for the whole group 
to be powerful. The Ndebele and Zulu were practising it for long […] 
now we Shona people have learned about that medicine from them and 
we are also doing it.47  

It is reluctantly acknowledged that there are a number of tradi-
tional healers who used homosexual practices as part of prescrip-
tions for people seeking material wealth. It is also supposed that 
some of the traditional healers also practice homosexuality to en-
hance their own mastery of the spirit world. Some rich people, it 
is argued, are sometimes involved in these ‘weird’ practices in-
cluding incest. These things, it is suggested, were happening even 
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before the arrival of the Europeans. The Shona practice which 
mainly brought about these prescriptions is known as Kuromba. 
This is where an individual acquires traditional medici-
nal/spiritual powers through which he/she is able to manipulate 
many things making him/her materially rich and immune from 
magical threats. Prescriptions for such things range from murder-
ing a human being, to committing incest48 and also to engaging 
in homosexual practices. However, as noted above even if tradi-
tional cultural custodians accept the existence of these same-sex 
practices, they are hardly used as indicating that homosexuality 
existed in these communities. The argument is that these prac-
tices were not the norm hence they cannot be used as if they were 
the norm.  

4.2.4  Assumptions in relation to homosexuality 

Many arguments that have been raised for or against homosexual-
ity in the Zimbabwean debate are predicated on a number of as-
sumptions. These assumptions are critical for appreciating the 
contextual arguments raised in this debate. This subsection seeks 
to highlight the assumptions behind the political and traditional 
cultural arguments that are the focus of this chapter. Most of the 
contributors rely on the assumption that being homosexual re-
quires rational and conscious decision making. In short, it is as-
sumed that homosexuality is a deliberate choice. This assumption 
can be detected in many of the contributions as in the following:  

Please give your support to Minister Dabengwa [then Minister of Home 
Affairs in Zimbabwe 1995] and your sympathy to those deserving of it 
[…] the widow, the orphan, the sick, the lonely, the old, the unwanted 
and to the jobless and not to the homosexual who wants to legalise his 
lust.49  
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 178 

This assumption has some minor assumptions that are direct 
extensions of it. It is assumed that homosexual persons; 

• If given room and freedom they can actively recruit members 
to join this homosexual lifestyle. 

• Will seek to propagate their homosexual lifestyle in order to 
replace the ‘normal’ and ‘natural’ heterosexual lifestyle. 

• Are immoral because they, with full knowledge of what is 
moral, decide and choose not to follow that which is natural, 
right and moral. 

Another critical assumption is that homosexuality is almost al-
ways associated with violence and infidelity or promiscuity. In 
most arguments and contributions in Zimbabwe, homosexuality 
is synonymous with the constant changing of partners and the 
use of coercion or violence. That the Zimbabwean discussion is 
quick to label homosexual persons as ‘child molesters’ seems to 
point to an underlying assumption that sees homosexuality as 
synonymous with violence. Equally, it is also assumed in the de-
bate that homosexual persons are a promiscuous lot hence Cecil 
Nyilika can write, “AIDS is a fast spreading killer disease and gays 
are the major contributors.”50 It is my observation that the Zim-
babwean debate is guided by this assumption that homosexuality 
is synonymous with crime, violence and promiscuity. Further to 
these, but closely related to them, homosexuality is equated with 
indecency hence Mugabe can say “they want us to allow them to 
have sex in public.”51 These assumptions are critical for an appre-

                                                                                                                
does not mean, traditionally local communities were not in the habit of car-
ing for these groups, on the contrary, the extended family system was known 
for this particular role. However, with the coming of the bible, the call is no 
longer confined to families but to the nation as a whole. There is no longer 
any need to care only for those close to oneself; rather one must care for all 
because according to the Bible, we are all the same in the eyes of God. Gala-
tians 3, Leviticus’ laws of gleaning and Amos’ call for the protection of the 
widows and orphans are clearly implied in these observations. 

50  Cecil „Mgosi“ Nyilika, Gays erode culture, The Bulawayo Chronicle, 06/09/ 
1995. See Appendix 17. 

51  Cf. Robert Mugabe cited in Dunton & Palmberg, Human Rights and Homo-
sexuality, 9. 
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ciation of the arguments that will be highlighted in the following 
section. 

4.3  Summary of the political and traditional cultural 
arguments 

In chapter three it was noted that after GALZ had applied for a 
stall to exhibit at the ZIBF’95, the government through the Direc-
tor of Information, Bornwell Chakaodza responded by ‘request-
ing’52 that the organizers of the book fair withdraw the participa-
tion of GALZ. This resulted in an outcry from the international 
community with the accusation that the government was violating 
the rights of homosexual persons in Zimbabwe. At the official 
opening of the book fair, Robert Mugabe tackled the issue of ho-
mosexual persons and below is an excerpt from that speech in 
which he addresses this subject:  

Supporting persons who believe that the denial of their alleged rights to 
have sex in public is a violation of their human rights formed as associa-
tion in defence and protection of it and proceeded to write booklets and 
other forms of literature on the subject of their rights. Is any sane gov-
ernment which is a protector of society’s moral values expected to coun-
tenance their accessions? I find it extremely outrageous and repugnant 
to my human conscience that such immoral and repulsive organisa-
tions, like those of homosexuals who offend both against the law of na-
ture and the morals of religious beliefs espoused by our society, should 
have any advocates in our midst and even elsewhere in the world. If we 
accept homosexuality as a right, as is being argued by the association of 
sodomists and sexual perverts, what moral fibre shall our society ever 
have to deny organised drug addicts, or even those given to bestiality, 
the rights they might claim and allege they possess under the rubrics of 
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individual freedom and human rights, including the freedom of the 
Press to write, publish and publicise their literature on them?53  

This speech covers almost all the arguments that will be dealt 
with in this subsection, from the idea that homosexuality is un-
African, that it is closely linked to criminal activities, that it is 
some form of mental sickness and unnatural. It can also be in-
ferred from this speech that homosexuality is against the biblical 
injunctions on sexuality and its essence. It is in this context, that 
Mugabe was considered the hero for those opposed to homosexu-
ality while he became the greatest human rights violator for those 
who shared the perception that sexual rights are human rights. 
Mugabe’s position was widely covered in the Zimbabwean media, 
and was largely transmitted as the Zimbabwean position on ho-
mosexuality.  

4.3.1  Homosexuality is un-African 

One of the major arguments that have been raised against the 
acceptance of homosexuality in Zimbabwe is that this practice is 
foreign to Zimbabweans. Frequently, people have not sought to 
understand what this foreignness refers to. This subsection at-
tempts to show the implications of the un-Africanness of homo-
sexuality as illustrated in a number of contributions to the debate. 
“The majority of Africans and Zimbabweans in particular, have 
religiously and steadfastly supported the stance of President Mug-
abe in rejecting any notion of Africans having had homosexual 
tendencies which originated from within Africa and possibly 
without any Western influences.”54 It is important to fully appre-
ciate the concerns and observations leading to this perception. It 
is not enough to respond by citing pre-colonial same-sex practices 
because this accusation lies beyond these evidences. 
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An interesting dimension on homosexuality and African culture 
is captured by the President of the traditional cultural pressure 
group, Sangano Munhumutapa, Lawrence Chakaredza who is 
quoted as saying, “They can do what they want with their bodies 
in the privacy of their homes but certainly not to exhibit at a Book 
Fair. Just what are they going to exhibit?”55 What is interesting 
here is that Chakaredza has no problem with what happens in 
private, in traditional African perspective sexual matters are not 
for public consumption hence GALZ is behaving in an un-African 
way by seeking to transport homosexuality into the public do-
main. Homosexual persons who try to force the community to 
notice them and their practices are behaving in an un-African 
manner. Such a manifestation of homosexuality is therefore not 
African. 

Almost in a similar fashion, the late Border Gezi, who was Mem-
ber of Parliament (MP) and Minister of Gender, Youth and Em-
ployment, is quoted as having said the following in the Parlia-
ment of Zimbabwe:  

We have asked these men whether they have been able to get pregnant. 
They have not been able to answer such questions. Even the women 
who are engaging in lesbian activities, we have asked them what they 
have got from such practices and no one has been able to answer.56  

At the centre of Gezi’s understanding is that sexual intercourse 
must result in pregnancy, hence the men who take the passive or 
is it the woman’s role must be able to fall pregnant if homosexual-
ity is to be acceptable. And this being the African perspective, 
homosexuality therefore does not qualify to be labelled African. 
According to Epprecht, “sex, by customary definition, was rather 
an act that served to propagate the lineage”57 Similarly, Jeater 
writes, “[…] the reproduction of life - having babies - is equated 
with the long-term survival of settled communities.”58 African 
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sexuality is one that appreciates that sex is not an end but a means 
to an end, that is, sex is only acceptable when it is benefiting the 
community. The communal benefits accruing from sex include 
the numerical growth of the community through procreation, the 
successful negotiation of alliances both economic and political 
through marriage contracts, in which sexual privileges are given 
in return for some economic or political undertakings. Within 
this context, it is not difficult to understand why homosexuality is 
labelled un-African. That some individuals can now demand soci-
ety to allow them to do as they please with their sexuality, irre-
spective of whether such use would benefit or disadvantage the 
larger community is therefore seen and understood as un-African. 

Homosexuality under the lobby of GALZ transgresses the ac-
cepted norms regulating the essence and treatment of sexual is-
sues among Zimbabwean communities. These transgressions are 
important for the appreciation of the labelling of homosexuality as 
un-African. One major such transgression relates to publicity, 
sexual issues are best governed and regulated by the rule of ‘don’t 
ask, don’t tell’. GALZ did not follow this unwritten law! Second, 
there is only a single sexuality among the indigenous groups, a 
sexuality which has been effectively deployed for political, eco-
nomic and social benefits. Central to this sexuality is the procrea-
tion of offspring, homosexuality does not possess this potential 
and for that, has been labelled un-African. To that extent, Mugabe 
draws upon these conceptions when he says: “Let the Americans 
keep their sodomy, bestiality, stupid and foolish ways to them-
selves, out of Zimbabwe […] Let them be gay in the US, Europe 
and elsewhere.”59 This is not surprising when one considers that 
the West is seen as having stopped worrying about the real uses of 
sexuality since they now also permit abortion and other so-called 
“anti-life” policies. The West that is highlighted is a West that 
permits everything as long as some individuals register their plea-
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sure for doing it. There is no regulation there; it is a world that is 
in free-fall. 

4.3.2  Homosexuality and Human rights as neo-colonial 
Western agendas 

The central argument against the call by GALZ for the granting of 
sexual rights to homosexual persons is clearly articulated in the 
statement released by the ZANU (PF) Women’s League when 
they say “human rights should not be allowed to dehumanise 
us.”60 In this context, human rights are understood as not abso-
lute particularly because they can be used to undermine the tradi-
tions and heritage of the people of Zimbabwe. In the case where 
human rights are considered as detrimental to the well being of 
the society as a whole, then they have to be sidelined. What is 
critical in all this is that a number of people in Africa and particu-
larly Zimbabwe do not feel like they own the human rights dis-
course. Human rights are an outcome of the Western world with 
little or no input from Africa. The UDHR was promulgated in 
194861 soon after the Second World War and that context has 
meant that the UDHR is historically limited to the West hence 
where human rights threaten traditional values and political sur-
vival, their Western background is emphasized.  

This has not been helped by the central role Western donors and 
agencies have played in dealing with African states, where human 
rights have been used as a basis for cooperation. In that context, 
governments that are considered to be human rights violators see 
in human rights talk, a subtle way through which Western powers 
seek to usurp and undermine these governments. The concept of 
universal human rights has been greatly challenged in the homo-
sexual debate in Zimbabwe. It is in this context that one can un-
derstand the fact that when “Mugabe was addressing 200 chiefs to 
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garner support for seizures of land from white farmers he said, 
‘Unlike pigs and dogs, which knew their females and could natu-
rally become intimate with them, gays and lesbians could not 
differentiate between males and females […] we, as chiefs in Zim-
babwe, should fight against such Western practices and respect 
our culture’.”62 Human rights in this case are understood as 
standing in opposition to traditionally held values. 

The concept of human rights is attacked in Zimbabwe on the ba-
sis that they are not consistent with the traditional values and 
norms regulating human relations. “The notion of the commu-
nity persists, especially at the level of the village. There is no sub-
stitute for the mutual support system of the lineage and of the 
shared interests and interdependence of the cultural group.”63 

With this understanding of the community and it being put 
across as the ideal system for Zimbabwe, the excessive individual-
ism of the human rights discourse is seen as not only foreign but 
a channel for continued domination of African communities by 
the West. The demand for human rights is therefore an affront to 
the aspirations and well being of Zimbabwe as a whole. To that 
extent it is important to note that there are attempts to move ho-
mosexuality away from the realm of rights to the realm of morals. 
“All over the world, homosexuals are claiming constitutional 
rights to perpetrate this unnatural living style. This is more than 
just a constitutional issue, it’s a moral issue.”64 Essentially, the 
human rights discourse cannot be used to undermine moral fi-
bres of the society as indicated in the speech of Mugabe at the 
ZIBF’95. 

In a somewhat different way of looking at the origins of homo-
sexuality in Zimbabwe and the Third World countries, Zondayi 
Chibanda writes: “Gays and lesbians are atoms of chaos being 

                                                      
62  Basildon Peta “Mugabe Goes on Gay Bashing Safari” cited in: Epprecht, 
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63  Falola, Tradition and Change in Africa, 7. 
64  Rev. C. Murefu “Homosexuals: Pros and Cons; God’s natural order is being 

violated”, The Sunday Mail, 05/02/1995. See Appendix 19. 
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unleashed on Planet Earth by the profane society which is en-
deavouring to unseat governments and replace them with fief-
doms (through conglomerates and multinational companies) in 
the name of ‘human rights.’”65 The first impression created by 
Chibanda is that homosexuality is not only alien to Zimbabwe but 
the whole world in general. However, a closer look at the allega-
tions levelled against multinational companies seems to suggest 
that the author sees the developed world as playing a part in the 
emergence of homosexuality in the developing countries.  

Throughout the article, he sees conspiracy involving the devel-
oped world in an attempt to unseat the governments in develop-
ing world. For him, homosexuality is one such attempt being 
used to unseat the Zimbabwean government and the Judiciary is 
seen as under the influence of these organisations because the 
High Court bench in Zimbabwe heard the application by GALZ 
and gave them the green-light to exhibit at the ZIBF.66 In the said 
judgment of the High Court, Chibanda does not see the inde-
pendence of the judiciary as some would want to quickly point out 
rather he sees a conspiracy between the judiciary and the multina-
tional companies bend on rendering governments in the Third 
World weak and powerless. In his observations, this is being done 
in different ways and homosexuality is being imported into Zim-
babwe from outside to serve the purposes and interests of these 
multinational companies, especially destabilizing governments. 

The call for human rights by GALZ has also been attacked and 
below is an excerpt from Christian Mother who raises some critical 
issues against the human rights/sexual rights lobby;  

[…] if it is being suggested that we fall in step with ‘enlightened’ West-
ern nations where the gay rights movement is most vocal and influential 
and is part of a powerful lobby which has as its aim the total rejection 
and replacement of the Judea [sic]-Christian morality and structures, 
then my response must be a loud ‘No’. 
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Gay rights activists campaign not only for what they perceive to be a 
right to express their sexual orientation in private with consenting 
adults of like persuasion, but also press for the right to proselytise the 
young in schools, inculcating notions about alternative lifestyles which 
can easily manipulate young minds and emotions in their grasping for 
identity. The homosexual lobby flies in the face of God-given, immuta-
ble morality by proclaiming that there is no difference between hetero-
sexual married love (universally the cornerstone of family life) and ho-
mosexual relationships. The more blatant and hardened campaigners 
fight for legal sanction of pederasty and child pornography. 
This is all part of a well-orchestrated movement for ‘sexual reform’ 
which has become increasingly strident throughout this century. The 
acceptance of homosexuality as a right and an alternative form of sexual 
expression, the legalisation of prostitution, the ‘liberation’ of marriage 
and expansion of divorce laws, the repeal of all restriction on abortion, 
openly making contraceptives information accessible to minors, the re-
peal of obscene libel laws. Foetal experiments, the growing euthanasia 
debate and the systematic sexual education of the young are inextricably 
interlinked. 
They are the crop of rank weeds being sown across the world. What a 
fearful harvest we will reap if we kow-tow to international pressure to 
conform to ‘civilised’ standards.67 

Clearly the argument against the human rights discourse has 
been that it is foreign and has been hijacked by Western players 
whose interests are not necessarily human rights. Homosexual 
persons’ lobby for human rights therefore has been portrayed and 
understood as a Western agenda.  

4.3.3  Homosexuality is illegal and criminal 

With the human rights argument having failed to stick in Zim-
babwe, at least at the level of political and traditional leaders and 
even the general public, it is important to note that an argument 
closely related to it is that homosexuality is illegal and criminal in 
Zimbabwe. According to Neville Hoad,  
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Mugabe remarked, ‘they can demonstrate, but if they come here (to 
Zimbabwe) we will throw them in jail’. The difference between ‘here’ 
and ‘there’ suggests that tolerance of homosexuality is becoming, 
among other things, a strategy for marking national and civilizational 
specificity. Zimbabwe has anti-sodomy laws on its statute books from its 
colonial past (‘here’ and ‘there’ were once closer).68  

In Zimbabwe therefore, homosexuality is illegal and criminal 
under the inherited ‘sodomy’ laws from the colonial past. Under 
Zimbabwean law The Criminal Law (Codification and Reform) Act 
(Chapter 9: 23) Act 23/2004 – Zimbabwe, Section 73 “Sodomy” 
Sub-section (1) “Any male person who, with the consent of an-
other male person, knowingly performs with that other person 
anal sexual intercourse[…], shall be guilty of sodomy[…]”69 In this 
Zimbabwean criminal law code, sodomy is a male on male crime 
because according to Section 65 “Rape” Sub-section(1) “If a male 
person knowingly has sexual intercourse or anal intercourse with 
a female person and, at the time of the intercourse (a) the female 
person has not consented to it; and (b) he knows that she has not 
consented to it or realises that there is a real risk or possibility that 
she may not have consented to it; he shall be guilty of rape[…]”70 It 
appears that it is on the basis of this law that the traditional Chiefs 
of Masvingo Province in Zimbabwe ordered the arrest of all gays 
and lesbians and the subject of homosexuality not to be discussed 
in the public media because it was against traditional culture and 
illegal.71 It is interesting that the ‘sodomy’ law appears to be based 
on an interpretation of the Bible, particularly Gen. 19.  

Besides labelling homosexuality as immoral and promiscuous, it 
has also been linked to some criminal and anti-social practices. 
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70  The Criminal Law (Codification and Reform) Act (Chapter 9:23) Act 23/2004 
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Immorality and child abuse is also a favourite combination em-
ployed by Robert Mugabe but which is also captured by Garykai 
Mazara when writing, “Zimbabwe is our country, our heritage 
and future and subsequently our destiny should be in our hands; 
we must not make compromises on such issues that involve the 
ethics and morality of the nation, more so when our children are 
the targets.”72 In this regard, homosexuality between consenting 
adults is viewed as immoral and its culpability is somewhat dras-
tically increased because not only do homosexual persons consti-
tute an immoral lot, they seek to extent their immorality to chil-
dren, what Christian Mother above called the ‘proselytising of the 
young’. Robert Mugabe also turned to this association and he is 
quoted by Dunton and Palmberg as saying, “[…] If we accept ho-
mosexuality as a right, as is being argued by the association of 
sodomists and sexual perverts, what moral fibre shall our society 
ever have to deny organised drug addicts, or even those given to 
bestiality, the rights they might claim?”73  

That homosexuality is criminal and liable to prosecution in Zim-
babwe can be observed from the court records that are widely 
used by Marc Epprecht and in the post-independence era, the 
high profile trial of Canaan Banana is one such case. According to 
Guri, “Canaan Sodindo Banana was charged and found guilty of 
eleven counts of homosexual crimes.”74 Another high profile indi-
vidual to be implicated is the former Chief Executive Officer 
(CEO) of the Zimbabwe Broadcasting Cooperation (ZBC) Alum 
Mpofu who was caught in a compromising position with another 
man at a Club in Harare.75 The Zimbabwean media has covered 
these criminal activities such that these criminal activities are 
treated as synonymous with homosexuality. 
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4.3.4  They have no right to be that sick!  

Homosexuality has also been reduced to an illness and a mental 
challenge for that matter, hence homosexual persons ought to be 
looked upon as sick persons. According to Mabhumbo,  

[…] biological science has revealed that every individual has a bit of both 
male and female hormones kept in a delicate balance in favour of one’s 
sex […] However, miscarriages of this balance do manifest themselves in 
various forms (including homosexuality) […] It seems now the homo-
sexuals themselves are saying they have a right to be sick while the other 
side is saying they have no right to be that sick.76  

By reducing homosexuality to some disease, the public discourse 
strips homosexual persons of any dignity they might want to as-
sert because sickness is not something to be proud of. Families 
and society must therefore pity the homosexual patient! Closely 
connected to this, it has also been portrayed as “[…] a mental prob-
lem that can be treated with traditional therapies.”77 Similarly, 
Medeline Dube is quoted as saying lesbianism is a psychological 
problem when responding to the existence of lesbian activities 
among students at Langham Girls’ High school.78  

With homosexuality looked upon as a form of psychological dis-
order, it therefore is a case that requires medical correctional pro-
cedures and not the granting of sexual rights because no one has 
a right to be sick. It is in this context that one can appreciate the 
fact that upon being confronted with a gay child some families 
suggest consulting sangomas (traditional diviner-healers) to seek 
treatment of this illness.79 This understanding resembles 19th and 
20th centuries Europe when writers differed as to whether homo-
sexuality was to be interpreted as an illness or as a natural healthy 
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 190 

occurrence.80 The Freudian explanation of homosexuality seems 
to capture to a larger extent the association of homosexuality and 
arrested psychological development within the political and tradi-
tional cultural argument that homosexuality is a mental sickness.  

According to Freud’s infantile sexuality theory, the first few years of life 
pretty much determine all that follow. Freud believed that during the 
first five or six years of life each human being throughout the entire 
world and since the beginning of mankind is confronted with certain 
stages of development. Failure to successfully pass through these stages 
or experiencing a trauma during one of these stages supposedly results 
in inexplicable damage to one’s psyche. Freud identified what he called 
the Oedipus complex. He considered it to be one of his greatest discov-
eries because of its supposed universal application.81  

According to Sigmund Freud, "Every new arrival on this planet is 
faced by the task of mastering the Oedipus complex; anyone who 
fails to do so falls victim to neurosis."82 Freud further taught that 
homosexuality resulted from this failure to master the Oedipus 
complex and he placed the fault on the parents.83  

In his book The Psychological Society, Martin Gross describes 
Freud’s reasoning: 

Freud and many of his modern successors saw homosexuality as the 
penalty for the boy child’s failure to win the Oedipal battle against a se-
ductive, overbearing, over-affectionate mother—the classic Mrs. Port-
noy. Instead of finally identifying with the hated father at the resolution 
of the oedipal rivalry, the child identifies with the mother. Thereafter, 
the now homosexual male seeks other men as his love object. [. . .] In 
the Freudian homosexual model, the penis-adoring child also shows disgust 
for the penisless woman. This is coupled with his castration fear at the 
hands of an angry father-rival.84 
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The political and traditional cultural understanding of homosexu-
ality as a form of mental disorder has been used to demonstrate 
that homosexual persons like other sick people in society do not 
need rights to be sick but deserve compassion and treatment, 
hence the idea that society must not eliminate the patient but 
rather the disease. To that extent, Zimbabwean political and tradi-
tional cultural custodians as well as members of the public argue 
that homosexual persons have no right to be that sick and to pub-
licize that sickness. 

4.3.5  Even the Bible supports our position! 

In all the arguments raised in this section the basis seem to have 
been legal or traditional cultural heritage but the Bible has also 
been used, if not explicitly then implicitly. This invocation of the 
Bible has to be understood in the context of the religious demo-
graphics of Zimbabwe. As noted in chapter two, Zimbabwe is 
largely a Christian nation in as much as more than two-thirds of 
the total population confess to be Christian. It is not surprising 
therefore that politicians and some traditional leaders do identify 
themselves with one or another Christian denomination. That 
explains why the Bible seems to be used across the political and 
religious divide including by traditional leaders. Professor Gordon 
Chavunduka is both President of Zimbabwe National Traditional 
Healers’ Association (ZINATHA) and a practising Anglican, who 
once caused uproar when he was elected to be a church councillor 
at the Cathedral of St. Mary and All Saints, Harare. 

The press release by the ZANU (PF) Women’s League uses a di-
rect quotation from the Bible, one of the so-called six bullets 
against homosexuality. The traditional and political concerns pre-
cede this biblical injunction in the statement giving the impres-
sion that the Bible carries the final authority. In it, homosexual 
persons are seen as not fit for the kingdom of God and therefore 
all they do is try to hoodwink society. Below is the biblical quota-
tion used in the said statement, quoted fully above; 
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Do not be deceived. Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adul-
terous nor male prostitutes nor homosexual offenders nor the greedy 
nor drunkards will inherit the kingdom of God (I Corinthians 6:9). 

Not to be outdone and showing how the arguments are inter-
twined, Robert Mugabe also believes and sees homosexuality as 
ungodly. He also argues on the basis of creation when he says, 
“God did not create us this way […] we pray that the Catholic 
Church will correct this.”85 By alluding to homosexuality as 
against the created order, Mugabe86 seems to implicitly refer to 
homosexuality as a sin against nature. The Bible therefore is used 
to demonstrate and justify the position taken on the basis of cul-
ture and social well being of the community.  

Further, the words of Emerson Mnangagwa (MP) also show the 
manner in which the Bible has been appropriated in the Zimbab-
wean debate. In 2006 in parliament and responding to a question 
from the opposition legislator, Ms. Trudy Stevenson (MP) he re-
sponded;  

In Zimbabwe we prohibit marriages of similar sex. It’s in accordance 
with the wishes of God. If it has happened in other countries, it is no con-
sent for us. I have no doubt that the Honourable Member understands 
biology. In this country we are very clear, men marry women. If she is 
in doubt she should go to the library [for a biology research].87  

Clearly, what culture or political perspective may say is subject to 
the standard of the Bible; it is in this regard that Mnangagwa ex-
plains the validity of the state’s stance on banning same-sex prac-
tices, relationships and marriages. They are unacceptable because 
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God has decreed them to be unacceptable and the Bible is the 
source of God’s decrees. The creation stories and the six bullets 
against homosexuality have therefore been widely used in many 
contributions to the Zimbabwean debate.  

4.4  Analysis of the political and traditional cultural  
arguments 

In this section, it is important to carry out an analysis of these 
arguments and their implications to the future discussions on 
homosexuality in Zimbabwe. In doing the analysis, focus will be 
paid to arguments on the un-Africanness of homosexuality and its 
meaning within the Zimbabwean debate, also interesting is the 
possibility that homosexuality may not be the ‘real’ issue hence 
the idea of proxy wars going on behind the scenes. Finally, the use 
of the Bible remains of critical interest to this study. 

4.4.1  On the un-Africanness of Homosexuality and related 
arguments 

From the above outline it is clear that quite a significant portion 
of the population of Zimbabwe believes that homosexuality is 
foreign. While indeed, people like Gelfand have sought to argue 
that homosexuality was unknown, the arguments raised seem to 
point to an un-Africanness of homosexuality associated with con-
temporary manifestations of homosexuality. It is implicit from the 
writings emanating from Zimbabwe that the ‘liberal lifestyles’ 
(the Western conservative dimension is hardly noted, the West is 
homogenous and it is liberal) of Western cultures are the fertile 
grounds in which homosexuality was nurtured and not in Zim-
babwe. This argument has been based on the conflation of sex, 
sexuality and procreation in African communities, something that 
contemporary homosexuality does not do. The argument is also 
predicated on the rule of ‘don’t tell, don’t ask’, which entails that 
such issues are confined to the abyss of silence. By seeking pub-
licity, the sexual rights lobby makes homosexuality un-African. 
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These relationships are also considered un-African because they 
are understood to be ‘seeking the replacement of heterosexual-
ity’88 while in traditional African thought patterns these sexualities 
were never understood as exclusive of each other if ever they ex-
isted. To, then, proclaim that homosexuality is an alternative 
sexuality to heterosexuality makes this sexuality un-African.89  

This understanding is best appreciated when one observes the 
concerns raised by the pressure group, Sangano Munhumutapa 
cited above where their concern is not what homosexual people do 
in the privacy of their bedrooms but rather their attempt to publi-
cize themselves. The same is also detected in the speech of Border 
Gezi when he says, “My constituents hear that there is homosex-
ualism and lesbianism going on. They have asked us and said that 
this is not a good practice. They say that if homosexualism and 
lesbianism is to go on, it should be done privately.”90 It is impor-
tant therefore to note that the un-Africanness of homosexuality in 
the Zimbabwe debate has more to do with contemporary manifes-
tations than with the origins of homosexuality. To that extent, the 
sexual rights lobby has addressed the wrong dimension. The ar-
gument is that homosexuality and homosexual persons in Zim-
babwe must remain closeted. That the sexual rights lobby has 
found sympathisers in the West has made the accusation stronger 
in the public debate, that indeed it is un-African. 

The critical problem in this argument is that the conflation of sex, 
sexuality and procreation is no longer a defining characteristic of 
most African communities or Zimbabwean for that matter. Zim-
babwe is known for the widespread policy of family planning de-
signed as a way of controlling the population of the country. With 
most families now having one or two children and deciding that it 
is enough, it is difficult to argue that non-procreative sexual inter-
course is un-African, which is essentially the argument against 
homosexuality. The contention is that heterosexual couples are 
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engaging in sexual activities for recreational purposes knowing 
that children are not welcome and actively taking measures to 
prevent pregnancies. If the primacy of procreation made homo-
sexuality un-African, then the argument is now difficult to sus-
tain. If the publicity stunts of the sexual rights lobby are what 
makes it un-African, it is also difficult to sustain because sexual 
issues were made into public issues not by homosexual persons 
but by women’s rights activists through gender discussions and 
through attempts at fighting against HIV/AIDS. Sexuality is now 
a common feature of the school curriculum in Zimbabwe.  

On the criminality of homosexual activities, it is interesting to 
note that the current Sodomy laws operating in Zimbabwe are the 
legacy of colonialism. The sodomy laws themselves are based on 
an interpretation of Gen. 19, which interpretation is now strongly 
contested and disputed. It is also interesting that the Sodomy laws 
criminalize anal penetration between men, while heterosexual 
anal penetration with the consent of the woman is legal. It is in 
this context that David Crawford argues that “the strict division 
between what is heterosexual and what is homosexual becomes 
increasingly artificial as heterosexual patterns of behaviour begin 
to resemble those of homosexuals.”91 Could this be one of the 
subtle effects of patriarchy in the criminal law? It appears there-
fore that homosexuality is not illegal and even homosexual rela-
tionships are not illegal also rather only anal sex between men is 
illegal! 

Could it be that, women are designed to be penetrated? Where? It 
really does not matter for as long as they assent. Being penetrated 
is therefore against the nature of men hence anal intercourse be-
comes criminal between men, with or without consent. These 
gender disparities are part of the broad legal challenge the state 
will always face from the sexual rights lobby. Closely connected to 
this is the realisation that “the modern state is an extension of 
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European legal systems based on the rights of the individual, the 
equality of individuals before the law, the concept of the law being 
to determine rights rather than to resolve conflicts.”92 To that ex-
tent, the challenges launched by homosexual persons are likely to 
remain unless they are addressed because the state is now based 
on the primacy of the individual not the community.  

While homosexual persons argued on the basis of the primacy of 
the individual as the basis upon which sexual rights are human 
rights, Mugabe and traditional leaders argued against them on the 
basis of the primacy of the community. In doing this, Mugabe 
and traditional leaders brought to the fore the cultural crossroads 
at which Zimbabwe as a community stands. This could not be 
effectively argued on the basis of the contemporary political sys-
tem which is essentially monadic hence Mugabe invoked both 
traditional culture and the Bible as the bases upon which the na-
ture of the Zimbabwean community should be understood. Politi-
cians want to have their cake and eat it also because they continue 
to vacillate between the demands of a monadic and dyadic cultural 
state hence the suspicion that there could be other issues other 
than homosexuality at play. 

4.4.2 Homosexuality: a field of proxy wars? 

A critical analysis of the context of the homosexual debate in 
Zimbabwe allows one to suspect the existence of bigger wars be-
ing fought with the homosexual debate being the front. While the 
emphasis has been that homosexuality is against the age-old tradi-
tions of African communities, by 1993 the then well respected 
Media lecturer at the Harare Polytechnic now a staunch defender 
of Robert Mugabe, Dr. Tafataona Mahoso was quoted by the Sun-
day Gazette as saying;  

Current attitudes are mere scape-goating, homosexuality has always 
been there but has continuously been suppressed in this society. With 
the development of individual independence there is now room for gays 
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to come out in the open. Already, gays are coming out of the closet and 
bravely demanding their rights to be treated as normal people with dif-
ferent ‘but not abnormal’ sexual preferences.93  

What makes the debate interesting is the realization that “as early 
as 1980, Mugabe had begun receiving reports about Canaan Ba-
nana’s homosexual activities at State House.”94 The silence of 
Mugabe for 15 years is surprising considering the force with 
which he addressed the homosexual question in 1995. Mugabe’s 
position on homosexuality has to be understood in the light of two 
critical developments during the time he spoke loud and clear on 
the subject. On the one hand, one has to take note of the 1996 
Presidential election and on the other hand, one has to take note 
of the impact of ESAP on the living standards of Zimbabweans. 
Despite being convicted of the counts he was facing, Banana 
maintained his innocence, however his wife told The Guardian:  

Mugabe used the issue of my husband’s sexuality as a way of mobilising 
opinion against Canaan. Mugabe was jealous of Canaan’s role in the 
OAU, which offered him an international platform not available to 
Mugabe. Canaan was also regarded as the most likely contender for 
Mugabe’s position.95  

The contention is that Mugabe may have used homosexuality to 
stop Banana from contesting the 1996 Presidential election. Since 
paving the way for Mugabe to become Executive President in 
1987, Banana had enjoyed significant international recognition 
much to the chagrin of Mugabe. Homosexuality therefore would 
have presented itself for the prosecution of the battle against Ba-
nana, particularly focusing on the 1996 Presidential election. In 
that regard, Wermter aptly captures this view when writing; “The 
President can therefore count on the full support of Zimbabweans 
when he condemns homosexuality and homosexuals. Such sup-
port is useful in the middle of an election campaign (we have pre-
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sidential elections this weekend, 16-17 March).”96 In that case, the 
pressing problem would not have been homosexuality itself but 
that homosexuality presented itself as an issue through which 
Mugabe could eliminate the strongest challenger to his office had 
Banana wanted to contest.  

Homosexuality would have also been a good side issue to take 
people’s attention away from the economy, where ESAP was 
wrecking havoc in the lives of workers and ordinary Zimbabwe-
ans. In the previous chapters we noted how ESAP became popu-
larly known as an economic programme for the impoverishment 
of Africans. Homosexuality therefore could have been used for 
the prosecution of a political campaign in the face of a melting 
economy.  

By the mid-1990s, Mugabe had become an irascible and petulant dicta-
tor, brooking no opposition, contemptuous of the law and human 
rights, surrounded by sycophantic ministers and indifferent to the in-
competence and corruption around him. Whatever good intentions he 
had started out with had long since faded. A land reform programme 
financed by Britain came to a halt when it was discovered that Mugabe 
was handing out farms intended for peasant resettlement to his own 
cronies.97 

Similarly, the moral pronouncements against homosexual per-
sons echoing throughout Mugabe’s tirade have to be taken in 
their context. While in 1995, Mugabe was the most outspoken 
Zimbabwean, it is interesting that he was silent in 1996. The rea-
son for this silence is best put across by John Makumbe (Ma-
kumbe is Professor in Political Science at the University of Zim-
babwe) who observes, “[…] the outbursts against Zimbabwe’s gays 
serve his purpose of diverting attention from his own closet where 
he is living with his former secretary and their two children. He 
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should be the last one to talk about morals.”98 It appears therefore 
that homosexuality was used as a battlefield when it suited the 
powers that be. In August 1996, Mugabe was preparing to wed his 
secretary with whom he had fathered children out of wedlock. He 
strategically did not comment on homosexuality for fear of allow-
ing people to draw parallels between the morality or immorality of 
homosexuality and his own lifestyle. 

The release of Nelson Mandela from prison and his subsequent 
rise to become the first democratically elected black President of 
South Africa was celebrated across Africa and the World. How-
ever, his rise could have created problems for Mugabe, who 
through his 1980 reconciliation speech was transformed over-
night from a “heartless terrorist” to a respected African statesman 
in the Western world. Mandela took over the mantle from Mug-
abe in an un-African way because the Chief is not replaced while 
still alive. How did homosexuality play into the Mandela/Mugabe 
tussles? South Africa under Mandela enacted the Bill of Rights, in 
which discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation was out-
lawed.99  

While there were moves to acknowledge the existence and rights 
of homosexual persons in South Africa, Mandela’s profile in the 
liberal West was further enhanced. Mugabe moved to become the 
African statesman for the conservative West by attacking the core 
of the Bill of Rights in South Africa, which could be a veiled attack 
directed against Mandela. This should not be surprising consider-
ing that the closest ally of ZANU (PF) in South African politics 
was the Communist Party. To this extent, Stephen Bates sums up 
the idea of proxy wars brilliantly when writing, “But ultimately 
this is not so much about homosexuality. The answer to this crisis 
cannot lie in some recently discovered sexual proclivity. It is much 
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more than that. It is about control and authority. And at its heart 
are base issues of power and politics.”100 The contention therefore 
is that homosexuality could have been used to fight other wars not 
necessarily that it was the issue being addressed. The call for com-
munal solidarity against homosexuality in Zimbabwe is best 
summed in the following words: “With the emergence of exces-
sive individualism and unlimited materialist accumulation, there 
is a danger that the solidarity of the community may become no 
more than an ideology, often turned into an instrument of propa-
ganda.”101 For Mugabe, community solidarity against homosexual 
persons was only good if it delivered votes in the presidential bal-
lot. 

The involvement of chiefs in the debate has to be understood in 
the context of the deliberate policies of Mugabe of disenfranchis-
ing the chiefs after independence. In homosexuality, the chiefs 
and Mugabe found common ground because Mugabe wanted to 
use the chiefs for political mileage, while the chiefs wanted to 
please Mugabe in order to benefit from his political patronage. It 
is in this context that JoAnn McGregor writes, “the hierarchies of 
chiefs and headmen which the councils [The Village Development 
Committees (VIDCO) and Ward Development Committees 
(WADCO) and Local government councils] replaced were treated 
ambiguously from the start; their judicial and land-allocating po-
wers were initially removed.”102 The support of chiefs for the po-
litical survival of Mugabe and ZANU (PF) eventually resulted in 
the enactment of the 1999 Traditional Leaders Act, which saw 
chiefs essentially becoming civil servants.103 This is a position that 
many Chiefs had enjoyed under the Smith regime and which 
made them unpopular with the ZANU before independence. 
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Homosexuality in this context should therefore be understood as 
a smokescreen for the proxy wars which were being fought by 
some key players in the debate. No objective research has been 
used in tackling this subject and none is needed because homo-
sexuality is not the problem, it is basically an issue that presented 
itself to those who wanted to fight their own wars.  

4.4.3  The Bible: a piece in power games? 

The use of the Bible by politicians in Zimbabwe is interesting. In 
terms of interpretation methods, it appears the literal interpreta-
tions of the Bible coupled with cultural hermeneutics are used 
freely. The Bible is given authority over culture and traditional 
heritage in as much as it is used to legitimize cultural heritages. 
This use of the Bible is conditioned by the fact that the majority of 
the people are Christian. The realization is that for Christians, the 
supreme authority is the Bible. While, the Bible could not have 
effectively addressed the argument of the un-Africanness of ho-
mosexuality because of its known history that it came through the 
Westerners, it played a critical role of justifying the cultural ar-
gument. Again, we note the attempt to identify with the Bible. 
The hermeneutic of identification in this case is such that eventu-
ally, Zimbabweans can even claim to be in sync with the Bible 
better than those who brought it to Zimbabwe. It appears there-
fore that the words of Anthony Ceresko in Latin America do apply 
to the Zimbabwean context when he writes; “In our culture, ap-
peal to the Bible is made to advance and justify decisions and di-
rections.”104 

The critical problem with this use of the Bible is that it is subor-
dinated to the interests of those who have wars to fight. In Zim-
babwe, Mugabe has effectively used the Bible as a propaganda 
instrument, meant to bring Christians behind him and most im-
portantly to make himself unaccountable within the democratic 
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framework which now only exists in theory. This, Spinoza had 
seen in the Dutch Republic when he argued that the supreme 
secret of despotism was the specious title of religion.105 It is in 
this context that one can appreciate “the occasional reference 
[that] appears in public discourse, such as when novice MP Tony 
Gara told Parliament that ‘this country and its people should 
thank God almighty for giving us His only other son, by the name 
of Robert Gabriel Mugabe’.”106 The restlessness of the 1990s ow-
ing to the misfiring of ESAP has been cited by Chitando as one of 
the reasons for the rise of protest music and a general feeling of 
betrayal by most people in Zimbabwe.107  

To combat this disapproval by Zimbabweans, Mugabe resorted to 
using the Bible and homosexuality to divert attention from the 
real issues that affected Zimbabweans. In doing this Mugabe has 
attempted to establish in Zimbabwe a community that is gov-
erned by interpreters of ‘divine law’, which in itself is a major 
shift away from the “aspect of modern liberty.”108 The use of the 
Bible and homosexuality can be understood as a well calculated 
game of numbers that Mugabe played. The Christians being in 
the majority and most of them convinced that the Bible is un-
equivocal on homosexuality had to be won over for the election 
while homosexual persons and their insignificant numbers could 
be sacrificed for political expediency. The Bible therefore was ma-
nipulated for personal interest than for its essence on the subject 
of homosexuality. Further, by clothing his position and interests 
as biblical injunctions, Mugabe continued on the path to dictator-
ship by conflating himself with the divine and the Churches 
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blindly supported him. It is not surprising that ever-since, Mug-
abe has always called upon Churches to hail him as godly, where 
Churches have refused; he has resorted to creating religious lead-
ers in the mould of Obadiah Musindo, Madzibaba Nzira, and 
Bishop Nolbert Kunonga.109 

The use of the Bible in this way has left some issues unsolved, 
particularly the relevance of the six bullets against homosexuality 
in the contemporary manifestations and discussions on homo-
sexuality. There has been an overwhelming use of the creation 
stories to justify the normativity of heterosexual sexual practices, 
that is, the argument appears to be that God created heterosexuals 
not just males and females. This understanding is certainly dif-
ferent from the readings of homosexual Christians who have 
seemingly read the creation stories to emphasize that God created 
males and females not necessarily heterosexuals. On the other 
texts, the tendency has been to read them as if they were ad-
dressed to the Zimbabwean public.  

The disregard of the socio-historical contexts of the production 
and transmission of the Bible is a weakness in both the readings 
of homosexual Christians and those addressed in this chapter. 
According to Togarasei, “[…] where interpretation is ‘free-for-all’ 
[…] the Bible can be a source of serious contestations. Political, 
economic, leadership and other crises become sources of different 
readings and interpretations of the Bible.”110 The sodomy laws 
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inherited from the colonial regimes are themselves based on a 
contested interpretation of the Sodom story in Gen. 19. The prob-
lem is that the sodomy laws assume that this text is general and 
universally valid. This interpretation will be challenged in chapter 
six. 

What is at stake therefore is the dearth in interpretation methods. 
The critical question and challenge facing any scholar of the Bible 
in Zimbabwe is to understand the modes of reading and interpre-
tation techniques in use. This is critical because readers of the 
Bible as demonstrated in this and the preceding chapters always 
claim to be the honest carriers of God’s message on any given 
subject, yet the fact is that “the Bible, which is a guide for Chris-
tians in personal and social relations, must be interpreted.”111 The 
selective literal appropriation of selected biblical texts defines the 
use of the Bible from these two chapters, by both homosexual 
persons and politicians and other traditional leaders. 

4.5  Conclusion 
The political and traditional cultural arguments against homo-
sexuality have largely not been fully appreciated by those scholars 
who are sympathetic to homosexual persons. This misunder-
standing is part of the reason why many Zimbabweans and Afri-
cans in general supported the stance of Robert Mugabe. It is criti-
cal to appreciate that the contemporary manifestations of homo-
sexuality have largely transgressed the boundaries set by tradi-
tional culture on sexual issues. Seeking publicity and the right to 
engage in consensual adult same-sex relationships and practices 
without the fear of being discriminated against, has been under-
stood as breaching the boundaries set by the community. The 
discourse of human rights, touted as universal by the West, has 
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been relativized in the Zimbabwean debate. Human rights have 
been subtly subordinated to the traditional conception of privi-
leges and duties based on the primacy of the community.  

There are certain facets of homosexuality that cannot be denied, 
that is, homosexuality has been in existence in Zimbabwe for a 
long period but over the years, it has gradually evolved in its 
manifestations. That homosexuality has been evolving and follow-
ing manifestations of homosexuality in the West should be un-
derstood in the context of the general transformation of the Zim-
babwean communities along Western models. As Mugabe spoke 
against homosexuality as a western agenda, he looked British in 
dress and sounded British in language. Communal solidarity is 
no longer the strongest ground because the economic models 
being pursued have done the greatest harm to communal solidar-
ity than homosexuality. To that extent, homosexuality has been a 
scape-goat in as much as it is not the only facet of Zimbabwean 
contemporary living trends that has been transformed, borrowed, 
adapted from or modelled along trends in the West.  

Homosexuality has been used and abused in a careful game of 
numbers, which have little or nothing to do with homosexuality 
per se, but essentially power games. In prosecuting these wars, the 
Bible and the significant numbers of Christians in Zimbabwe 
have been manipulated by those in the know of what wars are 
being fought. Homosexuality became a critical issue because of 
the controversial nature of it and the emotions that it could stoke 
among Zimbabwean Christians. A literal interpretation of the 
Bible informed by the hermeneutic of identification in which so-
ciety is divided between ‘us’ and ‘them’ was carefully used to di-
vide society into homosexuals and Christians. Despite this effec-
tive use of the Bible, critical questions remain unanswered regard-
ing the interpretation of the Bible. Is a literal interpretation of the 
Bible on the subject of homosexuality sustainable? This leads one 
to ask, if the Bible has been widely used outside the parameters of 
the Church, how much has it been used by non-political and het-
erosexual Christians? This is the focus of the following chapter, in 
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which Christian arguments coming from ordinary Christians, 
Christian leaders of different denominations will be the central 
focus. 
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CHAPTER 5:  THE CHRISTIAN RESPONSE TO  
HOMOSEXUALITY AND GALZ 

 
Homosexualism and lesbianism are condemned as symptoms of God-
lessness. There is no distinction here between a mutually loving and re-
spectful homosexualism and one that is self-seeking, self-centred and 
un-Christian. Such a distinction appears to be an imposition.1  

5.1  Introduction 
This chapter seeks to address the question: How have Christians 
in Zimbabwe used the Bible in addressing the challenge posed by 
homosexuality and homosexual persons? In doing this, it is im-
portant to address the following questions; what is the position of 
the Bible in Zimbabwean Christianity and even among non-
Christians in Zimbabwe? What issues lie behind the arguments 
against homosexuality in Zimbabwean Christianity? What are the 
arguments and biblical texts used in the homosexual debate? How 
has the Zimbabwean socio-historical context influenced the use of 
the Bible in the debate? These and other questions will be ad-
dressed in this chapter, bearing in mind that “homosexuality is 
not the first social issue with which [Christian Churches in Zim-
babwe] have wrestled that invokes high emotion.”2 This is so be-
cause chapter two has already demonstrated the contested nature 
of the Bible on various other issues. 

This chapter is confined to Christian arguments and uses of the 
Bible. Within Christian circles;  

There is a crucial question which is not asked in non-religious circles 
[the Zimbabwean case may not fit neatly into this designation as previ-
ous chapters have shown how religion appears to be intertwined with all 
other spheres]: Is homosexuality contrary to the will of God? What 
counts, however, as evidence for the will of God? At this point the Bible 
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assumes centre stage, for the Bible has traditionally been that central 
locus where the church has found revealed the will of God.3  

The conflation of the Will of God and the Bible has created an 
aura of holiness and authority around the Bible. This aura of au-
thority has been manipulated to create authoritarian leadership 
based on interpretations of the Bible. As different interpretations 
arise, conflicts are the logical follow up. This clearly dismisses the 
assumption that the Bible is easy to understand. In the words of 
Ludwig Meyer;  

The insoluble divisions of Christendom spring from rival interpreta-
tions of scripture; the insolubility of those differences arises from the 
unacknowledged ambiguity of language which in fact defeats the prime 
Protestant principle that scripture is clear and self-interpreting.4 

The claim that the Bible speaks for itself is widely shared among 
Zimbabwean Christians, yet different issues have seen various 
interpretations and meanings being advanced by different groups 
substantiating the fact that the Bible does not speak for itself. 

5.2  Background information 
The arguments against homosexuality emanating from Christian 
circles can be straightforward when one enumerates them. It is 
however not sufficient to enumerate them without providing a 
basis upon which such arguments are best understood. This sec-
tion seeks to provide information that may not necessarily be clas-
sified under the main arguments but which information is con-
sidered central to understanding the arguments. 

5.2.1  Christianity and the Position of the Bible in Zimbabwe 

Christianity is by far the most dominant religion in Zimbabwe 
and has been for the last half a century or more. This has been 
clear in the influence that it has had in Zimbabwe, politically, 
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economically, culturally and socially. Indeed, “Zimbabwe is very 
Christian.”5 However, “although they read the same Bible, the 
Christians differ on a number of subjects […]”6 Among the most 
interesting differences being the teaching on polygyny; baptism, 
the dispute has been whether proper baptism is by immersion or 
sprinkling, and whether infant baptism is baptism at all; mar-
riage, the Roman Catholic Church takes marriage as a sacrament 
while other churches take marriage as a blessed contract.7 These 
differences have led to the rise of various Christian expressions 
such as: “Mainline Churches, Evangelical Churches, African Ini-
tiated Churches (AICs) and their various forms and Pentecostal 
Churches.”8 For biblical scholars, these are not Christianities but 
the various expressions of Christianity in Zimbabwe because “all 
the churches […] claim to base their teachings and practices on the 
Bible?”9  

The topic of homosexuality brings to the fore the fact that “part of 
the common heritage in which all Christians share is the convic-
tion that the Bible occupies a special place in the life and worship 
of the church and its members.”10 In cases like Zimbabwe, where 
Christians are in the majority, the Bible has since extended its 
influence to non-members. Even though the Roman Catholic 
Church acknowledges three sources of divine revelation, that is, 
the Bible, Church Tradition and the Magisterium, most lay Catho-
lics treat the Bible as the unrivalled source of God’s injunctions 
on the subject of homosexuality. Clearly, most Christians in Zim-
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babwe “believe in the infallibility of the Bible.”11 The Bible is pos-
sibly the single most read book in Zimbabwe and one that is 
widely spread out in families and homes. It is arguably the most 
influential text in Zimbabwe and has drawn attention from politi-
cians, business leaders, and traditionalists not to mention Chris-
tians of all walks of life. In such an environment, it is not surpris-
ing that everyone appreciates the importance of invoking the Bi-
ble to justify their positions on various issues. 

5.2.2  Sex and sexuality in Zimbabwean Christianity: The basis 

The successful planting of Christianity was at a time when Chris-
tianity and Colonialism (understood by Western settlers and oc-
cupiers as civilization) became bed-fellows in the 19th and 20th 
centuries. To that end, Christianity, Colonialism and Western 
culture became the defining trinity of this period. One of the ma-
jor expressions of Western culture was through the institution of 
Western sexual mores within the new territories. As Jeater writes:  

The attitudes towards sex and sexuality which the white occupiers 
brought with them were profoundly different from the codes which 
were prevalent in the African community. Sex occupied the realm of the 
moral, and was linked to concepts of sin and of absolute right and 
wrong.12  

In Europe, the Church had taught against strange pleasures, 
which could eventually result in nothing short of death: that of 
individuals, generations and the species itself.13 With this fear of 
strange pleasures and the association of sex with pleasure, it is not 
surprising that the Victorian era is known for its severe confine-
ment of sex. “A sexual act was right or wrong regardless of 
whether or not it was a matter of public knowledge. The individ-
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ual’s conscience became the primary arbiter of his or her ac-
tions.”14 This implies that with the rise of Christianity guilt was 
internalised in individuals that even acts done in secrecy re-
mained right or wrong as defined by the Church. This internalisa-
tion of guilt explains why Foucault sees the centrality of confes-
sion in Europe: 

The scientia sexualis that emerged in the 19th century kept as its nucleus 
the singular ritual of obligatory and exhaustive confession, which in the 
Christian-West was the first technique for producing the truth of sex 
[…]. Thus sex became an object of great suspicion; the general and dis-
quieting meaning that pervades our conduct and our existence, in spite 
of ourselves; the point of weakness where evil portents reach through to 
us; the figment of darkness that we each carry within us.15  

On the evaluation of the conception of sex in 18th and 19th centu-
ries Europe, I am greatly indebted to Diana Jeater’s profound ob-
servations summed up in the following words: 

In late 18th century and early 19th century Europe, there was a set of 
sexual offences pertaining to marital and heterosexual matters, such as 
adultery and adult rape, which were ‘natural’ but ‘immoral’, and in 
which the law became less willing to intervene. On the other hand, there 
developed an extensive catalogue of specific perversions, including ho-
mosexuality and sexual relationships with children, seen as ‘unnatural’ 
rather than simply ‘immoral’ and in which social reformers showed an 
increasing interest.16  

When missionaries and colonialists made the long journey to 
Africa from the Christian West, they were armed with this percep-
tion of sex and sexuality. With the general denigration of Africans 
by Westerners, all traditional practices were labelled immoral. 
This understanding of sex has remained part of contemporary 
Zimbabwean Christianity, particularly on the subject of homo-
sexuality. In that regard, while indigenous cultural norms and 
values are invoked, it is important to note that the values are those 
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that closely resemble these Western conceptions of early Zim-
babwean Christianity.  

For the most part and with a few exceptions to date, sex was seen 
as a dangerous blessing, one that was only licit when practised by 
a heterosexual couple with the blessing of the religious minister. 
Indeed the early missionary teaching tended “to see sexual inter-
course as a rather sordid, dirty activity in which one should par-
ticipate only to preserve the human race, that is, only of neces-
sity.”17 From this extends the centrality of procreation in Christian 
discussions of sexuality. This centrality of procreation is explicit in 
the homosexual debate in Zimbabwe.  

5.2.3  Assumptions behind Christian arguments on  
homosexuality 

Among the assumptions driving the Christian arguments in 
Zimbabwe is the idea that there is a ‘natural’ sexuality to which all 
human beings must belong. According to Dave Chikosi, “the 
abomination of homosexuality stems mainly from the fact that it 
is a reversal of natural sexuality.”18 The second and possibly even 
more important assumption behind Christian arguments is that 
the Bible is the Word of God, absolute, inerrant, timeless and not 
limited by geographical, historical or social constraints. Hence 
Social Observer writes; “It is important to draw upon the Word of 
God, which is steadfastly consistent and does not shift because of 
popular opinion.”19 The idea that the Bible is consistent on the 
issue of homosexuality is also shared by some scholars such as 
William J. Webb who writes, “As the winds of culture blow, Chris-
tians are often faced with incredible challenges: Should we en-
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dorse the changes in our culture or should we challenge our cul-
ture?”20 It is apparent that when confronted by contemporary chal-
lenges that require Christians to make decisions, the Bible is in-
voked to address existential challenges. The critical question that 
remains highly emotive is: How should the Bible be interpreted in 
such circumstances? 

Related to the assumption on the nature of the Bible, further as-
sumptions can be detected as follows; The ‘natural’ sexuality is 
based on the biblical creation; The Bible explicitly addresses the 
‘problem’ of homosexuality for all times and in all its forms. This 
assumption can best be summed up in the words of Christopher 
Seitz, who writes; “The Church must give top priority to hearing 
the ‘plain sense’ of individual texts ‘interbiblically according to the 
rule of faith’ rather than to ‘reconstructions’ of an ‘original’ his-
torical sense argued to be at odds with this ‘plain sense’.”21 It is 
also assumed that homosexuality and homosexual persons threa-
ten the very survival of the human species because they do not 
seek to carry out God’s command to multiply. It is therefore not 
surprising that some have argued that “legalising homosexuality 
would mean effectively casting a vote of no confidence on hetero-
sexuality - on normality.”22  

5.3  Summary of Christian arguments against  
homosexuality 

Various arguments have been proffered by Christians regarding 
what Christians should do about homosexuality and homosexual 
persons. To that end, Christians have indeed turned to traditional 
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culture23 but most importantly, they have turned to the Bible for 
answers. In justifying his decision to pull out of the Anglican 
Church Province of Central Africa (CPCA), Bishop Nolbert 
Kunonga of the Diocese of Harare argued, “the big decision is 
that we want to abide by our conscience and our faith. We do not 
intend to deviate in any way from the scriptures. To do so is to go 
against the rule of God if not His will, and I would urge Zimbabwe-
ans and Anglicans throughout the country that we cannot accept 
homosexuality.”24 The invocation of the Bible and homosexuality 
by Bishop Kunonga is representative of how most Zimbabweans 
reacted to the homosexual debate. Reference to the Bible is as if 
the Bible speaks clearly to all who read it. 

As noted earlier, however, the Bible has to be interpreted to come 
to the answers. This section looks at the arguments and the bibli-
cal texts that have been used in the debate. Central to the over-
whelming Christian arguments is the idea that the Bible con-
demns acts of homosexuality. In an undated script obtained from 
the SCD-ZCBC titled Homosexuality and the Scripture: What does 
the Bible really say about Homosexuality? Michael Ukleja is cited as 
saying “only towering cynicism can pretend that there is any 
doubt about what the Scriptures say about homosexuality.”25 In 
the contemporary homosexual debate, there has been a general 
consensus that there are texts within the Bible that explicitly refer 
to homosexuality. Lovemore Togarasei (Former New Testament 
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Lecturer, University of Zimbabwe and now Senior Lecturer, Uni-
versity of Botswana) appears to subscribe to the notion that ho-
mosexuality is a universal social ill and immoral when he unques-
tioningly cites D. L. Carmody and J. T. Carmody, in writing 
“through interpretation, the Bible is made to justify war, hatred, 
dispossession and other traditionally conceived social ills like ho-
mosexuality.”26 And Noah Pashapa (Formerly a lecturer in Old 
Testament Studies at the University of Zimbabwe, Department of 
Religious Studies, Classics and Philosophy. Also the Pastor of 
Hatfield Baptist Church in Harare) explicitly makes this point 
when he writes; 

In the Old Testament are scattered but clear-cut references that con-
demn homosexualism. It is necessary, however, to observe that there 
have been efforts to soften the condemnatory note of the Old Testament 
passages by some whose purpose has been to construct a biblically 
based legitimation of homosexualism.27  

In the same vein, Chikosi writes “homosexuality is an abomina-
tion to biblical Christianity […]”28 This understanding is similarly 
advanced by Lovemore Togarasei who unquestioningly suggests 
that homosexuality is a sin of all time when he writes “almost all 
the ‘sins’ that are found in non-Christian communities: factional-
ism, complacency, adultery, incest, disorderly behaviour in 
church, homosexuality, you name it”29 were also found in the 
Christian community at Corinth. There is a degree of confidence 
that the Bible addresses homosexuality once and for all. Among 
the texts cited are: Gen. 19 (and Judg. 19); Lev. 18:22 and 20:13; 
Rom. 1:18-32; 1Cor. 6:9 and 1Tim. 1:10. These are the so-called 
lethal weapons against which homosexuality cannot survive. 
Weapons that prove once and for all, that the Word of God knows 
about homosexuality and God has taken a position on the subject. 
Below, the different biblical texts and the pursuant arguments will 

                                                      
26  Lovemore Togarasei, The Bible in Context: Essays Collection, Bible in Africa 

Studies, Bamberg: University of Bamberg Press, 2009, 181. 
27  Pashapa, Even the Bible condemns. 
28  Cf. Chikosi, What is Adam doing with Steve? 
29  Togarasei, The Bible in Context, 88. 
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be highlighted. The fact that from the time of its introduction in 
Zimbabwe, Christianity was largely understood as the enemy of 
traditional religion and cultural values and norms,30 has not 
stopped Christian leaders from advocating a return to those values 
now considered to be in tandem with the Word of God, especially 
on the subject of homosexuality. 

5.3.1  Homosexuality and the fate of Sodom, Genesis 19  
(and Judges 19) 

Gen. 19 tells the story of the destruction of Sodom and Gomor-
rah. Many Christian contributors to the debate have referred to 
this story, among them Pashapa, who writes; “The destruction 
that comes upon Sodom immediately following this incident [of 
wanting to know Lot’s visitors] implies that these homosexual 
intentions of the men of Sodom were responsible for it.”31 It is 
suggested that Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed because 
God wanted to get rid of homosexual persons who infested these 
communities. Pashapa dismisses the Bailey32 suggestion that the 
Hebrew word translated as know, (Gen.19:5) should be taken to 
mean interrogation for acquaintance because of the context 
within which it falls. In furthering this argument, Pashapa notes 
that the same word appears in v.8 where Lot offers his two daugh-
ters who have ‘not known’ men. He has argued that the context of 
Gen. 19 leaves no other explanation for the word, except that it 
carries with it some sexual overtones. In essence, the word trans-
lated as ‘know’ means the men of Sodom sought to have sexual 
intercourse with the male visitors who had been accommodated 
by Lot.33  

                                                      
30  Cf. Zvobgo, A History of Christian Missions in Zimbabwe 1890-1939. 
31  Pashapa, Even the Bible condemns. 
32  See D. Sherwin Bailey, Homosexuality and the Western Christian Tradition, 

London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1955; reprint, Hamden, CT: Shoestring, 
1975. 

33  Cf. Pashapa, Even the Bible condemns. 
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In an article attacking Archbishop Desmond Tutu of the Anglican 
Church in South Africa, who has been supporting efforts to grant 
homosexual persons their sexual rights, the Herald wrote:  

The hordes of homosexual men threatened to do worse things to Lot 
than they wanted to do to the two men inside the house […] God detests 
homosexuality so much that incest is a less punishable crime because 
Lot’s two daughters successfully connived to have children with their 
father and their death was nowhere near as painful as that endured by 
the people of Sodom and Gomorrah.34  

There is a clear connection between the destruction of Sodom and 
Gomorrah and the ‘gay culture’ which was prevalent in these 
communities according to the interpretation of Gen. 19 in the 
Zimbabwean debate. This is also attested to in the letter of Mrs. L. 
V. Weeks in which she maintains that had God been indifferent 
to homosexuality, God would not have gone on to destroy the two 
communities of Sodom and Gomorrah.35 In a tellingly titled arti-
cle in the Sunday Mirror, the reporter asks, “Homosexuality: Are 
Sodom and Gomorrah suddenly permissible?”36 Closely con-
nected to this story is the one that is told in Judg. 19. Pashapa 
sums up the Christian argument based on these two texts when 
he writes: “From these two passages, one cannot escape conclud-
ing that homosexual behaviour incurs God’s judgment.”37 

To sum up the use of Gen. 19 in the Zimbabwean debate, it is of 
utmost importance that we realise that no other crime was com-
mitted by the people of Sodom and Gomorrah. Their only crime 
was that they were homosexual persons who tried to have sexual 
intercourse with the two male visitors who were in Lot’s house. 
This crime was so serious that God had to intervene by raining 
down fire to smother the two wicked communities. Zimbabwe 

                                                      
34  The Harare Herald, Tutu’s gay campaign illogical, 09/12/2005. See Appendix 

30. 
35  Cf. L. V. Weeks, Homosexuality a sin in God’s eyes, The Harare Daily Ga-

zette, 13/03/1993. See Appendix 31. 
36  The Harare Sunday Mirror, Homosexuality: Are Sodom and Gomorrah sud-

denly permissible? 05/03/2006. See Appendix 8. 
37  Pashapa, Even the Bible condemns. 
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and the World in general seem to be equated to these ancient 
societies and yet because of what Christians know to have hap-
pened to them, it is imperative for people to be different. Homo-
sexuality therefore cannot be tolerated because it invokes the 
wrath of God. While the people of Sodom accepted it, their fate 
was destruction and the Zimbabwean Christian argument is an 
attempt to avert a similar destruction. “Homosexual conduct was 
the same evil that resulted in the destruction of Sodom and Go-
morrah.”38 This text, therefore, literally means what it says and it 
applies to any community that faces the threat of homosexuality. 
Indeed, a chilling warning! 

5.3.2  Abomination! Leviticus 18:22 and Leviticus 20:13 

These two texts are also widely used in the Zimbabwean debate 
and it is not surprising that they are sometimes referred to with-
out even specification from the contributors. These texts have 
provided Christians with one of their “catchwords”. It is widely 
attested that “God clearly declares that the practice [homosexual-
ity] is an abomination (totally unacceptable to God) and that it is 
absolutely detestable and disgusting (Lev. 18:22 and 20:13).”39 

According to Gaudencia Mutema, “GALZ has faced a lot of oppo-
sition from various churches on the grounds that homosexuality 
is forbidden in the Bible, particularly in Leviticus 18:22.”40 The 
critical argument on the Levitical laws is that they refer to homo-
sexuality as an abomination, which is a translation of the Hebrew 
word meaning the transgression of a divinely sanctioned bound-
ary.41 It is therefore not possible for Christians to tolerate that 
which transgresses boundaries that were set by God, the bound-
ary that separate men from women. 

                                                      
38  C. Murefu, Homosexuals: Pros and Cons, God’s natural order is being vio-

lated, The Harare Sunday Mail, 05/02/1995.  
39  Social Observer, A view from the Bible. 
40  Mutema, African Traditional Religion and GALZ, 1996, 1. 
41  Murray (et al) “Homosexuality and the Church and the Blessing of Same Sex 

Unions” 
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In an attempt to demonstrate the severity of homosexual trans-
gression, Rev. C. Murefu (Murefu is a serving Pastor with the 
Apostolic Faith Mission in Zimbabwe and has been for some 
years the Principal of Living Waters Bible College, which is re-
sponsible for the training of AFM pastors) observes that “Leviticus 
18:22 and 20:13 call for capital punishment for any lesbian or 
homosexual conduct. It is an abomination.”42 The capital pun-
ishment highlighted by Murefu is in direct reference to 20:13 
which calls for the death of the two male same-sex partners and 
not lesbian partners as Leviticus is silent on that point. Pashapa 
concurs with Murefu when he writes that the two Leviticus texts 
ban homosexuality describing it as an abomination which incurs 
the death penalty.43 While no Christian in Zimbabwe has publicly 
called for the implementation of the death penalty on convicted 
homosexual persons, these texts have been widely referred to. 
Even though Christians in Zimbabwe have not openly advocated 
for capital punishment against homosexual persons, that the Bi-
ble makes homosexuality a crime deserving the death penalty is 
taken to demonstrate how serious the crime is. It is not possible 
for Christians to tolerate homosexuality because that would be 
disobeying the Law of God. 

5.3.3  Crime against nature! Romans 1:18-32 

The confirmation of the condemnation of homosexuality in the 
New Testament proves God’s consistency on this subject.44 The 
overlap between the two Testaments plays an important role in 
the Christian argument against homosexuality. Murefu also adds 
that all forms of homosexuality stand condemned because they 
are all manifestations of how “humans have changed the natural 
use of the opposite sex to that which is against nature (Rom. 1:25-
27).”45 That Paul calls homosexuality unnatural and immoral is 

                                                      
42  Murefu, Homosexuality: pros and cons. 
43  Cf. Pashapa, Even the Bible condemns. 
44  Cf. Social Observer, A View from the Bible. 
45  Murefu, Homosexuality: pros and cons. 
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widely attested hence in a letter titled “Even God disapproves”, the 
author writes, “so the truth is quite plain to see, as a Christian, 
one cannot practice immorality in any form. The way of truth is 
the best way of living.”46 The dichotomy of natural and unnatural 
practice is interesting because it is also central in the Christian 
argument.  

Paul’s profound analysis of the human condition in Romans 1 finds in 
homosexuality an example of sexual sin that falsifies our identity as cre-
ated beings. Homosexual behaviour is ‘revolting’ because it epitomises 
in sexual terms the revolt against God. It is because it violates the plan 
of God, present from creation, for the union of male and female in mar-
riage.47  

Homosexuality is a crime against nature in that the sexual nature 
of human beings is heterosexuality. The argument is that “Paul 
has in mind not only the capricious sex swapping of the pervert, 
driven by lust and desire for sex stimulation, but the divergence 
from God’s original creation scheme which all homosexual behav-
iour represents.”48 Men are supposed to mate with women, natu-
rally women are supposed to be used in this way and not for men 
to use other men as women. It is unnatural for women to pretend 
to use other women as if they were themselves men. The religious 
bundling together of sex and gender in the Christian argument is 
based on the assumption that “a philological study of the creation 
accounts in Gen. 1-2 reveals that gender differentiation is cre-
ated,”49 yet a closer look shows that the texts are coming from a 
community which had elaborately socially constructed gender 
identities and roles. By reversing the roles and uses of sex, that is, 
men as penetrators and women as penetrable for purposes of 
procreation, homosexual persons are committing a crime against 
nature.  

                                                      
46  Immorality, Even God disapproves, The Bulawayo Chronicle, 24/08/1995. See 

Appendix 32. 
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48  Anonymous Author, Homosexuality and the Scripture, 6. 
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It is in this context where gender and sex are bundled together 
that Pashapa cites other texts that condemn sexual and gender 
improprieties to show that the Bible has a particular position 
when it comes to sexual offences. He cites Deut. 22:5 which con-
demns cross-dressing or transvestism as well as 1Kings 14:24; 
15:12; and 22:46 which condemn the presence of male prostitutes 
in the Holy land. These texts, according to Pashapa reinforce the 
need for men to be men while women also must be women.50 The 
charge is that homosexual persons are changing their essence 
because it is assumed that homosexual men want to be women 
while homosexual women want to be men. 

5.3.4  Sexual perversion! 1 Corinthians 6:9 and 1 Timothy 1:10 

These two texts have also featured prominently in the arguments 
against homosexuality in the debate. They are here looked at to-
gether because they both use two terms that are central to the 
debate, and which terms have largely been rendered homosexual 
in most modern translations of the Bible. The tone of the debate 
is clear in the following words of Immorality: 

The Apostle Paul, who saw the glorified Christ, has this to say about 
immorality: ‘Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the 
kingdom of God? Do not be deceived; neither the immoral nor idolaters, 
nor adulterers, nor sexual perverts […] will inherit the kingdom of 
God.’(ICor. 6:9)51  

The author takes the literal text to mean what it says and since it 
is the Word of God it cannot be questioned or doubted. Pashapa 
who undoubtedly is the most prolific in pursuing the biblical ref-
erences to homosexuality and explicitly mentioning the texts, wri-
tes:  

Homosexuals are listed among the ‘unrighteous’ who will not inherit 
the Kingdom of God. In the Greek language it is more explicit as the 
words used by Paul actually describe the two partners in a homosexual 

                                                      
50  Cf. Pashapa, Even the Bible condemns. 
51  Immorality, Even God disapproves. 
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union arsenokoitai and malakoi. In I Timothy 1:10, the sodomites are 
listed among the lawless and disobedient that God condemns.52  

Pashapa demonstrates his knowledge by even going to the Greek 
language, the language that Paul would have used when commu-
nicating with the people of Corinth. In essence, in both these 
texts, the sodomites or homosexuals are unconditionally con-
demned. In elaborating the significance of the two Greek words 
used by Paul, Pashapa argues,  

It is important at this point to note that the most common Greek words 
Paul used to refer to homosexuality cover both the invert and pervert. 
Paul does indicate some distinction between homosexuals (ICor.6:9) but 
this is in fact to include both partners in a homosexual relationship un-
der the same condemnation. Malakoi referred to the male who played 
the passive same-sex sexual role, while arsenokoitai meant the male in 
bed.53  

From these Pauline texts, Pashapa concludes in a way that em-
bodies the concerns of the major Christian argument by writing 
that “it is quite evident that Paul’s position was anti-
homosexuality.”54 

The literal use of the texts that explicitly mention same-sex prac-
tices in the Zimbabwean debate and has strengthened the as-
sumption that the Bible is decisive and definitive in its treatment 
of homosexuality. Homosexuality is behind the destruction of 
Sodom and Gomorrah, and is explicitly banned in the book of 
Leviticus and is even punishable by death. The New Testament 
pursues the same line as seen by the condemnation of homosexu-
ality by Paul. In summing this up, Christians are encouraged to 
love what God loves and hate what God hates. In fact, the Church 
cannot tolerate homosexuality without also tolerating all other 
sins.55 The assumption prevalent among many Christians being 
that God hates homosexuality and homosexual persons. While 
these texts are believed to cite homosexuality explicitly, the Bible 

                                                      
52  Pashapa, Even the Bible condemns. 
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has also been used in other ways in sustaining this popular posi-
tion against homosexuality. 

5.3.5  Not created or sanctioned by God, neither natural nor 
cultural! 

The arguments above are further strengthened by the view that 
sexual intercourse is only licit when practised by approved players 
and to this most if not all denominations agree with minor varia-
tions. “The Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox Churches agree 
that sex can be practised responsibly only in the context of a le-
gitimately contracted marriage between a man and a woman. This 
automatically rules out sexual relations outside marriage and 
against nature, such as homosexuality.”56 The Catholic Church in 
Zimbabwe has been very vocal on the point that homosexuality is 
unnatural. In a wide ranging Pastoral letter captured and exten-
sively quoted by the Masvingo Provincial Star newspaper, Catholic 
Bishops in Zimbabwe label homosexual activities as contrary to 
natural law. They proceed to raise some fundamental questions 
on the subject of homosexuality and Christian faith, such as 
whether one enjoys total freedom as to how one may use one’s 
sexuality. Whether there are no limits imposed by human nature 
as created by God? Further, they note that God wills that human 
beings live their lives according to the nature He has given them. 
That nature refers to the way humans were made as men and 
women. Therefore, man and woman are to complement each 
other and their mutual love in marriage is to be fruitful. Marriage 
is to be fulfilled in children and a family. Homosexuality is there-
fore intrinsically disordered.57 There is no doubt that central to 
this Catholic position is the assumption that Gen. 1 and 2 explain 
the origins of sexuality, that heterosexuality is the created sexual-
ity. 
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The then president of Zimbabwe Council of Churches (ZCC), 
Bishop Jonathan Siyachitema (Who was also the Bishop of the 
Anglican Diocese of Central Zimbabwe and later Diocese of Ha-
rare before retiring in 2001) expressed his organisation’s abhor-
rence of homosexuality and lesbianism. “We are not going to al-
low, as a Christian body, gays in our council and destroy that 
which we cherish; our culture,”58 he was quoted as saying. The 
argument is that “Western cultures are being pitched against tra-
ditional scriptural morality, which is closer to African traditional 
cultural morality.”59 This is contrary to the realisation that to the 
early missionaries in the nineteenth century, the adoption of Eu-
ropean life styles by the heathen was regarded as one of the fruits 
of conversion to Christianity.60 Yet, now it appears that the same 
Western cultures are now being equated to that which has to be 
avoided at all costs. The close relationship of traditional culture 
and scriptural culture is in this case based on the centrality of 
procreation and the rigid distinction between men and women. 

Homosexuality is unjustifiable within the Zimbabwean context 
because it is condemned not only by the Bible but by traditional 
cultural norms and values also. In this context some aspects of 
culture have to be preserved as aptly summed by Murefu, when 
he writes: “Just imagine if all turned homosexual and lesbian, 
then procreation stops […] culturally we are a people of values. We 
should preserve those elements of culture with moral values so far 
as they come in line with the Bible, the Word of God.”61 This 
combination between the Bible and culture appears also when 
Cuthbert Mavheko writes,  
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There is no doubt that President Mugabe’s sentiments are shared by the 
majority of Zimbabweans who not only regard homosexuality as per-
verse and repulsive, but also find it unnatural and indeed strange for 
any sane human being - male or female - to be attracted to someone of 
the same sex.62  

According to Murefu, “In Gen. 1:27, the Bible says God created 
them male and female. This is God’s natural order which we hu-
man beings are violating.”63 Clearly, most Christians believe “that 
creation stories depict how God intended creation, it is a natural 
ordination.”64 Nature or natural, therefore, is understood as the 
created order and owes its existence to God and cannot be faulted. 
That ‘natural’ proceeds from God leads Murefu to argue; “It is 
true, to some extent, that there is hypocrisy in the Church, but 
certainly not with God.”65 This is meant to make the case of ho-
mosexuality un-appealable because it is not the Church or society 
that makes homosexuality unnatural; rather it is the ever consis-
tent and faultless God who makes homosexuality unnatural be-
cause He did not provide for it when He created man - male and 
female. In this case, the only biblically attested natural sexuality is 
heterosexuality. To that end he pleads, “We are created in the im-
age of God and let us respect God in whose image we are cre-
ated.”66  

When God wanted to create Adam’s partner, he could have cre-
ated a man not a woman, but as you can see it makes no sense.67 

According to Mutema, “at a demonstration organised by the Ap-
ostolic Faith Church one placard read, ‘God created Adam and 
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Eve, not Adam and Adam’.”68 In this regard, homosexuality is 
unnatural because it is the opposite of what was created by God. 
Further, at a demonstration organised by ZAOGA, one placard 
read “Sickness is not human rights. Homosexuality is sickness.”69 

This association of homosexuality with sickness dismisses any 
claims to it being natural since all diseases are considered as un-
natural. It is in this context that we can appreciate the work of St. 
Thomas Aquinas on the subject of human sexuality. “Thomas 
Aquinas divided sexual sins on the basis that the natural function 
of sexuality is procreation, into those that are ‘against nature’ [un-
natural], like masturbation and homoeroticism, and those that are 
‘natural’, like adultery or [heterosexual] prostitution.”70  

It is in this context that the complementarity of the sexes is em-
phasized as being part of God’s plan in creation. Kunonga argues 
that;  

In our canons we say one husband one wife and a woman for a man. 
Homo means the same. Here we are talking of people of different sexes, 
one male, and one female. And if we want to be biblical, there was 
Adam and Eve, there was never Steven and Rob. It was not Jane and 
Mary, but it was Peter and Faith all the time.71  

The creation stories are central in the argument for the comple-
mentarity of the sexes. “Complementarity extends also to a range 
of personality traits and predispositions that contribute to making 
heterosexual unions enormously more successful in terms of 
fidelity, endurance, and health than same-sex ones.”72 Most im-
portantly, however, is that heterosexuality is created by God and 
therefore, the only legitimate sexual relationships are those of the 
monogamous legitimately married heterosexual couple. Paul’s 

                                                      
68  Mutema, African Traditional religion, 1. 
69  The Harare Sunday Mail, Demo against homos in city, 18/09/1995. See Ap-

pendix 10. 
70  Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 136. 
71  Nehanda Radio, Bishop Kunonga interview with The Herald, 17/09/2007.  
72  Robert A. J. Gagnon “A Comprehensive and Critical Review Essay of Homo-

sexuality, Science, and the ‘Plain Sense’ of Scripture, Part 2” in: Horizons in 
Biblical Theology, Volume 25, 2003, pp179-275, 254. 



 227 

use of the terms natural/unnatural must be understood in the 
light of God’s creation-pattern of heterosexual beings together in 
their unity in diversity being made in God’s image.73 The labelling 
of homosexuality as unnatural is intertwined with it being under-
stood as immoral also. 

5.3.6  Homosexuality is Immoral 

While homosexual persons argued for the recognition of sexual 
rights as human rights and thereby seeking legal assurances for 
their freedom, Murefu responds by transporting the argument 
away from a legal framework to a moral realm when he writes;  

All over the world, homosexuals are claiming constitutional rights to 
perpetrate this unnatural living style. This is more than just a constitu-
tional issue, it is a moral issue. Morality cannot be legislated. Change 
has to take place from within the heart which the Bible describes as 
desperately wicked above all (Jer.17:9).74  

It is therefore inappropriate for the Zimbabwean government to 
legalize homosexuality or decriminalize consensual adult same-
sex relationships and practices because it is not a legal issue as 
Murefu and most Zimbabwean Christian contributors have ar-
gued, it is a moral issue. The Church therefore is better placed to 
deal with moral issues than the state. This also was alluded to in 
chapter four when Mugabe expressed his hope that the Catholic 
Church could correct this anomaly of homosexuality. 

There is a clear association between morality and the Bible in this 
argument. Nyilika writes that “homosexuality is an immoral act 
[…] When God created man and woman He had a special reason 
for doing so.”75 There seems to be no distinction between what is 
moral and what was created by God rather it appears that what 
was created by God “is the official morality, firmly based on natu-
ral law, taught in the Christian churches and places of worship in 
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Africa.”76 In essence, only when man and woman realise why they 
were created together can they begin to do what is moral. Homo-
sexuality which requires, so to speak, a coin to have two similar 
sides is therefore considered immoral because God made a coin 
with two different sides.  

Mavheko comes closest in trying to single out what is moral when 
he writes, “It cannot be over-emphasised that such relationships 
[same-sex], apart from being an antithesis to Zimbabwe’s cultural 
being, defy God’s spiritual law which approves of only two life-
styles - heterosexuality within marriage and celibacy - while, at the 
same time expressly forbidding homosexual acts.”77 Any doubts 
about the centrality of the Bible are removed by this declaration of 
what is permitted and forbidden because these injunctions are 
supposed to be biblical. Immoral acts are therefore, those acts that 
are in contradiction with what God approved by providing for 
them in the created order.  

The same moral understanding can also be detected in Pashapa’s 
arguments. First, he argues,  

From the cumulative teaching of the Bible, there can be no form of 
Christian homosexuality, Christian adultery, bestiality and rape. There 
can be no respectable version of same-sex relationships just as there can 
be no respectable version of other violations of God’s basic moral law 
known in all cultures such as rape or murder (Rom. 1:18).78  

Pashapa sees Christian and moral as synonymous such that one 
can substitute Christian for moral without distorting the meaning 
of his argument. In addition, it can also be noted that respectable 
is also seen as denoting Christian or moral. Second, Pashapa 
writes,  

Obeying God’s moral law and his purpose for our lives is the only way to 
achieving our highest welfare as human beings. Therefore, homosexual 
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relationships that are ‘loving relationships’ are incompatible with true 
love because they are in revolt to God’s law and purposes.79  

Homosexuality is therefore immoral in all its forms because 
God’s moral law forbids it and also because it is against the pur-
poses of God. The purpose Pashapa implicitly refers to seems to 
be what Catholic Bishops call ‘fulfilment of marriage in chil-
dren’.80 

The Herald of 5 August 2006, in an attempt to justify why mem-
bers of GALZ had been chased away from exhibiting at the ZIBF 
by members of the public, wrote that “members of the public felt 
they [GALZ] encouraged immorality and promiscuity.”81 The con-
nection made here between immorality and promiscuity adds 
another dimension to the understanding of sexual morality in the 
Zimbabwean homosexual debate. To this end, heterosexuality is 
to be understood as not only moral but essentially it discourages 
promiscuity. The binary understanding therefore permeates this 
debate such that all the good things about sexuality are to be 
found in licit heterosexual relationships while homosexual rela-
tionships are associated with all bad things.  

To sum up the moral argument emanating from this debate, the 
following aspects are considered essential: morality is understood 
as that which was ordered by God, meaning heterosexuality. But 
because morality is somehow understood as synonymous with 
Christianity, sexual morality therefore has to be understood as 
referring to the sexual relationship of the legitimate couple, im-
plying the heterosexual monogamous couple as pronounced by 
Christianity to be husband and wife even though this can be ex-
tended to polygamous heterosexual marriages which are sanc-
tioned in other denominations. Anything that falls outside of this 
legitimate couple is labelled immoral and that includes all forms 
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of homosexuality and other sexual improprieties. According to 
Bishop Farai Chirisa of MCZ,  

There are people born with a tendency to steal or lie. But do we accept 
the practices because one is born like that? Yes, we do tolerate and we 
do try to understand that there are people like that. But only as long as 
they do not go out and propagate and perpetuate society the way people 
should live.82  

5.3.7  Not even science, convert! 

The argument by Bishop Chirisa leads directly to the position that 
most Christians have taken relating to the role of biological, hor-
monal and genetic explanations of homosexuality. The Christian 
argument has sought to amplify the culpability of individuals as 
responsible for their being homosexual in orientation and prac-
tice, so as to exclude them from the family of Christians. The ex-
ception to this has been the Catholic Church. “The bishops’ dis-
cerning statement, ‘Homosexuality is a disorder.’-‘Men and wo-
men with deep-seated homosexual tendencies […] must be ac-
cepted with respect, compassion and sensitivity. Every sign of 
unjust discrimination in their regard should be avoided […]’.”83 By 
noting that homosexuality is ‘deep-seated’ in some individuals, 
the Catholic Bishops have been closest to acknowledging the in-
nateness of homosexuality, yet the conclusion they arrive at varies 
significantly from those of homosexual persons who also argue 
that homosexuality is innate.  

While homosexual persons have sought to eliminate their culpa-
bility by resorting to biological, hormonal and genetic explana-
tions to the causes of homosexuality, Christians in Zimbabwe did 
not buy into it. According to Pashapa;  
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The truth is that even though there may be some genetic/biological in-
fluences on human behaviour (for example, sleeping, breathing, eating, 
survival, and sex), these influences never dictate or determine the way 
humans behave […] This fact is demonstrated by the thousands of ex-
gays who have adopted heterosexualism exclusively. The existence of 
over 200 centres in North America that exist to help gays go straight also 
bears testimony to this.84  

Homosexual persons who insist on remaining as such are there-
fore responsible and should not hide behind genes/biology be-
cause they are ultimately responsible for their condition. There is 
an attempt to discourage people from concluding that some can 
be irredeemably homosexual so as to encourage them to convert 
to heterosexuality.85 In that regard, homosexuality is to be treated 
like any other temptation. Being tempted is not wrong but yield-
ing to temptations is wrong.86 Similarly, it has also been argued 
that; 

 The Apostle James recognises a distinction between orientation and 
behaviour. Every person ‘is tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is 
dragged away and enticed. Then, after desire has conceived, it gives 
birth to sin; and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death’ (James 
1:14,15).87  

In this regard, orientation is equated to evil desire which when 
put to action results in sinful behaviour or practice. In response 
the emphasis from the Catholic Church in Zimbabwe has been 
on the elimination of the disease and not the victim of the dis-
ease.88 The Catholic Church in Zimbabwe through Oskar Werm-
ter insists, “The Church does not condemn persons who find they 
have a homosexual tendency as such, but cannot approve of their 
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engaging in homosexual relationships. Homosexuals who cannot 
be cured of their pathological condition have to abstain from any 
sexual activity.”89 It appears that the appropriation of the biblical 
texts in these Christian readings is based on the assumption that 
“the homosexual texts are to be understood as transcultural.”90 By 
this it is implied that they are timeless and not culture-specific. 
Any knowledge of homosexuality that appears to shed a different 
understanding from the biblical position should only lead to com-
passion for those homosexual persons who agree to live under 
mandatory celibacy or can be converted to heterosexuality. 

To a greater extent, homosexuality is therefore understood as a 
sin. It is part of the Pentecostal discourse in Zimbabwe that the 
only force that opposes God in everything is the Satan. In fact, 
anything that is seen as making one not realising the full potential 
of being born again is the work of evil.91 With this understanding, 
it is not surprising that some Christians have called for the repen-
tance and conversion of homosexual persons to embrace Chris-
tian values. Ezekiel Guti was quoted as calling homosexuality “a 
perverse practice” and called upon those who are under the spell 
of homosexuality to come forward and be prayed for. He claimed 
that many who were under the spell and had received prayers had 
been delivered.92 Essentially, homosexual persons require a dou-
ble conversion to be fully Christian, first they have to be converted 
from homosexuality to heterosexuality or asexuality/celibacy, and 
second they have to be converted from serving the Satan to serve 
God. 
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5.4  Analysis of Christian arguments 
There are critical issues that are touched on in the arguments 
above, among them; the question of the inerrancy and timeless-
ness of the Bible. Is it sufficient to argue that the Bible speaks for 
all times? In carrying out this analysis, it is important to remem-
ber that “it is always dangerous to draw parallels between events 
in the Bible and our contemporary experience, because the socio-
political contexts are not the same.”93 Further, there is a clear at-
tempt to disregard the fact “that the investigation of original 
meanings must be prior to and separate from the question of 
truth.”94 The need for political correctness in Zimbabwe has 
meant that few have sought to understand the texts; rather texts 
have been manipulated to achieve political correctness. Due to the 
legitimacy conferred by the Bible, the interpreters “wield vast po-
wer.”95 In spite of this, some problems are apparent in the Chris-
tian arguments as shall be demonstrated below. 

5.4.1  Companionship or Procreation? Understanding  
marriage 

What is the essence of a Christian marriage today? Is companion-
ship the defining characteristic of Christian marriage? Is procrea-
tion the sine qua non of Christian marriage? What does the Bible 
prioritize, companionship or procreation? Clearly, “just as there is 
not one view on marriage, there is also no single authoritative 
interpretation of scripture.”96 The Catholic Church has been 
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foremost in articulating the centrality of procreation97 by teaching 
that “marriage must be fulfilled in children and family.”98 How-
ever, “closer study of the sexual behaviour of Christians soon 
shows us that there is a vast dichotomy between received teaching 
and the everyday life of converts to Christianity.”99 Sexual inter-
course can therefore no longer be looked at as merely a means to 
procreation when some are deliberately taking measures to avoid 
procreating. This has the potential of disenfranchising more het-
erosexual Christians than homosexual Christians.  

This realisation has led to some Christian denominations empha-
sizing companionship over procreation as the central concern of 
marriage. It is in this context that some have argued that “we un-
derstand religious marriage as a covenant that two people make 
publicly with God, a commitment to mutual sharing, caring, 
faithfulness and support.”100 In this understanding of marriage, 
some of the arguments against homosexuality become untenable 
because some of the homosexual relationships do provide com-
panionship like heterosexual relationships. To that extent 

The Bishops of the Church of England stressed in their report Issues in 
Human Sexuality the similarities between homosexual and heterosexual 
people in their emotional experiences, in that both fall in love, tend to 
long for close, often exclusive relationships with another person, and 
desire to express love and commitment by mutual physical self-giving 
and enjoyment.101 
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Homosexuality and heterosexuality, therefore, are similar in 
terms of the desire to engage in sexual activities, the emotional 
attachment to another person and many other dynamics that are 
involved in love-sex relationships.  

On the charge that homosexual persons are inherently promiscu-
ous, it is to a gay person’s advantage in hostile environments 
since the most effective defense against oppression is in fleeting 
and clandestine relationships.102 Evidence galore of heterosexual 
cheaters hence to suggest that promiscuity is synonymous with 
homosexuality is difficult to sustain. The essence of marriage 
remains a challenge that has not been effectively dealt with by 
Zimbabwean Christians, and one that requires further biblical 
investigation and interpretation of texts related to marriage and 
procreation or companionship. What is apparent however is that 
contemporary Zimbabwean Christians are not unanimous on 
whether procreation precedes companionship or companionship 
precedes procreation? Precedence here has a bearing on the ar-
guments against homosexual relationships. 

Even within the Roman Catholic Church where emphasis in 
Church teaching is on procreation, the lives of ordinary Catholics 
appear to disprove the effectiveness of this teaching. Catholics do 
use contraceptives against the Church’s teaching against their use 
because the challenge of raising children does not fall on the 
Church but on the parents who have to contend with an ever ris-
ing cost of living. This active family planning among heterosexual 
persons clearly suggests that sexual intercourse is now under-
stood more as recreational than reproductive. This therefore en-
tails that procreation has effectively receded in importance than 
companionship among many Christians. The same companion-
ship that homosexual persons seek in same-sex relationships is 
extolled for heterosexual persons. 
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5.4.2  Intra-biblical complications on the texts 

One of the major arguments coming out of the Christian usage of 
the Bible is that the Bible speaks with one voice. There has been a 
continuous reminder of the consistency of the Bible running 
through the Old and New Testaments. This confidence in the 
consistency of the Bible in general fails to appreciate that; 

The Bible does not contain provisions for all conceivable situations; it 
does not always speak with one voice on a given subject; and its mean-
ings are often far from clear […] Some people contend that racial segre-
gation is authorised by Scripture, others maintain the opposite, and this 
sort of divergence exists on many other matters.103  

Indeed there are many areas where the consistency of the Bible is 
questioned and rightly so. The earliest readers of the Sodom story 
are Old Testament prophets; interestingly their interpretation of 
this story is far removed from the contemporary readings. The 
Christian argument has not considered the implications of 
Jeremiah 23:14, Ezekiel 16:49-50 and Zephaniah 2:9, where it has 
considered them, the texts have largely been taken to support the 
contemporary position. However, “these Old Testament passages 
provide a complex of reasons as to why Sodom and Gomorrah 
were judged.”104 The Zimbabwean debate has failed to appreciate 
the difference between the central theme and illustrations of that 
theme. These texts show that inhospitality not homosexuality was 
the cause of Sodom’s destruction.  

Origen, one of the early church fathers interpreted the Sodom 
story differently from the Zimbabwean Christian argument when 
he writes, “Hear this, you who close your homes to guests! Hear 
this, you who shun the traveller as an enemy! Lot who lived 
among the Sodomites […] escaped the fire on account of one thing 
only. He opened his home to guests.”105 This demonstrates that 
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the reading of the Sodom story has evolved and is now being ex-
clusively associated with homosexuality. This is a famous biblical 
story though before the homosexual debate in Zimbabwe, this 
story was well known for the changing of Lot’s wife into a pillar of 
salt.106 The text itself gives the impression that judgment was 
passed before the attempted homosexual assault on the visitors, 
suggesting that the attempted assault itself cannot be the author 
of the judgment.  

With this changing of emphasis and meaning of the same text, it 
appears that what are at stake are modes of reading the Bible. 
“The handful of passages most commonly read as condemnations 
of homosexuality were informed by the dominant understanding 
of human nature at the time they were written. They must be read 
and interpreted in their historical and cultural context […].”107 

Critical in this regard is for example, why the Leviticus prohibi-
tions do not include female same-sex relations? Murefu falsifies 
this fact by arguing that Leviticus condemns both male and fe-
male same-sex practices. It certainly is not enough to argue that 
because Paul does, therefore he has answered this question.  

Pashapa clearly misses the fact that when words are used meta-
phorically they do not carry their literal meanings when he dis-
cusses the arsenokoitai and the malakoi. Further, the etymological 
meaning of words is not always the best way to understand their 
meaning, especially where such words are used as descriptive 
terms. It is not always the case, among the Shona, that all men 
who are chided for not being real men would have been sexually 
penetrated. This understanding is however not used as an aid to 
understanding these biblical texts. Zimbabwean Christians have 
not effectively dealt with the fact “that a text was conditioned by a 
given historical context.”108 According to Itumeleng Mosala; 
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Biblical texts are products, records, and sites of social, historical, cul-
tural, gender, racial and ideological struggles, and they radically and in-
delibly bear the marks of their origins and history. The biblical text is 
not an innocent and transparent container of a message or messages.109  

Zimbabwean Christians continue insulating themselves against a 
critical reading of the Bible that is why a selective literal-
contextual approach to the Bible appears to be the most com-
monly used method of appropriating the Bible. 

 It is also interesting that the Christian argument against homo-
sexuality is predicated on issues that were heavily challenged by 
Feminist readers of the Bible. The assumption that there are roles 
for women in sexual relations appears within the Christian argu-
ments.  

The idea that male and female are different and, moreover, associated 
with ‘good’ and ‘bad’ respectively, can already be detected in the creation 
myths […] The oppositional categories of male and female underlie other 
dualistic notions that are interpreted in ways that are both gendered and 
unequal, perpetuated by the androcentric perspective of ‘male’ as the 
norm of humanness and ‘female’ as the subordinate ‘other’ that devi-
ates from the norm.110  

These are ideas that remain under discussion in many Christian 
communities but in the homosexual debate the accusation is that 
“the established Church […] continues to seek to retain the ortho-
doxy which Jesus challenged in his day.”111 Clearly the picture of a 
consistent single-voice Bible presented in the Christian argu-
ments is not sustainable. This unrealistic use of the Bible is also 
seen in the argument that gender differences are created by God 
when there is widespread agreement that such differences are 
socially constructed and meant to entrench the dominance of one 
group over the other.  
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Finally, the selectivity that is apparent in the use of the Bible is so 
widespread that any claims to reading the “whole Bible” are just 
that, mere claims. This is clearly observable when one realizes 
that “the Holiness Code [in which the Leviticus prohibitions fall] 
includes commandments not to eat meat with blood in it, not to 
wear garments of two kinds of cloth, not to plant fields with two 
kinds of seed.”112 Why are these laws being used selectively if the 
Bible is consistent and timeless? The Bible is multi-dimensional 
and unless one demonstrates an awareness of this complexity of 
the Bible, the arguments pursued thereof remain shaky. It can be 
argued therefore that the Bible is in this case the worst critic of 
the Christian arguments raised above and seemingly based on the 
Bible. 

5.4.3  Power Politics in the Church: Homosexuality and the 
Anglican Church in Zimbabwe 

While Christians point to the immorality and unnaturalness of 
homosexuality, very few have tried to observe how homosexuality 
as a social issue has been used by church leaders in the prosecut-
ing of private wars meant to secure power within the church. The 
case of the Anglican Church in Zimbabwe and by extension the 
CPCA is one such example of how homosexuality has found itself 
as the battlefield for religious proxy wars. Bishop Nolbert Kunon-
ga, a staunch supporter of Robert Gabriel Mugabe and a benefici-
ary of Mugabe’s land reform exercise announced he was pulling 
out the Diocese of Harare from the CPCA, and cited homosexual-
ity as the reason for this withdrawal. Since his ordination as Bis-
hop of Harare, Kunonga has been accused of victimizing Priests 
who openly opposed the government of Robert Mugabe.113 After 
his withdrawal from the Province, the Province responded by ex-
communicating him and appointing retired Bishop Sebastian 
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Bakare as his replacement effectively meaning the Diocese has 
two Bishops as Kunonga refused to recognize his expulsion from 
the Church.114  

In a clear sign that Kunonga had bigger issues than homosexual-
ity, particularly his shared (with Robert Mugabe and others) ha-
tred of everything western, he was quoted as saying “it is our 
moral right, divine duty and sacred mission and God-given oppor-
tunity to help people reject all Western forms, designs, plots, tac-
tics and strategies to drag us back into a state of boyhood and ba-
boonhood.”115 Once it became clear that the protection Kunonga 
was receiving from the Archbishop of the Province, Malango was 
coming to an end, as the Archbishop was retiring, the sudden rise 
of the importance of homosexuality within the Anglican com-
munion in Zimbabwe and the Province should be understood as 
an attempt by Kunonga to remain in the Church by framing a 
problem that had nothing to do with all the charges that he faced 
from the Church.  

Power politics and the use of homosexuality for the prosecution of 
proxy wars was therefore not limited to politicians but was equally 
being played within the Church. Kunonga capitalized on the 
worldwide polarization in the Anglican Communion over the 
same subject carefully dividing the Church into an Evangeli-
cal/Conservative faction to which Kunonga aligned himself and 
the Anglo-Catholic/Liberal faction to which Kunonga strategically 
placed his perceived opponents.116 The bigger picture shows that 
homosexuality is not the central issue, power is! Homosexuality 
only allows power battles to be expressed through itself. What 
appeared to be a divine battle between the sons of light led by 
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Kunonga and the sons of darkness led by Bakare was nothing but 
another of “churchmen’s ways of exploiting the widespread public 
acceptance of the authority of scripture to enhance their own au-
thority as its interpreters.”117 This may have failed dismally for 
Kunonga as the majority of Anglicans flocked to Bakare but the 
attempt is clear for those following the developments in the Dio-
cese. 

5.4.4  Is homosexuality unnatural? 

The critical problem relating to the use of the term unnatural in 
describing homosexuality in the Zimbabwean debate relates to 
the meaning of nature itself. The least we can observe is that the 
terms natural and unnatural are relative and in the history of 
Christianity no one sums up this in a better way than St. Thomas 
Aquinas who wrote; “because of the diverse conditions of hu-
mans, it happens that some acts are virtuous [natural] to some 
people, as appropriate and suitable to them, while the same acts 
are immoral [unnatural] for others, as inappropriate to them.”118 

This crucial understanding is lacking in the contributions to the 
Zimbabwean homosexual debate. This leads us to pose some 
fundamental questions regarding the use of this designation. 

Are things natural when they happen without the influence of 
human beings? Or, are things natural because they are common? 
Finally, are things natural because they benefit society? What is 
the basis upon which homosexuality is to be understood as un-
natural?  

The meanings of ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’ will vary according to the 
concept of ‘nature’ to which they are related […]. Some ideas of nature 
are primarily realistic, that is, related to the physical world and observa-
tions of it […] as the negation of this sense, unnatural would imply what 
is not part of the scientifically or physically observable world, for exam-
ple, ghosts or miracles. In a less consistent way, nature is opposed to 
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humans and their efforts, to designate what does or would occur with-
out human intervention. Unnatural would therefore imply that which is 
characteristic of humans or that which is artificial.119  

A closer look at the arguments raised by Zimbabwean Christians 
appears to show that it does not rely on realistic or empirical un-
derstanding of nature because under this understanding, homo-
sexuality would be regarded as natural.  

[Another] meaning of nature is in many respects a popular one […] in 
everyday language; nature equals common sense and the normal. The 
criteria for differences are cultural and often based on unspoken agree-
ments in society […] cultural nature include the prevalent values and 
norms and reflect their changes. In this meaning nature is a societal 
concept.120  

It would appear that frequently as observed by John J. Winkler, 
“nature stands for culture.”121 Empirical and cultural natures may 
overlap but in some cases they may also stand in opposition. The 
existence of cultural nature brings to the fore the relativity of the 
concept of nature because while it is natural in some societies to 
marry a first cousin it is perfectly unnatural or incestuous in the 
Shona society of Zimbabwe for anyone to marry a first cousin. In 
this understanding, what is natural is that which society accepts 
as beneficial to the society. There is evidence that the Christian 
arguments are to a certain extend predicated on culturally defined 
nature. Homosexuality transgresses culturally defined sexual roles 
hence it is not natural. The Bible is therefore invoked to legitimize 
cultural conceptions of nature. 

Nature can also be understood as an actual being with purpose 
and goal. Natural things are those whose purpose is beneficial to 
the society at large. This understanding of nature is the most rep-
resented in the Zimbabwean debate. Many contributors have 
sought to identify heterosexuality as natural while homosexuality 
is designated unnatural on the basis that the former was created 
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by God and was intended for the purpose of procreation. In this 
regard individuals are;  

Understanding nature teleologically, [this] is linked with Aristotelian 
and Thomist notions of nature as an actual being with purpose and 
goal. This very nature can be normative, because natural law orders the 
purpose and goal of each creature. The natural function of sexuality is 
seen in procreation.122  

Nature as governed by laws of nature has seen Boswell christen-
ing it as ideal, what ought to be not what is, when he writes:  

Ideal nature presupposes that nature is good. Some natural things may 
be sad or distressing, may even give the appearance of evil, but all can 
be shown to result in something which is desirable or worthwhile in the 
long run or on a grand scale. Concepts of ideal nature are strongly con-
ditioned by observation of the real world, but they are ultimately deter-
mined by cultural values.123  

On this basis therefore, the ‘ideal nature’, which seems to be a 
combination of purely scientific nature and an exclusively cultural 
nature becomes a third way of understanding the concept of na-
ture. According to Boswell;  

[A]nything which is truly vicious or evil must be unnatural since nature 
could not produce evil on its own […] (The role of cultural values is un-
mistakable in some instances). This is particularly notable in the case of 
unnatural, which becomes in such a system a vehement circumlocution 
for bad or unacceptable. Not surprisingly, adherents of ideal concepts of 
nature frequently characterize as unnatural sexual behaviour to which 
they object on religious or personal grounds.124 

In this understanding, which permeates the whole Christian ar-
gument, what is natural is what was created by God and that 
which God created can be seen from the end result of its use. It 
appears therefore that homosexuality is described as unnatural on 
the basis that it was not created by God and that traditional cul-
ture did not recognise it as beneficial to the society. It is interest-
ing however that non-procreative heterosexual sexual activities, 
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which could equally be treated as unnatural in this understanding 
have escaped attention except in the Catholic Church. But even 
there, it is mostly theoretical as Catholics privately use birth con-
trol contraceptives against the teaching of the Church.  

It appears that there is a selective application of the concept of 
nature in the Christian arguments. This is further complicated by 
the realization that procreation is no longer the central defining 
characteristic of many contemporary marriages. What was once 
natural may no longer be natural. The Christian argument also 
assumes that God created heterosexuality and it has largely been 
changing goal posts when it comes to homosexuality. According 
to Steven Greenberg, “homosexuals are either horrible corrup-
tions of God’s intention or variations of God’s creative genius.”125 

To sum up this section, homosexuality appears to be ‘unnatural’ if 
‘natural’ means common and socially acceptable. Other than that, 
the two bases upon which Christians have argued for the unnatu-
ralness of homosexuality, that is, procreation and companionship 
can no longer be seen as excluding homosexual persons. 

5.4.5  Is homosexuality immoral? 

This question is one that can never be raised in most Christian 
circles because it is a foregone conclusion. However, in Zim-
babwe the retired Bishop of the Anglican Diocese of Harare, Peter 
Hatendi raised it in a letter to the Herald as well as one to Oskar 
Wermter of the Catholic Church. In these letters, the central ques-
tion pertinent to this section is; is homosexuality and homosexual 
practice immoral even if it is proven that ‘homosexuals are born 
that way’?126 While it is clear that “morals deal with the question 
of what is right and good, and what is wrong and evil, in human 

                                                      
125  Greenberg, Wrestling with God and Men, 43. 
126  Peter Hatendi, Challenge Not yet Answered, The Harare Herald, 24/06/1996, 

see also Letter to Fr. Oskar Wermter, 02/07/1996. Both letters are attached as 
Appendix 39. 
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conduct,”127 the application of morality is the greatest challenge. 
In dealing with morality, one has to deal with ethics because the 
two concepts are inter-related and this interrelation is captured by 
Peter Kasenene who writes: 

Ethics and morality are terms that are often used interchangeably per-
haps because they are closely related. Etymologically, ethics is derived 
from the Greek word ethos, which refers to the characteristic values, be-
liefs and practices of a social group. An ethos is constituted by the per-
vasive beliefs and values that are seldom questioned within a given soci-
ety. Morality, on the other hand, is derived from a Latin word mores, 
which also refers to customs or the generally held beliefs and practices 
of a given society. Mores are the social norms of a given society making 
its moral system. By a moral system is meant the integrated and sys-
tematised set of ideas of right and wrong in a given culture.128  

If morality refers to socially approved norms and values, does it 
entail that moral codes are socially constructed and not divinely 
sanctioned? If so, are moral codes deriving their relevance and 
authority from the fact that the majority support them? If so, are 
moral codes not ways through which the minorities are socially 
murdered for being different? Are moral codes not instruments 
for legitimizing majority dictatorships? What is the basis upon 
which homosexuality is labelled immoral in the Zimbabwean 
debate? There appears to be one critical basis throughout the Zim-
babwean debate, that is, laws of nature. It is assumed that the 
morality or immorality of any action is to be judged on the basis 
of natural laws hence the following section focuses on these laws. 

5.4.6  Natural laws: Are they absolute? 

The Christian arguments have tended to portray unnatural and 
immoral as almost synonymous with the difference that the for-
mer is worse and more culpable than the latter. It therefore 
means that some things are immoral but natural (heterosexual 
                                                      
127  John S. Mbiti, Introduction to African Religion, Second Revised Edition, Oxford: 

Heinemann Educational Publishers, 1991, 174. 
128  Peter Kasenene, Religious Ethics in Africa, Kampala: Fountain Publishers Ltd, 

1998, 8. 
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adultery, prostitution) while others are immoral and also unnatu-
ral (homosexual practice, paedophilia, bestiality). The natural law 
theory seems to bring to light the possible connection and justifi-
cation of the view that, that which is unnatural is immoral. But 
are natural laws sufficient in dealing with the homosexuality chal-
lenge in society? 

According to the natural law theory, the way the world is ordered and 
runs shows that people should act in conformity with natural law, not 
contrary to it. The basic idea is that any person who carefully studies 
human nature and who reflects upon it will be able to discover natural 
laws of human moral behaviour. Such laws, because they are based on 
the order of things and can be discovered by anyone, should be univer-
sal and binding on all humanity.129  

This theory is closely related to, if not similar to the Divine Com-
mand Theory (DCT), which according to Derrick Farnell, is 
summed up in the answer of most believers when asked what 
morality is? “For most believers the answer is simple: what is in 
accordance with God’s command is moral, and what is contrary to 
that command is immoral.”130 This raises the question, how does 
one tell what God has commanded from that which God has not 
commanded? 

In Christian terms, natural law is the law of God imprinted in man […]. 
The world, according to this view, reveals God’s plan and purpose for 
people and the world. People should follow it. The argument is that the 
world was created by God, who intended it to operate in a certain way 
and when people act against nature, they go against God […]. The 
church uses the natural law argument on the ethics of abortion, sex, 
contraceptives, homosexuality and other moral issues.131  

In adopting this theory as the basis of the moral pronouncements, 
the churches are assuming that nature is a concept that sums up 
all that was created by God. However, from our earlier analysis of 
the concept of nature, it goes without saying that the first chal-

                                                      
129  Kasenene, Religious Ethics in Africa, 14-15. 
130  Derrick Farnell „God and Morality.“ http://docs.google.com/View?docid= 

ah8t5xh9wmbx_123cwc35m accessed 24/10/2007. 
131  Kasenene, Religious Ethics in Africa, 15. 
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lenge we face is: Which nature (empirical, ideal or cultural) was 
created by God? There are other philosophical problems raised 
against the natural law theory or the DCT such as the question 
raised by Plato’s character, Socrates in Euthypro’s dilemma. In it, 
the character Socrates asks: “Is something moral because the gods 
[God] command[s] it, or do the gods [God] command[s] it because 
it is moral?”132 Commenting on this question Farnell writes; 

The theory that God commands something because it is moral is prob-
lematic because it means that his command is dictated by morality, 
which is contrary to the theological doctrine of the supreme authority of 
God. While it is also problematic to say something is moral simply be-
cause God commands it […]. Therefore, within this theory, acting mor-
ally is ultimately about complying with the whims of an amoral dictator, 
which is a far cry from the noble view of moral action held by most peo-
ple today.133  

The major perception of most of the contributors to the Zimbab-
wean debate is that “what is in accordance with God’s command 
is moral and what is contrary to that command is immoral.”134 

Nonetheless, we still remain with two critical problems that will 
be the focal point of our interaction with the moral discourse 
emanating from the Zimbabwean debate. A closer look at this 
simple understanding of the laws of nature shows that the Zim-
babwean debate has silently endorsed the Bible as the source of 
these laws because in it all that God commands is contained. It is 
not surprising that contributors are quick to point to the creation 
of Adam and Eve. The catch-phrase “Adam and Eve not Adam 
and Steve”135 has been popularly used in Zimbabwe to demon-
strate that God created men to mate with women and any other 
mating that does not involve male and female is to be considered 
against the laws of nature. The Zimbabwean debate creates the 
impression that the creation stories of Genesis are indeed sum-
maries of the God-created nature and it has to be followed.  

                                                      
132  Socrates (Euthypro’s Dilemma) cited in: Farnell „God and Morality.“ 
133  Farnell „God and Morality“. 
134  Farnell „God and Morality“. 
135  Dave Chikosi “What is Adam doing with Steve? 
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The Christian argument also suggests that there cannot be any 
transgression of these laws, which transgression could also be 
viewed as natural. These observations and contentions in the 
Zimbabwean Christian arguments bring to light the selective 
manner in which the laws of nature become operative in different 
societies. While any transgression on sexual issues is seen as im-
possible because God is perfect, the same has not been insisted 
on, on other issues such as right-handedness or left-handedness, 
subjects that sometimes cause social problems in some societies. 
That in Zimbabwe, people are aware of children who are born as 
intersexed (hermaphrodites) has been deliberately put into the 
background because it would directly challenge the assumptions 
being made about the absoluteness of the laws of nature. 

While Zimbabwean Christians have sought to absolutize the laws 
of nature, this move is difficult to sustain because of a number of 
reasons we have already intimated above. First, an absolute view 
of the laws of nature requires an absolute answer on what nature 
is. This has not been clear because the arguments have tended to 
selectively apply aspects of empirical, cultural and ideal concepts 
of nature. In the end, there is no single understanding of nature. 
Second, the Zimbabwean Christians have largely taken the crea-
tion stories in Genesis to demonstrate that God created the uni-
verse and commanded males to mate with females only since God 
created Adam and Eve. Is it that procreation is part of the laws of 
nature or “the propagation of humans is clearly not a law of na-
ture, but rather something that she only tolerates?”136  

The central role apportioned to the Bible calls for questions re-
garding the interpretation of the Bible. Interpretation is not an 
innocent endeavour because interpreters are not innocent readers 
of the Bible. Zimbabwean Christians have tended to amalgamate 
the created nature of Genesis with the Zimbabwean contextual 
and cultural nature hence more often than not; writers have equa-
ted nature and culture. The family values argument has to be un-
                                                      
136  Donatien-Alphonse-Francois Sade or The Marquis de Sade cited in: GALZ, 

Unspoken Facts, 89. 
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derstood in this context, culturally, sexual intercourse had a goal 
to achieve, that is, making babies and strengthening the commu-
nity. This was natural to the cultural context of most Zimbabwe-
ans but the same cannot be said in the contemporary context with 
the dominant theme of family planning.  

This mixing of different concepts of nature means that the argu-
ment is so fluid and cannot be pinned down on any one concept 
of nature. In that regard, even the call on the natural law theory is 
done selectively, only when it serves the interests of the discourse 
is it invoked. There is no better way of illustrating this than the 
case of people who are born mentally or physically challenged; it 
is generally accepted that it is natural for human beings to be 
born with a pair of legs, arms, eyes, and all the other body parts 
but then experience has taught human beings that even though 
this is the ideal scenario time and again some occurrences have 
transgressed these expectations. In these cases, people are quick 
to note that “it is natural because s/he was born like that.”137 

Some would want to call these people disabled and many societies 
have enacted laws to protect such people from being discrimi-
nated against on the basis of their physical conditions. Also, de-
spite the centrality of procreation there are some who are born 
impotent and cannot therefore procreate. While societies can ac-
cept these transgressions as God’s own purposeful planning, 
when it comes to homosexuality and homosexual persons, God’s 
purposeful planning is deftly limited by the readers of the Bible. 
To call homosexuality immoral on this basis appears to raise more 
questions than answers. It remains debatable if consensual adult 
same-sex relationships are inherently immoral. 

                                                      
137  This is commonly used when people try to explain those cases that trans-

gress that which is commonly accepted as normal. Moves have been made to 
desist from using the term ‘abnormal’ because it is derogatory to those peo-
ple.  
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5.4.7  Science and Biblical Interpretation 

In chapter three, it was noted how homosexual persons have in-
voked science in their explanation of homosexuality. The chal-
lenge which has been hardly addressed in the Christian argu-
ments is the impact of scientific findings in biblical interpreta-
tion. The position taken by Pashapa clearly captures the problems 
associated with scientific research on the biological, hormonal or 
genetic connections to homosexuality. The evidence as already 
intimated is not conclusive leaving homosexuality a social and 
scientific wonder. The problem is that Zimbabwean Christians 
have adopted the position taken by Paul Cameron when he argues 
that no researcher has found provable biological or genetic differ-
ences between heterosexuals and homosexuals because none ex-
ists.138  

This understanding has meant that scientific researches have 
been accorded no role in biblical interpretation, at least, not a 
constructive role. Mabhumbo captures this fear of research when 
he writes;  

When we think of homosexuality, it is always accompanied by all these 
feelings of frustration, anger, fear and shame. We are frustrated because 
we cannot explain how such a condition can come to be, angry because 
it will not disappear, afraid because it threatens to erode the very foun-
dation of our values of normal behaviour, and ashamed for being ren-
dered inadequate.139  

The problems apparent in the Zimbabwean debate regarding the 
relevance of scientifically acquired knowledge are not new. Preus 
observes that by the seventeenth century, “theologians on the 
right resisted any suggestion that secular knowledge – even the 
new knowledge that was burgeoning all around them – was of any 
relevance for interpreting scripture.”140 Zimbabwean Christians 
have seemingly adopted this age-old theological stance against 
                                                      
138  Cf. Paul Cameron „What Causes Homosexual Desire and Can it be 

Changed?“ http://www.biblebelievers.com/Cameron3.html accessed 24/10/ 
2007. 

139  Mabhumbo, A case that cries for Treatment. 
140  Preus, Spinoza and the irrelevance of Biblical Authority, 70. 



 251 

contemporary scientific evidence that challenges biblical injunc-
tions. 

It is the contention here that a critical and appropriate biblical 
interpretation should acknowledge the impact of socio-historical 
context, that of the Bible and of the readers as well as scientific 
researches. “Given the historical contextuality of the biblical writ-
ings and their cultural-religious conditionedness, exclusive uni-
versal normativity cannot be claimed for the Bible.”141 Does it 
mean anything to observe that clearly, no one has the answer to 
how some people, a minority throughout the world; can be so 
different to the majority when it comes to sexual issues. It is in-
teresting that Christian leaders have selectively been consulting 
scientific researches, those confirming their ideas about homo-
sexuality are favoured over those against such ideas. As Banana 
observes, “when human beings make claims that they are in-
spired by God and that arising from this so-called inspiration their 
utterances represent the voice of God, care should be taken so as 
not to mistake the voice of mortals for the voice of God.”142 How 
much of these interpretations are the voices of the readers and not 
necessarily the authors who also may have had their voices over-
shadow that of God?  

Two critical questions arise out of this analysis: First, can one re-
read the biblical texts using knowledge obtained from scientific 
researches? Second and most critical, did the ancient Israelites or 
the early believers in Jesus know what we know today about ho-
mosexuality? Regarding the differences between the original con-
text and the Zimbabwean context within which the Bible is being 
read today, Christians seem to have downplayed the fact that “be-
tween the Bible and the African religio-cultural worldview and life 
there exists a gap of time and place.”143 Science has already played 
a role in our understanding of the world we live in. No Christian 

                                                      
141  Lehmann-Habeck „New Light on the Bible for Today’s readers“, 53. 
142  Canaan S. Banana “The Case for a New Bible” in: Mukonyora (eds et al), 

“Rewriting” the Bible: the real issues, Gweru: Mambo Press, 1993, 18-9. 
143  Verstraelen, Zimbabwean Realities and Christian Responses, 79. 
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still believes that sperms are foetuses, which appears to be the 
case in the Bible (Gen. 38:9). Neither does one believe that 
women are only incubators in the conception of children. These 
are results of the impact of the biological researches on our un-
derstanding of human nature. It is surprising that the same 
openness to science is missing in the Zimbabwean Christian ar-
gument against homosexuality. The stance as noted above in the 
words of Cameron is that Christians have convinced themselves 
that it is impossible, when it comes to sexuality for any natural 
transgressions to occur. Even that they can decide what God can 
or cannot do, what is acceptable or not even if God were responsi-
ble for it.  

It is possible to integrate scientific researches and findings in 
biblical interpretation because the Bible has to make sense in our 
context. However, a critical analysis of the Christian readings of 
the Bible shows that they are reactionary and not meant to under-
stand the texts in their contexts before they are appropriated to the 
contemporary discussions. “Literalistic biblical interpretation, 
misconstruing both the substance and emphasis of biblical teach-
ings, sometimes accompanies socially reactionary thinking as 
people fear for the stability of their social world.”144 Such socially 
reactionary interpretations are likely to betray existential fears of 
the readers rather than the issues that were addressed by such 
texts in their context of origin. This has already happened as no-
ted above, slavery, racism and apartheid have been challenged. 
Further, dress codes have largely been modified and agricultural 
techniques disregard some of the biblical injunctions, regarding 
inter-cropping. As Lehmann-Habeck points out “the biblical mes-
sage can no longer be propagated in its literal form.”145 Why has 
homosexuality remained as the taboo of all times?  

The gender and women’s rights lobby argued primarily on the 
basis of science, that is, biology shows that while there are differ-
ences in the physiology of women and men, they are however, 
                                                      
144  Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible, 17. 
145  Lehmann-Habeck “New Light on the Bible for Today’s readers”, 35. 
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equally important. That has meant the Bible texts such as Gal. 
3:28 were given a new lease of life in the empowerment of 
women. Further, this equality has led to the emphasis of woman 
as a companion rather than a helper in the interpretation of Gen. 
1 and 2, the creation stories and in the understanding of mar-
riage. It is therefore not without precedent that some scholars do 
call for closer attention to developments in biological, genetic and 
hormonal researches in biblical interpretation. The Zimbabwean 
Christian arguments have been less interested in this dimension; 
hence the answer to GALZ has been a series of accusations based 
on a literal appropriation of the Bible on the subject of homosexu-
ality. “People do not read the Bible unbiased or neutrally since all 
human beings are susceptible to a variety of socio-cultural influ-
ences which constitute human life.”146 This may essentially ex-
plain why instead of people dialoguing over homosexuality, Zim-
babweans engaged in a debate. The interest is not to understand 
the other; rather in a debate one is focused on throwing as much 
mud on the other as is possible. 

5.5  Conclusion 
The following points appear to have been the predominant ideas 
in the Christian argument against homosexuality; first, that the 
Bible as the Word of God has an irreversible position on the sub-
ject of homosexuality. This position is based on the reading of 
Gen. 19, Lev. 18:22 and 20:13, Rom. 1:24-26, 1Cor. 6:9 and 1Tim. 
1:10 as understood in the light of the creation stories of Gen. 1 
and 2. Despite the attempts by homosexual persons to make a 
distinction between appropriate and inappropriate homosexual 
practices and relationships, Christians have clearly treated homo-
sexuality as a homogeneous condition. Christians have only been 
interested with what these biblical texts literally say and that is 

                                                      
146  Jeremy Punt „The Bible in the Gay Debate in South Africa: Towards an eth-
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taken as a critique of homosexuality within their context.147 Fur-
ther, though heterosexuality has elements that are clearly not ac-
cepted within the society in Zimbabwe, homosexuality has been 
refused the same benefit of the doubt. What this demonstrates is 
that human beings decide what parts of the Bible remain relevant. 
That some texts are no longer considered relevant calls for a criti-
cal interpretation of the texts on homosexuality.  

Concepts such as nature, morality and laws of nature have been 
shown to be complex concepts. It was noted how nature as a con-
cept can be relative because it is sometimes determined by the 
socio-historical context within which it is being applied. Even mo-
re, the same socio-historical context can still use different concep-
tions of nature depending on which conception serves a particular 
interest. The same applies to morality and even more difficult for 
morality is the starting point. Is homosexuality immoral because 
it is a deliberate choice of that which is not normal and wrong? Is 
homosexuality inherently immoral, whether it is by choice or by 
default? If, as homosexual persons argue, homosexuality is not by 
choice does it remain immoral?  

The Christian reading of the Bible assumes that the writers of 
Genesis knew about heterosexuality and homosexuality and that 
they clearly show that God created heterosexuality. It is in this 
light that some Christians are accused of a heterosexist reading of 
the Bible. What appears apparent from this work so far is that 
“there is need to reject a ‘fundamentalist of the left’ composed of 
short-circuits: attempts to transplant biblical paradigms and situa-
tions into our world without understanding their historical cir-
cumstances.”148 The following chapter will therefore engage in an 
exegesis of the so-called “explicit texts” on homosexuality in the 
Old Testament or the Hebrew Bible. To this end, the interest is to 
establish what was condemned by these texts in ancient Israel and 

                                                      
147  Cf. Justin S. Ukpong, “Developments in Biblical Interpretation in Africa” in: 

Gerald O. West & Musa W. Dube (eds), The Bible in Africa: Transactions, Tra-
jectories and Trends, Leiden: Brill, 2000, 17. 

148  Assman cited in: West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation, 136. 
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focus will be on such key issues as the central concern of both 
Gen. 19 and Leviticus 18 and 20, particularly the connection be-
tween same-sex practices and humiliation. 
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CHAPTER 6:  SAME-SEX PRACTICES AND HUMILIATION 
IN THE OLD TESTAMENT WITH SOME EXAMPLES FROM 
THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST (ANE) 

 
Sexual Relations are so fundamental to human experience that in every 
society, at any given point in history, systems of rules governing sexual 
conduct have been developed.1 

6.1  Introduction 
While various issues have been raised against the acceptability of 
homosexuality and homosexual persons in Zimbabwe, the Bible 
has been a central weapon in justifying the negative perception. 
However, the manner in which the Bible was used and the inter-
pretations drawn from the Bible remain as debatable as the nature 
of homosexuality itself. That, some leaders in Zimbabwe have 
invoked the Bible while clearly fighting some private wars, calls 
for a critical interrogation of the role the Bible continues to play in 
African societies. This dimension of biblical studies has been 
somewhat suppressed in the post-colonial era even though it was 
possibly one of the pillars of many liberation attempts in Africa. 
Leaders, both political and religious, have sought to present them-
selves as representatives of God and by implication therefore, not 
accountable to the ordinary people. Questions on the authenticity 
of biblical interpretations are bound to arise where leaders claim 
to have been ‘appointed by God’ and therefore declaring the inten-
tion to bully all other mortals.  

Two critical questions arise from the Zimbabwean debate: Have 
same-sex practices always manifested themselves consistently 
throughout the ages? Further, are the so-called ‘explicit texts’ uni-
versally valid in their condemnation of same-sex practices? The 
key players in the debate with the exception of GALZ and its sym-
pathisers have affirmed the consistency of homosexual manifesta-

                                                      
1  Donald J. Wold, Out of Order: Homosexuality in the Bible and the Ancient Near 

East, Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1998, 17. 
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tions and the timelessness of the Bible. As noted in chapter two, 
the Bible was packaged as the manual for ‘good and respectable 
living’ by missionaries. It was the Word of God, and was a time-
less source book for all those who simply searched in its pages. 
This was so because “God foresaw and designed the (Hebrew) 
Bible.”2 This mystification of the Bible continued with indigenous 
leaders as they got into the reins of power leading to that popular 
dictum “is it in the Bible?” In many other denominations, the 
same Bible has acquired the status of ‘magical object’ that even 
with its pages closed, it can still be the legitimating force for those 
claiming authority. The Bible has been abused because of this 
authoritarian status it has been granted. 

It shall be argued in this chapter that while there are concepts in 
the Bible that are trans-cultural such as the “love of one’s 
neighbour”, there are also portions that are culturally-specific 
such as the slavery texts.3 While agreeing with William J. Webb 
and other scholars on these aspects of Biblical message, it shall be 
argued that contrary to the conclusion that texts on homosexuality 
are transcultural4, there is evidence that these texts are culturally 
conditioned. Further, it will be argued in this chapter that even 
the so-called ‘trans-cultural concepts’, are still clothed in a particu-
lar cultural garb conditioned by socio-historical circumstances of 
the particular groups. Of critical importance in this chapter being 
the prevalence of the association of homosexuality and humilia-
tion within the ancient Israelite context and the greater ANE con-
text.  

                                                      
2  Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible, 94. 
3  Cf. William J. Webb, Slaves, Women and Homosexuals: Exploring the Herme-

neutics of Cultural Analysis, 2002, 23. 
4  Cf. Webb, Slaves, Women and Homosexuals, 36ff. 
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6.2  Exegeting Genesis 19: 1-19 
6.2.1  The Hebrew Text and its translation5 

 ynE“v. WaboY"w:û WTT Gen. 19:1 
 jAlßw> br<[,êB' ‘hm'do’s ~ykiÛa'l.M;h  
~q'Y"åw: jAl-ar>Y:w: ~do+s.-r[;v;(B bveäyO  
 `hc'r>a") ~yIP:ßa; WxT;îv.YIw: ~t'êar"q.l  

NRS Gen. 19:1 The two angels came to 
Sodom in the evening, and Lot was 
sitting in the gateway of Sodom. When 
Lot saw them, he rose to meet them, 
and bowed down with his face to the 
ground. 

 hN<åhi rm,aYO÷w: WTT Gen. 19:2  

 tyBe’-la, an"û WrWså yn:©doa]-aN"  
 ~k,êyleg>r :Wcåx]r:w> Wnyli’w> ~k,ÛD>b.[;  
: ~k,_K.r>d:l ~T,äk.l;h]w: ~T,Þm.K;v.hiw>  
 `!yli(n" bAxßr>b' yKiî aL{ Wråm.aYOw. 

NRS Gen. 19:2 He said, "Please, my 
lords, turn aside to your servant's 
house and spend the night, and wash 
your feet; then you can rise early and 
go on your way." They said, "No; we 
will spend the night in the square." 

daoêm~B'ä-rc;p.YIw:WTT Gen. 19:3 

f[;Y:Üw: At=yBe-la WrsUåY"w: WaboßY"w: wyl'êae 
 hp'Þa' tACïm;W hT,êv.mi ~h,l' 

 `Wlke(aYOw: 

NRS Gen. 19:3 But he urged them 
strongly; so they turned aside to him 
and entered his house; and he made 
them a feast, and baked unleavened 
bread, and they ate. 

èWbK'v.yI é~r<j, WTT Gen. 19:4 

 WBs;än" ‘~dos yveÛn>a; ry[iøh' yve’n>a;w> 
 !qE+z"-d[;w> r[;N:ßmi tyIB;êh;-l[;  

 `hc,(Q'mi ~['Þh'-lK'  

NRS Gen. 19:4 But before they lay 
down, the men of the city, the men of 
Sodom, both young and old, all the 
people to the last man, surrounded the 
house; 

 WaÜr>q.YIw: WTT Gen. 19:5 NRS Gen. 19:5 and they called to Lot, 
“Where are the men who came to you 

                                                      
5  The translations within the table are taken from Bible Works, which in turn 

has taken these translations from various Bible translations being used by 
different Christian groups throughout the world. On verses whose meaning 
is not part of the central debate on homosexuality, only the NRS version has 
been noted, while on those verses where debate is centred on, at least two 
versions have been used, mainly the NRS and the NIV. The NRS is widely 
used in academic circles while the NIV is widely used by Christians (espe-
cially Pentecostal). Other versions are cited where it is hoped such transla-
tions can widen the scope of our argument in this work.  



 259 

~yvi²n”a]h’ hYEôa; Alê Wrm.aYOæw: jAl-la, 
~aeäyciAh hl’y>L”+h ^yl,Þae WaB’î-rv,a]  

 `~t’(ao h[‘Þd>nE wWnyleêae  

tonight? Bring them out to us, so that 
we may know them.” 
NIV Gen. 19:5 They called to Lot, 
“Where are the men who came to you 
tonight? Bring them out to us so that 
we can have sex with them.” 

~h,²lea] aceóYEw: WTT Gen. 19:6 

`wyr”(x]a; rg:ïs’tl,D<Þh;w> hx’t.P,_h; jAlß  

NRS Gen. 19:6 Lot went out of the door 
to the men, shut the door after him, 

an”ï-la; rm:+aYOw: WTT Gen. 19:7 

 `W[rE(T’ yx;Þa; 

NRS Gen. 19:7 and said, “I beg you, my 
brothers, do not act so wickedly. 

Yliø an““-hNEhi WTT Gen. 19:8  

vyaiê W[d>y”-al{) rv<Üa] tAn©b’ yTeäv. 
 Wfå[]w: ~k,êylea] ¡h,t.a, aN”Ü-ha’yci(Aa  
 ~yviÛn”a]l’( qr:û ~k,_ynEy[eB.bAJßK; ¡h,êl  

!Keï-l[ ;-yKi rb’êd » Wfå[]T ;-la ; ‘laeh’  
 `yti(r »qo lceîB. WaB’Þ ( 

NRS Gen. 19:8 Look, I have two daugh-
ters who have not known a man; let 
me bring them out to you, and do to 
them as you please; only do nothing to 
these men, for they have come under 
the shelter of my roof.” 
NIV Gen. 19:8 Look, I have two daugh-
ters who have never slept with a man. 
Let me bring them out to you, and you 
can do what you like with them. But 
don’t do anything to these men, for 
they have come under the protection 
of my roof.” 
NLT Gen. 19:8 Look, I have two virgin 
daughters. Let me bring them out to 
you, and you can do with them as you 
wish. But please, leave these men 
alone, for they are my guests and are 
under my protection.” 

 ŸWråm.aYOw: WTT Gen. 19:9 
 dx'Ûa,h' ‘Wrm.aYO*w: ha'l.h'ª-vG< 

 hT'§[ ;jApêv' jPoåv.YIw: ‘rWgl'-aB'( 
 vyaiÛb Wr’c.p.YIw: ~h,_me ß̂l. [r:în" `tl,D"(h; 

rBoðv.li WvßG>YIw:) daoêm. ‘jAlB' 

NRS Gen. 19:9 But they replied, "Stand 
back!" And they said, "This fellow 
came here as an alien, and he would 
play the judge! Now we will deal worse 
with you than with them." Then they 
pressed hard against the man Lot, and 
came near the door to break it down. 
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 TNK Gen. 19:9 But they said, "Stand 
back! The fellow," they said, "came 
here as an alien, and already he acts 
the ruler! Now we will deal worse with 
you than with them." And they pressed 
hard against the person of Lot, and 
moved forward to break the door. 

WxÜl.v.YIw: WTT Gen. 19:10 

jAl±-ta, WaybióY”w: ~d”êy”-ta, ~yvin”a]h’¥ 
`Wrg”)s’ tl,D<Þh;-ta,w ht’y>B”+h; ~h,Þylea]> 

NRS Gen. 19:10 But the men inside 
reached out their hands and brought 
Lot into the house with them, and shut 
the door. 

 

~yviún”a]h’-ta,w>) WTT Gen. 19:11 

 ~yrIêwEn>S;B; Wkhi tyIB;ªh; xt;P,ä-rv,a] 
 acoïm.li Waßl.Yiw lAd+G”-d[;w> joàQ’mi  

 `xt;P’(h;: 

NRS Gen. 19:11 And they struck with 
blindness the men who were at the 
door of the house, both small and 
great, so that they were unable to find 
the door. 

Wr’m.aYOw: WTT Gen. 19:12 

hpoê å̂l.-ymi( d[o… jAlª-la, ~yviøn”a]h’ 
 ß̂l.-rv,a]lkoïw> ^yt,ênOb.W ^yn<åb’W ‘!t’x’  

 `~Aq)M’h;-!mi aceÞAh ry[i_B’  

NRS Gen. 19:12 Then the men said to 
Lot, “Have you anyone else here? 
Sons-in-law, sons, daughters, or any-
one you have in the city—bring them 
out of the place. 

~ytiäxiv.m;-yKi( WTT Gen. 19:13‘ 
hl’Ûd>g”¥-yKi( hZ<+h; ~AqßM’h;-ta, Wnx.n:ëa] 
 WnxeîL.v;y>w: hw”ëhy> ynEåP.-ta ~t’q’[]c; 

 `Ht’(x]v;l. hw”ßhy> 

NRS Gen. 19:13 For we are about to 
destroy this place, because the outcry 
against its people has become great 
before the LORD, and the LORD has 
sent us to destroy it.” 

jAlø ace’Yew: WTT Gen. 19:14 

 wyt’ªnOb. Yxeäq.l{ Ÿwyn”åt’x]-la, ŸrBEåd:y>w: 
 ~AqåM’h;-!mi ‘WaC. WmWqÜ ‘rm,aYO’w: 
 ynEïy[eB qxeÞc;m.ki yhiîy>w: ry[i_h’-ta 

 `wyn”)t’x] 

NRS Gen. 19:14 So Lot went out and 
said to his sons-in-law, who were to 
marry his daughters, “Up, get out of 
this place; for the LORD is about to 
destroy the city.” But he seemed to his 
sons-in-law to be jesting. 
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rx;V;äh; ‘Amk.W WTT Gen. 19:15 

 jAlåB. ~ykiÞa'l.M;h; WcyaiîY"w: hl'ê[' 
 • ø̂T.v.ai-ta,( xq; ~Wq rmo=ale 
 taoêc'm.NIh; ‘^yt,’nOb. yTeÛv.-ta,w> 

 `ry[i(h' !wOð[]B; hp,ÞS'Ti-!P, 

NRS Gen. 19:15 When morning 
dawned, the angels urged Lot, saying, 
"Get up, take your wife and your two 
daughters who are here, or else you 
will be consumed in the punishment 
of the city." 

ŸHm'¦h.m;t.YIw:¥ WTT Gen. 19:16 

ATªv.ai-dy:b.W Adåy"B. ~yviøn"a]h' WqzI“x]Y:w: 
 hw"ßhy> tl;îm.x,B. wyt'ênOb. yTeäv. ‘dy:b.W 
`ry[i(l' #Wxïmi WhxuÞNIY:w: WhauîciYOw: wyl'_[' 

NRS Gen. 19:16 But he lingered; so the 
men seized him and his wife and his 
two daughters by the hand, the LORD 
being merciful to him, and they 
brought him out and left him outside 
the city. 

• yhiy>w: WTT Gen. 19:17 

 ‘rm,aYO’w: hc'Wxªh; ~t'øao ~a'’yciAhk. 
 jyBiäT;-la; ^v,êp.n:-l[; jleäM'hi 

 rK"+Kih;-lk'B dmoß[]T;-la;(w> ^yr<êx]a; 
 `hp,(S'Ti-!P, jleÞM'hi hr"h'îh' 

NRS Gen. 19:17 When they had brought 
them outside, they said, "Flee for your 
life; do not look back or stop anywhere 
in the Plain; flee to the hills, or else 
you will be consumed." 

jAlß rm,aYOðw: WTT Gen. 19:18 

 `yn")doa] an"ß-la; ~h,_lea] 

NRS Gen. 19:18 And Lot said to them, 
"Oh, no, my lords; 

 
ac'’m' an"û-hNEhi WTT Gen. 19:19 

 ª̂D>s.x; lDEäg>T;w: è^yn<y[eB. é!xe å̂D>b.[; 
 yvi_p.n:-ta, tAyàx]h;l. ydIêM'[I ‘t'yfi’[' 

 hr"h'êh' jleäM'hil. ‘lk;Wa al{Ü ykiªnOa'w> 
 `yTim;(w" h['Þr"h' ynIq:ïB'd>Ti-!P, 

 

NRS Gen. 19:19 your servant has found 
favor with you, and you have shown 
me great kindness in saving my life; 
but I cannot flee to the hills, for fear 
the disaster will overtake me and I die. 

This text has been one of the widely cited texts in the Zimbab-
wean debate. The story of Sodom has evolved significantly in 
Zimbabwean Christianity from the days when all children were 
taught about the ‘turning of Lot’s wife into a pillar of salt’ (v.26) to 
the debate when the story exclusively taught ‘the consequences of 
homosexual practice’ to Sodom and contemporary societies. The 
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centrality of this text to the Zimbabwean debate is also based on 
the existence of the so-called ‘sodomy laws’ in the Penal Code, 
which are based on an interpretation of this text. Male-male anal 
intercourse is proscribed under the sodomy laws in Zimbabwe as 
noted in chapter four.  

Part of the challenges posed by this text revolve around the trans-
lation of v.5 and v.8, particularly the Hebrew word [d;y" and this 
dates back to the work of Sherwin Bailey soon after World War II 
but whose argument is now widely discredited. Bailey argued that 
the term, which means ‘know’ only shows that the men of Sodom 
wanted to interrogate the strangers for acquaintance purposes.6 

The NRS for wanting to be as faithful to the original as possible 
has translated this term literally as ‘know’. However, the NIV and 
other modern translations have moved a step further by translat-
ing the term as expressing the desire to be intimate or to have sex. 
This translation appears however to conjure the wrong under-
standing of the text in that it fails to capture the apparent desire 
by the men of Sodom to use force on Lot or the strangers.  

When someone attempts to forcefully ‘have sex’ with another, 
legally and in general talk, such action is not understood as ‘want-
ing to have sex’, rather that is called ‘wanting to rape’. Intimacy, 
generally, is associated with licit sexual relations not forced sexual 
relations! It is true that translations associating the term [d;y" with 
sex are correct even though they miss the intensity and implica-
tion of the text on contemporary readings. It is in this context that 
the preferred translation for this critical term in v.5 be rendered 
‘Where are the men who came to you this evening? Bring them 
out to us so that we can rape them’, where [d;y" is translated as 
‘rape’ instead of ‘wanting to have sex’ since the “message of the 
Bible has to be rendered as meaningful as possible”7 capturing 

                                                      
6  Cf. D. Sherwin Bailey, Homosexuality and the Western Christian Tradition, 

London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1955; reprint, Hamden, CT: Shoestring, 
1975. 

7  Gosnell L. O. R. Yorke & Peter M. Renju (eds), “Introduction” in: Bible Trans-
lation and African Languages, Nairobi: Acton Publishers, 2004, 1. See also, 
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both the original context and the context of the readers. Further, 
this is implied in the manner in which they ‘surrounded Lot’s 
house’. This clearly is violent language leading towards violent 
actions. 

This study also contends that the attempt by Pashapa in Zim-
babwe and other scholars to understand v.8 as essentially mean-
ing the same thing as v.5 fails to appreciate the apparent differ-
ence in the tone of the two verses. This has had the effect of alter-
ing in a significant way, the manner in which the text should be 
understood by its readers. To this extent, this work argues that in 
v.8, Lot uses the term [d;y" in a fundamentally different way be-
cause while the men of Sodom sought to have sex with or without 
consent, Lot on the other hand clearly has the commonly agreed 
licit (not necessarily meaning consensual between sex partners 
but rather meaning socially approved, where sexual practice is 
intrinsically connected to social status and where it works as a 
symbol of power. The women were the divinely ordained victims 
of this understanding of sexual relations) sex between husband 
and wife in mind when he uses the term. In this environment, 
rape and consensual sexual intercourse are almost synonymous 
hence the double meaning of this term.  

Lot, therefore uses [d;y" to refer not to rape as in v.5 but to ‘licit’ 
heterosexual sexual intercourse. Lot could not have said ‘my two 
virgin daughters have never been raped’ hence it is best rendered 
as ‘my two virgin daughters have never had licit sexual inter-
course’. It is on the basis of this understanding that this text will 
be approached. The following sections will demonstrate how this 
difference is justifiable on the basis of the literary world created 
by the text, and the socio-historical context that produced the text 
itself. Further, examples will be drawn from extra-biblical materi-
als that could have been known by the storytellers of ancient Is-
rael. 

                                                                                                                
Stanley E. Porter, “The Contemporary English Version and the Ideology of 
Translation” in: Stanley E. Porter & Richard S. Hess (eds), Translating the Bi-
ble: Problems and Prospects, Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2004, 24-25. 
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6.2.2  The socio-literary world of the text 

It has been argued consistently in this study that literary pieces 
and oral stories reflect on daily life in the communities in which 
they arise. We can understand the text if we search for the social 
world it creates in its story telling, a world which is either the do-
minant reality of the time or the ideal world that remains a 
dream, that which ought to be but is not. The world created by the 
text is one that is divided into the dichotomy of good guys and bad 
guys, Abraham representing the epitome of goodness through his 
hosting of the three sojourners in Gen. 18:1ff, while the men of 
Sodom are the complete contrast to Abraham as they are hostile 
to sojourners.  

After being shown great hospitality by Abraham, the three visitors 
(believed to be God and two angels) divulge to Abraham that their 
mission is a fact-finding mission to establish if indeed the men of 
Sodom have committed all the evil they are accused of 
(Gen.18:21). This is significant for the understanding of Gen. 19 
as it builds on this socio-literary world that it has created. This 
part of the story is significant because it clearly shows that the 
visitors of Abraham are already aware of the evil that is happening 
in Sodom and that a decision to destroy it has already been made. 
The good guy Abraham tries to talk the visitors out of that deci-
sion and only eventually manages to secure the sparing of Lot 
who happens to be a good guy living among the bad guys.  

Lot as a good guy among bad guys comes to the ‘rescue’ of two of 
the three companions who in chapter 18 had been hosted by 
Abraham by offering them overnight accommodation against 
their wish of spending the night in the open. Clearly, the text 
strongly hints towards Lot’s knowledge of the hostility the so-
journers would encounter in the open. The good guys, Abraham 
and Lot are pro-hospitality while the men of Sodom are anti-
hospitality. The men of Sodom surround the house of Lot and 
threatened to unleash an orgy of violence on the two visitors as 
well as Lot himself as he tried to convince the men of Sodom to 
unleash their orgy of sexual violence on his two virgin daughters. 
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Because the purpose is not to deal with sexual desire, the offer of 
two virgin daughters is not taken. The desire was to humiliate the 
visitors by undermining their masculinity, forcefully making 
them feminine by raping them.  

In this socio-literary world, the men of Sodom are guilty of many 
crimes ‘against humanity’ as they seem to have a strong tradition 
of humiliating and ill-treating strangers and other vulnerable 
groups. There are many manifestations of this hostility to strang-
ers and one of such manifestations is homosexual rape. This is a 
heinous crime in a world where gender differences are under-
stood as ‘divinely ordained’. This world created by the text does 
not know any other reason for homosexual rape except humiliat-
ing the other since it does not lead to procreation and since com-
mon sexual desire is dealt with by using women, which is why Lot 
offered his daughters. On the basis of this socio-literary world, it 
is apparent that the idea is to condemn this known manifestation 
of inhospitality which also expressed itself through homosexual 
rape. On the basis of the world that it creates, the text makes its 
opposition to sexual rape clear. To therefore interpret v.5 as ‘want-
ing to have sex’ fundamentally imposes a new world on the text. 

6.2.3  The Early interpretations of the Sodom story 

The argument above is that the socio-literary world of the text 
does not substantiate the popular argument in the Zimbabwean 
debate, that, homosexuality was the major and in some cases, the 
sole cause of the destruction of Sodom. This argument is further 
buttressed by the early interpretations of the story by Old Testa-
ment prophets and the Jesus tradition. In the Old Testament, the 
story of Sodom is referred to by a number of prophets, namely, 
Ezek. 16:49-50; Am. 4:1,11; Isa. 1:15;3:9,14-16; and Zeph. 1:9;2:9. 
“In all these references to the sin of Sodom and Gomorrah, the 
issue is wantonness. It is about domination of others, about ma-
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lignant power.”8 Similarly, “whenever the sins of the sodomites 
are described in more detail, it is their pride, xenophobia, and 
judicial offences that get the main attention (Ezek. 16:49).”9 It 
appears that the early propagations of the Sodom story did not 
focus on homosexuality as the major issue.  

The prophets, particularly Ezekiel clearly highlight the centrality 
of inhospitality in the fate of Sodom. “This was the guilt of your 
sister Sodom: she and her daughters had pride, excess of food, 
and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy.” (Ezek. 
16:49). The prophet Ezekiel clearly enumerates the sins that con-
stituted the evil of Sodom and homosexuality as it were finds no 
room. The men of Sodom are depicted as individuals who always 
enjoyed expressing their supremacy on strangers, and the weaker 
groups in their own community. These are the evil that led to the 
mission which saw God and his two companions pass through 
Abraham’s abode at Mamre. This is not to reject that there are 
clear references to same-sex practices in the story; rather this is to 
argue that the references to same-sex practices are clearly illustra-
tions of the decadence that had become rife in Sodom. On the 
basis of these early interpretations of the text, it is clear that, to 
use this text as fundamentally an injunction on homosexuality is 
to force our prejudices on the text. 

The same is observable in the only reference to Sodom ascribed to 
Jesus in Luk. 10:10-12 and Matt. 10:14-15. The table below shows 
the Greek text and the NRS English translation. This is the only 
mention of Sodom in the Jesus tradition in the New Testament 
gospels and it clearly shows the understanding that people of that 
time had of the Sodom story and its moral teaching.  

                                                      
8  Ken Sehested „Biblical Fidelity and Sexual Orientation: Why the First Mat-

ters, Why the Second Doesn’t“ in: Wink (ed), Homosexuality and Christian 
Faith, 55. See also Judith H. Newman, “Lot in Sodom: The post-mortem of a 
city and the afterlife of a biblical text” in: Craig A. Evans & James A. Sanders 
(eds), The Function of Scripture in Early Jewish and Christian Tradition, Shef-
field: Sheffield Academic Press, 1998, 34. 

9  Martti Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World: A Historical Perspective, 
1998, 46. 
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BGT Matt. 10:14 kai. o]j a'n mh. de,xhtai 
u`ma/j mhde. avkou,sh| tou.j lo,gouj ùmw/n( 
evxerco,menoi e;xw th/j oivki,aj h' th/j 
po,lewj evkei,nhj evktina,xate to.n 
koniorto.n tw/n podw/n u`mw/nÅ 
 

BGT Matt. 10:15 avmh.n le,gw u`mi/n(  
avnekto,teron e;stai gh/| Sodo,mwn kai. 
Gomo,rrwn evn h`me,ra| kri,sewj h' th/| po,lei 
evkei,nh|Å 

NRS Matt. 10:14 If anyone will not 
welcome you or listen to your words, 
shake off the dust from your feet as 
you leave that house or town. 
 

NRS Matt. 10:15 Truly I tell you, it will 
be more tolerable for the land of 
Sodom and Gomorrah on the day of 
judgment than for that town. 

BGT Luke 10:10 eivj h]n dV a'n po,lin 
eivse,lqhte kai. mh. de,cwntai u`ma/j(  
evxelqo,ntej eivj ta.j platei,aj auvth/j 
ei;pate\ 
BGT Luke 10:11 kai. to.n koniorto.n to.n 
kollhqe,nta h`mi/n evk th/j po,lewj u`mw/n 
eivj tou.j po,daj avpomasso,meqa u`mi/n\ plh.n 
tou/to ginw,skete o[ti h;ggiken h` basilei,a 
tou/ qeou/Å 
BGT Luke 10:12 le,gw u`mi/n o[ti Sodo,moij 
evn th/| h`me,ra| evkei,nh| avnekto,teron e;stai h' 
th/| po,lei evkei,nh|Å 

NRS Luke 10:10 But whenever you 
enter a town and they do not welcome 
you, go out into its streets and say, 
NRS Luke 10:11 'Even the dust of your 
town that clings to our feet, we wipe 
off in protest against you. Yet know 
this: the kingdom of God has come 
near.' 
NRS Luke 10:12 I tell you, on that day it 
will be more tolerable for Sodom than 
for that town. 

It is apparent that “references in the New Testament follow the 
same course [following on the prophetic interpretations of the 
Sodom story], Sodom is the symbol of corruption, and in the Je-
sus tradition the sin of Sodom is an example of the lack of hospi-
tality.”10 The Jesus tradition equates Sodom with any town or city 
that will refuse to host his disciples, not a town or city that will 
seek to ‘have sex with the disciples’. There is nothing in the verses 
above to show that the Jesus tradition associated Sodom with ho-
mosexuality, rather it is explicit that the sin of Sodom is one of 
inhospitality. This understanding is equally represented in the 
words of Origen, one of the early Church Fathers who wrote; 
“Hear this, you who close your homes to guests! […] Lot who lived 
among the Sodomites […] escaped the fire on account of one thing 

                                                      
10  Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 47. 
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only. He opened his home to guests.”11 In the understanding of 
the Jesus tradition and Origen, the sin of the sodomites appears to 
have been inhospitality.  

The understanding of Sodom running through its socio-literary 
world, the prophets, the Jesus tradition and also Origen is further 
strengthened by the realization that;  

Among the early rabbinic commentators, the common reading of the 
sin of Sodom was its cruelty, arrogance, and disdain for the poor […] the 
Sages of the Babylonian Talmud also associated Sodom with the sins of 
pride, envy, cruelty to orphans, theft, murder and perversion of justice.12  

Clearly from its earliest days, the same-sex overtones were not the 
central concern of the story instead they were deployed to illus-
trate the central concern, that is, hospitality. It is in this light that  

From their conceptual understanding of Sodom, the sages of the Tal-
mud developed the legal category of middat sedom, meaning Sodomite 
character or conduct. Someone who refuses to offer help to another in 
need when the generosity costs him nothing is, in halakhic [legal] terms, 
behaving like a Sodomite.13 

Even Jewish Rabbis also came to the same understanding that the 
Sodom story was an indictment on the selfishness of the men of 
Sodom, who only thought of themselves and nothing else. It 
would appear the worst manifestation of the evil of Sodom was 
the manner in which they abused the less privileged members of 
society, the orphans, widows and the strangers. 

The shift from this understanding to an emphasis of same-sex 
practices is evident in the works of Josephus and Philo. Greek 
conceptions were used in understanding this story. “In the Helle-
nistic age, sexual aspects were observed in the sin of Sodom. 
Josephus and Philo represent it explicitly.”14 In their interpreta-
tions of the Sodom story, the cultural effect of Hellenism cannot 
be mistaken. Within the Hellenistic cultural understanding where 
                                                      
11  Origen cited in: Greenberg, Wrestling with God and Men, 67. 
12  Steven Greenberg, Wrestling with God and Men: Homosexuality in the Jewish 

Tradition, 2004, 65. 
13  Greenberg, Wrestling with God and Men, 71. 
14  Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 47. 
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the beauty of boys was central in understanding same-sex prac-
tices, the story of Sodom had to be realigned to this cultural con-
ception. It is with this conception that Josephus decided to portray 
the two companions as handsome young men when he writes; 
“But the sodomites on seeing these young men of remarkably fair 
appearance whom Lot had taken under his roof, were bent only 
on violence and outrage to their youthful beauty.”15 That explains 
why the guests of Lot have to be young in Josephus’ understand-
ing even though the biblical text makes no such mention of their 
ages. While tempering with the ages, Josephus captures the cen-
tral concern of the Sodom story as the attempt to violently humili-
ate the guests hence maintaining the idea that this story’s teach-
ing is about the various manifestations of inhospitality of which 
same-sex assault is just one such example. 

Philo interpreted the Sodom story within the broader framework 
of reproduction. Philo is essentially a procreationist and sexual 
intercourse is only natural if it is meant to procreate. On the 
Sodom story, he writes that the Sodomites;  

threw off from their necks the law of nature […] not only in their mad 
lust for women did they violate the marriages of their neighbours, but 
also men mounted males without respect for the sex nature which the 
active partner shares with the passive, and so when they tried to beget 
children they were discovered to be incapable of any but a sterile seed.16  

That Philo divides sex partners into active and passive clearly be-
trays the Hellenistic understanding of his time. However more 
importantly, “for Philo, same-sex contacts are considered a threat 
to the reproduction of humankind.”17 The procreationism of Philo 
is behind the conception of man as the farmer who waits for the 
rain before planting the seed and therefore unites with his wife in 

                                                      
15  Josephus, Antiquities 1:199 available online: http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/ 

cgi-bin/ptext?doc=Perseus% 3Atext%3A1999.01.0146&layout=&loc=1.200 ac-
cessed 1/12/2008. 

16  Philo, On Abraham 133-141Translated by F. H. Colson, Harvard (1954) avail-
able online: http://www.well.com/user/aquarius/philo-abraham.htm ac-
cessed 1/12/2008. 

17  Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 95. 
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a fitting time. For him, knowingly marrying an infertile woman is 
condemnable,18 and “strange pleasures would eventually result in 
nothing short of death: that of individuals, generations and the 
species itself.”19 In Philo’s understanding, all heterosexuals who 
engage in sexual intercourse while actively avoiding procreation 
are sinning. This has very few takers now owing to various devel-
opments that have changed people’s perceptions of sex and pro-
creation in Zimbabwe.  

6.2.4  What was the sin of Sodom? 

On the basis of the above arguments from the translation of [d;y" 
in verses 5 and 8, to the socio-literary world of the text, and the 
early interpretations, the narrative of Sodom was understood as 
teaching against inhospitality. “The Hebrew Bible outside of 
Genesis suggests a number of ideas about the exact nature of 
Sodom’s sin: adultery, social injustice, arrogance, and oppression 
of the poor.”20 The homosexuality that is condemned in this nar-
rative is just but one form of the various manifestations of inhos-
pitality. And in fact, it appears that the connection between the 
fate of Sodom and homosexuality was itself a late development 
finding explicit mention in the works of Josephus and Philo who 
are responding to Hellenistic same-sex practices. With the differ-
ence in the socio-literary world created by the text and the socio-
historical world of Josephus and Philo, the first distortions of the 
text find expression. The attempt to violently gang rape two angels 
in Sodom is equated to Greek pederasty, which clearly is not cov-
ered under the evil of Sodom since Greek pederasty had nothing 
to do with rape.  

It is abundantly clear in the narrative that what the men of Sodom 
sought was to homosexually gang-rape the visitors who had been 

                                                      
18  Cf. Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 96. 
19  Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, Volume 1, 1990, 

54. 
20  Newman “Lot in Sodom: The post-mortem of a city and the afterlife of a 

biblical text”, 36. 
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accommodated by Lot. The men of Sodom sought to express their 
supremacy to the visitors and the sojourner-cum-judge Lot. This 
study concurs with George R. Edwards when he argues that “the 
Sodomite’s activity was phallic aggression generated by xenopho-
bic arrogance […] its purpose is to disgrace one’s manly honour, to 
reduce one to a woman’s role.”21 Rape is one of the worst mani-
festations of inhospitality because it is motivated by the desire to 
subjugate and dominate not to entertain. It is motivated not by 
sexual desire but by the need to show supremacy and power.22 In 
the Sodom story, such supremacy and power could not be satis-
fied by the offer of Lot’s daughters because it is best expressed 
when one reduces a man to a woman. “It would be meaningless 
to accept two virgin girls into the equation in a society where 
women were not valued and were not a threat to the dominance of 
the men of Sodom.”23 In essence, the daughters of Lot had no 
manly honour that could be useful in expressing the kind of 
domination that the men of Sodom revelled in. The manifestation 
of homosexuality in Sodom is essentially of a violent nature, 
whose intention, according to Ken Sehested;  

is not so much homosexual activity as it is rape. And the principle im-
pulse in rape – whether homosexual or heterosexual – is not about sex. 
It is about power. Male rape of other males was a common form of hu-
miliation and domination committed against defeated armies in the an-
cient world, as it is in modern prisons today.24 

The story of Sodom raises the issue of same-sex practices; how-
ever, these practices have to be understood within the broader 
context of inhospitality. There is nothing in the text that suggests 
the men of Sodom had any other understanding of same-sex prac-
tices besides the humiliation that it entails on the penetrated 
partner. This text therefore cannot be seen as an injunction on 
homosexuality per se, it condemns the violent manifestation of 

                                                      
21  George R. Edwards cited in: Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 

48. 
22  Cf. Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 48-9. 
23  Wold, Out of Order: Homosexuality in the Bible and the Ancient Near East, 85. 
24  Sehested „Biblical Fidelity and Sexual Orientation”, 54-5. 
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homosexuality for reasons most would condemn also heterosexu-
ality. Louis Crompton correctly argues that any “subsequent use 
of the Sodom legend for anti-homosexual rhetoric…is clearly wide 
of the mark.”25 There are however, clear misappropriations that 
try to expand the narrow meaning of the text to condemn all ma-
nifestations of homosexuality in Zimbabwe. This appears to be a 
clear case of the abuse of the Bible, when majority prejudices are 
taken for the Word of God. 

6.3  Exegeting Judges 19 
6.3.1  The Hebrew Text and its translation 

 Wrßb.[;Y:w: WTT Judg. 19:14 

 vm,V,êh; ‘~h,l' aboÜT'w: Wkle_YEw: 
 `!mI)y"n>bil rv<ïa] h['Þb.GIh; lc,aeî 

NRS Judg. 19:14 So they passed on and 
went their way; and the sun went down 
on them near Gibeah, which belongs to 
Benjamin. 

~v'ê WrsUåY"w: WTT Judg. 19:15 

 ‘bv,YE’w: aboªY"w: h['_b.GIB; !Wlål' aAbßl' 
 vya !yaeîw> ry[iêh' bAxår>Bi 

 `!Wl)l' ht'y>B:ßh; ~t'îAa-@SE)a;m. 

NRS Judg. 19:15 They turned aside there, 
to go in and spend the night at Gibeah. 
He went in and sat down in the open 
square of the city, but no one took them 
in to spend the night. 

 ŸhNEåhiw> WTT Judg. 19:16 

 WhfeÛ[]m;-!mI aB'ä !qeªz" vyaiä 
 ‘vyaih'w> br<[,êB' ‘hd<F'h;-!mi 

h['_b.GIB; rg"ß-aWhw> ~yIr:êp.a, rh:åme 
 `ynI)ymiy> ynEïB. ~AqßM'h yveîn>a;w> 

NRS Judg. 19:16 Then at evening there 
was an old man coming from his work in 
the field. The man was from the hill 
country of Ephraim, and he was residing 
in Gibeah. (The people of the place were 
Benjaminites.) 

 aF'äYIw: WTT Judg. 19:17 

x;rEÞaoh' vyaiîh'-ta ar.Y:±w: wyn"©y[e 
 vyaióh rm,aYO“w: ry[i_h' bxoår>Bi 

`aAb)T' !yIa:ïmeW %lEßte hn"a"ï !qE±Z"h; 

NRS Judg. 19:17 When the old man looked 
up and saw the wayfarer in the open 
square of the city, he said, "Where are 
you going and where do you come 
from?" 

                                                      
25  Louis Crompton, Homosexuality and Civilization, 2003, 37. 
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 rm,aYOæw: WTT Judg. 19:18 

 ~x,l,ä-tyBe(mi Wnx.n:÷a] ~yrI’b.[o wyl'ªae 
 è~yIr:p.a,-rh; yteäK.r>y:-d[; éhd"Why> 
 ~x,l tyBeî-d[;%le§aew" ykinOëa' ~V'ämi 
 ‘%leêhoynIåa hw"hy> tyBeÛ-ta,w> hd"_Why> 
 `ht'y>B")h; ytiÞAa @SEïa;m. vyaiê !yaeäw> 

NRS Judg. 19:18 He answered him, "We 
are passing from Bethlehem in Judah to 
the remote parts of the hill country of 
Ephraim, from which I come. I went to 
Bethlehem in Judah; and I am going to 
my home. Nobody has offered to take me 
in. 

 !b,T,Û-~g:w> WTT Judg. 19:19 

~g:w>û WnyrEêAmx]l; vyEå ‘aAPs.mi-~G: 
r[;N:ßl;w ^t,êm'a]l;(w ‘yli-vy< !yIy:Üw" ~x,l,ä 

 rAsàx.m !yaeî ^yd<_b'[]-~[i  
 `rb")D"-lK' 

NRS Judg. 19:19 We your servants have 
straw and fodder for our donkeys, with 
bread and wine for me and the woman 
and the young man along with us. We 
need nothing more." 

 rm,aYO“w: WTT Judg. 19:20 

qr:î %l'ê ~Alåv' ‘!qeZ"h; vyaiÛh' 
 bAxßr>B' qr:î yl'_[' ß̂r>Asx.m;-lK' 

 `!l:)T'-la 

NRS Judg. 19:20 The old man said, "Peace 
be to you. I will care for all your wants; 
only do not spend the night in the 
square." 

 Whaeäybiy>w: WTT Judg. 19:21 

 ~yrI+Amx]l; Îlb'Y"ßw:Ð ¿lABYIw:À Atêybel. 
 `WT)v.YIw: Wlßk.aYOw ~h,êyleg>r: ‘Wcx]r>YIw:) 

NRS Judg. 19:21 So he brought him into 
his house, and fed the donkeys; they 
washed their feet, and ate and drank. 

 éhM'he WTT Judg. 19:22 

 yve’n>a; •hNEhiw> è~B'li-ta ~ybiäyjiyme 
 ‘WBs;’n" l[;Y:©lib.-ynE)b yveän>a; ry[iøh' 
tl,D"_h;-l[; ~yqIßP.D:t.mi( tyIB;êh;-ta, 
 tyIB:Üh; l[;B;ä vyaih'û-la, Wrªm.aYOw: 
 vyai²h'-ta, aceªAh rmoêale ‘!qeZ"h; 
 `WN[,(d"nEw> ß̂t.yBe-la, aB'î-rv,a 

NRS Judg. 19:22 While they were enjoying 
themselves, the men of the city, a per-
verse lot, surrounded the house, and 
started pounding on the door. They said 
to the old man, the master of the house, 
"Bring out the man who came into your 
house, so that we may have intercourse 
with him." 
NIV Judg. 19:22 While they were enjoying 
themselves, some of the wicked men of 
the city surrounded the house. Pounding 
on the door, they shouted to the old man 
who owned the house, "Bring out the 
man who came to your house so we can 
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have sex with him." 
KJV Judg. 19:22 Now as they were making 
their hearts merry, behold, the men of 
the city, certain sons of Belial, beset the 
house round about, and beat at the door, 
and spake to the master of the house, the 
old man, saying, Bring forth the man 
that came into thine house, that we may 
know him. 

 aceäYEw: WTT Judg. 19:23 

 tyIB;êh; l[;B ‘vyaih' ~h,ªylea] 
W[rEäT'-la yx;Þa;-la; ~h,êlea] rm,aYOæw: 
 ‘hZ<h vyaiÛh' aB'ú-rv,a] yrEx]a;û an"+ 
 hl'îb'N>h;-ta, Wfß[]T;-la;( ytiêyBe-la; 

 `taZO*h 

NRS Judg. 19:23 And the man, the master 
of the house, went out to them and said 
to them, "No, my brothers, do not act so 
wickedly. Since this man is my guest, do 
not do this vile thing. 

 yTi’bi •hNEhi WTT Judg. 19:24 

 aN"Ü-ha'yci(Aa Whveªg>l;ypi(W hl'øWtB.h; 
 ~h,êl' Wfå[]w: ~t'êAa WNæ[;w> ‘~t'Aa 
 ‘hZ<h; vyaiÛl'w> ~k,_ynEy[eB. bAJßh; 

 `taZO*h hl'îb'N>h; rb:ßD> Wfê[]t; al{å 

NRS Judg. 19:24 Here are my virgin 
daughter and his concubine; let me bring 
them out now. Ravish them and do 
whatever you want to them; but against 
this man do not do such a vile thing." 

WbÜa'-al{)w> WTT Judg. 19:25 

 qzEÜx]Y:w: Alê [:(moåv.li ‘~yvin"a]h' 
~h,Þylea aceîYOw: Avêg>l;ypiäB. ‘vyaih' 

Hb'Û-WlL.[;t.YI)w Ht'Aaû W[åd>YEw: #Wx+h 
 rq,Boêh;-d[; ‘hl'y>L;’h;-lK' 

 ÎtAlï[]K;Ð ¿tAl[]B;À h'WxßL.v;y>w:): 
 `rx;V'(h; 

NRS Judg. 19:25 But the men would not 
listen to him. So the man seized his 
concubine, and put her out to them. 
They wantonly raped her, and abused her 
all through the night until the morning. 
And as the dawn began to break, they let 
her go. 
NJB Judg. 19:25 But the men would not 
listen to him. So the Levite took hold of 
his concubine and brought her out to 
them. They had intercourse with her and 
ill-treated her all night till morning; 
when dawn was breaking they let her go. 
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 aboïT'w: WTT Judg. 19:26 

 lPoúTiw: rq,Bo+h; tAnæp.li hV'Þaih' 
 h'yn<ïAda]-rv,a]vyai²h'-tyBe xt;P,ó 

 `rAa*h'-d[; ~V'Þ 

NRS Judg. 19:26 As morning appeared, the 
woman came and fell down at the door of 
the man's house where her master was, 
until it was light. 

 ~q'Y"“w: WTT Judg. 19:27 

tAtål.D: ‘xT;p.YIw: rq,BoªB; h'yn<÷doa] 
 AK=r>d:l. tk,l,äl' aceÞYEw: tyIB;êh; 
 tl,p,’nO Avªg>l;ypi( hV'äaih' hNEôhiw> 
 `@S:)h;-l[; h'yd<Þy"w> tyIB;êh; xt;P 

NRS Judg. 19:27 In the morning her mas-
ter got up, opened the doors of the 
house, and when he went out to go on 
his way, there was his concubine lying at 
the door of the house, with her hands on 
the threshold. 

 rm,aYOõw: WTT Judg. 19:28 

hn<+[o !yaeäw> hk'leÞnEw ymiWqï h'yl,²ae 
 vyaiêh' ~q'Y"åw rAmêx]h;-l[;( ‘h'x,’Q'YIw: 

 `Am*qom.li %l,YEßw:  

NRS Judg. 19:28 "Get up," he said to her, 
"we are going." But there was no answer. 
Then he put her on the donkey; and the 
man set out for his home. 

 aboåY"w: WTT Judg. 19:29 

‘tl,k,’a]M;h;(-ta xQ:ÜYIw: AtªyBe-la, 
 ‘h'x,’T.n:y>w:) Avêg>l;ypi(B. qzEåx]Y:w: 

 ~yxi_t'n> rf"ß[' ~ynEïv.li h'ym,êc'[]l; 
 `lae(r"f.yI lWbïG> lkoßB h'x,êL.v;y>w:) 

NRS Judg. 19:29 When he had entered his 
house, he took a knife, and grasping his 
concubine he cut her into twelve pieces, 
limb by limb, and sent her throughout all 
the territory of Israel. 

 hy"åh'w> WTT Judg. 19:30 

 ht'Ûy>h.nI-al ‘rm;a'w> ha,ªroh'-lk' 
 ~AYùmil. tazOëK' ‘ht'a]r>nI-al{)w> 

~yIr:êc.mi #r<a,äme ‘laer"f.yI-ynE)B. tAlÜ[] 
 h'yl,Þ[' ~k,îl'-Wmyfi( hZ<+h; ~AYæh; d[;Þ 

 p `WrBE)d:w Wc[uî 

NRS Judg. 19:30 Then he commanded the 
men whom he sent, saying, "Thus shall 
you say to all the Israelites, 'Has such a 
thing ever happened since the day that 
the Israelites came up from the land of 
Egypt until this day? Consider it, take 
counsel, and speak out.'" 

The observations on the translation of Judg. 19 are closely related 
to comments already raised on Gen. 19 and attention will also be 
directed to the use of the Hebrew word [d;y" which is also used in 
v.22 above. As argued above, translating this term as “wanting to 
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have sex” is contextually unsustainable. In the contemporary un-
derstanding, which is the basis of these translations, ‘having sex’ 
is associated with consent yet the literary context of the text clearly 
shows that the men of Gibeah did not intend to seek for consent 
but sought to forcefully sexually assault the visitor. To that extent, 
the text (v.22c) should be rendered "Bring out the man who came 
into your house, so that we may rape him." This is the clear inten-
tion of the men who had surrounded the house of the host. This 
kind of sexual behaviour is hardly what contemporary Zimbabwe-
ans would understand as ‘having sex’, therefore the translations 
create a fundamentally different socio-literary world in which all 
manifestations of homosexuality are condemnable.  

While the translations are questionable on the manner they have 
rendered clear cases of rape to some form of universal representa-
tion of homosexuality that it would appear that “rape” is impossi-
ble to explain the actions of these men, this same term is used in 
v.25 as a translation of the same Hebrew word [d;y". 
After refusing to allow his visitor to be raped, the visitor decided 
to buy his safety by giving them his concubine. Interestingly, the 
same translations that refuse to see the attempted homosexual 
gang-rape in v.22 now clearly see the same in the case of the 
woman. All the major translations widely read in Zimbabwe agree 
that what happened to the concubine is not “having sex” but rape. 
Even the NJB which translates the text as “they had intercourse 
with her”, still goes on to acknowledge that the woman was “ill-
treated all night”.  

The argument on the translation of [d;y" is that instead of translat-
ing it as “having sex” it should be translated as “rape” in certain 
contexts as is done in v.25 because it is associated with violence. 
In this understanding, same-sex is almost always associated with 
violence. It is apparent that the scenes created by these texts are 
violent in nature and would be better rendered as sexual assault, 
rape or sexual violation. These are not the scenes that represent 
most homosexual persons in the contemporary environment and 
maybe even in the ancient times. Translations therefore play a 
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much bigger role in determining the meanings of texts simply by 
deciding to use less precise words thereby generalizing or water-
ing down the intensity of the original situation. With our sug-
gested rendering of the translation of the term [d;y" in the cited 
contexts as “rape”, we will try to gaze into the world that is created 
by the text itself as a way of substantiating the suggested mean-
ing. 

6.3.2  The socio-literary world of the text 

It has to be noted that this story clearly shares a lot in common 
with the Sodom narrative. There are a number of common fea-
tures between these two narratives, features that any reader of the 
Bible can observe without difficulty, among them: the unfriendli-
ness of the city men toward visitors; the easy with which the 
guests are prepared to spend a night in the streets but there is a 
friendly man in the city who possibly is aware of the existence of 
these mobs in the town and therefore tries to protect the sojourn-
ers and shows them hospitality; the friendly host is not a native in 
the town; in the midst of merrymaking the house is surrounded 
by aggressive men from the city; the men demand that the guests 
come out because they want to rape them; the host is terrified by 
this demand and pleads with the men not to do it; women are 
offered as a substitute; the hostility of the people of the city and 
the hospitality of the man are juxtaposed.26  

Apparently these two narratives appear to have a similar literary 
structure and tend to share a number of details in terms of the 
plot. “Both narratives are preceded by an experience of special 
hospitality (Abraham hosting God and the two companions Gen. 
18:1-5; the father of the Levite’s concubine Judg. 19:3-10).”27 The 
two stories are agreed on the fundamental point of the manifesta-
tion of homosexuality in their created world, that is, the abomina-
tion of homosexual rape. This, within the socio-literary world of 

                                                      
26  Cf. Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 50. 
27  Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 50. 
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the text is so evil that in an attempt to stop this from happening 
women were instead offered to be “raped” for the sake of the 
manly honour of the intended victims of homosexual rape. The 
main difference between the two narratives is that in Judg. 19, a 
heterosexual gang-rape actually takes place and with fatal conse-
quences (v.25-29). Nothing is said by Pashapa about this dimen-
sion of the text even though he cites it explicitly in the debate. Is it 
not shocking that “no later interpreter of the story has condemned 
heterosexual behaviour because of this text in the manner the 
Sodom story has been used?”28 

This text creates a world in which the world is divided as in the 
Sodom story between good guys and bad guys. In verses 11 and 
12, the wayfarer assumes that Israel represents the good guys 
while non-Israelites represent the bad guys hence his refusal to 
stop in “the town of the Jebusites” (v.11) in favour of one of Is-
rael’s towns and Gibeah was one such town. The text disproves 
the preconceived prejudices against non-Israelites when it turns 
out that the Israelites are the ones hostile to wayfarers even one of 
their own. While, the dichotomy in Gen. 19 has followed the writ-
ten script, Judg. 19 does not; instead, it reverses the script. In both 
worlds however, women remain essentially at the mercy of men 
hence the text expresses moral indifference to the idea of sacrific-
ing women to save men. It is a world of long ago and very differ-
ent from the contemporary Zimbabwean world. 

Unlike the Sodom narrative, this narrative continues to detail how 
the tribes of Israel responded to the gang-rape and murder of the 
Levite’s concubine. This was a wickedness of unseen proportions 
such that the other tribes with the blessing of Yahweh annihilated 
the inhabitants of Gibeah (Judg. 20:48). The actions of the Israel-
ite tribes were instigated not by the attempted homosexual gang-
rape of the Levite but by the murderous heterosexual gang-rape of 
the Levite’s concubine. Does this entail heterosexuality is unac-
ceptable or some manifestations of heterosexuality are unaccept-

                                                      
28  Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 51. 
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able? The politics of procreation appear to have won the day, as 
heterosexual excesses are understated while same-sex practices 
are over-elaborated. The issue is that Sodom was destroyed be-
cause of a multiplicity of deeds that revelled in humiliating fellow 
human beings, one of which was homosexual assault while 
Gibeah was annihilated because its inhabitants had fatally hetero-
sexually gang-raped the Levite’s concubine. 

6.3.3  Understanding the Judges text 

Apparently exegetical analyses of the story of Judg. 19 as that of 
Gen. 19 do not in any way sustain the view that the intention of 
these narratives was to condemn all same-sex manifestations. 
Instead, those same-sex manifestations bent on humiliating other 
men, establishing supremacy and dominance on guests violently 
are what the stories condemn. The effect of acknowledging the 
heterosexual rape of the woman (v.25), while rejecting the clear 
case of attempted homosexual rape (v.22) is that heterosexuality 
escapes a general condemnation while homosexuality and all its 
manifestations are put under a general condemnation. Despite 
the fatal consequences of heterosexual rape as happened in the 
story of Gibeah (Judg. 19:25-29), it is homosexuality that is con-
demned.  

The association of homosexuality with violence and the desire to 
humiliate as a way of expressing social supremacy is at the centre 
of the two narratives of Gen. 19 and Judg. 19. To suggest that 
these stories condemn all manifestations of homosexuality is 
clearly not within the visions of the text and this has been aided by 
translations that have chosen words that fail to capture the con-
demned actions. These texts clearly respond to an understanding 
of homosexuality as an instrument of expressing supremacy as is 
normally the case with defeated enemies at war even in contem-
porary situations. This, however, does not capture the totality of 
the manifestations of homosexuality in contemporary Zimbabwe, 
where some stable relationships are based on mutual benefits and 
individual consent without the intention of establishing social 
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precedence over the other. Such relationships clearly do not fall 
into the ambit of these texts and any such calls appear to be based 
on the re-creation of a world that is foreign to the text.  

6.4  Exegeting Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 
Leviticus (18:22 and 20:13) has been used extensively in the Zim-
babwean debate to show that the law of God is against homosexu-
ality in all its forms. It has been argued that God abhors homo-
sexuality such that, the law of God even prescribes the death pen-
alty on those guilty of such an ‘abomination’. This section seeks to 
understand what these laws proscribed in ancient Israel. Unlike 
the Sodom narrative which is essentially folklore, Leviticus con-
tains laws. While folklore can be based on a distant past that can-
not be reconstructed, laws as those in Leviticus are ideological and 
clearly socio-historically conditioned. While in the debate, empha-
sis has been on the Bible as Law book, especially with reference to 
Pentateuchal laws, the same view is not entirely shared by Paul 
whose position on the relevance of the same laws appears to vacil-
late. 

6.4.1  The Hebrew Texts and their translations 

 rk'êz"-ta,’w> WTT Lev. 18:22 

 hV'_ai ybeäK.v.mi bK;Þv.ti al{ ï 
 `awhi( hb'Þ[eAT 

NRS Lev. 18:22 You shall not lie with a male 
as with a woman; it is an abomination. 
KJV Lev. 18:22 Thou shalt not lie with man-
kind, as with womankind: it is abomina-
tion. 
NLT Lev. 18:22 "Do not practice homosexual-
ity, having sex with another man as with a 
woman. It is a detestable sin. 
NIV Lev. 18:22 "'Do not lie with a man as 
one lies with a woman; that is detestable. 
TNK Lev. 18:22 Do not lie with a male as one 
lies with a woman; it is an abhorrence. 

 vyaiªw> WTT Lev. 20:13 NRS Lev. 20:13 If a man lies with a male as 
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 ybeäK.v.mi ‘rk'z"-ta bK;Ûv.yI rv,’a] 
 ~h,_ynEv Wfß[' hb'î[eAT hV'êai 
 `~B'( ~h,îymeD> Wtm'ÞWy tAmï 

with a woman, both of them have commit-
ted an abomination; they shall be put to 
death; their blood is upon them. 

KJV Lev. 20:13 If a man also lie with man-
kind, as he lieth with a woman, both of 
them have committed an abomination: they 
shall surely be put to death; their blood 
shall be upon them. 

NLT Lev. 20:13 "If a man practices homo-
sexuality, having sex with another man as 
with a woman, both men have committed a 
detestable act. They must both be put to 
death, for they are guilty of a capital of-
fense. 
NIV Lev. 20:13 "'If a man lies with a man as 
one lies with a woman, both of them have 
done what is detestable. They must be put 
to death; their blood will be on their own 
heads. 
TNK Lev. 20:13 If a man lies with a male as 
one lies with a woman, the two of them 
have done an abhorrent thing; they shall be 
put to death -- their bloodguilt is upon 
them. 

These two laws are at the centre of the condemnation of homo-
sexuality in Zimbabwe and these have the privilege of being re-
garded as laws of God. Various translations have been provided 
for above mainly focusing on those translations that are widely 
used among Zimbabweans. Coming back to the two laws cited 
above, same-sex practice is labelled hb'Þ[eAT (to‘eba) while in v.23 
bestiality is labelled lb,T,î (tebel) meaning abomination and perver-
sion respectively. Budd writes that “the word lb,T,î used in 18:23; 
20:12 denotes ‘confusion’, the mixing of distinct entities and the 
dislocation of a particular sense of order. Homosexual acts are 
described as hb'Þ[eAT in 18:22; 20:13 meaning ‘hateful thing’, ‘de-
testable’ or ‘disgusting’.”29  

                                                      
29  Budd, Leviticus, 294. 



 282 

hb'Þ[eAT is used in various other situations that can illuminate its 
meaning, for example, in Gen. 43:32 it is abominable for Egyp-
tians to eat with the Hebrews, also in Deut. 14:3 eating meat from 
unclean animals is equally labelled an abomination, finally also in 
Deut. 32:16 it is equated with foreign gods. John H. Hayes argues 
that “the idea that certain things and acts are abominations is 
based on a world view in which sharp distinctions are drawn be-
tween the normal and acceptable and the abnormal and unaccept-
able. The latter are abominations.”30 hb'Þ[eAT should therefore be 
seen as having its primary significance in a cultic setting where 
actions can make individuals impure without addressing the 
question of whether such individuals are guilty. This does not at 
all mean it cannot be used outside cultic circles as shall be dem-
onstrated below. 

From the above illustrations, it is apparent that the Hebrew hb'Þ[eAT 
is a general term with strongly negative connotations, it denotes a 
transgression of a “divinely sanctioned” boundary. Often used in 
connection with different, usually not fully defined customs of a 
mostly cultic nature affiliated with worship of foreign gods.31 It is 
in this context that same-sex practices are described as hb'Þ[eAT be-
cause they transgress gender boundaries and also because they 
were associated with the worship of foreign gods.32 The respect 
for gender boundaries was not simply a way of keeping women 
under the authority of men but in ancient Israel, it was also an 
attempt to maintain cultic purity and cultic purity essentially 
came down to daily living among the Israelites. Abomination 
should be understood as primarily denoting such actions that 
could make the individual actor and even the entire community 

                                                      
30  John H. Hayes “Abomination” in: William H. Gentz et al (eds), The Diction-

ary of Bible and Religion, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986, 15. 
31  Cf. Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 39. 
32  Paul Germond “Heterosexism, homosexuality and the Bible” in: Germond & 

de Gruchy (eds), Aliens in the Household of God: Homosexuality and Christian 
Faith in South Africa, 1997, 219. See also, Norman H. Snaith (ed), Leviticus 
and Numbers, London: Thomas Nelson & Sons Ltd, 1967, 126. 
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impure. It certainly has little to do with the ‘confusion’ apparent 
in bestiality as the Zimbabwean debate has implied. 

The argument that hb'Þ[eAT refers to the potential of some actions to 
make the community impure, is further boosted by the use of a 
phrase that explains why male-male sexual intercourse is an 
abomination. Lev. 18:22 explains male-male sexual intercourse as 
the hV'_ai ybeäK.v.mi “lyings of a woman”. The law assumes that there 
are certain ‘lyings’ that are only fitting for women, which ‘lyings’ 
if done by men on other men become detestable. Secondly, the 
law assumes that one’s gender determines whether one is to be 
the one who ‘lies with’ in an active sense or ‘acted on’ in a passive 
sense. To that extent, this study agrees with Rabbi Steven Green-
berg when he writes; 

By describing male-male sexual intercourse as the ‘lyings of a woman’, 
the verse sharpens the sense of gender substitution. A male subject 
must not do to another male an act ordinarily done to a female […] the 
verse prohibits one, and only one, sexual practice between men, namely, 
anal intercourse, and speaks specifically to the active partner.33  

For a man to be penetrated is therefore disgusting, shameful and 
defiling within the parameters of ancient Israelite understanding 
of same-sex practices. While for other cultures the condemnation 
would have been on the one taking the woman’s role, that is, be-
ing penetrated, Lev. 18:22 condemns the penetrating partner. 
Clearly, there is no condemnation of the one penetrated in this 
verse and there is no condemnation of female same-sex sexual 
practices in this verse either. 

This raises one question pertaining to Lev. 20:13, if Lev. 18:22 is 
only addressed to the penetrating partner, why should the pene-
trated partner also die? This is a fundamental question which 
brings us back to hb'Þ[eAT and its relationship to concepts of cultic 
purity. While, it will be argued below that these laws presuppose 
the condemnations in Deuteronomy, for now it should be noted 
that the penetrated partner also posed a threat to cultic purity 
within the community. The death penalty is in this case not nec-

                                                      
33  Greenberg, Wrestling with God and Men, 80-1. 
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essarily to be understood as punishment for crimes committed 
rather it should be understood as a measure to prevent the con-
tamination of the whole community with this impurity. It is the 
same case with the animal used in cases of bestiality (Lev. 20:15). 
It is clear that the animal would not have ‘consented’ yet it too 
must be killed because it has become ‘impure’ much the same 
way the passive partner in male-male sexual intercourse has be-
come ‘impure’. This impurity has nothing to do with guilty or 
innocent; it has everything to do with ‘purity’ and ‘impurity’. 

6.4.2  The socio-literary world of the laws 

Part of the problem at the centre of the Zimbabwean uses of the 
Bible is the attempt by many to disenfranchise the laws on homo-
sexuality from their context. Attempts have been made to identify 
these as laws that directly proceeded from God without relation to 
the context of the ancient Israelites. As argued above, the texts of 
the Bible create their own world and the search for their meaning 
involves passing through this world to the socio-historical world 
that lies behind them. The laws in Leviticus are not an exception 
to this observation. In arriving at this socio-literary world of the 
laws, other biblical texts are to be invoked, especially injunctions 
in the book of Deuteronomy which are presupposed in these laws.  

The two verses under the spotlight in this section fall into the 
section of the book of Leviticus called the Holiness Code centred 
on the credo that: “You shall be holy, because I, the Lord your 
God, am Holy” (Lev. 19:2; 20:7). The project in the book of Leviti-
cus is an attempt at establishing a community that is separated 
from other communities. A distinct identity for the Israelites as a 
people that serve a distinct God from other gods defines the es-
sence of Leviticus. To achieve this separateness, the people of 
Israel are to observe a myriad of laws that mark them as different 
from the rest while also maintaining their cultic purity. In this 
project, no exceptions are tolerable and difference is the criteria 
for exclusion from the community of the select. Agricultural laws, 
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proper family relations’ laws and many other regulations are 
given to guide in the daily life of the projected community. 

In this socio-literary world, homosexuality was a result of idolatry 
and therefore unacceptable for a community trying hard to sepa-
rate itself from other peoples and their gods, generally signified 
by its association with the Canaanites.34 This understanding as-
sumes that same-sex practices were prevalent among the other 
peoples and is equally confirmed in the text (Lev. 18:3). The con-
nection between same-sex practices and idolatry appear to be testi-
fied to in some texts within the Hebrew Bible. This connection 
between same-sex activities and idolatry appears to be the most 
valid reason for the linking up of Lev. 18:22 with the previous 
verse (v.21). In this verse;  

it is significant that the reference to the children and the Molech cult 
occurs in the middle of a series of prohibitions of illegal sexual inter-
course […] the probability is that the children were given to authorities at 
the shrine to be trained as temple prostitutes, male and female (Lev. 
20:4,5; cf. Deut. 18:10; IIKgs. 23:10; Jer. 32:35; Isa. 57:9).35  

A closer look at the reference to the cult of Molech in the Bible 
appears to disconfirm the idea that children were being sacrificed 
rather the children were being dedicated because in the above 
cited texts, there is mention of children being made to pass 
through the fire and being dedicated to Molech. 

NRS Deut. 18:10 No one shall be found among you who makes a son or 
daughter pass through fire, or who practices divination, or is a sooth-
sayer, or an augur, or a sorcerer, 

It appears that the children were being made to pass through the 
fire in the process moving away from their parents and towards 
cultic personnel. The latter would have been responsible for the 
training of these children to become cultic functionaries and pos-
sibly their services included sexually servicing clients of the cult. 
This would explain why the writers of the Holiness Code saw a 
                                                      
34  Cf. Walter C. Kaiser, Jr. „The Book of Leviticus: Introduction, Commentary 

and Reflections“ in: Leander E. Keck et al (eds), The New Interpreter’s Bible, 
volume I, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1994, 1127. 

35  Snaith (ed), Leviticus and Numbers, 125.  
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connection between illicit sexual practices and the cult of Molech. 
A connection between homoeroticism and ‘cultic prostitution’ has 
been found in the following Deuteronomic prohibitions: ‘None of 
the daughters of Israel shall be a temple prostitute; none of the 
sons of Israel shall be a temple prostitute’ (Deut. 23:17).36 As in-
timated above, these prohibitions must not be looked at as mere 
predictions but rather as reactionary prescriptions in the socio-
literary world of the laws. 

It is also interesting that in Deut. 23:18(19) there is reference to 
the payment of both female and male prostitutes. Levine writes 
that “the phrase wl,k, rhim. ‘the pay of a dog’ mentioned in Deut. 
23:18-9, refers to the wages of a male prostitute, who usually ser-
viced men, not women, in ancient societies.”37 Below are two 
translations of the said text;  

NAS Deut. 23:18 "You shall not bring the hire of a harlot or the wages of a 
dog into the house of the LORD your God for any votive offering, for 
both of these are an abomination to the LORD your God. 
NRS Deut. 23:18 You shall not bring the fee of a prostitute or the wages of 
a male prostitute into the house of the LORD your God in payment for 
any vow, for both of these are abhorrent to the LORD your God. 

As Nissinen observes “the payment of the vdEîq ' is called ‘dogs-
money’, suggesting that they were derisively called dogs.”38 It 
would appear that the vdEîq ' was a man who would have adopted an 
unusual gender as he was dedicated to a god. In that context, he 
assumed the woman’s gender and role in sexual intercourse and 
was paid for his services. The existence of this dedicated passive 
partner would therefore imply that Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 build on 
the Deuteronomic prohibitions. Since Deuteronomy does not 
condemn the men who used the services of the ~yvideq . (qedeshim) 
it is logical that Lev. 18:22 only targets such men, while Lev. 20:13 
passes sentence to both the active and passive partners. 

                                                      
36  Cf. Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 40. 
37  Baruch A. Levine, Leviticus: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS 

translation and Commentary, Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 
1989, 123. 

38  Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 41. 
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In the socio-literary world of the laws of Leviticus, male same-sex 
practices are condemned because they endanger the purity of not 
only the individuals but of the whole community. This impurity is 
not related to whether such practices are consensual or not, they 
inherently bring impurity upon the community. In such a world, 
“The Holiness Code constitutes a major statement of law: It is, in 
effect, a priestly pronouncement of God’s will, defining what the 
God of Israel requires of His people.”39 Holiness, as such was not 
only demanded of priests but of all members of the community 
hence there are general regulations for priest and lay, such as 
regulations pertaining to sexual relations and some regulations 
are specific to priests. In this world, the laws are not meant to 
protect the interests of some elites but the entire relationship be-
tween Israel and their God. 

The central call to holiness is predicated on the separation of Isra-
elites from all other peoples. “Israel is to be set apart from all 
other peoples, just as its God is set apart from all other beings 
(20:24,26); and that this holiness is maintained by the strict obser-
vance of the divine laws which ensure purity and cleanness.”40 

Hence the basic ideology of the Holiness Code centres on cultic 
purity, guaranteed by separation from other nations.41 Finally, “to 
be Jewish was, and is, to be different. This is the root meaning of 
purity or, in biblical language, holiness – to be set apart for God’s 
purposes.”42 This understanding would explain the perception in 
these laws that the Israelites must not do things as they are done 
by the Egyptians or the Canaanites. Whether indeed the Canaan-
ites and Egyptians did all the evil things they are accused of is not 
central to this propaganda onslaught. In this world, the demand 
for purity is presented as beginning with Moses and the separa-
tion of the Israelites as beginning with Abraham when he is asked 

                                                      
39  Levine, Leviticus, xiv. 
40  J. R. Porter, Leviticus, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976, 134. 
41  Cf. Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 42. 
42  Michael J. Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord: A Theological Introduction to 

Paul & His Letters, Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Com-
pany, 2004, 19. 
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to move away from his kith and kin (Gen. 12:1ff). The projection 
of traditions into the distant past is frequently used for propa-
ganda purposes and not to establish historical facts. 

What is apparent is that laws create the ideal world that each 
community aspires for. This attempt at creating a perfect world is 
socio-historically conditioned. Laws are best understood therefore 
as responding to some events considered by some to be detrimen-
tal to community well-being by proscribing such events and prac-
tices. To understand laws, one has to gaze into the past behind 
such laws. 

6.4.3  The socio-historical world of the laws 

To understand something about the socio-historical world of 
these laws, it is first important to establish when these laws were 
incorporated into the main text in which it comes to us in the 
Bible. In doing this, it is not suggested that its incorporation into 
the main text is the same as its composition. The group that in-
corporated these laws into the body of laws had to respond to va-
rious existential challenges of their time. By understanding this 
socio-historical environment, it is possible to establish what chal-
lenges led to the need for these laws and contrary to the majority 
view that these laws are timeless, their socio-historical context can 
shed light on the nature of challenges they were meant to answer.  

While there is no unanimity as to whether these laws are pre-
exilic, exilic or post-exilic in origin in scholarly circles, this study 
takes the argument that they should be understood as post-exilic. 
The existence of two contending arguments against understand-
ing these laws as post-exilic is acknowledged yet the post-exilic 
date appears justifiable in this study. The first such argument can 
be detected from the argument of Jacob Milgrom who writes that 
“the Holiness Code is pre-exilic because [in it] there is no ban on 
intermarriage – neither opposition nor prohibition. This absence 
would be inconceivable in post-exilic times, when a national purge 
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of intermarriages was initiated (Ezra 9-10).”43 This argument gives 
little weight to the fact that the purge in Ezra was due to the exis-
tence of such marriages which had continued to be contracted. 
Intermarriages had always been part of ancient Israel and even in 
the post-exilic era, such marriages continued and not many 
sources frowned upon them.  

The other argument is represented by John Van Seters who ar-
gues that the Holiness Code in which these laws are found 

belongs to the exilic period and has close affinities with the language 
and perspective of the prophet Ezekiel, a priest and leader of the Jewish 
community in exile in Babylon […] Chapter 26 gives a vivid portrayal of 
the disaster of the Babylonian invasion and destruction of Judah and Je-
rusalem and the plight of the exiles.44  

From the analysis of the socio-literary world, it is clear that central 
to the text is the creation of a community that is “set apart” for a 
“holy” God; to be “set apart” for this community means to “be 
holy” and “complete”. The life situation of the post-exilic Judean 
community is the basis upon which these laws must be under-
stood. At that time, a hierocracy, or a government by priests, ad-
ministered Jerusalem and Judea under Persian imperial domina-
tion.45 Central to this extensive priestly project was the need to 
meet the challenge posed by the trauma of the exile and to provide 
a structure for the community trying to rebuild itself in Palestine 
in the years following the catastrophe.46 The injunctions against 
homosexuality, like all other laws in the priestly code are therefore 
responding to these existential challenges. This is substantiated 
by the fact that at most 10% of the Judean population were de-
ported into exile hence the idea of a collective exile and a collective 
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return is merely a construction for the purposes of establishing an 
identity.47 

To understand the laws on homosexuality in the post-exilic com-
munity it is instructive to listen to Gottwald who argues that once 
the post-exilic period is taken for the “final collection and ordering 
of the priestly writings”, which is the position taken in this study, 
then the central themes are “the promise of children and land”.48 

In the most of general ways of understanding these texts, it is 
suggested that the Jewish49 community opposed whatever went 
against these two critical needs of the entire community. This is 
one of the socio-historical realities behind the understanding of 
same-sex practices in the post-exilic Jewish community. Particu-
larly important in this post-exilic community and also in the post-
exilic “Priestly program, it is apparent that woman’s true function 
is procreation. Whether P emerged in the land of exile or after the 
return – the latter being the more likely view – the offensive at 
establishing the community’s foothold in the promised land could 
not move forward without children (Gen.17:19, 27 cf. Lev.18:9-
15).”50 The understanding of the laws against same-sex practices 
should therefore be understood within this context.  

Zimbabweans do appreciate that enactment of laws can best be 
appreciated within the socio-historical context that would have 
produced such laws. A number of laws were enacted to deal with 
forces thought of as anti-ruling party and government prior to the 
formation of the government of national unity in February 2009. 
This appreciation of context leads this study to agree with Mary 
Douglas that the laws of Leviticus are neither “meaningless, arbi-
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trary nor allegories” as many scholars have sought to argue.51 In-
stead, these laws like many other laws from different communi-
ties are socially conditioned and they can best be understood with 
their context. Israelite laws are no exceptions to the social condi-
tionedness of laws observed above hence this study agrees with 
the observation of Cheryl B. Anderson that;  

Laws are normally considered solely in relationship to a society’s civil 
and criminal procedures. However, in contemporary legal theory, laws 
can be thought of as ‘discourses’ which are defined as ‘linguistic fram-
ings or stylized appeals to parts of ideologies’. Consequently, an analysis 
of a law can reveal its underlying ideologies, where the term ‘ideology’ 
refers to the ‘socially produced assumptions’ that operate in an intellec-
tual system.52  

Put simply, laws are not produced in a social vacuum and for that 
reason, it is critical to understand laws within the socio-historical 
milieu that produced them. Israelite laws such as the two under 
focus in this section cannot simply be transplanted into contem-
porary discussions without a clear understanding of the ideologi-
cal biases that are inherent within them as socially produced laws. 
Pleins correctly observes that “when Max Weber looked at the 
Bible’s law codes, he sought to understand the social relationships 
and economic conditions that such laws presuppose.”53 The need 
to do this is clearly articulated by Philip J. Budd when he writes; 
“many such [laws] make good sense as an interpretation of ex-
perience, rather than as disembodied prediction.”54 This study 
argues that the laws on homosexuality are specific to some same-
sex practices known to the post-exilic Jewish community and 
therefore cannot be adopted wholesale for the contemporary de-

                                                      
51  Cf. Mary Douglas „The Abominations of Leviticus” in: Charles E. Carter & 

Carol L. Meyers (eds), Community, Identity and Ideology: Social Science Ap-
proaches to the Hebrew Bible, Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1996, 121. 

52  Cheryl B. Anderson, Women, Ideology and Violence: Critical Theory and the 
Construction of Gender in the Book of the Covenant and the Deuteronomic Law, 
London: T & T Clark International, 2004, 3. 

53  Pleins, The Social Visions of the Hebrew Bible, 9. 
54  Philip J. Budd, Leviticus: New Century Bible Commentary, Grand Rapids: 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996, 6. 



 292 

bates. Further, same-sex practices were understood within the 
parameters of what the ancient Israelites and Jews understood as 
beneficial to their own community, especially the need to increase 
numerically and to take possession of the land. 

That most of the Levitical laws are closely connected to Jewish 
ideas appear vindicated in the manner in which Christians have 
tended to sideline most of these laws except a few, especially those 
on homosexuality. Besides the manner in which Christians tend 
to sideline these laws, Steven Greenberg, a Jewish Rabbi writes; 
“the book of Leviticus contains the largest collection of core Jew-
ish ideas and more laws than any other book of the Torah.”55 To 
think that only homosexuality laws among all these laws are the 
only ones that are “trans-cultural” is beyond any logical imagina-
tion. In using the Bible, it is important to realize the implications 
of Baruch A. Levine’s assertion that “the Hebrew Bible expresses 
the central concerns of the minds and hearts of an ancient peo-
ple.”56 For some to contend that these laws are still normative 
today like those on incest, affinal relations, and adultery57 reflects 
a failure to acknowledge the fact that these laws are understood in 
fundamentally different ways between the Shona and ancient 
Israelites. Among the former, a stepson can marry a stepmother 
upon the death of the father, and a man can marry two sisters 
also. The contemporary Zimbabwean debate has avoided facing 
these realities in their interaction with the Bible and contributors 
have sought to invoke ancient minds to deal with issues that they 
should be dealing with themselves. 

In this post-exilic Jewish community practices believed to have 
caused the exile are largely frowned upon and are understood as 
defiling, that is, they leave the individual and community impure 
hence increasing the possibility of another exile. The idea of col-
lective exile in this case is merely a construction around which the 
returnees sought to reoccupy positions of authority at the expense 
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of the majority who had remained in Judah. During this time 
“defilement is never an isolated event. It cannot occur except in 
view of a systematic ordering of ideas.”58 In this community, fail-
ure to maintain the physical demands of holiness were under-
stood as causes of the exile hence for the sake of the entire com-
munity, even individuals who have been abused into impurity 
must be sacrificed. To that extent this study follows Douglas in 
arguing that “holiness requires that individuals shall conform to 
the class to which they belong. And holiness requires that differ-
ent classes of things shall not be confused.”59 This is the context 
in which same-sex practices as “gender confusion” arose. The 
association of homosexuality with idolatry may as well be seen as 
yet another case of propaganda in that it would have exaggerated 
the culpability of individuals.  

The importance of gender boundaries in ancient communities, 
especially in ancient Israel is captured in the words of Irmtraud 
Fischer when arguing that there is a trend in the Bible which at-
taches great importance to the impermeability of gender bounda-
ries and thus the inalterable characters of genders and the inalter-
able assignment of gender roles.60 In this line of thinking, the 
ultimate humiliation a man can suffer is to be turned into a 
woman. There can be no other way of understanding or rational-
izing such a humiliating experience. “The formulation of Leviti-
cus 18:22 exhibits […] the division of masculine (active) and femi-
nine (passive) roles […] the penetrated partner lost his manly hon-
our, gender boundaries were transgressed.”61 In that regard, these 
laws were given as general laws for their time because the socio-
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historical environment had no other way of explaining same-sex 
practices except as a violation of divinely ordained gender boun-
daries. Such violation was not only understood as a threat to the 
possession of the land, even worse it could result in population 
regression at a time when procreation was seen as the only way to 
sustain the long term survival of the community. 

6.4.4  Understanding the Leviticus laws on same-sex practices 

While the larger portions of the book of Leviticus focus on Priestly 
regulations, “the regulations of chapters 18 were meant to govern 
the conduct of the entire people (v.2).”62 By this it is implied that 
these regulations were general within their original context. Le-
vine correctly observes that “chapter 18 laws are formulated apo-
dictically, they are imperatives hence they specify no penalty for 
offences while chapter 20 is formulated casuistically, they are 
conditional and provide specific penalties for each offense.”63 

There is a clear difference between these two laws, on the one 
hand apodictic laws brood no transgression. Casuistic laws, on the 
other hand, appreciate the potential of human beings to trans-
gress laws hence they provide penalties to cater for circumstances 
when such laws are broken. 

 Again, this makes sense in the post-exilic environment where the 
exile was already being blamed on failure to abide by the laws to 
establish and maintain holiness in the community. “What is 
common between chapters 18 and 20 is the connection between 
pagan worship and sexual degeneracy – both are regarded as the 
causes of exile.”64 In this context, the problem at the centre of the 
Holiness Code prohibitions appears to be two-fold: First, gender 
distinctions are considered critical in establishing a distinct Israel-
ite identity. In this environment, men are penetrators while 
women are to be penetrated. For men to take the role of women is 
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to mix and confuse gender identities hence same-sex practices are 
described as shameful and disgusting. This would also explain 
why Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 do not mention female same-sex prac-
tices because women could not penetrate each other.  

From this analysis it appears that the regulations of Leviticus un-
derstand same-sex practices as a transgression of gender roles. 
Gender roles are understood in this context as divinely ordained 
and not socially constructed. In this supposedly divine scheme, 
men are supposed to act on women while women are to be sexu-
ally acted upon. The Medieval Spanish Commentator, Abraham 
Ibn Ezra commenting on Lev. 18:22 writes; “since the male was 
created to act and the female to be acted on, the verse reminds us 
not to overturn the word of God.”65 Since women had no manly 
honour to lose and since they could only be acted upon by men, 
the Levitical regulations could not have addressed female same-
sex activities, they were simply inconceivable in the context of the 
Holiness Code. This explicit endorsement of heterosexuality 
should be understood as the natural response to the need to fulfil 
the “promise of children”, since the widely acknowledged 
women’s role was in the producing of children for the commu-
nity. Sexual intercourse clearly had no other positive significance 
except procreation. 

Secondly, this emphasis on gender difference and the subsequent 
justification of gender difference as divinely ordained led to the 
understanding of same-sex practices as defiling and humiliating. 
To achieve the necessary effect in the community, it is insinuated 
that same-sex practices are practiced by those “serving foreign 
gods” hence endangering the future security of the Jewish com-
munity considering that their God does not tolerate being a God 
among others. Clearly, Jewish women were not equal to their 
male counterparts in this community and as argued throughout 
this section for a man to be “reduced” to a woman was humiliat-
ing. While other ANE communities did protect the victims of 
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“homosexual rape”, these laws did not discriminate between “as-
sailants” and “victims” because they did not seek to punish the 
“guilty” but sought to eradicate “impurity” from their community 
“the effect of impurity…was dangerous to the entire society.”66 As 
shall be demonstrated below, the ANE communities were com-
monly exposed to a violent manifestation of same-sex practices 
through which some sought to express their supremacy through 
homosexual rape.  

6.5  Homosexuality in the Ancient Near East (ANE) 
Two assumptions observed in the laws in Leviticus are that: same-
sex practices were prevalent among the other peoples of the ANE, 
especially the Canaanites; and that same-sex practices are a viola-
tion of gender boundaries. This understanding of same-sex prac-
tices in the post-exilic Israelite community can be substantiated by 
looking at some Ancient Near Eastern Texts (ANET). Further, the 
centrality of humiliation in the Gen. 19 and Judg. 19 stories is 
also substantiated by looking at these texts. It is argued that un-
derstood within the larger context of the ANE, the Old Testament 
texts on same-sex practices are reactive and not proactive as some 
contemporary Zimbabweans have suggested in the debate. In an 
attempt to provide further information that can illuminate the 
meaning of these laws, this section will highlight the contest be-
tween Horus and Seth (Egypt), the Middle Assyrian law on same-
sex practices, and the connection between same-sex practices and 
worship of some gods in Canaan.  

6.5.1  Seth and Horus, homosexuality and humiliation 

The argument that the manifestation of homosexuality in Sodom 
and Gibeah in Genesis and Judges respectively should be under-
stood as ‘attempted homosexual rape’ bent on humiliating the 
victims is indeed an understanding that was shared by other an-
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cient communities, among them, the ancient Egyptians. This is 
clearly attested to in the legend on the contest for power between 
Seth and Horus, which “dates from the age of Ramses V and 
comes from Thebes.”67 It should be appreciated that the legend is 
concerned with the contest between the two protagonists and in 
the process of the contest; some manifestation of same-sex prac-
tices is explicitly alluded to. Below, I cite at length part of the leg-
end of Seth and Horus; 

[11,1] Seth said to Horus, “come, let us have a feast day at my house”. 
And Horus said to him: “I will, I will.” Now when evening had come, a 
bed was prepared for them, and they lay down together. At night, Seth 
let his member become stiff and he inserted it between the thighs of 
Horus. And Horus placed his hands between his thighs and caught the 
semen of Seth. Then Horus went to tell his mother Isis: “Come, Isis my 
mother, come and see what Seth did to me.” He opened his hand and 
let her see the semen of Seth. She cried out aloud, took her knife, cut off 
his hand and threw it in the water. Then she made a new hand for him. 
And she took a dab of sweet ointment and put it on the member of Ho-
rus. She made it become stiff, placed it over a pot, and he let his semen 
drop into it. In the morning Isis went with the semen of Horus to the 
garden of Seth and said to the gardener of Seth: “What plants does Seth 
eat here with you?” The gardener said to her: “The only plant Seth eats 
here with me is lettuce.” Then Isis placed the semen of Horus on them. 
Seth came according to his daily custom and ate the lettuces which he 
usually ate. Thereupon he became pregnant with the semen of Horus.  
Then Seth went and said to (12,1) Horus: “Come, let us go, that I may 
contend with you in the court.” And Horus said to him: “I will, I will.” 
So they went to the court together. They stood before the great Ennead 
[name of the court of the gods], and they were told: “Speak!” Then Seth 
said: “Let the office of ruler be given to me, for as regards Horus who 
stands here, I have done a man’s deed to him.” Then the Ennead cried 
out aloud, and they spat out before Horus. And Horus laughed at them; 
and Horus took an oath by the god, saying: “What Seth has said is false. 
Let the semen of Seth be called, and let us see from where it will an-
swer.” Thoth, lord of writing, true scribe of the Ennead, laid his hand on 
the arm of Horus and said: “Come out, semen of Seth!” And it an-
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swered him from the water in the midst of the (marsh). Then Thoth laid 
his hand on the arm of Seth and said: “Come out, semen of Horus!” 
And it said to him: “Where shall I come out?” Thoth said to it: “Come 
out of his ear.” It said to him: “Should I come out of his ear, I who am a 
divine seed?” Then Thoth said to it: “Come out from the top of his 
head.” Then it came out as a golden sun-disk on the head of Seth. Seth 
became very angry, and he stretched out his hand to seize the golden 
sun-disk. Thereupon Thoth took it away (13,1) from him and placed it as 
a crown upon his (own) head. And the Ennead said: “Horus is right, 
Seth is wrong.” Then Seth became very angry and cried out aloud be-
cause they had said: “Horus is right, Seth is wrong.”68  

The legend suggests that by attempting to homosexually rape 
Horus, Seth clearly hopes that this deed is enough to disqualify 
Horus hence he argues that he deserves the office of ruler be-
cause Horus is now unfit since Seth has “done a man’s deed to 
him.” Clearly, from the speech of Seth, homosexual rape was de-
meaning to the penetrated partner hence this case obviously deals 
not with same-sex desire but with sexual aggression used in exer-
cising power.69 To be penetrated was degrading that one could not 
claim supremacy over those that made him a woman. 

This understanding of same-sex sexual practice as humiliating is 
not limited to the actions and speech of Seth, who planned to 
humiliate Horus but also to Horus who was the intended victim 
but ended up being the victor. Upon realizing what Seth was 
about to do, Horus placed his hands between his thighs and 
caught the semen of Seth and went to his mother, Isis, who upon 
seeing the semen of Seth in Horus’ hand, she cried out loud and 
chopped off Horus’ hand and threw it in the water. The reaction 
of Horus and his mother Isis, clearly show that they also under-
stood this attempted homosexual rape as severely humiliating that 
an appropriate response was called for to reverse the deeds of 
Seth.  

While, Horus did not plan a feast day to try and rape Seth in a 
drunken stupor, Isis masturbated her son Horus in order to feed 

                                                      
68  Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature, 219-220. 
69  Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 19. 



 299 

Seth with Horus’s seed in time for the showdown in the court of 
the Ennead.70 At the end of the contention in the court, Seth loses 
out because while his semen answers to the call from the water, 
that of Horus answered from inside Seth’s bowels. The impres-
sion being that it was not Seth who had done a man’s deed on 
Horus but Horus who had done a man’s deed on Seth. To this 
extent, this study agrees with Joachim Kügler when he argues that 
homosexuality does not appear here as a principal sexual orienta-
tion or a lifestyle but only under the concept of power and the 
subsequent social relations, especially the aggression to others. 
Hence, because Horus has done a man’s deed on Seth, Seth is no 
longer a man.71 Being penetrated therefore was humiliating that 
one could be disqualified from exercising power in some offices if 
found to have been penetrated. 

With this understanding also in Egypt, the contention that to un-
derstand Gen. 19 and Judg. 19 as essentially opposing the violent 
manifestation of homosexuality should be seen as a primary con-
cern of these texts. To be sexually penetrated by another man is 
essentially being reduced to a woman, and being a woman was 
not really what ancient men aspired to become. Even Hatschepsut 
in ancient Egypt was almost always depicted as a man because 
how could a woman, who is always penetrated by a man be re-
garded as the King/Queen? To that extent, the most serious cri-
tique of Hatschepsut is her depiction being mounted by a man to 
show that the King is just a woman. While, it is not clear what 
moral judgment Egyptians had of same-sex relations, the confes-
sion from the Book of the Dead appears to show that it was looked 
down upon. The confession in article A20 reads “I have not had 
sexual relations with a boy”72 
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6.5.2  Homosexuality and humiliation: Other examples from 
the ANE 

The association of homosexuality with humiliation of the pene-
trated partner and the intention of expressing supremacy by the 
violator observed in the Old Testament texts is also collaborated 
with a similar understanding within the Middle Assyrian laws 
dated from the time of Tiglath-pileser I in the 12th century BCE 
and Articles 19 and 20 are interesting for this study and read as 
follows;  

19: If a man started a rumour against his neighbour in private, saying, 
‘People have lain repeatedly with him’, or he said to him in a brawl in 
the presence of (other) people, ‘People have lain repeatedly with you; I 
will prosecute you,’ since he is not able to prosecute (him) (and) did not 
prosecute (him), they shall flog that man fifty (times) with staves (and) 
he shall do the work of the king for one full month; they shall castrate 
him and he shall also pay one talent of lead. 20: If a man lay with his 
neighbour, when they have prosecuted him (and) convicted him, they 
shall lie with him (and) turn him into a eunuch.”73 

In these laws, the association of homosexuality and humiliation is 
apparent, first, it is recognized that some men could use allega-
tions of passive homosexuality against a rival in a fight to humili-
ate him. Failure to substantiate the allegation is met with pun-
ishment. Article 20 employs Lex Talionis principle on the man 
found guilty of homosexual rape as well as castration. “Lex Tali-
onis is a law of retaliation by which the guilty party suffers the 
same harm as that experienced by the injured party […] The clas-
sic formulation of taliation in biblical law is ‘life for life, eye for 
eye, tooth for tooth’ to nonfatal body injuries.”74 It is argued there-
fore that the most precise translation and understanding of law 20 
would be to render ‘lay’ as rape, wherein the man convicted of 
homosexual rape is to be raped also and then castrated. Since, by 
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homosexually raping ‘his neighbour’ or another man, the rapist 
sought to establish dominance and supremacy, the community 
must respond by similarly humiliating the offender. In that re-
gard, this study agrees with David Greenberg when he argues that 
“the state was willing to sponsor active, aggressive homosexual 
behaviour under special circumstances.”75 By castrating him, the 
community humiliates the offender permanently by reducing him 
from the rank of being a man. 

The association of homosexuality and humiliation is also attested 
to within the Hittite laws, same-sex practice is also understood as 
a violation of the other and law 189 reads: “If a man violates his 
own mother, it is a capital crime. If a man violates his daughter, it 
is a capital crime. If a man violates his son, it is a capital crime.”76 

It has been argued that in most cases, same-sex sexual assault was 
associated with violence and the law cited above enumerates a 
number of sexual violations that a man could unleash on a num-
ber of different persons. It must be however, noted that the Hittite 
laws address such sexual assault within the context of proper sex-
ual relations within the family. While two of the proscribed sexual 
violations are heterosexual, the violation of the son is homosexual. 
By sexually raping his son, the crime is capital and therefore to be 
justified by the killing of the man who homosexually raped his 
son. 

Another dimension raised in the analysis of the laws of Leviticus 
was the association of same-sex practices with cultic prostitution 
or sacred sex. The existence of cultic prostitution is attested to in 
the Code of Hammurabi. In this Code, law 181 reads “If a father 
dedicated (his daughter) to deity as a hierodule, a sacred prosti-
tute, or a devotee and did not present a dowry to her, after the 
father has gone to (his) fate, she shall receive as her share in the 
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goods of the paternal estate her one-third patrimony…”77 The as-
sumption that the compilers of Leviticus may have known about 
cultic prostitution, is not only elaborated by reading these laws 
together with Deuteronomy and 2 Kings, but is also attested to 
have existed in other communities. That could explain why bibli-
cal writers are quick to associate it with foreign gods because in 
the law cited above, it would appear that dedication to serve as a 
cultic prostitute was not frowned upon.  

An understanding of same-sex love appears to be a feature of the 
Gilgamesh epic where it would appear same-sex relations are not 
seen as humiliating. This is particularly so, when one considers 
the dreams of Gilgamesh which he related to his mother as fol-
lows;  

Mother, I saw a dream in the night. There were stars in the sky for me. 
And (something) like a sky-bolt of Anu kept falling upon me! I tried to 
lift it up, but it was too heavy for me. I tried to turn it over, but I couldn’t 
budge it… I loved it as a wife, doted on it… Mother, I saw a second 
dream: An axe was thrown down in the street (?) of Uruk… I loved it as a 
wife, doted on it…78  

Central to understanding these dreams is the idea that Gilgamesh 
loved the object of his dreams “as a wife”. What does that mean to 
ancient men, whose appreciation of women was in sexual inter-
course leading to procreation? How else besides sexual union can 
we understand men’s love for a wife? Gilgamesh’s wise mother, 
Ninsun interprets this dream as referring to Gilgamesh’s finding 
of a new friend, who will never forsake him.79 The friend appar-
ently is Enkidu a man like beast who becomes the friend of Gil-
gamesh. Upon the death of Enkidu, Gilgamesh mourns him with 
the following words;  

He who with me underwent all hard(ships) – Enkidu, whom I loved 
dearly, Who with me underwent all hardships – Has now gone to the 
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fate of mankind! Day and night I have wept over him. I would not give 
him up for burial – In case my friend should rise at my plaint – Seven 
days and seven nights, until a worm fell out of his nose. Since his pass-
ing I have not found life, I have roamed like a hunter in the midst of the 
steppe…80 

While there is no explicit reference to sexual penetration and any 
misgivings about ‘loving Enkidu dearly’, clearly the words of Gil-
gamesh point to an intimate relationship that he shared with the 
departed Enkidu. In as much as this tale has little to do with the 
texts discussed from the Old Testament, it may help in under-
standing another Old Testament story, that is, David and Jona-
than. 

6.5.3  Homosexuality in the ANE: In service of the gods 

In the above section, it has been observed that the Code of Ham-
murabi attested to the existence of cultic prostitution of a hetero-
sexual nature, since the dedicated child was a daughter. There is 
debate among biblical scholars interested in sexuality studies 
whether there are also evidences of cultic same-sex prostitution or 
sacred sex. It should be noted however, that the evidence of same-
sex cultic prostitution or sacred sex in the ANE is difficult to come 
by and the fragments that have largely been used are those mak-
ing reference to people with a “wavering gender”, the “man-
woman”.81 This search for information from the ANE is as a re-
sult of insinuations within the biblical texts that there were some 
male and female cultic prostitutes (Lev. 20:4-5, Deut. 23:17, 1Kgs. 
14:24, 15:12, 2Kgs.23:7).  

It appears that in their early Israelite environment, these prohibi-
tions were targeted against known practices among other inhabi-
tants of Canaan, which practices were also being adopted by some 
Israelites. Levine argues that there is evidence of the existence of 
homosexual practices among the Canaanites.82 If indeed same-sex 
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practices were found in other communities surrounding Israel, it 
is not surprising that such practices would have encroached into 
the Israelite community, particularly its external manifestations. 
That some Old Testament texts noted above mention cultic prosti-
tutes may not necessarily be a literary creation. Further, as argued 
by Bieberstein, the emphasis on an Israelite society that is uncon-
taminated is the fiction of the Ezra-Nehemiah group that consti-
tuted only 10% of the total population.83  

These same-sex practices appear to have had some connections to 
some cultic practices, especially the cult of Molech, presumably a 
foreign cult in which some Israelites were taking part. This would 
explain why same-sex practices are considered both against God 
and disgusting to the community. That some cultic personnel in 
the ANE could have been involved in some forms of “sacred sex” 
has been identified though with no absolute certainty. However, 
the multiple attestations of cultic prostitutes in the Old Testament 
and some ANE texts, appears to suggest that such practices were 
known to exist. Among various terms it is important to note that 
there appears to be a connection between the vdEÞq' (qadesh(ah) 
singular/ qedeshim plural) of Deuteronomy and the Akkadian 
qadistu which referred to female devotees with a disputed sexual 
function, Ugaritic qds, which referred to cult personnel but with-
out a clearly defined role or sexual connection.84 While these par-
allels may not be sufficient evidence for the conclusion that “cultic 
prostitution” or “sacred sex” was indeed prevalent in the ANE as 
suggested in the biblical text, they also do not support fully the 
argument by Phyllis A. Bird that the “biblical qedeshim are literary 
creations rather than historical facts.”85  
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However we look at these same-sex practices there is a direct line 
of connection in the Old Testament between such practices and 
some cultic practices. On this point we agree with those scholars 
arguing that this is what explains the relationship between Lev. 
18:21 and 22, in that the only way Israelites understood same-sex 
practices was that which resulted from offering their children to 
Molech. It is also apparent that in these societies, being pene-
trated was the conventional role of women and for any man to be 
so used was in effect being reduced to the rank of women. In 
these cultures, homosexuality was therefore degrading to the pas-
sive partner and in cases where one raped another man, the pun-
ishment seemingly was severe and outside ancient Israel, almost 
always involved humiliating the rapist permanently. For contem-
porary Zimbabweans, with all the talk of gender equality and wo-
men empowerment this may not make much sense. Yet, even 
with all this talk of equality one of the reasons why homosexual 
men are detested is because they “want to become women.” This 
is understood as humiliating.  

6.6  Homosexuality in the Old Testament:  
Two controversial stories! 

This section seeks to highlight that even though the texts finding 
expression in Zimbabwe are the ones dealt with above; there are 
more texts that currently are at the centre of discussions on ho-
mosexuality and the Bible. Two such texts will be briefly dealt 
with in this section and these are the “curse of Ham” in Gen. 9 
and the famous story of David and Jonathan in 1 Samuel 20 and 
2 Samuel 1. 

6.6.1  On the curse of Ham and homosexuality  
(Genesis 9:20-27) 

It has been consistently argued that on the basis of the Hebrew 
Bible (Old Testament) and extra-biblical materials the predomi-
nant manifestation of same-sex practices known in ancient Israel 
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and among her neighbours was bent on domination and humilia-
tion. On the strength of this argument, it is also argued that the 
story of Noah and his sons, especially Ham can best be appreci-
ated as yet another manifestation of homosexuality bent on domi-
nation and supremacy in the post-flood humanity. 

  x:nOà lx,Y"ïw : WTT Gen. 9:20 

 `~r<K'( [J;ÞYIw hm'_d"a]h'¥ vyaiä 

NRS Gen. 9:20 Noah, a man of the soil, 
was the first to plant a vineyard. 

 T.v.YEïw : WTT Gen. 9:21 

%AtïB. lG:ßt.YIw rK"+v.YIw: !yIY:ßh;-!mi 
 `hl{)h\a' 

NRS Gen. 9:21 He drank some of the 
wine and became drunk, and he lay 
uncovered in his tent. 

 ar>Y:©w: WTT Gen. 9:22 

 tw:år>[, taeÞ ![;n:ëk. ybiäa] ~x'… 
 `#Wx)B; wyx'Þa,-ynE)v.li dGEïY:w: wybi_a' 

NRS Gen. 9:22 And Ham, the father of 
Canaan, saw the nakedness of his 
father, and told his two brothers out-
side. 

 ~ve’ •xQ;YIw: WTT Gen. 9:23 

 ‘Wmyfi’Y"w: hl'ªm.Fih;-ta tp,y<÷w" ‘ Wkl.YE)w: 
~h,êynEv. ~k,äv.-l[; 

 tw:år>[, taeÞ WS§k;y>w: tyNIër:xoåa] 
 tw:ïr>[,w> tyNIër:xoåa] ‘~h,ynEp.W ~h,_ybia 

 `Wa)r" al{ï ~h,Þybia 

NRS Gen. 9:23 Then Shem and Japheth 
took a garment, laid it on both their 
shoulders, and walked backward and 
covered the nakedness of their father; 
their faces were turned away, and they 
did not see their father's nakedness. 

 #q,yYIïw : WTT Gen. 9:24 

-rv,a] ta [d:YËw: An=yYEmi x:nOà 
 `!j")Q'h; AnðB. Alß-hf'[ 

NRS Gen. 9:24 When Noah awoke from 
his wine and knew what his youngest 
son had done to him, 

 rm,aYOàw: WTT Gen. 9:25 

 ~ydIÞb'[] db,[,î ![;n"+K. rWråa' 

 `wyx'(a,l. hy<ïh.yI ) 

NRS Gen. 9:25 he said, "Cursed be 
Canaan; lowest of slaves shall he be to 
his brothers." 
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 rm,aYÖw: WTT Gen. 9:26 

yhiîywI ~ve_ yhel{åa hA"ßhy> %WrïB' 
 `Aml'( db,[,î ![;n:ßk 

NRS Gen. 9:26 He also said, "Blessed by 
the LORD my God be Shem; and let 
Canaan be his slave. 

 T.p.y:Ü WTT Gen. 9:27 

 !Koàv.yIw> tp,y<ël. ‘~yhil{a/ 
db,[,î ![;n:ßk. yhiîywI ~ve_-yleh\a'(B. 

 `Aml' ( 

NRS Gen. 9:27 May God make space for 
Japheth, and let him live in the tents of 
Shem; and let Canaan be his slave." 

The curse of Ham is a highly controversial text primarily because 
of the seeming discord between the crime and the punishment. 
Noah sleeps naked in a drunken stupor and his son, Ham sees his 
nakedness and tells his brothers who then cover their father while 
facing backwards. Upon waking up, Noah realizes what Ham had 
done to him and pronounces the curse that extends to Canaan, 
the son of Ham to be slaves for life. The critical question that 
scholars continue to grapple with is: what did Ham ‘do’ to his 
father that justifies the curse pronounced on him and his son? In 
seeking to understand this text, attention will be directed on 
verses 22 and 24. These two verses possibly are the key towards 
answering the above question. To do so one has to answer the 
questions: what is the meaning of “seeing nakedness”? Further, 
what does the text mean when it says “after waking up Noah knew 
what his son had done to him”?  

The term used to describe Noah’s state tw:år>[, is used extensively in 
Leviticus in the regulations governing appropriate from inappro-
priate sexual relations within the family. It is interesting that an 
almost similar situation appears in Lev. 18:7 where different ver-
sions have translated this verse in different ways. However, the 
translations rendered by the NJB, LXE and the KJV are most in-
teresting for this study. These translations are preferred over the 
NRS because they are closer to the Hebrew text which literally 
should be translated “The nakedness of your father and the na-
kedness of your mother you shall not uncover. She is your 
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mother, you shall not uncover her nakedness. (Lev. 18:7)” The 
three translations are cited below.  

LXE Lev. 18:7 Thou shalt not uncover the nakedness of thy father, or the 
nakedness of thy mother, for she is thy mother; thou shalt not uncover 
her nakedness.  
KJV Lev. 18:7 The nakedness of thy father, or the nakedness of thy 
mother, shalt thou not uncover: she is thy mother; thou shalt not un-
cover her nakedness.  
NJB Lev. 18:7 "You will not have intercourse with your father or your 
mother. She is your mother -- you will not have intercourse with her. 

Some scholars have drawn attention to the same-sex sexual over-
tones in the story of Ham owing to the relationship between the 
term ‘nakedness’ used in this text and in other areas, especially in 
Leviticus where it appears more widely. Further, it is also based 
on the metaphorical use of the term ‘saw’. The argument here is 
that “this ‘seeing’ (9:22) was more than meets the eye. It was the 
kind of seeing that is about violence and possession; about control 
and domination […] penetrative anal intercourse empowers the 
penetrator and humiliates the penetrated.”86 It is not surprising 
that Lev.18:7 clearly condemn the sexual violation of one’s father 
or mother as captured in the three versions cited above. 

The story of Ham fits into the dominant model of same-sex sto-
ries from the Old Testament and other ANE communities, which 
viewed same-sex practices in the context of domination and hu-
miliation. The severity of the curse of Ham (v.24) is commensu-
rate with the severity of the crime committed that is, reducing his 
father to a woman. For Nissinen, by seeing his father, “Ham as-
pired to dominance among post-flood humanity and attempted to 
show his superiority by disgracing his father sexually.”87 This un-
derstanding of the crime of Ham would be the most logical way of 
reconciling the crime and punishment in the text. Sexual desire 
was not the essence of Ham’s actions; rather the desire to become 
the supreme individual in the post-flood community drove Ham 

                                                      
86  Greenberg, Wrestling with God and Men, 63. 
87  Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 53. 



 309 

into sexually abusing his father. There is still a raging debate on 
the best way to understand this text and am aware of many who 
disagree with this understanding, yet this is substantiated by the 
other texts dealt with earlier in this chapter. 

6.6.2  David and Jonathan: same-sex overtones? 

While, the argument throughout this study has consistently asso-
ciated homosexuality and humiliation, there are some exceptions 
to this. The first such exception was observed with regard the Gil-
gamesh epic in which Gilgamesh mourned over the death of En-
kidu whom he ‘loved dearly’. It was argued then, that there is 
nothing in the text that disparages this same-sex relationship even 
though Gilgamesh appears to suggest an intimate relationship 
existed between himself and Enkidu. It would seem that only 
those examples that clearly betrayed the humiliation and violence 
associated with same-sex practices receive condemnation in the 
biblical texts and other ANE texts. However, it was noted when 
the Gilgamesh epic was discussed that it bore close resemblances 
to the story of Jonathan and David. In understanding the relation-
ship of David and Jonathan, it should be noted that;  

the rabbis idealized the love between Jonathan and David. Love that ex-
ists outside the bounds of mutual benefit, they say is eternal. Love de-
pendent on benefit and, in particular, love based on lust for sexual 
pleasure, is very short lived (David and Jonathan Cf. Amnon and Tamar 
2Sam. 13:1-19).88  

There is debate on the nature of the relationship between David 
and Jonathan as well as Naomi and Ruth, yet these relationships 
are extolled by the text and many contemporary Christians.  

Could it be that David and Jonathan had a sexual relationship? 
How can one understand the outburst of Saul cited below;  

NRS 1Sam. 20:30 Then Saul's anger was kindled against Jonathan. He 
said to him, "You son of a perverse, rebellious woman! Do I not know 
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that you have chosen the son of Jesse to your own shame, and to the 
shame of your mother's nakedness? 

Of critical importance is the question; what does Saul mean by 
the words “to your own shame”, which is also translated by other 
versions as “to your own confusion”? Confusion is also some-
times rendered as perversion and used in relation to bestiality and 
homosexuality, especially the fact that it reverses gender roles, 
while “the Hebrew word used for nakedness is the word used in 
Leviticus and elsewhere to express sexual violation.”89 From the 
outburst of Saul, Jonathan should have done something that Saul 
interpreted as Jonathan’s betrayal of his own throne. In the con-
text of the argument pursued in this study of humiliation and 
dominance, could it be that Saul assumed that Jonathan was play-
ing the demeaning passive role in a sexual relationship with Da-
vid? If that is what was happening, could it be that Saul under-
stood this to mean Jonathan was no longer fit to succeed him 
since David was doing a man’s deed on him? In the context of the 
legend of Seth and Horus, this would be the most plausible un-
derstanding of the reaction of Saul.  

Another text is also central to the search for the nature of the rela-
tionship between David and Jonathan, that is, 2 Samuel 1:26 
which reads; 

NRS 2Sam. 1:26 I am distressed for you, my brother Jonathan; greatly be-
loved were you to me; your love to me was wonderful, passing the love 
of women. 

The debate has centred on the meaning of the phrase “greatly 
beloved were you to me; your love to me was wonderful, passing 
the love of women”. The tendency by most readers of the Bible is 
to gloss over these texts for fear of discovering the unwanted, 
what in the Shona language is best expressed in the idiom “ku-
farira n’anga neinobata mai”, which means one must be careful 
not to celebrate the arrival of a diviner-healer who will accuse your 
own mother of witchcraft. What love surpasses that of women for 

                                                      
89  Greenberg, Wrestling with God and Men, 102. 
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a heterosexual? Is there any other form of “love of women” be-
sides sexual intercourse? Despite these difficulties regarding the 
interpretation of the relationship of David and Jonathan, the 
Zimbabwean debate has not touched on it. It remains the story of 
David, the beloved of God yet clearly there could be more to the 
relationship between David and Jonathan than just platonic 
friendship.  

6.7  Concluding Remarks 
From the arguments raised throughout this chapter, one consis-
tent line of thought is dominant. The manifestation of homosexu-
ality that the ancients responded to was that which sought to 
dominate and humiliate the other. The texts that have been domi-
nant in the Zimbabwean debate fit into this broad scheme of hu-
miliation and domination. The Sodom narrative highlights the 
disgusting nature of premeditated homosexual gang-rape, which 
is one of the various manifestations of inhospitality. To use this 
text to condemn all homosexual relationships is an overstretching 
of the relevance of this text as a didactic text. The same applies to 
the Judges narrative, which also brings to the fore not only the 
violent manifestation of same-sex practices based on the manner 
the men of Gibeah attempted to gang-rape the sojourner but also 
the fatal consequences of heterosexual gang-rape. 

The laws of Leviticus, which have been taken as the ‘law of God’ 
on homosexuality, also demonstrate how they also fit into this 
broad scheme of domination and humiliation. This is best under-
stood in two ways, first on the basis of the general understanding 
of gender differentiation in ancient Israel. Penetrating another 
man was degrading because one was doing a deed normally done 
to women on a man, implying that the penetrated man was re-
duced to a woman therefore a humiliating experience. The chal-
lenge here is; how do contemporary understandings of gender 
differentiation affect the interpretation and appropriation of these 
texts? The predominant perception in the Old Testament texts is 
that homosexuality is violent and humiliating to the victim, 
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should this be perpetuated even when contemporary manifesta-
tions are far from being humiliating to the partners in a same-sex 
relationship? Part of the argument against homosexuality in Zim-
babwe has been the unity of the Bible in condemning it. The Bible 
has been presented as consistent on the subject. The following 
chapter will investigate and exegete the New Testament texts that 
have been widely cited in the debate. Further, some examples of 
homosexuality from ancient Greece and Rome will be used. This 
will be done primarily because the texts of the New Testament 
arise in the broader Greco-Roman context. 
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CHAPTER 7:  HOMOSEXUALITY AND “FREEDOM” IN 
THE NEW TESTAMENT: EXEGETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 
Any exegetical analysis of an Epistle presupposes that it is an ad hoc 
document, that is, that it is a piece of correspondence occasioned by a 
set of specific historical circumstances, either from the recipient’s or the 
author’s side – or both.1 

7.1  Introduction 
As indicated in the previous chapter, an issue arises from the 
Zimbabwean homosexual debate, which is of interest to this stu-
dy. The issue pertains the meaning and continued relevance of 
the biblical texts on homosexuality. As noted throughout this stu-
dy, texts have a socio-historical context to which they respond, this 
has been wantonly neglected in the various contributions even 
those by eminent Christian leaders, some who are holders of hig-
her degrees in theology. The deliberate attempt to silence the 
socio-historical background of the texts is an easy way to manipu-
late their possible meaning and therefore consequences for con-
temporary appropriations. Despite the fact that the Bible was the 
single most cited source in contributions to the debate, it appears 
that the majority of ordinary readers have been deliberately misin-
formed about the various possibilities of what the Bible ‘really’ 
says about homosexuality then and now.  

Since the focus of this chapter is on the Pauline corpus of letters 
(1 Timothy is treated in this study as a Pastoral letter not written 
by the Apostle Paul even though it closely resembles 1 Corin-
thians on its treatment of same-sex practices), I reiterate the posi-
tion highlighted in the citation above. Letters are not some puz-
zles to their intended audience especially these letters which show 
that there is an intimate knowledge between the author and the 
recipients of the letters, they “are bound to and shaped by specific 

                                                      
1  Gordon D. Fee, New International Biblical Commentary: 1 and 2 Timothy, Ti-

tus, Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1984, 5-6. 
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types of social life-settings (Sitz im Leben).”2 Though Romans is 
different being a letter to a community not founded by Paul, it 
nevertheless should be understood as responding to specific 
socio-historical circumstances.  

The letters are therefore not some ‘divine’ predictions about the 
whole range of human challenges throughout the ages; rather 
they should be understood as socio-historically conditioned do-
cuments that respond to existential challenges of their age. All the 
letters of Paul clearly demonstrate the fact that “he is often re-
sponding to a specific situation or particular issues which have 
arisen in his absence and which need to be attended to,”3 and does 
so by deploying “frank speech” much in the same way that other 
Roman authors of his time used this device. Plutarch and 
Philodemus understood frank speech as constructive criticism of 
one by a friend.4 The popular attempts to reject this historical 
background are indeed attempts at undermining the specificity of 
these texts and therefore to postulate the “timelessness” of the 
texts, which by implication endorses the mass misinformation of 
the ‘faithful’ readers to make judgments without discussions and 
understanding. 

It shall be argued in this chapter that same-sex practices at Cor-
inth are associated with sexual immorality in which some mem-
bers of the community understood their newfound freedom to 
mean that “all things are lawful” (6:12; 10:23) while Romans is 
not simply “a calmer, more systematic presentation of his [Paul’s] 
teaching”5 instead, this letter deals with what Paul knows to be 
                                                      
2  Bengt Holmberg, Sociology and the New Testament: An Appraisal, Minneapo-

lis: Fortress Press, 1990, 1. 
3  Kieran J. O’Mahony, “Imagining a Roman Audience” in: Kieran J. O’Mahony 

(ed), Christian Origins: Worship, Belief and Society; The Milltown Institute and 
the Irish Biblical Association Millennium Conference (Journal for the Study of 
the New Testament, Supplement Series 241), Sheffield: Sheffield Academic 
Press, 2003, 191.  

4  Cf. Paul J. Sampley „Paul’s Frank Speech with the Galatians and the Corin-
thians“ in: John T. Fitzgerald et al (eds), Philodemus and the New Testament 
World, Leiden: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2004, 295-296. 

5  O’Mahony, “Imagining a Roman Audience”, 191. 
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challenging issues among the Roman Christians and it is in this 
context that same-sex practices should be understood. Finally, it 
shall be argued that the “spirituals” of Paul’s time appeared to 
have survived and consolidated their teaching that the justification 
of same-sex practices on a libertine understanding of freedom had 
become relatively prevalent in the time of 1 Timothy. Finally, this 
chapter will seek to show that these three texts (1Cor. 6:9-10, 
Rom. 1:18-32, and 1Tim. 1:10) demonstrate that Paul opposed a 
form of Roman same-sex practices which had encroached into the 
Christian communities and was being justified by some interpre-
tations of Paul’s teachings. For this reason, conceptions of same-
sex practices in ancient Greece and the Roman Empire will be 
considered. 

7.2  Exegeting 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 
In exegeting this text, a number of points need to be addressed 
and these include some comments on the translations of the text 
into English, focusing on those versions that are widely used in 
Zimbabwe.6 It is also pertinent that an attempt be made to recon-
struct the key episodes of the world represented in the letter and 
especially relating to the attitude displayed towards homosexual-
ity. It is critical that the socio-historical context presupposed in the 
letter be noted as holding a key towards a fuller understanding of 
the text on same-sex practices. This section hopes to come to a 
position regarding the nature of same-sex practices addressed in 
this letter. 

                                                      
6  While many strands of Christianity exist in Zimbabwe (as argued in chapter 

four), each strand of Christianity tend to popularise some translations over 
the others. Since this work is based on English translations, it is important to 
note here that the most popular versions are the New Jerusalem Bible (NJB), 
which is highly recommended in Catholic Institutions in Zimbabwe, the 
New International Version (NIV) and the King James Version (KJV), which 
are popular among the Pentecostals, the Revised Standard Version (RSV), 
which is recommended in schools and universities. Other translations may 
be used for other reasons and such reasons will be given whenever such 
other versions are used in this study. 
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7.2.1  The Greek text and its translation 
BGT 1Cor. 6:9 "H ouvk oi;date o[ti 

a;dikoi qeou/ basilei,an ouv klhro- 
nomh,sousinÈ mh. plana/sqe\ ou;te 
po,rnoi ou;te eivdwlola,trai ou;te 
moicoi. ou;te malakoi.malakoi.malakoi.malakoi. ou;te  
avrsenavrsenavrsenavrsenooookoi/takoi/takoi/takoi/taiiii 

NRS 1Cor. 6:9 Do you not know that wrong-
doers will not inherit the kingdom of God? 
Do not be deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, 
adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites, 
KJV 1Cor. 6:9 Know ye not that the unrighte-
ous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? 
Be not deceived: neither fornicators, nor 
idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, 
nor abusers of themselves with mankind, 
NLT 1Cor. 6:9 Don't you realize that those 
who do wrong will not inherit the Kingdom 
of God? Don't fool yourselves. Those who 
indulge in sexual sin, or who worship idols, 
or commit adultery, or are male prostitutes, 
or practice homosexuality, 
NIV 1Cor. 6:9 Do you not know that the 
wicked will not inherit the kingdom of 
God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexu-
ally immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers 
nor male prostitutes nor homosexual of-
fenders 

BGT 1Cor. 6:10 ou;te kle,ptai ou;te 
pleone,ktai( ouv me,qusoi( ouv 
loi,doroi( ouvc a[rpagej basilei,an 
qeou/ klhronomh,sousinÅ 

NRS 1Cor. 6:10 thieves, the greedy, drunk-
ards, revilers, robbers-- none of these will 
inherit the kingdom of God. 
KJV 1Cor. 6:10 Nor thieves, nor covetous, 
nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortion-
ers, shall inherit the kingdom of God. 
NLT 1Cor. 6:10 or are thieves, or greedy 
people, or drunkards, or are abusive, or 
cheat people-- none of these will inherit the 
Kingdom of God. 
NIV 1Cor. 6:10 nor thieves nor the greedy 
nor drunkards nor slanderers nor swindlers 
will inherit the kingdom of God. 

The two words that are at the centre of contemporary discussions 
on homosexuality in the Zimbabwean debate are the malakoi 
(malakoi) and arsenokoitai (arsenokoitai). In the Zimbabwean de-
bate Noah Pashapa used arsenokoitai and concluded that it was 
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used to designate the men who took the active role in male-male 
sexual intercourse. In reaching this conclusion, Pashapa has ar-
gued on the basis that arsenokoitai is the sum of its two parts, ar-
sen+koite, even though this is not always the case with such com-
pound words. The position taken by Pashapa and other scholars is 
that arsenokoites is a literal translation of the Hebrew phrase rkuz 
wkävmi (mishkav zakur) meaning ‘lying with a male’.7 This is not 
without its own problems, as shall be clear below. 

This use of arsenokoitai betrays the interface between Hellenistic 
and Jewish cultures, which resulted in the translation of the He-
brew Bible into Greek, the Septuagint (LXX). In fact, the LXX 
translation of Lev. 18:22 and 20:13 uses the two roots combined in 
the structure of this word as follows: “With a male [arsen] you 
shall not lie the intercourse [koite] of a woman.” The two roots 
arsen and koite are the two roots that make the compound noun 
arsenokoitai that Paul uses. Paul Germond defines arsenokoitai as 
“one who has intercourse with a male or crudely one who fucks 
men, that is, if ‘arseno’ is the object. If ‘arseno’ is the gender 
qualifying ‘koitai’, it would mean men who take an active role in 
intercourse or crudely men who fuck.”8 The two definitions above 
are fundamentally different in that while the first is homosexual, 
the second could mean homosexual, heterosexual or bisexual 
men. 

Part of the difficulty in accepting the above understanding of ar-
senokoitai is based on the fact that the term is not widely used in 
ancient Greek literature to refer to same-sex practices mainly des-
ignated under the term pederasty. In fact, according to Gordon 
Fee, this is “its first appearance in preserved literature, subse-
quent authors are reluctant to use it especially when describing 

                                                      
7  Cf. Robbin Scroggs, The New Testament and Homosexuality: Contextual Back-

ground for Contemporary Debate, 1983, 108. 
8  Paul Germond „Heterosexism, homosexuality and the Bible“ in: Paul Ger-

mond & Steve de Gruchy (eds), Aliens in the Household of God: Homosexuality 
and Christian Faith in South Africa, 1997, 224. 
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homosexual activity.”9 The rarity of this word in other pieces of 
literature that discuss same-sex relationships and practices has 
meant that its meaning is subject to speculation. Why, then, does 
Paul use an uncommon word? Clearly, Paul is communicating to 
a minority and the minority understands things within the greater 
Greco-Roman cultural environment. It is almost impossible to 
think that Paul did not know of pederasty. Could this choice of 
words suggest that Paul is actually not dealing with pederasty?  

In such cases where the meaning of a particular word has become 
part of the problem, it is widely agreed among scholars that “the 
only reliable way to define a word is to analyze its use in as many 
different contexts as possible.”10 Dale Martin argues that to inter-
pret arsenokoitai as the sum of its two roots is ‘linguistically inva-
lid’ because some compound words defy this method of defining, 
such as the English word ‘understand’ whose meaning has noth-
ing to do with standing or being under.11 Notwithstanding these 
arguments, this study will understand arsenokoitai as referring to 
men who engaged in active roles in exploitative same-sex prac-
tices. It is possible that some of them may have been involved in 
trade in slaves bearing in mind that slaves in both a Greek and 
Roman perspective could be sexually penetrated by their masters 
and clients. Nothing in this text suggests that this text is pre-
emptive, rather it is reactionary meaning Paul here refers to some 
men who were engaging in same-sex practices and they were part 
of the Christians at Corinth. 

There is wide agreement among scholars on the meaning of 
malakos which is translated as ‘soft’ or ‘effeminate’. Thus malakos 
has to be understood within the whole range of the categories of 
masculinity and femininity during that time and which under-

                                                      
9  Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, 1987, 244. 
10  Dale B. Martin „Arsenokoites and Malakos: Meanings and Consequences“, in: 

Robert L. Brawley (ed), Biblical Ethics and Homosexuality: Listening to Scrip-
ture, Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996, 119. 

11  Cf. Jack Rogers, Jesus, The Bible and Homosexuality: Explode the Myths, Heal 
the Church, 2006, 74. 
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standing persists to date in many other communities. Real men 
are virile, aggressive, and assertive and in sexual relations, pene-
trators while those men who do not meet this description are seen 
as weak or soft men. Essentially malakos is used metaphorically 
and must be understood as a metaphor “not a technical term” 
representing the “soft, submissive and penetrable femininity”12 

which many men did not highly regard. This is not an attempt to 
minimize the applicability of this term in describing men who 
took part in same-sex relations as the passive partner. Indeed play-
ing the passive role was the epitome of effeminacy and feminin-
ity, highly humiliating and a serious dent on one’s social status. 
While all penetrated men would be understood as effeminate, not 
all effeminate men could be understood as having been pene-
trated since there are other masculine characteristics that such 
men could have lacked.13 This understanding could have been 
closer to Pashapa and other Zimbabweans as the metaphors dealt 
with in chapter three clearly demonstrate that these metaphors 
are based on the wide range of masculine characteristics.  

Malakos does not inherently point to an age differential as would 
have been normal within the ancient Greek culture where the 
beloved was almost always younger than the lover. That Paul 
chooses this term against the common pederasty is significant in 
that it marks the distinction between what Paul opposes from the 
common Greek pederasty. In fact, this term is closer to Latin mol-
lis and cinaedus which simply referred to men who took the pas-
sive role in same-sex sexual relations even in their adulthood.14 It 
is possible therefore that Paul is closer to Roman conceptions of 
same-sex practices when he uses the term malakos than many 
scholars have bothered to admit. Clearly, the meaning of malakos 
is wider than what Pashapa and others in Zimbabwe have pro-

                                                      
12  Scroggs, The New Testament and Homosexuality, 64-5. 
13  Cf. Dale B. Martin, Sex and the Single Savior: Gender and Sexuality in Biblical 

Interpretation, Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006, 47.  
14  Cf. Louis Crompton, Homosexuality and Civilization, 2003, 104. 
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claimed since it covers many attributes of femininity observed in 
men.  

7.2.2  The socio-literary world of the text 

While emphasis has been focused on the socio-historical context 
behind documents, it is equally acknowledged that documents 
create a world within themselves, in which the things they de-
scribe are happening. This is primarily the world of the text that 
ordinary readers of the Bible use as the basis for their interpreta-
tions. This study approaches this world as the first step towards 
understanding this text in its socio-historical context. While this 
letter appears in the Bible as ‘the first letter of Paul to the Corin-
thians’, the letter itself does not claim to be the first from Paul to 
the Corinthian community because in 1Cor. 5:9 Paul writes “I 
wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral 
persons…” implying that there was another letter, which we no 
longer have but which Paul and the Corinthians knew about and 
in which Paul had spoken about sexual immorality. Despite this 
previous and lost letter (some scholars think part of it is preserved 
in 2Cor.6:14-7:1)15 the problems that had been addressed therein 
did not cease hence this second (first) letter.  

There appears to have been multiple misunderstandings between 
Paul and his teaching on the one hand and the Corinthian Chris-
tians on the other hand. That there were many such misunder-
standings between Paul and the Corinthian Christians has led 
some scholars to argue that “the Corinthian community was 
Paul’s problem child. The believers in Corinth managed to mis-
understand just about everything Paul said and did, to their own 
detriment and Paul’s utter astonishment.”16 Is it possible that 
some of the people who engaged in same-sex practices based their 

                                                      
15  Cf. Leon Morris, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries: 1 Corinthians, Revised 

Edition, Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1985, 23. 
16  Michael J. Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord: A Theological Introduction to 

Paul & His Letters, Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Com-
pany, 2004, 227. 
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actions on one of these misunderstandings? This section seeks to 
argue that, indeed, Paul understood these practices in the light of 
the various other misunderstandings that he had heard about the 
actions and attitudes of some of the Christians at Corinth. The 
text points in this direction by suggesting that same-sex practices 
are being justified under some understanding of freedom derived 
from his teaching but which he does not approve. 

The letter clearly spells out that it is part of an ongoing dispute 
regarding some issues that have arisen in Corinth since the de-
parture of Paul. It is directed to the community at Corinth and 
seeks not to prophesy about what would happen 2000 years later 
but to deal with what was actually happening within that commu-
nity. The basis of the letter are the accounts emanating from Cor-
inth as is attested in the acknowledgment of meetings that took 
place between Paul and some people from Corinth, and the letter 
written by the Corinthian community (possibly also the earlier 
letter of Paul to this community). According to the letter, Paul 
met with Chloe’s people who may have been slaves (1Cor. 1:11) 
and central to their report being “the news of cliques in the 
church”17, then Paul also received a letter written by the church at 
Corinth (1Cor. 7:1), which was possibly delivered by “Stephanas, 
Fortunatus, and Achaicus” (1Cor. 16:17) but there is no explica-
tion of what this letter contained save to say “the situation was 
serious and Paul was determined to send Timothy (1Cor. 4:17).”18 

While it is true that nowhere do we have this letter preserved, the 
responses of Paul clearly betray the issues raised by the Corin-
thians. As the issues are wide ranging, we shall only treat those 
that directly help in highlighting our focus, that is, same-sex prac-
tices at Corinth. 

The question of apostolic authenticity appears to be central to the 
divisions rocking this Corinthian community hence the existence 
of factions identifying themselves as either followers of Paul, 
Apollos, Peter and even Christ. “What I mean is that each of you 

                                                      
17  Morris, 1 Corinthians, Revised Edition, 23. 
18  Morris, 1 Corinthians, Revised Edition, 23. 
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says, "I belong to Paul," or "I belong to Apollos," or "I belong to 
Cephas," or "I belong to Christ"” (1Cor. 1:12). These divisions are 
not only limited to the “god father” but may have included com-
peting interpretations of the gospel. It is possible that one of the 
factions was coming up with some philosophical interpretations 
of the gospel. This is implicitly suggested in some of the argu-
ments raised by Paul, such as when he writes: “For Christ did not 
send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel, and not with elo-
quent wisdom…” (1Cor. 1:17). Here Paul attacks those who are 
using “eloquent wisdom” from among these factions. It is possi-
bly an indirect attack on Apollos, an Alexandrian whose stay in 
Alexandria means he was exposed to Greek philosophy, who prea-
ched in Corinth after Paul (1Cor. 3:6,8). While there appears to be 
no tension between their messages that Paul suggests he had 
encouraged Apollos to return to Corinth (1Cor. 16:12) “the differ-
ence in presentation was enough to cause a certain partisanship 
with some of the Corinthians.”19 

This letter is addressed to a particular community experiencing 
some difficult challenges that threaten to tear this community 
apart. Central to this world is the realization that the same word 
proclaimed by Paul ‘freedom’ is leading to two diametrically op-
posed attitudes within this community. This letter is therefore not 
some distant prophecy for this age but a realistic attempt at ad-
dressing existential challenges at Corinth in the 1st century CE. 
The kinds of reports of what was happening in Corinth were re-
ports that required urgent response from Paul. Paul gives his 
opinions and judgments on a number of issues, including sexual 
immorality, believed to be some of the problems bedevilling this 
community and he does so as a Jewish missionary of the crucified 
Lord. How then does this letter account for the prevalence of 
same-sex practices among Christians at Corinth? 

Among the Christians at Corinth, at least one faction has adopted 
some slogans, which is the basis upon which Paul addresses 

                                                      
19  Morris, 1 Corinthians, Revised Edition, 22. 
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same-sex practices. In this community, some members are justi-
fying everything they do by sloganeering that “everything is per-
mitted me/everything is lawful” (1Cor. 6:12) or “everything is 
permitted” (1Cor. 10:23). These slogans are not in themselves 
totally foreign to Paul because his position on the law is largely 
understood by his hearers as negative. In preparing for the return 
of Christ, the new Israel (which is how the early believers in 
Christ understood themselves to be) had been unyoked from the 
burden of the law (cf. Gal. 3:1ff). It was no longer salvation based 
on achievements but rather based on grace. Works, as it were, 
were of no use in this new scheme of salvation. Distractions are to 
be avoided by this community as it eagerly awaits the second com-
ing hence Edwards J. Ellis argues that “Paul believes that Christ 
will return in the near future and that the Corinthian Christians 
are living in a time of tribulation […] in this turbulent time, Chris-
tians need to be free of all distractions that could interfere with 
their devotion to their Lord.”20 This anxiety in the community led 
to different groups hence “some of the problems may have arisen 
from an over-zealous following of Paul’s teaching or Paul’s exam-
ple on the part of some of his most enthusiastic followers.”21 In its 
world, the over-zealous are not only ultra-conservative but also 
ultra-radical as shall be shown below. 

The Christians at Corinth appear to have been the first to grapple 
with the question of freedom and salvation as articulated by Paul. 
Among the Christians there is agreement that the gospel 
preached by Paul gives them freedom. However, “their newfound 
freedom was used in different ways that appear to reflect two con-
trary dispositions toward ‘the world.’ One of these appears to be 
an example of the sexual asceticism that became such a promi-
nent feature of subsequent Christian life, on the principle that ‘it 

                                                      
20  Edwards J. Ellis, Paul and Ancient Views of Sexual Desire: Paul’s Sexual Ethics 

in 1 Thessalonians 4, 1 Corinthians 7 and Romans 1, London: T & T Clark In-
ternational, 2007, 152. 

21  Alexander J. M. Wedderburn, A History of the First Christians, London: T & T 
Clark International, 2004, 143. 
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is good for a man not to touch a woman’ (1Cor. 7:1).”22 Some took 
freedom to mean license to do as one pleases while some took 
freedom as servitude to drop everything else and wait for the sec-
ond coming of Christ. Both positions were understood by their 
adherents as following after Paul.  

While as correctly noted above, later Christian asceticism was to 
be based on the principle that re-confirms men as the sole initia-
tors of sexual relations ‘it is good for a man not to touch a wo-
man’, this should be understood as the reaction of men after hav-
ing seen their ‘conjugal rights’ being withdrawn by ascetic wives. 
Here, we agree therefore with Ray Pickett that at Corinth, espe-
cially “women [were] abstaining from sexual relations with their 
husbands.”23 Will Deming argues that Paul advocated celibacy 
and not sexual asceticism, where celibacy is life without marriage 
while sexual asceticism is renunciation of sexual activity. The for-
mer eliminated responsibilities that could draw one’s attention 
from service to God while the latter from a Jewish-Christian back-
ground, was implied.24 The implied world of this text clearly 
draws a line of connection between the sexual ascetic attitudes of 
some of these Christians with the newfound freedom preached by 
Paul. It appears that Paul does not have serious disagreements 
with these sexual ascetics hence he pleads with them to consider 
restraint and moderation rather than asceticism (1Cor. 7:5). In 
this world, it is not possible to understand same-sex practices 
without referring to this sexual asceticism. 

While sexual asceticism was one of the responses to the new-
found freedom, other Christians at Corinth apparently took free-
dom for license to do anything and everything. To this group be-
longs the man who is living in an “incestuous” relationship with 

                                                      
22  Ray Pickett “Conflicts at Corinth” in: Richard A. Horsley (ed); Christian Ori-

gins: A People’s History of Christianity, volume 1, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2005, 130. 

23  Pickett, “Conflicts at Corinth”, 113. 
24  Cf. Will Deming, Paul on Marriage and Celibacy: The Hellenistic Background of 

I Corinthians 7, Grand Rapids: WB. Eerdmans, 2004, xiv-xv, 216-7. 
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his stepmother or former stepmother, since it is not clear if this 
woman was widowed or had been divorced or was still married to 
this man’s father. This letter alleges that the Corinthian Chris-
tians have been making some errors of judgment as demon-
strated by their failure to censure the man in an “incestuous rela-
tionship” instead they seem to have not only condoned this but 
some are actually “boasting about it” (1Cor. 5:1-2).25 There are 
some libertarian tendencies among Christians at Corinth, “the so-
called pneumatists, enthusiasts or elitists who felt themselves 
enlightened and were apparently prone to a kind of moral libertin-
ism in bodily matters such as food and sex.”26 These libertarian 
tendencies appear to have developed from a misunderstanding of 
Paul’s teaching, which “would explain why Paul, on the one hand, 
has no fundamental disagreements with the Corinthian ‘people of 
the spirit’ (pneumatikoi) while, on the other hand, he criticizes 
theological propositions that could have been derived from his 
own teaching.”27  

The man living in an incestuous relationship and the men who 
are participating in other forms of sexual license as is clear in 
(1Cor. 6:9) are examples of this understanding of freedom as li-
cense. With Paul downplaying the role of works in the scheme of 
salvation, it would appear as if; 

All things were lawful. But this liberty must be lived out in the spirit of 
Augustine’s maxim, ‘love, and do what you will’ […] The Corinthians, 
however, were taking Christian liberty to mean, not an unbounded op-
portunity to show the scope of love, but an incredible means of gratify-
ing their own desires.28  

With this attitude among the Corinthian Christians, it would ap-
pear that those Paul opposed were engaging in activities based on 
a false understanding of Paul’s teaching. In 1Cor. 6:9, Paul warns 

                                                      
25  Cf. Morris, 1 Corinthians, Revised Edition, 27. 
26  Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord, 236. 
27  Hans Dieter Betz “First Epistle to the Corinthians” in: David Noel Freedman 

et al (eds), The Anchor Bible Dictionary, volume 1 A-C, New York: Doubleday, 
1992, 1142. 

28  Morris, 1 Corinthians, Revised Edition, 95. 
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the Corinthians “Do not be deceived…” giving credence to our 
observation that these practices are based on some interpretation 
of the message of Paul, which interpretation Paul understands as 
a deception. In this world, no sexual orientation exists hence the 
cause of this sexual license has to be something else. This warn-
ing is central in understanding how same-sex practices are being 
viewed in this literary context.  

Clearly, this letter understands its duty as “to set right disorders 
which the Corinthians took lightly, but which Paul saw as grave 
sin.”29 In the outline of Paul’s argument, it becomes clear that 
there is a cultural war going on between Paul’s Jewish back-
ground and the wave of Hellenistic and Roman ideologies at Cor-
inth, which are being used to interpret his teaching. The letter 
therefore clearly presupposes and responds to same-sex practices 
that were happening at Corinth. This point leads us into the socio-
historical context and why Paul’s statements must been seen as 
essentially targeted against a particular manifestation of same-sex 
activities at Corinth. 

7.2.3  The socio-historical context of the text 

While, most Zimbabwean Christians tend to spiritualize not only 
the words of the Apostles but also the places referred to in the 
Bible, this text is part of a letter written by Paul to the Christian 
community at Corinth ca. 55 CE. Corinth was one successful 
Greek city-state until it was totally destroyed by the Roman, L. 
Mummius Achaicus, in 146 BCE, but when it was re-founded a 
century later as a Roman colony it speedily regained much of its 
former greatness owing to its strategic geographical location, the 
route for East-West trade.30 The new Roman Corinth “was re-
founded as a Roman colony by Julius Caesar in 44 BCE.”31 The re-

                                                      
29  Morris, 1 Corinthians, Revised Edition, 26. 
30  Cf. Joseph A. Fitzmyer, First Corinthians: A New Translation with Introduction 

and Commentary, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008, 24ff. See also 
Morris, 1 Corinthians, Revised Edition, 17. 

31  Pickett “Conflicts at Corinth”, 117. 
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founded city is the same city that was evangelized by Paul. In 
terms of its population, it was first inhabited by Romans, then 
Greeks came back in numbers and there were Jews, many enough 
to have a synagogue (Acts 18:4).32 From this, it is clear that Cor-
inth was cosmopolitan in many ways. Despite many other success 
stories of Corinth, allegations of sexual license against the Corin-
thians appear to have been widespread. The letter of Paul is only 
one of many other pieces that note sexual licentiousness as a 
problem at Corinth. 

It appears that the reputation of Corinth was recognized by many 
such that “to become Corinthianized (Gk. korinthianazesthai) 
meant something like to become thoroughly immoral and materi-
alistic.”33 Corinth apparently became renowned for its pursuit of 
material riches and sexual immorality. The city of “Corinth, [was 
known as] a city where licentiousness was especially rife.”34 It is 
apparent that Paul’s gospel was competing with Greek and Ro-
man philosophies and practices and since, his movement was just 
a small minority, the influence of the greater community on this 
smaller community should not be surprising. But even more chal-
lenging is the fact that “although it is Paul’s letters and legacy that 
survived and became authoritative in the formation of Christian-
ity, other apostles and interpretations of the gospel competed for 
the attention and loyalty of the earliest believers.”35 To a larger 
extent, the Corinthian Christian community mirrored the larger 
Corinthian community in that the inhabitants would have been a 
mishmash of deracinated individuals who had been uprooted 
from any cultural roots by generations of imperial conquests, en-
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slavement, and migration from the countryside or other cities in 
search of a livelihood.36  

This study acknowledges the debate surrounding the significance 
of the literary genre of vs. 9-10, that is, the “catalogue of vices”. 
The argument developed by Robin Scroggs is that these cata-
logues are traditional and Paul has just adopted what was already 
there. This has been supported by the observation that the phrase 
“to inherit the kingdom of God” is not common in Pauline let-
ters.37 The implication being that they have nothing to do with 
historical occurrences but that this form was used widely in an-
cient societies for teaching. This form appears in 1Cor. 5:10, 11; 
6:9-10. The attempt is to divorce the text from the obtaining socio-
historical developments of its time. In this debate, this study fol-
lows William Loader who aptly captures this dichotomy of tradi-
tional lists and current concerns when he writes, “Paul is possibly 
dependent on a traditional list, but sexual offences are also a con-
cern in the immediate context of the letter.”38 While the Zimbab-
wean debate has attempted to portray the letter as intended for 
contemporary Zimbabweans, there is no doubt that there is a 
close relationship “between Paul’s letters to the Corinthians and 
the Corinthian community.”39 Whatever these letters mean, it has 
to be understood as having meaning for the intended audience. 

Who are the people that joined the new assembly in Corinth? 
While some of these early believers could have been relatively 
rich, it would appear that the vast majority of the Corinthian 
Christians were largely “descendants of freedmen and freed-
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women, while some had been slaves (cf. 1Cor. 7:21-23).”40 There-
fore, the majority of the people who flocked to this new move-
ment were relatively poor people and some “had come also from 
the ranks of the most scandalous sinners.”41 The attraction of the 
gospel to the poor and lowly can be understood in terms of the 
desires of such people to do away with the social stigma of pov-
erty, hence for them being admitted into this new community 
meant the end of the distinction between slaves and free. In such 
an environment, it is not impossible for the slaves to understand 
being free in terms of doing all the things that the free citizens 
were allowed (cf. 1Cor. 1:27). As some of the early believers were 
slaves, it is not impossible that some early Christians were actively 
engaged in same-sex practices either as passive partners since 
they were slaves or as active partners if they owned slaves.  

In contrast to the assemblies of saints in Thessalonica and Philippi, who 
were harassed by the authorities or other outsiders (1Thess. 1:6-7; 4:10-
1; Phil. 1:27-30; 3:17-21), the Corinthians apparently experienced little or 
no conflict with outsiders. Conflicts emerged within the Corinthian as-
sembly and between some Corinthians and Paul.42  

The sexual conflicts at Corinth appear to have been internal, with 
at least two major contending groups, one “strong” and the other 
“weak”43 regarding sexual intercourse. From what we have said 
about Corinth, it is clear that there were many manifestations of 
sexual license at Corinth both in the larger community and within 
the Christian community. The Pauline community was probably 
more diverse than other voluntary associations in the Greco-
Roman world44 that the existence of multiple interpretations and 
contradictory practices should not be surprising. 
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The letter to the Corinthians is full of strife within the Christian 
community at Corinth (1Cor. 3:3) caused by beliefs and practices 
being extolled by some and condemned by others. To sum up the 
activities at Corinth it is apparent that in Corinth  

Women [were] abstaining from sexual relations with their husbands. 
People [were] claiming ‘we all possess knowledge’ and ‘all things are 
lawful for me’ going to city temples to eat ‘meat offered to idols.’ Some 
[were] overindulging and others going hungry at celebrations of the 
Lord’s Supper.45  

Whether some Christians were rich or not is debatable but that 
the Christians were of different means cannot be disputed in the 
light of the problems surrounding the Lord’s Supper (1Cor. 
11:17ff). Since, some of the Christians were possibly well to do 
people who possibly owned slaves (1Cor. 1:26; 6:1-8; Acts 18:18), 
and some of them may have been slaves themselves; it happens 
therefore that relations between masters and slaves would have 
been one of the early points of conflicts regarding the Lord’s Sup-
per. Could Christian masters do with their slaves, what the larger 
Greco-Roman communities did with their slaves? This is espe-
cially important for this study because “slaves were routinely sub-
jected to physical and sexual abuse.”46 This appears to be part of 
the problem included in the charge of sexual immorality against 
some at Corinth. 

Sexual immorality at Corinth was wide ranging that besides the 
other practices named in the text cited above, the story in 1Cor. 5, 
where Paul charges that there is sexual immorality within the 
Christian community is important in understanding the sexual 
conflicts at Corinth. It is debatable if such immorality was only 
limited to the man living in an “incestuous”47 relationship or that 

                                                      
45  Pickett, “Conflicts at Corinth”, 113. 
46  Pickett, “Conflicts at Corinth”, 113. 
47  This relationship is difficult to categorize as incest in other cultures. Among 

the Shona people, the practice of Kugara Nhaka (wife inheritance) had no 
problems with a son marrying his stepmother upon the death of the father. 
In most cases, some of the stepmothers are already much younger than the 
stepsons. Since it is not clear from the text if the father of this man is still 
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it was widespread as to demand the response of Paul. That some 
practices possibly not even extolled by the larger community were 
also finding expression among the Christians is attested to in the 
attack on women who pray and prophesy in Church without cov-
ering their heads, the charge being that these women are rejecting 
what their culture and community considered typically femi-
nine.48 For seeking to undermine their traditional culturally des-
ignated categories of masculinity and femininity, the women are 
reminded of the inviolability of ‘divinely ordained’ gender differ-
ences. It appears that the same is also implied in the statement on 
same-sex practices. 

It is most probable that the two words used by Paul, malakoi and 
arsenokoitai to designate people engaging in same-sex practices 
appear to target a particular group that could have been establish-
ing itself within the Christian community and justifying its prac-
tices through some interpretations of the freedom granted 
through the grace of Christ as taught by Paul. These arguments of 
Paul point to the existence of a group among the Christians who 
seemingly believed that all actions were permissible through the 
slogans cited above. But, who are these people? Here, we agree 
with Alexander Wedderburn that “the proffered identifications 
range from libertine pneumatics and Gnostics.”49 The elements of 
‘eloquent wisdom’, which Paul attacks, could have been part of 
the challenge posed to his teaching through its deployment by 
Apollos (1Cor. 1:19-20).  

Paul’s mention of two factions one aligned to himself and the 
other to Apollos (1Cor. 3:4) in the context of his attack on some 
form of esoteric wisdom being claimed by some Corinthians sug-

                                                                                                                
alive or dead, or if he is still married or divorced from this woman, it is im-
possible to refer to this case as incestuous. 
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gests that Apollos “had stirred up the excitement about wisdom 
and exalted spiritual status in Corinth.”50 This reference to two 
factions is also supported by what is known about Corinth. Peter 
who is mentioned in the first reference to factions at Corinth ne-
ver preached there, the inclusion of Christ is difficult to sustain 
(1Cor. 1:12) as constituting an actual faction though both posi-
tions are possible, they lack attestation anywhere else. Therefore 
Paul and Apollos are the two competing preachers at Corinth. 
When Paul warns the Corinthians, “Do not be deceived…” (1Cor. 
6:9), he is admitting that these practices including same-sex prac-
tices are being justified on the basis of the newfound freedom as 
interpreted by the pneumatists.51  

That Paul acknowledges that there have been diversions from 
what he considered as his standard teaching is apparent when he 
writes; “For this reason I sent you Timothy, who is my beloved 
and faithful child in the Lord, to remind you of my ways in Christ 
Jesus, as I teach them everywhere in every church” (1Cor. 4:17). It 
appears that, in spite of Paul’s claim to an amicable working rela-
tionship with Apollos, some of the conflicts were caused by the 
philosophical perspective of Apollos believed to have been learned 
at Alexandria, whose philosophical arguments were being inter-
preted as permitting all things. This explains why Paul charges 
that the Corinthian community is being deceived (cf. 1Cor. 3:10). 
The Corinthian assembly was now characterized by freedom for 
the “spirituals”, a freedom which saw literally everyone do as they 
please not only in terms of sexual asceticism and license but also 
in terms of their conduct during the Lord’s Supper (1Cor. 11:17-
22), or the whole question of ‘meat offered to idols’ (1Cor. 10:25-
33).  

It appears that women dominated in the sphere of sexual asceti-
cism that Paul had to appeal to the women to consider “temporary 
abstention from sexual intercourse” (1Cor. 7:5). It is not immedi-
ately clear if slaves had also adopted sexual asceticism as their 
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freedom from the abuses coming from their masters. There is 
evidence that the exploited people were sexually exploited, either 
as sex slaves to their masters and their clients or in brothels to 
work for their masters as prostitutes. Clearly, “for women in the 
ekklesia, as well as slaves and others of marginal social status, the 
wisdom and power that came with being imbued with the Spirit 
allowed them to transcend traditional sexual and religious norms 
that were a means of control in imperial society.”52 As women’s 
significance was only in servicing the sexual desires of men, 
women used asceticism to get even with their male counterparts. 
This could have been justified under the slogan “everything is 
permitted me” that married women and men decided to settle for 
sexual asceticism without the consent of the other. The situation 
was disorderly in the eyes of Paul (1Cor. 14:33). 

On the other hand, this newfound freedom was understood in 
terms of bodily liberties, in which the man living with his step-
mother seems to be the antithesis of Corinthian women’s asceti-
cism, almost an expression of sexual license. Paul clearly is baf-
fled by the fact that the Corinthian community has not taken any 
action against this man and that instead of being ashamed of this 
the community is boasting about it (1Cor. 5:6). Clearly, the cul-
tural background of some at Corinth may have not seen anything 
unbecoming in this relationship since different cultures have 
different perceptions on sons who inherit their stepmothers after 
the death of their fathers, if this was the case.  

While some moved to asceticism, some were clearly moving in 
the opposite direction such that “the liberties being taken by the 
man and his (presumably former) stepmother could have been an 
expression of the newfound freedom in which some of the Corin-
thians were now living.”53 It is possible also that this man had 
taken over his stepmother while his father was still living under 
the slogan “everything is permitted me!” Hence Fee writes, “the 
horror [for Paul] lies in the fact that there is sexual immorality 
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among them and that with this sin in their midst they are ‘proud’ 
and ‘boasting’.”54 The gospel as license to do as one pleases could 
have extended also to same-sex practices, especially in an envi-
ronment where most women would have opted for sexual asceti-
cism. 

It is not surprising that same-sex practices are considered one of 
the manifestations of sexual immorality at Corinth because both 
Greeks and Romans who resided at Corinth belonged to commu-
nities who had a different perception of same-sex practices to that 
of the Jews. In short, both the Greeks and the Romans are known 
for condoning some manifestations of same-sex practices. It is not 
surprising that both could have been accused of “overbearing be-
haviour, the fostering of tyrannies and moral failings.”55 Sexual 
intercourse was always understood in terms of social relations 
where social seniority meant active sexual role while social inferi-
ority meant passive sexual role. It was therefore scornful for a 
Greek or Roman citizen to be sexually penetrated. For the Greeks 
and Romans there existed some acceptable same-sex practices. 

The possible existence of masters and slaves in the community of 
Christians as noted above is implied in the problems surrounding 
the Lord’s Supper. In mediating slave-master conflicts, Paul is 
being asked to judge whether practices condoned by the larger 
community are prohibited to members of the Christian commu-
nity. The sexual license being practiced by some is also being do-
ne by others in the larger community. Clearly, some of the early 
believers wanted to remain Roman or Greek with the benefit that 
in the new community there being no slaves or masters, they 
could freely enjoy that which had limitations outside. Some would 
have continued with their privileges as masters while some may 
have turned to male prostitution. The prevalence of same-sex 
practices could have benefited from the sexual asceticism of wo-
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men, which meant the male prostitutes would have been the ‘next 
best alternative’. Homosexual practices were therefore largely 
circumstantial and most of the practitioners would have been 
heterosexuals.  

But since most of these early believers thought they were continu-
ing the long divine history of ancient Israel (1Cor. 10:1ff), it is 
clear that part of the difficulty of mediating the relationship be-
tween Judaism and Christianity would be the relevance of Jewish 
laws for the Christians. It is apparent that what we call Christian-
ity “did not yet exist in the New Testament period as an identifi-
able religion.”56 Faced with the challenge of having to answer 
whether all Jewish prohibitions and attitudes had been invalidated 
in Christ? Paul responds to sexual immorality like the Jew that he 
was and sought to impose Jewish morality on a group that under-
stood itself as no longer under the “Jewish laws”. As argued in 
chapter six, Jews understood sexuality and especially same-sex 
practices as defiling hence they threaten the wellbeing of the 
whole community. They also understood sexuality in terms of 
both the role and object of sexual desire. This Jewish cultural and 
religious understanding of same-sex practices is the basis upon 
which Paul condemns the male prostitutes and those who hire 
them. As this letter responds to situations within the Corinthian 
Christian community, it is therefore directed towards this specific 
manifestation of homosexuality at Corinth.  

This historical specificity of the text disproves attempts to directly 
transplant it into a contemporary set up. What is apparent is that 
Paul clearly knows the manifestation of same-sex practices at Cor-
inth and it is this manifestation that he thinks is in error because 
it is based on a teaching that Paul does not approve. It is possible 
that the arsenokoitai of Paul refer to the heterosexual men who 
upon facing the impact of the sexual asceticism being practiced by 
women at Corinth resorted to using the freedom proclaimed by 
Paul to justify the adoption of alternative forms of sexual release. 

                                                      
56  Horsley, „Unearthing a People’s History“, 2. 



 336 

For the spiritually exalted individuals “they experienced a transi-
tion from a state of dishonour and humiliation”57 to freedom 
without limits such that no activity could hamper them anymore. 
If same-sex was considered defiling in the old times, it could no 
longer defile the “spirituals”. If it was humiliating for reducing 
men to women, it could not humiliate the “spirituals” with unlim-
ited freedom. These men are likely to have been heterosexuals 
who engaged the services of male prostitutes because such actions 
could not affect their service to God. 

What made the Malakos highly detestable in Paul’s time was the 
fact that he “consciously imitated feminine styles and ways and 
walked the thin line between passive homosexual activity for 
pleasure and that for pay.”58 To engage in activities, especially 
sexual intercourse for the sake of pleasure stands in stark contrast 
to Paul’s largely Stoic understanding of moderation in all things. 
These people were therefore guilty of following after their pas-
sions and lusts. The malakos or better still the mollis were effec-
tively call-boys or male commercial sex workers servicing male 
clients. It is not clear whether some of these effeminate call-boys 
would constitute what we call gays today, but what was more 
problematic for Paul is that these men were deliberately trans-
gressing gender boundaries, a capital crime under Jewish laws 
and possibly Paul’s sentence of 1Cor. 5:5 “you are to hand this 
man over to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his 
spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord” was a form of social 
death or excommunication pronounced on offenders. It is diffi-
cult to ascertain what Paul means by handing over to Satan for the 
destruction of the flesh, but it certainly carries the undertones of 
severe punishment to be meted out. It makes the whole commu-
nity impure. 

In this environment, same-sex practices at Corinth were con-
demned by Paul for a couple of reasons: first, they are attacked 
because they are based on a desire to dominate and second they 
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have been justified by a misinterpretation of Paul’s own teaching, 
particularly on the concept of freedom. Since Paul does not ap-
prove of this somewhat libertarian interpretation of freedom, he 
condemns practices that are being done on the pretext that as the 
new Israel, Christ had invalidated all Jewish laws. As a Jew, Paul 
condemned both active and passive homosexuality “lock, stock 
and barrel.”59 The condemnation had nothing to do with the sex-
ual orientation of homosexual persons, it focused on the practices 
of some men who took freedom to be the end of many categories 
including gender differences. The environment of Roman Cor-
inth at the time of Paul shows that prostitution was not only pos-
sible, it was prevalent and among the prostitutes, both male and 
female, were members of the Christian community. Male prosti-
tution and not all manifestations of homosexuality is what Paul 
speaks against at Corinth.  

7.3  Exegeting Romans 1:18-32 
The letter to the Romans is the longest of Paul’s undisputed60 

letters and one of the most widely read of Paul’s letters, there is 
almost virtual scholarly unanimity that Paul wrote to Rome from 
Corinth ca. 57/8 CE.61 It is in this context that for many scholars 
of biblical sexuality, the major reference to homosexuality in the 
New Testament is a carefully crafted section of Rom. 1:18-32.62 Of 
critical importance being verses 26-28. This section seeks to estab-
lish the most probable understanding of homosexuality in this 
Pauline letter. It shall be argued through this section that to un-
derstand Paul’s condemnation of same-sex practices in the letter 
to the Romans, one has to understand it in the light of Rom. 3:8, 
‘And why not say (as some people slander us by saying that we 
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say), "Let us do evil so that good may come"? Their condemnation 
is deserved!’ This verse brings to light the existence in Rome of 
some Christians who believed that their lifestyle had no effect on 
their salvation. It is possible that the events at Corinth were not 
isolated but spread in other assemblies. While there are similari-
ties between the situation at Corinth and Rome, owing to their 
being part of the Roman Empire, there are also differences in the 
manifestations of homosexuality, of especial importance being the 
condemnation of female same-sex practices in Romans. 

7.3.1  Greek text and its translation 
BGT Rom. 1:26 Dia. tou/to pare,dwken 
auvtou.j ò qeo.j eivj pa,qh avtimi,aj( ai[ 
te ga.r qh,leiai auvtw/n meth,llaxan 
th.n fusikh.n crh/sin eivj th.n para. 
fu,sin( 

 

NRS Rom. 1:26 For this reason God gave 
them up to degrading passions. Their 
women exchanged natural intercourse 
for unnatural, 
KJV Rom. 1:26 For this cause God gave 
them up unto vile affections: for even 
their women did change the natural use 
into that which is against nature: 
NLT Rom. 1:26 That is why God aban-
doned them to their shameful desires. 
Even the women turned against the 
natural way to have sex and instead in-
dulged in sex with each other. 
NIV Rom. 1:26 Because of this, God gave 
them over to shameful lusts. Even their 
women exchanged natural relations for 
unnatural ones. 

BGT Rom. 1:27 òmoi,wj te kai. oi` 
a;rsenej avfe,ntej th.n fusikh.n 
crh/sin th/j qhlei,aj evxekau,qhsan evn 
th/| ovre,xei auvtw/n eivj avllh,louj( 

a;rsenej evn a;rsesin th.n avsch- 
mosu,nhn katerga-zo,menoi kai. th.n 
avntimisqi,an h]n e;dei th/j pla,nhj 
auvtw/n evn èautoi/j avpolamba,nontejÅ 

NRS Rom. 1:27 and in the same way also 
the men, giving up natural intercourse 
with women, were consumed with pas-
sion for one another. Men committed 
shameless acts with men and received in 
their own persons the due penalty for 
their error. 
KJV Rom. 1:27 And likewise also the men, 
leaving the natural use of the woman, 
burned in their lust one toward another; 
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 men with men working that which is 
unseemly, and receiving in themselves 
that recompence of their error which was 
meet. 
NLT Rom. 1:27 And the men, instead of 
having normal sexual relations with 
women, burned with lust for each other. 
Men did shameful things with other 
men, and as a result of this sin, they 
suffered within themselves the penalty 
they deserved. 
NIV Rom. 1:27 In the same way the men 
also abandoned natural relations with 
women and were inflamed with lust for 
one another. Men committed indecent 
acts with other men, and received in 
themselves the due penalty for their 
perversion. 
 

BGT Rom. 1:28 Kai. kaqw.j ouvk 
evdoki,masan to.n qeo.n e;cein evn 
evpignw,sei( pare,dwken auvtou.j ò qeo.j 
eivj avdo,kimon nou/n( poiei/n ta. mh. 
kaqh,konta( 

 

NRS Rom. 1:28 And since they did not see 
fit to acknowledge God, God gave them 
up to a debased mind and to things that 
should not be done. 
KJV Rom. 1:28 And even as they did not 
like to retain God in their knowledge, 
God gave them over to a reprobate mind, 
to do those things which are not conven-
ient; 
NLT Rom. 1:28 Since they thought it fool-
ish to acknowledge God, he abandoned 
them to their foolish thinking and let 
them do things that should never be 
done. 
NIV Rom. 1:28 Furthermore, since they 
did not think it worthwhile to retain the 
knowledge of God, he gave them over to 
a depraved mind, to do what ought not to 
be done. 

In the critical verses cited above some phrases and words require 
further elucidation such as the idea that those who are engaging 
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in same-sex practices are doing so because “God gave them 
up…”(Rom. 1:26,28), “their women exchanged natural intercourse 
for unnatural” (Rom. 1:26), “and likewise also the men have left 
the natural uses of women” (Rom. 1:27). Of critical importance, 
are the questions; what does it mean to Paul and his audience that 
same-sex practices are unnatural? Are some Christians in Rome 
engaging in same-sex practices because God has given up on 
them or did God give them up because they were practicing ho-
mosexual persons? How should these texts be understood within 
their context? It is equally important to note that the vocabulary 
used in 1 Corinthians of arsenokoitai and malakos is missing in 
Romans, instead, Paul uses the phrase para physin to describe 
same-sex practices.  

The idea of giving up is closely related to attempts at influencing a 
change in direction or conduct, which attempts are rejected by the 
targeted group or individual. God gave them up therefore entails 
that “the punishment of sin lies not in any direct intervention by 
which God disciplines offenders, but in the consequences which 
naturally follow from a lawless life.”63 They are living in a false 
world where everything is make-believe. The impression is that 
these people are already under judgment; their lives are their pun-
ishment from God. Robin Scroggs argues that God’s judgment 
lies in His leaving them where they want to be,64 while Moo ob-
serves that “handing over shows that those who were handed over 
were already immersed in sin.”65 In this false reality that people 
are living in, “Paul insisted that the false world is lived in equally 
by women as well as men.”66 In that regard it should be under-
stood that Paul extends the horizons of same-sex practices to in-
clude female same-sex activities something that was not an issue 
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at Corinth. Therefore, the people who are under God’s judgment 
can be seen by doing that which is described in the text. For Paul, 
it appears that same-sex practices have led God to give up on these 
people while their continued practicing of same-sex activities is 
the consequence of God having given up on them. This does not 
only apply to homosexual practice but to all sins. 

The second critical argument that has found greater appeal in the 
Zimbabwean debate relates to the phrase para. fu,sin (para physin) 
meaning “against nature, unnatural” which is also used in the 
Greco-Roman world to attack same-sex practices. In fact, the first 
person to refer to same-sex practice as “against nature” appears to 
be Plato.67 In chapter five it was noted that the concept of nature is 
a difficult concept to comprehend, especially when it is applied to 
same-sex practices and orientation. This is so because “words 
such as ‘nature’ are polysemic, having many implicit mean-
ings.”68 The question therefore is how does Paul deploy this 
phrase? How does Paul understand the meaning of nature? While 
some scholars like Gagnon have argued as if Paul consistently 
uses nature in relation to the creation of Genesis69, it would ap-
pear that this is highly debatable. Moo argues that “Paul generally 
uses the word ‘nature’ to describe the way things are by reason of 
their intrinsic state or birth, and in these cases there is no clear 
reference to divine intention.”70 In some cases, Paul uses nature 
to denote what is conventional (1Cor. 11:14-15) and thereby em-
phasizing the central role of cultural conceptions in his under-
standing. This appears to be the case with Paul’s reference to 
some manifestation of homosexuality as unnatural. 
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7 3.2  The socio-literary world of Romans 1 

Unlike the other letters written by Paul to different Churches, 
Paul wrote to the Romans even though he was not the founder of 
this Church hence he is even apologetic for having written to 
them (Rom. 15:15).71 To understand the context in which same-
sex practices are condemned by Paul in this text, it is important to 
highlight how same-sex practices are woven into the socio-literary 
world. The letter to the Romans appears to be highly regarded in 
the history of Christianity such that “for [Martin] Luther and ma-
ny Protestant interpreters who have followed him, ‘justification by 
faith’ is the centre of Romans, of Paul’s theology and indeed of 
the Bible.”72 These have been widely discussed issues; this study 
will confine itself to the issue of homosexuality and only refer to 
the wider letter where that serves this study.  

As noted in the previous chapter, these texts create a socio-literary 
world of their own, what O’Mahony has called a “community of 
discourse, which is otherwise not part of his history nor that of 
the community.”73 Unlike O’Mahony, this study argues that the 
socio-literary world is indeed built by lived experiences of both 
Paul and his intended audience; hence any attempts to under-
stand the contents of this letter require that we have to read it in 
its proper socio-historical environment. However, before worrying 
about the socio-historical world that produced the letter, it is of 
primary importance that the world created by the letter is equally 
important in our search for meaning in this text. 

The Christian community at Rome was long in existence because 
Paul had been wishing to visit “for many years” (Rom. 15:23) and 
that their faith was being reported and attested “over the whole 
world” (Rom. 1:8). In essence, the letter clearly highlights the fact 
that Paul is not the founder of this community but that does not 
stop Paul from writing to them to address some problems that are 
happening in this community, which problems he had already 
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witnessed in some of the communities he founded. The existence 
of a group believing in Jesus at Rome is also attested to in Acts of 
the Apostles. Paul does not claim to have converted Aquila and 
Priscilla, a Jewish couple who had recently come from Italy be-
cause Claudius had ordered all the Jews to leave Rome. Hence, 
they may have left Rome as Jews who already believed in Jesus 
(Acts 18:1-3). Paul even goes to show his connection with the 
Roman community through various individuals who were mem-
bers (Rom. 16:1-27). While Paul did not found the Church at 
Rome, it is apparent that through his earlier missionary journeys 
he had become acquainted to many people, some of whom had 
relocated to Rome at the time of the writing of the letter to the 
Romans.  

While this study acknowledges the debate surrounding the posi-
tion of chapter 16, whether it belongs to this letter or that it was 
independent of this letter, the position taken in this study is that it 
belongs to this letter since the names belong to people of early 
Roman Christianity. Six names are Latin; eighteen are Greek. 
Many are typical for slaves and freedmen and may represent Jews 
and non-Romans employed in the great Roman houses. Indeed, 
this position resonates with our earlier argument that this nascent 
movement attracted many freedmen and freedwomen and slaves 
scattered and traversing throughout the Empire. As for the early 
references to a 14 chapter or 15 chapter letter, the argument of 
Brown is here appropriated, that is, at some point and possibly in 
an attempt to universalize the letter the chapter on names could 
have been downplayed.74 

Paul the successful missionary to the Gentiles has been attempt-
ing to visit the Christian community in Rome but without success 
(Rom. 1:10,13) such that he has decided to write to them. Clearly, 
he wants assistance from Rome as he attempts to go and evangel-
ize Spain. Paul in this literary world has heard as have many oth-
ers, about the Christian community in Rome (Rom. 1:8). While 
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Paul highlights only the positive side of the stories about these 
Christians, it is most unlikely that Rome was exempt from the 
disturbances experienced in Pauline communities. This is crucial 
in understanding Paul’s statements on same-sex practices. Since 
chapter 16 points to the existence of a Pauline group in Rome, 
which possibly is being accused of doing evil so that God’s grace 
may be increased (Rom. 3:8), it is possible that this letter seeks to 
correct some “misconceptions and prejudices against his [Paul’s] 
teaching.”75 But because Paul needs the Christians in Rome more 
than they needed him, he “goes to considerable lengths to com-
municate well and clearly with his audience.”76  

The Christian community is divided into two or more contending 
groups, but generally speaking “some more liberal and some 
more conservative.”77 As there are various disputes, Paul takes 
sides with both groups on the different substantive issues while 
reserving some strong words for the Gentile group which is the 
“stronger” of the two (Rom. 14:3-4,10,13). The difficulty for Paul 
is that none of the two groups is obliged to listen to Paul who is 
still an outsider to their community, which explains why he is 
“conciliatory and understanding.”78 As noted above, even though 
Paul is not the founder of the community, it is clear he under-
stands himself to be responsible for the correction of this state of 
affairs, especially if his teachings have become part of the prob-
lem in Rome.  

In writing to the Romans, Paul is interested in making the Chris-
tians in Rome conscious of the fact that they are supposed to be 
“that which is good and acceptable and perfect” (Rom. 12:2). No 
one is exempt from the fall of humanity and salvation by grace 
hence to the Gentiles, Paul wishes to explain that a gracious God 
was knowable from the created order (Rom. 1:20). On the other 
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hand, Paul taunts the proud claims of Jewish superiority (Rom. 
2:17-24) and insistence on a Law that they are not upholding. This 
scenario has created a dilemma for Paul, whether justification by 
faith is similar to predestination in which case works have no 
effect at all hence promoting freedom as license or whether with-
out adhering to Jewish laws, Gentile Christians may not necessar-
ily be equal members in the New Israel. In this context, how is 
Christian life to be lived, especially since we are still flesh and the 
flesh is not submissive to God’s law?79 Paul answers by arguing 
that we have to live not according to the flesh but according to the 
Spirit of God who raised Christ from the dead (Rom. 8:14-17). By 
living according to the flesh, Paul suggests there are things that 
are done focusing on pleasing the flesh. This is the context in 
which Paul deals with same-sex practices in Rome. 

The text on homosexuality is creatively integrated into this socio-
literary world of the text and it appears that among Roman Chris-
tians, there is tension between the two groups named above such 
that their cultural differences appear to have also been manifest in 
their perceptions regarding homosexuality. The competition be-
tween Jewish and Gentile Christians has led to various accusa-
tions and counter-accusations and among these, Gentile Chris-
tians are accused of practicing homosexuality or at least tolerating 
homosexuality among many other practices that Paul considers 
evil (Rom. 1:18-25). Paul clearly takes a position that is largely 
consistent with his Jewish background against the Gentile Chris-
tians; this is fully balanced in the letter through other endorse-
ments of Gentile Christians against the attacks from the Jewish 
Christian group. 

The central concern of Paul is the demonstration of the universal-
ism of God and the reliance of all humanity (Jew or Gentile) on 
the grace of God. To that extent, Scroggs posits that Paul’s con-
cerns in this text are theological and not ethical, yet in making his 
theological argument he demonstrates his disapproval of same-
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sex practices.80 What makes this text even more interesting is that 
it is the only text in the Bible that mentions female same-sex sex-
ual practices. The mentioning of female homosexual practices 
marks a fundamental departure from the Old Testament and Co-
rinthian silences. This study agrees with Nissinen that Paul’s 
mention “of women shows that his arguments are not limited to 
pederasty.”81 Instead of employing the “catalogue of vices” as in 1 
Corinthians, Paul decides to describe what is happening pre-
sumably among the Gentile Christians, though it is possible some 
Jewish Christians would have belonged to this liberal group 
(Rom. 2:17-24). 

Some liberal Christians have created a false world for themselves, 
a world in which no laws apply and no conventions are binding. 
As faith is the sin qua non of salvation, works are irrelevant. It is 
in this context that some women have started engaging in homo-
sexual activities while the men are not left behind. Unlike in Cor-
inth, where many women may have turned to sexual asceticism, 
women in Rome went for sexual license of a homosexual nature. 
In spite of this peculiar Pauline position on same-sex practices, 
gender differences are still understood much in the same way as 
in the Old Testament, as divinely ordained and therefore not to be 
breached. Clearly, Paul suggests the existence of “consensual 
same-sex practices” among Roman Christians (Rom. 1:24). How-
ever, while many would rush to claim its applicability today, Paul 
clearly associates these “consensual” practices to a false under-
standing of freedom in the scheme of salvation (Rom. 1:23). Paul 
in this case is again closer to the Old Testament, this time, by 
clearly associating same-sex practices with idolatry and impurity 
(Rom. 1:24). Due to this association Paul concludes that such 
practices are totally unacceptable within the community. Since 
same-sex practices are idolatry they are unacceptable within the 
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community but not necessarily in the larger community which is 
ruled by the Roman Emperor.  

Same-sex practices are wrong in this world also because they 
stand in opposition to the fact that on the basis of Genesis’ crea-
tion stories, God created man to mate with woman, since this is 
observable to all there is no excuse for not doing what is right. 
While, some did not receive the will of God in scripture, they have 
however received it through the created order (Rom. 1:19,20). All 
human beings are capable of scrutinizing this environment to 
understand that which pleases God. In this instance, same-sex 
practices are labelled unnatural because they are against nature, 
meaning nature is equated with the observable world understood 
in the light of gender as divinely ordained.  

Same-sex practices are also understood as humiliating, not only to 
the passive object but to the active subject as well. For that those 
engaging in same-sex practices are understood as already under 
punishment (Rom. 1:27) because what they are doing is humiliat-
ing even though they are not realizing it. Punishment involves 
inflicting physical, emotional, psychological pain and shame; 
hence the conclusion that the people are already being punished 
is based on this understanding of homosexuality as humiliating. 
Alternatively, Paul could have assumed that because God has 
given up on these people, their sexual desires have become exces-
sive such that they can no longer control them. Despite these ob-
stacles, there is hope for this community because eventually “God 
[will triumph] over the forces that would mislead people, setting 
things right and saving the world.”82  

7.3.3  The socio-historical context of Romans 1  

While it is important to acknowledge the existence of a socio-
literary world created by the text, this study rejects the assertion 
that this world is far removed from the socio-historical world of 
the author and its intended audience. It is argued here that the 
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socio-literary world is a reflection on the socio-historical world of 
the time. In searching for the socio-historical world of the text, it 
is important to highlight that Paul is writing not for the entire 
Roman Empire rather he is writing for the Christian community 
in Rome, which was essentially a minority. The critical question 
for this section is: “How specific is Romans to what is going on in 
the Roman Christian community?”83 This section seeks to high-
light the circumstances that led Paul to address the Romans and 
how these circumstances also occasioned the noting of same-sex 
practices for condemnation. Further, it shall be argued that the 
letter has clear manifestations of homosexuality it condemns, 
which are consistent with what is known about Rome of that time. 

While, some ordinary readers may be of the opinion that Paul 
only targeted Gentiles it is important to note that Christianity 
benefited from the existence of Jews outside Palestine because 
some among them were the earliest converts outside Palestine. 
There were about 40,000 to 50,000 Jews in Rome in the 1st cen-
tury CE that it would not have been long before Jews who believed 
in Jesus and who were making converts in other cities of the Em-
pire like Damascus and Antioch, made their way to such a prom-
ising missionary field.84 A clearest example of this being the cou-
ple Aquila and Prisca (Priscilla) cited above, Jews who resided in 
Rome and who already were converts by the time they met Paul. 

Like the communities founded by Paul, the Roman Christians 
were faced with internal strife caused by the multiplicity of inter-
pretations of what constituted true and faithful Christians. Simi-
larly, like the Corinthian Christians, the Roman Christians found 
their community divided into factions all professing to be the 
faithful and having the correct interpretation. Among the many 
points causing tension in the community, chapter 14 “indicates 
that some in the community were scrupulous about meat, wine 
and the Sabbath, possibly Jewish Christians.”85 The argument 
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here is that the division of this community into liberal and con-
servative camps clearly follows this Jewish-Gentile divide in the 
community. The Roman Christian community is at a cultural 
crossroads where the Jewish culture is pitted against the Hellenis-
tic culture of the Greco-Roman world.86 While, the majority of 
scholars have identified “justification by faith” as the central con-
cern of Paul in Romans, this study agrees with O’Mahony that the 
central concern is “the communion of the Gentiles and Jews in 
the Christian church.”87 

Is it possible that some among the Christians were involved in 
same-sex practices? The letter is addressed to Christians in Rome 
and deals with issues that are important for Christians. It is also 
indisputable that this new movement was still too insignificant 
that it could not influence public policy hence Paul could not have 
intended the letter for the larger Roman community. This is also 
clear in the letter when Paul addresses his intended audience as 
those called to be saints in Rome (Rom. 1:7). These Christians 
had been exposed to various degrees of same-sex practices in the 
Empire, since as we argued earlier, most were slaves and these 
would have been at the receiving end of same-sex sexual relations. 
Others were freedmen and freedwomen, who as slaves previously 
would have been in the same situation as with current slaves. It is 
also possible that some were masters of their own slaves with 
whom they also enjoyed sexual rights like all other masters. The 
known history of Rome clearly substantiates the assertion that 
some were converted having been involved or still being involved 
in same-sex practices.  

While Jews had the injunctions in their law against same-sex 
practices, the Gentiles did not have such condemnation. In fact, 
there were some manifestations that Romans and Greeks con-
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doned, especially those that remained within the socially accepted 
limits. If sexual roles were reversed it was degrading only for the 
citizen while the slave and other lesser human beings had to live 
with the humiliation! This is the manifestation of homosexuality 
that Paul is dealing with, a manifestation that celebrates the hu-
miliation of the slaves, who have now become major stakeholders 
in this new movement. It is possible that like at Corinth, some 
among these Christians developed an interpretation of open-
ended freedom, which could have resulted in those playing the 
passive role lose the stigma of being a woman, since this new life 
in Christ recognized no such difference (cf. Gal. 3:28). Paul, as a 
Jew treats same-sex practices as a Gentile failing as noted above 
even though some Jews could have been slaves and therefore 
equally exposed to same-sex practices. 

The next critical question is: to what extent does the socio-
historical world help in elucidating the meaning of the all impor-
tant phrase para. fu,sin (para physin)? Why in this context does 
Paul label homosexuality as unnatural? Two critical understand-
ings of nature are apparent in Paul’s arguments against same-sex 
practices. These conceptions are not at all novel in Paul. First, 
same-sex practices are unnatural because God created human 
beings as male and female (Gen. 1:26-27, 2:22). The argument of 
Paul clearly understands this created order to be equivalent to 
nature (Rom. 1:20). Second, Paul uses nature to describe what is 
conventional; “Does not nature itself teach you that if a man 
wears long hair, it is degrading to him, but if a woman has long 
hair, it is her glory? For her hair is given to her for a covering” 
(1Cor. 11:14-5). Does this mean that black African women who 
generally have short hair are acting unnaturally or it simply shows 
that Paul is using his own cultural conventions for nature?  

Paul is firmly standing within the Jewish camp when it comes to 
sexual behaviour among Christians. As intimated in chapter six, 
Jews generally understood sexual intercourse as only important if 
it is being done to procreate and strengthen the community. 
While, Jews had scripture, Gentiles did not have scripture, how 
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then were the Gentiles to know? It is at this level that Paul argues 
on the basis of empirical observations, “Ever since the creation of 
the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though 
they are, have been understood and seen through the things he 
has made. So they are without excuse” (Rom. 1:20). By suggesting 
that natural things are empirically observable, Paul assumes that 
same-sex practices are absent in the animal world, something that 
cannot be sustained now. He also assumes that what is rare or 
does not result in tangible results such as children is also unnatu-
ral. Without being a major player on procreationism, Paul’s con-
demnation of same-sex practices as unnatural is actually based on 
an understanding of sexual intercourse as meant for procreation. 

Paul charges that men and women are ‘exchanging’ their ‘natural’ 
sexuality for that which is ‘unnatural’, that it would appear “the 
text (Rom. 1:18-27) speaks of people who deliberately turn their 
natural sexual orientation upside down and take an adversary role 
in it […] to use modern terms, Paul refers to heterosexual people 
who knowingly and voluntarily make themselves homosexuals.”88 

However one may look at this text; it seems that Paul assumes 
that all men must have sexual intercourse with women. This is 
what is common and therefore from Paul’s understanding, natu-
ral and it normally results in procreation. Paul does not know of 
different sexualities. The understanding is still fundamentally 
similar to that in 1 Corinthians; the only difference being that 
while women in Corinth would have opted for sexual asceticism 
those in Rome “lusted after each other.” Sex must result in pro-
creation and same-sex activities have no potential for fulfilling this 
very important aspect. Paul does not completely reject “sex for 
pleasure” but at least it should follow the common pairings, that 
is, male and female. 

In reaching his verdict, Paul knows the general ideology behind 
same-sex practices in the Roman Empire and understands only 
too well that it is degrading even for unconverted slaves who re-
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main in this Roman world. The message of Christ is a proclama-
tion of liberty but engaging in humiliating same-sex practices is a 
rush back to servitude instead of liberty. Paul argues that those 
who are practicing homosexuality are now under the spell of their 
own “shameful desires” (Rom. 1:26) and have become “subject to 
the passions of sexuality.”89 The gospel is a message of liberty in 
place of the yoke of bondage carried by those who rely on the law 
to secure their acceptance by God. Why should those who have 
been emancipated by Christ give up their freedom and submit to 
servitude afresh?90 This was thoroughgoing during Paul’s time, 
but this certainly is a completely different socio-historical set-up 
to contemporary Zimbabwe hence solutions need not necessarily 
be the same. 

7.4  Exegeting 1 Timothy 1: 9-10 
There is much that is common between this text and the one in 1 
Corinthians, that some scholars have always discussed them con-
currently. While treating them separately here, only those peculiar 
aspects to this text will be emphasized as some of the arguments 
have been addressed under 1 Corinthians. In addressing this text, 
four questions need closer examination: who were the false teach-
ers? What was the nature of the false teaching? What is the rela-
tionship between same-sex practices and the false teaching? Why 
was 1 Timothy written?91 This study agrees with the scholars that 
maintain the position that this letter was written after Paul’s 
death. The marked difference in language between Pauline Epis-
tles and the Pastorals is considered the most pressing criticism 
against Pauline authorship of the Pastorals.92 This criticism dating 
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as far back as Schleiermacher (1807) is an aggregate of four ob-
servations;  

The problem of the large number of words unique to the Pastorals in 
the New Testament (175 new words), the problem of the large number 
of words common to the Pastorals and other New Testament writings 
but unknown in the other ten Pauline letters, the problem of character-
istic Pauline words and groups of words missing from the Pastorals, 
and the problem of grammatical and stylistic differences.93  

7.4.1  Greek text and its translation 
BGT 1Tim. 1:9 eivdw.j 
tou/to( o[ti dikai,w| no,moj 
ouv kei/tai( avno,moij de. 
kai. avnupota,ktoij( 
avsebe,si kai. àmartwloi/j( 
avnosi,oij kai. bebh,loij( 

patrolw,|aij kai. mhtro- 
lw,|aij( avndrofo,noij 

 

NRS 1Tim. 1:9 This means understanding that the law 
is laid down not for the innocent but for the lawless 
and disobedient, for the godless and sinful, for the 
unholy and profane, for those who kill their father or 
mother, for murderers, 
KJV 1Tim. 1:9 Knowing this, that the law is not made 
for a righteous man, but for the lawless and disobe-
dient, for the ungodly and for sinners, for unholy 
and profane, for murderers of fathers and murderers 
of mothers, for manslayers,  
NLT 1Tim. 1:9 For the law was not intended for people 
who do what is right. It is for people who are lawless 
and rebellious, who are ungodly and sinful, who 
consider nothing sacred and defile what is holy, who 
kill their father or mother or commit other murders. 
NIV 1Tim. 1:9 We also know that law is made not for 
the righteous but for lawbreakers and rebels, the 
ungodly and sinful, the unholy and irreligious; for 
those who kill their fathers or mothers, for murder-
ers, 

BGT 1Tim. 1:10 po,rnoij 

avrsenokoi,taij avndrapo- 
distai/j yeu,staij 
evpio,rkoij( kai. ei; ti 

NRS 1Tim. 1:10 fornicators, sodomites, slave traders, 
liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to the 
sound teaching  
KJV 1Tim. 1:10 For whoremongers, for them that 
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defile themselves with mankind, for menstealers, for 
liars, for perjured persons, and if there be any other 
thing that is contrary to sound doctrine; 
NLT 1Tim. 1:10 The law is for people who are sexually 
immoral, or who practice homosexuality, or are slave 
traders, liars, promise breakers, or who do anything 
else that contradicts the wholesome teaching 
 
NIV 1Tim. 1:10 for adulterers and perverts, for slave 
traders and liars and perjurers-- and for whatever 
else is contrary to the sound doctrine 

These verses have been explicitly cited in the Zimbabwe debate on 
homosexuality alongside the texts from 1 Corinthians and Ro-
mans 1 as explicit New Testament texts that condemn homosexu-
ality. While Dale Martin and also Jack Rogers argue that arseno-
koites probably refers to some kind of economic coercion, prostitu-
tion, pimping or something of the sort since the vices were often 
grouped according to their similarity and in 1Tim. 1:10 arsenokoi-
tai is followed by slave traders, a group who exploited others.94 It 
cannot be disputed that in this letter this term is being used to 
refer to some men who are participating in same-sex activities, 
which could have been exploitative, as most such practices were in 
the Roman Empire. 

It has to be noted that unlike in 1 Corinthians, malakoi does not 
appear in this text. It is surprising that malakoi is missing in this 
text considering that in 1 Corinthians there is a clear association 
between the arsenokoitai and the malakoi. Is the omission of this 
term signifying a change of attitude towards those who play the 
passive role from the position of Paul? This is entirely possible if 
one considers the fact that slaves had no option to accept or spurn 
the sexual advances of their masters in the Roman Empire. By 
implication, this would entail then that the arsenokoitai were 
Christians who owned slaves and were demanding the same 
rights over their slaves as their counterparts in the Roman Em-
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pire. Alternatively, is it possible that the author treats arsenokoitai 
as not limited to one partner in same-sex practices as seen in so-
me translations such as the King James Version above? It is pos-
sible that the author is noting the manner in which the arsenokoi-
tai has also become the malakoi at the same time. These are is-
sues that in our search for meaning we will keep in mind. 

7.4.2  The socio-literary world of the text 

As argued in the sections above, the text creates a socio-literary 
world and as previously suggested, the search for meaning begins 
by an appreciation of this socio-literary world. ‘Paul’ writes “I urge 
you, as I did when I was on my way to Macedonia, to remain in 
Ephesus so that you may instruct certain people not to teach any 
different doctrine” (1Tim. 1:3). The letter identifies itself with the 
goings on in Ephesus and “was occasioned by Paul’s having left 
Timothy in Ephesus as his personal representative in order to 
stop the influence of some false teachers.”95 The work of these 
false teachers apparently is succeeding in influencing the Chris-
tian community; the behaviour attacked is a direct reflection of 
the behaviour of the false teachers.96 The teaching is characterized 
as “different” from that given by Paul. The argument of Paul is 
the need to establish a clear identity for the Christian communi-
ties but this is being undermined by the false teaching, such that, 
even the external behaviour of the Christians is not able to con-
vince outsiders that they are different. 

The letter presents a world in which there now exist clearly for-
mulated “orthodox” teachings from the Apostles, in this case, 
Paul and some appointed elders. To that extent, Donald Guthrie 
writes “at the time of writing there was already a definite system 
of teaching, apostolically authenticated, committed particularly to 
apostolical delegates and generally to elders.”97 In this socio-
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literary world, teaching is of such great importance that not every-
one could teach in the community unless they were specially 
asked to do so by the Apostle. It appears that ordinations would 
have been carried out through the laying on of hands (1Tim. 4:14) 
to signal the transference of the spirit from the appointer to the 
appointee. That the false teachers are insiders is supported by the 
naming and excommunication of two such leaders, “Hymenaeus 
and Alexander, whom I have turned over to Satan, so that they 
may learn not to blaspheme” (1Tim. 1:20).  

While there were many problems besides same-sex practices that 
are a cause for concern to the author, ‘Ephesus’ like Corinth is 
witnessing a wide range of sexual license hence it is argued that 
some widows may have been “indulging in pleasure and sensual 
desires that could overcome their dedication to Christ.”98 It is pos-
sible also that as the people in this world searched for wealth, 
some of them went to extremes (1Tim. 6:10) including but not 
limited to same-sex prostitution. These practices like in Corinth 
are being justified by the false teachers hence as in Corinth it is 
not so much same-sex in general but same-sex practices that are 
done under the impression that Christian freedom entails sexual 
license to do as one pleases showing “some incidences of anti-
nomian or libertarian trends.”99 The argument remains that lib-
erty in Christ means being in total control of the flesh hence be-
ing in a position not to be slaves to desires of the flesh.  

7.4.3  The socio-historical context of the text 

While some scholars have acknowledged the socio-literary world, 
some of the claims by the letter cannot easily be reconciled with 
what is known about Paul and Timothy, the claim that Paul left 
Timothy in Ephesus when he went to Macedonia (1:3) “does not 
fit into the career of Paul and Timothy derived from Acts and the 
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undisputed Pauline letters.”100 This study takes the position that 
this letter was written after Paul’s time even though it is apparent 
that a number of scholars have raised their arguments for Pauline 
authorship of this letter such as Gordon D. Fee and Donald Guth-
rie.  

The date adopted for the time of this letter brings us closer to 
understanding the nature of same-sex practices known during 
that time. On the basis of the organizational structure of the 
church, 1 Timothy supposes the existence of presbyters/bishops 
in Ephesus, a structure which is not far from that of Didache 15:1 
and that of 1 Clement 42:4,5; 44:4-5; 54:2 suspected to have been 
written around 100 CE and 96 CE respectively. However, it has 
been noted that this structure is fundamentally different from that 
advocated by Ignatius around 110 CE of one bishop, presbyters 
and deacons.101 In this case, the widely held date between 80-90 
CE is similarly adopted in this study. Because of the focus on 
same-sex practices, it is important to note that there is a connec-
tion between same-sex practices and libertinism since it is argued 
that “debauched living and indulgence in illicit pleasures have 
gone to such a limit, and every sort of libertinism has become so 
rife in the cities, that they have become the norm.”102 This realiza-
tion helps in further understanding the context in which same-sex 
practices are condemned in 1Tim. 1:10. 

Since libertinism could easily result from some interpretations of 
Paul, it is not surprising that the author appears to be tackling 
enemies from within the community. Internal strife within these 
early Christian communities is attested to in many texts. This is 
supported also from 1 Corinthians, where the pneumatists ap-
peared to have beliefs and practices bordering on libertinism. 
Again as in Corinth, this teaching was dangerous because it led to 
two opposite tendencies; asceticism on the one hand (1Tim. 4:1-4) 
and probably licentiousness on the other hand (as 1Tim. 5:22 
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seems to suggest).103 Clearly, this text shows that the problems 
that Paul had dealt with earlier had not ended in Christian com-
munities. Yet, it still remains a mystery why the author of this 
letter omits the malakoi. In this world “arsenokoitai could well 
refer to homosexuals, since certainly a century later there are 
known to have been many in Ephesus.”104 Without asking 
whether these texts are true or false, the meaning of these texts 
can be understood in their socio-historical contexts. But, what 
manifestation of homosexuality are they opposing? Can ancient 
Greece and the Roman Empire help in our search for meaning? 

7.5  Homosexuality in ancient Greece and the Roman 
Empire 

Paul, the Jewish apostle of Jesus to the Gentiles was also a child of 
the Roman Empire and even 1 Timothy was also written within 
this Empire. While he retained his Jewishness in his responses to 
same-sex practices, it is also apparent that he was dealing with the 
practices that were known to the larger Greco-Roman culture, 
which was “fairly bisexual, since many adult pederasts were or 
would be married and carry on sexual relationships with both 
sexes.”105 It was a culture in which men were penetrators and for 
as long as they maintained this position in sexual relations with 
women, boys and slaves, their status was never in doubt. The ar-
gument in this study is that Paul’s statements on same-sex prac-
tices are an indirect attack on the manifestation of homosexuality 
throughout the Roman Empire, which manifestation was also 
apparent in Christian communities in Corinth and Rome and 
during the time of 1 Timothy. 

There are two other critical points where perceptions appeared to 
converge in the two societies; first, common to both Roman and 
Greek homoeroticism was the basic structure that required an 
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active and a passive partner, yet critically for a free Roman citizen 
the passive role was shameful, as it involved the loss of one’s 
manly honour.106 Both societies saw a direct connection between 
social status and sexual role. The free citizens could not take the 
passive role and retain their manly honour. It should be empha-
sized that in Rome, sexual relations between adult citizens was 
prohibited much in the same way that ancient Greece also frow-
ned on such relations. However, among the Romans the only 
acceptable manifestation of same-sex practices was that involving 
a master and his slave.107 While the Roman same-sex practices did 
not classify participants on the basis of age, the same effect is 
achieved by categorizing partners according to their social status. 
This leads us to consider below some of these points of disconti-
nuity between Greek and Roman conceptions and how they help 
in understanding the biblical texts on homosexuality. 

7.5.1  Homosexuality in ancient Greece 

The question central to this section is whether Paul and the au-
thor of 1 Timothy are responding to “pederastic homosexuality” 
or some other manifestation of homosexuality. Ancient Greece in 
sexuality studies is almost always associated with the institution of 
pederasty or the love of boys. Is there something that we can learn 
from ancient Greece that could elaborate further on the people 
these texts called the arsenokoitai and the malakoi? As noted ear-
lier, these are not the terms that ancient Greeks used to describe 
pederastic relationships, but since there were variations of peder-
asty maybe there is something that Paul knew about such varia-
tions. What do we know about same-sex practices in ancient 
Greece? How does this information help us in understanding the 
biblical texts on homosexuality?  

The first important observation is the position advanced by K. J. 
Dover who argues that “the Greeks were aware that individuals 
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might differ in their sexual preferences, but their language has no 
nouns corresponding to the English nouns ‘a homosexual’ and ‘a 
heterosexual’, since they assumed that (a) virtually everyone re-
sponds at different times both to homosexual and to heterosexual 
stimuli, and (b) virtually no male penetrates other males and 
submits to penetration by other males at the same stage of his 
life.”108 There was no separate existence of homosexuality and 
heterosexuality since an individual could easily practice both. The 
choice of a sexual partner was not an issue of orientation but of 
social convention, dependent upon age and social status.109  

While various manifestations of homosexuality may have existed 
in ancient Greece the model was pederasty, which could have 
been used metaphorically to also cover the adult males who con-
tinued to play the passive role. Pederasty in ancient Greece was 
not only based on an age differential but depended also on social 
status. In all cases, however, the legitimate expression of peder-
asty was through two unequal partners but most importantly the 
partners would have to come from the same social class. In this 
institutional set up, the pederastic relationship did not only entail 
sexual gratification for the active partner (the adult man) but also 
meant being mentored in becoming a respectable citizen (the 
boy). Even more important is how ancient Greece frowned upon 
anal penetration in these relationships. Ideally, therefore, peder-
asty was targeted at freeborn youths who aspired to become re-
spectable citizens. They extolled pedagogical pederasty, which saw 
young boys being initiated into the polity of ancient Greece. It is 
in this context that Sjef van Tilborg argues for an understanding 
of the relationship between Jesus and the Beloved Disciple in the 
light of Greek pederasty, particularly with its pedagogical empha-
sis.110 
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In terms of the general attitude of Greeks towards homosexuality, 
on the basis of vase paintings, literary sources and other sources, 
Greeks extolled the virtues of pederastic relationships. Same-sex 
practitioners were credited with having succeeded in many en-
deavours including establishing democracy at Athens:  

But you found a law for the use of everyone; for you were first, Solon, 
they say, to discover this practice – a democratic one, by Zeus, and a sav-
ing one (I should know, Solon!); seeing the city full of young men and 
seeing them under the compulsion of nature misbehaving in ways they 
should not, you brought and stationed women in various public loca-
tions, equipped and fitted out as common possessions for all. They 
stand there naked, so you won’t be fooled: what you see is what you get. 
You don’t happen to feel quite yourself; you have something bothering 
you: how so? The door is wide open. One Obol, and in you hop. There 
isn’t a bit of prudishness or nonsense, and she doesn’t shy away from 
you, but goes straight to it, just as you like and in whatever way you like. 
You come out: tell her to go to hell, she is nothing to do with you.111 

The most interesting aspect for this study is the fact that brothels 
were part of the Athenian democracy and were widespread in 
ancient Greece. Following on the arguments of Dale Martin noted 
in previous sections, it is possible that Paul could have included 
same-sex brothel owners under the designation arsenokoitai.  

In searching for the malakoi, it is acknowledged that three catego-
ries of people took the passive role or were expected to take the 
passive role in ancient Greece. First, were the freeborn noble 
youths, second were the slave-prostitutes found in brothels and 
households to service their masters and their guests and the pas-
sive role was their duty. Third, were the effeminate call-boys, who 
normally were free youths or adults, dressed like women, clean 
shaven, coiffured, and perfumed. These sold themselves yet they 
were not under compulsion (like the first two) to live this way or 
to make their money in such a fashion – they chose to do it.112 

While same-sex practices clearly took many forms, it is clear the 
variations were simply understood as variations from the model 
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pederasty. We noted earlier that Paul uses a term that does not say 
anything about the age of the person and it is this that makes the 
effeminate call-boy the closest we have to the malakoi of Paul. 
These are people who possibly enjoyed the passive role or who 
enjoyed the financial benefits of the passive role. Considering that 
some of the earliest believers were slaves and lowly people, same-
sex experiences of this nature should not be surprising.  

Clearly, Paul like many others in ancient Greece found it surpris-
ing that some men could actually enjoy the passive role since in 
ancient Greece;  

the positive pleasure women take in passivity contributed to justifying, 
in masculine eyes, their socially as well as sexually subordinate position 
in Athenian society, for their enjoyment of the passive role signified to 
Greek men that women are naturally constituted in such a way that they 
actually desire to lose the battle of the sexes.113  

In this context, those men who took pleasure in the passive role 
forfeited their manly honour. Gender differences were under-
stood as the basis of power relations, with the masculine body 
taking precedence over the feminine body. It is in this context that 
“Athenians tended to portray sex not as a collective enterprise in 
which two or more persons jointly engage but rather as an action 
performed by one person upon another.”114 This understanding 
was widespread in ancient Greece that it is only logical to assume 
that Paul was aware of this kind of homosexuality in his dealings 
with Gentile Christians. Paul’s forays into same-sex practices 
cannot be entirely divorced from this general environment of his 
time. Further, the characteristics of Greco-Roman pederasty 
would have been in contradiction to the nature of Christian com-
munity Paul had in mind if Gal. 3:28 is to be taken seriously. 

The remaining challenge is particularly focusing on Romans 1 
and the condemnation of same-sex practices (including female 
same-sex practices) by Paul as ‘unnatural’. Female same-sex is 
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rarely alluded to in ancient Greek sources because it was impossi-
ble for women to have sex without two of the primary requisites, 
that is, penises and men. The only widely acknowledged source of 
such relationships from ancient Greece comes from the writings 
of Sappho of Lesbos (lesbian is actually derived from Lesbos); 
these relationships are largely modelled along the lines of peda-
gogical pederasty.115 This does not however imply that such rela-
tions were extolled by the Greeks whose conception of sex always 
involved penises and penetrators. Women could not possibly se-
xually relate to each other since they were born to be passive. Sin-
ce this was the common practice, which also led to procreation 
this form of sexuality was therefore understood as natural while 
same-sex practices were understood as unnatural. 

7.5.2  Homosexuality in the Roman Empire 

While Greek culture was dominant in the ANE during the New 
Testament period, it is apparent that “sources from Republican 
and early imperial Rome are both historically and culturally closer 
to the New Testament and other sources of the early church than 
are Greek documents from the classical age.”116 While many 
scholars have drawn parallels between the biblical texts and ped-
erasty, it is possible that the New Testament texts are responding 
to manifestations within the Roman Empire. Retired Anglican 
Bishop Peter Hatendi highlighted in the Zimbabwean debate the 
idea that of the first fifteen Roman emperors, only Claudius led 
an exclusively heterosexual life.117 This fact alone clearly attests to 
the prevalence of homosexuality in the Roman Empire, at least at 
the level of political and social elites. It is also possible that Paul 
and other early Church leaders responded to Roman same-sex 

                                                      
115  Cf. Crompton, Homosexuality and Civilisation, 17. 
116  Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World, 69. 
117  Cf. Peter Hatendi, The Challenge is not yet answered, The Harare Herald, 

24/06/1996. See also John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance and Homo-
sexuality, 61. 



 364 

practices which were finding expressions within these early Chris-
tian communities. 

There are some substantive differences that separate Greek and 
Roman conceptions of same-sex practices, for example, Roman 
same-sex relationships were normally between free citizens and 
prostitutes or slaves something that Greeks considered ungen-
tlemanly. Therefore, while pederasty was pedagogical in its Greek 
cultural understanding, Roman same-sex practices were driven by 
the desire to dominate and were characterized by aggression.118 

Crompton echoes the same understanding when arguing that  
The Greeks were able to conceive of love between an older and a 
younger male as a protective and affectionate mentorship, while the 
Romans, generally speaking, did not accord this privileged status to 
male relationships […] for the Romans, homosexual relations were not 
in themselves good or bad. But to submit to penetration was to be fem-
inized and humiliated.119  

While ancient Greece attached some value to their model peder-
asty because of its pedagogical nature, Romans only counted the 
victories for the penetrator, hence the idea that “Ceasar conquered 
Gaul; Nicomedes, Caesar” and that Caesar was the “Queen of 
Bithynia” because he had been conquered by Nicomedes.120 Being 
penetrated among the Romans was shameful and could hinder 
one’s progress in the social ladder. The penetrators were con-
querors and soldiers used it as a way of humiliating defeated peo-
ples. There was nothing but the desire to express social prece-
dence in every given situation. 

The Roman understanding of same-sex practices emphasized 
more the physical and sexual dimension, completely ignoring the 
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pedagogical goal of Greek pederasty. “The Roman ideal of mascu-
linity involved aggression […] which manifested itself in the sub-
ordination of slaves to the passive sexual role.”121 If Greek free-
men had to charm freeborn youths into same-sex relations in 
which education rather than penetration was the central concern, 
Roman freemen had to subjugate their slaves and male prosti-
tutes to demonstrate their power and dominance, and these were 
understood as “conquests”. While the Greeks incorporated love 
(eros) in paiderastia, erastes, eromenos, the Roman terms such as 
pathici, cinaedi, and exoleti are terms suggestive of passivity, deg-
radation, and abuse.122 On the basis of Roman conception of 
same-sex practices, it is possible that the arsenokoitai of Paul re-
ferred to men who not only had sexual relations with other men 
but possibly men who also engaged in some sexually exploitative 
ventures. These men did everything in pursuit of the power of 
precedence and sought to humiliate others in the process. They 
were not fit for the community Paul had in mind, a community of 
equals. 

The Roman mollis and cinaedi, widely believed to be referring to 
the same person designated malakos in Greek are essentially high-
lighting the existence of some men who failed to meet the stan-
dards of ‘real’ masculinity and this was especially so, for men who 
enjoyed being penetrated by other men. Among the Romans, 
some men were effeminate or soft and some rebranded them-
selves as women. This was a public scandal because men could 
not aspire to become women, aspiring to be lesser beings. The 
mollis and the cinaedus are guilty of the voluntary abandonment of 
a ‘masculine’ identity in favour of a ‘feminine’ one. Such men are 
compared to the tribades, women who pursue women with an 
almost masculine jealousy.123 These appear to be the closest we 
get to identify the malakos of Paul. Since among the Romans, 
social status and sexual role rather than age, defined acceptable 
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from unacceptable same-sex practices, it would appear that Paul is 
responding more to the manifestation of brutal Roman homo-
sexuality than to pedagogical Greek pederasty as suggested by 
Robin Scroggs.124 In this case, both male and female homosexual 
practices are labelled unnatural because they violate gender 
boundaries, especially from a Jewish background in which licit 
sexual intercourse clearly identifies women as the only acceptable 
passive partner. Paul’s condemnation of female same-sex prac-
tices clearly responds to the existence of Christian tribades.  

Finally, in an attempt to understand all the texts we dealt with in 
this chapter, there are three key issues that require highlighting 
here. Why is homosexuality para physin for Paul? Who are the 
arsenokoitai and malakoi? Among the Romans, like the Greeks, 
sexual intercourse generally divided its partners into active citi-
zens and passive women, slaves, and boys. As long as these rela-
tions were kept in this order, same-sex practices were understood 
as harmless to society and therefore largely tolerated. “The Roman 
sources repudiate women’s homoerotic relations. In Roman lit-
erature ‘love between women is in the first place against na-
ture.’”125 Clearly, Paul is not the first to label same-sex practices 
unnatural but the basis upon which Greeks and Romans label 
them as such is different from those of Paul though with some 
similarities. The reasons for understanding same-sex relations as 
unnatural is directly linked to what is natural, for the Romans and 
Greeks alike, natural sexual intercourse requires at least a man 
and a penis. The emphasis is on the active partner hence women 
cannot be doing something natural if they think they can sexually 
please themselves. As for male same-sex practices it would be 
unnatural for men to willingly submit to penetration, a role des-
ignated as feminine. The basis for Paul appears to be both scrip-
tural and philosophical, that is, same-sex practices violate the cre-
ated order of man and woman (Gen. 1-2), at a time when gender 
differences were understood as “divinely ordained” and not so-
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cially constructed (Rom. 1:20). For Paul, only the woman can be 
penetrated and while Paul does not directly link this to procrea-
tion, 1 Timothy clearly shows the acknowledgement of women as 
baby-makers (cf. 1Tim. 5:13-14). Clearly, even without mentioning 
it, it is apparent that procreation is implied in the texts and is un-
derstood as natural. Even more important is the idea that this can 
be done successfully through moderation. On the basis of Paul’s 
Jewish understanding of sexuality, it is not surprising that Paul 
and the writer of 1 Timothy disagreed with Greeks and Romans 
on the value of same-sex practices.126 

It has been argued earlier that the letters of Paul clearly associate 
the arsenokoitai with same-sex practices, particularly denoting 
those men who played the active role in such relations. It is possi-
ble that some of these men could have been involved in some 
forms of exploitative same-sex practices, maybe as owners of sla-
ves or brothels. These men were transplanting a system prevalent 
in the Roman Empire into the Christian community hence defeat-
ing the freedom that was so central to Paul. Regarding the mala-
kos, it is argued that Paul here had the Roman mollis and cinaedus 
in mind. The so-called effeminate call-boy, who enjoyed the pas-
sive role or took the passive role for pay. Malakos for Paul would 
have referred to those men (not necessarily boys) who willingly 
took the passive role in same-sex practices.  

If pederasty was the problem, Paul could have used the common 
Greek words but since he uses a term that is age-neutral, the pas-
sive partner was not simply a boy but an adult. There is greater 
correlation between the malakos of Paul and the so-called effemi-
nate call-boy, who was either a freeborn youth or adult or freed 
slave who engaged in same-sex practices for enjoyment or eco-
nomic reasons. The texts above reflect this socio-historical back-
ground and for that their meaning is primarily located in that 
context. As many things have changed since then, their appropria-
tion has to acknowledge this contextual meaning of the text, 

                                                      
126  Cf. Michel Foucault (trans. by Robert Hurley), The History of Sexuality, vol-

ume 2: The Use of Pleasure, New York: Vintage Books, 1990, 14. 
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which entails looking further than simply the texts but their 
bases, that is, gender difference as divinely ordained and procrea-
tion as intrinsically connected to sexual intercourse.  

7.6  Concluding Observations 
In conclusion, two critical questions are necessary to sum up this 
chapter. Are these texts responding to the encroachment of Greek 
pederasty in Corinth and Rome or they responded to the invasion 
of Roman same-sex practices in Corinth and Rome? Are these 
condemnations meant for contemporary Christian communities? 
First, this study contends that Paul responded to the encroach-
ment of Roman same-sex practices into the Christian communi-
ties, practices which were centred on the quest to humiliate oth-
ers. What even irked Paul more is that some Christians had cor-
rupted his message to justify these practices. Clearly, the Chris-
tian community was moving beyond the indifference of the 
Greeks and Romans to virtually encouraging each other to freely 
experiment with everything, including same-sex practices. How 
could humiliation (which is how homosexual practices are being 
understood) be freedom? How could God grant the freedom to be 
humiliated? Even Romans did not justify and extol men who as-
pired to be feminine, so how could members of New Israel trans-
gress divinely ordained gender boundaries?  

Paul’s understanding of ‘nature’ is multi-dimensional but essen-
tially, it is culturally conditioned such that what Paul calls ‘natu-
ral’ may simply refer to that which was conventional to his con-
text. Clearly, he bases this assertion on the creation of man and 
woman to mean that this is the only natural way human beings 
can mate. He also bases this assertion on the supposed goal of 
sexual intercourse, that is, procreation. Finally, he bases the asser-
tion on sensory observations of the environment, in which case 
what is common is therefore natural. All these were strong argu-
ments then but the amount of knowledge acquired since then has 
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also led to these conceptions being questioned and in some in-
stances being shelved.  

From the arguments raised above the arsenokoitai should be un-
derstood as men who engaged in economic sexual exploitation or 
uncommitted same-sex activities, and it would appear that these 
were well to do men who could afford to pay for such services. 
These were not simply homosexual persons but were individuals 
who considered it a mark of real virility and masculinity. Such 
conceptions were in stark contrast to what Paul sought to estab-
lish. The malakos were most probably adult men who because of 
the availability of men who paid for sexual services turned them-
selves into effeminate call-boys. While some of these men did this 
because they enjoyed it, others could have entered into this trade 
for economic benefits. Doing things on the basis of pleasing the 
flesh was in contrast to the life in spirit that Paul preached. These 
practices were condemned because they stood in opposition to 
what Paul intended. To then argue that Paul condemns all mani-
festations of homosexuality today is beyond the capacity of these 
texts.  
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CHAPTER 8: THE HOMOSEXUAL DEBATE IN  
ZIMBABWE: OVERALL CONCLUSION 

 
The Beliefs and opinions of the biblical authors, elaborated by theologi-
cal tradition, were determined by the prejudices, imaginations, assump-
tions and political needs of their own times.1 

8.1  Introduction 
In summing up this study three critical concluding observations 
will be highlighted in this chapter. While in presenting the de-
bate, the chapters focused on particular view points, first the his-
tory of conflict and contestation surrounding the use of the Bible 
in Zimbabwe. The arguments emanating from the sexual rights 
lobby championed by GALZ followed by the responses coming 
from politicians, traditional leaders and Christians also show the 
Bible as a contested document. The debate has tended to focus 
more on the acceptability of homosexual persons to which the 
majority of contributors have reacted negatively.  

The second major observation is that the debate exposes the exis-
tence of a cultural dilemma in the sense that the sexual rights 
lobby bases its arguments on monadic cultural concepts where 
the individual takes precedence over the community while the 
other contributors have tended to base their arguments on dyadic 
cultural concepts where the community takes precedence over the 
individual. Finally, the Bible has continued to be used to justify 
preconceived judgments based on popularly created stereotypes 
devoid of any rational backup and this has encouraged a literal 
and selective use of the Bible. Away from preconceived prejudices, 
the biblical texts cited in the debate as speaking out against all 
forms of homosexuality are not transcultural but culture-specific. 
This however does not militate against a responsible and appro-
priate use of such texts in contemporary discussions. 

                                                      
1  Preus, Spinoza and the irrelevance of Biblical Authority, 2001, 184. 
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8.2  Homosexuality in Zimbabwe: Concluding  
Observations 

Throughout this study there are certain aspects surrounding ho-
mosexuality that are widely agreed upon. There is widespread 
agreement that homosexual persons or generally sexual minori-
ties do exist in Zimbabwe. The debate therefore is not so much 
about the existence or non-existence of homosexuality or homo-
sexual persons in Zimbabwe rather the debate is centred on the 
acceptability or unacceptability of homosexuality or homosexual 
persons within Zimbabwean communities. Further, it has also 
been demonstrated in this study that there are multiple manifes-
tations of homosexuality within Zimbabwe, echoing the concept 
of homosexualities within the sexual rights’ lobby. Finally, it can 
be observed and concluded that there are apparent double stan-
dards in the manner in which homosexuality and heterosexuality 
are treated in contemporary Zimbabwean communities. 

8.2.1  Homosexuality in Zimbabwe: A Reality! 

The labelling of homosexuality as unAfrican has tended to create 
the impression that homosexuality was non-existent in pre-
colonial African communities. The label has been widely inter-
preted in the light of the origins of homosexuality. This is a mis-
understanding of the context within which such labelling has 
occurred. The clearest example of the existence of homosexuality 
and practising homosexual persons is the existence of GALZ, an 
organisation that represents the interests of sexual minorities in 
Zimbabwe. The existence of homosexual people is therefore not 
in doubt, especially in contemporary Zimbabwe. 

This study acknowledges the fact that the existence of homosexual 
people in pre-colonial Zimbabwean societies is a highly debatable 
subject. At the heart of this problem being the fact that pre-
colonial Zimbabwean societies were pre-literate and did not leave 
behind written documents from which one could scour for clues 
to the existence of homosexual people in these communities. The 
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discovery of the San rock-painting in Zimbabwe2, which has been 
interpreted as depicting a group of men engaging in some same-
sex activities has been taken to be representative of most if not all 
pre-colonial Zimbabwean societies. This has been further but-
tressed by evidences of pre-colonial African communities that 
condoned same-sex practices, such as the Zulu of South Africa 
and the Azande of CAR.3  

Finally, the fact that some sodomy cases were heard in the magis-
trates’ courts two years after the occupation of Zimbabwe by 
Western Settlers4 has gone a long way in challenging the role of 
the Settlers in influencing indigenous people to adopt homosexu-
ality as a lifestyle. Since the first group of Settlers was relatively 
small, the argument is that it took more than two years for them 
to influence the indigenous people. Further, the majority of the 
Settlers were still clearly influenced by the European concepts of 
sex, in which homosexuality was understood as unnatural and a 
psychological disorder. Clearly, it is not possible to draw absolute 
conclusions regarding homosexuality in pre-colonial Zimbabwe. 
This is especially so because sex was understood in terms of pro-
creation hence; 

Nothing that was not ordered in terms of generation or transfigured by 
it could expect sanction or protection. Nor did it merit a hearing. It 
would be driven out, denied and reduced to silence. Not only did it not 
exist, it had no right to exist and would be made to disappear upon its 
least manifestation – whether in acts or in words.5 

The existence of same-sex sexual practices in the colonial and 
post-colonial eras in Zimbabwe is testified to in some sources. 
The most widely used sources being the criminal court records. 

                                                      
2  Cf. GALZ, Unspoken Facts: A History of Homosexualities in Africa, 2008, 42. 
3  Cf. Edward E. Evans-Pritchard, „Sexual Inversion among the Azande“, in: 

American Anthropologist 72, 1970, 1428-1434. See also Marc Epprecht, “Ho-
mosexual behaviour in pre-modern and early colonial sub-Saharan Africa” 
in: G. E. Haggerty (ed), The Encyclopedia of Homosexuality, 1998. 

4  Cf. Epprecht, The early history of homosexual behaviour among black males 
in Zimbabwe, 1998, 144. 

5  Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction volume 1, 1990, 4. 



 373 

Marc Epprecht6 has consulted these sources widely in writing on 
homosexuality in Southern Africa. In the colonial era, most schol-
ars have noted how such practices became synonymous with spe-
cific spaces. The prisons, mine compounds and urban centres 
became the fertile grounds for the prominent manifestations of 
homosexuality. Many factors have been suggested for this devel-
opment among which the creation of exclusive spaces for men 
and women by the colonial regime remains the central factor. 

The barring of women from the newly created urban centres and 
mine compounds in a bid to extract all the energy of the workers 
in “productive work” led to the forced separation of families for 
long periods of time. The prison system, itself foreign to most of 
the pre-colonial Zimbabwean societies, also thrived on enforcing a 
forced separation of husbands and wives, men and women.7 The 
creation of exclusive boys’ and girls’ high schools saw the same 
principle of separate worlds for men and women being used in 
the education system. While pre-colonial societies had some form 
of marked spaces for men and women, there were clearly marked 
unisex spaces where men and women constantly interacted. The 
association of homosexuality and colonial institutions is not to be 
mistaken with the idea that it therefore follows that colonisation 
introduced homosexuality. Instead, it appears that Settler institu-
tions may have provided space in which homosexuality in its vari-
ous manifestations could thrive.  
                                                      
6  Marc Epprecht is the author of various articles on this subject. Among his 

contributions are the following works: Heterosexual Africa? The History of an 
Idea from the Age of Exploration to the Age of AIDS, 2008; Hungochani: The 
History of a Dissident Sexuality in Southern Africa, 2004, “Good God Almighty, 
What’s this? Homosexual ‘crime’ in early Colonial Zimbabwe” in: Stephen 
O. Murray & Will Roscoe (eds), Boy-Wives and Female-Husbands: Studies in 
African Homosexualities, New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1998. “Homosexual 
behaviour in pre-modern and early colonial sub-Saharan Africa” in: G. E. 
Haggerty (ed), The Encyclopedia of Homosexuality, New York: Garland Press, 
1998. In these works, Epprecht has done extensive research focusing on 
court records in the National Archives Department in Harare and Bulawayo, 
Zimbabwe.  

7  Cf. Charles van Onselen, Chibaro: African Mine Labour in Southern Rhodesia 
1900-1933, Johannesburg: Ravan Press (Pty) Ltd, 2001, 174. 
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Until 1982 homosexual relationships and practices remained well 
concealed with no organized group. Homosexuality simply re-
mained a private matter for the individuals. The growth in urban 
centres and the availability of jobs meant the traditional commu-
nal lifestyle continued to be affected and as individuals instantly 
became strangers in the big cities, the environment was condu-
cive to many “experiments” without the watchful eyes of the fam-
ily. In 1982, the first social club was formed by 12 White women8 
who happened to be homosexual in orientation and practice. This 
group largely remained a private social club. It was however re-
placed effectively by the formation of GALZ in 19909. GALZ re-
mains the primary organisation for anyone researching on homo-
sexuality in Zimbabwe as well as other sexual minorities as cap-
tured in their Mission Statement and in the acronym LGBTI.10 

This study therefore concludes that homosexuality is a reality in 
Zimbabwe and has been for over a century now. The debate itself 
does not dismiss the existence of homosexual persons; their exis-
tence is a historical fact. 

8.2.2  Homosexuality in Zimbabwe: Multiple Manifestations 

The slogan “homosexuality is unAfrican” as noted above has been 
wrongly applied to questions of origins. In this study, it appears 
this slogan has been used in response to contemporary manifesta-
tions of homosexuality in Zimbabwe. This is best appreciated in 
the light of how the pre-colonial heritage on sexual matters is 
conceived in Zimbabwean communities. These pre-colonial 
communities had highly confined sexual matters, that the subject 
of sex (heterosexuality included) was carefully governed by the 
rule “don’t ask, don’t tell”. As Diana Jeater writes, “the limits of 
acceptability were defined by silences, rather than explicit prohibi-

                                                      
8  Cf. William Guri, Homosexuality in Zimbabwe: A Phenomenological inves-

tigation, 2002, 27. 
9  Cf. Epprecht, Hungochani, 178. 
10  Cf. GALZ Pamphlet, “I Think I Might Be”, undated. 
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tions.”11 A publicity seeking sexual rights lobby was therefore un-
derstood as being unAfrican because it transgressed some tradi-
tional boundaries, which defined where and when it was not pos-
sible to talk about sex, and among which speakers, sex could be 
discussed.12 

Further, an understanding of homosexuality as an alternative to 
heterosexuality (This is only one of the many characteristics of the 
sexual rights lobby) was also understood as being unAfrican. The 
pre-colonial rule of precedence, which emphasized the primacy of 
the community over the individual, dictated that all individuals do 
things primarily because such acts are good for the community 
and secondarily for the individual. Essentially, in these communi-
ties, what was good for the community was good for the individ-
ual. In this context, sex was conflated with procreation such that 
individuals had to account for how they used their sexuality13 and 
frequently, the larger group made the final decisions and indi-
viduals could only implement such decisions. These are the prin-
ciples behind the slogan “homosexuality is unAfrican” hence the 
sexual rights lobby is challenging traditional attitudes. 

In line with the argument that there are multiple manifestations 
of homosexuality in Zimbabwe, it can be concluded that the pre-
dominant manifestation of homosexuality in Zimbabwe has been 
through circumstantial practices. Beginning with pre-colonial 
communities of the Zulu and Azande, homosexual activities were 
associated with military and hunting expeditions.14 Since the war-
riors were men and since they could be away from their families 
for long periods, same-sex practices were condoned as a way of 
keeping the armies ready for the next battle and loyal to only that 
cause. In the colonial era, mine compounds, urban centres, 

                                                      
11  Diana Jeater, Marriage, Perversion and Power: The Construction of moral dis-

course in Southern Rhodesia 1894-1930, 1993, 26. 
12  Cf. Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, 18. 
13  Cf. Peter R. Hatendi, „Shona Marriage and the Christian Churches“, 1973, 

139. 
14  Cf. Epprecht, “Homosexual behaviour in pre-modern and early colonial sub-

Saharan Africa.” 
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schools and also the prison system operated on the basis of the 
separation of men from women. While this was not at its worst in 
colonial Zimbabwe15, the system of separation became the fertile 
ground for the circumstantial practice of homosexuality. Under 
circumstantial practices, it should be noted that men and women 
may have engaged in same-sex practices because circumstances 
forced them to do so.16 The majority of circumstantial practitio-
ners are therefore heterosexual people who find themselves in 
conditions where heterosexual partners are absent or in short 
supply. 

In some cases, homosexuality has been used as a prescription for 
medicinal concoctions. Among pre-colonial communities as well 
as contemporary communities in Zimbabwe, there is a belief that 
the spirit world can be successfully manipulated to the benefit of 
some individuals. To succeed in this manipulation of the spirit 
world, various prescriptions are given among them being ritual 
same-sex sexual practices. Traditional leaders, diviner-healers and 
wealthy individuals were suspected of being in possession of 
powerful charms brought about by among other things ritual 
same-sex practices.17 The fundamental problem with this mani-
festation of homosexuality is centred on the esoteric nature of the 
pre-colonial African traditional religious systems. Such medicinal 
or ritual same-sex practices tended to range from single acts to 
constant multiple acts. Once again the majority of those engaging 
in ritual same-sex practices appear to be heterosexual persons 
who are bent on winning at all costs and such individuals do not 
understand themselves as being homosexual. This is yet again 
another manifestation of circumstantial same-sex practices occa-
sioned by the ritual demands of particular ventures. 

                                                      
15  Cf. Van Onselen, Chibaro: African Mine Labour in Southern Rhodesia 1900-

1933, 174. 
16  Cf. Epprecht, Hungochani, 85. 
17  Cf. Robert M. Baum „Homosexuality and the Traditional Religions of the 

Americas and Africa“ in: Arlene Swidler (ed), Homosexuality and World Relig-
ions, 1993, 3, 31. 
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Finally, while the evidence shows that circumstantial practices are 
the dominant manifestation of homosexuality in Zimbabwe, and 
while ritual practices appear to be limited to some traditional high 
ranking community leaders as well as ambitious individuals, 
there are exceptions to these practices. The exceptions are brought 
about when one observes that there were men who despite the 
availability of female prostitutes and women close by, such men 
still preferred to have sexual relations with other men. While this 
was rare in the earliest manifestations of homosexuality in Zim-
babwe, preferential homosexual practices have become the domi-
nant manifestation in the post-colonial era. While homosexuality 
and homosexual practice were always conceived of as temporary 
hence circumstantial, as in the understanding Foucault has of 
“the sodomite”18, there were cases that clearly did not fit into this 
pattern. Lately, homosexual practice for some men and women 
has nothing to do with circumstances, such individuals sexually 
relate to members of their own sex whether members of the op-
posite sex are present or not. For this group, homosexuality is 
exclusive of heterosexuality while others are equally attracted to 
members of both sexes hence they are called bisexual. These are 
the ones that are at the heart of the slogan that homosexual per-
sons are “born that way.”19  

8.2.3  Homosexuality in Zimbabwe: The Double Standards 

The greatest challenge to Zimbabwean communities from the 
sexual rights lobby has been the insistence that individuals must 
enjoy their sexual rights, irrespective of whether they are hetero-
sexual, bisexual, homosexual or intersexed. Human beings are 
entitled to be in control of their sexuality and they must deter-
mine how they must use their sexuality without infringing on the 
rights of other individuals. “The belief that every human being is 
a creature of God endowed with certain worthy and dignity that 

                                                      
18  Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, 43. 
19  Gaudencia Mutema, African Traditional Religion and GALZ, 1996, 4. 
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deserved respect dies hard. It is the ideal of Christianity, Islam 
and Indigenous religions.”20 The individual sexual rights de-
manded by the sexual minorities are essentially based on the be-
lief that God created not only heterosexuals but also all other sex-
ual minorities. On the basis of the various contributions to the 
debate, it is apparent that Zimbabwean communities have been 
using double standards in the manner they have handled wo-
men’s rights issues on the one hand and sexual rights for all indi-
viduals championed by GALZ. This is notwithstanding the inher-
ent worth of all individuals as captured by Falola above. These 
double standards manifest themselves in various forms through-
out the debate. 

When it comes to homosexuality unlike heterosexuality, one 
known case is used as a general condemnation. This has largely 
defined the interaction of debate contributors and the Bible. The 
creation of stereotypes is central in this regard. Homosexuality is 
ridiculed because it is violent and criminal. Homosexual persons 
are ridiculed because they are promiscuous and seek “to have sex 
in public.”21 To fully appreciate the impact of the created stereo-
types, one only needs to understand how discourses function. 
“Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it.”22 The 
homosexual discourse in Zimbabwe has created a monster called 
the homosexual and that way, homosexual persons have been left 
with a huge task of proving themselves innocent. For homosexual 
people, it is never ‘innocent until proven guilty’ it is always ‘guilty 
until proven innocent’.  

The power generated by these stereotypes cannot be underesti-
mated because the bulk of Zimbabweans have formed opinions 
about homosexuality based on the stereotypes created by these 
discourses. These generalized condemnations however, do not 
appear to be equally applied in heterosexual discussions. One 

                                                      
20  Toyin Falola (ed), Tradition and Change in Africa: The Essays of J. F. Ade-Ajayi, 

2000, 7. 
21  Mugabe cited in: Dunton & Palmberg, Human Rights and homosexuality, 9. 
22  Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, 101. 
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promiscuous homosexual person is seen as representative of all 
homosexual persons yet one adulterous heterosexual person is 
not seen as representative of all heterosexual people, even if the 
adulterous person is a religious leader. The same can be detected 
in the labelling of homosexuality as unnatural. Heterosexuality is 
natural because it is a default state for heterosexuals but the same 
is unacceptable when applied to homosexual persons. Clearly, 
there has been a widespread shifting of goal posts in the debate as 
heterosexual people sought to create special criteria specific to 
homosexual persons. This is consistent with other cases of un-
warranted discrimination where for example, skin colour was 
made more important over all other features that define humanity 
to justify racism, or particular political viewpoints were exagger-
ated as the only defining characteristic of enemies of “ZANU-PF 
and government” in Zimbabwe to justify the brutal response of 
ZANU-PF and state security agents to the waning of public sup-
port for their cause.  

It is observed that because of the need to discriminate against 
sexual minorities, the attempts by the sexual rights lobby to make 
a distinction between acceptable and unacceptable homosexual 
practices and relationships have largely been ignored. This is not 
novel to homosexual persons; rather it should be understood in 
the light of the sexual ethic for heterosexuality. Almost all socie-
ties have some form of a heterosexual sexual ethic, which clearly 
outlines sexual practices that are considered moral by the society 
and others that are considered immoral. The immoral practices 
have not been used to label heterosexuality in its entirety as im-
moral. This is aptly summed by Nissinen when he writes;  

Regarding the history of biblical interpretation, if it is a fact that Chris-
tian tradition has ‘always condemned homosexuality’, it is true also that 
the Christian tradition has in many ways heavily condemned hetero-
sexuality also [...] Sexuality has been considered an expression of lust 
and thus sinful.23  

                                                      
23  Marrti Nissinen, Homoeroticism in the Biblical World: A Historical Perspective, 

1998, 125. 



 380 

Herein lie the double standards in that the unacceptable manifes-
tations of homosexuality have been used to condemn homosexu-
ality in its entirety but the same rule is adjudged to be inapplica-
ble to heterosexuality. 

A closer analysis of the Zimbabwean debate and the attendant 
arguments show that while in the West the essentialist and con-
structionist perspectives appear exclusive of each other, the same 
cannot be claimed for Zimbabwe. Both homosexual persons and 
other contributors tend to use both perspectives interchangeably. 
This study concludes by noting that the essentialist explanation 
goes a long way in answering questions of origins and causes of 
homosexual orientation. Most human beings are born with a par-
ticular sexual orientation ranging from 0 (exclusive heterosexual) 
to 6 (exclusive homosexual) according to the Kinsey scale of 
1948.24 This essentialist component explains why throughout the 
ages, there are people who are sexually oriented towards their own 
sex. The environment has nothing or very little to do with this 
orientation. However, it should also be appreciated that this es-
sentialist explanation does not explain the different manifesta-
tions of homosexuality from pederasty in ancient Greece to con-
temporary egalitarian relationships.  

These manifestations are best understood through a construction-
ist explanation. Homosexual practices are socially constructed 
while orientation is a biological given. In Zimbabwe homosexual 
practices have followed heterosexual models, from the dominant 
husbands (mostly associated with prison and mine compound 
forms of homosexual practices) to the equal partnerships in con-
temporary communities. Chapter three to chapter five clearly 
show the double standards that have been deployed in Zimbabwe 
and how they have been deployed in order to maintain the status 
quo. The double standards betray the usual battles between those 
in favour of the status quo and those against the status quo. Dur-
ing the Second liberation war in Zimbabwe, there were disputes 

                                                      
24  Cf. Epprecht, Hungochani, 11. 
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as to the acceptability of using violence to fight against a violent 
colonial system.25 This observation leads us to the second major 
concluding observation emanating from this study. 

8.3  Understanding the Zimbabwean Dilemma on  
Homosexuality  

The second major concluding observation for this study is that 
homosexuality has exposed a fundamental dilemma for Zimbab-
weans. While the sexual rights lobby was not the first to touch on 
this fundamental dilemma, this dilemma is associated with the 
evolution of Zimbabwean communities from pre-colonial dyadic 
cultural communities and colonial monadic cultural communities 
leading to the cultural crossroads that is the fundamental di-
lemma for Zimbabwean communities as they debated homosexu-
ality. This cultural crossroads is reflected among anti-homosexual 
activists as well as among homosexual persons. To this extent the 
contemporary Zimbabwean state and communities are at a cul-
tural crossroads: Are we following the Western model of giving 
precedence to individuals over communities; or are we to follow 
the traditional pre-colonial model of giving precedence to the 
communities over the individuals? This dilemma helps in further 
elucidating the easy with which double standards have been de-
ployed in the debate. 

8.3.1  Sex, Women and Homosexuals: Exposing the dilemma 

In the Zimbabwean debate anti-homosexuality contributors have 
accused the sexual rights lobby of breaching traditional bounda-
ries on the subject of human sexuality, the basis upon which the 
“unAfrican” label has been used on homosexuality. This accusa-
tion was rightly noted for not being entirely true because the so-

                                                      
25  See Janice McLaughlin, MM, On The Frontline: Catholic Missions in Zim-

babwe’s Liberation War, 1996, 114. Michael Lapsley, Neutrality or Co-option? 
Anglican Church and State from 1964 until the independence of Zimbabwe, 
1986, 24. 
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called traditional boundaries were first breached by other actors. 
HIV/AIDS was one of the first issues to challenge traditional 
boundaries on sexual matters. The reality of HIV/AIDS forced 
Zimbabwean communities to grudgingly remove sexual matters 
from the abyss of silence into an everyday subject. It also meant 
that sex became a part of the schools’ curricular in Zimbabwe. 
Gender activists and women’s empowerment movements were 
equally central and earlier in challenging and breaching these 
traditional boundaries. The realisation that gender was socially 
constructed and that it only served the interests of men over 
women had inspired gender activists to challenge the traditional 
attitudes over sex and women.  

When it comes to the manifestation of homosexuality as a public 
subject in Zimbabwe, it should be appreciated that it was a conse-
quence of historical developments in Zimbabwe. These develop-
ments bear a close resemblance to what Jack Rogers observes 
about American life.  

It took the civil rights movement of the 1960s to begin to crack the fa-
cade of white racial superiority. In the 1970s, the women’s movement 
forced a grudging acknowledgment that women were of equal value to 
men. In the late 1980s and the 1990s, the first awakenings began to 
come for many people that gay and lesbian people were different in 
some respects, but of no less worth than people who were heterosex-
ual.26  

The sexual rights lobby did not lead the breach of traditional 
boundaries and it was not the first in touching on this dilemma. 
The sexual rights lobby exploited the earlier successes scored 
through the nationalists’ war of liberation, HIV/AIDS efforts as 
well as gender activism. 

Zimbabwean communities have made several concessions to 
women’s empowerment movements on the basis of contempo-
rary conceptions of women as equal to men. Each human being is 
therefore treated as equal to all other individuals. Since this un-

                                                      
26  Jack Rogers, The Bible and Homosexuality: Explode the Myths, Heal the Church, 

2006, 3. 
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derstanding is a Western conception based on Western monadic 
cultures, it follows that Zimbabwean communities did and con-
tinue to subscribe to some notions of individual worthy which is 
the basis for individual human rights. While some traditionalists 
and religious leaders opposed the concessions made to women27, 
the battle did not explode in the manner the homosexual debate 
exploded in Zimbabwe. Whenever women’s empowerment is 
under discussion in Zimbabwe, Zimbabwean societies tend to 
operate at the monadic level. 

The dilemma therefore comes about once one considers what 
transpired in the homosexual debate. The sexual rights lobby 
launched its case on the basis that the Republic of Zimbabwe is a 
democratic state and is based on a monadic cultural understand-
ing of the rule of precedence. In a monadic culture the individual 
takes precedence over the larger group. In such societies, indi-
viduals have “inalienable rights”28 and in that context, the sexual 
rights lobby followed developments in other monadic cultures 
especially in democratic Western states. The responses from vari-
ous quarters have been to argue on the basis that the Republic of 
Zimbabwe is an “African democracy” and is based on pre-colonial 
dyadic cultures. The pre-colonial dyadic cultures operated on the 
primacy of the community over individuals and in such a system 
individual rights are non-existent, what exists are privileges and 
duties.  

The state, traditional leaders, homosexual persons and Christians 
in general have tended to vacillate between these two cultural 
models such that one is forced to realize that the dilemma that is 
                                                      
27  Most Christian denominations opposed the equality of men and women on 

the basis that God had divinely ordained the positions of men and women in 
society. The creation story of Gen. 2:4b was central to this opposition so was 
also Paul’s analogy of husband and wife as representing Christ and Church 
respectively. Traditionalists argued on the strength of the “traditions of the 
fathers”, through which women are never independent beings. Women are 
always under a man, either their fathers or husbands. 

28  The Yogyakarta Principles: Principles on the application of International 
Human Rights Law in relation to Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity, 
March 2007, 6. 
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exposed by the homosexual challenge is connected to whether 
contemporary Zimbabwean communities are culturally dyadic or 
monadic. Indeed, the issue of homosexuality exposes the fact that 
Zimbabwe as a nation is at a cultural crossroads, it has not yet 
become exclusively monadic neither has it remained exclusively 
dyadic. While gender activists also challenged society in almost a 
similar way, homosexuality was vigorously opposed primarily 
because it represented a minority that could as well be experi-
mented with without incurring serious political or religious re-
percussions. It is not surprising therefore that there is very little 
common ground between the sexual rights lobby and its oppo-
nents because for the former, it has always assumed that contem-
porary Zimbabwe is monadic while their opponents insist that 
Zimbabwe is dyadic. 

Finally, this cultural crossroads caused internal tensions within 
the women’s empowerment movement as some women accused 
the activists of being marital failures bent on encouraging divorce 
and destroying families.29 In the sexual rights lobby, the member-
ship of GALZ clearly shows there are many homosexual persons 
who do not believe in the primacy of the individual. For such per-
sons, all they need is to remain closeted while practising. Such 
voices are closely connected to attitudes represented by Gezi (MP) 
that his rural constituents do not mind people engaging in same-
sex practices only as long as they do so in private.30 Clearly, the 
dyadic attitude in Zimbabwe is that of indifference while the mo-
nadic attitude is that of fear and hatred. According to a Shangani 
traditional diviner-healer, the challenge of homosexuality “de-
pends on where one is. In the rural areas where culture is deep 

                                                      
29  The popular response to gender activists has been to label them as marital 

failures. This accusation is especially prominent among women who are 
married or aspire to being married. The accusation has been based on the 
realization that the earliest gender activists were divorcees or single mothers. 
Further, gender activism was also considered against traditional culture be-
cause it was widely embraced by learned women who were accused of being 
western puppets. 

30  Cf. Border Gezi (MP) in: Epprecht, Hungochani, 132. 
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rooted, this is understood but the best way to deal with it is being 
quiet about it.”31 

8.3.2  Homosexuality and the cultural crossroads in  
Zimbabwe 

The homosexual debate should be seen as one of many issues that 
have been at the centre of many North-South cultural tussles in 
the 20th and 21st centuries. Most Zimbabwean communities re-
main undecided or uncommitted as to whether they are dyadic or 
monadic. The post-colonial communities in which the debate 
played out appear to be the most affected due to the existence of 
two competing cultural systems in both of which they have been 
thoroughly socialized. This has meant that vacillating between the 
two competing cultural systems is common practice among many 
Zimbabweans from all walks of life. 

It is widely attested that most pre-colonial African societies were 
dyadic. This conception of pre-colonial African cultures is best 
summed up in the philosophical slogan “I am because we are, 
and since we are, therefore I am.”32 In these communities the 
larger group always took precedence over the individual. The 
“common good” (sometimes, it is clearly the interests of the el-
ites) took precedence over private individual interests. It is in this 
context that sex was deployed to benefit the larger group. When 
White settlers and missionaries heard of the different ways 
through which marriages were contracted in these societies, they 
were culturally shocked. 

Sex was managed by the family for the benefit of the family, clan 
and tribe. Individuals were obliged to contribute towards the 
propagation of their lineage. In such a context, very few individu-
als could escape heterosexual marriage. This widespread preva-
lence of heterosexual marriages has been mistakenly understood 
to mean the absence of homosexuality. Instead, this study using 

                                                      
31  Epprecht, Hungochani, 133. 
32  Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 214. 
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the high profile trial of Canaan Sodindo Banana (He was hetero-
sexually married and had children yet he continued also with 
same-sex practices) concludes that owing to the obligation to pro-
create, some people would have married heterosexually while at 
the same time engaging in homosexual activities. If any of the 
contemporary vocabulary from sexuality studies is to be used to 
describe this scenario, it would be improper to refer to such indi-
viduals as homosexual; rather we should be talking of many indi-
viduals being bisexual. 

In the pre-colonial communities, there was no distinction be-
tween homosexuality and heterosexuality. The lack of an indige-
nous word for homosexuality among the Shona does not say any-
thing about the existence of homosexual practices, rather it simply 
confirms that it was never understood as “the other” to be named. 
The pre-colonial dyadic Zimbabwean cultures had the larger 
group’s interests take precedence. This cultural heritage remains 
alive but challenged and in effect under siege. In such cultures, 
the concept of individual human rights remains a critical chal-
lenge because such rights reverse the traditional rule of prece-
dence. 

From 1890 when Zimbabwe was formally colonized, there was a 
deliberate attempt to supplant indigenous cultures as the settlers 
sought to “civilize” the indigenous people. With Western settlers 
and missionaries coming from a monadic cultural background, 
the colonial period saw the dyadic pre-colonial cultures being un-
dermined by the monadic western cultures of the settlers and 
missionaries. Sexual issues, especially marriage, became a battle-
field between missionaries and indigenous people. Arranged 
marriages were condemned and young girls were assisted by mis-
sionaries to rebel against their families.33 The interests of the lar-
ger group, the basis upon which arranged marriages were ration-
alized, were seriously undermined. 

                                                      
33  Cf. Brandon Graaff, Modumedi Moleli: Teacher, Evangelist and Martyr to Char-

ity: Mashonaland 1892-96, 1988, 79. 
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In this deliberate policy to obliterate pre-colonial cultures, defec-
tions to the colonial monadic culture were seen as a mark of so-
phistication. As Christianity made significant inroads among the 
indigenous communities, the monadic western cultural traits 
found their way to the converts and eventually workers and their 
dependents. Pre-colonial cultural traits were throughout this pe-
riod being stigmatized and receding from public view. By the time 
of the end of the colonial period, the Western monadic cultural 
traits had become the dominant culture of the “elite” who aspired 
to whiteness. In this era, the individual gradually grew in stature 
and importance while the larger group receded in stature and 
importance. Talk of individual human rights finds its most recep-
tive audience within this monadic system and is the basis of the 
sexual rights lobbying. The majority of contemporary Zimbabwe-
ans identify with this movement towards modernity either 
through their professional associations or through religious asso-
ciations. Traditional culture is only recalled where North-South 
relations are at stake and where individuals want to assert their 
equality with their counterparts from the North, politically, relig-
iously or professionally. 

The post-colonial Zimbabwean communities are faced with the 
challenge of having to decide to choose between the pre-colonial 
dyadic system and the colonial monadic system. The pre-colonial 
heritage has survived silently and continues to be passed on 
through the generations and is dominant in rural communities 
but even there, it is also significantly challenged through the ever 
growing presence of some strands of Christianity especially the 
Pentecostal/Evangelical brand. The monadic system remains the 
more dominant of the two competing cultures in the post-colonial 
societies. The homosexual debate exposed how the Zimbabwean 
post-colonial societies continue to vacillate between these two 
cultural systems depending on what is at stake. 

It is therefore not a problem that an individual supports individ-
ual human rights for women on the basis of the monadic system 
while opposing individual sexual rights for homosexual persons 
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on the basis of the dyadic system. The homosexual debate shows 
that the arguments of the sexual rights lobby are predicated on the 
fact that Zimbabwe as a state follows the monadic system fully 
encapsulated in the nationalist slogan “One Man, One Vote.”34 

However, chapters four and five also demonstrate that the 
counter-arguments are predicated on the fact that Zimbabwe as a 
state follows the dyadic system dating back from pre-colonial 
times. Herein lies the post-colonial dilemma on homosexuality. 
Should we continue to shed off our identity? What is our identity? 
Can a hybrid identity be formed from these competing cultural 
systems? That is the dilemma confronting Zimbabwean commu-
nities. This brings us to the next observation regarding proxy wars 
masked by this public debate. 

8.3.3  Homosexuality and proxy wars in the Zimbabwean  
Debate 

It has been argued in this study that the homosexual debate in 
Zimbabwe can best be understood within the context in which it 
occurred. The last decade of the 20th century saw Zimbabwe 
adopting ESAP, it was also the time ZANU-PF grudgingly agreed 
to scrap the ambitious “one party state”35 programme for multi-
party democracy. When other bits of information are added to 
these factors, the suggestion that there are various wars that were 
fought under the guise of debating homosexuality ceases to be far-

                                                      
34  This was the one of the central themes of the liberation war in the 1970s as 

Zimbabweans fought for “Majority Rule” from the colonial regimes. By em-
phasizing the importance of granting all men and women the equal right to 
vote for their government, the nationalist movements drastically changed 
course from pre-colonial systems where royal families existed for all com-
munities and whose claim to power was by virtue of being born into the royal 
family. This was also a continuation with modification of the colonial gov-
ernment system which was monadic. This fact is hardly acknowledged 
within the Zimbabwean debate. 

35  Farai Magawu, The Role of Civil Society in Building Peace in Zimbabwe: 
Focus on the Church, 11 available online: www.kubatana.net/docs/cact/ 
farai_maguwu_role_of_civil_society_zim_061001.doc accessed 12/01/2008. 
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fetched. While Mugabe gave the impression that he could not 
countenance the existence of people who champion the cause of 
homosexual persons in Zimbabwe and throughout the world that 
was indeed playing to the gallery since he had been aware of Ba-
nana’s same-sex activities early on after independence in the 
1980s and remained silent about it.36  

When Mugabe spoke against homosexuality in 1995, it was cer-
tainly not lost to him that in March 1996, there was a presidential 
election which he wanted to win. The wife of Banana, Janet, 
raised an important point when she highlighted that Banana was 
contemplating challenging Mugabe in the 1996 presidential elec-
tion.37 The debate presented a forum in which Mugabe could 
thoroughly discredit Banana without even mentioning his name. 
As Banana’s trial received prominent coverage from the local me-
dia, “Sodindo” (Banana’s middle name) became a euphemism for 
gay or homosexual person. This is only one example of the vari-
ous political, cultural and religious wars that were waged within 
the debate. 

The State-Church relations in Zimbabwe have been anything but 
consistent. Churches in Zimbabwe were and continue to be 
deeply divided on some important social issues such as the libera-
tion (Chimurenga) war and the use of violence (1970s), during the 
Gukurahundi (The Last Storm) massacres in Matebeleland (1983-
1987), during the farm invasions (post-2000) as well as Operation 
Murambatsvina (2005). While some Churches supported the gov-
ernment of the day during these troubled times, others opposed 
the governments. However, it should also be noted that Churches 
have been partners with the State on education and health issues. 
In the period of ESAP, living standards of the people started 
plummeting38 and church leaders became more important as they 
retained their influence on the followers. Mugabe needed some 

                                                      
36  Cf. Guri, Homosexuality in Zimbabwe, 51 
37  Janet Banana, The Guardian cited in: Guri, Homosexuality in Zimbabwe, 52-

3. 
38  Cf. Epprecht, Hungochani, 177-8. 
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favours from the churches on how to pacify Zimbabweans and 
the 1995 ZIBF became an important forum for selling a dummy 
to the religious lot in Zimbabwe. Clearly, Mugabe and his cohorts 
in government exaggerated the threat posed by homosexual per-
sons to society as a whole. Aeneas Chigwedere (MP) and historian 
suggested that “the homosexuals are the festering finger endan-
gering the body.”39 

First, Mugabe wanted churches not to focus on “bread and butter” 
issues as the economy was clearly failing to sustain previous liv-
ing standards.40 By blowing homosexuality out of proportion and 
exaggerating its threat, Mugabe did succeed in overshadowing all 
other issues in the run up to the March 1996 election. Once he got 
the victory, Mugabe went silent about the morality (or lack of it) of 
homosexual practice because he was preparing to legitimize his 
own immorality as he sought to wed his former secretary with 
whom he had sired two children as his wife lay dying of kidney 
failure. Churches in the meantime sought to outdo each other in 
giving press statements supporting the President and condemn-
ing homosexuality while the living standards continued plummet-
ing and corruption went out of hand.  

While publicly tackling homosexuality, Mugabe was silently set-
ting the agenda of State-Church relations. Since that time, Mug-
abe has consistently reminded and warned church leaders not to 
mix religion with politics,41 even though he mixed politics with 
religion. Mugabe is quoted as having said “when the church lead-
ers start being political, we regard them as political creatures and 
we are vicious in that area.”42 Homosexuality therefore was not 

                                                      
39  Aeneas Chigwedere (MP) in: Epprecht, Hungochani, 185. 
40  Steve Kibble & Gerry Simpson, “Catholicism and Mugabe” in: New States-

man, 04/07/2008 available online: http://www.newstatesman.com/af-
rica/2008/07/mugabe-churches-leaders accessed 13/01/2009. 

41  Magawu, The Role of Civil Society in Building Peace in Zimbabwe: Focus on 
the Church, 15. 

42  Mugabe cited by Rev. Mtata-ZCC, Speech given at the Church and State in 
Zimbabwe Symposium, 05/07/2007 available online: http://www.mpoi. 
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the main issue, it was only a battlefield. The state had temporarily 
succeeded in setting the agenda for state-church relations. In the 
same vein, as the church bought into the onslaught on homosex-
ual persons, little did they realize Mugabe was effectively elimi-
nating all notions of leading a government that was accountable to 
its electors leading to his declaration that no one could remove 
him from office except God after losing the March 2008 election. 
This unaccountability became the defining characteristic of Mug-
abe’s ruling party and government after the Referendum of 2000 
and even saw the Zimbabwe Electoral Commission (ZEC) with-
holding the March 2008 presidential election results for five 
weeks. 

8.4  Homosexuality and the Bible: (Ab)Uses of the Bible 
in Zimbabwe 

The question whether the Bible does address homosexuality is a 
question that continues to invite a lot of attention from scholars 
throughout the world. In Zimbabwe, the Bible has established its 
position as the single most authoritative collection of writings not 
only as a manual for Christian faith but also because it now influ-
ences all spheres of the people’s lives, Christian or non-Christian. 
The authority of the Bible is never questioned by both those 
against homosexuality and also homosexual persons themselves. 
How the Bible should be used in deciding the fate of homosexual 
persons in Zimbabwe has been the major bone of contention. 
Homosexual persons and those sympathetic to them have actively 
sponsored the view that the central message of the Bible is the 
equality of all persons and love. These Christian injunctions are 
raised to deflate the “explicit” texts against homosexuality. The 
Bible as an authoritative document has also seen itself being in-
voked by those who have ulterior motives. This section will also 
highlight that the “explicit” texts can be appropriated profitably 

                                                                                                                
org/downloads/speeches/Church%20and%20state%20in%20Zimbabwe.pdf 
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only as guidelines towards the formulation of a homosexual sex-
ual ethic otherwise they cannot be taken as general and universal 
injunctions against all manifestations of homosexuality. 

8.4.1  The Bible in Zimbabwe: A Common Authority for All 

In all the chapters in this study, the Bible has consistently ap-
peared as an authority in most Zimbabwean communities. The 
prominence of the Bible is directly linked to the fact that about 
70% of the Zimbabwean population professes to be Christian and 
identifying themselves with one of many denominations. Since 
the Bible is the Christian manual, its prominence in a nation that 
is predominantly Christian should not be surprising. As noted in 
previous chapters, there are Christians in Zimbabwe who believe 
that the Bible is the mysterious and timeless Word of God. Since 
this God is all-knowing, it follows that His Word should have all 
the answers to all questions including those that are not yet being 
asked. It is important to note that the majority of Zimbabweans 
who invoke the Bible do so out of faith and trust in the faithful-
ness of God and His Word. Yet, this cannot be taken as licence for 
Christians to impose their prejudices as moral standards because 
“what could not have been meant by writers belonging to an an-
cient age cannot now be imposed as ‘biblical doctrine’ or ‘divine 
law’ for this age.”43 There ought to be other ways of appropriating 
biblical injunctions for contemporary usage other than making 
them appear as if they were contemporary injunctions. 

This however, should not obscure the fact that the Bible and any 
other authoritative documents are prone to being abused in the 
pursuit of private and selfish interests. The Bible is never all about 
religion or faith, it is primarily about power and how it expresses 
itself through a network of social relationships. Gottwald clearly 
highlights the existence of a clear tendency from ancient Israelite 
times of people who manipulated religion in pursuit of private or 
selfish interests when he writes; “Decisions about holy books 
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were thus not only decisions about religious matters but about 
who had controlling power in the life of the community.”44 To that 
extent, the political elites in Zimbabwe invoked the Bible as a way 
of exerting their control over the community while presenting 
their own prejudices as God’s will.  

This applies not only to the context that produced the Bible; it also 
applies to its use in the Zimbabwean debate. As this study dem-
onstrated in chapter four, there are many questions surrounding 
the religiosity and faith of Mugabe, as he used biblical injunctions 
in opposing homosexuality. The argument is that Mugabe used 
homosexuality and the Bible to influence the Christian vote for 
the 1996 presidential election. It never occurred to Mugabe that 
adultery was condemned by the same Bible that he so widely used 
to condemn homosexuality. 

With ESAP already wrecking havoc in people’s lives, homosexual-
ity and the Bible became necessary instruments through which 
the attention of people was diverted from the economic challenges 
towards homosexuality and the Bible. Homosexuality and the 
Bible became two critical public tools in smoothening Mugabe’s 
transformation into a total dictator. Homosexuality rallied people 
around him as he managed to link homosexuality to the cultural 
crossroads. The West was accused of sponsoring cultural imperi-
alism and homosexuality was part of this grand project. Few Zim-
babweans saw the link between Mugabe’s posturing and the con-
tinued erosion of individual rights and freedoms under Mugabe’s 
government. The majority however felt this in the post-
referendum era when laws were enacted which basically eroded 
the various freedoms that they had enjoyed previously. 

Homosexuality gave Mugabe the chance to get even with his 
Western nemesis Tony Blair, calling his cabinet a “gay cabinet”45. 
Mugabe used homosexuality to draw a bold line between “us” and 
“them” as moral and immoral respectively. That homosexuality 
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was not the main issue for Mugabe can be confirmed with some 
basic facts. GALZ has offices in Milton Park in Harare, their tele-
phone numbers are in the Harare Telephone Directory and their 
offices are a stone’s throw away from a Police station. Despite this 
public presence of GALZ, they have not been terrorized into obliv-
ion because the government of Mugabe never wanted them to go 
underground. Goddard notes that they are actually involved in 
joint community programmes with Police Officers.46 Homosexu-
ality to Mugabe is what the devil is to Christians, a necessary evil 
that they could not do without. The presence of homosexual per-
sons in the public sphere served the propaganda interests of 
Mugabe against the West. 

The Bible became an indispensable ally because not only would it 
galvanize Christians around Mugabe, which was good for the 
election, it also gave greater authority to Mugabe as he creatively 
positioned himself into an avowed “man of God”. This authority 
would eventually make Mugabe unaccountable to anyone but 
God. After losing the March 2008 presidential vote, Mugabe was 
quoted as saying “Only God, who appointed me, will remove me 
— not the MDC, not the British. Only God will remove me!”47 

Any lingering doubts about the intentions of Mugabe’s use of the 
Bible would have been put to rest as he finally made public his 
dictatorship which he legitimized by invoking God. 

The Bible therefore, is not always used because of its divinity and 
religious power but is sometimes used as a kingmaker in power 
relations. This is made easier by the fact that in Zimbabwe, the 
Bible already has a large following of believers, whose faith can 
then be abused as power structures get rearranged in society. This 
study has demonstrated that readers of the Bible claim significant 
authority when they cite the Bible. The homosexual debate has 
been used to also assert the authority of African Christians as the 
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“real” custodians of the Word of God in their battle against their 
counterparts from the North. This is so because “Africans feel 
that their own lives are described in the Bible, they as human 
beings are affirmed in it and that they belong to the world of the 
Bible.”48 The greatest challenge to this is that there are hardly any 
attempts to understand the Bible as a text that betrays the mark-
ings of its time and place of production instead it is used as if it 
was originally intended for Africans. 

This use of the Bible encourages literal interpretations, proof-
texting as well as allegorical interpretations. One of the problems 
with these methods of reading the Bible is that they tend to begin 
with the conclusion. There is hardly any attempt to seek to under-
stand the biblical texts as being responses by a people whose 
knowledge was fairly limited when compared to contemporary 
communities. Not only has the Bible been used against homosex-
ual persons, it has also been used in support of homosexual per-
sons. In that regard it continues the legacy of being a contested 
document, since homosexual persons tend to do like most other 
believers in their use of the Bible. They have also started from a 
definite conclusion which then shapes their reading of the Bible. 
This selectivity is part of the reason why the Bible has always been 
contested in many communities, and explains also its continued 
relevance and importance. Everyone wants to possess the correct 
meaning, since there is no one meaning in sight, everyone spon-
sors their own meaning as the meaning. This way, “the Bible con-
tinues to be an oppressive and restricting instrument, maintain-
ing the status quo rather than fully liberating all people.”49 

8.4.2  The Bible and contemporary homosexual challenges 

Throughout this study we have contended that the Bible is a cul-
turally, socially, geographically and historically limited collection 
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 396 

of writings. This should not be misconstrued as undermining the 
importance of the Bible within Christianity. Accepting this fact 
however is understood as blasphemous by many Zimbabwean 
Christians because “it is common for faithful synagogue and 
church members to be surprised and shocked when they first 
seriously encounter other ways of viewing the Bible.”50 The lack of 
popular literature that challenges biblical injunctions in Zim-
babwe explains this child-like attitude towards the Bible. Inquisi-
tive minds have not been granted space to ask more as no church 
has undertaken formal discussions on the subject. What exist are 
conclusions based on stereotypes that have been created around 
homosexuality.  

The Bible is therefore asked if a man who “demands to have sex 
in public” can be tolerated in society. Further, the Bible is asked if 
a man or woman who seeks to convert all heterosexuals to same 
sex practices should be celebrated in society. There is fear to open 
a can of worms for churches yet one biblical text could be useful. 
“Why do you not judge for yourselves what is right?” (Lk. 12:57) 
Churches should not be afraid to study situations and make deci-
sions instead of asking the Bible wrong questions so as to mask 
their ignorance and prejudices. Clearly, “biblical texts that men-
tion same-sex eroticism can only make a limited contribution to 
modern discussion about what is today called ‘homosexuality’.”51 

The challenge is on Christian leaders to expand their knowledge 
of homosexuality and to critically devise ways of dialoguing with 
homosexual persons. 

These are issues that touch at the heart of African Christianity as 
it tries to assert its identity as different from but not inferior to 
Western Christianity. “Social identity in an ancient Israelite 
community did not proceed from the perspective of fulfilment of 
one’s individual rights or preferences but from that of the protec-
tion of society.”52 Just as among politicians, there are power 
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struggles within various denominations and the North-South di-
vide has not escaped from being involved. Homosexuality there-
fore presented itself as an issue on which these power struggles 
could be fought while sacrificing a few individuals as collateral 
damage. Homosexuality became an attractive battlefield when 
compared to women considering their numbers.  

In these tussles, while the West is synonymous with immorality, 
the most vocal African conservatives are funded by Western con-
servatives much in the same way African liberals are funded by 
Western liberals. It is not lost on African leaders that the domi-
nant picture of Europe and America is that of extreme liberalism 
where “anything and everything is permitted” fully dependent on 
the make-believe world of Western films. This is the West that is 
attacked and contrasted with the dyadic pre-colonial traditions. 
The conservative West does not exist because its existence is a 
direct challenge on the claims to uniqueness central to the Pan-
African ideology behind the North-South relations. While during 
the colonial era, identifying with western trends was considered a 
mark of progression towards sophistication, Christians have 
found themselves at the same cultural crossroads like everybody 
else.  

The Bible was invoked because of two critical reasons that made 
pronouncements sound honest yet the same pronouncements 
would be vague and spin. First, there is a genuine fear by African 
Christian leaders across most denominations on the dangers of 
blindly following developments in the West. They want to have 
something that separates Africans as Africans without making 
them “step children of God.”53 The strongest weapon to challenge 
Western influence is to ask God to judge who is more faithful to 
God. God’s judgement is readily available through His Word in 
the Bible. As Kunonga fought to retain his Bishopric, he sug-
gested that at least one of the five Anglican bishops in Zimbabwe 
was homosexual. Since the Word of God is “explicit” on homo-

                                                      
53  Desmond Tutu „Some African Insights and the Old Testament“ in: Journal of 

Theology for Southern Africa, Number 1, 1972, 16-7. 



 398 

sexuality, he had withdrawn the Diocese of Harare from the Prov-
ince. Everything is clothed in explicit literal biblical injunctions or 
such injunctions are implied in pronouncements made by Chris-
tians. 

Where the Bible is being deployed to justify prejudices and con-
clusions, the critical study of the Bible which seeks to understand 
the Bible on its own terms cannot be encouraged. A few proof-
texts are all that is required to clothe private opinions in religious 
garb. This has resulted in a highly selective literal reading of the 
Bible focusing only on a few verses. There are challenges to this 
use of the Bible because in most cases readers are picking and 
choosing verses without regard to surrounding verses and socio-
historical context. The lack of formal discussions could be linked 
to this lack of proper structures within which critical questions 
can be debated and discussed. Most Christians who contributed to 
the debate lacked basic knowledge about homosexuality and relied 
on the images created by the propaganda machinery.  

An exegetical analysis of the key biblical texts used against homo-
sexuality appears to sustain the general conclusion that these texts 
are neither general statements nor universal injunctions. The 
argument in chapter six and seven is that these texts are reactive 
not proactive. They respond to existential circumstances of their 
time within the parameters of their knowledge at that time. 
“Changes in worldview have forced people to adjust even to things 
and views that appear contrary to the Bible, because all biblical 
interpretation happens in concrete circumstances.”54 In some 
cases, Christians have acknowledged this basic fact such that 
there are more Christians who feel that contemporary societies 
know more about the differences between men and women than 
ancient Israelites and our treatment of women should reflect not 
ancient Israelite injunctions but should reflect the vast knowledge 
we have since amassed. The double standards noted above are 
clearly reflected in that the critical study of the Bible was hailed by 
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many as the position of women was redefined; the same is con-
sidered anathema for homosexual persons. On homosexuality the 
Bible is timeless! 

The Sodom story teaches against inhospitality, a sin that mani-
fests itself in various ways including but not limited to homosex-
ual rape. This understanding is shared by Israelite prophets like 
Ezekiel (16:49-50), and in the Jesus tradition in the New Testa-
ment as well as by Origen. There is little debate on the idea that 
homosexual rape is an example of inhospitality when it is used to 
express power relations, particularly, humiliating the weak. The 
fact that one manifestation of homosexuality is considered wrong 
does not necessarily mean that all other manifestations of homo-
sexuality are wrong. There are a number of biblical injunctions 
against heterosexual rape and adultery but those injunctions have 
not been used to condemn all other manifestations of heterosexu-
ality. To use this story as a general and universal condemnation of 
homosexuality and all its manifestations borders on an abuse of 
the text. 

The two Leviticus texts to begin with presuppose the Deuter-
onomic laws, especially the law against dedicating children to 
become temple prostitutes. This interpretation explains the mys-
tery of the missing condemnation of the passive partner in Lev. 
18:22. This interpretation also answers the question concerning 
the link between same-sex practices and idolatry. The passive 
partners were in effect religious functionaries serving in the cult 
of a presumably foreign god derisively called Molech (constructed 
from the root klm for king and the vowels from the Hebrew word 
for evil tsebo.55 Molech therefore could have been a general desig-
nation for foreign gods who were seen as evil kings. These texts in 
Leviticus are clearly culturally conditioned and are targeted at a 
particular manifestation of homosexuality. These texts are also 
based on the assumption that gender identities and roles are or-
dained by God. To penetrate another man therefore means de-

                                                      
55  Cf. Norman H. Snaith (ed), Leviticus and Numbers, 1967, 125. 
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meaning the other man to the lowly position of a woman hence 
Steven Greenberg argues that Lev.18:22 should best be translated 
“You shall not humiliate a fellow male by the kind of penetrations 
men do with women; it is abhorrent.”56 This rigid separation of 
men from women is now severely challenged. Since this basis is 
no longer determinative as it used to be, the universal claims 
made on behalf of these texts are unsustainable. 

The letters of Paul have been used prominently also in the debate. 
That both Testaments have a similar position has been hailed as a 
big victory for those Christians not comfortable with critical re-
searches. An exegesis of the New Testament texts focused mainly 
on the terms arsenokoitai, malakoi and para fusin. The challenge 
is whether these texts and terms are general and universal as to be 
literally applied in contemporary discussions. While it is possible 
that these terms and texts had something to do with same-sex 
practices, can more be said about the actual activities of the ar-
senokoitai and the malakoi? To that extend, it has been argued in 
this study that the former referred to men who may have been 
involved in some form of human exploitation, which exploitation 
had sexual overtones or that such men were engaging in same-sex 
practices of an exploitative nature. The latter was used by Paul to 
label those men who agreed to play the “woman’s role” in sexual 
relations, that is, that of being penetrated. These men were meta-
phorically and euphemistically labelled as effeminate or soft. 
Whether these men engaged in these practices out of interest 
because they were oriented that way or they engaged in such ac-
tivities because of economic reasons is not clear. However, the 
ideas of sexual orientation are recent ideas hence same-sex prac-
tices were looked at from the single perspective of social relations 
obtaining during that time.  

For Paul, these men were deliberately choosing what was wrong 
therefore they were immoral and unworthy of “inheriting the 
Kingdom of God.” These are possibly men who had understood 
                                                      
56  Steven Greenberg, Wrestling with God and Men: Homosexuality in the Jewish 

Tradition, 2004, 203. 



 401 

Paul’s early teaching as doing away with all obligations summed 
up in the slogan “everything is permitted me!” Since Christianity 
started off much in the same way that millenarian movements 
start “redemption itself refers to complete release from obligation 
[...] a condition of being which is without rules.”57 To this end it 
appears that Paul had in mind the “effeminate call-boy”58 as the 
malakoi and both partners appeared to have interpreted Paul to 
have inaugurated an unbound freedom for believers in Christ. 

Romans 1 add other dimensions because it expands its condem-
nation to include female same-sex practices. The second dimen-
sion is that it accuses homosexual persons of acting unnaturally. 
Paul is clearly assuming that natural sex is that whose results are 
tangible to all and sundry, that is, sex is important for procreation 
even though Paul does not condemn out rightly sex for pleasure.59 

This natural sex is indistinguishable from gender identity and 
roles. In other texts, Paul uses a cultural concept of nature which 
strengthens the argument that homosexuality is unnatural in as 
much as it is not common. 

These texts share a negative attitude towards homosexual persons 
and homosexuality, but only those manifestations that are con-
demned. There is nothing in the text or outside the text that sug-
gests that these ancient communities knew of all the manifesta-
tions of homosexuality that we now know. The Bible, especially 
the so-called “explicit texts”, does not directly address all manifes-
tations of homosexuality because the “explicit texts” only ad-
dressed those manifestations that were threatening the function-
ing of the larger group. “What all of this means is that the Scrip-
tures have been conditioned by the culture within which they took 
their origin in the same way that all other writings are so af-

                                                      
57  Gerald Harris “The Beginnings of Church Discipline 1Cor. 5” in: Brian S. 

Rosner (ed), Understanding Paul’s Ethics: Twentieth Century Approaches, 1995, 
142. 

58  Cf. Robbin Scroggs, The New Testament and Homosexuality: Contextual Back-
ground for Contemporary Debate, 1983, 38. 

59  Cf. Edward J. Ellis, Paul and Ancient Views of Sexual Desire: Paul’s Sexual 
Ethics in I Thessalonians 4, I Corinthians 7 and Romans 1, 2007, 6. 
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fected.”60 This has been easy to appropriate because most Zim-
babwean readers of the Bible have read the texts with the images 
of the stereotypes of homosexual persons, which stereotypes paint 
homosexuality as anti-social. What is lacking in all this is the ap-
preciation that a gap of time and place stands between the Bible 
and the Zimbabwean worldview and life and whether this gap can 
be bridged and how that bridging can be done.61  

This appropriation has been aided by the fact that the Bible has 
been used as a bridge to reach not ancient Israelites but pre-
colonial dyadic cultures whose primacy of community is central in 
dismissing homosexual persons as a sexual minority. While Wes-
tern missionaries presented Christianity as culturally monadic, 
focusing on the salvation of the individual and not communities, 
African Christianity has re-read the Bible showing that the Bible 
and subsequently Christianity is based on dyadic concepts much 
the same way as pre-colonial Zimbabwean societies had been. The 
Bible is no longer a source book for Christian faith but also for 
forging of closer ties between Africans and the Chosen People 
without the need for Western missionaries.  

Some literal biblical assertions do bring Africans closer to ancient 
Israelites, as Mbiti correctly observes, “the Bible is close to African 
people because of the many items in common, between their cul-
tural life and the cultural life of the Jewish people as contained in 
the Bible.”62 This observation is part of the reason why the literal 
appropriation of the Bible has remained prominent as readers in 
Zimbabwe tend to draw lines of connection between themselves 
and the literal text. This meant the Bible became deeply involved 
in the North-South conflicts focusing on allegations of Western 
cultural imperialism. Once again, the Bible was used to try and 

                                                      
60  Paul J. Achtemeier, The Inspiration of Scripture: Problems and Proposals, 1980, 

42-3. 
61  Cf. Frans J. Verstraelen, Zimbabwean Realities and Christian Responses: Con-

temporary Aspects of Christianity in Zimbabwe, 1998, 79. 
62  John S. Mbiti “Christianity and African Culture” in: Journal of Theology for 

Southern Africa, Number 20, 1977, pp26-40, 35. 
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resist any further continuation of adopting Western trends in 
everything. The Bible is therefore caught in the web of the cul-
tural crossroads. 

8.4.3  Can these texts be appropriated for contemporary  
discussions? 

While some scholars have concluded that these texts are now ir-
relevant in all contemporary discussions on homosexuality be-
cause the injunctions are culture specific, as Seward Hiltner 
writes, “At least in its reference to homosexuality, therefore, the 
Bible does not speak at all to the principal way in which homo-
sexuality must be understood today.”63 This study concludes that 
despite being culture specific, these texts can be appropriated 
profitably for contemporary discussions. Questions of appropria-
tion remain central because the Bible remains a living book 
widely used in Zimbabwe.  

For that reason, the socio-historical conclusions about the texts 
should not dissuade us from appropriating the texts. “We must 
not pretend to be content with ‘what it meant’, making covert 
connections with our social agenda; we must move on to asking 
‘what it means’.”64 This conclusion is based on two premises first; 
the Bible remains one of the key manuals for the daily living of 
many Zimbabwean Christians. This means that there are still 
many who rely on biblical injunctions in forming their own 
judgments. Second, the biblical texts should be used as guidelines 
in determining what is condemnable from what is not. To be able 
to do this one must always remember that the central concern of 
the biblical message is its “enduring challenge of creating a more 
just world.”65 In doing this, we are informed by the realization 
that “there are times when new positions replace old ones in view 

                                                      
63  Seward Hiltner in: Robbin Scroggs, The New Testament and Homosexuality: 

Contextual Background for Contemporary Debate, 1983, 12. 
64  West, The Academy of the Poor, 141. 
65  David J. Pleins, The Social Visions of the Hebrew Bible: A Theological Introduc-

tion, 2001, 4.  
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of changes in circumstances and contexts,”66 and the subject of 
human sexualities calls for such action. 

Clearly, the central teaching that runs throughout the “explicit 
texts” is that any same-sex practices that are bent on the exploita-
tion of the other are detestable in the eyes of God. The Sodom 
story and its attempted homosexual rape clearly have this inten-
tion. The same can be said of the Leviticus laws and the dedica-
tion of children to become temple prostitutes betraying the same 
conception of same-sex practices as dehumanizing the other. The 
New Testament verses can also be understood in the same vein, 
where some men and women appear to have deliberately opted 
for homosexual practices when they were heterosexuals. The so-
cial vision in these texts on homosexuality remains a valid ethical 
objection not to homosexuality only but to sexuality and sexual 
practices in general. Any exploitative use of sexuality is condem-
nable. As Nissinen writes,  

Things that shook the internal peace of the community and the coher-
ence of its basic structures, interfered with the vital growth of popula-
tion, or caused problems in family relationships were hazardous to a so-
ciety that had to struggle constantly for its very existence.67  

This should be the basis upon which we should discuss homo-
sexuality within contemporary communities. 

The second line of objection pertain the association of same-sex 
practices and the worship of foreign gods. The essence of this 
observation is such that those who engage in same-sex practices 
as an obligation towards successfully serving some god cannot be 
tolerated in a community whose God clearly has no sacred-sex 
cult. Finally, these texts have in mind some heterosexuals who out 
of economic pressures turn to same-sex prostitution because of 
the economic rewards. What is at stake when appropriating these 
texts are the social visions not merely the literal words. The social 
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visions of these texts augur well for a stable community but their 
time is different from our time.  

These texts and the attempts by GALZ to separate between ac-
ceptable and unacceptable same-sex practices68 should eventually 
lead towards the development of a biblically based homosexual 
sexual ethic. “We can challenge both gays and straights to ques-
tion their behaviours in the light of love and the requirements of 
fidelity, honesty, responsibility, and genuine concern for the best 
interests of the other and of society as a whole.”69 To this end, 
these texts can be appropriated in the same manner the texts that 
condemn some manifestations of heterosexuality have been ap-
propriated. There is no attempt to condemn heterosexuality in its 
entirety because some biblical texts condemn adultery or because 
there are men and women who continue committing adultery. 
Rather, adultery is labelled immoral because when discovered it 
has the potential to disrupt social relations. These texts should 
therefore be used to condemn homosexual paedophilia, and rape 
because these are the manifestations of contemporary homosexu-
ality closest to the social visions of the so-called “explicit texts”.  

8.5  Areas for further research arising out of this study 
Throughout this study, it has been apparent that this subject is 
wide and hardly worked on. Further, it is an area that involves 
various sub-plots hidden within the public debate. Owing to these 
and other factors, there are other areas that could not be radically 
pursued in this study but which areas require further research. 
The first such area relates to modes of reading the Bible and the 
reading techniques being used by different readers of the Bible. 
The Bible has now been present in Zimbabwe for over a century 
yet no attempt has been made to highlight aspects such as the 
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translation of the Bible into local languages, except in the article 
by Lovemore Togarasei, which however focuses only on the trans-
lation of banquetings.70 Another area that requires further re-
search is related to the impact of the cultural-crossroads and the 
tension caused by the competing dyadic and monadic cultures on 
the attitude of Zimbabweans to a number of Western develop-
ments and trends that continue to flood African nations such as 
dress codes, human rights, and other issues that are still not ma-
jor subjects such as legalization of abortion, euthanasia and clon-
ing. 

While there is need for researches focusing on individual de-
nominations and how they have handled the challenge posed by 
homosexual persons, in Zimbabwe there is greater urgency to 
direct such research towards the Anglican Church following accu-
sations by Bishop Kunonga that one Anglican bishop in Zim-
babwe is homosexual and the continuing struggle for the control 
of Church properties in Harare and Manicaland, which has 
sucked in the police and ZANU-PF. This should be interesting in 
the light of the worldwide Anglican discussions on the subject. As 
Scroggs writes, “the issue has emerged, and will emerge in other 
denominations, in individual churches throughout the land, and 
in theological seminaries.”71 Finally, there is need for further in-
vestigation into the homosexual subculture in Zimbabwe. There 
is need for more information on the activities and stories of ho-
mosexual persons and how such activities are victims of the cul-
tural crossroads.  

8.6  Unconcluding the Issue! 
Homosexuality cannot be wished away therefore we have to con-
front the challenges head-on. Science has thrown enough doubt 
about the causes of homosexuality that homosexual persons must 
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be given the benefit of the doubt when they say they are “born 
that way”. The ancient explanations of difference in terms of good 
and bad or deviance cannot be sustained in our context where 
frequently we have enjoyed the benefits of difference. While for 
many people the Bible remains relevant because it does not 
change, it would appear that for most people, the Bible remains 
relevant because of its flexibility. The “explicit texts” in the Bible 
do not address fully all manifestations of homosexuality and can-
not be used as general injunctions against homosexuality. It is 
apparent that we do not know all we need to know about homo-
sexuality and the Bible does not solve our problems in that regard. 
We need to appreciate all contributions arising out of other fields 
that will help us in understanding homosexuality. In closing this 
study I will cite here the Serenity Prayer,  

 

Lord give us the serenity to accept what cannot be changed; 
the courage to change what can be changed; 

and the wisdom to know the difference.72 
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Appendix 8 
Notes from The Herald Archives, Harare, on the subject of homo-
sexuality. 

The Herald 05-06-2006 “GALZ members chased from exhibition 
stand ZIBF.” 
A mob came, destroyed the GALZ stand and chased members of 
GALZ away because the association was inhuman and of behav-
iour likely to corrupt children. GALZ has been a regular exhibitor 
since 1995, the members of the public felt GALZ encouraged 
immorality and promiscuity. In 2004, they exhibited only after 
making a High Court application. 

The Sunday Mirror, 05-03-2006 “GALZ speaks out” 
It was argued by GALZ that contrary to suggestions that they are 
calling for legal same-sex marriages, gay marriage was not on 
their agenda. Priority was on survival and fighting political and 
social intolerance of gender and sexual difference. It was also 
noted that towards this cause, GALZ had published a book, Un-
derstanding Human sexuality and gender. 

The Herald 04-08-2004 “GALZ members beaten up” 

The Herald covered an incident in which some members of the 
public allegedly stormed the GALZ stand at ZIBF, beat up GALZ 
members manning the stand and chased away after assaulting 
them. 

The Sunday Mirror 05-03-2006 “Homosexuality: Are Sodom and 
Gomorrah suddenly permissible?” 
Three respected individuals were interviewed for this article, in 
which Robert Mugabe accused gays of adopting feminine trends 
such as the adorning of earrings instead of leaving such practices 
to westerners. Mugabe further insists that such practices should 
be done in the West where churches are also blessing same-sex 
marriages. Respected gospel musician and AFM pastor, Charles 
Charamba is quoted in the same story as saying “same-sex bless-
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ings contradict the clear teaching on marriage and sexuality from 
the Bible.” Finally, Prof. Gordon Chavunduka, the president of 
the Zimbabwe National Traditional Healers’ Association (ZINA-
THA) contended that homosexuality is a mental problem that can 
be treated with traditional therapies. He also argued that the pri-
mary reason why homosexuality was banned traditionally was 
because it had no potential for procreation. Finally, he argued that 
African cultural ethos were under threat owing to the proliferation 
of alien cultural practices, largely borrowed from the West. 

The People’s Voice 26-02-2006 “Gays risk jail” 
This official ZANU-PF paper reported on the continued insis-
tence by Mugabe that homosexuality would not be tolerated in 
Zimbabwe and that instead homosexual persons risked being sent 
to jail in Zimbabwe. Even those advocating for homosexuals also 
risked being send to jail. This was said when Mugabe addressed 
the 21st February Movement, a ZANU-PF attempt at nationalising 
Mugabe’s birthday. The story also cites other African leaders who 
have strongly condemned homosexuality among them, Yoweri 
Museveni of Uganda, Thabo Mbeki of South Africa, Daniel Arap 
Moi of Kenya, and Joachim Chissano of Mozambique. 

The Herald 18-02-2003 “Lesbianism: School readmits children” 
Langham Girls’ High school in Mashonaland Central Province 
expelled 45 girls from among the students because they were ac-
cused of engaging in lesbian activities. However, after meetings 
with the parents and the concerned students some of the students 
have been readmitted back into school. Medeline Dube of 
Women’s Action Group (WAG) was quoted as saying lesbianism 
was a psychological problem and called for psychological help for 
the concerned students. 

The Tribune 24-09-2003 “Gay activists lash out at health organiza-
tions” 
Gay activists have lashed out at the health department and NGOs 
for ignoring homosexuals in campaigns to prevent the spread of 
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HIV/AIDS. One, Glenn De Swardt argues that gay men observe 
homophobic attitudes in many doctors, nurses, counsellors at 
state sector clinics and counsellors working for NGOs. It was also 
argued that the spread of HIV among lesbian women was because 
lesbians are forced to have sex with men because they are forced 
to have sex with men due to the need for financial security or be-
cause they are sex workers. 

The Daily News 22-05-2003 “African Leaders leading gay bashing” 
The Daily News, a private newspaper cites the report by Human 
Rights Watch and the International Gay and Lesbian Human 
Rights Commission (IGLHRC) which say that violence and har-
assment was rife in southern Africa where victims are assasulted, 
jailed, sacked from jobs, denied access to healthcare, expelled 
from schools and evicted from homes. These attacks on homo-
sexuals are based and instigated by speeches of leaders like Robert 
Mugabe. 

The Daily News 01-02-2003 “Moyo’s media law protects homo-
sexuals” written by Pedzisai Ruhanya. 
The controversial and draconian AIPPA (Access to Information 
and the Protection of Privacy Act) law protects and recognizes 
homosexuality. The Act defines personal information as recorded 
information about an identifiable person and includes the per-
son’s age, sex, sexual orientation, marital status or family status. 
Section 33 deals with protection of such information in which the 
head of a public body shall protect such information that is under 
his custody by taking reasonable steps to ensure that there is no 
unauthorised access, collection, use, disclosure or disposal of 
such personal information. 

The article also insinuated that Prof. Jonathan Moyo, the Minister 
for information and Publicity could possibly have had a sexual 
relationship with the Chief Executive Officer of the ZBC, Alum 
Mpofu. 
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The Herald 07-06-2002 “Outrage over The Daily News story” 
Heritage Zimbabwe expressed outrage over an article implying 
that Minister of State for Information and Publicity, Prof. Jona-
than Moyo, had a gay affair with former ZBC CEO Mr. Alum 
Mpofu. Mpofu resigned from his post in a huff after being caught 
in a compromising position with a man at a Nightclub in Harare. 

The Herald 11-04-2001 “Presence of homosexuals at congress irks 
delegates” by Ivy Ncube. 
The presence of two homosexuals at the ongoing Zimbabwe Na-
tional Network for People Living with HIV/AIDS (ZNNP+) con-
gress in Masvingo has irked some 20 delegates from Harare who 
are worried about the political connotations. However, justifying 
their presence, Mr. Romeo Tshuma argued that homosexual per-
sons attended the congress as people infected with HIV and fight-
ing for the same cause. The community of gays and lesbians is 
equally affected with HIV as any other hence the background of 
participants should not hinder this fight. 

The Herald 10-03-2001 Letter to the Editor “President Mugabe is 
principled” by Brother CM Chivhumudhara. 
The letter contends that Mugabe’s leadership is supported solely 
because of his unwavering stance against homosexuals in Zim-
babwe and abroad. Homosexuality is a sin according to the Bible 
and Mugabe is right to condemn this sin. 

The Herald 03-04-2002 “ZBC boss Mpofu quits” 
Alum Mpofu resigned following allegations of his involvement in 
a homosexual act at a city night club in the early hours of Thurs-
day last week. Mpofu was caught in a compromising position with 
another man at a city night club. 

The Daily Mirror 03-12-2004 “Mugabe blasts homosexuals” 
In a keynote address to the 4th ZANU-PF National People’s Con-
gress, Mugabe argued that the acceptance of homosexuality 
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showed the West had reached its nadir culturally. The West had 
become morally decadent. The West was accused of wanting to 
convince Africans that same-sex relations are good even though 
God created a man and a woman. Mugabe rhetorically asks: what 
can we learn from them? The story also notes that in the past, 
Mugabe has lambasted homosexuals as worse than pigs and dogs. 

The Daily Mirror 08-07-2004 “Broaching a difficult terrain” 
The society is too afraid to tackle the challenges presented by ho-
mosexuality and instead sweeps everything under a “homophobia 
carpet”. 

The Herald 12-03-2004 Letter to the Editor “Homosexuals not 
Christians” by Elton Chibhebhenenga Chisiiwa. 
Homosexuals are not Christians because Christians are persons 
who indulge for God, separated for God’s purpose, called out 
from their desires to serve God and in fact, one who has been 
born again through baptism which is ritual cleansing for the re-
mission of sins (Mtt.3:1, 1Peter 2:7). Christians should love what 
God loves and hate what God hates, God hates homosexuality. 
God calls all homosexuals to repent and turn to him to find help 
and strength in time of need. 

The Herald 18-10-2003 “Sodomy rife in prisons” 
Up to 70% of Zimbabwe’s prisoners are involved in homosexual-
ity. Most of the inmates give in either because they want bigger 
food rations or blankets, which are often under the control of the 
senior prisoners. The Portfolio Committee on Justice, Legal and 
Parliamentary Affairs last week expressed concern at the increase 
in cases of consensual sodomy in prisons. 

The Sunday Mail 12-10-2003 letter to the Editor “Homosexuals’ 
claims a pity, catastrophe” by C. Ndhlovu. 
The claim by homosexuals to be part and parcel of the Christian 
fraternity is a catastrophe of our time. The Bible does not com-
mend homosexuality hence if homosexual want to be religious 
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they must create their own counterfeit religion. Rom. 1:18-32 
written by the Apostle Paul attacks homosexuality so does Gen. 
19:1-11. Homosexuality is abhorred by the scriptures. The men of 
Sodom wanted to ‘know’ the angels meaning they wanted to have 
sexual intercourse cf. Adam knew his wife. 

The Daily News 02-02-2004 letter to the Editor “Homosexuals like 
Heterosexuals are God’s creation” by Dumisani Dube and Jack. 
The letter responds to a letter by Chai Musoni of 29-01-2004 “The 
Christian manual clearly condemns homosexuality.” The letter 
affirms that God created homosexuals to live and that homosexu-
als should live their lives to the full. Further it argues that a con-
textual reading of the Bible shows that changed circumstances 
may call for a different approach to the Bible. Showing that ho-
mosexuality is not a choice, the writers argue that if homosexual-
ity was a choice, most homosexuals would have quit because no 
one would want to lose their family, be prejudiced and be called a 
pervert. 

The Sunday Mail 15-02-2004 “Foreigners blamed for Avenues vice” 
Various forms of vice in the Avenues area are blamed on foreign-
ers particularly homosexuality. It is now common to see two peo-
ple of the same sex, kissing and caressing in public. 
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The Sunday Mail, February 5, 1996. “Homosexuals: A Case that 
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Appendix 14  The Sunday Gazette, September 3, 1995. 
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