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Reading Job with a community: collaboratively engaging layers of context with people living 
with disabilities in Ghana 

Introduction 
How does Contextual Bible Study’s (CBS) theory of change help a marginalized group within a 
community engage with layers of power in their community for the purpose of bettering their 
communal lives? We will explore the dynamics of social action stemming from a series of three 
Contextual Bible Studies on the book of Job with people living with disabilities among the 
Bikɔɔm people in the Northern Region of Ghana. 

CBS’s theory of change 
Contextual Bible Study (CBS) is an ongoing process of social action and reflection, which 
engages religion1 as an important, though often neglected, resource for social transformation. 
CBS prioritizes the perspectives, insights, and decisions of groups who are systemically 
marginalized in society’s handling of a social problem.2  

CBS scholars and practitioners3 engage in supporting collaborative roles, recognizing that 
marginalized communities and groups have internal resources that they use to assert their 
dignity,4 in their pursuit for a better life amidst pernicious attempts by human and non-human 
forces to deny human dignity.5 

CBS consists of a series of questions which lead participants through a See-Judge-Act 
movement.6 The participants “See” the problem, by performing a social analysis of a particular 

struggle in their context. The problem serves as the theme for Bible study, when in the “Judge” 
phase participants read and re-read a Biblical text related to the theme. Through a series of 
critical questions participants are invited to view the biblical text through different critical 

                                                           
1 Itumeleng J. Mosala, Biblical Hermeneutics and Black Theology in South Africa (Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. 
Eerdmans Pub. Co, 1989), 32. Gerald O. West credits Mosala for recognizing that social change requires religious 
change. “The Biblical story of Tamar: training for transformation, doing development,” pub details ,7. 
2 There appears to be a similarity between using religion to address social problems as practiced in CBS with 
African religious practice in northern Ghana which sees religion as problem-solving. Jon P. Kirby, Gods, Shrines, 
and Problem-Solving among the Anufo of Northern Ghana, Collectanea Instituti Anthropos, vol. 34 (Berlin: Dietrich 
Reimer Verlag, 1986).  
3 In this paper, I am consciously bypassing the important discussion of the negotiation of my own social location as 
a White, Male and North American scholar involved in CBS as social action in Ghana and involved in academic 
reflection about CBS.  
4 The agency of marginalized groups is debated within liberation hermeneutics. Are oppressed groups colonized in 
their minds, or are they constrained only in their actions? Tinyiko Sam Maluleke and Sarojini Nadar, “Alien 
Fraudsters in the White Academy: Agency in Gendered Colour,” Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 120 
(November 2004): 5–17, 8. Gerald O. West, “Liberation Hermeneutics,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Biblical 
Interpretation, vol. 1, 2 vols. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 507–15, 508–09. 
5 The search for a better life in CBS normally means addressing clear human forces of oppression, but given the link 
between spiritual forces and their material embodiment in many African worldviews, there is an urgent need to 
address the ways the spiritual and physical structures are intertwined in contemporary social problems. 
6 The See-Judge-Act model was developed by the worker-priest movement during the 1930s and 40s. Gerald O. 
West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation: Modes of Reading the Bible in the South African Context, 2nd, ed ed., 
(Maryknoll and Pietermaritzburg: Orbis Books and Cluster Publications, 1995), 188-93. 
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windows, moving through semiotic, literary, and socio-historical perspectives on the biblical 
text. As they do so, participants seek to construct “lines of connection” 7 from their study of the 
Bible to their struggle for dignity and justice. Participants then move into the “Act” phase of the 
study, where they appropriate what they learned and decide upon action related to their social 
problem.   

Along the way, empowered by their study of the sacred text, members of the group may take the 
opportunity to practice aspects of their hidden transcripts8 of dignity related to their social 
struggle. Hidden transcripts are discourses controlled by subordinate populations which take 
place is safe spaces away from the influence of dominant groups. The act of sharing a hidden 
transcript can be therapeutic, developing resilience, and is itself a resource for change.  

The processes of CBS are specifically designed for marginalized groups as they construct 
solutions to their community’s problems, from which they suffer pain and indignity.9 The 
marginalized group’s solutions may indeed challenge the status quo, but they may also open up 
life-giving pathways for the whole community.10   

Social praxis in response to CBS 
As case studies regarding the way CBS influences change in a group and a community, I will 
explore the social praxis stemming from three Contextual Bible Studies on the book of Job 
which I and four other colleagues facilitated11 among people living with disabilities living in the 
Northern Region of Ghana.12   

The first study focused on Job 2:7-13 and Job 3. It followed this format: 

Read Job 2:7-9 
1. How does Job’s wife statement sound to persons living with disabilities? Do friends 

and relatives say anything similar to you? 

                                                           
7 Norman K. Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible: A Socio-Literary Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 225. 
8 Following Scott, CBS recognizes that marginalized communities may be constrained in action, but they are not 
constrained in thought. They control a “hidden transcript.” James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: 
Hidden Transcripts (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 4-5, 134. CBS seeks to foster a process so that 
participants can practice aspects of their hidden transcripts in a safe environment. Scott claims if a hidden transcript 
of resistance or dignity is articulated, it has the capacity to connect marginalized people who recognize their own 
experience in someone else’s. This has the potential to connect them to what he calls a “single power grid” (223–
224). This grid is a resource for change.  
9 It is difficult for facilitators interested in transformational solutions when groups choose to wait to implement their 
solutions until they discern the right “time.”  
10 John S. Pobee, “Bible Study in Africa: A Passover of Language,” Semeia 73 (1996): 161–79. Pobee advocates a 
preferential option for the poor connected with a concern for “the wholeness of the people of God as a human 
community” (168). 
11 The author is a White, North American, male who lived in the community for 9 years working in literacy and 
Bible translation. The other facilitators are educated intellectual men from different Bikɔɔm clans and communities 
including Elijah Matibin, James Adongo, Samson Bilafanim, and Elisha Sumani. The facilitators have all been 
involved in Bible translation in the Likɔɔnl language and are now implementing CBS as a form of enacting the Bible 
for social transformation. 
12 These three CBS’s were facilitated between May 2015 and August 2016 in two different towns. 
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2. If you were to respond to Job’s wife what would you say? 
Read Job 2:10 – note how Job’s statement is different or similar to what you said. 
Read Job 2:11-2:13 
Read Job chapter 3. 

3. What is Job trying to say in this text? 

4. What images or metaphors does Job use in his lament? 

5. What does Job 3 say to people living with disabilities? 

6. Which of Job’s metaphors are particularly relevant? 

Break into four small groups. (Young men, young women, older men, older women) 
7. What would be your own version of Job 3? 

8. What is God’s view of how Job has spoken in chapter 3? Read Job 42:7-8 

9. How can you share your version of Job 3 with your local church or community? 

Close with prayer. 
 
The culmination of the first study of Job 2 and 3, involved participants gathering into affinity 
groups and creating their own laments, their own versions of Job 3.13 The study sought to open 
up a safe space for the articulation of aspects of the participants’ hidden transcripts.14 

After hearing the articulations of lament from the different affinity groups, the participants were 
asked “How will you share your version of Job 3 with your church, mosque or community?”15 
Answers were given and written down in front of the group. 

A few months later, facilitators asked many of the same participants how and whether they were 
able to share their version of Job 3 with their church, mosque, or community. One participant 
reported sharing about the Job Bible Study during the church’s testimony time. Most 
participants, however, did not give examples, which admittedly was disappointing for this 
facilitator. 

The second CBS on Job with people living with disabilities commenced in the following order16: 

Read Job 42:7 
1. In what ways has Job spoken rightly about God and in what ways have the friends spoken 

wrongly? 
Read what Job’s friend says in Job 4:8 
Read what God says about Job in Job 1:1 and Job 1:8 
Read Job 42:7-8 

                                                           
13 Nathan Esala, “Towards Contextualizing ‘Contextual Bible Study’ among the Bikɔɔm peoples in Ghana,” Journal 
of Theology for Southern Africa 154 (March 2016) 106–126, 115–116. 
14 Gerald O. West, “Artful Facilitation and Creating a Safe Interpretive Site: An Analysis of Aspects of a Bible 
Study,” in Through the Eyes of Another: Intercultural Reading of the Bible, ed. Hans de Wit (Elkhart, IN: Institute 
of Mennonite Studies, 2004), 211–37. 
15 Unfortunately, traditional priests and elders were not directly mentioned. But the participants were encouraged to 
think as practically as possible about how to engage their pastors, imams, and community members. 
16 The format of this Bible study was adapted from a CBS entitled “Stigma and HIV” prepared for the Anglican 
Church of South Africa prepared by Gerald O. West. 
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2. Why do you think God deals with the friends publically requiring them to perform public 
and communal acts? 

Read Job 16:7 
Read Job 29:1-11 

3. Why do people withdraw from those they think God is punishing? 
4. Does this happen in the church or mosque? 

Read Job 42:9-11 
5. How and in what ways is Job restored to the community? 
6. What resources does Job 42 provide in making the church / mosque a better place for 

people living with disabilities? 
7. What will you do to use these resources in your church / mosque? 

 
The second CBS included a greater probing of the book of Job, with an emphasis on the 
dominant theology which stigmatizes people who suffer. A greater focus was given to Job 42:7–
10, as participants considered that God preferred Job’s dialogue to that of Job’s friends who 
promulgated a theology which blamed Job as the sufferer as the cause of his own suffering. 
Some participants expressed pleasant surprise when God commanded the friends to go to Job and 
offer a burnt offering for themselves so that Job could pray for them in order that God would 
forgive them of their folly. The final question asked the group, “What will you do to use these 
resources in your church / mosque / community?” 

Participants indicated they desired help in engaging religious and community leaders with what 
they were learning. Reflecting on the statements of the participants in both Bible studies, the 
facilitators observed the greatest source of expressed pain was centered around family 
experiences.17 But, without an invitation, facilitators thought it better to utilize their connections 
in churches and mosques as gateways to engaging the home. 

Responding to changes in the context 
In response, facilitators planned to do a similar study around Job and disabilities with religious 
leaders in churches and mosques, in order to sensitize the leaders to their people’s lamentations. 
However, this plan did not materialize.   

Following a series of unexpected deaths in a nearby town, a suspicion of witchcraft was 
“shaking” the town. The person under suspicion and her husband were prominent church 
members and community leaders. Since the husband of the primary suspect was close to the 
facilitators, we had a natural “in” to be a part of addressing the problem. A local church and 
community leader invited the CBS facilitators to come and do a Bible study with them, hoping 
that together we might shed some light on the vexing problem.18 

                                                           
17  Esala, “Towards Contextualizing ‘Contextual Bible Study’ among the Bikɔɔm peoples in Ghana,” 120–121. 
18 There is a sense that traditional solutions are not working as well as they once did. The land itself is in a state of 
disunity and disharmony. Jon P. Kirby, “Ghana’s Witches: Scratching Where It Itches!,” in Mission & Culture: The 
Louis J. Luzbetak Lectures, ed. Stephen B. Bevans, The American Society of Missiology Series 48 (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis, 2012), 189–224, 202, 213. 
http://books.google.com/books?id=2OkZnGZwFsAC&pg=PA189&lpg=PA189&dq=Jon+P.+Kirby+witchcraft&sou
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Engaging disabilities and witchcraft 
In consultation with the local leader, the facilitators decided to do the same CBS on Job 2 and 3 
with people living with disabilities in that area. This seemed safer than directly addressing the 
system of witchcraft.19 But we did not avoid it altogether, because in Ghana, witchcraft is a 
power constantly at work behind the scenes. Witchcraft is linked with disabilities in that 
successful people are understood to have obtained their success in life by giving over to other 
powers the bodies of their relatives, which is manifested in their bodily disability.20  

Engaging layers of community 
The local leader sent invitations to many people living with disabilities in the surrounding area, 
whether Christian, Muslim, or Traditionalist.21 Even though only three local religious leaders 
were present, the study still engaged some of the more powerful “layers” of society in a way the 
facilitators did not expect. A chief and a wealthy business man were in attendance, who both had 
recently become disabled, while the majority of participants, both male and female, had been 
differently abled for a long time, whether from birth, sickness, or accident.  

CBS as a methodological offer for communities to appropriate 
in decision making about ‘other’ issues 
Towards the end of the CBS, these participants also expressed their laments, each person eager 
to share their concern.22 When the larger group was discussing how they would share their 
versions of Job 3, a colleague facilitator, Elijah Matibin, made a contribution which was 
significant. Without mentioning witchcraft directly, Matibin explained that those in the town 
have to live with the problem, therefore, they are more correct than those of us who can return to 
our homes outside the area. He was saying that an organic intellectual, like himself, or an 

                                                           
rce=bl&ots=OPPc0TdkbX&sig=Jc89fe-
sdufZkpsVfTJbi5b1lIQ&hl=en&sa=X&ei=PnI0U6anNauQyQHfwoGoDQ&ved=0CDIQ6AEwAQ#v=onepage&q=
Jon%20P.%20Kirby%20witchcraft&f=false. Kirby states that the problem is the “inability of the system to reconcile 
peoples or their broken worlds.” This very difficult intersection is where our help was welcomed.  
19 Rather than dismissing witchcraft as “not real” as Western media outlets often suggest, the larger system of 
witchcraft needs to be studied holistically including its relation to war, the shedding of blood, and the spoiling of the 
land. The intent is not to blame particular individuals, but recognize and seek to change the predatorial, anti-life 
system, which currently blames some and protects others. 
20 J. Kwabena Asamoah-Gyadu, “Witchcraft Accusations and Christianity in Africa,” International Bulletin of 
Missionary Research 39, no. 1 (2015):23-27, 23, 24. Nathan Esala, “Towards Contextualizing ‘Contextual Bible 
Study’ among the Bikɔɔm peoples in Ghana,” 114. In relation to the system of witchcraft at work in the world, I also 
think of the statement of Sarojini Nadar, quoting Mary Hunt, “our bodies do not lie!” Nadar, “Beyond the ‘Ordinary 
Reader’ and the ‘Invisible Intellectual’,” 13. 
21 This inclusive strategy was intended to overcome the tendency of outside religions, like Christianity and Islam, 
which have contributed to the fracturing of a community. Instead CBS sees religion as means toward 
transformational community healing. While this could risk homogenizing difference, if difference is respected, it 
also offers the potential for greater social change. 
22 Three church leaders (but no pastors save the author) were present and they helped in translating and transcribing 
the laments into English. Similar to Biblical laments, most of the discourses shared experiences of pain, asserted 
God’s acceptance of them as individuals, and even praised God. In the future, with proper ethical considerations, it 
might be advantageous to see if individuals or groups would want to transcribe the laments in Likɔɔnl, to be read 
and distributed in some fashion.  
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inorganic Biblical scholar, like myself, must exercise humility in presuming to know how to 
address this issue for the community because we have less at stake. 

Matibin also reminded the participants that in their study of Job they discovered that God 
preferred Job’s perspective on suffering compared to the friends’.23 So when families are 
discussing problems which affect people living with disabilities,24 those inside the problem, the 
people living with disabilities, should be part of the discussion because God says they are more 
correct than we are. The social location of the pronoun “we” here, in my view, means able-
bodied youth, especially young men.25 

Expanding on Matibin’s comment even further, I would suggest that even though the young 
able-bodied men feature prominently in community dialogues, their judgements are less 
trustworthy in this case, because some of them have been complicit in the larger system of 
witchcraft, wittingly or unwittingly.  

A more correct social vision 
So if people living with disabilities have “more correct” perspectives on these issues than the 
able-bodied, what might they contribute to the community discussion about disabilities and 
witchcraft? In a CBS done several months earlier in a different town, a group of older women 
created their version of Job 3. James Adongo translated their collective lament.  

The suffering we are undergoing should not get to any other one, but we alone, so that 
when we die, other healthy people can bury us well. We don’t attribute our case to 
anyone but God. And he knows why. 

This lament has the power to bring tears to Bikɔɔm eyes. It envisions an end to personal 
suffering through a good death, and expressions of therapeutic communal grief through good 
burial.26 Furthermore, it offers a non-retributive judgement to individuals who may have 
participated in the cause of their suffering through witchcraft or otherwise. And it asserts only 
God knows why they suffer.27 How might the various articulations of pain and the social visions 
embedded in laments like this one, help marginalized groups resist anti-life forces that contribute 

                                                           
23 This nuances the traditional notion that people living with disabilities have been cursed by gods. 
24 It is important to recall that the town chief, a wealthy business man, and three male church leaders were present. 
They are crucial gatekeepers who can help include voices, which otherwise might be drowned out by frustrated 
anxious voices.  
25 Youth refers to people roughly under 40, men and women, but especially men. 
26 A good death, burial, and funeral is part of achieving the life goal of becoming an ancestor. Suicide, a topic of 
discussion stemming from interacting with Job 2:7–10 is traditionally considered a bad corpse or a bad death, which 
does not receive a proper burial or funeral and traditionally thwarted the quest to become an ancestor. Jon P. Kirby, 
Gods, Shrines, and Problem-Solving among the Anufo of Northern Ghana, 87–88. 
27 Kirby recounts a similar non-retributive action in an encounter with a man who may have had witchcraft problems 
in his house, but refused to accuse anyone, attributing his misfortunes to God, and indicating there was nothing he 
could do about his misfortune. Jon. P. Kirby, Gods, Shrines, and Problem-Solving among the Anufo of Northern 
Ghana, 91. Attributing the issue to God, may also suggest there is a larger system of witchcraft at work, larger than 
the individual instantiation. Kirby “Ghana’s Witches: Scratching Where It Itches!,” 205. 
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to their marginalization? How will such articulations of social pain and social vision enter into 
the community dialogue? 28 

Conclusion 
These three CBS’s with people living with disabilities serve as a good example illustrating how 
CBS’s theory of change works in a community, by organically connecting social problems like 
disabilities and witchcraft, and also by connecting different ages and genders in religious 
dialogue around social experiences and a Biblical text. 

When it comes to an issue like witchcraft accusation which strikes contemporary Euro-American 
ears as a form of scapegoating, CBS privileges the epistemology of the community which sees 
accusations of witchcraft in a more holistic context, connecting it to sentient spirits in nature, 
disabilities, war and the fertility of the earth. But it is not the worldview as such, which CBS 
privileges, it is marginalized groups living within the worldview who facilitators expect will 
articulate a vision of social change, as they connect with communities from the past through their 
study of the sacred text and with God. That is why CBS gears its processes towards the 
perspectives and needs of marginalized groups in a society. These processes which offer 
resources from the study of the Bible, which encourage the articulation of hidden transcripts in 
religious discourse, and which offer opportunities to speak those transcripts in formerly unsafe 
locations, can open up fresh social visions, even as they express social pain.29  

CBS can serve as a catalyst for the articulation of social visions stored in the collective bodies of 
marginalized people in a society. The social visions expressed in the various laments in these 
studies are in process. Much depends on the Spirit of God, the welcome space to practice 
articulating their hidden transcripts, and ongoing action of willing bodies to discover, articulate, 
and enact life-giving visions of social change. As they say in West Africa, where there is life, 
there is hope. 

                                                           
28 Will people living with disabilities find venues to speak? When will the time be ripe to speak their truths to 
society? Will society listen to them speak and even invite them to judge? Will people living with disabilities refuse 
not to be heard? What difference will it make for the lives of people living with disabilities if they speak and are 
heard? What is yet missing from these articulations for the vision to be even “more correct” as it seeks to imagine 
viable and necessary social change? 
29 Pobee, “Bible Study in Africa,” 168-169. Pobee avers that “authentic praise and authentic theology begin in the 
matrix of pain.” And he makes a link between lament and worship, and the preservation of lament in the Biblical 
documents. For a somewhat similar analysis of the Priestly contribution to and stewardship of the Psalms see J. 
David Pleins, The Social Visions of the Hebrew Bible: A Theological Introduction, 1st ed (Louisville, Ky: 
Westminster John Knox, 2000), 429. 


