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Welcome to Learning Ndebele Proverbs Through Storytelling Part XLII, another inspiring journey into the rich world of Northern Ndebele wisdom.

For generations, proverbs have been among the most treasured forms of African knowledge. They are short and memorable sayings, yet within their few words they carry the experiences, values, and insights of countless generations. They teach us how to live with integrity, courage, patience, kindness, and wisdom. In many African communities, proverbs have long served as guides for decision-making, conflict resolution, leadership, and personal growth.

This book brings together twenty-five Northern Ndebele proverbs and transforms their wisdom into engaging stories that young readers can easily understand and enjoy. Each chapter begins with a proverb, followed by an explanation of its deeper meaning, parallels from other cultures and languages, and a story that illustrates its lesson through relatable characters and situations.

The proverbs in this collection explore many important themes. They teach us the value of independent thinking and the danger of blind obedience. They remind us that our true feelings are often revealed through our actions, and that authenticity is more powerful than pretence. They encourage us to use our time wisely, to face challenges with courage, and to develop character that cannot be bought or borrowed.

Readers will also discover lessons about perseverance, leadership, generosity, honesty, humility, responsibility, and self-discipline. Through stories of roosters, wild cats, polecats, buffaloes, and ordinary people facing everyday challenges, these timeless sayings come alive in ways that are both entertaining and meaningful.

At a time when young people are surrounded by many voices competing for their attention, proverbs offer something unique: wisdom that has stood the test of time. They help us understand that success is not measured only by achievement, but also by character; that true strength often comes from perseverance rather than power; and that our choices today shape the future we create for ourselves and our communities.

This book is more than a collection of stories. It is an invitation to reflect, learn, and grow. It is an opportunity to connect with the cultural heritage of the Northern Ndebele people while discovering lessons that speak to people everywhere, regardless of age, background, or nationality.

May these stories inspire thoughtful conversations, encourage wise decisions, and deepen appreciation for the enduring wisdom of African proverbs. As you turn each page, may you find not only enjoyment in the stories but also guidance for your own journey through life. 

Happy reading!
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Amehlo awala mngcele
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The Northern Ndebele proverb, "Amehlo awala mngcele", literally translates to, "The eyes have no boundaries," but it is more deeply understood through the narrative describing how the eyes can see what the heart tries to hide. This story follows an individual who has become a master of the "mask"—a person who uses their tongue to speak of peace, their hands to offer gifts, and their face to project a smile. They believe that if they can control their outward actions, they can successfully bury their true feelings of envy, malice, or sorrow. The "fool" in this story is the one who forgets that the eyes are the "windows of the soul." No matter how much they rehearse their part, their eyes remain unguarded; they dart with anxiety, coldness, or hidden desire, betraying the very truth the person is trying to keep secret.



This narrative serves as a profound critique of hypocrisy and the futility of emotional deception. It suggests that the human body is a dishonest vessel for a lie; the heart may be a "deep forest," but the eyes are the "clearing" where everything is eventually revealed. The story portrays the eyes as independent witnesses that refuse to lie for the ego. It warns that people of discernment do not listen to what a person says, but rather look at "how" they look at the world. By the time the deceiver realizes their cover is blown, they find that they have been transparent all along, and the trust they tried to manipulate has already evaporated.



Parallels to this belief in the revelatory power of the gaze are found in the spiritual and psychological traditions of many cultures. In English, we often say that "the eyes are the windows to the soul," or we speak of a "shifty-eyed" person to denote untrustworthiness. In Latin, the “the face is the index of the mind” serves as a reminder that our internal state is always written on our features. In various Middle Eastern traditions, it is said that "the eye is a scout for the heart," meaning the eye reveals where the heart's true interests lie. In Japanese culture, there is the concept of "the eyes speak as much as the mouth”, reinforcing the idea that non-verbal cues are the most honest form of communication.



The lesson derived from this proverb is that authenticity is the only sustainable way to live. It teaches that we should not bother trying to hide our hearts, but rather work on changing our hearts so that what the eyes reveal is worth seeing. True wisdom lies in the realization that we are always "broadcasting" our true character, and that a clear eye comes from a clear conscience. It serves as a grounded reminder that the world sees us far more clearly than we see ourselves, and that if we want our eyes to reflect peace, we must first make peace with the truth in our hearts.





The Girl with the Shining Smile
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In a bright village surrounded by tall grass and singing birds, there lived a girl named Zandile. Everyone said Zandile was kind. She spoke softly. She shared her sweets. She smiled at everyone she met. But inside Zandile’s heart, there was a small, tangled knot. When her friend Thandi received a beautiful new dress, Zandile smiled and said, “It looks lovely on you.” But inside, she felt envy twist like a thorn. When her cousin Sipho won the storytelling contest, Zandile clapped the loudest. But inside, she felt a storm of jealousy. 

Zandile believed something very important: “If I smile brightly enough,” she thought, “no one will ever know how I truly feel.” So, she practiced her smile in the mirror. She practiced her gentle voice. She practiced her generous laugh. And she became very good at pretending. But Zandile forgot one thing. Her grandmother used to say, “Amehlo awala mngcele — the eyes have no boundaries.” And she would tap Zandile lightly on the forehead. “Your eyes will always tell the truth.” Zandile did not believe it.

One afternoon, Thandi came running to her with exciting news. “I’ve been chosen to sing at the festival!” Thandi said, bouncing with joy. Zandile hugged her tightly. “I am so happy for you!” she said in her sweetest voice. But as they pulled apart, Thandi paused. Zandile’s mouth was smiling. Her words were kind. But her eyes were different. They were tight and shiny. They did not sparkle. They looked... cold. Thandi’s own smile faded just a little. Later that week, Sipho asked Zandile, “Are you upset with me?” “Of course not!” Zandile replied quickly. “Why would I be?” Sipho shrugged. “It’s just... when you look at me, it feels like you are far away.” Zandile felt confused. She had said all the right things. She had done all the right things. How could they know?

That evening, she went to the river where her grandmother liked to sit. “Gogo,” Zandile asked, “can people really see what I am feeling?” Her grandmother chuckled softly. “Child, the eyes are the windows of the soul. You may train your tongue. You may train your face. But your eyes belong to your heart.” Zandile looked down at her reflection in the water. Her smile was perfect. But her eyes looked tired. “Why do they betray me?” she whispered. “They are not betraying you,” her grandmother said gently. “They are telling the truth you are afraid to speak.” Zandile felt tears rise — and this time, they were honest tears. “I feel jealous,” she admitted. “I want to be chosen. I want to win. I don’t like feeling left behind.” Her grandmother squeezed her hand. “That is not evil. It is human. But hiding it turns it into something sharp. When you face it, it softens.”

The next day, Zandile found Thandi. “I need to tell you something,” she said nervously. “When you were chosen to sing, I felt jealous. I smiled, but inside I was sad.” Thandi blinked in surprise. Then she smiled warmly. “Sometimes I feel jealous of you too,” she confessed. “You are brave enough to speak in class. I wish I could.” They both laughed — not practiced laughter, but real laughter. And something wonderful happened. Zandile’s eyes sparkled again. Not because she was pretending. Not because she was hiding. But because her heart and her smile were finally saying the same thing.

From that day on, Zandile learned an important lesson: You cannot build a true friendship with a mask.

You cannot hide your heart from your eyes. If you want your eyes to shine with peace, you must first make peace inside your heart. And in the village, people began to say that Zandile had the warmest gaze of all — because it was real.
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The Northern Ndebele proverb "Ikusasa alaziwa" literally translates to "tomorrow is not known," which is often understood through the narrative of "time cannot be bought." This story follows a person who lives as if they are the master of the clock, putting off vital tasks, apologies, or preparations because they believe the "sun of tomorrow" is a guaranteed currency in their pocket. They treat the present moment with casual disregard, assuming that the strength, resources, and people they have today will wait patiently for them to be ready. The "fool" in this story is the one who wakes up to find that the "tomorrow" they relied on has arrived with a closed door—a sudden storm, a change in health, or a lost opportunity—leaving them to realize that while they were waiting for the "perfect time," the only time they actually possessed has slipped away.


This narrative serves as a sharp critique of procrastination and the arrogance of assuming permanence. It suggests that time is a one-way river; you can look back at the water that has passed, but you can never reach back and use it to power your mill. The story portrays the procrastinator as someone who is rich in intentions but poor in actions, building a magnificent life in their mind while their real "field" remains unplanted and overgrown with weeds. It warns that "later" is often a graveyard where the best versions of ourselves go to be buried. By the time the individual decides to finally start, they find that the tools are rusted, the season has changed, and the "tomorrow" they banked on has become a "yesterday" full of regret.


Parallels to this warning about the fleeting nature of time are found in the wisdom of every culture that values the urgency of life. In English, we often say "procrastination is the thief of time" or warn that "time and tide wait for no man." In Latin, the famous phrase "seize the day” was never just about pleasure, but about the urgent necessity of doing one's work while the light remains. In various Asian philosophies, the concept of "impermanence" (Anitya) teaches that because nothing lasts, every moment is a precious opportunity that must not be wasted. In Arabic, there is a powerful saying that "time is like a sword; if you do not cut it, it will cut you," reinforcing the idea that time is a sharp instrument that requires active handling.


The lesson derived from this proverb is that the only "perfect time" is the present. It teaches that we must treat every day as a unique and finite gift, completing our "planting" while the soil is still moist and the sun is still up. True wisdom lies in the ability to act with urgency without being rushed, recognizing that "tomorrow" is a mystery we are not entitled to solve until we arrive there. It serves as a grounded reminder that a life is not measured by the things we intended to do, but by the things we had the courage to finish today.





The Boy Who Saved Everything for Tomorrow
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In a sunny village surrounded by green hills, there lived a boy named Themba. Themba had a special word he loved more than any other word in the world. “Tomorrow.” If his mother said, “Themba, please fetch water from the river,” he would stretch and reply, “I’ll do it tomorrow.” If his teacher said, “Finish your reading,” he would grin and whisper, “Tomorrow is still coming.” If his best friend Langa said, “Come practice for the race!” Themba would wave him off. “There is plenty of time. I’ll start tomorrow.” Themba believed tomorrow was like a coin in his pocket. He thought he could spend it whenever he wished.

One afternoon, his grandfather found him lying beneath a tree, staring at the clouds. “Themba,” Grandfather said gently, “Ikusasa alaziwa.” Themba nodded politely. He had heard the proverb before. “Tomorrow is not known,” Grandfather continued. “And isikhathi asithengwa — time cannot be bought.” Themba smiled. “But Gogo and Mama are strong. My friends are here. The sun will rise again. There will always be tomorrow.” Grandfather said nothing more. He simply walked away, leaning on his stick. 

Days passed. The bucket near the door stayed empty because Themba would fetch water tomorrow. His schoolwork piled up because he would finish it tomorrow. He planned to apologize to Langa for missing practice — but tomorrow would be better.

Then one evening, dark clouds gathered
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