
The Comfortable Sin

Copyright © 2026 by Ephraim T. Gwebu

All rights reserved.

Published through Draft2Digital

Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or any other — except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the author.


ISBN: [To be assigned by Draft2Digital]

Printed in the United States of America

First Edition, 2026



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE COMFORTABLE SIN:

    

    
      First edition. May 30, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Ephraim Gwebu.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235679122

    

    
    
      Written by Ephraim Gwebu.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Copyright Page

The Comfortable Sin:

Pride at the Root

Racism, Tribalism: Two Faces of the Same Coin of Sin

Why the Church Has Chosen Comfort

The Neuroscience of Inherited Sin

In the Image of God

The New Humanity

The Prophetic Tradition

Loving the Other

Rwanda's Witness

Tribalism in the Boardroom

Colonialism's Poisoned Gift

The Hidden Curriculum of the Tribal Pastor

The Personal Preface: Your Story, In Your Voice

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

The Seventh-day Adventist Church and the Comfortable Sin

A Theology of Structural Healing

What the LORD Says About the Comfortable Sin

The Buried Talent

APPENDIX

DEDICATION

To the African pastors, church leaders, and ordinary believers

who carry the burden of this sin without the language to name it —

and who long, often in silence,

for the Church to become what Christ prayed it would be.

John 17:21–22

CONTENTS

Foreword by Rev. Dr. Ishmael Noko..................................4

Acknowledgments....................................................9

Introduction: The Sin We Preach Around.............................11

PART ONE: DIAGNOSIS — The Nature of the Disease...........15


Chapter 1:  Pride at the Root...................................21

Chapter 2:  Racism, Tribalism: Two Faces of the Same Coin of Sin34

Chapter 3:  Why the Church Has Chosen Comfort..............44

Chapter 4:  The Neuroscience of Inherited Sin..................53


Part Two: Biblical Confrontation.................................63


Chapter 5:  In the Image of God................................63

Chapter 6:  The New Humanity.................................71

Chapter 7:  The Prophetic Tradition............................77

Chapter 8:  Loving the Other...................................84


Part Three: The African Context.................................87


Chapter 9:  Rwanda's Witness..................................91

Chapter 10: Tribalism in the Boardroom........................99

Chapter 11: Colonialism's Poisoned Gift.......................107

Chapter 12: The Hidden Curriculum of the Tribal Pastor......115

Chapter 13: The Personal Preface: Your Story, In Your Voice..124


Part Four: The Institutionalization Of Comfortable Sin.......131


Chapter 14: Sunday/Sabbath Morning: The American Church’s Racial Architecture......134

Chapter 15: Tribes at the Altar: African Christianity’s Institutionalized Ethnic Fracture......140

Chapter 16: Voting for Your Tribe: Electoral Demarcation as Ecclesial Sin......145

Chapter 17: The Church Christ Died to Create: A Call to Structural Repentance......149

Chapter 18: The Seventh-day Adventist Church and the Comfortable Sin......163

Chapter 19: A Theology of Structural Healing.................175

Chapter 20: What the LORD Says About the Comfortable Sin..184

Chapter 21: The Buried Talent................................222


References........................................................247

About the Author..................................................252

FOREWORD

By Rev. Dr. Ishmael Noko

The Church of Jesus Christ has, throughout its history, been summoned to confront sins that hide in plain sight — sins that do not shock the conscience because they have become woven into the fabric of daily life. Every generation must decide whether it will name these sins with courage or accommodate them with silence. The work before you, authored by Professor Ephraim T. Gwebu, is a clarion call to our generation to choose courage.

This book is not merely an academic contribution. It is a pastoral intervention, a theological provocation, and a prophetic summons to the entire Christian family — Protestant, Catholic, Orthodox, Pentecostal, Evangelical, and Independent — to confront one of the most persistent and most tolerated betrayals of the Gospel: the comfortable sin of racism and tribalism.

Professor Gwebu writes as a scientist of distinction, a respected educator, and a committed lay preacher whose life has been shaped by both rigorous intellectual discipline and deep Christian conviction. His unique integration of neuroscience, theology, and African social experience gives this work a depth and authority that few contemporary voices can offer. He writes not from abstraction but from lived reality; not from ideological reaction but from spiritual discernment; not from anger but from hope.

A Voice Formed by Two Worlds

One of the great strengths of this manuscript is the way it brings together two worlds that are often kept apart: the world of scientific inquiry and the world of Christian discipleship. Professor Gwebu stands comfortably in both. His scientific training equips him to examine human behavior with clarity and precision. His Christian faith compels him to interpret that behavior through the lens of Scripture and the call of Christ.

This dual vocation allows him to expose the spiritual anatomy of racism and tribalism with unusual insight. He shows how these sins are not merely social habits or cultural preferences but manifestations of the oldest and most destructive sin in the biblical tradition: pride. He reminds us that pride is not simply an attitude; it is a theological disorder — a distortion of value that elevates the self or the group to a place that belongs to God alone.

In this sense, the book does not merely describe a social problem. It diagnoses a spiritual disease.

Naming the Sin We Preach Around

One of the most compelling aspects of this work is its honesty about the Church's complicity. Professor Gwebu does not accuse the world; he speaks to the Church. He observes, with painful accuracy, that while we preach against many sins with zeal, we have learned to preach around racism and tribalism. We have allowed them to settle comfortably in our pews, our pulpits, our leadership structures, and even our homes.

He writes with pastoral clarity about how these attitudes are transmitted to children — not through formal teaching, but through the subtle modelling of adults. Drawing on contemporary neuroscience, he explains how the brain's mirror neuron systems inscribe attitudes long before a child can articulate them. A child learns prejudice not because they are taught to hate, but because they observe hatred being lived.

This insight alone makes the book indispensable for pastors, parents, educators, and Christian leaders. It reveals that silence is not neutral. Silence is formation. And what we refuse to confront ourselves, we inevitably pass on to the next generation.

A Biblical Confrontation Without Evasion

The second movement of the book turns decisively to Scripture. Here, Professor Gwebu demonstrates that the biblical witness is not ambiguous. From Genesis to Revelation, the Scriptures proclaim a God who creates all people in His image, who dismantles human hierarchies, and who gathers the redeemed from every nation, tribe, people, and language.

He reminds us that the Gospel is not merely a message of personal salvation. It is a message that destroys false hierarchies. It is a message that confronts the pride of origin — whether expressed as racial superiority or tribal preference. The cross of Christ is the great equalizer, and any Church that tolerates ethnic hierarchy contradicts the very Gospel it proclaims.

Africa's Wound and Africa's Witness

The third movement situates the argument in the African context. Here, Professor Gwebu writes with the authority of one who knows the continent's wounds intimately. He examines the tragedy of Rwanda, where a nation with one of the highest percentages of Christians in Africa descended into genocide. He explores the structural tribalism that shapes leadership in many African churches and institutions. He reflects on the colonial legacy that baptized racial ideology and embedded it into African Christian consciousness.

Yet he does not write as one who despairs. He writes as one who believes that Africa also holds resources for healing. He draws on the philosophy of Ubuntu — "I am because we are" — not as a romantic ideal but as a theological resource that resonates deeply with the New Testament vision of the Body of Christ.

A Path Toward Healing

The final movement of the book offers a path forward. It does not offer superficial solutions. It does not propose diversity workshops or policy documents as the cure for a spiritual disease. Instead, it calls the Church to repentance, conversion, and the formation of a new nature in Christ.

Professor Gwebu insists that healing begins in the home, continues in the school, and is sustained in the Church. He offers practical pathways for forming children who are not merely 'tolerant' but genuinely reconciled — children whose hearts and minds have been shaped by the Gospel rather than by the unexamined prejudices of their elders.

This is a hopeful book. It is hopeful because it believes in the power of the Holy Spirit to transform communities. It is hopeful because it believes that the Church can still become what Christ intended it to be. It is hopeful because it believes that repentance is not a burden but a gift.

A Word to the Reader

As you begin this book, I invite you to read with openness, humility, and courage. Allow yourself to be challenged. Allow yourself to be unsettled. Allow yourself to be called to repentance. But also allow yourself to be encouraged by the vision of the Church that emerges from these pages — a Church reconciled, renewed, and restored.

This book is a gift to the global Church. It is a gift to Africa. It is a gift to every Christian who longs for a community that reflects the unity of the redeemed in Revelation: every nation, tribe, people, and language standing together before the Lamb.

May this work disturb where we have grown too comfortable. May it illuminate where we have chosen not to see. And may it strengthen our resolve to become the Church Christ prayed for — one, holy, reconciled, and courageous.

Rev. Dr. Ishmael Noko

CEO, Lutheran Varsity of Southern Africa

Former President, Lutheran World Federation (LWF), Geneva

Pretoria, South Africa (April 2026)
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Introduction

The Sin We Preach Around

"There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free,

nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus."

— Galatians 3:28 (NIV)

There is a sin that has made itself comfortable in the Church. It has settled into the pews. It has climbed into the pulpit. It has been fed at fellowship meals, whispered in church corridors, and encoded into the unspoken rules of who gets promoted, who gets hired, and whose child gets chosen for the scholarship. It has sat, Saturday/Sunday after Saturday/Sunday, in the presence of the preached Word — and walked out unconvicted, unchanged, and entirely at ease.

That sin is racism. That sin is tribalism. And the most devastating truth about it is not that it exists — for sin of every kind exists wherever fallen humanity gathers. The most devastating truth is this: the Church has decided to be comfortable living with this sin. We preach about every other sin except racism and tribalism

This book is a refusal to preach around it any longer.

Naming the Elephant in the Sanctuary

In Africa — the continent this author calls home, and to whose Global Church this book is primarily addressed — tribalism is not a relic of the pre-colonial past. It is a present, daily, socially organised reality. It determines whom one marries, whom one trusts with money, whom one votes for, and, with tragic frequency, whom one hires to lead a church, a seminary, or a Christian university. The question is not whether tribalism exists in the African Church. The question is why the African Church has so rarely had the courage to call it what it is: Sin.

Racism operates by the same logic on a wider canvas. Where tribalism says 'my ethnic group is superior,' racism says 'my race is superior.' Both are expressions of the same root: the pride of origin — the belief that where I came from, and who I came from, confers upon me a value that you do not possess. Both arrange human beings into a hierarchy that God never ordained and Christ explicitly dismantled.

And yet, across the globe — in Africa, in America, in Europe, in Asia — the Church has accommodated both. It has done so through silence. It has done so through selective preaching. It has done so by treating ethnic preference and racial condescension as cultural matters rather than spiritual ones. This book argues that such accommodation is not neutrality. It is complicity.

––––––––
[image: ]


The Children Are Watching and Hearing

But there is a dimension to this comfortable sin that makes it not merely tragic but catastrophic: we are teaching it to children.

Not by lecture. Not in formal lessons. But in the way a father speaks about the neighbouring tribe at the dinner table. In the way a mother tightens her hand on her child's arm or purse when they pass a person of another race on the street. In the way a pastor subtly favours the sons and daughters of his own ethnic group for leadership roles and opportunities in the church or institutions.

Children are the most powerful learners on earth. Contemporary neuroscience has confirmed what educators and parents have always intuitively known: children do not primarily learn by being told. They learn by watching. The human brain is equipped with mirror neuron systems — neural circuits that fire both when we perform an action and when we observe another person performing that same action. These systems are the neurological foundation of imitation, empathy, and moral learning. What a child observes being modelled by a trusted adult is not merely seen — it is neurologically inscribed.

When a parent, teacher, or pastor models racial contempt or tribal favoritism, they are not merely expressing a personal opinion. They are conducting a lesson. The curriculum is hatred. The classroom is the mirror neuron system of every child in the room. This is the most unbearable truth this book will ask its readers to face: the comfortable sin is not simply being sustained in the present generation. It is being reproduced — neurologically, spiritually, and culturally — in the next generation.

The Argument of This Book

This book proceeds in four movements. Part One diagnoses the disease: it traces racism and tribalism to their common root in the sin of pride; examines why the Church has chosen comfort over confrontation; and analyses the neurological mechanism by which this sin is transmitted intergenerationally through the modelling of trusted adults.

Part Two opens the Bible. It argues that the witness of Scripture, from Genesis to Revelation, is unambiguous: the God who made all human beings in His image has no favoured race, no preferred tribe, no ethnic hierarchy. The Gospel that Christ proclaimed and the Apostles preached was a direct assault on every form of human superiority.

Part Three situates the argument in the African context. It examines the horror of Rwanda, where in 1994 one of the most evangelised nation in Africa became the scene of a horrific genocide carried out predominantly by baptised Christians against their fellow baptised Christians. It examines the structural tribalism of African church leadership and the colonial history that imported and then baptised racial ideology on the continent.

Part Four proposes healing. Not diversity programmes. Not multicultural workshops. Not policy documents. The only cure for the comfortable sin is the same as the cure for every other sin: genuine repentance, genuine conversion, and the formation of a new nature in Christ. This final section draws on the African philosophy of Ubuntu — 'I am because we are' — as a theological resource for an African answer to the African wound.

A Word to the Reader

This book will make some readers uncomfortable. That is, in a very precise sense, its purpose. The comfortable sin must be made uncomfortable before it can be repented of. Conviction is the necessary precursor to conversion.

But discomfort is not the final destination. This book ends not with accusation but with vision — the vision of the Apostle John, who in the Book of Revelation saw the redeemed gathered before the throne: every nation, tribe, people, and language, standing together, robed in white, crying with one voice. That is the Church Heaven is waiting for. That is the Church we are called to become. The sin we have been comfortable with must be named. It must be confessed. It must be crucified. And in its place, by the grace of God, something beautiful and entirely new must be raised.

Let us begin.

Ephraim T. Gwebu, PhD

Professor Emeritus

Part One

Diagnosis

The Nature of the Disease

Chapter One

The Author's Dual Vantage Point

Before the reader enters the argument of this book, they deserve to know who is making it and from where. This is not false modesty — the pretense that the author has no particular standpoint, no personal stake in the argument, no location from which the analysis proceeds. Every scholarly argument has a location. The location of this one is specific, and it is relevant.

This author is a Zimbabwean. Born in a country whose entire political and social life has been shaped by the interaction between colonial racial hierarchy and indigenous ethnic complexity, he grew up in a society where the comfortable sin wore two faces simultaneously — the racial face of Rhodesian white supremacy and the tribal face of Shona-Ndebele political competition. Neither was invisible. Both were formative. Both left their marks on the consciousness of every person who grew up in that country in the second half of the twentieth century, regardless of which community they belonged to.

This author is also an American. Not by birth but by residence and formation: twenty-one years at Oakwood University in Huntsville, Alabama, twelve years at Elizabeth City State University in North Carolina, a doctorate from The Ohio State University, ordination as a lay elder/preacher in a denomination that has its own complex history of racial organization and racial reckoning. He observed the American church's comfortable sin from inside — from within the historically Black institution that was itself, in part, a product of that sin — and from outside, with the clarity of the foreigner who has not been formed to find the arrangement normal.

This double location — African and American, colonial subject and immigrant, indigenous knowledge holder and Western-trained neuroscientist — is not incidental to the argument of this book. It is the argument's foundation. The claim that American racial ecclesiology and African tribal ecclesiology are the same sin wearing different cultural clothing is not a theoretical claim made from a neutral observational position. It is a claim made by someone who has lived in both systems, who has felt the pressure of both, who has seen from the inside how each one operates and how each one damages the people it claims to serve. The authority for the argument is not primarily academic. It is testimonial. And the testimony has been paid for.

A Note on Method: Why This Book Uses Three Languages

This book speaks in three languages simultaneously — the language of neuroscience, the language of Christian theology, and the language of African philosophy — and it does not apologize for the complexity that this creates. The complexity is intentional. It reflects a conviction about the nature of the comfortable sin and the nature of what it will take to address it.

The comfortable sin is not a simple problem. It is not primarily a problem of information — of people not knowing that racism and tribalism are wrong. In most of the contexts this book addresses, the people who practice the comfortable sin know perfectly well that it is wrong. They have heard the sermons. They have voted for the denominational resolutions. They have signed the statements of commitment to racial and ethnic reconciliation. And then they have gone back to their offices and made the tribal appointment, enforced the racial boundary, operated the nominating committee by the unwritten ethnic rules. The comfortable sin persists not because of ignorance but because of formation — because the brain has been shaped, through years of exposure, to find the sin natural, comfortable, and right.

Addressing a problem of formation requires the language of neuroscience: the precision of mirror neuron research, neuroplasticity, and the developmental psychology of implicit attitude formation. It requires this language not because neuroscience is more authoritative than theology, but because the mechanism of the sin's transmission is neurological. To address the sin without understanding the mechanism is to treat the symptom while leaving the cause untouched.

Addressing a sin requires the language of theology: the authority of Scripture, the weight of the prophetic tradition, the specific claims that the Gospel makes about the community that Christ's death and resurrection create. It requires this language not because theology overrides other forms of knowledge, but because the comfortable sin is ultimately a theological offense — a contradiction of the character of the God who made every human being in His image and who is drawing all of them to Himself. Without the theological language, the critique of the comfortable sin becomes merely a social preference or a political position.

And addressing the particular expression of the comfortable sin in the African church requires the language of Ubuntu philosophy: the specific wisdom tradition of the continent that has suffered most from the comfortable sin in both its racial and tribal forms, the tradition that offers resources for healing that no Western philosophical or theological framework can provide alone. Ubuntu is not merely a rhetorical ornament in this book. It is a substantive philosophical framework — one whose deepest insights converge with the Gospel's vision of human community in ways that are mutually illuminating and mutually challenging.

The reader who is accustomed to books that speak only one language — only the language of social science, or only the language of theology, or only the language of African cultural studies — may find the trilingual approach of this book demanding. The demand is real. But it reflects the conviction that the comfortable sin is too deeply embedded, too multiply reinforced, and too comprehensively formative to be addressed by any single language or discipline. The wound required three centuries to inflict. The healing will require the full resources of every language that truth speaks.

A Map of the Argument

This book is organized in five parts that build upon each other with cumulative logic. No part stands alone; each depends on what precedes it and prepares for what follows. The reader who skips to the sections that seem most relevant will miss the argument's structural force. The argument is designed to be read in sequence, because its conclusion is only as strong as the foundation on which it rests.

Part One diagnoses the disease at its theological and neurological roots. Chapter 1 establishes that racism and tribalism are, at their theological core, expressions of the foundational sin of pride — the pride of origin that elevates the group to a position that belongs to God alone. Chapter 2 argues that American racial ecclesiology and African tribal ecclesiology are branches of the same tree — the same disease wearing different cultural clothing — and that treating them as separate problems is a catastrophic diagnostic error. Chapter 3 examines the forces — sociological, economic, institutional, and theological — that conspire to make the comfortable sin more comfortable to maintain than to confront. Chapter 4 provides the neurological dimension of the diagnosis: the mirror neuron research that explains how the comfortable sin is transmitted from one generation to the next through the embodied attitudes of trusted adults, below the level of conscious instruction.

Part Two opens the Scriptures. Chapters 5 through 8 argue that the biblical witness, from the doctrine of the imago Dei (image of God) in Genesis 1 through the prophetic tradition of Amos and Micah, through the ministry of Jesus and the social vision of Paul, is unambiguous in its condemnation of ethnic hierarchy within the community of God's people. The Bible does not need to be persuaded that racism and tribalism are sins. It has been declaring this since Miriam stood at the edge of the camp, white with the leprosy of her own contempt.

Part Three situates the argument in the African context. Chapters 9 through 13 examine Rwanda's witness, the structural tribalism of African church governance, the colonial formation of the tribal pastor, and the author's personal testimony — the story of a life formed by the comfortable sin's dual expression, in Zimbabwe and in America, that eventually produced both the conviction and the evidence that this book presents.

Part Four names the institutionalization of the comfortable sin with the precision that institutional sin requires. Chapters 14 through 16 examine the American church's racial architecture, the African church's tribal architecture, and the electoral demarcation that renews both in every governance cycle. Chapter 17 calls the Church to the structural repentance that genuine reckoning requires.

The chapter that follows Part Four — What the LORD Says About the Comfortable Sin — assembles the recognized verdict: fourteen passages from Numbers to Revelation that demonstrate, with the cumulative force of the entire biblical narrative, that God has been confronting the comfortable sin since the first generation of His people. The reader who arrives at that chapter having worked through the preceding argument will find the biblical testimony not surprising but confirming — the divine voice speaking into a silence that the Church has maintained far too long.
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Pride at the Root
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"Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall."

— Proverbs 16:18 (NIV)

"For everything in the world — the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life —

comes not from the Father but from the world."

— 1 John 2:16 (NIV)

Every disease has a pathogen. Every river has a source. Every tree, however wide its canopy and however deep its shadow, draws its life from a single root system buried beneath the surface. If we wish to understand racism and tribalism — their persistence, their power, and their terrible capacity to survive even inside the Church of Jesus Christ — we must be willing to go beneath the visible symptoms and find the root.

The root is pride.

Not pride in the ordinary, colloquial sense of personal satisfaction or self-respect. The pride this chapter examines is the theological category that the Christian tradition has consistently identified as the first and most fundamental of all sins — the sin from which all other sins ultimately derive their energy. It is the pride that says: I am more. I matter more. My existence, my origin, my people, carry a weight and a worth that yours do not.

It is, at its most precise definition, a disorder of value — a catastrophic misreading of the universe in which the self, or the group that functions as an extension of the self, is elevated to a position that belongs to God alone.

The Theological Anatomy of Pride

The Christian theological tradition has never been in any doubt about the centrality of pride among the sins. Augustine of Hippo, writing in the fourth and fifth centuries, identified pride — superbia — as the founding sin of the human race and the deepest structural deformity of the fallen will. For Augustine, pride was not merely a sin among other sins. It was the condition that made all other sins possible. It was the turning of the soul away from God and toward the self as the ultimate reference point of value and authority.

In The City of God, Augustine famously distinguished between two cities, two loves: the City of God, built on the love of God even to the contempt of self, and the City of Man, built on the love of self even to the contempt of God. Pride, in Augustine's analysis, is the engine of the City of Man. It is the disordered love — amor sui — that places the self at the centre of the moral universe and measures all other beings by their usefulness or threat to that enthroned self.


What Augustine diagnosed in the individual soul, racism and tribalism replicate at the level of the group. The group — the tribe, the race, the ethnicity — becomes the enthroned self. All other groups are measured by their distance from this centre. And those who are most different are assigned the least worth.


Thomas Aquinas, developing the tradition further in the thirteenth century, defined pride as the inordinate desire for one's own excellence — the refusal to acknowledge one's creaturely dependence on God and one's fundamental equality with other creatures. For Aquinas, the proud person does not simply think well of themselves. They think of themselves in a way that is disordered — that exceeds what is true, what is appropriate, and what is compatible with the proper ordering of love toward God and neighbour.

Both theologians, separated by eight centuries, arrive at the same diagnosis: pride is fundamentally a lie. It is a false perception of reality — a distortion of the truth about who we are, who God is, and what other human beings are worth. And because it is a lie, it is extraordinarily destructive. It destroys relationships, communities, nations, and — as the history of the Church abundantly demonstrates — it can destroy the witness of the Gospel itself.

The Pride of Origin: Racism and Tribalism as Collective Superbia

Racism and tribalism are not simply social phenomena or cultural preferences. They are specific expressions of the theological sin of pride, applied to the domain of human origin. What distinguishes them from other forms of pride is their particular object: the pride of racism and tribalism is rooted not in what one has achieved but in what one was born into — one's ethnic group, one's bloodline, one's ancestral community.

This is what makes the pride of origin so insidious and so resistant to ordinary moral correction. A person who is proud of their achievements can, in principle, be humbled by failure. But a person who is proud of their birth cannot be humbled by any ordinary circumstance. Their source of superiority is, by definition, inalienable. It requires no effort to maintain and admits no evidence that could challenge it. It is pride at its most irrational and therefore at its most dangerous.

The racist says: the colour of my skin, the shape of my features, the geography of my ancestors — these things make me more fully human than you. The tribalist says: the language my grandmother spoke, the cattle my grandfather herded, the hills from which my people come — these things make me more trustworthy, more capable, more deserving of power and opportunity than you. Both are saying, in essence, the same thing: I did not earn my superiority. I was born with it. And that makes it absolute.


This is not culture. This is not custom. This is not tradition. This is the sin of pride wearing an ethnic costume. And the Church, of all institutions on earth, should be the first to recognise it — because the Church has been given the theological tools to unmask it.


The Fall Revisited: Pride as the Original Catastrophe

The narrative of Genesis 3 is, among other things, a precise account of how pride entered and deformed human existence. The temptation that the serpent presented to the first human beings was not primarily a temptation to disobey a rule. It was a temptation to a particular kind of pride: 'you will be like God, knowing good and evil' (Genesis 3:5). The serpent's offer was the offer of elevated status — the promise that the human being could transcend the creatureliness of their condition and occupy a position that belonged to the Creator alone.

In accepting that offer, humanity did not merely break a commandment. Humanity restructured its fundamental orientation toward reality. The human being who had been made to find their identity, security, and worth in their relationship with God now reached for those things in the wrong place — in the self, in knowledge seized rather than given, in an autonomy that was never designed to bear the weight of ultimate meaning.

Every subsequent expression of pride — including the pride of race and tribe — is a repetition of this original catastrophe at a different scale. The racist and the tribalist are, in a precise theological sense, doing in the domain of ethnicity what Adam and Eve did in the garden: reaching for a status that was never theirs to claim, organizing their world around a false hierarchy, and in doing so, fracturing the community of equal creatures that God intended.

Pride That Wears a Cross

The most theologically alarming dimension of this subject is not that pride of race and tribe exists in the world. The world, in Christian understanding, is fallen. Sin in the world is expected. What is theologically alarming — what demands the most urgent pastoral and prophetic attention — is that this pride has found a home inside the Church. That it has not merely survived conversion but has, in many cases, been sanctified by it.

History supplies the evidence with terrible generosity. The trans-Atlantic slave trade was not carried out by pagans alone. It was organised, justified, and in many instances enthusiastically promoted by baptised Christians, including theologians and clergy who produced learned arguments for the God-ordained inferiority of African people. The apartheid system in South Africa was not merely tolerated by the Dutch Reformed Church. It was theologically constructed and spiritually defended by it for decades.

In Africa, the tribal violence that has repeatedly convulsed the continent — from the Zimbabwe Gukurahundi genocide, to the Rwandan genocide to the post-election violence in Kenya, from the inter-ethnic conflicts of Nigeria (Biafran War) to the factional warfare of South Sudan — has drawn its participants overwhelmingly from populations where Christianity is the majority religion.


How does pride put on a cross? How does the sin that God most explicitly opposes — 'God opposes the proud' (James 4:6) — manage to dress itself in Christian vocabulary and occupy Christian institutions, Church Board Rooms, pulpits and pews? Ephraim Gwebu


The answer lies in the failure of genuine conversion — and in the neurological and spiritual mechanisms by which unconverted pride is transmitted from one generation to the next.

The Incompatibility of Pride with the Gospel

The Gospel of Jesus Christ is, among its many dimensions, a direct and comprehensive assault on human pride. It begins with the announcement that all human beings, without distinction of race, tribe, class, or gender, stand equally under the judgment of God as sinners who cannot save themselves (Romans 3:23). It proceeds through the account of a God who, rather than condescending from a distance, entered the full vulnerability of human creaturely existence — born not in a palace but in a stable, not



Conclusion: The Disease Must Be Named
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Pride in the Psychology of the Oppressor and the Oppressed






The Generational Mathematics of Pride






Why Pride Is the Last Sin to Be Surrendered
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"The vascular system of superiority flows
through every sinew of fallen human nature."

EPHRAIM T. GWEBU, PhD

Professor Emeritus - Neuroscientist - Church Elder
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