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Preface

One of the unexpected gifts of the Covid-19 pandemic which sent the whole of New Zealand society into lock-down has been our sudden exposure to silence. The roar of traffic ended abruptly, plunging us into a profound quiet in which for the first time for many years city-dwellers were again able to hear the sound of birdsong. The distinctive calls and chatterings of tui, keruru, kaka, bellbirds and others rang out with something of their original clarity, though it is chastening to remember that early settlers, rowing up Otago Harbour, could not hear each other’s voices because of the deafening avian uproar coming from the forest-lined edges of the water.

Now, in the eerie silences of a post-colonial, post-Covid world, we can in this challenging collection of essays hear the voice of a modern Tongan religious leader exploring with us, his readers, what it is to inhabit two island worlds – the village life and culture of Tonga and the urban life and culture of two New Zealand cities, Auckland and Dunedin. Always speaking from a close sense of gathered family connections and gifted with an undiminished delight in the natural world around him, he proudly brings the words and images of his Tongan background into a conversation that has been developing for many years among Christian communities in this much-colonized land. 

How shall we speak of our faith, distant as we now are in time and space from the origins of that faith? Ancient creeds and antiquated theological ideas are failing in a modern society that is now multi-faithed, multi-cultural, multi-lingual and – at least among older European settlerdom – predominantly secular. What new resources of language and image, of cultural values, can we discover to replace exhausted words, exhausted ideas? In these essays we can discover the kind of fresh theological insights and expressions of faith we need to rejuvenate our thinking and our language of faith.

The Covid-time imperative, ‘be kind to each other,’ the rapid spread of Maori terms for family and relationships, the remarkable outpouring of compassion and sympathy for Muslim communities attacked by right-wing extremists point to a period of moral and social change which is transforming our whole population at a time when both its coherence and its wellbeing is greatly imperilled by major events thousands of miles away from us. Not to speak of profound climatic changes, as our earth adjusts to a warming which is at least in part due to our own activity.

Into this newly fragile world and to a post-Covid society, picking itself up while beyond its shores most countries are still struggling to contain the pandemic, the Reverend Siosifa Pole brings his own insights, grounded in his own experience of Pacific life. Ocean-derived metaphors of double-hulled canoe rowers, of sand and reefs and the movement of tidal change, as well as his discussion of important topics such as child poverty and victimisation, the suicide rates among young people, the need for periods of relaxation and rest, the importance of collaboration rather than competition, (‘Team New Zealand,’ in Jacinda Ardern’s memorable phrase), the necessity of care for the natural world, the idea of sacred space (tauhi-va) in human relationships – these demand our attention. His is a voice to be listened to. 

I heartily commend this collection to the attention of all New  Zealanders of whatever ethnicity or faith tradition. Siosifa speaks of himself as one navigating his own journey into unknown waters, the vahanoa (empty spaces) of the future, and in so doing aligns himself with the many other New Zealanders who have suddenly found themselves launched on a similarly exciting yet dangerous voyage.

Emeritus Professor Colin Gibson 

 


Introduction

Te nā koutou, te nā ta tou kātoa, mālō e lelei, talofa lava, bula vinaka, and warm Pacific greetings to all my readers. Firstly, I would like to acknowledge the presence of the people of the land, the tangata whenua of Aotearoa, the Maori people, whom I would like to offer my sincere gratitude and respect for allowing me to have a place and to speak through this book in their land. Secondly, I would like to acknowledge my ancestors who invented Tongan cultural concepts that subsequent generations have used to explore and interpret life in their various contexts. Thirdly, I pay my tribute to the Methodist Church of New Zealand, Te Haahi Weteriana O Aotearoa, for giving me space, through its stationing process, to interact and dialogue with the local contexts where I practised my ministry, and to apply my Tongan concepts to theological reflection that addresses the social issues that affect our people. 

Fisi’inaua ‘i vaha refers to spray of sea water from the big waves that crash on the double-hulled canoes (kalia), in which my ancestors navigated the deep sea to find new lands of opportunities. Sometimes they accidentally drink the sprays of sea water (inu e fisi’inaua) in the course of their voyage. Inu e fisi’inaua (drinking the sea sprays) is symbolically used to refer to the hardships that we encounter as Pasifika people in our journey to find opportunities in a new land (fonua fo’ou). Vaha, refers to the deep ocean. It is a space that separates island from island. Sometimes we call that space vaha-noa, meaning an empty or void space. This in-between space is uncertain, which gives us an opportunity and liberty for exploration. This space has been used symbolically as a place for migrants, like me. 

The words of the Free Wesleyan Church of Tonga hymn 499 depict the unknown of the vaha-noa and its chaotic nature. The hymn states, 

“Ko si’etau mo’ui, ko e fu’u vahanoa, mafai ‘e hai ke faka’uli he potu ta’e’iloa.” 

This can be translated as, “Our lives are in vahanoa, who has the power to steer us in this unknown space.” Being a migrant in Aotearoa means that I am in the vaha, sandwiched between two cultures. I am hyphenated, to use S. Tupou-Thomas’ concept of in-between space (“Telling Tales,” Faith in a Hyphen, 2-3). It means, that to survive in this new space, I must find new ways of adapting and evolving. Using Tongan concepts for theological reflection in the context of Aotearoa enables me to adapt and contribute to theological dialogue in the Methodist Church of New Zealand. 

This book reflects my journey of ministry in the Methodist Church of New Zealand over the last seventeen years. This journey was like sailing on double-hulled canoes in the vast Pacific Ocean. During this period, I practised my ministry in various contexts, in which I encountered diverse social issues, that my family, members of parishes I served, and communities that I was part of, confronted. My experiences prompted me to write articles for our Parish bulletin when I was in the Dunedin Methodist Parish, and papers that I presented in Conferences as one of the voices taking part in talanoa (story telling) in the theological landscape, as well as in the church. Mine is not the only voice, but one of many voices from the vaha.

In 2010, Auckland University accepted me for post-graduate studies and a part of the course requirements was a paper on Biblical Hermeneutics. I learned from this course not only the importance of the Biblical texts and their contexts, but also the readers’ contexts and their social contexts. Furthermore, I realised that for many years biblical scholarship has been dominated by Eurocentric concepts and perspectives, which are contrary to my context in which I practise my ministry. I’m not saying that these Eurocentric concepts and perspectives are inadequate, but I guess they are no longer apply to many of our contexts. Many of our concepts are contrary to Eurocentric concepts because they are rooted in our local Pacific soils. 

The late Rev Dr Sione ‘Amanaki Havea alluded to that in his article, “Christianity in the Pacific Context.” ‘Amanaki writes, “Pacific theology is an effort to put faith and the Gospel in the local soil and context so that they can exist in a local climate.” (South Pacific Theology, p. 11) His view point is from a theological perspective but, it can also apply to the context of biblical hermeneutics. 

Over those years, I participated at Talanoa Conferences, and Oceania Biblical Studies Association Conferences, not only to present papers, but to hear and learn from theologians and Biblical scholars from the Pacific region, their perspectives and viewpoints arising from their cultural and social contexts. It was certainly an eye opening experience because if our theologies and interpretations are not pertinent to the need of our local contexts, or the contexts of our readers and hearers, then our message would not be relevant.

The chapters in this book reflect a lens of reading and interpretation shaped by both Methodist and Tongan traditions in the context of Aotearoa, New Zealand. This lens speaks of my role as a Methodist minister and a migrant Tongan who practices ministry in Aotearoa. I hope this book will address appropriately social issues that affect us locally and globally. 

My hope in writing this book is to empower both lay people and ordained ministers in the Methodist Church of New Zealand and beyond, to develop their own concepts, from their cultural and theological contexts, that will assist them in their reading and interpretation of Biblical texts. Neil Darragh in his book, Doing Theology Ourselves, claims that we can create our own theology. 

He remarks,

“Many people nowadays think of ‘theology’ as something beyond them. It seems to be too difficult, or too abstract, or it’s better to leave it to the experts. Somehow, somewhere, someone has misled them. Theology is no more difficult than any of the other life-skills that we can and need to acquire. Those who think that it is too difficult have been cheated – or perhaps it is just that no-one has ever shown them how.” (Darragh, Doing Theology Ourselves, p. 13) 

Although Darragh speaks from a theological standpoint, his comments can also be applied to biblical hermeneutics. In addition, our concepts should not only be used to interpret biblical texts, but must bring out messages that speak about justice and injustice in our community, our nation, our region, and the whole world. 

I cannot continue without mentioning those who inspired and supported me in undertaking this project. I owe words of thanks to Dunedin Methodist Parish and especially to Rev Ken Russell, the convenor of the Connections column in the Parish Bulletin, for his encouragement to be a contributor to the writing of articles to the column. I acknowledge Professor Colin Gibson, who has written the Preface to this book, for his encouragement and support. 

I would also like to convey my appreciation to the organisers of Talanoa Oceania Conference and the Oceania Biblical Studies Association for allowing me to participate in some of our Conferences by presenting papers. I would like to pay a special tribute to my colleagues and friends Rev Dr Jione Havea and Rev Dr Nasili Vaka’uta for their encouragement and inspiration to identify and use Pasifika concepts for theological reflection and biblical interpretation. Some of those works are in the chapters of this book. 

I owe words of thanks to my parents and the Tongan community for their constant reminder of the importance of our cultural values and concepts.

I would also like to acknowledge the Media and Communication Endowment Fund Committee of the Methodist Church of New Zealand and Rev David Bush for your financial assistance toward the costs of publishing this book. I owe words of thanks to Philip Garside, the publisher, for his expertise and skill in correcting some of my grammatical errors and editing some of my words. 

I also would like to acknowledge my wife, Naomi and my two sons, Solomon, Sekonaia, and my two daughters, Kakala and Naomi Jr for their companionship during the last seventeen years of my ministry. Malo e kataki pea mo e poupou. Finally, I would like to give thanks and glory to God who called me to go on this journey.

Siosifa Pole

 


Review of Doing Theology Ourselves 
by Neil Darragh

Everyone can be a theologian.

Neil Darragh is a New Zealand theologian who teaches at Auckland University’s School of Theology.

In the world of theology there is a major shift taking place from traditional and common theologies to “contextualised theology,” in relation to the time and space of a particular type of people. Neil Darragh in his book entitled Doing Theology Ourselves insists that as people of our own time and place we can produce our own theology in relation to our context. 

Out of curiosity, the author saw that the theological concepts that he learnt in the past are anachronistic and do not address the real issues that we now face in Aotearoa New Zealand. Therefore, he argues, that in order to make our theology relevant and meaningful we need to challenge some of the embedded theologies. We have to deconstruct our theology in order to reconstruct it again ourselves to meet our own context.

As a Christian, a theologian, a European and a New Zealander, the author is writing from a background that expresses such a context. However, he clearly indicates that although he has a theological opinion on matters important to him, he doesn’t rule out the theological points of view of others. He claims that each person should have the freedom to create a theology that is pertinent to his/her context. Providing this freedom would make theology more profound and diverse.

The word “theology” is derived from two words, theo meaning “god” and logy meaning “reason.” It generally refers to a “reasoning God” or an “understanding of God.” It is obvious that our individual context shapes our understanding of God. Whether we know it or not, the influence of our family, our church, our community, our politics and our society have shaped both our understanding of God and our practice of ministry. This new understanding is making theology contextual.

Because theology is determined by the people of a community, everyone has the right to do theology. The assumption that only the academics are capable of creating or producing theology is a false claim. Everyone can create theology in relation to their individual context. Usually people have casual conversations on moral issues, about God, and about the Bible without realising that they are engaging in a theological discussion. Ordinary church goers are doing that at church, during morning tea, lunch time, in the car-park and even in workplaces. Expressing their individual point of view evokes lively theological discussion on a particular issue. In this type of environment everyone is valued and worth listening to. The author argues that our individual theological point of view will influence our faith and our ethics.

In the first chapter, the author suggests that it is possible for everyone to do theology. It certainly needs time and effort to create theology, but the opportunity is available to everyone. Those existing theologies were stepping stones. Our forebears in the faith created theologies that our practice of ministry has built upon. The author calls these existing theologies “implicit theologies.” Although these theologies have contributed to the life of the Christian community, they need to be challenged and re-interpreted to make them relevant for today. In doing so, theology will become contextualised to meet the demands of the community. When theology is out of context it is not only out-of-date but has no influence on the community. Theology has to address the real needs of the community.

In chapters two and three, the author deals with the importance of those who are doing theology on general issues that are reflected in their own theology. These issues relate to two worlds. These are:


	The worlds of our own personal belief that affect our personal understanding of God, and 



	The world where we live that affects our practice of ministry. 





On the one hand, the author claims that we inherited words such as revelation, Spirit, creation, life, and community, that affect our understanding of God. On the other hand, are the issues that we face in our world such as health, housing, education, poverty, and employment, which set the agenda for our practice of ministry. The author insists that we cannot have one without the other. However, he argues that to develop a genuine theological approach we have to begin from our contemporary world. He calls that approach, “Our involvement.” 

In order to create a profound theological concept we need to begin with our real life experience. We have to look for a real issue that affects our community, apply some biblical insight, and then look for a proper action that can restore life.

Writing from a Christian perspective, the author in chapter four carefully discusses the proper use of scripture as a tool for creating contextual theology. He is conscious of the ever present possibility of misusing scripture. This misuse will damage the practice of theology. He suggests that to have a thorough understanding of the scriptures we must look to the world behind the texts or the context of the scripture, before we apply it to our own contemporary contexts. Because the world behind the text is different from ours, we need to interpret the text carefully to address the issues of our contemporary world.

It is obvious that the author is writing from a point of view that is not strange to many contemporary theologians. Because the community determines theology, it is changeable. This opinion offers a powerful message to the Christian community that everyone can be a theologian. The author is pointing us to the importance of the Bible for theological reflection as well as the importance of the community we engage with and practise our ministries in. 

There are sources in our local contexts that can assist us to shape a theology that is pertinent and relevant to our community and its needs. We also need to be aware that because everyone has the right to do theology, we have to be open-minded about the diverse theological opinions that we have among us. Our individual contexts will shape our understanding of God and will determine the way in which we practice Christian ministry here in Aotearoa New Zealand.
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