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Abstract?

The Old Testament concept of n°72 (covenant) articulates a divinely initiated
relationship between God and humanity, structuring identity, vocation, and
communal belonging. In the (Southern) African context, Ubuntu—expressed in
the maxim “Motho ke motho ka batho” (Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu; a person
is a person through others)—offers a relational anthropology grounded in
interdependence and communal ethics. This study brings these two frameworks
into critical dialogue by developing a theologically grounded account of
covenant, with particular attention to Deuteronomic theology, and engaging
Ubuntu as a contextual philosophical partner. It argues that both covenant and
Ubuntu converge in their affirmation of relationality as constitutive of
personhood, while differing in orientation. covenant is fundamentally theocentric,
whereas Ubuntu is primarily anthropocentric. On this basis, the article proposes
a theocentric reformulation of Ubuntu— “Motho ke motho ka Modimo” (a person
is a person through God)—as a constructive theological synthesis. This
formulation integrates African communal anthropology with biblical covenant
theology, offering a contextual framework for addressing contemporary questions
of identity, justice, and social cohesion.

Contribution: This study contributes to Old Testament theology and African theology
by developing a dialogue between the concept of N°72 (covenant) and the philosophy of
Ubuntu. It advances a theocentric reformulation of Ubuntu—“Motho ke motho ka
Modimo”—thereby offering a contextual theological anthropology that grounds
communal relationality in the divine-human relationship and provides a framework for
addressing contemporary questions of identity, justice, and social cohesion.

Keywords: Covenant (1°72); Ubuntu; Theological anthropology; Deuteronomy;
African theology; Relationality; Contextual theology

' This article is a revised and expanded version of a paper entitled “The n72-Ubuntu Ideology in the (Southern)
African Context: A Theological Trajectory,” presented at the Old Testament Society of South Africa (OTSSA)
Conference held at the University of the Free State, Bloemfontein, South Africa, on 10 September 2025.

2 While the term N2 (covenant) in the Old Testament may also denote agreements between human parties, this
study focuses specifically on its theological dimension as a divinely initiated relationship between God and
humanity.
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Background and Introduction

The concept of N2 (covenant) stands at the centre of Old Testament theology,
functioning as one of the principal categories through which Israel understood its
relationship with God. Far from being a marginal or merely legal notion, covenant
constitutes a comprehensive theological framework encompassing divine initiative,
human response, communal identity, and ethical obligation. As Nicholson (1986:3-6)
observes, the covenant idea provided Israel with a conceptual structure through which
its historical experience and theological reflection were interpreted.

Scholarly engagement with the notion of covenant has undergone significant
development over the past century. Earlier approaches, particularly within the history-
of-religions framework, tended to interpret covenant primarily in terms of comparative
ancient Near Eastern institutions. While such approaches provided valuable comparative
insights, they sometimes reduced covenant to juridical or contractual categories. More
recent scholarship, however, has emphasised the inherently relational and theological
nature of covenant, recognising that it cannot be adequately understood apart from
Israel’s lived experience of God (McCarthy 1963:175; Hahn 2009:168-169).

Within the Old Testament itself, covenant functions as the matrix of Israel’s identity,
since “the covenant is the source of unity in Deuteronomy. It not only defines the
relationship between God and Israel, [but] is the force that unifies the people of Israel as
a nation” (Haber 1999:132). Through covenant, Israel is constituted as a people
belonging to God, for “YHWH elects Israel ... to be His special people, and gives her
the gift of His covenant” (Haber 1999:132), and indeed covenant served as a “primary
basis for social organization ... in which Israel emerged as a distinct polity” (Olyan
1996:201-202). This is particularly evident in Deuteronomy, where covenant is not
merely a formal agreement but a dynamic and ongoing relationship involving love,
obedience, memory, and communal solidarity (Campbell 2018:1-3). The Deuteronomic
theology of covenant thus emphasises that Israel’s life is to be ordered according to
God’s will, since the covenant “mandates an exclusive allegiance to God through
observance of the law,” binding “every man, woman and child, regardless of their status
in the community, to obey God’s will, as set out by the terms of the covenant” (Haber
1999: 132, 134), and thereby functioning as Israel’s “fundamental social organizing
principle” (Jumper 2013:iii).

In the (Southern) African context, the philosophy of Ubuntu offers a parallel yet
distinct articulation of relational existence. Expressed in the maxim “Umuntu ngumuntu
ngabantu” (a person is a person through others), Ubuntu affirms that human identity is
fundamentally communal. As Mbiti (1989:141) argued, “I am because we are; and since
we are, therefore I am.” This perspective foregrounds interdependence, mutual care, and
the primacy of community over individualism. Although n*72 and Ubuntu emerge from
different historical and cultural contexts, they converge on a significant anthropological
and ethical insight: personhood is realised in relationship. Yet an important distinction
must be maintained. While Ubuntu is primarily anthropocentric, focusing on human-to-
human relationality, covenant theology is decisively theocentric, grounding human
identity in relationship with God.

This study therefore seeks to bring these two frameworks into critical dialogue. It
does so by first developing a textually grounded account of n*72 within Old Testament
scholarship—paying particular attention to its development, diversity, and theological
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significance—and then engaging Ubuntu as a contextual philosophical partner. On this
basis, the study proposes a theologically enriched Ubuntu formulation: “Motho ke motho
ka Modimo” (a person is a person through God). This reformulation does not negate the
communal emphasis of Ubuntu but rather situates it within a broader theological
anthropology in which relationship with God constitutes the ultimate ground of
personhood.

Meaning of the Term ns13

The meaning of the term n°72 has been the subject of extensive scholarly debate for more
than a century.’ Rather than presenting a fragmented catalogue of opinions, it is
necessary to trace the development of scholarship, identifying major trajectories and
evaluating their contributions.

Early Critical Scholarship: Wellhausen and His Legacy

The modern discussion of covenant is often associated with Wellhausen, whose
Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels (1878) shaped subsequent research. Wellhausen did
not offer a systematic definition of n"72 in the modern sense; rather, his treatment of
covenant must be understood within his broader reconstruction of Israel’s religious
history. Within this framework, covenant was largely interpreted in connection with
Israel’s evolving legal and cultic institutions (Wellhausen 1878/2003). Wellhausen’s
work operates at a more general level, linking covenant traditions to stages in Israel’s
religious development. Subsequent scholars have often extended or systematised his
insights in ways that go beyond his own explicit claims (Nicholson 1986:15-20).

Obligation and Relationship in Early Twentieth-Century Scholarship

Building on earlier work, scholars such as Kraetzschmar (1896:34) and Begrich (1944:1—
11) emphasised the element of obligation in covenant. Kraetzschmar defined covenant
primarily as a set of binding obligations that may be imposed on one or both parties,
while Begrich argued that the term originally denoted a relationship initiated by a
superior party toward an inferior one, highlighting asymmetry within covenantal
relationships. According to Begrich, the stronger party assumes responsibility for
establishing and maintaining the relationship, while the weaker party remains largely
passive. Although this interpretation captures an important dimension of certain
covenant texts (e.g., Genesis 15), it risks oversimplifying the diversity of covenant forms
within the Old Testament.

Jepsen (1961:161-179), while affirming the importance of covenant as an act of
commitment, rejects the notion that it is exclusively unilateral or restricted to hierarchical
relationships. Instead, he allows for both unilateral and bilateral forms, as well as for
varying degrees of obligation on the part of each party. This approach better reflects the
complexity of biblical covenant traditions.

However, Jepsen’s further claim that Israel’s covenant obligations were primarily moral
rather than legal is difficult to sustain. The Deuteronomic tradition integrates legal,

Since scholarly debates on the meaning of the term n°73 have been going on for over a century, an attempt to
exhaust all the studies made on this issue is virtually impossible. Therefore, I propose the following
monographs that present a concise and intensive synopsis of the debates: Nicholson 1986:3—117; Kitchen
1989:118-135; Davidson 1989:325-343; Fensham 2000:43-50; Foster 2006:38-42; and Miller 2012:7-24.
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ethical, and theological dimensions in a unified framework, in which the Decalogue
constitutes the substance of the covenant and the legal corpus functions as its
authoritative interpretation, so that obedience to the law becomes the concrete expression
of covenant fidelity (Braulik 1994:80-120). Moreover, the intrinsic connection between
law, covenant, and cult underscores that the Deuteronomic laws are theologically
grounded in the relationship between God and Israel, such that legal obedience embodies
covenantal loyalty (McConville 1986:454-455).

Form-Critical Developments and the Ancient Near Eastern Context

A decisive shift in covenant studies occurred with the work of Mendenhall (1955), whose
form-critical analysis drew attention to parallels between Old Testament covenant
texts—especially Exodus 19-24—and ancient Near Eastern suzerain—vassal treaties.
Mendenhall (1962-1981:714-716) defines covenant as a solemn and binding
commitment established through oath, whether expressed verbally or symbolically (cf.
Mendenhall and Herion 1992:1179). The oath, in his view, constitutes the essential
element that transforms a promise into a covenant. This comparative framework is
further developed by scholars such as McCarthy (1963:96) and Kline (1964:3—4), who
demonstrate that biblical covenant texts share structural similarities with Hittite treaty
forms, including historical prologues, stipulations, blessings, and curses. Such parallels
help to clarify the formal and legal dimensions of covenant while situating Israel’s
traditions within a broader ancient Near Eastern milieu.

However, while the treaty model provides important formal analogies, it cannot fully
account for the theological distinctiveness of Israel’s covenant tradition. As Hahn
(2009:168-169) rightly cautions, a covenant cannot be reduced to a contract. Unlike
contracts, which involve the exchange of goods, covenants fundamentally involve
persons and establish enduring relationships. The covenant oath invokes divine witness
and sanction, thereby embedding the agreement within a sacred framework.

Kutsch, Barr, and the Debate on Definition

In contrast to relational interpretations, Kutsch (1973:27,39,135-138) proposed that n*72
should be understood primarily in terms of obligation (Verpflichtung), thereby rejecting
the notion that it denotes a relationship. According to him, the term refers either to a
promise made by God or to an obligation imposed upon Israel, but not to a mutual or
relational bond. Kutsch’s position, however, is problematic when confronted with the
broader canonical witness. Texts such as Genesis 17 and Exodus 19-24 clearly
demonstrate that divine-human covenants involve both relational and obligatory
dimensions. To isolate obligation from relationship is to impose an artificial dichotomy
that does not reflect the integrative nature of the biblical material.

Barr (1977:23-38), for his part, cautioned against overly narrow definitions by
emphasising the semantic breadth of n73, which may encompass treaty, agreement,
promise, or obligation. While his approach rightly highlights linguistic diversity, it risks
dissolving the concept into generality. Without a coherent theological synthesis, the term
loses its distinctive significance within Israel’s faith. A more balanced approach is found
in Hugenberger’s (1994:71) definition of covenant as “an elected, as opposed to natural,
relationship of obligation established under oath.” This formulation integrates the key
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elements identified throughout the scholarly tradition: relationality, obligation, and oath.
It avoids reductionism by holding these dimensions together as mutually constitutive.

Covenant and Deuteronomic Theology

Any adequate account of covenant in the Old Testament must give central attention to
Deuteronomy, where covenant theology reaches one of its most developed expressions.
In Deuteronomy, covenant is not treated merely as a formal agreement but as the
foundation of Israel’s entire existence before God. Lohfink (1991:36—40) emphasises
that Deuteronomy presents Israel as a community constituted by the word of God and
bound together through covenantal obedience. The covenant creates a social order in
which justice, solidarity, and care for the vulnerable are not optional virtues but essential
expressions of fidelity to God. The law (forah) is thus not external to the covenant but
intrinsic to it, functioning as the concrete form of covenantal life. Similarly, Braulik
(1994:20-40) highlights the liturgical and pedagogical dimensions of covenant in
Deuteronomy. The repeated call to remember and to teach future generations
(Deuteronomy 6:6-9) demonstrates that covenant is sustained through communal
practice and transmission. It is not a static legal document but a lived and continually
renewed relationship.

Deuteronomy also introduces a theological deepening by linking covenant obedience
with love for God (Deuteronomy 6:5). This integration of love and law challenges any
attempt to interpret covenant purely in juridical terms. Covenant obedience is not mere
compliance but a holistic response involving devotion, memory, and identity.
Furthermore, the Deuteronomic emphasis on blessing and curse (Deuteronomy 28)
reflects the seriousness of covenant commitment. These sanctions are not arbitrary but
serve to reinforce the relational bond between God and Israel. Faithfulness leads to life
and flourishing, while unfaithfulness leads to disruption and exile. In this way, covenant
functions as the theological framework through which Israel interprets both its prosperity
and its suffering (Braulik 1994:25-45; Lohfink 1991:39).

Importantly, Deuteronomy also universalises certain aspects of covenantal ethics.
The repeated concern for the stranger, the widow, and the orphan indicates that
covenantal life entails social responsibility that extends beyond internal group identity
(Deuteronomy 10:18-19). This dimension becomes especially significant when placed
in dialogue with Ubuntu, which similarly emphasises communal care and relational
accountability.

Synthesis: Toward a Coherent Definition of Covenant

The foregoing discussion demonstrates that no single explanatory model is sufficient to
account for the richness of n"72. Early emphasis on obligation, form-critical parallels
with ancient treaties, and semantic analyses each contribute important insights, yet each
remains partial when taken in isolation. What emerges from an integrated reading is that
covenant is best understood as a chosen and formalised relationship, established through
oath, and characterised by mutual commitment and responsibility. It is neither purely
unilateral nor strictly bilateral in every instance; rather, biblical covenants exhibit a
spectrum ranging from divine promise (e.g., Genesis 15) to explicitly structured
obligation (e.g., Exodus 19-24; Deuteronomy).
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Within this spectrum, the relational dimension remains fundamental. As McCarthy
(1963:175) and Cross (1998:14—17) have argued, covenant serves to extend kinship
bonds beyond natural ties, thereby creating a community defined not merely by blood
but by shared commitment and divine election. This insight is of particular importance
for the present study, as it opens a conceptual bridge toward Ubuntu’s emphasis on
communal belonging. Accordingly, the following working definition is proposed: a
covenant is an elected relationship, entailing obligations, established and guaranteed by
oath, and oriented towards the formation of a community bound in fidelity.

Covenant in Relation to the Ancient Near Eastern Treaties

The comparison between Old Testament covenant traditions and ancient Near Eastern
treaties remains indispensable for understanding the form, function, and theological
development of nM2. However, such comparisons must be undertaken with
methodological care, ensuring that analogies illuminate rather than obscure the
distinctiveness of Israel’s theology. Scholars have generally identified two principal
types of covenants in the Old Testament that correspond, in broad terms, to ancient Near
Eastern treaty forms: the suzerain—vassal treaty and the royal grant (Freedman
1996:173).% These two models provide a useful framework for distinguishing between
different covenantal configurations within the biblical corpus.

The suzerain—vassal treaty, reflected most clearly in the Mosaic covenant (Exodus
19-24; 32-34; Deuteronomy), is characterised by stipulations imposed by a superior
party upon a subordinate one. In this framework, the vassal is required to swear loyalty
and obedience to the suzerain, with blessings promised for fidelity and curses threatened
for disobedience (Kline 1964; Smith 1993:141). The covenant is thus fundamentally
conditional, structured around the responsibility of the vassal to uphold the established
terms. Within the Old Testament, this form is particularly evident in Deuteronomy, where
the covenant is framed as a solemn commitment requiring Israel’s obedience to the divine
law. The blessings and curses of Deuteronomy 28 underscore the seriousness of this
arrangement, reinforcing the idea that covenant fidelity is integral to Israel’s survival and
flourishing. This conditionality does not negate the relational nature of the covenant but
rather specifies how that relationship is to be maintained.

In contrast, the royal grant covenant, exemplified in texts such as Genesis 15, Genesis
17, and 2 Samuel 7, emphasises divine initiative and promise. In this model, the suzerain
(in biblical terms, God) binds himself by oath to grant specific benefits—such as land,
dynasty, or enduring favour—to a chosen recipient (Weinfeld 1970:185-189; Freedman
1996:173). The grant is typically unconditional, functioning as a reward or expression of
favour rather than as a contract contingent upon strict obedience.

An important distinction between these two models lies in the direction of obligation.
In the suzerain treaty, the vassal bears primary responsibility for maintaining the

The covenant between God and Israel was modelled on the treaty patterns commonly found in the ancient
Near East. The Abrahamic and Davidic covenants follow the structure of the royal grant typically seen in that
region. The themes of land and dynasty—central to both the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants—are
significant within the context of the suzerain-vassal relationship. Similar to the royal grant in the ancient Near
East, the covenants made with Abraham and David are seen as rewards given to individuals who demonstrated
exceptional loyalty and service to their masters (Weinfeld 1970:184-203; see also Hahn 2009:93-95).
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covenant through obedience. In the royal grant, however, the obligation lies
predominantly with the grantor, who guarantees the promise through oath. As Hegg
(1989:3) notes, such grants often involve a self-imprecatory element, whereby the
grantor invokes a curse upon himself should he fail to honour his commitment.
Nevertheless, these categories should not be treated as rigid or mutually exclusive. The
Old Testament frequently integrates elements of both models, resulting in covenant
traditions that combine promise and obligation, grace and responsibility. The Abrahamic
covenant, for instance, includes both unconditional promise (Genesis 15) and covenantal
obligations such as circumcision (Genesis 17), illustrating the dynamic and multifaceted
nature of N"2.

While the comparison with ancient Near Eastern treaty forms helps to illuminate the
structural and legal dimensions of covenant, the foregoing discussion has also
demonstrated that covenant in the Old Testament cannot be reduced to a merely juridical
or political category. Rather, it functions as a fundamentally relational and community-
forming framework, grounded in divine initiative and expressed in the lived reality of a
people bound together in fidelity. This raises an important question: how might such a
relational ontology of personhood and community be meaningfully engaged within a
contemporary (southern) African context? It is at this point that the present study turns
to Ubuntu as a philosophical and anthropological dialogue partner. The shift is therefore
not a departure from the covenantal discussion but a natural extension of it, allowing for
a contextual exploration of relationality in a framework that similarly emphasises the
constitutive role of relationships in the formation of human identity and communal life.

Ubuntu in the (Southern) African Context

Having established a grounded account of covenant, it is now possible to turn to Ubuntu
in a way that avoids superficial comparison and instead enables a more substantive
dialogue. Ubuntu is widely recognised as a foundational concept within African
philosophy. It is often summarised by the Nguni maxim “Umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu”
(a person is a person through others / I am because we are), which encapsulates a
relational understanding of human existence. As Fraser-Moleketi (2009:334) notes,
Ubuntu reflects “‘humanity towards others.’ [It] is ‘The belief in a universal bond of
sharing that connects all humanity.”” This perspective finds further articulation in
Mbiti’s (1989:141) well-known formulation: “I am because we are; and since we are,
therefore [ am.” Here, personhood is not conceived as an isolated or self-sufficient reality
but as something constituted through participation in a community. Identity emerges
through relationships rather than preceding them.

Contemporary scholarship continues to develop this insight. Akabor and Phasha
(2025:362) describe Ubuntu as a philosophy of “togetherness and collaboration,” in
which individuals are understood as integral parts of a larger whole. Similarly,
Mugumbate et al. (2024:1124) characterise Ubuntu as a form of “African humanism, a
people-centered approach to looking at the world,” privileging communal well-being
over individual autonomy.

From an ethical perspective, Ubuntu encapsulates the notion of multidimensionality.
It serves as a bedrock of African outlooks, underscoring values such as collective and
shared responsibility, as well as profound respect for people (Asante et al. 2013:114).
This philosophy emphasises the interconnectedness of individuals, illustrating how
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personal welfare is inherently connected to the welfare of the community. For this
reason, Ubuntu is a “unifying vision of community built upon compassionate, respectful,
interdependent relationships ... a rule of conduct, a social ethic, the moral and spiritual
foundation for African societies” (Swartz 2006:560). In this sense, Ubuntu functions
both as a moral framework and as a guiding principle for social organisation.

Importantly, Ubuntu also carries anthropological implications. It challenges notions
of personhood grounded in individualism, instead proposing that human identity is
intrinsically relational. As Anofuechi and Klaasen (2024:1) observe, Ubuntu affirms that
“no one is independent, and that interdependence is a reality for all.” This claim resonates
strongly with the relational emphasis identified in covenant theology, though it operates
at a different level of orientation. At the same time, it must be acknowledged that Ubuntu
is not a monolithic or unproblematic concept. Its contemporary deployment often reflects
tensions between traditional communal values and modern socio-economic realities,
including the influence of Western individualism. As Bangura (2017:95) suggests, the
erosion of communal values in certain contexts points to the need for a renewed
engagement with Ubuntu as a living and dynamic philosophy.

Ubuntu: Towards a Theological Reading

While Ubuntu is primarily articulated within philosophical and cultural discourse, its
underlying emphasis on relationality lends itself to theological interpretation. Indeed,
several scholars have sought to demonstrate that Ubuntu can function as a resource for
theological reflection, particularly in African Christian contexts.

The contrast between Western individualism and African communal thought is often
illustrated through the juxtaposition of Descartes’ dictum cogito ergo sum (I think,
therefore 1 am™) and Mbiti’s relational formulation. Whereas Descartes grounds
existence in individual cognition, Ubuntu locates it within the network of communal
relationships (Gathogo 2022:4). Tutu (2009:34-35) provides a particularly theological
articulation of Ubuntu, emphasising that “my humanity is caught up, is inextricably
bound up, in theirs. We belong in a bundle of life ... A person with Ubuntu is open and
available to others, affirming others, does not feel threatened that others are able and
good; for he or she has the proper self-assurance that comes from knowing that he or she
belongs in a greater whole.” For Tutu, Ubuntu is not merely a social philosophy but a
deeply moral and spiritual vision in which the flourishing of one is inseparable from the
flourishing of others. This perspective aligns closely with Christian ethical concerns,
particularly those related to justice, reconciliation, and communal life.

From a theological standpoint, the relational emphasis of Ubuntu invites further
reflection in light of doctrines such as the imago Dei and the Trinity. If human beings
are created in the image of a relational God, then relationality is not merely a social
construct but a fundamental aspect of human nature. The Trinitarian understanding of
God as communion—~Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—provides a theological analogue that
reinforces the centrality of relationship. Zizioulas (1985:17) argues that “The substance
of God has no ontological content, no true being, apart from communion.” From this
vantage point, we can argue that Ubuntu, as a way of life, can be traced in the very
identity and essence of God, who is in communion with the Father, the Son, and the Holy
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Spirit.> In considering Zizioulas’ argument, we can explore the implications of
understanding the nature of God and the concept of Ubuntu. Zizioulas highlights that
God’s nature is inherently relational and cannot be fully understood outside the context
of communion. This view considers God not as a solitary being but as one existing in a
dynamic relationship—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—underscoring the importance of
relationality in the divine nature.

While Ubuntu emphasises human-to-human relationality, it does not, in its classical
formulations, explicitly ground personhood in relationship with God. Its primary
orientation remains anthropocentric. This is precisely where the dialogue with covenant
theology becomes both necessary and fruitful. Covenant theology introduces a
theocentric dimension that expands the relational framework of Ubuntu. In the Old
Testament, human identity is not only shaped by relationships within the community but
is fundamentally grounded in relationship with God. The covenant establishes a vertical
dimension that undergirds and sustains horizontal relationships.

n>12 and Ubuntu: A Theological Meeting of the Ways

The preceding discussions have established that both n92 and Ubuntu articulate
fundamentally relational visions of human existence, though they emerge from distinct
epistemological and theological frameworks. It is therefore necessary to move beyond a
descriptive comparison and develop an account of how these two paradigms may be
brought into meaningful dialogue. At a foundational level, both covenant theology and
Ubuntu affirm that personhood is not an isolated or self-contained reality but is
constituted through relationships. In the Old Testament, covenant establishes a relational
bond between God and humanity, which in turn shapes the internal life of the
community. In Ubuntu, relationality is expressed in terms of shared humanity, where the
individual exists through participation in the community.

However, the relationship between these two frameworks is not one of simple
equivalence. Covenant theology introduces a decisive theological dimension that is not
explicitly present in classical articulations of Ubuntu. In the covenantal tradition,
relationality is grounded in divine initiative. God establishes the covenant, defines its
terms, and sustains the relationship through faithfulness. Human relationality, therefore,
is derivative; it flows from and is grounded in the prior relationship between God and
humanity. This point is particularly evident in Deuteronomy, where covenant explicitly
links love of God with ethical responsibility toward others (Deuteronomy 6:5; 10:18—
19). As Lohfink (1991:39) observes, the covenant does not merely regulate religious life
but structures the entire social order. Similarly, Braulik (1994:25-45) emphasises that
covenant fidelity entails the creation of a just and cohesive community. Thus, the vertical
relationship between God and Israel provides the foundation for horizontal relationships
within the community. Ubuntu, by contrast, operates primarily on the horizontal plane.
Its emphasis on interdependence, solidarity, and communal belonging offers a powerful
account of social identity and ethical obligation, yet it does not necessarily articulate the
transcendent grounding of these relationships. For this reason, Ubuntu risks remaining

> This idea reflects the thoughts of Fr. Boshom Mpetsheni, a Systematic Theologian, PhD candidate, and

diocesan priest from the Catholic Archdiocese of Johannesburg, who also introduced me to the works of John
Zizioulas.
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anthropologically rich but theologically underdetermined if it is not brought into
dialogue with a more explicitly theocentric framework.

At this juncture, the dialogue between n°72 and Ubuntu becomes both possible and
fruitful. Rather than collapsing one into the other, the task is to allow each to illuminate
and challenge the other. Covenant theology offers Ubuntu a deeper theological
grounding, locating communal relationality within the framework of divine-human
communion. Ubuntu, in turn, provides covenant theology with a contextual expression
that emphasises lived relationality, social cohesion, and ethical responsibility within
concrete communities. This mutual enrichment can be observed particularly in contexts
of social fragmentation and injustice. Covenant theology calls for fidelity, justice, and
communal responsibility grounded in divine command, while Ubuntu emphasises
reconciliation, restoration, and the recovery of communal harmony. Together, they offer
a relational ethic that is both theologically grounded and socially embodied.

Toward an Old Testament Theocentric Ubuntu Adage

On the basis of this discourse, it becomes possible to propose a theological formulation
that integrates the strengths of both traditions. The study therefore advances the
following theocentric reformulation of the Ubuntu maxim: “Motho ke motho ka
Modimo” (a person becomes a person through God). This formulation does not reject
the classical Ubuntu emphasis on communal relationality; rather, it seeks to deepen it by
situating it within the broader framework of covenant theology. If Ubuntu asserts that
personhood is realised through others, the covenantal perspective insists that this process
is ultimately grounded in relationship with God.

From an Old Testament standpoint, this claim is not merely speculative but deeply
rooted in the covenantal narrative. Israel’s identity as a people is constituted through its
relationship with God. The covenant with Abraham establishes a foundational bond that
defines Israel’s existence (Genesis 15; 17), while the Mosaic and Deuteronomic
covenants articulate the ethical and communal dimensions of that relationship (Exodus
19-24; Deuteronomy 7:6-11, 26:16-19). Moreover, the covenantal framework
underscores that human dignity and value derive from divine election and creation. The
affirmation that humanity is created in the imago Dei (Genesis 1:27) suggests that
personhood is inherently relational, reflecting the relational nature of God. In this sense,
to be fully human is to live in right relationship with God and, consequently, with others.

The proposed maxim, therefore, introduces a necessary theological dimension into
Ubuntu’s anthropology. It suggests that communal relationships, while essential, are not
self-sufficient; they are sustained and given ultimate meaning through relationship with
God. Without this grounding, relationality risks becoming merely sociological rather
than theological. At the same time, this formulation preserves the communal insight of
Ubuntu. Relationship with God does not negate relationship with others but rather
intensifies and reorients it. As the Deuteronomic tradition makes clear, love for God is
inseparable from care for the neighbour (Deuteronomy 10:18—19). Thus, the vertical and
horizontal dimensions of relationality are mutually reinforcing.

Conclusion
This study has developed a theological dialogue between the Old Testament concept of
n2 and the African philosophy of Ubuntu. By engaging covenant scholarship and
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highlighting the theological depth of the Deuteronomic tradition, it has shown that
covenant is best understood as a relational framework grounded in divine initiative,
shaping both identity and communal life. In parallel, Ubuntu offers a rich
anthropological vision centred on interdependence, solidarity, and communal belonging.
The dialogue between these frameworks reveals a fundamental convergence:
personhood is constituted in relationship. Yet covenant theology deepens this insight by
grounding relationality in the divine—human relationship. This theocentric dimension
provides a more comprehensive account of identity and ethical responsibility.

On this basis, the study proposes the reformulated maxim, “Motho ke motho ka
Modimo” (a person is a person through God), as a theological synthesis that integrates
African communal anthropology with biblical covenant theology. This formulation
affirms that human flourishing is realised not only through community, but ultimately
through communion with God. Such a framework offers a theologically grounded and
contextually relevant response to contemporary challenges of social fragmentation,
injustice, and identity. By bringing n°72 and Ubuntu into dialogue, the study contributes
to the development of a relational theology capable of informing both academic
discourse and lived social practice.
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