Literal enactment deeply misguided
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With depressing frequency, we hear of child abuse in the name of healing in South Africa.

Whether it is the rape of infant or virginal girls as an alleged cure for HIV/Aids, or the practice of muti murder, individuals - especially young children - are dismembered for the supposed healing powers of their various body parts. 

Such practices are heinous crimes, shocking in a modern age.

But, while there is a pressing need for vigorous law enforcement to find and punish perpetrators, there is an equally pressing need to understand the roots of such acts so preventative strategies might be undertaken. 

It is not merely desperation or pathological superstition that underlies the horrors of infant rape or muti murder, but the perversion of a deep, abiding connection between humanity and the sacred.

Hope lies in the belief that we can re-establish this connection in a purposeful, life-affirming way that protects our children, and is an even more potent reservoir of personal and social healing. To do this requires reaching beyond some of the tenets of modern religion, and reaching back for some of the best of traditional African sacred beliefs.

All spiritual traditions are founded on a human longing for connection to the sacred. Western science has recently demonstrated that this longing may, indeed, be coded deep within our brains.

Through a woman's womb, children are delivered to us from that sacred ground, which is the mysterious source and ultimate destination of all life. It is little wonder, then, that children and women have long symbolised our connection with, and access to, this sacred ground of being, which transcends the vicissitudes of mortal life.

Some of the important myths and legends from Southern Africa have as a centrepiece a virgin and either a child who is delivered from her, or a hero who joins sexually with her. But these myths were meant to be understood figuratively. For we cannot join with the sacred through sexual union, when ultimately the union we seek is not with another, but with the sacredness within ourselves. 

Nor can we find salvation in the womb of an infant virgin, when what we seek is the divine, virginal aspect of our own being. The perversion of this desire to join with the sacred comes when one attempts to act out in literal terms what is meant for one to contemplate symbolically and metaphorically.

In reporting the horrors of child rape, the temptation by the West is to point a finger, and say "how backwards Africa still is". But here, Western religious traditions also have much to answer for in their treatment of children, as the Catholic Church painfully knows. Likewise with muti murders, where the victims are so often young children, the horrid practice is a perversion of the human propensity for the sacred. 

Dismemberment of deities is a time-honoured theme found in African and spiritual traditions worldwide. In part, the notion can be traced to ancient beliefs that plants and animals are earthly representatives of the sacred, deities in their own right, which must be killed and dismembered for human sustenance.

Other myths from Southern Africa tell of the first man who slept with the first woman, who then bore the first eland and other game - deities which continually resurrect themselves to be killed and dismembered by humans for food. 

And before we dismiss such beliefs as having no relevance to the modern age, let us not forget the Eucharist, a central practise of Christians worldwide. In this rite, bread and wine distributed by clergy and consumed by worshippers are meant to be the transubstantiated, not symbolic, body and blood of a deity who died and was resurrected. 
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The human body is a manifestation of the sacred, even more so the bodies of children. The perversion comes when these symbolic ideas are enacted literally through dismembering and utilising the body of another human being in the hope of bringing forth one's own life anew.

Many African myths tell of a hero who is swallowed by a monster and dismembered in the monster's belly, only to find a way of vanquishing the beast, and emerging from its belly reconstituted and renewed. When understood in symbolic terms, this dismemberment asks the question, "What must I dismember within my own self, to bring myself forth anew?"

Certainly this is a question that we all face at times in our lives. Finding the answer can be a powerful source of healing and renewal. And, while the answers can be many, actually dismembering the body of another human being is not one of them. Muti murder is a perverse misreading of age-old sacred African wisdom.

No one who practises or propagates child rape or muti murder understands his or her actions in these symbolic terms. If they did, they could not follow through with such brutal acts. But those who would like to see these crimes stop, do need to understand the deeper ground from which these acts spring because answers to preventing them may also come from there.

Sacred wisdom is not meant to be a stagnant pool of Procrustean beliefs. Myth and ritual are meant to live and breathe and grow. The problem in the modern world is that we equate the term myth with falsehood, rather than the ongoing challenge to grapple with the sacred, mystical dimension of human life.

In older times, myths and the understanding of them evolved as the society evolved. And this vital power of myth and ritual can be recaptured today to address the challenges of child rape and muti murder.

The myth of raping a young virgin as a cure for a life-threatening disease like HIV/Aids emerges in a vacuum devoid of hope. This vacuum comes about for many reasons - economic, political, medical and cultural, to name a few.

But the myth itself is not carved in stone, as no myths are. It can be reshaped by mythmakers ready to step forward and replace it with a new, more humane, even more 
powerful myth: that those suffering from disease, while they must be given access to the medicines and care they need, can also turn within to find the sacred, virginal parts of themselves that might give them the hope and strength they need. 

We know from modern medical science that belief exerts both a positive and negative influence over the healing and regenerative capacities of the human body.

Myth and ritual can be adapted to the present age, even in the case of muti murder. When refocused, people can reap the benefits of the wisdom contained in an ancient African tale without feeling compelled to literally re-enact the tale.

To accomplish such a restructuring of the myths and rituals surrounding child rape and muti murder requires a concerted effort across the board, from government to the traditional healers who see those suffering from misfortune and disease.

Women and children are worth nothing less than our best efforts to vanquish these horrible beasts that confront them, and degrade us all.
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