Chapter Nine

African Religion

“African Traditional Religion, Nature, and Belief Systems™

Objectives:
1. Defne religlon according to African bellefs
Identify characteristic features of African religlon

Undersiand the significance of the wooden mask in African religion

BoWoM

[dentify three other sources, besides oral traditton, of African religion
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AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION,
NATURE AND BELIEF SYSTEMS

||:|ig|:m|u:|a Simon Adaril:ligba
[NTRODUCTION

eligion is found in all established human societies in the wardd. It is one of the most impartant insti-

pucional scructures that make up che otal sodial system. There is hardly a known race in the wordd,
regardless of how primitive it mighe be, without a form of religion to which the peaple ooy to communicase
the divine. This religion becomes inseparable with the ol life experience of the peaple. It chereby perme-
ates inta every :Phere of the penple':- liwes, EnCOmpassing their culmre, the socizl, dhe F-uli:ii:a]. and the ethical,
a5 well as the individual and societal expecrarions in cheir ups and downs. As is the case of nearly every ocher
F'“’E'IE in the world, m]i.g.inm iz ame af the her:mnu of African culmore and is i:n:m_P]m!]. entwined in the
F-auEﬂ:'s ]i.ful::,rle. A basic umdzr:l.mdi.ng of African I\e]iginn will Fmvid.e an awareness af African customs and
belief Sy LEms,

P:rh:P:: n religin:m. has been so confused in the minds of Western audiences as the African Traditional
Feligion. The images of this religion have been presented as hopelessly savage and full of ugly superstition.
This & salely because che earliest investigators and writers abouwt the religion were mosdy European and
American anthropologists, some missionaries, and colonial administracors who had no knowledge of che orue
African spirirual simation, Their works portraved a distorted image of 2 religion drawn from half-rrochs and
Fertile imaginarions. However, an increasing number of African theologians are conducting valuable studies in
the African Religion. They have been able to unveil dhe pasition thar the tenets, spiricual values, and sarisfac-
tion which are found in the ocher world religions—namely, Christianicy, Islam, and Buddhism, to mention
3 few—oould also be found in African Tradidonal Flzli.gi-un. Fardthermare, it i iniperative ta say thar theze
resezrches have Lefr 2 positive impact, in the senze char rhq.- hawe he!pe.i ]1.i3|1.]igl1|: the gen.er.:.] rruths, CONCEpES,
anad erends abouwt the r\eﬁgi.nn._. t]ureb].' d.ispa]lhg mase of the FD]:uhr rn.i.':n:vunﬂepl:i.nn.': abauwt the r\eﬁgi.nn_

The errl.]:h:lis of this dul:!m will be on the basic COMCEPLS of African Traditional Rcﬁginn_ These are its

nature, characreristic features, and irs i:nm:-l:]}n.1=| framework.
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THE BaTURE OF AFRICAN TraDmicsal FRiGioN

The African F|.|:|i.g:i-u|1 is che religin:n. af the Africans and m'i|:|:|:,rﬁ:-r the Africans. It is noca :nn]igl'un Fm:.ch-ad.
to chem, but racher a part of their heritage that evalved with them aver che years. They were born and not
comverted ineo it It has no founder, but racher a produce of the thinking and experiences of their forefathers
whi formeed religicus ideas and beliefs. Therefore, its existence canmoe be sttribured o any individual as in
other wordd religions, such as Christianicy, Islam, Confudanism, Buddhizm, Hinduism, and o on.

Through the ages, the Africans have worshipped withour being preoccupied with Anding names for their
religicns. [t was che investigarors of religion wha first supplied labels such as paganism, idalatry, and Fetishizm,
to mention a few. In ceder o correct che misconcepean of mach dzm-g.l.n:r:.r terme, it became important o
designate the religion with a name thar describes ies erue and real narure.

The name African Traditional F|.=|i.g.in|1 has been I.I.iﬂd.ll:r scholars ra describe the m]igiun.-fhe Name wis
not coined in arder to brandizh che :nn]iEi-un as Fr.imil:iw, loecal, or unp:mg;reni.n—n.ﬁ:l:. it is ml:l-u:.lud. o
reflect its location in gengﬂphiu.[ space and o underscare its evoludon from che African Fzrmru.] EXperience
l:ﬂd.en"bd:g'b-e, ]?gﬁ:l. Furthermore. it & nsed o ﬂi:.l:irl.gui.':h the r\eﬁgi.nn. From any other Iype af r\eﬁgi.nn,. sEnce
there are acher religions in Africa chat did not grow out of che African soil bue were brought from autside.
This shows dhac the religion is particular to the people, and it would be meaningless and useless o oy and
cransplant this religion to an encirely differenc sociery curside of Africa (Mbddi, 1975).

To the African, religion & a hidden treasure secretly given by the Supreme Being solely to the African as
a vehicle of communicating and for expressing himself before the sacred endry In order for 2 non-African
to see and appreciate the wealth of spicimual resources embedded wichin the religion, he needs o actvely
participate in order to unveil the narure af the rzli.g.iun. which canmoe be undersmoed |:l:.r mere cazuzl ohserva-
tion. This is why the true narure of the African Religion has been wrangly described and expressed by many,
F.:n:i.n:u|=r|.r Eun:i.gn writers and scholars who were oorsiders and had na -d.cep }.mw]-adge af the EXperience
of the true African sl:dri:ual d.r'n:.mi::.. These unfortunace mEscanceprions have bﬂﬂiﬁr.ium]].‘ demanstraced
in deragatory cerms for che religion, the denial of African concepes of God [Aderibighe, 1993), and as ugly
superscition thar is demon-oriented. It therefore lades che .':Firim:[ fulhllment ECESEATY for the salvarion of
the soul. Consequendy, their warks are full of fabrications, exaggerations, half-trutchs, and biases againse che
religion and ics adherents,

Mevertheless, cheir waorks have left a significant impression on mest Westerners, Mase people remember
the African Religion with the image of a missionary in a cannibal’s par shout to be cooked and earen or an evil
witch docrar trying to case a voodoo spell upon a vicrim. However, wich the increase of scholars in che field
of African thealogy such as E. B. Idaw (1962) and Mbici (1975), there have been some successful attempes
to carrect same ervaneaus ideas dhout African Religion and its belief syscems, thoughe patterns, rituals, and
culture generally. The true namre of African Religion cannat be based on erroneous claims of the Europeans
mnemingl'he Reﬁgi.un., bt racher on whar che Africans think and feel abour their rzli.g;inn. The true narure
of African n:ligin-cn. is hingeﬂ on the embodiment of the mEEi.nn in a belief :.].::emmd. funcrionalism chat are
acrualized in the mq-d.::,r life of the i.11.|:|i.Eenn-|.|: African.

A hasic url.d.:rnmﬂinguf the r|:|i.gin|1 will vai.d: an awareness of African customs, |:|:|i.=|:'5:,r:.r=m:.,.mnn:|_:||:
of Crod, |.'=|.=|:i.|:|n.':|'.|i|_:| with the divinices, sPciri.r:q. ancestors, and the view of death and life b-er'nn.d. death.



CHARACTERITIC FEATURES

The fact char African Tradisienal Religion has ne sacred seriprures like other wordd religions does noc neces-
sarily mean char it is devoid of arganized religions beliefs and pracrices. The religion is characrerized by a
belief system which consises of che tomlity of the Aftican beliefs, choughr parcerns, and rimal pracrices. The
religioas beliefs of African Religion are in two inclusive caregaries: the major beliefs and the minor beliefs.
The major beliefs are in 2 fvefold dassificaion. The major beliefs in dheir hierarchical order have significane
relevance on the tatality of African religious belief systems.

The above dizgram represents an averview of the belief system in 2 hierarchical order.

Belief in the Supreme Being
Inn the rlu]igiuu.': 'b-eH:F:].*sl:-u'n,. thie belieF in the Supume E-eirl.g is fundamenral o all other belieks and ds
ﬁ:rr.nlr entrensched in African bhelief and rﬁwgﬁ:. This & CaNErary o the Western view that the Frimi'l:iw
African is noc capable of having any conception of a single Supremse Dreiry As Idowu paints out:

Those whio rake one look ar ocher peoples religion and assert glibly cthat such people have no clear
comcepe af Grod or no concepr of God at all should first lock within themselves and face honestdy
the question,”How dlear is the concepr of God o me .27 (Idowu, 1573),

The Africans believe in the Supreme Being and recognize Him as che ultimate object of worship, He ds
noc an abscrace POWET ar entity, neither iz He an idle Negm lr.ing ina sl:q:- of idlenszx accupying Himszalf
only with His own happiness {Bawdin, 1885). Racher He is actively involved in the day-to-day alfairs of
the FEUFIL The le:l|= sl:mrl.gi].' arrese to the face dhar He is the crearor and audhor of all r|:|i.np in heaven

and on earth. The names and arcribuwtes of God

supreme Being d::dr conmoce the Faup]:': belief in Him. He
is regarded as ompipotent, holy, the creacor and

source of all other beings that originate from

Him and are in rurn responsible oo Him. The

exabied place of the Supreme Being as above

Divinities acher creamres gives rise to His worship
various African sociecies, either fully as is the

case of the Ashand of Ghana and the Kikuyu

/ Spirits \ itribe af [‘f.err!.-l. ar with Fﬂﬂ:i.l] wn:rshil:l 2z che
Ewe and Abomey peoples of Toge do. Ameng

ithe Yorwha and [ghn af Higl:ri.:.. thie lack of an
Ancestors -arEFnized oult such as ump|u. shrines, altars,

ﬂrFTi.Ell.‘!Ell’HiJﬁ does noc i.|1.l.11rw='!.' diminish

His F!ru:n.c:.lm.d u'gn:iEu:nnh He is believed to
Magic & Medicine be presenc everywhere At dhe same time, chis

is why He is noc limited ta a local shrine or
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represended in images or symbals, God is real ro the Africans—His name is constandy an cheir lips. Each
peaple have a local name which uniguely belongs to Him. The names by which de Dieity & called in Africa are
descriptive of His character and empharic of the fact thar He i a reality and thar He is not an dhseract concepe
[ldowu, 1973). As Westermann {1937 abserves:

The Elgur: of God assumes fearures of a u'u.]'!.' l:lml:-:n:[ and Fu.'ra]'!.' divine Eup:reme E:ing e dE
cannot be overlooked chat he is 2 |.'==|i.l.].' to the African whe will admit thar what he knows about
Ciod & che purest expression of his religious experience.

The Yoruba people refer o Him as lodumare—Almighry Gad; lorun—owner or Lord of Heaven:
Arerere Kari aye—Omnipresent God. The Igbo refer to Him as Chukwa—the Grear Scarce Being or Spériz
Chineke—the Source Being who creared all things. The Akan of Ghana refer to Him as Onyame—the
Supreme Being, the Dieity. The Memde of Sierra Leone refer to Him as Wgewo—the Eternal One wha rules
from above. These varicus names and their meanings give us a vivid understanding of the African concepr of
the SUFn:r.ne E:in.g. Ta Africans, Gad iz real, dhe Giver of Life and che All-Suffcient One.

Belief in Diivinities

The belief in divinities farm an innngnd part of the African b-e[i:F:].':l:ern. The divinities were creaced for
I.::h!EiEl.' funcrions and do not exist of cheir velition. The ra].:l:ium:]ﬁp of the divinities to the Eup:re:rru E:in:g i=
born of African sodalogical pacterns, Most African councries have a king or chief as the head of the sodery
and he is always approached by odher chiefs who are lesser in rank to the king, This is due co the belief chat
the king is sacred and must nat be approached directly. The role of the divinities Like the lesser chiefs as
incermediaries becween the Supreme Being and man & thar of serving as 2 conventional channel of communi-
cation, through which man believes he should normally approzch the Supreme Being. This distincrive role of
the divinities led to the erroneaus conclusion of the Eoropeans char the Supreme Being is never approached
directly by Africans.

To the Adrican, divinities are real, each with itz awn defmice fanoion in dthe cheacrarcic EOVErTIMENRE of the
universe. Lhe divinities are |'.|.:|Ew=].' as a means to an end and can never be ends in themselves, The real and
Anal il.l.l!1|:|l'i.l.':r comes from dhe Eupcr\eme Ezing. This i= wh].' afrer each prayer and suppli:l:i.nn. kefore che
divinities the Yornsha end the devations with -ase, rnun.'in.g'mr:il:]:-e zancrioned |:l'!.I the Eu.Freme H-:irl.g."-fh:
divinities have different names in different African sociecies. The Yoruba call them Orisa. Ta the ]'Ebn::, |:|'.u:].'
are known as Alosindimdmuea. The Akan address chem as Abasom. There are mumerows divindcies in Africa,
ard cheir number varies from one commaunity ro anodher or from one localicy to anodher. Their number ranges
between 201 and 1,700 in various Yoruba localities. The names of divinities depict dheir nature or natral
phenomenan chrough which they are manifesced. For example, the divinity frse associared with che wrach of
Cod ameng the Yoroba was Jakuta, meaning “he who ighes with stones” The same god among the Ighas is
knawn as Amadicha. Among the Mupe the same divinicy is called Sokogha—So0x0s ax.

Thee divinities in African concept can be classified into chree cacegries. First are the primordial divinices.
These are believed to have been in existence with the Supreme Being before and during the creation of the
world. They are believed to have partzken in the creative works of Cod. Their origins are nat known and are



'b-er'nn.d. mans Frnbi.ng. One of such divinites is Obatals, a Yoruba divini.rr believed ra have been enmrusced
with the creation work of the physical pare of men. Consequentdy, be is populardy referred to as Alamarere {the
fene molder). He is also called Orisa-nla and designated as an arch-divinity; he is believed to be the depary of
Olodumare, deriving his actributes from chose of the Supreme Being.

The second are the deified ancestors—those who were heroes during their lifetime by [ving excraordinary
and mysterious bives are deified after their death. They are no longer mere ancestors, bur absorh the charaoer-
istics of an earlier divinity. A vivid example is Sango, the detfied Alaafin of Opa, who assamed the aomributes
of Jakuta, the erstwhile dhunder divinity in Yoraba land.

Theere are also divindties that found expression in natural phenomena, Such divinities are spirits associaced

with narural forces sich as rivers, lakes, crees, mouncains, foresrs, erc. Their habirztions are considered sacred,
and there are usually priests who are custodians of sudh places and through whom the spiric may be consuleed.
An example of chis is the Clokun (water divinity], which is common among the Yoruba and Edo peaple.

Fm:l[].;. divinities are believed ro be ambidexrons. Wich chis narure. rJHr' are i.1_|:u]:||= af b:ing g«m:ui anmd
bad :.irnu.]un.enu.ﬂ:,r. Pnsi.n"n-'el} rhq.' ha]P in :mh'.irl.g F:D]ﬂ:"s various l:u'qu:rm. |::,r hn]l:ing i P:rn-:m:il:m, Fertil-
irT;. |'11|:|.1:a.':|':|15 mans Fmip-er.iq.', and so on. On the other hand, when denied veneration, |.'|'.|:]. could infficr
misfortunes on a community:

Belief in Spirit

Africans believe in and recognize the existence of spirits referred to as apparitional beings who inhabic
material chjects a5 tempaorary residence. According to African belief, spirits are abiquitous and cn inhabic
any area of the earch because dhey are immaterial and incorpareal beings. Thowgh divinities and ancestars
are sometimes casified az spirits, rhq.' are, hawever, different from che kinds -ufsj:-:iriu I:-:irl.g dizcunzzed here,
in the zenze thar Eh.er ITE Mare F-u:il:i.nl'!.' azspciared with che F-EEP]L Ther are. in fact, described 25 “dames-
ticated” sE!iriu. While men venerate, respect, and communicare P-m.il:iua]}' with the divinities, he associares
with the spirit out of fear and awe. EFiriu: are rl.-un'ru.]h' SYILY IMOS with mimical activities decrimencal o
man's Prospericy, so the Penplc £ry ta |_:||=4::.n: them so thar cheir progress may not be hindered. SFITLI.‘! inhabic
such places as rivers, hills, warer, bushes, and trees. Sudh places are namrally sacred. For instance, among che
Yoruba, the Akoko [known by the Igbe as Oglisi) & repured to be an aboede for spirics.

Spirits have been dassified inte groups. Among the Yoruba, there are spirits known as Abiku ar Oghange.
The Igbo refer to them as born-to-die children. These are considered sadistic spirits chac specialize in entering
into the wamb of women in arder to die ar a specific period, chereby causing their vicrims pain and anguish.
Such spirits could plague a particular woman several imes if creatmen is not applied. This is why in Yorobka
land pregnant women are not allowed to walk abowt ar noontime, because i is believed dhar chis i che dme
the spirits roam about and they are capable of gjecting the original ferus of the pregnane woman and implane
themselves as substinutes for che gjecred ferus.

The second category of spirits is believed to be spiries of the dead whose souls have not been reposed.
These are spirits the dead whose bodies have not been baried with due and correct rices. Ie is believed dhar
their :.Firi.u will not be admitted eo the abode of che d.:l:larn:d. Thus, uncil |:|'.|='!.I are Fn:]:-e:rl:,r buried, l']ur
will continue o wander about. Sudh Spirits could alsa |:|=||:|r|.g o thase who :npged in wicked warks while
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alive zand also died wicked. Such spirits could haunt the community, wreaking havoe if not continually
=E|F-u.ind..

The :Firi.r of witcheraft ]:-elnn.g to chie third category -af.':l:!i.r.ir_':- Itiz a human :Piri.r, and it is believed & can
be senc cur of the I:-ud:,r on errands of havos to other persons or the COMTEUMELY in 'I:ad.].;. mind, ar escace. Such
:Firin. may cause diseases, rn.'i.'n:arri.:.ge: i women, m:mn},. ar d.:EunTL'iq.' in human h:ing:..

Finally, Africans recognize spirits in anthropemarphic rerms since they are believed o possess dhe same

human characteristics such as rastes, emations, and passions.

Belief in Ancestors

This belief is based on the concepr chat dhe world is dualr ic is comprised of the physical world and che
spiricual warld. The spiritual world is recognized as an excension of che physical, chereby conrolling it
Africans have a strong belief in the coneinued existence of their dead. The communial and family bends are
held to continue even in the next world. They are usually referved to as ancestors or the lving desd. They
are closely related to this wodd, but are no longer ardinary mertals. The Africans believe they can come to
abide wich cheir folks cn earth :irl.risi]:!|:,rn:| aid or hinder chem to romote prosperity or cause .I.dm:i.rr. This
=3 wl'.r!.' kelief in them is not unlr taken uriwﬂ}', bt is alsa one of the most i.|11.|_:ln:rur|.||: festures of the African
Reﬁginn_ The ancestars are Bactors of cohesion in the African sociery This is because of the respect and homor
given to them as predecessors who have experienced the life the living are now treading.

However nat all the dead are ancestors. There are conditions laid down thar must be fulflled before as-
suming che exalred status of an ancestor. The first condicion is thar the dead persen muse have lived a good and
full life. Secand, he must have died a good deach and moc an abominable deach caused by accident, suicide, or
aviolens or unusual death such as from chronic diseases. Finally he muse have died in old age and be survived
by children and grandchildren. When these conditions are Fulfdled, be auromatically becomes an ancestar and
recefves veneration so intense as o be erroneously regarded as worship, Idow has this o say of che African

belief in ancescars:

Ta some extent, rJ'i-:]. are believed to be intermediaries berween the Deil:r or the divinicies and
their cwn children; this is a continnation of their e:rr]1|:,r funceion n-f:m.uring domestic peace
and the mﬂ-b:ing af their mmmuniq.', to distribute Favors, o exercise dkcil:!h'n.e or enforce
P-e:n.:[l:i::... o e gu:n:li.uu -ufnmnrnun.il:r ethics and prevent :nr‘rﬁin.g thar rn.'ighl: cause d.l'.':rul:!ri-un
[ldowu, 1973).

Based on chis belicf, the Africans bury their dead in the family compound in the hope thae chey will
continue to infuence cheir lives. In the African sacieties, there are various ways of venerating the ancescors. [t
may be by pouring a libztion of food and drinks and/or by prayers. It may be carried owt by individuals or on
a communizl basis. Furthermore, there are also religious festivals which are usually carried ot in the ancestral
cule. In Yaruba land, che Ore and Eg1.|.11.g;|.1n fezrivals are the i.'!.'rl.'ll!-ﬂl.iﬂ[ representations of the zncescral culr.

Almase all the eribes in Africa have ane form of ancestral cult widh fescivals associared with it for che
veneracian af the ancescors. An e:lr.:.mpl: iz the Ashani of Ghana, where we have the sacred Golden Stacl,

238



which is the ancestral symbol of che Ashanti. Other eribes in Africa with anceseral cules are the Mende of
Sierra Leone. the lugbu.: af Central Africa, and the Ovamba of Scuchern Africa.
Belief in Magic and Medicine

h[I.E'-I: and medicine Form a signi.ﬁumr part af the traditonal beliefs of Africans. E:,r defmition, rrL:g.u:
is an acrempt on che pare of man to tap and control che supernatural resources of che universe far his cwn
benehit (Idowu, 1973). Through the use of supernatural powers, he tried to achieve his own desires through
self-effore. Man’s use of this power could either be positve or negarive, depending on his concepton of the
pawer. Medicine, however, is the science ar arc of the prevention, treacment, and cure of disease. The art of
medicine is imporant because man recognizes thae health can be lose and medicine helps the body reourn o

itz normal scate.

Euiu]l:.l:. the difference berween magic and medicine iz thar in che u=ze nd"rn:gi..:_. man tries o enfarce his
will I:I:.r using 5IlF-Er.|1=l.'I.II1| powers at hix ﬂi:p.:u:ll: while l‘hl‘ﬂl.l.g]ll‘]h! nze af medicine, man ories o wrilize the
powersac his d.ispunf 10 prevent ar cure any form af misforoane which rni.ghr befall his 'b-mi}' ar estace. Thisis
:lu.r]}' seen in the words of B 5. R.lm.:.};. COMCETTLg the Akan belief sbour medicine:

[f Crad gave you sickness, he also gave you medicine (Raceray, 1923].

This is why medicine men, known as traditional docroes, abound in Africa. They regard cheir powers as
a gift fromy Crod through the divinidies. They claim chey are given che art of medicine by divinities chrough
dreams or chrough spiric possession. Among the Yoruba, che turelary divinity of medicine is Osanyin. The
divinicy is believed to be the custedian of che are of medicine. Though magic is negatively viewed, when it is
aszaciared with medicine, the rwa become so incerlinked char it becomes difficulr to know where one ends
and the ather begins. This & because boch employ supernatural powers and can be employed Far boch evil and
En-mi.d.el:lun.-d:in.g upon the individual imeolred.

Amnother common traic about rrL:E.i:.l.nd medicine higlﬂig]u‘eﬂ b]. Awolals and D-up:mu in wricing abour
the n:|igi|:-:n of West Africa is that some tribes in Africa have 3 common name for miagic and medicine. For
u'.m_l:h, the Yoruba call oogun, ::g[lr.lgj,. and r'!rg'u.ll- The ]'Ebn call them g, while the Akans of Ghana call
them suman.

Fmi]!}:.il: is essenrial to poine ouwt thar boch magic and medidine constiturce a Fut-afl:h: MystEricusLess of
the African Religion. This is because chey derive cheir supernaturalness, efficacy, raboos, and custedians from
the religion. This is why incantations and rinaals are comman feacures of magic and medicine in the African

Religion.
Other Beliefs in African Rdis'i.nn
There are some other beliefs within the African Religion chat are basically derived from the fve major

beliefs dizcuzzed abowe. Th:]. mmplemem: ithe major haliefz, and rn-gmher :h-:].' form the n-unﬁq.' of the African
Religivus Belief They are referred o 25 minar beliefs.

239



nrJI-'l!II-I the H':ruﬁer

Like all acher warld ruli.g;.ium., the concept of 3 Life afrer deach ix :ﬁr.m.l'!.- entrenched in the Fenyle's balief
African R-n]igiun alza holds the view chat life exizs b-:].'url.-d. this Fh].*si..:ﬂ warld, which & considered the tem-
porary abode of men while heaven & che I.FiJ'iI:LI.I] and real home of man. Africans believe thar man is made
up of both body and scul. The soul does not die like the physical body, but rather ic returns co the Supreme
Being, who i believed to reside in heaven, The Supreme Being is the final destinaticn of man to whom he
belongs and must recurn. This belief & clearly illuseraced in the Yoruba adage Aye boja oran nile—char &, the
world is a marketplace and heaven is home. Mo ane sleeps in the markerplace. After each day's ransactions he
or she rerurns home o rest.

However, not everyone is qualifed to encer into heaven. Only thase wha have engaged in good works while
on earth wiould be granced eternal resc with the Supreme Being, the Supreme Judge of 2l men. Among the
Yoruba chere is a saying which encourages man to do geod while an earth in order to earn eremnal Life: Serere
to ri ojo ati siw—do good so you can earn eremnal Life, It is believed thar those who live an ungodly [ife on earth
will be banished and separared from the Supreme Being,

Belicf in Marality

}r'[-unliq.' in African “.EI.IS:ID\:I'I. =3 r:|i.g:in|.1:1].'|:=:cn:|,:.ir|.c: every s_P]un: of the African life is q:l.:u:l:,r associared
with being religious. This & why Adewale (1988) asserts thar che ethics [moralicy] of Africans from ane
to another is religious. Africans have a deep sense of right and wrong, and this moral sense has produced
customs, rules, laws, traditions, and taboos which can be abserved in each seciecy (Mbid, 1975,

Marality deals with human conducr, and this conduce has ewo dimensions, che persanal and the sodial.
It guides people in doing what is righe and good for bath their sake and thar of cheir saciery. It evolved in
order to keep sociery in harmany, which is achieved through the system of reward and punishmenc. African
morality is cenrered around some basic beliefs. [t is believed that morals are God given and were instirured
:.irnull::rl.enu.il:.r wirh crearion. Therefore, its :I.I.I!1|:|I'i.l.':r fAaws from Gad and must not be du.]lun.ged. Far his
part, man is n:rn]:-e"nd [0 rupund .:.l:ll:uupn.mfr to theeme moral dernands; Riure o nur.nl:ﬂ:,r could incur che

wrath af Gaod. This is wh].' certain calamicies which may 'beEa"..l.n:rnmun.il::.r ar person are -al:'m:imerpmneﬂ
asa Fun.'i:hr.m:nl: from Gead.

Furthermore, Africans believe that some ml:lﬂ'ru.mnll I:Idngs like che ancestors and the divinities l:q:r
wacch over l:!n-uf!l: to make sure rh-er obserre moral Laws. Th:].n:u.]d. Fll.mi.-:hur reward maral kehavicr. This
Further screngthens dhe authority of the morals. Human beings also play an acrive mole in contrelling che
morality of the people. The individuals keep a dose warch on those with bad moeral attitude and aften uproot
them befare they turn the sodery into an immoral ane. This is based on che belief thar che welfare and salidar-
ity of the people are closely relaced co the moral sccion of individuals. Good deeds are normally encouraged,
For these bring harmony, peace, and prosperity. On the odher hand, misdeeds could bring calamites of all
kinds.

Fi!uﬂ'!.'. the importance -ufmnnli.q ta Africans cannet be -avamph::.iud_ It iz evident im cheir m'!.-r]'u:.
legend.-:_. and ElI'D'Il'EI.‘b.':, which zeresz the need o kup ithe moral demands of buman condwecr.
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Belief in Worship

The acr of worship & an integral part of any religion and African Religion is not excloded. It is believed
thar through warship, ane rurns co his ohject of worship in adoration and supplicarion. Warship in African
Heligion is direcred to the Supreme Being and veneration o che divindties. It is believed char if there is effective
worship of bodh, there will be peace and harmany berween the supemarural beings and man.

There are varicus forms of 'n.ml'nip in African Re]igi.-un. There iz the formal and alzs che informal, che
direct and the indirect. In parts af Africa with 2 direct form nfwl:-:rshi.l:l, ir iz characeerized I:-]. alears, priests,
and sacrifices. This is ul:lucuﬂ}' so with the w:-:rs|'.|i|_:| af the Sl.IEll.'l!mE E:i.ng. In the case of indirect 'nmhip..
there are no umF|=:. Or priests IFEEi.I]I:.I' dui.g.m:ni for che Suprcme E:irl.g.

The veneraticn of divinities could ke dane r:gu|=r|ru|1 a commitmnal level nr:irl.d.l"r.id.u:ﬂ].'. This is because
they are frequently called upon for one favor or another. On the individual level, the informal cype of ven-
eration is carried out privacely ar the personal shrine normally locaced in the compound. At che communal
level, the formal kind of veneration is carried cuc ar che public shrine, where everyone within the communicy
participates, incloding Gmily heads, dan heads, priests, priestesses, and rraditfonal nalers.

The main components of worship and veneration are prayers, songs, [fharions, invocarions, and afferings.
O the whale, waorship ar veneration in African Religion is employed ro show adoration of and commanication
with the supernacural beings. It & believed that when chese beings are adequarely wosshipped or venerared,
they will besrow upon man the necessary blessings required for successful living on earth,

SOURCES OF INFORAMATION ON AFRICAN TrADMosAL FRiGioN

Africans have a rich cultural hericage, which has been handed down from one generation o anacher. The
richiess of their heritage reflects in all spheres of their lives, especially in the area of the Tradisfonal Religicn.
Though dhe religion does not have a sacred scriprure like other world religions, it has means by which its
religions beliefs and practices can be known and appreciated. These devices are caregorized into oral and
non-aral. The oral devices are proverbs, mychs, pithy sayings, legends, licurpy, everyday speech, songs, and

Theocracic names. The non-oral devices cansist of artiscic expression.

Oral Traditions

This is regarded as the scriptures of African Traditional Religion. The lack of knowledge in che art of read-
ing and writing caused the African sociery m :ml:!h:h].' a means -ufprucn-ing and Eransmitting cheir rlu]igiuu:.
beliefs and Prmi.cu rJ'l:muEh oral craditions. T.|1.e:r are testimondes of the pas, which are tramsmitted Fram
persen to persan aver the ages. Some of them are records of actual historical events memorized by the peaple.
Uichers are created b]. the l:laul:ll:': imaginariomn. Eﬂm:l:luenl:h.', EOATHE aAre r\eprdnd ta be mare reliable than
others. For example, praverbs, pithy sayings, and names are believed to be more reliable than legends, myths,
daily speeches, and folkrales, which are often distorted and cannac be regarded as auchensic for grasping che
peoples beliefs and pracrices. Here are some forms of aral oraditions and their funcrions:
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Miyths

In the African tradicional SOCBECY, mrruﬂing at n.'ighl: is the most commaon recreation in mamy homes
enjoyed by the children and young people. Myths actempt o explain cerrain things, especially the origin of
man and the world, They are vehicles for conveying certain beliefs abour man's experience in his encounter
with the created order and with regard to man's experiences in the supersensible word. Through myths,
man cries to ind explanations for certain chings. For example, baw deach came into woarld; why only women
canceive; why they muse labor before giving birth o children; why different languages in Aftica came inco
being. Answers to such questions are conveyed in stories which help to preserve them in the memory, making
it easier far recention. Myths give us an insight into some of the religious concepes of the Africans who evalve
them. Myths are varishle sources of information in African Religion becanse chey serve as pracrical ways
nd"l:lmenin.g the nonliterate beliefs for F.:u:.l![e Eramsmicting withaut lum'n.g cheir :ha-ul.ngi.ul themes, since
mose of these myths are popular stories that draw from beliefs and ideas familiar o the people. Some myths,
::.Fnci.a“:,r thase uzed d.uring ricwals, may :n_j-u-f a high ﬂngme -u-f.iurhzn.l:i:iry. Such mrrh: cauld Fn:winie thie
biasis For che scriprures of African R-n]igiun.

Proverks

Proverbs are a major source of African wisdom and a valuable part of her heritage. They are a rich depasi
of the wisdom of many generations and are held in high esteem. There are bundreds of such proverbs in dif-
Ferent African socecies which carried with them thealogical instrnscions, moral teachings, and metaphysical
significance [ Jacob, 1977). These proverbs reveal a loc abour African religious beliefs, since they are masdy
Formulated from human experiences and reflections thar fir inte particulsr situations of [#e throsghowr che
ages. [tiz nio gainsaying thar amang Africans, l:lmnrb.': are cultivared zz an zre farm and dherizshed as an index
n-cl"gaud aracory. FﬂrEII.ITI.PL!. amang the Yoruha, Frm!etl:: are mg.ud.:ni ax " harses for mrr.i:ving rrli:.:in;g wards
that are used for canmveying d.::F-er mezaning, Erom some of these Eumrb:: one can learn the variows apributes
of (rod as creavor, omnpipresent, holy, merciful and upright, erc. Thus, we find many proverbs referring to God
as anm ﬂbjﬂ.‘l: -ufn:|i.g:i-uu:. bieliets, such as the Akan Fm‘:rb"]l:'}uu wane to tell God :n].'l:]tin.g,. tell ic to che wind™;
"Ciod drives away fies for the cow with no mil” (Yorubal; "God has both che yam and che knife, only chese
whom he cuts a piece can eac” (Igbo). The importance of proverbs ro Africans cannet be averemphasized, and
this is clearly expressed in the Igho adage,"A child who knows how o use proverbs has justfied the dowry
paid on his modher's head.”

DNipanes #F:n?lz
Mames are given immediarely upon birth and considered to be very much 2 part of the personalicy of the
person. In micar African councries, the name aof the Eupreme E-emg iz ofren made part af the child=z name
[ Mbiti, 1969). This shows chat they recognize the Supreme Being, Such names are used as practical demen-
siration n-cl"P-en_Fle':. :nn]igi.-uu.': Eeﬁng:. an ﬂ:Funinn. af mr:]lip, and the evenrs P:rn:i]ing at the time of birth.
This l:lmul:iuﬂ'!.' demanscrates how muoch che In:n-]:le assaciare che Supn:m: E-cmg with the concinnarion of life
and the birch of children. There are many names which :.lgmﬁ. a Fnrrirul.:.r acrribure of the SI.LFI.‘EF.HE E:ing.



This wounld :mm.lf]. ﬂ-:F-emi an the crcumstances 5urn:|u.11.|:|i.ngl|']1.= child’s hirth. A.mn-cn.g the Yoruba, we have
such names as Huwarobi (Ged is great), Qluwaseun [God is victorious). The Burundi name cheir children
Bizimana, me:ni.ng “eod knows mr!.'d'lin.g." & careful sn.l.d.r of varions names |:|'!.I researchiers af African
Traditional Feligion could give a deeper insighe inco the peaple’s religious beliefs, especially their belief in the
Supreme Being,

Prayers

Prayers are an essential pare of religion. They constirute the act of communicacing with the Supreme
E-eing,. which iz the ezence nf:ne[igi.-un. Like ocher warld religinm'._. prayers are an im'egn[ part af African
Traditicnal E.IE]LEIDH Africans pray to the SLLFI.'EmE H-:irl.g for gui.i:n.c:.. blu:in.g: in marters ﬂFd.l.i]'!.' life. g«un-d.
|'|-u!l']1...|_:|rm:|:i.|:|r|. fram d:rl.gcr. eic. These prayers are directed o Him, the deities. and che ancestors regues:-
ing for one faver ar anocher. The prayers muay be made Pu'iu:c[].' |:|:.r an individuoal or i:u-:mrnu:uﬂ}' ar l:lul:li:
rnnm:in.g and for Fl|.||:||i.q: needs, When Africans prav, thiedr prayers are :lw::,rl. short and srr.l.l'ght to the pn-im:.
They da not "bear about the bush.” There are different modes by which the people pray to the supernarural
beings. There is the direct form of prayer, where people communicate with the Supreme Being withour the
help of intermediaries. However, the indirect form of prayer is when people pray on behalf of others. These
include prieses (boch men and women], minmakers, chiefs, kings, and sometimes medicine men {(Mbid, 1975).
Africans pray becanse they believe the Supreme Being listens o them and accepes and answers their prayers.
He is believed ro be everywhere simultanecusly. Here are a few examples of prayers in African Traditional
Religion as illustrations.

Eor mrnp]r..:in the morning, the Yoruba have prayers like, “Giad, ler uz be mccezshal :-uni:]. Before wor-
shi.l:ll:ling. the Yoruba zlsa P:r.:].:."Fx]u:. accept our -JH'-EI'i.TI.E and 5uﬂ:li-|=|:i.|:|r|. ra Tn-lu."

When there is d.r\-uught.. Africans Pray “God, gi.'r: us rain "Hefp us, O God™; "Gead, |_:|i.|::r s In times of
sickness, African prayers i|11.|_:|||:|r|= the Slul:!rer.ne Eeu‘l.g:"ﬂnd._. heal oor sideness, let che sick be well :F.i:l.":'Talu
this sickniess away from our house, our rown, our ribe” When a journey or ocher forms of 2 praject are m be
embarked on, Africans pray far Qod's lm:mcn'un and successful nnl'n.l:!l::i.nn. af che Fm_|n|:|'_ Pr.:.r'el:: such as,
“May God go wich you"; "May God help you.” etc, are offered. There are also general prayers of blessings, such
a5 'Crod preserve you and keep you.” Prayers are also offered for long life, such as™May God spare you to see
your children's children.”

It musz be stressed that in all smations, dee Africans pray o show cheir belief in and dependence on the
Supreme Being. The prayers also provide information on the African concepts abour the Supreme Being.
These concepes form the center af the African Traditonal Religion.

Mon-Oral Sources

Al:larr From chie aral sources, rhrmgh which valuzhle informarian an African cradirianal rEli.E;iun iz sacured,
there are some mon-oral devices which Frm':ini: valuable information on che beliefs and pracuices af Africans
where their religion is concerned. These non-oral sources are identifiable in three forms: (i} artifaces; (§)

wooden masks; and (i) che sacred instirutions { Abioye, 2001). These three non-oral craditions are essentially



artistic expressions that in concrere terms “showease” the African craditional religion in all its ramifications.

Here is a brief discussion af each of them.

Artifcts
All African societies are very rich in artifaces. These artifaces have become concrete reflections of African
belief and devotion ta che Supﬂrn.e Ezing. the diviniries, and che anceseors. The arrifzos aszaciared wich che
African H-n]igi.ﬂn are in mnnﬂg«uriu.-fhzr: are -ub_|n|:|:: thar are l:lrn-du::r_': nf.l::hnuhgin] ﬁnﬂing.':. Arrifacrs
in the second cabegary are made up af the works DCF-nJrLI:EmEII:\TII':.I' artiscs. ﬂrd'un:ﬂn-gin:ﬂ excavations have, in

same cases, led o mare informarion and becrer und.:mmdhg of certain African beliefs and ch:in:u. An

u::rnl:!]-: af chis is dhe d.i:n:vuu:r!.' af the tcml:!h::. and altars nfDn:,l:mq. the Ashant 51.1|_:lr|:rn|: Dcn},. I:u'!.' &
Ratrray. This singular discovery has gone a long way o show the inadequacy of the Foreigners usual claim char
Africans had no organized woeship of the Supreme Being because they did not have the idea of Ged. Indeed,
the discovery has led to the search and successful discavery of many ocher different forms of crganized wor-
ship ameng various Aftican oribes. [n addition, contemporary artifaces comprising of dance s@ifs, apparamuses
For divinarion, musical mstrumenss, votive bgures, and many other forms of ritual ohjects provide infarmarion
on African religious beliefs and practices. Mary of these objects are found in shrines, while ochers are pare of

the general seocks of arcistic works of many African artises amempting o recaprure the rich African culrures
in different Farms.

Woodern Mashs

These are concrete forms -unl:'n:\!er.in.g the face in dthe arremipt £o hide the ||i-:nrl|.]. of the persans purting
on the masks. The practice of pucting on masks covers the whole of Africa and is regarded as a part of basic
rituals, pariculady having to do with the ancestral worship and the cult's expressions of the African people. In
the first farm, people who are regarded as incarnasfons of the spirics of the ancestors put on masks o conceal
the earthly personality behind the mask and give cogency to the belief chat the person wearing che mask is
an ancestral spiric. In the second form, members of secret sociedies in Africa puc on masks, Examples of mask
usage are found amang the Chgheni in Yoraba land and the Paro among the Mende of Sderra Leone.

In addition to the masks, chere have been stoals found in shrines. They are regarded as having religious
implicarions in cheir artstic expression. The stools become abjeces of religious expression by the fer chae
:h-z].' are oot -anl:.r found in shrimes, bar alsa in some acher _Fb.cu Far ex:lr.nEllz.. among the Akan af Ghana, che
stocls have becomse altars upon which the head of the Akan ]inug: offers food and drink to their ancestars
om =|_:lp:ml:|ri.:.r= DCCaSIons, |:'|1.-=r|:|:h}' Pr.:.r.in.g:l"nu' the Frm::l:i.-un nf:hz]h:age-"lcﬂsn Fr.l.r:fn:'gu-uﬂ healdh and
lang life wich an sbundance of harveses.

Eacred Institutions

Beliets of Africans in the Supreme Being and all ocher aspects of dheir religion are reflected in the several
cradicianal institwtions all over Africa. Traditionally, these instirurions are regarded as sacred. An example of



such instituton is the rradidonal :ru.]in;g FIRTIRTan] at=1) B .ﬁ.mrung Africans, the tradidonal molers are not mere l:lnﬁl:i-
cal heads. Thq.' indeed Tepresent the Eup:reme H-:in.g. Thus, che .I.l.ll:l'lnl'il::.l' rJHr' have & i trust for che Eupcrm
E-eirl.g. This is wh].' rraditional rulers are nar seen as -aniin:rr persans. T.|1.er' are sacred. For u:rnl:vle,. che
Yoruba call an oba fphakeji Oriss (deputy of the Supreme Being). Amang the Ashanti, the golden crnamenes
the king wears symbelize che belief thar che Supreme Being is personified by the sun. Thus, when the Ashanti
king wears the golden srnamencs, be signifies the erernal fire af dhe sun (Abioye, 2001). In addition, ameng
the Yoruba and che Akan, the cole of thunder has become a kind of sacred instirution. In bach African sociec-
ies, the ax bhas assamed the symbol of the Supreme Beings judgment. The Sopreme Being is regarded as the
ultimare judge, and he can express his wrath against evildoers. The ax is the toal for this wrath. For che Yoroba,
the d.'i'l.'inirr executing DModumares wrath iz San.gu. Eﬂmequen:l:.:. axes are foand in his zhrines. [ndeed, the
n:rigl'n:! thunder d.i'l-'in.iq.' amarsg the Yoruba was Jakata, which ]il:Eﬂ".:r miezns ‘ane who throws sranes” The
stomes are also found in the shrines nfﬁmga, cthe new 4:|.'i1.':ini|::,r of thander. The Akan of Ghana refer o the ax
as wyrmne akpma (Gods ax), and the ax i found in the shrines of Onyame as a symbal of his wrath.
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