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Reli firs Klima

“Ethics of Enough*: Nikolaus
Schneider’s Visions and African Ethical
Principles — Hoyce Lyimo-Mbowe

1. Introduction

Nikolaus Schneider’s reflections on the “ethics of enough” invite theological
engagement from diverse contextual experiences of sufficiency, scarcity, and
communal responsibility. From an African theological perspective, questions of
“enough” have long been addressed through the philosophy of Ubuntu, which
emphasizes relational life, shared resources, and collective survival. Although Ubuntu
practices have weakened in some African societies due to social and economic change,
they continue to be lived out in concrete communal and faith-based practices. This
reflection therefore brings Schneider’s ethics of enough into dialogue with African
theological insights and lived experiences, highlighting areas of resonance, difference,
and mutual enrichment.

2. Concept of “Enough” in the African Context

In reflection on the practices of Traditional African societies and some contemporary
African communities, “enough” is best defined not in terms of individual sufficiency,
but as the moral and relational capacity to share whatever resources are available.
“Enough” does not imply possessing an adequate quantity for oneself before giving to
others; rather, it denotes “ubuntu™ - a willingness and obligation to share what exists,
regardless of whether it fully satisfies personal needs or not. “Enough”, therefore, is
not measured by abundance, but by inclusion.

It must be acknowledged, however, that Ubuntu-inspired communal practices have
significantly declined in some African societies, particularly due to urbanization,
economic pressures, individualism, and global consumer culture. In many contexts
today, survival strategies increasingly mirror competitive and individualistic models.
Nevertheless, the ethical core of Ubuntu has not disappeared; it remains vividly
present in some concrete communal practices, faith-based initiatives, and grassroots
solidarity efforts.

Within African communal life—especially in rural settings and
church-based communities—one is not expected to wait until one
has surplus before sharing. Instead, sharing is demanded precisely

' Ubuntu is an African ethical philosophy that understands personhood as fundamentally
relational, affirming that an individual becomes fully human through relationships with others, as
expressed in the African phrase: umuntu ngumuntu ngabantu, literally translated as “a person is a
person through other people.” More details about Ubuntu will be given in the following sub-title.
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in all circumstances, even in conditions of scarcity. For example, a household of three
may possess food sufficient only for two or three people; yet when a neighbour has
nothing to eat, the available food is shared. Whether all parties become fully satisfied
is secondary. What is primary is that no one is excluded from the communal table. In
this sense, the resources are considered “enough” because they sustain relational
solidarity, even if they do not eliminate hunger entirely.

A contemporary illustration of this enduring ethic can be seen in Mindolo Ecumenical
Foundation’s (MEF) engagement with the Chilobwe community. Although MEF itself
operates with limited resources and does not have “enough” in a material or financial
sense, it continues to share what it has—time, presence, care, and available resources—
with the people of Chilobwe. MEF goes further by extending these sharing practices in
Chilobwe Community to its partners, such as Bread for the World and others.This
practice embodies Ubuntu ethics in action: sufficiency is not defined by surplus, but
by faithfulness to relationship and shared responsibility. MEF’s work demonstrates
that Ubuntu remains alive not merely as a cultural memory, but as a lived ethical
commitment.

To have “enough” is thus to remain human in relation to others by refusing to allow
another person to suffer alone. When an African says, “welcome” or “come, let us
share,” this does not necessarily mean that the available resources will adequately
meet everyone’s needs in a quantitative sense. Rather, it signifies that there is
something present that can be shared, and that sharing itself affirms dignity,
belonging, and mutual responsibility.

Theologically, this conception of “enough” resonates with African Christian ethics,
where life is understood as a gift entrusted to the community rather than as private
possession. Sufficiency is redefined as faithfulness to communal responsibility,
echoing biblical notions of shared provision and mutual care (cf. Acts 2:44—45). In this
framework, “enough” is not the absence of need, but the presence of love enacted
through sharing, even under conditions of limitation. Thus, Ubuntu and theology
together affirm that true sufficiency is realized not in individual fulfillment, but in
collective survival and shared humanity.

3. Dialogue between Schneider’s “Ethics of Enough” and an
African Philosophy of “Ubuntu” and Theological
Perspective

“Ubuntu” is an African philosophical concept that emphasizes shared humanity,
interconnectedness, and mutual care. It expresses the idea that a person
becomes fully human through relationships with others, highlighting values
such as compassion, dignity, respect, solidarity, and community. In simple terms,
“ubuntu” is understood as “I am because we are.” In

discussing the concept of Ubuntu, Desmond Tutu states:

Ubuntu is very difficult to render into a Western language. It speaks to
the very essence of being human. When we want to give high praise to
someone we say, “Yu, u nobuntu.”; “Hey, he or she has ubuntu.” This
means they are generous, hospitable, friendly, caring, and
compassionate. They share what they have (Tutu 2009:34).
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Possessing ubuntu values means being willing to share one’s resources, time, and
support, not out of obligation, but out of a deep recognition of mutual belonging. In
this way, ubuntu affirms that an individual’s humanity is expressed through acts of
kindness, solidarity, empathy, and responsibility toward the wider community.
Ubuntu can be summarised as relationality. This understanding is closely linked to the
idea of personhood, since in traditional African thought, being human is
fundamentally defined by relationships and mutual solidarity within the community.
Ubuntu as a relational concept is clearly expressed in the proverb umuntu ngumuntu
ngabantu, which means that a person becomes a person through other people. As Tutu

(2009:34—35) states,

Ubuntu ... means my humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in theirs. We belong in a
bundle of life. We say, “a person is a person through other people”. It is not “I think therefore I
am”. It says rather: “I am human because I belong.” I participate, I share. A person with ubuntu
is open and available to others, affirming of others, does not feel threatened that others are able
and good; for he or she has the proper self-assurance that comes from knowing that he or she
belongs in a greater whole, and is diminished when others are humiliated or diminished, when
others are tortured or oppressed, or treated as if they were less than who they are.

Nikolaus Schneider’s vision of an “ethics of enough” is explicitly relational and
balanced, insisting that Christian ethics must hold together concern for one’s own
daily bread and concern for the bread of one’s neighbour. This dual concern prevents
both self-neglect and self-centred accumulation, and it provides an important entry
point for dialogue with African philosophy of Ubuntu and African theological
perspectives.

i) Shared Concern for Self and Neighbour

African theology communicates the philosophy of ubuntu by emphasizing
community, relationality, and shared humanity as central to both faith and ethics. It
understands human beings not as isolated individuals but as persons whose identity
and dignity are shaped through relationships with others. This perspective reflects the
well-known Mbiti’s (1990:106) statement, “I am, because we are; and since we are,
therefore I am”. African theologians argue that Christian faith in Africa must be lived
communally, where values such as generosity, hospitality, compassion, and mutual
responsibility are practiced as expressions of both ubuntu and the gospel (cf. Bujo,
Benezet, 1992:42-44). This understanding strongly resonates with Schneider’s
insistence on the inseparability of self-care and neighbour-care.

In African moral thought, caring for oneself is not opposed to caring for others; rather,
the two are mutually constitutive. To neglect one’s own survival would undermine
one’s capacity to participate in communal life, just as neglecting the neighbour would
erode one’s humanity. Desmond Tutu as referred above explains that ubuntu affirms
that one’s humanity is bound up with the humanity of others, and
that to harm or diminish another person is to diminish oneself. In
this way, African theology serves as a vehicle through which ubuntu
philosophy is articulated, preserved, and applied to ethical living.

Within Ubuntu, having “enough” means having sufficient life,
strength, and resources to remain relationally present—capable of
both receiving and giving. Thus, African ethics affirms Schneider’s
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point that concern for one’s own bread is legitimate and necessary, but only insofar as
it remains oriented toward shared life.

Therefore, both Schneider, Ubuntu philosophy, and African theology reject false
alternatives between self-interest and altruism, affirming instead a relational ethic of
mutual sufficiency. Despite this similarity, there are also differences between
Schneider’s and African perspectives on the “ethics of enough”.

ii) Difference in Sharing Concern

Where a nuanced difference emerges is in the ethical sequencing of concern.
Schneider’s formulation carefully balances “my bread” and “my neighbour’s bread,”
especially in contexts where abundance risks might overshadowing responsibility. In
many African contexts of scarcity, however, the ethical reflex often levels “my
neighbour’s bread” with “my bread” even when one’s own resources are not enough.

This does not imply disregard for one’s own daily bread, but rather reflects a lived
conviction that life is sustained communally, not individually. The concern for one’s
own bread is embedded within the act of sharing itself; survival is understood as
interdependent.

Therefore, Schneider emphasizes balance in a context of abundance, while African ethics
embodies balance under all circumstances, whether resources are plentiful or scarce, with
care for oneself and others occurring simultaneously rather than in sequence.

There is real-world evidence showing that during COVID-19 just few international
partners continue support their African partners as usual, many international donors
and partners became cautious about releasing funds, partly because they were
uncertain about the future and wanted to conserve their own resources, which harmed
African partners and NGOs that relied on these funds. This is due to the ethical
sequencing of concern, which looks at “my bread” (first) and then “my neighbour’s
bread,”

During the pandemic, many African civil society organizations (CSOs) reported
significant losses of funding and delayed support because donors changed priorities,
withheld funds, or stopped financing routine activities in favour of emergency
responses. For example: a study covering more than 1,000 CSOs across Africa found
that 68.1 % of organizations suffered funding losses since the start of COVID-19, and
57.5 % expected further decreases because of ongoing uncertainty. This shows that
financial support was not stable, in part because donors were unsure how long the
crisis would last and were hesitant to commit resources. Visit:
https://www.alternatives-humanitaires.org/en/2020/11/22 /the-impact-of-covid-19-
on-african-civil-society-organisations/?utm source=chatgpt.com

)

In other reports from Ghana, CSOs themselves said, supports,
which they use to receive were no longer coming from outside the
country and that most of their contracts had to be withheld by
external partners during the pandemic, clearly reflecting donor
reluctance to share resources when the future was unclear. Due to
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the Ubuntu spirit of Ghanaians, which emphasizes solidarity, generosity, and
communal responsibility, the report indicates that local donations and support for
vulnerable groups (from within Ghana) increased during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Despite challenges such as limited resources and the economic uncertainties caused
by the pandemic, individuals and communities came together to share what they had,
providing food, clothes, and other forms of assistance to those in need. This response
illustrates how the values of Ubuntu continue to guide ethical and compassionate
action, even in times of widespread hardship. Visit:
https://globalfundcommunityfoundations.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Local-
Giving-During-COVID-19-in-Ghana-Uncovering-the-Potential-of-Domestic-
Resource-Mobilisation-in-Ghana-1.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com

In Cameroon, several CSOs lost major annual funding because donors simply stopped
funding activities once COVID-19 emerged. Many NGOs and community
organizations in Africa were forced to cut staff or scale down programmes because
their usual funding streams dried up (Visit: WACSI, https://wacsi.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/03/Impact-of-COVID-19-on-CSOs-in-

Cameroon.pdf?utm source=chatgpt.com). However, some organizations in Africa
opted to reduce salaries across the workforce as a shared sacrifice, thereby distributing
limited resources more equitably and avoiding staff retrenchments.

Other evidence shows that international donors often prefer to support
well-established partners or larger organisations rather than local grassroots groups,
especially in times of crisis. This practice reflects risk aversion and a tendency to retain
funds rather than share them broadly when the future is unstable. (Visit: Trialogue
Hub, https://trialogueknowledgehub.co.za/what-the-future-holds-for-non-
profits/?utm source=chatgpt.com)

Due to the fact that many African NGOs depend heavily on international funding, the
combination of withheld support and shifting priorities left them vulnerable. Donors’
uncertainty about how long the pandemic would last led many to delay or withhold
funds, not because they were unwilling to help in principle, but because they wanted
to secure their own financial stability first — a move that often came at the expense of
the partners who counted on that support. (African NGOs |,
https://africanngos.org/2021/10/28 /the-impact-of-covid-19-on-african-civil-
society-organizations-ongoing-uncertainty-and-a-glimmer-of-

optimism/?utm source=chatgpt.com ). This prioritization of one’s own survival over
that of one’s neighbour highlights a clear ethical contrast. Within Ubuntu moral
thought, concern for oneself is not separated from concern for others; rather, care for
both the self and the neighbour is upheld at all times.

Unfortunately, the practice of Ubuntu is diminishing in some African societies;
nevertheless, it continues to find expression in lived experiences of
solidarity and communal care. This was particularly evident during
the COVID-19 pandemic, when many African communities, despite
limited resources and external funding constraints, responded
through local acts of generosity, mutual support, and shared
sacrifice. From food sharing and community-based care to
collective coping strategies, these practices reflected core insights
of African theology, which affirms relationality, shared humanity,
and ethical responsibility toward both self and neighbour. The
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ethics of enough, therefore, is not merely a theoretical vision to be adopted, but a lived
reality already being practiced—often quietly, imperfectly, and faithfully—within
African communities today.

ili) What African Theology Contributes to Schneider’s
Vision

African theology does not negate Schneider’s insistence on dual concern, but deepens
it by showing how concern for one’s own bread is often realized through concern for
the neighbour’s bread. Sharing becomes a way of securing life together rather than a
loss of one’s own sufficiency.

Ubuntu thus adds an anthropological depth to Schneider’s ethics:

e One does not first secure oneself and then turn to the neighbour.
e One secures oneself with the neighbour.

This perspective challenges churches in affluent contexts to reconsider assumptions
about security, ownership, and sufficiency, and to learn from communities where
shared support in times of both scarcity and limitation becomes a source of resilience.

iv) Theological Deepening: Bread, God, and Community

Schneider rightly insists that the ethics of enough is ultimately about God, not merely
economic moderation. African theology affirms this but emphasizes that God’s
presence is experienced concretely in communal survival, hospitality, and shared
suffering. “Daily bread” is not only a personal petition (Matthew 6:11) but a communal
reality sustained by mutual care.

Thus, African theology reinforces Schneider’s vision by grounding the ethics of enough
not only in divine command and biblical regulation, but also in embodied communal
practices—such as those seen in communities like Chilobwe, where Mindolo
Ecumenical Foundation despite having own challenges of fund still contribute to the
community of chilobwe—that testify to God’s sustaining grace amid scarcity.

Therefore, when read together, Schneider’s ethics of enough and African theological
ethics converge in a shared conviction:

To care for one’s own daily bread without caring for the neighbour’s bread is spiritually
deficient; to care for the neighbour’s bread without regard for one’s own life is
unsustainable.

African theology affirms Schneider’s dual concern, while showing

that in contexts of scarcity, this duality is lived as a single,
inseparable practice of shared life.

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, the dialogue between Schneider’s ethics of enough
and African theological ethics reveals a shared commitment to
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relational sufficiency and responsibility toward the neighbor. While African societies
have experienced a decline in Ubuntu practices, examples of continued communal
sharing demonstrate that the ethics of enough remains a lived reality. African theology
both affirms and deepens Schneider’s vision by showing that concern for one’s own
bread and the neighbor’s bread is often practiced as a single, inseparable act of shared
life, especially in contexts of scarcity.
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