A nomadic theology is not a different message, but is an essential reinterpretation of our

knowledge of the Bible by rediscovering the Bible’s own emphases on being travelers and
pastoralists, by seeing God as our Herdsman and Shepherd. It implies thinking like nomads and
seeing the Bible from the traveling nomadic perspective which is totally biblical. It implies developing
Bible study programs for nomadic peoples that is fully adaptable to their needs and challenges

so that the Good News will be deeply relevant and have its full impact in their lives

and culture.

by David J. Phillips

hrist’s grace for nomadic peoples requires that we demonstrate both by our mes-

¥ sage and method that being a Christian is supremely compatible with the nomadic
life. Christianity should enhance the nomadic life style and its values. A nomadic
theology is not a different message, but means reinterpreting our knowledge of the
Bible by rediscovering the Bible’s own emphases on being travelers and pas-
toralists. It also implies putting into practice the lessons for ourselves and
other non-nomadic Christians, as well as developing a doctrine and " s
Bible study programs for use with nomadic peoples that is adaptable
to the needs and challenges in terms of Muslim, Buddhist and Hindu
contexts.

Why Do We Need a Nomadic Theology?

1. Working with nomads we rediscover an important strand in the Bible
only patronized by abstract, institutionalized Western theclogy and
preaching. We ignore the nomadic life and worldview to our spiritual
peril.

2. It is essential for the nomad to overcome the implicit impression that Chris-
tianity is for urban or agricultural settled people, as they say “For ‘em tat live in
‘ouses.” The Bible is a Two-Thirds World Book that particularly speaks to and for
nomads. The Old Testament is very relevant for them.

3. Biblical faith relates to basic features of the nomad’s life. Nomadic life is living ‘by
faith” on the ecological edge, and means commitment to relationships not property.
The concept of use of land not ‘real estate’ is relevant among nomads and prevalent
in most of the Bible as is distinctiveness from surrounding society, radical limitation
of possessions, and the ideal of self-sufficiency according to needs, not wants, using
limited natural resources.

4. The contact point is God seen as Pastoralist leading in providence: God’s provision,
protection and a purpose in life. The nomad is fully preoccupied with guidance. God
is nomadic in his transcendence and his immanence. The missionary should be a liv-
ing demonstration of this biblical spiritual reality.

5. The Bible presents life as a journey and

a story. The linear history of God’s
purpose from Abraham to the Parousia
is introduced from the individual’s
experience of providence and is

seen as a journey—and need

,%% ’ to be told as a story.

6. Establishing the char-
acter of God with the
traveler and pastoral met-
aphors leads to the other
biblical themes of his
involvement with man-
kind. The themes Cove-
nant, Law, Sin, Sacrifice,
Grace and Mercy, Salva-
tion are introduced in the
context of providence where the
Bible places ‘them.

Two qualifications must be seen: First, we

cannot patronize the nomad as if he is
only interested in sheep. Second, the
overall’ understanding of the Bible is
probably for the second stage of their
faith development when we have seri-
ous readers of the Bible, with a nearly
good and complete translation of Scrip-
ture, as well as a growing number of
Christians. Prior to that ‘live’ religious
issues and contact or conflict points
have to be dealt with.
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Two Kazak reactions are revealing: After

hearing Psalm 23 and John. 10 some
Kazaks ridiculed the idea of leading
the sheep, for they allow the sheep to
iead them fto show which pasture is
best. Comment: This is obviously not
in migration but finding local pasture.
Also, as the image moves to the meta-
phoric, then spiritual changes are indi-
cated by startling the hearer with
changes of practice. A more positive
reaction was as follows: The Kazaks
said, “What you are telling about the
Bible shows it is closer to our lifestyle
than yours. We should be teaching
you, rather than you teaching vs.”

The Pastoral God of a2
People on the Move

What should be the Christian’s response

to the nomadic pastoralists and peripa-
tetics? Are they just one more group of
needy peoples, or are they special? In
other words, does the Bible present the
peoples of the world as undifferen-
tiated, or does it distingnish between
them in the task of reaching them with
the gospel?

Christianity is perceived by most nomadic

peoples to be a religion for settled peo-
ple. Regrettably much of the mission-
ary witness has tended to reinforce this
misconception, especially where there

To reach nomads
with the Christian
message is far more
than szincfing
bridges and keys of
cominon ground’,
or points of contact,

between them and
the Bible.

Need for 2 Nomadic Theology—Part One

have been well-intentioned attempts to introduce agricultural projects or imstitutional
programs. Christianity is then perceived to be synonymous with settling down,
involving buildings and property, and abandoning those values precious to nomads.
But this misconception goes further because we ourselves have misunderstood the
Bible and read it with the assumption that God’s people are sedentary, and present
its message as implicitly recommending the settled life.

To reach nomads with the Christian message is far more than finding bridges or keys of
common ground between them and the Bible. These have been found in many
details and common concepts. For Muslim peoples a common ground are the many
prophets accepted by both Christianity and Islam, and the Tuareq have a preoccupa-
tion of seeking forgiveness, even in the mundane activities of life. But it is crucial
for us to enter into the nomad’s way of thinking and to interpret the biblical message
and contact points from their side. This is not only necessary for the evangelization
of the nomad, but is also a necessary part of the very character of the body of believ-
ers. For the Bible’s contact, and therefore Christianity’s, with the nomadic life is

more profound than merely a number of common points of contact.

Reading the Bible from a nomad’s point of view leads us to see that God’s people, both
settled and nomadic, are to have the mentality of travelers being led by God, trusting
him as their Herdsman. God’s calling and leading of Israel demonstrates his desire
to befriend traveling peoples and to use them to reach others. Also the early Chris-
tians considered themselves to be God’s travelers, aliens and pilgrims in a
unfriendly world, a people united by loyalty to each other and to their Shepherd
Lord rather than by the ties of nation and property. We should see that God calls us
to be much more ‘nomadic’ in our attitudes and understanding of the Christian life.
Christian theology has concentrated on various Biblical themes such as covenant,
law, people, kingdom of God, etc., as the key to understand the whole Bible, but has
not given due value to the underlying theme of a traveling people in a pastoral rela-
tionship with God. When we examine the Biblical evidence, we are surprised to

~ realize that God has a special place in His heart for nomadic peoples.

From this we can leamn two things: first that faith in the God of the Bible is pre-
eminently compatible with nomadic peoples, and second, that all God’s people are
intended to have the outlook of traveling peoples and that salvation should be under-
stood in terms of the nomadic life. God is to be kmown as the Pastoralist Lord of his-
tory and environment leading his traveling people and providing for their needs, giv-
ing them his values as well as his redemption.

God’s People—a Traveling People

Genesis is the beginning of God’s revelation and shows in miniature the themes that
influence the rest of the Bible.! It forms the basis for teaching much of God’s char-
acter and purpose, of mankind being made in God’s image as his representative,
both as individuals and as a society, of man’s disobedience and the promise of salva-
tion. God’s universal authority and accessibility is determined by his being the Crea-
tor. God is even-handed to all men, including both pastoralists and agriculturalists.
The episode of Abel and Cain rejects the common assumption that hunter-gathering
was the primitive evolutionary state of man, and the more ‘advanced’ farmer is con-
demned. The cultivator’s attitude towards the pastoralist is the problem, rather than
his sacrifice (Gen. 4:6-7).
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circa 1550.

God’s missionary purpose for the world begins immediately after the mankind’s fall in
Genesis 3:15 and then comes to clear expression with God’s promise to Abraham
(Gen. 12:3, cf. 17:4,5; 18:18, 22:18; Gal. 3:8; Heb. 11:8) and leads Abraham onr a

lifelong journey. God said to him “all peoples will be biessed in you.”

This promise, actually an oath, is the ‘motor’ of history. It is a promise for the detailed
mission task that each part of every lineage, kindred or clan (mishpahah) should
receive God’s blessing. It refers both to the ethnic diversity of the human race in
general and each subdivision of the tribes and nations, and is a promise to the
detailed mission task that each part of every people group should receive God’s
word. This is of particular significance to nomadic societies, who live and work in

small scattered groups. This promise and the history that unfolds from it are God’s

solution for nomadic peoples as misunderstood minorities (today’s clans or mishpa--

hah) who are keen to maintain their identities.

Second this promise meant that Isracl became a revelation of God to the nations as the
first step in providing redemption from sin (Gen. 12:3; Mat. 10:6; Acts 4:10, 13:24;
Rom. 1:8,16; 2:9,10; Gal. 3: 8). The impulse of the divine promise turned Abraham
and his descendants into a small people of travelers, differentiated from ail others,
vnder the direction of the heavenly Headman who would ‘show’ them their route
both geographically and spiritually. Abraham may not have been a nomad to start
with, but God chose to use nomadism to call and mould a people for himself. It was
through being travelers, supporting themselves as nomadic pastoralists at least for
the first six centuries, that Abraham’s descendants fulfilled this role.

Even after arrival in the promised land, Abraham and his family were no more than a

traveling people, without settling or possessing it or belonging to its people. The
only lasting sign of his passing were the altars he built where the promise was
renewed (Gen. 12:7-8, 13:14-18; Heb. 11:8-9). But the fact that they did not own
property or live in houses was of no importance (Gen. 17:8, 28:4, 36:7, 37:1); the
land was theirs as far as the purpose of God was concerned and like latter day
nomads they were ‘at home’, not homeless, even though they were without the legal
trappings of land ownership (Gen. 13:17). The patriarchs also knew that four centu-
ries of temporary residence in Egypt were predicted for their descendants to await
God’s time for possession of the promised land (Gen. 15:13).

Reading the Bible from a nomad’s point of view leads us
to see that God’s peopie, both settled and nomadic, are
peopie with the ﬁé/enia}ity of travelers who are led By God,
trusting Him as their Great Herdsman. God’s iead’ing of
Israel demonstrates His desire to befriend traveling
peopje and to use them to reach others.

The Turkish designs on pages 25, 27, 29 and 31 are naturalistic floral designs from the “Rhodian” period

Many nomadic peoples have traditions of
long journeys to their present loca-
tions, contributing to their sense of eth-
nic identity. Abraham’s initial migra-
tion from Haran and his and Israel’s
journeys into and out of Egypt each
involved a distance of about 700 km.
(400 mis.) The first journey and the
journey to Sinai had spiritual destina-
tions while the others were because of
famine.

The Exodus and wilderness journeys were
to leave an indelible lasting mark on
Israel’s spirituality, to be alluded to
time and time again (Gen. 47:9; Ps.
39:12; 119:19, 54).2 Israel’s destina-
tion was God himself, not the land
(Ex. 19:4-6). The purpose of this was
that God might be known by all the
nations of the world. Israel is to be
God’s special segulla that is, a “prop-
erty abstracted for special use” (Ex.
19:5). The goal of God’s choice of
Israel is given by the phrase “for all
the earth is mine.” This does not just
make a comparison between Israel and
the world, but makes Isracl a model
and means to bring God's knowledge
to the nations and their recognition of
his lordship.® Israel as a paradigm of
other peoples is fonnded on her conti-
nuity with the world, through creation,
the genealogical structure of Genesis,
and her declared missionary role in
many texts (Bx. 34:10; Dt. 4:6-8, 32-
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34; I Kg. 8:41; Ps. 22:27, 67, 86:9;
117; Is. 2:2; etc.)? Israel was on a per-
petual spiritual journey. Denteronomy
suggests, placing the foundation of the
nation at Sinai with the law between
Moses’ narration of the wilderness
journey (Dt. 1-11) and the threat of
exile and return (Dt. 27-34).

Israel’s literal geogmphical movement

under the guidance of God was the
means to bring her under his spiritual
and moral guidance so as to demon-
strate to the nations God’s character
and plan for mankind. To be a travel-
ing people is the opposite of aimless
wandering, but both for nomads and
God’s ancient people, it is to live in
harmony with his moral and environ-
mental standards. The moral challenge
of loyalty to God’s covenant and law
for blessing and security is to be reiter-
ated in each generation? Isracl was a
people on the move with God in a

developing relationéhip in each stage

Faith in the God of
the Bible is

pre-eminently

compaﬁ]jie with

nomadic peoples.

God’s people are
intended to have the

outlook of a

traveiing people and
salvation should be
understood in terms

of the nomadic way

of life.

Need for a Nomadic Theology—Part One

of her history. The Israclites would be permanent spiritual nomads long after they
had settled.

Destination as Fulfillment

One has to question whether either the patriarchs and Israel, and indeed many modern

nomads, have a destination in the sense that their traveling is merely a necessary
means to get there by the shortest route. Rather their traveling is all part of an on-
going fulfillment of a relationship with their tradition and ideals as a people. For
both Abraham and Israel ,God’s method to develop trust and the fear of the Lord
was to take them on a journey as nomads (Gen. 15:6; Ex. 14:31). The exodus jour-
ney was not merely a political deliverance, but a moral lesson of trust and obedi-
ence in God’s wisdom and provision. In Isracl’s case the promised land was an
essential aspect, yet only a part of God’s promise. Her ultimate destination was
determined by the God of the promise.

The promise of the land was not so much the provision of a national territory, as giving

a place in God’s purpose and space for a relationship to develop and the nation to
come to know him. To further this God’s character revealed in the nomadic experi-
ence influenced the law’s regulation of society (Ex. 20:2; 22:21f; Dt.1-4, 5:15;
24:18; Lev. 11:45; 19:33f; Num. 15:41). Enjoying the responsibility and blessing of
a divine allocation of natural resources depends on man’s obedience to God.
Israel’s residence in the land depended on her response, and exile finally was her
experience (Dt. 15:4-6; 26:14-15; 28:1-68).

The New Testament is clear that Israel never entered the promised rest and was driven

into exile (Josh. 1:13; 2 Sam. 7:10; Heb. 4:8). The one person, who should have
entered the Land, Moses was condemned to die outside it® Israel failed to fulfill
God’s role for her and was superseded by a believing missionary remnant, the
muiti-ethnic New Testament Church (2 Cor. 6:16; 1 Pet. 2:9). ‘Rest’ meant not so
much as ceasing to travel, especially in the metaphoric sense of advancing with

‘God, but divinely given security from enemies (Dt. 25:19; Josh. 1:13f).

The New Testament understood within its Old Testament context, shows Christ to be

the God-given means to fulfill Israel’s role to the world’s peoples by dealing with
her spiritual, social and moral failure.” The journey of God’s people is now by faith
in God’s grace in Christ, who is the Way to be reconciled to God. The Christian
believer continues to be a pilgrim—a nomad (Heb. 4; 1 Peter 1:1,17, 2:1D)—
constantly moving in obedience to God’s final goal of history.

The Bible sees God’s people as travelers, motivated by a trust in a ‘traveling’ God,

ever ready to obey his will and purpose, unhindered by commitments and conven-
tions of the surrounding society. The particular form of nomadic pastoralism had an
influence that was definitive and lasting.

Pastoralism Forges the Fundamental Relationship

Travelers have particular subsistence strategies, as we have seen, and the particular

method God chose to sustain his traveling people and reveal himself to the nations
was nomadic pastoralism.
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Some Biblical scholars suggest that the patriarchs were not nomads by arguing that true

nomadism did not develop until the first millennium BC, that is centuries after Abra-
ham ®However, this is only true if one identifies nomadism too closely with that of
the later Bedouin people using the camel. The camel was probably domesticated in
the second millennium BC to facilitate the caravan trade between the various civili-
zations of the,,rf’ertile Crescent, especially for the incense trade from southern Ara-
bia. In the biblical period camels were used for slow transport across the desert and
the biblical Midianites may have had to dismount to fight (Jdg. 6:4-5). Later when
the camel saddle had been developed, desert pastoralism was able to develop, but
only as the pressure arose to do so.® What concerns us is that at the beginning of the
second millennium before Christ and throughout biblical times there were traveling
peoples, including the amncestors of the later Bedouin, who supported themselves
with cattle, sheep and goats on the steppe near to settled populations, and not living
in the desert like the later Bedouin who would rely on camels.!®

The patriarchs were called Arameans (Gen. 28:5; Dt. 26:5) and is not anachronistic, but

implies that they may have already been pastoralists among the semi-nomadic peo-
ples in Mesopotamia!l Certainly Abraham’s relatives in Haran appear to be pastor-
alists, which in the environment probably required seasonal movement (Gen. 26:6,
10; 31:1, 19). Abrahamy’s servant was impressed with Rebekah’s generosity to water
his camels because she would have had to lift a ton of water for ten camels (Gen
24:14) 12 Certainly Laban is not too successful until Jacob turns around his fortunes,
which he could only do from his pastoral experience in Canaan (Gen. 30:30; 31:18
with v.1). ‘

It is also suggested that Abraham was not a nomad because his flocks are not men-

tioned on the journey from Haran and he would have kept within a day’s march
from well-inhabited and watered localities. Abraham’s many ‘possessions’ men-
tioned (see Gen. 12:5) must have included animals as the term used does refer to
animals both earlier and later (Gen. 4:2, 20; 13:6; 15:14; 31:18; Job 1:3). But even if
Ab(aham did not start out as a pastoralist, and perhaps leaving his family required
him to leave behind his livestock, he soon became ome on his journeys in order to
obey God’s call. This parallels the nomad’s ability to adapt his life style according
to need, and that his livestock represents his wealth.

Abraham gained much livestock in Egypt as well as silver and gold (Gen. 12:16; 13:2),
and the terms used distinguish sheep and goats from cattle, and imply great wealth.
In Canaan, the pastures proved to be inadequate for their increased livestock, com-
pared to Egypt, so that Abraham and Lot separated (Gen. 13:5-12). Later Isaac’s
wealth ‘on the hoof’ provoked the envy of the Philistines (Gen. 26:13) and Jacob
had both cattle and sheep (Gen. 33:13). There are various details of pastoralism that
are tecorded in the stories of the pairiarchs (Gen. 11:9-13:1; 13:5-12, 21:22-34,
26:27-33, 29:1-10; 31:38-40, 37:12-17; Ex.\ 2:16-25, 22:10-13). There is sufficient
evidence that the patriarchs were nomads, or became semi-nomads, living in tents,
who confined their wandering to the seitled lands and their fringes 13

It is clear that nomadic pastoralism was God’s way of preserving the patriarchs’ inde-

pendence from the neighboring pagan powers of their day so that he could fulfill his
purpose. God could have chosen to send Abraham as a merchant to live in the cities

of Canaan, but God’s method was to keep him and his people separate from these

baneful influences. We have only to
remember the story of Lot and Abra-
ham’s experience with Abimelech and
Pharaoh (Gen. 12:10ff, 19:Af, 20:1fp),
as well as Israel’s later entanglements
with Canaanites, to realize how neces-
sary nomadic pastoralism was to main-
tain the patriarchs’ spiritual and ‘mate-
rial independence. When the method
broke down through enforced contact
with the surrounding societies by
famine, God tested the patriarchs’ faith
regarding his ability to protect them

(Gen. 12:10; 15:13; 20:2; 26;1; 41:1).

Jacob’s life is instructive as both a
traveler and a pastoralist, showing
God’s persevering with him to con-
tinue his plan. Nomadic pastoralism
was God’s ‘secret weapon’ to fulfill
his redemptive purpose im a hostile
world.

Nomadic pastoralism continued to be

God’s method later when the Israelites
were in Egypt. Joseph and his brothers
could describe themselves as nothing
else but shepherds to Pharach (Gen.
37:2, 12, 17, 47: 1-4) in spite of the
prejudice the Egyptians had against
such people (Gen. 46:34). In Egypt
they continued in pastoralism as hired
herdsmen for the livestock that passed
into state ownership as a result of
Joseph’s policies (Gen. 47:1-6, 17-18).
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way to blessing and to prayer being
answered (Dt. 1:30f) as well as giving
success in war (Dt. 20:4).

The Tent of Meeting

Appropriately enough God’s place of wor-

ship was a tent, the tabernacle; God
had ‘no house’ (Lev. 26:12; 2 Sam.
77D). It represented the God who ‘trav-
elled” with his people, who is not only
too big for permanent buildings, how-
ever grand, but too ‘mobile’. His char-
acter is purposeful nomadism—a God
on the move! This permanent institu-
tion of a tent as the focus of worship is
strange when the journey from Egypt
to Canaan was originally to have taken
weeks, not forty years! If the aim was
the temple, why not wait until arrival
in the land?

The building of the temple appears to be a

concession, related to the permission to
have a king from. the earlier ideal of
God pasturing his people through
judges (2. Sam. 7:2-29;). It was
David’s fear to go to the tabernacle
after his disobedience that started the

preparations for an alternative (1. Ch.

The life of faith is a

journey with God, a
story that is marked
by God’s actions
rather than l;y dates,
as much as nomads
remember their lives
not By dates but Z)y
migrations and
environmental

conditions.

Need for a Nomadic Theology—Part One

21:28 - 22:5). Certainly there are a number of negative contrasts between the temple
and the tabernacle. The temple was only built after the king’s palace and a shorter
time was given to it, while Moses and the people never built anything for them-
selves. The temple was built with forced labor while the tabernacle was built from
the free love gifts of the people, by Spirit gifted craftsmen (Ex. 31:1-3; 35:20f; 36:3-
5). These simpler materials of wanderings contrast with the gold and timber from
foreign sources (1. Kg. 5:6). The temple and its treasure was a target for invaders,
while the tabernacle was never atiacked in its “480 years’ history (1 Kg. 6:1). God
seems to make a distinction calling the temple ‘this house that you are building’,
while the tabernacle was built according to a heavenly pattern (reality) God gave
(Fx. 25:8; 1. Kg. 6:12)19 At best the building of the temple was a human project,
mofivated by a sense of guilt derived from the prosperity of the king (2 Sam. 7:2-7).

Solomon reiterates that God could not dwell there, but only his ‘name’ and prayers
directed there would be answered from heaven (1 Kings 8:27). We are distinctly told
that the poles that carried the ark of the covenant, although easily removable, were
left in place for centuries, even though they incongruously did not fit the design of
the grand building, and were left protruding through the veil that only the high priest
could pass through once a year (1 Kings 8:8; cf. Exodus 25:12-15). This was hardly
because the builders forgot to measure the poles, for God himself gave the plans!
The ark was placed with the poles pointing forward and backward as if being carried
permanently on the march with the congregatidn following behind.

The prophets heaped scom on the false confidence based on the sense of permanence
that the magnificent building with its elaborate ritual gave. They predicted the tem-
ple’s destruction with as much as Israel’s exile from the land for disobedience. Israel
had lost sight of God’s transcendence within his purpose with her, to replace it with
a mechanistic ritual relationship. Such a false confidence contradicted the complete
trust in God that he had taught them as pastoralists in the wilderness. So God had to
drive them out to travel once more so again to relearn the lesson.

God’s ‘nomadic’ transcendence free of human and physical barriers leads to the people
being holy, set apart from others. The patriarchs, the exodus generation and Israel
throughout her history, were misunderstood minorities under constant cultural and
military threat to undermine their distinctive identity, which has been and still is the
lot of many nomadic peoples. Ancient Israel and the Jews for centuries had the ethos
of a traveling people united by God’s purpose, rather than by ties to a place or the
surrounding society. Israel’s actions towards other were to be determined by her
relationship to the transcendent God who crosses all boundaries and ethnocentric
limitations —and even allocates them.

Nomadism isolated Israel from others to be alone with God (Ex. 19:4; 33:15-16; Lev.
20:26). This formative experience was to make faith to be obedience depending on
God’s provision and protection to fulfill his plans the chief characteristic of the peo-
ple of God (Dt. 4:6-8). They had to learn that after their experienced pastoral assess-
ment that the situation could only be resolved by God’s solution. The life of faith is
a journey with God, a story that is marked by God’s actions rather than by dates, as
much as nomads remember their lives not by dates but by migrations and environ-
mental conditions.
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