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African spiritual and religious values as the basis for interreligious dialogue

The Second Vatican Council in a few documents, especially in the declaration
Nostra aetate clearly expressed a positive attitude of the Church to non-Christian
religions. The subject of the dialogue between Christianity and non-Christian religions
was undertaken and deepened in some post-Council documents of the Catholic Church.
Among them three are dedicated to the dialogue with African traditional religions,
namely the message of Paul VI Africae terrarium (29 October 1967), the letter of
Cardinal Francis Arinze enttled Pastoral attention to African traditional religion (25
March 1988), and post-synodal apostolic exhortation of John Paul II Ecclesia in Africa
(14 September 1995). These three documents show respect to the spiritual and
religious values of the African peoples. They have a meaning in themselves as the
germs of the Word (semina Verbi) and they constitute the providential preparation for
evangelisation. A study of A study of these values is advisable and necessary since
they are the basis for a dialogue with the cultures and traditional religions of Africa
and they are important in the process of inculturation of Christianity in the cultural and
religious context of the African peoples.

However, it should be added that these values, like each culture, has to be
complemented and elevated (improved) in the light of the Gospel and the teaching of
the Church. Cardinal Francis Arinze in the mentioned letter states, that the African
traditional religions should not be idealized and the studies also have to show the
negative elements in religion and culture such as inadequate ideas on the objects of
worship, objectionable moral practices, degrading rites, polygamy, discrimination
against women, human sacrifice, rejection of twins (where these are practised). An
objective study will allow the heralds of the Gospel to learn about both the positive and
negative elements of culture and religion of the Africans (No. 14)."

In the apostolic exhortation Ecclesia in Africa John Paul II thinks that a
serene and prudent dialogue with African traditional religions will protect Catholics
from negative influences which condition the way of life of many of them and foster
the assimilation of positive values such as belief in a Supreme Being, Creator and
Judge; “values which — as the Pope states — are readily harmonized with the content of
faith”.

According to theologians, a dialogue with the spiritual and religious values of
the peoples of Africa can contribute both to mutual enrichment and to facilitating and
deepening of the missionary activity in Africa.” A theological evaluation of the African
spiritual and religious values has to be based on deepened ethnological and
religiological studies on the cultures and religions of particular peoples of Africa.

A characteristic feature of the religions of African peoples is lack of a distinct
border between the natural and supernatural worlds, the visible present world and the
other, invisible and eternal one, between the matter and the spirit, between the secular
sphere (profanum) and the religious one (sacrum). The Africans view life in a holistic
way. The African cultures are of religious character.”

One of the significant elements of the African tradition is a spiritual vision of
life and the world, according to which all beings of the visible nature are connected
with the invisible spiritual world. The philosophy of life among the African peoples is
based on the unity of the cosmos, where — through its structures and symbols — sacrum
is perceived and experienced. All supernatural beings (Supreme Being, deities, spirits
and ancestors), people and the nature participate in the continuity and unity of
cosmos.”

The cultural and religious values of the African peoples include sacredness of
life and respect for life, community life, fundamental importance of the family, respect
for the role and authority of the father of the family, sacredness of power, faithfulness,
solidarity, care of the elderly and the relatives in the family, the Supreme Being,
sacredness of the Earth, ancestor spirits, afterlife, prayer, sacrifice, rituals (e.g., rituals
of passage, annual rituals, crisis rituals), symbolism of worship practices and objects,
respect for the dignity of a human person, morality, consciousness of sin in the
individual and social dimensions, a need for purification and redress.’

The subject of the lecture is a brief and synthetic presentation of only certain
selected spiritual and religious values of the African peoples, namely sacredness of
life, community life, the notion of the Supreme Being, sacredness of the Earth,
ancestor spirits, morality.

1. Sacredness of life

Life, which is considered sacred, is the fundamental value of the African
peoples. Life is also the central notion in African cosmology. Each community is
above all oriented at life and its maintenance. The birth of a child is a great event both
for the parents and the community. This follows from the faith that life ultimately
comes from God, who is its source and giver. Hence, it is the greatest gift and good
that God can grant to man. The Africans enjoy life, respect it and consider long life to
be a blessing of supernatural beings. Any kind of behaviour aimed against life is a sin
in the social and moral sense. In rituals life is continually made sacred, restored and
multiplied. For the Africans, multiplying life is the greatest happiness, while
weakening it — the greatest unhappiness. Crisis rituals (like healing, purifying, anti-
witchcraft and rainmaking ones) enjoy great popularity, since they attempt to settle
critical situations and problems threatening the life of an individual and a social group.



In the traditional African society, contraceptives and abortion were used very seldom.
Murdering a member of the same clan is a serious offence and suicide is considered as
so-called bad death.”

2. Community life

The Africans live in a community. Instead of the Cartesian adagium Cogito
ergo sum (“I think, therefore I exist”), an African could say Cognatus ergo sum (“I am
a related by blood, therefore I exist”).8 Father in the understanding of the Africans is
not only a biological parent, and mother is not only a woman who gave birth.
According to the classificatory system of kinship, a man calls all men of his generation
within a lineage “brothers”, and all men of one generation higher or lower — “fathers”
or “sons”, respectively. Therefore, in the social meaning, an African can have a
number of “fathers”, “brothers” and “sons” as well as many “mothers”, “sisters”, and
“daughters”. The family where an African lives is a compound or joint family. It is
composed of more than one (basic, nuclear) family appearing in a monogamous or
polygynous form (where a man has more than one wife), which includes the husband
with one or many wives and their offspring. For example, the Konkomba live in
homesteads consisting of a number of round huts joined by a one-metre-high wall, in
this way forming a closed unity in the shape of a circle. Each such homestead is
inhabited by about 20-30 people (sometimes more), who belong to a few small families
of brothers or sons. The inhabitants of the homesteads are joined in so-called minor or
major lineages. A few minor and major lineages make a clan. A joint family, a lineage
or a clan include the living, those that have not been born yet and those that have died.
The social structure, the sense of community spirit and the sense of solidarity among
the Africans favour the creation of a large family in the Christian sense.’

3. Supreme Being

The African peoples consider God to be the supreme among all the
supranatural beings. According to a Kenyan theologian and religiologist John Samuel
Mbiti, this is “the most general and fundamental idea of God in all African
communities”.'” The African knowledge about God is expressed in names, myths,
prayers, rituals, songs and proverbs. For the peoples of Africa, God is inseparably
connected with everyday life, which is well expressed in the proverb known among the
Ashanti people (Ghana): “Nobody shows the Supreme Being to a child”. It means that
each African, even a child, knows God almost instinctively and naturally.”

The notion of Supreme Being is probably familiar to all peoples of sub-
Saharan Africa. This being is a real, spiritual, transcendent and immanent one,

therefore, both distant and close as well as active. In the theory, God is transcendent to
the Africans, while in practise He is immanent.'* As the first and ultimate cause, God
is the creator of all things, the giver of life and the one who keeps it. God is the
ultimate source of power, authority and moral order. Although many African peoples
worship the Supreme Being in individual prayers, especially in case of great need,
danger and crisis, it is relatively seldom that this cult is extended, regular, all-important
and of community character. Sacrifice of animals are seldom made to the Supreme
Being. Shrines and altars devoted to God and the priests worshipping Him can be met
only among some peoples (Dogon, Ashanti, Kikuyu, Shona and Venda). The Supreme
Being is not presented in the material form, either, for example as statues, figures,
masks or pictures."

According to the beliefs of the Konkomba people from northern Ghana,
Uwumbor is the Supreme Being, the creator of earth, sky, spirits, people and all things.
Uwumbor is the ruler (etymologically, the name Uwumbor comes from the word ubor
— ruler), the source and giver of life and the moral law-maker. The Konkomba are also
acquainted with the images concerning the cosmic binomial, which is the cosmic pair
of sky — earth. Uwumbor is the son of the Earth deity Kiting and the atmospheric sky
god Kitalangban, who fertilises the earth with rain. The heavenly god Kitalangban was
probably the Supreme Being and his place has been now taken by god Uwumbor.
Contrary to the assertions of the Konkomba that god Uwumbor should be called at the
very beginning of all rituals, it turns out that actually they refer much more often to the
beings of a lower order, who are closer to them. Therefore, they firstly refer to the
Earth spirits, the clan’s protective spirits and ancestor spirits, and only secondly then
also to the protective spirits of the homestead, the spirits of particular persons (nwiin),
the spirits of the bush and the twin spirits. These spirits are the servants and
messengers of god Uwumbor as well as mediators between him and people.'*

Among the Kerebe people from the island of Bukerebe (Tanzania, in Swahili
Ukerewe), Namuhanga (etymologically, from the word kuhanga — to create) is the
Supreme Being, sovereign (ruler) and creator. God Namuhanga is associated with the
sun and that is why he is called Izoba (the sun) or Kalyoba (etymologically, this name
probably comes from the Bantu stem *yiiba or *jiiba = the sun)."” During the prayers
and offerings, the ritual specialist sometimes turns towards the sun. While studying the
rainmaking rituals among this people, I was able to find out that their prayers referred
to the ancestors (abakuru, abagurusi) more frequently than to the Supreme Being
Namuhanga, although it is just Namuhanga who is the ultimate cause of rain.'®

The present two examples of the concept of the Supreme Being, documented
in my studies among the Konkomba and the Kerebe peoples, sufficiently justify the
general conclusion that the notion of the Supreme Being cannot be identified with
monotheism in the strict meaning of this word. The beliefs of the African peoples point



to the theistic character of their religion, where both monotheistic and polytheistic
elements can occur in different degrees.'”

4. Sacredness of the Earth

The Earth, as one of nature’s elements occupies an exceptional place in
beliefs and cult of the Konkomba and many other Voltaic peoples inhabiting the basin
of the river Volta and the peoples living in other areas of Western Africa. The African
peoples consider the Earth to be the foundation of life and an inexhaustible source of
different kinds of existence. The Earth is the mother, feeding everything. The
cyclically revived nature and the very mystery of life contributed to the sacralization
and mythologization of the Earth and its vital force, which is shown in the beliefs and
rituals of many peoples and nations.'® In the religious meaning, for the African peoples
the Earth is the divinity, spirit, the source of life principles, fertility, well-being, and
richness. Many of the Voltaic peoples consider the Earth to be Heaven’s wife.
According to the Konkomba, the Earth Kiting is the god Uwumbor’s mother. Kiting is
an individual and universal deity for all the Konkomba. Nowadays, the notion of this
deity and its cult in the universal sense is not clearly manifested in the beliefs and
rituals of the Konkomba from the Saboba region.19 However, each clan has an Earth
shrine, called litingbaln, which symbolizes and manifests the presence of the local
Earth spirit, the guardian of all the inhabitants of a given clan. The local Earth spirits
have male or female character.”® The deity Kiting, which has a universal character, is
then manifested in the multitude of Earth spirits, protectors of particular Konkomba
clans. The Earth spirit is worshipped in the Earth shrines of individual clans. The Earth
priest (utindaan) is the guardian of the Earth shrine and he offers sacrifices to the Earth
spirit in the name of whole clan.”

Among the Voltaic peoples, the Earth is associated with definite commands
and prohibitions. For the Konkomba, the Earth spirit is the source of life and the giver
of fertility, he guarantees peace and social-moral order. He hates any act of violence
and injustice, any instance of breaking the social order and violating specific bans,
namely the taboos, which he punishes with shortage of agricultural products, famine,
infertility, drought, or illness. The punishment executed by the Earth spirit can be
inflicted upon particular clan members, the whole family, or all the inhabitants of the
village. Propitiatory offerings have to be made in order to stop the punishment or to
repair the consequences. Shedding blood over the soil*?, murder™, adultery and any
kind of sexuat intercourse outside the house, in the bush, or on cultivated land defile
and offend the Earth.**

The short analysis of the sacredness of the Earth among the Konkomba®
clearly points out that the Earth is regarded as the fundament and source of life, and the

giver of fertility. The clan Earth shrine symbolizes and manifests the local Earth spirit,
the guardian of all inhabitants of a given clan. The Earth spirit is the warrantor of the
social and moral order. The importance of the local Earth spirits in the social and
religious life of the Konkomba follows from the fact, that they links the members of a
given clan with a given territory, in this way justifying their heritable right to inhabit
and use the land they occupy.

4. Ancestor spirits

Although the spirits of dead ancestors occupy the lowest place in the
ontological hierarchy of supranatural beings, they still perform an extremely important
role in the religious and social life of African peoples. The importance of ancestors
results from the fact that they are considered to be ever present and alive members of
the community although through their death they actually left this community. The
worship that they receive results from the position they occupy both in this and the
other worlds. The living as well as the dead are members of the African community.
The African peoples both recognise and question the destructive work of death. A
human being dies but he still lives; he is “a living dead”, using the term introduced by
of Mbiti.”® Ancestors, as mediators between the Supreme Being and the living, take an
active part in the community life and they affect the fate of the living. They create the
strongest bond linking people with the spiritual world. It is just through them the
spiritual, invisible world becomes close and personal to people. Ancestors accompany
their living relatives in all more important moments of individual and social life. They
interfere into the existence of an individual, a family and a lineage, a tribe and a people
(ancestors of rulers). Ancestors are guardians of family matters and the clan-tribe
tradition. They also guarantee respecting and observing ethic norms and the rules of
customary law. Ancestors symbolize continuity of the social structure. Among the
Konkomba they make sacred the patrilineal social order based on the principle of
kinship and primogeniture.*’

The importance of ancestors is reflected in funeral rituals, which express the
bond between the dead and the living and make it possible for the dead to pass to the
land of ancestors and to reach the status of ancestors. A distinction should be made
between the dead and the ancestors; the cult of the dead, who are not yet the spiritual
supranatural beings, and the cult of ancestors, who became spirits, that is the beings
belonging to the spiritual world and with whom communication can be established on
the spiritual level. Death itself is not a sufficient condition to reach the status of an
ancestor. Among many African communities it is necessary to start a family and have
children. Among the Konkomba only elderly people (both men and women) — because
of their age, social status and offspring — can reach the status of ancestors after death. It



is indispensable to carry out all the necessary rites of the first and second funeral and to
raise the dead to the dignity and role of the ancestor in a formal way.*®

The will of the ancestors can be revealed through the mediums, ritual
specialists, diviners or directly during sleep.”” In their prayers, sacrifice and rituals, the
descendants ask ancestors for help or for the absolution from sins and offences against
the moral code and ritual obligations. It seems correct to state that the ancestors and the
living need each other in order to survive and live. The living are concerned about the
existence of ancestors and — likewise — the ancestors want their descendants to live. An
African makes offerings to the ancestors, thinking about his own immortality. He is
aware that he lives in his descendants and in his ancestors.*

Not all descendants can have the same influence on the fate of the living. A
significant ancestor is the one who enjoyed a high social status during his life, so he
was the chief of a lineage or a clan, a renowned specialist or a ruler. The cult of
ancestors is therefore rooted in the relations and institutions of household community,
kinship and descent.”’ Relationships towards the ancestors are not the only
continuation of social relationships, which — after death — are raised to the level of
faith, ritual and symbolism. Besides, some African theologians emphasize the
importance of good and sacred life in the moral and social sense, which means the life
consistent with the order established by God and ancestors for the sake of reaching a
high position in the hierarchy of ancestors after death.’”

To sum up, it can be stated that the ancestor cult belongs to the religious
sphere and has a crucial social importance. The ancestors make the social order sacred,
they support the authority of the elders and guarantee the respect and observance of the
binding moral norms and rules of the customary law. John Paul II, in the Apostolic
exhortation Ecclesia in Africa includes the ancestor cult in the values of the African
religion and asks a question whether it is not a foretaste of the faith in the communion
of saints.”

6. Morality

Among all African peoples we encounter a codified system of definite
regulations, orders and bans, which regulate the life of an individual and the
community. The customary law and the moral norms are also, though not exclusively,
sanctioned by religious beliefs. A catalogue of recommended norms of conduct, which
means virtues, and bans, that is sins, can vary among particular peoples but it exists
everywhere. There is no clear border between a social offence (against the community)
and a religious offence (against supranatural beings). They are the ultimate guarantee
of the cosmic and social order and the observance of the moral order both in individual
and community life.**

Among the African peoples a distinction should be made between the ritual
aspect of sin and its moral aspect. In the ritual sense, a sin is a conscious or
unconscious transgression of definite regulations, orders and bans that have cultic and
customary character. It is connected with the notion of ritual impurity and taboo. In the
moral sense on the other hand, a sin as moral evil is a thoughtful offence against the
universal order of cosmos and against an individual, the community and such
supranatural beings as the Supreme Beings, deities, spirits and ancestor spirits.”

Among the nonliterate peoples of Africa, the moral orders and their
transgression in the form of a sin are sanctioned in different ways. Many peoples of
Africa consider the Supreme Being to be the main guardian of law, order and the moral
code, but only some of them (for example, the Bambuti Pygmies, Batwa and Bacva
Pygmoides, Ruanda, Kikuyu, Nuer, Yoruba, Kimbu and others) notice its direct
involvement in keeping the moral order and see a sin as insult of this Being by an
individual or a group. On the other hand, a considerable number of African peoples
(for instance, Nkole, Azande, Lugbara, Nyakyusa, Dinka, Suazi, Kalabari, LoDagaa,
Tallensi, Konkomba) regard deities, spirits, ancestors and their representatives (the
elders, rulers, priests) to be the guardians of morality. There is a double responsibility:
individual and collective, which arises from the human and cosmic solidarity.
Therefore the guilty people and the other members of the community can be punished
(for example, among the peoples of Ewe from Togo, Lugbara from Uganda and Nuer
from Sudan). However, the social aspect of morality of the African peoples is
prominent. *°

African peoples believe that a human being is punished for his sins principally
during his earthly life. What is considered as punishment for sins are great misfortunes,
disasters, poverty, disease and death, especially so-called bad death, which means a
premature death, suicide, death at delivery, drowning or death by lightening.
According to the beliefs of these peoples, a sin brings the state of impurity,
contamination, isolation and threat both in the physical and spiritual sense to man and
indirectly also to the whole community. In order to do away with the physical and
spiritual state caused by sin and with the consequences of sin they use such purifying
rites as ablution, shaving off hair on the head, a bath in the river, oil application on the
body, ritual sweeping, sprinkling and pouring with water. Besides, the state of physical
and spiritual impurity caused by sin is removed with prayers, fasting, confession of
sins and propitiatory sacrifice.”’

Generally speaking, we can state that the Africans know definite moral
principles and norms, which are socially and religiously sanctioned. They are
acquainted with the notion of good and evil as well as a reward and punishment. The
Africans have a sense of sin in the ritual and moral sense; they accept the necessity of



expiation and redress for the committed evil and for trespassing of the social and moral
order.
sksksk

In the present lecture I have chosen and — out of necessity — briefly discussed
the following values: the sacredness of life, community life, the notion of the Supreme
Being, sacredness of the Earth, ancestor spirits, morality. These values, like each
culture, require to be complemented and improved in the light of the Gospel and the
teaching of the Church. They find the deepest justification in African traditional
religions, which determine the identity of particular peoples and which play a crucial
role in their life. The religious attitude of the Africans dominate in the world of
notions, experience and attitudes to life. Studying the spiritual and religious values of
the African peoples if recommended and necessary since these values are the basis of a
fruitful dialogue with their cultures and religions. Besides, they serve better
proclaiming of the Good News among the Africans and its inculturation in Africa.
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