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T R AD IT IO N AL RELIGIOUS BELIEFS A N D  SPIRITUAL 

CHURCHES IN  G H A N A : A PRELIMINARY STATEMENT

by K ofi Asare Opoku*

Rudolf O tto , in his book, "Das H e il ig e " ,  defines re lig io n  as "the 
experience o f the h o ly . " He c a lle d  this experience  a "mysterium tremendurr. 
fascinosum" -  an a w e -in sp irin g  m ystery, a fascina ting  m ystery. A l l  such 
experience o f the ho ly  was characte rized  as "num inous", fo r they are induced 
by the reve la tion  o f an aspect o f d iv in e  pow er. This "experience  o f the h o ly "  
constitutes a ve rita b le  m atrix from w hich  a il tha t men c a ll good, true and 
beautifu l take th e ir o r ig in . It is also an experience  w h ich  defies adequate 
o b je c t if ic a tio n , and hence every re lig io n  has to be approached w ith  considerable 
cau tion , and in terms o f its own perspective . Such an en ligh tened  approach 
would y ie ld  p ro fitab le  results for scholarship as w e ll as human understanding much 
more than the often biased and thoroughly m isleading accounts tha t have been 
made o f A frica n  tra d itio n a l re lig io n . The many op in iona ted  assertions and the 
rather heavy label "p r im it iv e " ,  w hich  was a ttached to tra d itio n a l re lig io n , made 
it  seem to be an obsolete re lig io n , a fossil re lig io n , w hich  had no re levance fo r 
contemporary A frica n s . But the evidence points to the c o n tra ry .

T rad itiona l A frica n  re lig io n  is part o f the re lig ious heritage  o f m ankind, 
it  has something universal about i t ,  like  a ll  re lig ions ; but in a d d itio n  there is 
something o f loca l o rig in  w hich gives it its d is tin c tiv e  A frica n  fla v o u r, it  needs 
hard ly to be stressed that to those who practise th is re lig io n , it is the recogn ition  
o f a superhuman c o n tro llin g  power w hich  commands th e ir  obed ience . This power 
is symbolized in a Supreme Being, who is o ften  in covenant re la tionsh ip  w ith  a 
tr ib e ; but at the same tim e , ind iv idua ls  could  c a li on him in personal terms. 
W illia m  Temple has pointed out th a t: "Every re lig io n  m aintains tha t it is not on ly  
a state o f mind in those who practise i t ,  but an apprehension o f a Truth w h ich  is 
independent o f th e ir  minds a ltoge the r; and its w hole s ig n ifica n ce  fo r them lies in 
th is " .  ‘ For a fu rther word on re lig io n  we turn our a tte n tio n  to  W illia m  C an tw e ll 
Smith who w ro te : "W hat we v iew  in contem pla ting  re lig io n  lies not o n ly  below
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us, s tre tch ing  on and on w ith o u t bounds, but around us. And not o n ly  does it 
l ie  passively; here is something a c t iv e ,  momentous, w ith  its own in i t ia t iv e " .^

In re lig io n  we encounter an a ll-e m b ra c in g  phenomenon w h ich  is a t the n e rve - 
centre  o f every  c u ltu re , and to understand a people and to app rec ia te  its way 
o f l i fe ,  one cannot do w ith o u t a thorough know ledge o f th e ir  re lig io n .

A close observation w i l l  show that socia l o rg an iza tio n  is re fle c ted  in 
re lig io us  b e lie f  and p ra c tic e . In our tra d itio n a l re lig io n , the essential exercise 
o f r itu a l and the functions o f p riesthood, at the lowest le v e l, are centred in the 
Elder or head o f fa m ily  (A busuapanyin ). A t the highest leve l is the head o f 
s ta te , the O hene or O m anhene, just as in the p o lit ic a l o rg an iza tio n  the Omanhene 
is the p o lit ic a l head, a t the to p , and the "A busuapanyin11 represents the fa m ily  at 
the c h ie f's  c o u n c il and oversees his own fa m ily .

In the area o f w orsh ip , at the highest le v e l, is the Supreme Being, and 
then there is a g rada tion  o f lesser gods and sp ir its , as w e ll as the sp irits  o f the 
dead. The Supreme Being is id e n tif ie d  by a name and is thought o f in personal 
term s. Among his names are the fo llo w in g ; Ga -  "N y o n m o "; Eve -  "M a w u "; 
Mamprusi -  " iN a w u n i" ; Frafra -  "N a a y in e " ; G onja  -  "E boore"; Akan -  "O n y a m e ", 
Inc luded in his many a ttr ib u tes  among the Akans, for exam ple , are; Odomankoma -  
C re a to r, the A l l  G race G iv e r ,  or He who a lone is fu ll o f abundance; Tweduampong -  
one leans on Him w ith  com plete sa fe ty ; Borebore -  A rc h ite c t o f Being, M aker o f 
a ll  th ings.

The Supreme Being is accessible  but in v is ib le  to  a l l ,  as the Akans say i f  
one wants to  speak to  G o d , he should te l l  it to  the w in d . He is b e lie ve d  to  be a 
God o f jus tice  and fa irness, and the maxim says tha t since God does not lik e  
w ickedness, He gave each creature  a nam e. His u n fa ilin g  providence is enshrined 
in the maxim i f  God gives you a cup o f w ine and an e v il-m in d e d  person k icks  it 
o v e r, he f i l ls  it  up a ga in ; w h ile  His power over c rea tion  is a ffirm ed  in the m axim , 
the earth  is g reat but God is c h ie f.

There are no temples fo r the Supreme Being, and the e xp lan a tio n  cou ld  be 
th a t since He is everywhere it w ou ld  be foo lish  to  co n fin e  Him to one p la c e , M o re - 
Over He is accessib le  to  a ll  and does not need priests o r mediums. Communal prayers 
to  Him are rather rare , but th is cou ld  be an expression o f the b e lie f  th a t everyone 
has a d ire c t access to  O nyam e. A cco rd ing  to  Akan b e lie f ,  for exam ple , God gives 
"n k ra b e a ", d e s tin y , and th is fa c t relates God d ire c t ',  to the in d iv id u a l. So then

1 . The M eaning  and End o f R e lig io n , M entor bon!
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every in d iv id u a l has the rig h t o f d ire c t access to  O nyam e; hence the maxim: 
no man's path crosses another m an's.

The Supreme Being is good, but He does not brook e v il and w ickedness. 
What A fo la b i O jo  w rote  about "O lo d u m a re " o f the Yoruba  ̂ cou ld  w ith  equal 
ju s tifica tio n  be said about the tribes in Ghana and th e ir  conception  o f the 
Supreme Being. He w ro te :

"In O lodum are they found the fin a l answer to  a ll  the 
problems o f l ife  and l iv in g .  A l l-w is e ,  a ll-k n o w in g ,
Judge, Im m o rta l. He was not associated w ith  the sky,
He was not a nature d e ity  or a Sky God as observers 
m istaken ly th o u g h t. Rather he was associated w ith  
the w orld  beyorrd, o f w h ich  the sky was the g a te , and 
the w orld  w h ich  was the last abode o f the se ttled  sp irits  
o f ancestors who had p rev ious ly  wandered through many 
tem porary hom es............

Therefore by v ir tu e  o f his inaccessib le  abode w h ich  was 
detached from the im m ediate e nv ironm ent, O lo run  was 
worshipped and p ro p itia te d  most o f the tim e through m inor 
d e itie s . For the same reason n e ith e r images nor temples 
o f him are known to have been m ade. N everthe less he 
was c a lle d  upon both in the em ergencies o f life  and in 
the o rd in a ry  day to  day blessings and invocations and 
sa lu ta tions . As a result O lo run  came in to  co n ta c t w ith  
Yoruba life  a t many po in ts , thereby showing tha t he was 

ind igenously  conce ived  and not borrowed through cu ltu re  
c o n ta c t"

Busia w ro te :

The A sh a n ti, lik e  o ther Akan tr ib e s , esteem the Supreme 

Being and the Ancestors fa r more above gods and am ule ts. . . .
The gods are trea ted  w ith  respect i f  they d e liv e r  the goods 

and w ith  contem pt i f  they fa i l ;  it  is the Supreme Being and 
the Ancestors who are trea ted  w ith  reverence and w ith  aw e .

1 . Yoruba C u ltu re , U n ive rs ity  o f Ife & U n ive rs ity  o f London Press, 1966.

2. Position o f the C h ie f in the M odern P o lit ic a l D evelopm ent o f A sh an ti, 
O xford  1951.
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W hat is the basis o f the respect and aw e ?  The ancestors are b e lieve d  to be our 
predecessors and elders and fo r tha t reason they command our respect. In t ra d i
tio n a l A fr ic a n  s o c ie ty , and s t il l  to a large e x te n t in the present, o ld  age had a 
touch o f v e n e ra b il i ty . M oreover the 'ancestors en te r in to  a s p ir itu a l state a fte r 
death and since th is puts them in close touch w ith  the real essence o f th ings they can 

see and know more than the liv in g  and are therefore  in a position  to  m ediate 
betw een them and the Supreme Being.

N o t a ll  ancestors how ever serve as m ediators between the liv in g  and the 
Supreme Being. It is the good and g rea t ancestors, those who have led exem plary 
liv e s , who become "Nananom  N sam am pon", the good and great ancestors.
D r. J .B .  Danquah c ites  ev idence in the High C ourt o f A c c ra , tha t o f 31 kings 
who had ruled a p a rtic u la r  state in a period o f some 500 years, o n ly  8 had been 
adjudged good and had been- honoured as ancestors. The rest had just passed away 
and th e ir  descendants were on ly  rem inded o f them but not expected  to fo llo w  th e ir  
e x a m p le .

The fa c t o f s e le c t iv ity  has led many to  like n  the A fric a n s ' a ttitu d e  towards 
th e ir  ancestors to the C hris tian  idea o f sa in thood. Parrinder^ suggests tha t the 
a ttitu d e  towards the various gradations or classes o f sp ir itu a l beings m ight be 
expressed a pp ro x im a te ly  in terms used in Roman C a th o lic  th e o lo g y . Thus he suggests 
" d u l ia " ,  w h ich  is the reverence or homage paid to  the saints and angels, fo r th is 
w ou ld  approxim ate  the re la tio n sh ip  to  the ancestors. And as to w hether the 
a ttitu d e  towards the ancestors amounts to w orsh ip , Professor Abraham m aintains 
th a t, "The rites o f ancestor worship are not rites o f w orship but method o f 
co m m un ica tio n . There is no fe e lin g  o f seIf-abasem ent and se lf-n e g a tio n  on the 
part o f the liv in g  during  such r i t e s " . ^ But w ha tever the re la tio n sh ip  between the 
ancestors and the liv in g  may be , the essential p o in t is th a t fhe ancestors cannot be 
separated from b e lie f  in the Supreme Being.

The lesser gods are also b e lie ve d  to  be messengers or ch ild re n  o f the Supreme 
Being, and they usua lly  reside in the environm ent o f the p eo p le . M ircea  Eliade 
points o u t: "For homo re lig io us  e ve ryw here , a ll  nature is capable o f revea ling
its e lf as cosmic s a c ra lity . The cosmos in its e n tire ly  can become a h ie ro p h a n y .

1. A fric a n  T ra d itio n a l R e lig io n , Hutchison 1954,

2 . The M ind  o f A f r ic a , W e iden fe id  and N ico lson  1962 p . 63.

3 . The Sacred and fhe Profane, Harper Torchbook e d it io n , 1961 .
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By hierophony he means the a c t o f the m an ifesta tion  o f the sacred.

It is in teresting  to juxtapose E liade 's statement w ith  the lines:

"The heathen in his blindness Bows down to  wood 

and stone . "

What is invo lved  is not the worship o f stones or w ood, it  is rather that the 
sacred can m anifest its e lf in stones or trees. The experience  shows something 
that is no longer stone or tree but the SACRED. Men bow before these natura l 
oojects because they are h ie rophanies, to use Rudolf O tto 's  expression, they 
ore something "ganz a n d e re ". E liade fu rthe r e lu c ida tes  this p o in t:

%

"W hat we fin d  as soon as we p lace ourselves in the

perspective o f re lig ious  man ........................................
is that rhe w orld  exists because it was crea ted  by the 
gods, and that the existence o f the w orld  its e lf "means" 
som ething, wants to say som ething, tha t the w orld  is 
ne ither opaque nor m ute, that it is not an ine rt th in g , 
w ith o u t purpose or s ig n ific a n c e . For homo relig iosus 
the cosmos lives and speaks. The mere life  o f the cosmos 
is proof o f its s a n c tity , since the cosmos was crea ted  by 
the gods and the gods show themselves to  men through 

cosmic Iife  .

It is b e lieved  that these gods constitu te  ce rta in  portions o f the power and 
v irtue  of the Supreme Being w h ich  are sent to men to  a id  them in th e ir  d a ily  lives 
and that it is through the in te rve n tio n  o f priests, who are the guardians o f these 
gods, that the b o u n t y  o f the Supreme Being reaches men. But it  seems tha t the 
gods are somehow enslaved in r itu a l,  fo r when the co rrec t r ite  has been perform ed, 
the rec ip ien t o f the rite  is le ft w ith  l i t t le  cho ice  but to  com ply w ith  the request.

Personal r itu a l plays an im portant role in the life  o f homo re lig iosus.
I hese ritua ls centre around the crises o f life  -  b ir th ,  p ub e rty , m arriage and d ea th . 

At puberty, w h ich  amounts to s p ir itu a l m atu rin g , the sacred, death and se xua lity  
are revealed to the in it ia te .  And a t d ea th , the rites w h ich  are perform ed carry  
the soul r itu a lly  to its new abode, w l cue a new sp ir itu a l existence beg ins.

1 • Ibid,  p. 1 65.
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I hen there are s p ir itu a l fo rces, among w h ich  may be m entioned m ag ic, 
w h ich  is the a ttem pt to force the numen to  grant what is desired. It may be 
m entioned tha t as a rule m agicians have very l i t t le  to do w ith  the cu ltu s . In 
contrast to m agic is re lig io n , w h ich  is submission or worship o f the d iv in e  power 
upon w h ich  man feels dependent.

S p iritu a l Churches

Most o f these churches broke away from h is to rica l or m issionary founded 
chu rches, and o ther independent A fric a n  churches in search o f a more "s p ir itu a l"  
w ay o f life  and w orsh ip . A leader o f one o f the sp iritu a l churches rep lied  in 
response to  the question why s p ir itu a l church: "We are d irec ted  by the Holy
S p ir it .  I f  the S p irit does not reveal something to  us we do not do i t .  A l l  that 
we do is by re v e la tio n . How can we he lp  people except by the sp irit o f G od.
In Acts 19 :2 , the Apostle  Paul asked the people a t Ephesus, "d id  you receive 
the s p ir it when you b e lie v e d ?  We have rece ived  the s p ir it ,  you can te ll by our 
a c tio n s . "

Studies made o f such b re ak-aw ay churches e lsew here, fo r exam ple in 
South A f r ic a ,  ind ica te  tha t the fa c t o f w h ite  dom ination  has a great deal to do 
w ith  the emergence o f many o f the separatist churches. Sundkler^ described such 
churches as "E th io p ia n "; the o thers, "Z io n is t" ,  are pure ly  re v iv a lis tic  in o rig in  
and patterned a fte r  the independent denom inations and Churches o f A fro -A m ericans 
in the U n ited  States. In G hana, there is l i t t le  or no evidence o f the form er, that 
is, E thiopianism ; the la tte r may how ever have its counterparts here.

The reason fo r the rapid rise o f these churches are many and v a rie d , and 
a tte n tio n  can o n ly  be paid to a few for the purposes o f this a r t ic le .  A study 
conducted  by the Presbyterian Church o f Ghana gave the fo llo w in g  reasons:
These churches procla im  w ith  considerable strength what m iracles happen in th e ir 
churches; they o ffe r people what they want w hether b ib l ic a l ly  good or no t.
A  ve ry  im portant p o in t, how ever, is that they care for peop le , everybody is asked 
about his personal needs -  sp ir itu a l or m ate ria l -  and prayed fo r. People are 
assured o f sa lva tion  and he lp  and proofs and guarantees are also g iv e n . A large

1 , Bantu Prophets in South A fr ic a , 2nd e d it io n , O xfo rd  1961 .
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number o f Christians jo in  sp ir itu a l churches because they are disappointed w ith  
the ir form er churches. The com pla in t is often a ired  that there is no sp iritua l 
power, that worship is d u l l ,  that church agents are hypocrites and that there 
is not s u ffic ie n t prayer in the o ld  churches. Such persons therefore  seek younger 
and more zealous re lig io us  fe llo w s h ip .

M any non-C hris tians  fin d  th e ir way eas ily  Into these churches because 
the ir worship is less in te lle c tu a l,  the educationa l standard o f the ministers are 
usually low er and there is less respect for the status o f peop le . M oreover 
regulations are not too s tr ic t and converts are q u ic k ly  adm itted  to baptism .
Their worship is usua lly  ve ry  appea ling  and people take an a c tiv e  part in i t ,  
and besides, the services are enriched by d an c in g , h and-c lapp ing  and the use 
o f rhythm ic instrum ents. The great stress on the Bible is rem iniscent o f the 
Reformation and its ideal o f "back to  the S crip tu res '."! It must be emphasized 
that th e ir  appeal to the Bible does not necessarily lead to conduct that is s tr ic tly  
and essentia lly  o f b ib lic a l in sp ira tio n , nevertheless it may be noted tha t the 
appeal is constan tly  to the B ib le  and not to trad ition s  and regu la tions. The 
absence o f tra d itio n s  may be a hand icap , but a t least it frees them to select 
w hatever is desirable and useful for th e ir  peop le . A lso by th e ir  d iv in e  h e a lin g , 
which plays a predom inant role  in a ll  the sp ir itu a l churches, they are help ing 
to draw a tte n tio n  to  the s p ir itu a l side o f sickness and h e a lin g .

On the w h o le , the developm ent o f sp iritu a l churches cou ld  be seen as a 
response to  the changing tim es, an a ttem pt to  answer to the needs and crises o f 
the contem porary w o r ld . The s p ir itu a l churches do serve the purpose o f re 
o rien ting  ce rta in  in d iv id u a ls , who otherw ise w ould  have gone o ff  the c lif f ,b a c k  
into so c ie ty , and he lp  them to  m ain ta in  socia l and personal e q u ilib r iu m . A lso , 
in responding to  such needs as p rom otion , need for jobs, successful business under
ta k ing , these churches demonstrate the e ffe c t o f socia l change on contem porary l i fe .  
For, needs have changed w ith  the im pingem ent' o f  in d u s tr ia liz a tio n , u rb a n iza tio n , 

population growth and the increase o f con tac t w ith  the outside w o rld .

T h e o lo g ica lly  speaking, the sp ir itu a l churches a ttem pt to  do w hat the 
h is torica l churches have o ften  fa ile d  to do: to  g ra ft the Gospel on to  A frica n  
tra d itio n , and thus show ing, in e ffect, that c u ltu ra l c o n tin u ity  is ve ry  much

1 . In most cases, the B ib le  is the o n ly  literature possessed by members and the 
Holy Book remains the on ly  sou: e o f le g itim a tio n  in th e ir  posture against 

the h is to rica l churches.
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e x ta n t; for much o f the o lder life  s t i l l  persists and is g iven  a place in C hris tian  
life  and w orsh ip . Indigenous be lie fs  are o ften  syncre tized  w ith  C hris tian  and 
Islam ic b e lie fs . A lle n  and M ary Sp ifzer w ro te : "When one re lig ious  structure
is superimposed upon a no the r, an o lder re lig ious s truc tu re , a reo rgan iza tion  o f 
re lig io us  expression occurs. There is a tendency foi the symbols o f e a r lie r  
b e lie fs  ro grow through the o ve rla y  o f new concepts, resulting in a syncre tic  
fusion o f what are regarded to  be absolutes in both systems, w h ich  may or may
not be in c o n f l ic t "   ̂ Busia also w rote : ............  "as one watches the d a ily
lives and a c tiv it ie s  o f the people and takes account o f the rites connected w ith  
m arriage , b ir th , d ea th , w idow hood, harvest and ins ta lla tions  to tra d itio n a l 
o ffic e s , once learns tha t a great deal o f the normal communal a c t iv it ie s  o f the 
converts lie  outside th e ir  C hristian a c t iv it ie s ,  and that for a ll fh e ir  in flu e n c e , 
the C hris tian  churches are s t i l l  a l ie n  ins titu tions in trud ing  upon but not in tegra ted  
w ith  the socia l in s titu tio n s ."?

W hat needs to  be apprec ia ted  is that what the missionaries brought to 
A fr ic a  and elsewhere was not o n ly  the G ospe l, but the values and techniques o f 
an e n tire  c iv i l iz a t io n ,  and tha t no cu ltu re  worth its name w ould nor resist to  some 
degree, tine invasion o f another c u ltu re , no m atter how many benefits  and 
advantages the invasion m ight b rin g . In a major sense we could  look a t the 
s p ir itu a l churches as the response o f one to ta l cu ltu re  to ano ther, fo r they combine
in themselves the acceptance and resistance, on the part o f A frica n s , o f w hat the
missionaries b rough t, hence o f C h ris tia n ity  and westernism .

R eflection  o f A fric a n  b e lie fs  in S p iritu a l Churches

C lose ly  re la ted  to  tra d itio n a l re lig ious b e lie fs  are those in v o lv in g  m edical 
p ractices and the tw o concepts are so in te rtw in e d  tha t attempts a t m edica l cure 
o rig in a te  in re lig ious  p rac tices . rhe b e lie f is f irm ly  held tha t "since every illness 
has a s p ir itu a l cause, it should be d ea lt w ith  's p ir itu a lly '

I , "R e lig ious reo rgan iza tion  among the M ontana B la c k fe e t" in S ocio logy o f

R e lig io n , ed. K nudten, Richard D A p p le to n , C entury and C ro fts , N ew  York 
1967.

2 . Sekondi Takoradi Survey 1951, p ..

3 . Baeta, C .G .  Prophefism in Gihana M 1965, p . 55.
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As in tra d itio n a l re lig ious b e lie f  every serious illness is b e lie ve d  to  be caused 
by some sin and some atonem ent has to be made before hea ling  and recovery 
can proceed, The leader o f the Memeneda G y id ifo  (the Saviour Church) 

expresses h im self thus: "M y  main aim  is not to heal but to  p reach . H ow ever,

i f  people come fo r hea ling  I rece ive  them and pray for them . I a lw ays ask 
them firs t o f a ll  to  confess th e ir  sins w h ich  they have com m itted , because 
every serious illness is caused by some s in . O c c a s io n a lly  we hold fasts to  a id  
the prayers for hea ling  " J  This p ra c tice  o f confessing sins is the rule w ith  
medical p rac tice  by herbalists and priests a t shrines who engage in h e a lin g .

U sually a sa c rific e  is made to  atone fo r the sins o f the p a tie n t, and 
e ithe r a fow l or sheep, depending on the g ra v ity  o f the illness, is slaughtered 
e ithe r before or a fte r h e a lin g . This is rem iniscent o f the p ra c tice  in the .’ lurch 
of Messiah o f the "Ram O ffe r in g " .  *The p a tie n t o ffers a s a c r if ic ia l anim al and 
through the s a c r if ic ia l r itu a l he is supposed to  p a rtic ip a te  in and realise the 
forgiveness o f G o d . The shedding o f the b lood  sym bolizes the s a c r if ic ia l an im al 
going up to G od; the person m aking the o ffe rin g  thus id e n tif ie s  h im self w ith  the 
s a c rific ia l v ic t im  and through th is a c t a re c o n c ilia tio n  is e ffe c te d  between him 
and G od , and th is e ith e r  prepares the w ay for hea ling  or assures even tua l 
recovery ,

In connection  w ith  the "Ram O ffe r in g " ,  there is a symbolism w h ich  
needs to be taken in fo  a c c o u n t. A fte r  the ram has been s a c rif ic e d , the legs, 
head and neck are presented to  the S p iritu a l Father or leader o f the C hurch .
This represents a c a rry -o v e r from tra d itio n a l s a c r if ic ia l r itu a l a t shrines in w h ich  
the a forem entioned parts o f the s a c r if ic ia l v ic t im  go to  the (Priest who "carries 
the g o d ", as he in fa c t does on occasions during p u b lic  w orsh ip . The idea is tha t 
the priest who carries the god needs to have his head, neck and legs strengthened 
in order tha t he may ca rry  out his r itu a lis t ic  duties much more e f f ic ie n t ly .

It is also the p ra c tice  in the Church o f Messiah fo r the congregation  to  
partake o f the s a c r if ic ia l an im al in the te m p le . The ceremony o f ea ting  toge ther 
helps to establish a fra te rna l com m unity between the sacrifice rs  and G o d . M ore 

over, the sa c rifice  o f the ram c e rta in ly  represents a transform ation  in the 
s ign ificance  o f the o ld  no tion  tha t to  rend and consume a strong anim al enables 
the eaters to  absorb its po tenc ies.

1. Ibid.  p . 73.
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Rites o f passage p lay  a prom inent role in the life  o f homo re lig iosus, 
and o f p a rtic u la r  im portance in this regard is the rite  o f "N am ing  the C h ild "  
in the Church of M essiah. As is customary in G hanaian com m unities, a 
new -bo rn  c h ild  is brought in to  p u b lic  v ie w  a week or so a fte r b ir th . On th is 
occas ion , kp odz iem o" 01 ou td oo rin g , the c h ild  receives a name and thereby 
acqu ires the status o f a true and liv in g  person. He is then incorporated in to  
the com m unity o f the l iv in g ,  but before then he has on ly  a physical ex is tence, 
and u n til the outdooring  ceremony is perform ed, the c h ild  remains nameless 
and outside the ranks o f so c ie ty , so to speak.

A  week or so a fte r a c h ild  is born , his parents take him to  the temple 
o f the Church o f M essiah. U sually the S p iritu a l Father makes "sp iritu a l 
e n q u ir ie s " about w hat name should be g iven  to the c h ild ,  and it is be lieved  
to  come to him during m e d ita tio n . For the ceremony its e lf , w a te r, salt and 
honey are used (in the tra d itio n a l G hanaian custom w ater and w ine or an 
a lc o h o lic  beverage are used). The S p iritu a l Father dips his fo re fin g e r in to  
w a te r, ca lls  out the name o f the c h ild ,  and says: "This day I g ive  you w a te r,
as a flo w e r p lanted  in the Garden o f Jesus C hris t; tha t you may grow to  y ie ld  
a flo w e r to  his te ach ing ; tha t the flow er may be as a rose to  a ll m ankind. "
W ith  the salt he says: "This day I g ive  unto you s a lt, and accord ing  to the 
in te rp re ta tio n  o f the Bible -  you are the salt o f the e a rth , but i f  the salt 
has lost its taste , how shall its saltness be restored? It is no longer good fo r 
an y th in g  e xcep t to be thrown out and trodden u nd e rfo o t. Therefore from this 

d a y , may your life  be lik e  salt and may a ll tr ia ls  and tem ptations w hich  may 
come your w ay be w iped away now and fo re ve r. " F ina lly  w ith  the honey the 
S p iritu a l Father says: "This day I g ive  unto you honey, w hich  is the sweetness
o f a lI m ankind . M ay th is honey w ipe away a ll  tr ia ls  and tem pta tions. N ow  we 
do not g ive  you th is name to  be la z y , but rather you should take up the Cross 
o f C hrist and fo llo w  Him in the w ilderness, in the bush and in the v illa g e s .
In the Akan outdooring  ceremony too the c h ild  receives some moral in s tru c tio n .

Some o f the leaders o f S p iritu a l churches borrow the pattern o f Akan 
c h ie fta in c y , s ittin g  in state and surrounded by th e ir  assistants. Their linguists 
ca rry  large crosses as staffs and th e ir  court criers shout Amen -  amen. And in 
many instances a lso , the church is patterned a fte r tra d itio n a l socia l o rg a n iza tio n , 
w ith  various elders to whom power has been d e le g a te d , the leader being approached 
o n ly  in extrem e cases, as far as the in te rna l o rgan iza tion  o f the church is concerned.

Some o f the superstitious features o f a d itio n a l re lig io n  can be seen in 

the S p iritu a l churches in the use o f F lorida w a te r, handkerchiefs w ith  w ritte n
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B ib lica l quotations put under p illo w s  to ward o ff  e v il (Brother Lawson's D iv ine  
Healer's C hurch , M am prob i, A c c ra ), Many prophets fo re te ll the future as a 
regular feature o f th e ir  w orsh ip , the same as in tra d itio n a l re lig io n ; they make 
confident promises, p o in t out the dangers o f life  and show how they can be 

avo ided. In th is w ay people 's fears and a nx ie ties  are d ispe lled  and they are 
provided seme se cu rity  in th e ir  in s e c u rity . R elig ion thus becomes, in Reinhold 
N iebuhr's  words, "a c ita d e l o f hope b u ilt  on the edge o f in s e c u r ity ."

People who have found he lp  w ith  a leader continues to  come fd  h im , but 
sometimes i f  he fa ils  they move on to another ch u rch . The number o f attendants 
at S p iritua l church services as w e ll as the number o f people who consult prophets 
vary considerab ly from tim e to  tim e,depend ing  on the prophets' a b i l i t y  to d e liv e r 
the goods. The p ra c tice  is rem iniscent o f the a ttitu d e  to priests and mediums o f 
shrines; usua lly  the god who de liver?  the goods retains his fo llo w in g , otherwise 
people flo ck  to other more pow erfu l gods w ith  e ffe c tiv e  mediums.

C erta in  tra d itio n a l taboos are also ca rried  over in to  the re lig ious 
observances o f the S p iritu a l C hurches. A  notable  example o f th is is the taboo 
regarding women in th e ir  m onth ly  p e rio d , though some leaders c ite  the O ld  
Testament for th e ir  support. But p ra c tic a lly  among a ll the tribes o f G hana, in 
the oiden days and s t i l l  to  a large e x ten t to d a y , women during th e ir  period had 
to live  and sleep outside the house. In the Musama Disco Christo  C hurch, fo r 
exam ple, there used to  be special regular ions e xc lu d in g  women from p a rtic ip a tio n  
in worship services and a ll  o ther p u b lic  functions during th e ir  m onthly p e riod , and 
although such regu la tions have been abandoned or g re a tly  re laxed , the women 
v o lu n ta r ily  keep themselves apart during  th is tim e "in  order to  increase th e ir  own 
p u rity "  J  |n the Prayer and H ea ling  G roup o f the Evangelica l Presbyterian Church 
at Etodome how ever, "no woman is a llo w e d  to ente r the house o f prayer during her 

monthly p e r io d " .^  Likew ise in the A ladura  Church the fo llo w in g  regu la tion  is 
s tr ic tly  observed: "N o  fem aie member o f the Church w ork ing  under the aegis o f
this O rg a n iz a tio n , who shall be a fte r the manner o f women, that is to say, 
observing m enstruation, or who have borne a c h ild  ( i f  a b oy , shall continue in 
the ir blood u n til a fte r th ir ty - th re e  days, or i f  a g i r l ,  shall continue  in th e ir  b lood
until a fte r s ix ty -s ix  days u n til the day o f th e ir  p u r if ic a tio n  shall be fu lf i l le d )
shall w h ile  in such circum stances en te r in to  the House o f Prayer to worship or

otherwise; such fem ale members may however a ttend  the services o f the church and

1 • Ib id . p . 54,

2. Ibid.  p . 99.
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take th e ir  seats in the appropria te  p lace or p laces p rovided for th e m ."^

Polygam y, sanctioned by the o ld  re lig io n , has reasserted its e lf in 
some o f the S p iritu a l Churches, a lthough  it cannot be said to  have been the 

m ajor reason for th e ir  breach w ith  established churches. In the Memeneda 
G y id ifo  (Saturday Believers) C hurch , polygam y is normal and on one is 
restric ted  as to the number o f w ives he cou ld  have . The concern o f the church 
is not how many w ives a person should have but ra ther w ith  the a b i l i t y  to 
m ain ta in  peace, harmony and good order in his home and fa m ily .^  The Musama 
Disco C hris to  C hurch , accord ing  to Professor Baeta, p ractices "c o n tro lle d  p o ly 
g a m y ". It is g e n e ra lly  assumed in the ch u rch , th a t polygam y is the form o f 
m arriage w ille d  by G o d , and the church reg u la tion  sim ply states thg t everybody 
is to marry "accord ing  to  G od's w i l l " .  The church regu la tion  says: "We b e lie ve
that (as an A fr i can Church) polygam y is not a moral s in . "3 C o n tro l, how ever, 
is exercised in the cho ice  o f partners by the fa c t tha t each m arriage in the church 
must be approved o f by the leader and be blessed by the C hurch . A lso in the 
A p os to lic  R eve lation  S o c ie ty , polygam y is a llo w e d  w ith o u t any lim it  being p laced 
on the number o f w ives . Loose liv in g  in sexual matters is however p ro h ib ite d .
The Church o f The Twelve Apostles also a llow s po lygam y. Baeta w rites : "There
is no lim it to the number o f w ives tha t a man may have , p rovided o n ly  th a t he is 
in a position  to  make reasonable provis ion  for them . Whereas no d ivo rced  person 
may m arry another in the same focal co ng re ga tion , there is no o b je c tio n  to  re 
m arriage w ith  fe llo w  members from o ther p laces, or w ith  non-m em bers. There is 

no com pulsion on members to  bring  th e ir  partners in m arriage in to  the g roup , though 
they are expected  to try  to w in  them .

1 . Ib id . p . 124

2 . Ib id . p . 72 .

3 . Ib id . p . 58.

4 . Ib id . p . 18 .
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Most o f these groups w h ich  a llo w  polygam y do c ite  the Bible as th e ir 
a u th o rity . Such passages as G e n . 16:2; 11 Sam: 12:8; I C o r .  7:36 are
often used. This is done in order to  g ive  the p rac tice  a "C h ris tia n " flavour 
and support. H ow ever, polygam y as a form o f marriage is so accepted in 
A frican tra d itio n  tha t i t  does not need B ib lic a l support w h ich  in this case is 
a later a d d it io n . It may be said tha t the Bible however gives a d d itio n a l 
support but is not the source o f the p rac tice  . It may also fu rther be pointed 
out that not a ll the S p iritu a l Churches p ra c tice  polygam y; others lik e  the 
Church o f Messiah in M ad in a , are s tr ic t ly  monogamous in marriage p ra c tic e , 
and do not even a llo w  polygam ists to partake o f the Eucharist.

M ention  much also be made o f the removal o f footw ear before entering 
the sanctuary w hich  is the p ra c tice  in the Church o f Messiah, Memeneda 
G y id ifo  C hurch , the Prayer and H ea ling  G roup o f the Evangelica l Presbyterian 
Church and the A ladu ra  C hurch . Various reasons are g iven  for th is , but o f 
primary concern to  us is the p ra c tice  in A fric a n  tra d itio n  where a person removes 
his shoes before a c h ie f or a sh rine , as a sign o f reverence. O the r groups c ite  the 
story o f Moses and the burning bush "N o  footw ear o f any k ind  can be taken into  
our house o f p rayer. This is G od's la w , made p la in  w itho u t any p oss ib ility  o f  ̂
useful controversy over i t ,  by the b ib lic a l exam ple o f Moses and the burning bush. " 
The same p rac tice  may also be o f Islam ic o r ig in , and this is p a rtic u la rly  the case 
in the A ladura  Church and the Church o f Messiah.

Conclusion

The syncre tic  fusion o f ideas both C hris tian  and A fr ic a n , evidenced in 
the S p iritua l C hurches, con tribu tes in making them an accep tab le  mosaic to  th e ir 

adherents. As was said e a r lie r , the S p iritu a l Churches combine in themselves 
what was accepted and w hat was re jected  by the rec ip ien ts  o f the C hristian  
Evangel. The large number o f people flo c k in g  to  these Churches w ould seem to 
indicate tha t some need is being m et. More im portan t, how ever, is the fa m ilia r ity  
which one finds in these independent Churches. Membership does not compel or 
demand the rad ica l break w ith  tra d it io h , as it was the case in the m ission- 
established Churches, so th a t coverts fin d  the trans ition  re la t iv e ly  easy to  make. 
This fact contributes s ig n if ic a n tly  to the "bridging" func tion  served by S p iritua l 
Churches w hich  are on the crest of a new wave of expansion.

1. Ibid.  p . 98.
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What this study reveals is that there exists a continuity o f traditional 
African culture, despite the fragmentation and other influences which contact 
with Western culture has effected w ith in It .  And yet what one finds Is not 
to ta lly  in line with unadulterated trad ition, which can no longer be maintained, 
but a blending of both old and new, a synthesis o f the apostolic"l<erygma,,with  
authentic African Insight.
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