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To the Memory of Munjelwa Malukutila

6 January 1996 – 15 January 2026

I have known Munjelwa from the time she was a baby. Her soul grew in a body that refused to behave like yours or mine. The world has learned to name such stories with gentle phrases— “differently abled” and the like—but those words do not touch the mystery. Many times, I asked God why her body was the way it was, and the only answers I received are the ones that, years later, grew into this story.

In The Image That Broke, I write about a woman with no formal theology but with a burning question: Why has humanity accepted a male God as normal, and treated every other image as blasphemy? If God is spirit, why do we imagine that spirit needing what a human male needs—hands, feet, a mouth, a beard? Even our children’s books draw God as a great man shaping the world with fingers and fists, though the scriptures say, very simply, that God spoke. Yet when we read that God “speaks,” we quickly attach a mouth, a throat, a larynx to that word. Why do we assume that God must look like us in order to act among us?

These questions lead me back to Munjelwa. Why are we so quick to assume that she never lay prostrate before God? Why do we assume she never communicated with God, simply because she never communicated with us in the ways we prefer? The honest answer exposes us. We judge from our weakness—from the limits and demands of our own bodies. We treat every “differently abled” person as someone whose life is less, whose worship is thinner, whose access to God is somehow restricted, because they do not meet the standards set by our particular form of strength.

But God is spirit. God sees the heart; we see the body. God is not bound by speech, mobility, or productivity; we are the ones who worship movement, coherence, and usefulness. We measure worth by what a body can do; God measures truth by who a person is before the One who gave them life in the first place.

As you read this book, I pray that the image inside you will begin to crack—the image of anyone who does not fit your definition of “normal,” and the image of a God who must look like a man to be taken seriously. I pray that your imagination about humanity will widen, that you will begin to suspect that those who move differently, speak differently, or never speak at all may stand before God with a fullness you have not yet begun to grasp. And I pray that, when you reach for pronouns for God, you will no longer use them as a way of shrinking the Divine to the size of a male body, but as small words pointing—always inadequately—toward a God far larger than any image we were taught to stand beneath.

This book is, in many ways, my answer to the holy question that Munjelwa’s life asked of us: What makes you so sure God is not communicating with me, simply because I am not as you wish me to be? May her memory, and the story you now hold, break the image that needed to be broken. 
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Chapter One: When Men Name Their Gods
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By the time the first queen was crowned, the gods were already male. No one remembered who decided it. No council sat, no oracle carved the decree into stone. It was quieter than that, and far more dangerous. Men simply opened their mouths to speak of the Holy and found that the word “He” rolled out more easily than anything else. The sky, after all, looked like a vast, hard shield when you squinted at it; thunder sounded like a war drum; lightning fell like a spear. And so the Highest became “King,” “Lord,” “Father”—never “Mother,” rarely “She,” and certainly not anything so unsettling as both.

By then the world was already trained to bow to crowns on male heads. Kings raised their hands and armies marched. Priests raised their hands and the people knelt. Boys were told that they were born closer to the throne of heaven; girls were told that they were born closer to the dust from which they’d been pulled. The story was always the same: 

“God made man in His image, and then He made woman in man’s shadow.”

It was an efficient story. It explained everything and excused even more. When a man claimed to be “like a god,” no one heard blasphemy. They heard ambition, courage, a boldness that might yet be rewarded. If a king said, “I rule by divine right,” the people grumbled under the tax but rarely questioned the idea. What else would a male God do except place a smaller version of Himself on a throne of stone and gold?

But when a woman dared to say, 

“I also bear the image of the gods,” 

something in the room changed. Men shifted on their cushions. Priests tightened their fingers around incense bowls. The air itself turned suspicious. The same claim—spoken in a different voice—tasted like a threat.

In a city of marble courts and shadowed temples, that threat had a name: blasphemy.

On the morning that began the unravelling, the Temple Square was already thick with heat and rumour. Sunlight poured over stone steps worn smooth by generations of knees. Pigeons pecked blindly at offerings ground into the dust. The priests had ordered the outer courtyard cleared of traders and beggars, leaving only a circle of robed men beneath the blazing sky—and one woman standing without shade. Her name had not yet made it into the official histories. On the temple rolls she would be nothing more than “the accused woman” in a line of ink. But in the whispers that ran ahead of her, she was already too many things: sorceress, prophet, madwoman, queen’s confidante, danger. The stories disagreed on everything except this: she spoke of the gods in a way women were not permitted to speak at all.

They had dragged her there at first light, when the shadows were still long and the city was only beginning to stir. Now the hour was later, and the square had filled at the edges—servants lingering with empty buckets, merchants pretending to rearrange their wares just beyond the cordon, children pressed behind pillars, drinking in every word they were not supposed to hear.

At the centre, High Priest Amri stood with his staff planted between his feet. The carved figure at its top—bearded, robed, crowned—caught the sun and flared, a tiny male god made of gold.

“You have been heard,” Amri said, “saying that you are like the gods.”

The woman looked up at him. Her head was bare, her hair braided with no jewel or veil to soften the defiance of her face. She had the kind of stillness that made people uneasy, as if some quiet inside her had learned not to flinch.

“I said,” she answered, “that I bear their image.”

A murmur moved through the men around them. Amri lifted one hand and the sound died.

“Men bear the image of the gods,” he replied, as if correcting a child who had mispronounced a sacred word.   “We have taught this from the beginning. Woman is the glory of man. You reflect us—our strength, our wisdom—as we reflect Him. That is enough honour for you.”

The woman’s gaze flicked once to the little golden figure atop his staff, then back to his face.

“You have taught it,” she said. “That does not make it true.”

Amri’s knuckles whitened around the wood. Several priests shifted closer, as if the words themselves might strike.

“In this house,” he said slowly, “we do not argue with the teaching of our fathers.”

“Perhaps,” she replied, “that is why your god looks so much like them.”

A few of the younger priests sucked in breath like a slap. Somewhere at the edge of the square, a child stifled a nervous laugh and was hushed by a mother’s hand.

Amri’s jaw tightened. 

“You have been heard calling the Most High ‘more than male,’” he said. “You have been heard refusing to name Him ‘He’ alone. You have suggested that the Holy One is both male and female. Do you deny saying these things?”

“I do not deny it,” the woman answered. “I deny only that you have understood me.”

“Explain yourself,” he said. “Now, before these witnesses. And mind your tongue, woman. There are words that cannot be safely spoken against heaven.”

She turned then—not away from him, but slightly, so that her voice would carry to the edges of the crowd as well. The sun beat on her bare head. Sweat traced a slow line down between her shoulder blades. Her heart hammered, but her voice did not betray it.

“You say,” she began, “that God is male.”

“It is written,” Amri cut in. “He is King. He is Lord. He is Father.”

“And who wrote it?” she asked. “Men, with ink on their fingers and crowns in their eyes.”

He took a step toward her, but she raised her hand—not in command, but in appeal.

“Listen,” she said, “not as priests afraid for your altars, but as men who came into this world the same way I did.”

The request was insolent. It was also, for one brief heartbeat, compelling. Some part of them—a part they had been taught to ignore—leaned closer.

“You say God is male,” she repeated. “Tell me, then: what is a male?”

Amri frowned. 

“A man,” he said. “A son, a father, a brother. A bearer of seed. You know this.”

“I know it,” she agreed quietly. “A male is one half of a pair. He is not even understandable except in relation to what he is not. He is male beside female, never alone. Take away woman, and the word ‘male’ loses its meaning.”

The circle shifted. It was an obvious thing, and yet uncomfortable to be reminded of in the shadow of the Temple.

“And you call the One who made all things by that name,” she went on. “You call the Source of everything ‘male’—as if He were as you are: half of a need, waiting for his missing opposite.”

Silence.

“Tell me, don’t animals have males among them? If......”

“That is enough,” Amri snapped. “You overstep yourself.”

She tilted her head. 

“Do I?” Her eyes flicked again to the little golden figure on his staff. 

“Tell me, High Priest: did this God of yours begin in a woman’s body, as you did?”

A ripple of shock moved through the ring. It was an indecent question within those walls, but it held a blade of pure logic.

“You blaspheme,” he hissed.

“I speak plainly,” she said. “Every male you know—every king, every prophet, every high priest—entered this world through a woman. Your first breath was taken in a woman’s labour. Your body was built of her blood. Without her, your maleness could not even arrive here to boast of its likeness to God.”

She let the words hang, long enough for them to sting.

“If your God is male as you are male,” she continued, more softly now, “then where is the woman who carried Him? Where is the womb that completed Him? Who nursed His infancy? Who made Him possible?”

There was no answer they could give without tearing the sky.

Amri’s mouth worked soundlessly for a moment. His staff trembled.

“The Most High has no beginning,” he managed at last. 

“He is from everlasting. He depends on no one.”

The woman’s eyes warmed, not in affection, but in the recognition of a door opening where a wall had stood.

“Then why,” she asked, “do you speak of Him as if He belonged to your kind?”

A murmur rolled through the crowd. Someone at the back whispered, 

“Hush,” 

but did not themselves fall silent.

“You have just said it with your own mouth,” she went on. 

“The One above all does not depend on anyone. He began in no woman’s blood, lies in
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