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Abstract

Before the coming of Christianity, Africans believed in the existence of a supreme Being and
worshipped him. They also have a long-held, almost-ubiquitous belief in and veneration of
ancestors. However, after Christianity was introduced in African societies, there have been
conflicts between African traditional understanding of veneration of ancestors and biblical
teaching of worship to God. Some have argued that respect, reverence, and honour accorded
to ancestors amounts to worshipping them. However, some African authors have refuted
these assertions and have asserted that ancestors are intermediaries between the living and
God. This paper sets out to determine whether the African traditional practice of
remembering, respecting, and honouring ancestors is veneration or worship. This is critical
because some African Christians continue to venerate their ancestors and have fallen under
sharp criticism of ancestral worship, which constitutes idolatry. The study utilised existing
literature and biblical texts. It evaluates the concept of worship as understood and carried out
in the biblical and African traditional contexts. The Bible and traditional African perspectives
have similarities; for example, they uphold the existence of life after death. However, the
meaning of life after death in the biblical perspective differs in these two worldviews. Also, in
African cosmology, worship to the supreme Being was offered through intermediaries like
ancestors and divinities, but in Christianity, worship is offered directly to God through Jesus
Christ. Therefore, Christians should not fall into the temptation of ancestral worship in the
name of honouring the dead.
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Introduction

Religion occupies a central place in African societies. Mbiti argued that the knowledge and
worship of God has been a staple of African life.! To Africans, religion is a cultural heritage
that shapes their culture, socioeconomic life, and political life. Traditional African societies
had a hierarchy of beings, with God at the top, followed by divinities, spirits, the living dead,
human beings, animals, plants, and inanimate beings.” They acknowledged the Supreme
Being as the eternal Being who is the source of life and the sustainer of the universe.?
However, they perceived a distance between them and the Supreme Being; therefore, they
used divinities and ancestors as intermediaries between them and the Supreme Being.*
Worship is deeply rooted in human existence. It cuts across ethnicities and can be traced back
to ancient generations. Arguably, every human knowingly or unknowingly engages in some
form of worship. For instance, in Africa, worship is engrained in the peoples’ way of life. In
many African societies, communities worship the Supreme Being and honour their elders
who have died (ancestors).

Mbiti describes ancestors as the dead departed who are physically dead but are still
believed to be alive in the memory of the living.> Further, Mbiti argues that there are “the
living dead” — good spirits of those departed who are recently dead but are perceived as still
related to the living in the community. According to Ikyoive, ancestors are considered “those
dead persons who, due to their powers or role, transit to the world of the dead and transform

into deities to commune with the living.”

Therefore, the ancestors are highly respected and
seem to set rules and regulations for the living. They are also much interested in running the
day-to-day life of their children.” Therefore, members of African communities saw the need

to maintain a good relationship with them.
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Ancestral veneration is a richly debated field in light of biblical teaching of worship.
The crux of the matter has been whether veneration of ancestors amoun to worship, which
would constitute idolatry from the biblical perspective. Some have argued that the way
ancestors were esteemed and the activities involved in the veneration of ancestors in
traditional African societies would constitute worship.? In contrast, others opine that ancestors
are only venerated and not worshipped as gods.® Additionally, Mbiti disagrees with those who
believe that giving offerings and sacrifices to ancestral spirits is a way of worshipping them.
Instead, he says these offerings and sacrifices symbolise remembrance, communion, and
fellowship.®® This paper addresses whether Africans worship or venerate ancestors.
Determining this is critical because, as Afeke and Vester say, some Africans have not yet
abandoned the beliefs and practices of their traditional religions, while some have
Christianized this concept.* Therefore, this article analyses the meaning of worship to
determine whether respect for ancestors in the African tradition equals worship as taught in
the Bible. The paper defines worship in biblical and African traditions to better understand

the concept of worship.

Perspectives on Ancestors
African Perspective of the Ancestors
Ancestors are the heroes and heroines of different tribes who have died and are believed to
have acquired extra-human powers in their afterlife, which enables them to intervene in the
lives of the living members of society.'® Turaki says members of the African community
consist of the unborn living — those who are about to be born —; the living, and the living dead
(those who have died but are still remembered by the living.** Mbiti distinguishes between

ancestors and the living dead; he says that ancestors are the dead departed who are physically
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dead but are still believed to be alive in the memory of the living.** Further, he describes the
living dead as good spirits of those departed who are recently dead but are perceived as still
related to the living in the community. These living dead have not attained the highest
spiritual standard to qualify them as ancestors. Ushe adds that there are specific qualifications
that one ought to have met to become an ancestor in an African society. They include: the
person must have died “a good death,” must have lived to old age, must have been given
befitting burial rites, must have been married and had children, and must have lived a good
life with acceptable moral standards worthy of emulation.” Ancestral spirits play a vital role
in African society, and through proper burial rites, and remembrance of their names, their
existence in the afterlife is assured.’® The ancestors are considered to assume power and
authority that place them in a central position with the ability to interfere with the lives of the
living. That’s why the living strife to offer sacrifices to appease their ancestors because
neglect attracts punishment from the ancestors. Ancestors, or the living dead, are believed to
be intermediaries between the Supreme Being and the living. The Yoruba people of Nigeria
believe that the death of a person is not their end; some of the people join the realm of their
ancestors after they die. The position of the ancestors is reserved for a few in the community,
like kings, elders, and kinsmen, primarily those who served the community well.*’

Similarly, the Agikuyu people of central Kenya believe in God and ancestors, whom
they call ngomi, meaning those who have slept (died).*® As such, ngomi are highly respected
and considered high-ranking in the community. This reverence is shown by occasionally
offering sacrifices and rituals to thank them for their protection.’® Likewise, the Cameroonian
people believe that people don’t die, but instead, they transit to be ancestors who continue to
act within their community. The ancestors are responsible for punishing the wrongdoers,

rewarding the upright, and assisting with harvest and fertility.?
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Although the above examples may not be exhaustive, they indicate that ancestors are
recognised and highly regarded across different African societies. Also, ancestors are never
referred to as dead (as no longer there) but are considered part of the living. They are
intermediaries between the living and the supreme Being. Community elders are the
immediate contact persons to the ancestors who, in turn, communicate with the supreme
Being.?! The reverence for the ancestors and how the respect is expressed differs from one
community to another.

In summary, the African perspective of ancestors is that they are members of the
society who exist in the spiritual world and act as intermediaries between the living and the
Supreme Being. We have highlighted that there is a clear-cut criterion by which a person
becomes an ancestor after death. Therefore, not everyone who dies in the African society
becomes an ancestor. However, those who qualify to become ancestors are esteemed in
society, and the living offer sacrifices to appease them since neglecting them is punishable.
Given that these ancestors met the moral standards of society while alive, in their death, they

are believed to be in good spirits and remembered, respected, and honoured.

The Biblical View of Ancestors
The Old Testament is rife with the teachings of the Israelites’ great reverence for their fathers.
In Deuteronomy 26:7, God is called the “God of our fathers.” The call of Abraham by God,
and the promise to make him the father of many descendants, present Abraham as an ancestor
in Israel. Isaac and Jacob continued this promise and position. God is called the God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob and has been known this way for many generations. During the
call of Moses, God introduces Himself to Moses as the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
(Exod 3:5). At the same time, the Bible contains narrations of other people who were chosen
by God and who possessed certain characters who then proceeded to become esteemed in
Israel while they were alive and even in their death—for instance, Noah, Moses, and David,
among others. Israelites prayed to God while invoking these ancestors.

The New Testament presents the genealogy of Jesus Christ (Matt 1:17; Luke 3:23—

38), which traces Jesus’ family tree from the ancestors. Jesus is presented as a Saviour who
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stems from the House of David as God swore to Abraham (Luke 1:68). There are narrations
in the New Testament which shows the link of ancestry from the Old Testament, which
suggests a connection between the living and the dead. Hebrews 11 mentions the heroes of
faith (Israelites’ ancestors) and their actions. Verse 4 indicates that Abel still speaks even
though he is dead. These ancestors are shown to have had a strong relationship with God and
achieved extraordinary quests like conquering kingdoms, shutting the mouth of lions,
escaping the edge of the sword, and administering justice (Heb 11: 33-35). Jesus Christ could
be regarded as the great ancestor who saved and delivered his people from evil. He was a
Mediator between the people and God while alive on earth and continues to do so even after
His resurrection and accession.

In both the biblical and African traditional perspectives, acknowledgement of the
existence of humans after death exists. However, they carry different meanings. From the
African perspective, the dead are said to be sleeping or, in the biblical context resting (2 Sam
7:12, 1 Kgs 1:21, 1 Thess 4:14, 2 Kgs 21:18). In contrast, from the biblical point of view,
there is no relationship between the living and the dead (Eccl 9:5, Isa 26:14). The term reward
as used in Ecclesiastes 9:5 perhaps means the benefits of life that the dead cannot partake.?
Wesley notes that “they are dead” in Isaiah 26:14 means the mighty men, kings, and princes
of the people who have died. He further states that they will never come back to molest
people.? It is considered a sin to commune/consult with the departed souls. Therefore, the
dead are not permitted to be involved with any affairs of the living. Unlike in the African
culture where the dead becomes mediators, Christians believe that when someone dies, they
wait for judgment (Heb 9:27). The Bible recognises the ancestors, and, on many occasions,
you will find God blessings His people based on the covenant He had with the fallen
ancestors (Deut 7:12, 6:23, Josh 1:6, 1 Kgs 8:34, Prov 22:28), but does not elevate them to

the point of receiving human worship or adoration.
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Understanding Worship

Worship can be defined as devotion to a deity or a feeling of profound love, admiration, or
adoration for something or someone.?* Easton describes worship as “homage rendered to God
which it is sinful(idolatry) to render to any created being (Exod 34:14:14; Isa 2:8).%
According to Witvliet, “worship” can refer to the complex of Christian communal liturgical
actions. These actions may include funerals, weddings, daily prayers, baptisms, preaching,
and prayer services.?® In addition, Wolterstorff describes worship as deep love and respect
(adoration) to a deity/God for who he is and what he is doing.?” Worship can be expressed
differently, like prostrating, showing reverence and awe, serving and honouring, sacrificing,

giving, or paying homage.?®

Mooney agrees that authentic worship manifests in both
adoration and actions. He further notes that worship involves attitude, activities, and ethics.?
Therefore, worship is a lifestyle that can be expressed in different actions depending on
whom or what you worship. In the Old Testament, God instructed His people on how, when,
and whosoever to worship him (Exod 20:3). From the biblical perspective, worshipping any
other god is idolatry. Worship in the African context is not construed in these terms.
Performing rituals to divinities and ancestors merely symbolises fellowship since the
ancestors and divinities are taken as intermediaries between the Supreme Being and the
living.

Worship in Biblical Perspective

Christian worship is our whole life’s response to God’s self-revelation, remembering God’s
doings through actions and expressions. As mentioned above, worship entails various
activities focusing on acknowledging God. Different activities can be traced within the Bible,
from the Old Testament to the New Testament, that expressed worship. For instance, singing
hymns or songs is one of the oldest forms of expressing adoration to God recorded in the

Bible. Hymns declare God’s deeds; different people sang hymns to tell of the goodness of
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Yahweh. The main point is not to emphasise the works but to show the effects of God’s
goodness on His people.*® For instance, a hymn of praise was sung after the Red Sea had
given way for the Israelites (Exod 15:1-21). They show Yahweh’s superiority over all other
powers in the world (Exod 15:21). On some occasions, the people would gather, and a leader
would sing hymns. At the same time, the congregation responds in unison in agreement with
the leader (Ps 136).

Still, in the New Testament, we find the singing of hymns in worship of God. For
instance, the disciples — Paul and Silas — sang hymns while in prison (Acts 16:25). Paul also
encourages his audiences to sing hymns, songs, psalms, and music to the Lord as a way of
encouraging one another and praising God (Eph 5:19; Col 3:16. Perhaps, telling the goodness
of the Lord is the prominent form of worship in Christian liturgy. Worship is a matter of the
heart, but vocalising what the meditations of the heart through music help to express our
worship of God. Kelman observes that music is not a private affair, but as we gather, we
express our gratitude through music.®*

Worship can be offered in different ways. First, offering sacrifices was one of the
ways of showing adoration, admiration, and reverence for God, especially in the Old
Testament. The Jews had different sacrifices and offerings they offered as a requirement or a
way of showing their adoration to God. Sacrifices were regarded as gifts to God.* Different
objects/items were offered as offerings depending on the giver’s ability or the purpose of
giving. These items include doves/birds, bulls, lambs, goats, gold, silvers, food, clothes, and
drinks, among other items (Num 6:14, 28:30, 29:11, Lev 1:14-17, Ex 12:35-36, Matt 2:1-12).
Worship in the Ancient Near East involved human sacrifices while seeking the intervention of
the supernatural (2 Kgs 3:27).% Apostle Paul emphasises giving oneself as a sacrifice (Rom
12:1-2). He considered himself as poured out as a drink offering (Phil 1:17). In the Apostolic

30. Dirk J. Human et al., Psalms and Liturgy (London, United Kingdom: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2005), 90,
accessed April 24, 2023, https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/aiu/detail.action?docID=436164.

31. Ari Y. Kelman, Shout to the Lord: Making Worship Music in Evangelical America (New York, United
States: New York University Press, 2018), 91, accessed April 24, 2023,
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church, bringing gifts during worship sessions (1 Cor 12) was part of worship in the early
church.®

The second way of rendering worship is by serving God. Scripture shows that God
asked His people to worship and serve Him only. From a biblical perspective, the act of
dedicated service also expresses worship to the King (Deut 6:13, 8:19; 1 Sam 7:3-4; Luke
4:8). Serving other gods, like the gods of Baal, was considered as worshipping them and
abandoning the true God. Tuttle observes that out of 165 Bible verses containing the word
“worship,” twenty-six refer to “serving” the one who is worshipped.® Therefore, there is a
very tight connection between worship and service. Offering devoted service to a deity or
something can amount to worship, knowingly or unknowingly.

Third, worship can be rendered through devotion to teachings, fellowship, prayer, and
breaking bread. From the Apostolic Church in Acts 2:42-47, the worshippers devoted
themselves to the Apostles’ teachings, fellowship, prayer, and breaking the bread.
Worshipping, therefore, can be expressed through devotion to and following particular
teachings. Ascribing to wrong teachings, like the teachings of Nicolaitans and teachings of
Balaam, was considered as deviating from the true gospel (Rev 2:6,14-15). Patterson
observes that idol worship is not only confined to golden calves.*® Therefore, following
certain teachings and devoting oneself to the teachings can be termed as worshipping
whatsoever the teachings highly regard.

The fourth aspect of worship involves fellowshipping with one another. This involves
people who ascribe to the same ideology gathering together to perform certain activities as
corporate worship to God. Both the Old and Testament encourage gatherings of the saints to
offer worship or seek God’s intervention (Joel 1:14; Heb 10:25). During these gatherings,
prayers are offered to God. Prayer plays a role in communing with God; therefore, prayer is
part of the liturgy in every worship session.*’

Lastly, dancing is another act that expresses adoration and admiration in the Bible
(Exod 15:20-21). The Psalmist calls the audience to praise God with a dance (Ps 30:11,

1)
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143:3, 150:4). King David also offered a dance to worship God after successfully returning
the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem (2 Sam 6:14-22). Wellford identifies dancing as an
integral part of worship, noting that some sacred dances are offered to gods or spirits.*® In
essence, biblical worship is monotheistic. Despite many forms of worship, they are all done to
only one God. The church is a community of saints comprising believers in Christ who are
living and dead. Those who have gone ahead of us are never worshipped, for God alone is the

object of worship.

Worship in African Tradition Religion

According to Mbiti, Africans believe in a hierarchy of beings, with God at the top, followed
by divinities, spirits, the living dead, human beings, animals, plants, and inanimate beings.*
African societies believe in the existence of a supreme being — the eternal Being, the creator,
and the source of life.*° Mbiti argues that missionaries did not introduce God to Africans;
rather, Africans have always known and worshipped God.** He argues that although
African’s knowledge of God is undocumented in any sacred book, it is expressed in proverbs,
prayers, names, myths, religious ceremonies, and stories.** According to Adedeji, worship in
African traditional religion entails ancestors, traditional beliefs, social values, rituals,
customs, divinities, death, and salvation. Africans believe that God is embedded in culture,
and they offer worship to God by following cultural practices.*® We can observe that worship
is a day-to-day lifestyle in African culture.

Moreover, worship in African settings is considered a response to God after revealing
Himself to humans in different forms. The Self-revelation nature of God creates a relationship
between God and humans, calling for a response commonly referred to as religion.** Africans
believe they worship one God, though the name differs from one community or language to
another. He is a unique God with power that no other can equal; unlike Christian teachings
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Resource Publications, 2016), https://search-ebscohost-
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that teach that Jesus is the only mediator between God and man, in African traditional
religion, divinities and ancestors serve as mediators and messengers between God and his
creations.”

Prayers are considered a way of worship and communing with God in African
Traditional Religion. The Agikuyu community prayed for God on different occasions, mainly
under a Mugumo tree (strangler fig tree — considered sacred). The head of every household
also prayed every morning, seeking the well-being of his family.*® The worship in African
religion also involved offering sacrifices and offerings as they sought God’s intervention in
different situations.*’ For instance, the Agikuyu communities offered gifts, favours, and lamb
meat, among other items, under a Mugumo tree to their God through the elders.*?

Dancing is another form of worship in African culture, similar to the biblical
perspective mentioned earlier. Different African communities have ways of dancing; some
styles are considered sacred and help navigate to the spiritual realm and commune with God.
While analysing whether a popular dance in Kinshasa was to God or the devil, Pype note that
the goal of the dance is to bring the dancer into a highly charged bodily and spiritual state that

can lead to loss of control.*°

Mostly the dancing in African tradition was on a beat from
drums that were considered to summon people and gods for communion. The drumming was
considered a way of appeasing the gods and inviting them.*

Ultimately, we can see that almost all forms of worship from the Christian perspective
also apply to African Traditional Religion. These include sacrifices/offerings, songs, dancing,
prayers, gatherings, service, and following certain teachings. Nevertheless, the difference
comes in the access to God, as Ukpong observes — sacrifices in African traditional religion

are not offered directly to God but through intermediaries like ancestors and divinities.”* As
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such, we can conclude that African Traditional Religion and Christianity sharply differ at the
point of worship. Ancestors are believed to be in a state of personal immortality®* which
explains the acts of respecting them, like giving them portions of food, pouring libations, and
following their instructions. Ushe admits there is no clear demarcation between the supreme
Being, the divinities, and ancestors.®® Worship in Traditional African Religions is

polytheistic; different deities are acknowledged and honoured differently.

Ancestors Veneration or Worship?

This paper attempts to answer whether Africans’ great respect (veneration) for their ancestors
is worshipping them. Worship is a complex subject. It can be understood by breaking down
the activities involved in worship. So far, the paper has analysed different activities from
African and biblical perspectives that can be recognised as worship. Veneration of ancestors
made the early missionaries to central Kenya accuse the Agikuyu people that they believed in
more than one God.>*

First, African religion recognises ancestors’ role as intermediaries who link the living
with the supreme Being. Therefore, the living prays and communes with their ancestors so
that they can have peace within their land. As noted earlier, prayer is one of the ways to
express adoration to a supreme Being. On the contrary, Christian teaching directs the faithful
to let their prayers and supplication be known to God (Phil 4:6). Believers are required to
access the throne of God through the blood of Jesus (Heb 10:19) and pray in the name of
Jesus (John 16:24).

The African religion also encourages sacrificing and offering to the ancestors to
appease them. When a calamity hits a region, or there is an unusual occurrence, it was
supposed that the ancestors were unhappy, and it was required to offer necessary sacrifices.>
The Agikuyu people typically pour drinks (libation) to appease the ancestors before

drinking,”® which is common in northwest Cameroon’s Obang culture. Esoh observes that
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libation is a religious worship of the dead, spirit, ancestors, and idols.>” Giving sacrifices and
offerings is a form of worship, and therefore offering sacrifices to spirits and seeking
intervention from the dead is contrary to biblical teaching (Exod 20:3, 1 Sam 28; 1 Cor 8).

Devotion to teaching is also a form of expressing adoration to a supreme being, as
identified in the biblical perspective of worship. The Kikuyu traditionalists have recently
urged its people to return to their indigenous values,®® which include honouring the ancestors
by offering sacrifices to them under the Mugumo tree and through libation. Ascribing such
teachings contrary to biblical teaching can be considered a way of worship (Rev 2:6, 14-15).

Lastly, worship is expressed through songs and dancing to particular rhythms. In most
African cultural settings, the most effective way of reaching out to ancestors is through music
and dances. For instance, among the Bapedi people of South Africa, songs and dancing would
invite the presence of the spirit of ancestors for worship and communion.”® Some African
drum rhythms and dancing were conducted at particular seasons of the year to appease the
ancestors.

Arguments have been raised against the notion that the veneration of ancestors is
ancestral worship. Some have argued that ancestors are not worshipped as gods; instead, they
are honoured as members of the society with higher status and power.® Mbiti argues that
what is termed as ‘ancestral worship’ by those outside Africa is not worship at all. Instead,
giving food and drink to the ancestral spirits is only a symbol of fellowship, communion, and
remembrance.®* However, as Ushe says, there is no clear demarcation between the supreme
Being, the divinities, and the ancestors. ®?Although many Africans acknowledge the existence
of a Supreme Being, he seems distant and uninvolved in their daily activities. It is the
ancestors who seem to be involved in their everyday life.

There have been arguments that ancestor veneration can be integrated into Christianity

because it is not ancestral worship but respect for ancestors. Further, the Old Testament
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teaching of God’s dealings with people like Noah, Enoch, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and David,
among others, validates the theology of ancestors but with limited application. Some have
argued that the Old Testament is rife with the teachings of Israelites having great reverence
for their fathers. However, in Deuteronomy 18:9-11, God warned the Israelites that they
should not engage in certain practices the Canaanites practised, like consulting mediums and
consulting the dead. According to Afeke and Vester,%® sound biblical understanding would
not allow ancestor veneration, but respect for them is accepted. Veneration of ancestors was
done for, among other reasons, to show gratitude for answered prayer, for good fortune, and
to avoid misfortunes. M’Fundisi Holloway argues that these are the same reasons why
Africans worship God.®* When ancestors are understood as deities and become the objects of

worship, this turns from veneration to worship.

Conclusion

This paper examined the concept of ancestors veneration from both the traditional African
and biblical perspectives. In the traditional African view, Ancestors were respectable people
with good moral standing in society while alive. Although they have died, they continue to
exist in society through the memory of the living. In their intermediary role, they are involved
in the daily activities of the living and receive offerings, sacrifices, and prayers.

Contrastingly, in the Bible, ancestors were men with a special relationship with God
and great social responsibility for the people while they were alive. Due to the nature of the
relationship they had with God, they continue to be revered even after their death. However,
not in their own right, but based on their relationship with God. For instance, Israel’s
founding fathers or ancestors do not receive any offerings, sacrifices or worship. Biblical
worship is rendering reverence to God for who He is and his doings. It should be directed to
God alone, the creator, and not to His creation. Worshipping the creation (or any other thing)
translates to idolatry. Worship of God is rendered in different ways, including music, songs,
dance, offering sacrifices, serving God, devotion, and fellowship with one another.
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