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Abstract
This dissertation deconstructs Western imposition of ethos upon in the

Christian colonization of religion in Nigeria and retrieves crucial elements of Igbo
culture and history for a program of building a stronger Church. Central to that
project is the construction of a postcolonial Igbo liturgy that achieves a richer
relationship between deep-rooted indigenous Igbo sociology and Christian faith
expressions.

Though Christianity has been present in Nigeria since the sixteenth century,
it was the later Catholic missions beginning in the late-nineteenth century that
resulted in phenomenal growth in the Eastern part of Nigeria. The estimated
number of Catholics in Igbo land is about 30 million,! far more than any other
organized religion in the area with Catholics representing seventy percent of the
Igbo population, alongside twenty percent other Christian denominations and ten
percent either African traditional religion or no faith.

From these numbers one might expect a deep-rooted Christianity in Igbo
land as corresponding to the growth in the number of its followers; instead, there is
some superficiality especially in the liturgical expression of the people. I argue the
reason is that the growth of Christianity in Igbo land went hand-in-hand with
colonial expansion in ways that were not sensitive to deep intrinsic values in the

culture. As such, today the Igbo cultural identity in certain ways conflicts or is at

1 1n 2005, there were an estimated 19 million baptized Catholics in Nigeria and
52.6 million in 2010. Nigeria, together with Congo Democratic Republic, boasts of the
highest number of priests in Africa. The boom in vocation to the priesthood in Nigeria is
mainly in the eastern part (especially among the Igbo ethnic group), which accounts for
over 70 percent of the country's Catholic population.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigeria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democratic_Republic_of_the_Congo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Igbo_people

odds with the Catholic liturgical expressions. The Church imposed upon Igbo culture
Western forms that are not necessarily Christian and in the process erased
important aspects of Igbo tradition, culture, and religion.

To remedy the shallow sensibility of Igbo participation in Catholic worship
expression, this dissertation will first analyze Igbo culture with a view to integrating
the Catholic faith more authentically in Igbo cultural ethos and then interpret
Christianity through the theme of the incarnation with the goal of a new liturgical
inculturation that will help the Igbo people to see themselves “genuinely”? in the
Catholic liturgy. In so doing, an Igbo-infused Catholic liturgy will help Igbo members

feel rooted in the church and become a gift to the universal Church.

2 Susan Abraham uses the term “genuine” to express the Church that is free from any
political or identity claim — where there is no external mediation between the self, the
other and God. “It has to enter the mystery of God so that it can fully attend to the
mysteries of the human other and self.” See Susan Abraham, “Decolonizing Western
Christianity for a Genuine Catholicity of Culture,” Interreligious Studies and
Intercultural Theology 3 no 1-2 (2019): 47-62. Susan Abraham is Professor of Theology
and Postcolonial Cultures, Vice President of Academic Affairs and Dean of Faculty at
Pacific School of Religion, Berkeley in California.
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Chapter One: Introduction

I.  The Structure
From the ancient days, Igbo religious system was traditional, cultural, and
natural. Suffice it to say that it was God-given, original and unadulterated. However,
with the arrival of Christian missionaries and their agents of colonization, who met a
pattern of life that ran counter to Euro-Christian principles, Igbo religious society,
and sacred institutions experienced the first attack by foreign culture, technology,
education, and Christianity, to the extent that it became vulnerable.

Unlike major world religions, Igbo Traditional Religion, like other religious
systems in Africa has no known founder; it is native and indigenous to the Igbo
people. Igbo Traditional Religion, therefore, is the belief system, which has been
handed down from one generation to another. It is therefore part of the culture of
the people as it is called omenala. As such, omenala is the term used to describe Igbo
culture and the traditions of the indigenous religion. Western Christianity regarded
omenala as fetish, backward and devilish. The idea makes Igbo Christians aliens to
the culture and the Igbo traditionalists, enemies to Christianity. The possibility of
postcolonial Igbo liturgy, therefore, entails a mutual relationship between Igbo
culture and Christianity. In Igbo language, Mmeko omenala na Uka means
relationship between culture and religion. Mmeko means relationship; omenala
means culture; na is a conjunction, which means and; Uka is the term Igbo people

use for Christianity.



This dissertation will demonstrate that an inculturated liturgy is a veritable
tool for a more effective faith among the Igbo people, preparing the ground for a
more integral interaction, and relationship between the Gospel and Igbo culture.
The research addresses some crucial issues of the relationship between Christianity
and Igbo culture attempting to answer these questions:

1. How is Catholic faith to be proclaimed or integrated into a given culture in
order to make sure it is made meaningful to the people?

2. How would the Church and the Igbo Culture be in a relationship for a mutual
exchange?

3. How can the Igbo person celebrate liturgy in order to connect to the
postcolonial Igbo cultural values?

Generally, my research method is constructive theology and constructive
spirituality. The first part of the work gives the scope of the study. In the Chapter
One, I will give the background of the study: the Igbo land and the impact of the
Western Christianity on the socio-cultural life of the people. I will also explain why I
want to use liturgy as a channel of my postcolonial endeavor. In the Chapter Two, |
will make a postcolonial analysis of Igbo culture. In doing so, I will identify the
unique cultural value of Igbo people, which is essential to construct the postcolonial
Igbo liturgy or theology. Chapter Three discuses the methodology I will employ for
the construction of the postcolonial Igbo liturgy. I argue for the principle of
inculturation as an essential tool for mutual exchange and dialogue between Igbo

people and Christianity.



Recent shifts in theology has used terms like, “localization,”
“contextualization,” “indigenization,” and “inculturation” of theology. Despite slight
nuances in meaning, all of these terms point to the need for and responsibility of
Christians to make their own response to the gospel as concrete and lively as
possible.3 While inculturation is commonly used in the Catholic Church, contextual
theology is more prominent term among Protestants. Contextual theology is a

widely used term for this shift in perspective, focusing especially on the role of

context in this kind of theology.

Inculturation is an important and current issue in liturgy today. Different
cultures have different values when they talk about inculturation. Hence it is
difficult to talk about inculturation as a general term. My concept of inculturation is
“mmeko omenala na uka”, which means relationship between Igbo culture and
Christianity. The idea is derived from the understanding of inculturation as
incarnation. As Pope John Paul II states, “It is forever true that the path of culture is
the path of human, and it is on this path that human beings encounter the One who
embodies the values of all cultures and fully reveals the people of each culture to
God self. The Gospel of Christ the incarnate Word finds its home along the path of

culture and from this path; it continues to offer its message of salvation and eternal

3 Robert J. Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies, (Maryknoll, NY: ORBIS,
2015), 1. Schreiter, a priest and member of the Congregation of the Precious Blood, has
published several books in the areas of inculturation, world mission, and reconciliation.
Widely recognized as the basic handbook for understanding the theological implications
of cultural pluralism, this work argues for indigenous people to do their own work of
inculturation.



life.”# The Vatican Il document, on the Sacred Liturgy- Sacrosantum Concilium, on its
emphasis on active and full participation of the faithful in the liturgy, instructed for
proper liturgical adaptation and inculturation when there is need, in order to give
people opportunity to experience a more genuine and unique Christian worship

akin to their cultural background and experience.>

Chapter Four is the construction of the postcolonial Igbo liturgy. [ will argue
that the postcolonial Igbo liturgy seeks for the adaptation of the cultural values,
which are not in opposition to the core value of Christianity. Three areas stand out
in my constructing of postcolonial Igbo liturgy: worship, catechesis, and preaching. I
will also present social justice as an act of liturgical expression and the basis for

mutual co existence. | will summarize and conclude my work in the Chapter Five.

II. Igbo Land
The word Igbo “refers not only to the people but also the language of this
group.”® They are one of the most populous ethnic groups in Africa. The Igbo people

constitute eighteen percent of the total population of Nigeria, which is estimated to

4 John Paul II, “Message to the Bishops of Nigeria at Lagos”, on February 15,
1982, in The Pope Speaks on African Traditional Religion and Cultural Values,
http://www.afrikaworld.net/afrel/atr-popes.htm (accessed April 10, 2019)

® Second Vatican Council, “The Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy,
Sacrosanctum Concilium, 1963,” n. 14, in Vatican Council 11, Flannery Austin, ed. (New
York: Costello Publishing Company, 1996). Hereafter referred to as SC.

® Chibueze Udeani, Inculturation as Dialogue (New York: Rodopi B.V., 2007), 8.


http://www.afrikaworld.net/afrel/atr-popes.htm

be more than 170 million.” The geographical survey of the Igbo land shows that it
covers a very large span of land in the southeastern part of Nigeria.8

One cannot articulate clearly the history of the Ighbo people because of the
paucity of historically reliable documents to authenticate it. What is known of the
origins of the Igbo came from folktales. In fact, some of the elders believe that the
Igbo did not come from anywhere but rather their creator “Chukwu” put them in
Igbo land as soon as the world was created, which to them justifies the fact that the
Igbo did not migrate from any other part of the world, and that is why no other
group in the world speaks the Igbo language.®

Traditionally, the Igbo live in villages or village-groups surrounded by their
farms. The Igbo depended on hard work for survival, as they must work hard on
their farms to grow enough food to feed their large families. Though these villages
are connected to one another because of the bond of the cultures, each village

functions independently and autonomously from the other in its affairs and accept

7 Ibid.

8 Eusebius, Mbidoaka, Religion and socialization Among the Igbo speaking
people of Eastern Nigeria. (Nigeria, Onitsha:Veritas Press, 2002), 53. Eusebius Mbidoka
describes the location like this: The Igbo occupies to the River Niger the whole of
Onitsha and Owerri Provinces and parts of Rivers and Ogoja provinces. To the West of
the Niger they occupy Asaba division in Benin Province and Aboh division in Delta
Province. The neighbors of the Igho to the north are the Igala and the Tiv, to the east the
Ekoi, to the south the Ibibio, the ljaw and the Ogoni, and to the west the Bini and the
Isoko. A great percentage lives to the east of the Niger, and less than 40% to the west of
the Great River. However, the Igbo are found all over Nigeria. Igbo land is thickly
populated especially in Owerri, Okigwe, Orlu, Onitsha, Awka, Enugu, Nnewi and Port
Harcourt areas. It is important to note here that “Igbo” as a term, has an alternative “Ibo”
being the equivalent used by foreigners because of the difficulty in pronouncing the Igho
double consonant “gb.”

® Kalu Ogbaa, Igbo (New York: The Rosen Publishing Group, Inc., 1995), 11.
5



no interference and dictation from any other group. This shows that there is no
sustained tradition of centralized states within the Igbo society. Rather, there are
strong ties of the village community, the extended family system, age-group
associations, and the various religious organizations that are important to
community life.10 The Igbo family is made up of the living as well as the unseen
ancestors who are part and parcel of the family and are very interested in the
welfare and affairs of the family. Each head of the family has the duty to pay homage
and devotion to the ancestors of his immediate line of descent especially to his
father and grandfather.11 Igho people, like many other tribes in Nigeria, traditionally
live in a homogeneous society.

A. Igbos and Religious Consciousness

Religion has a very vital role in all aspects of the life of the Igbo. They are a
deeply and naturally religious people who believe in a benevolent creator, usually
known as ‘Chukwu,” who created the visible universe (uwa). Religion permeates all
aspects of their lives and it is not easy to isolate it. It can easily be put in these
words: “Their religion is their existence, and their existence is their religion.”12 The
Igbo religion distinguishes between three types of supernatural beings: God, the

spirits, and the ancestors. They believe that there is only one Supreme Being, who

10 Victor C. Uchendu, The Igbo of Southeast Nigeria (New York: Holt, Rinehart
and Winston Inc., 1965), 41.

11 paul Nwaelom, Religious Education in Igholand (Rome: Pontifical Universities
Lateranensis, 1984), 61.

12 Arthur. G. Leonard, The Lower Niger and its Tribes (London: Frank Crass,
1968), 429.



they recognized with different names: Chineke (God, the Creator), Chukwu (the
supreme God), Ezebinigwe or Eze-enu (The king who dwells on high), Obasi (God on
high), Osebuluwa (Lord the supporter of the universe). This God who is at the center
of the Igbo religion is felt in every aspect of their life and they call upon these names
with great respect, love, devotion and reverential fear. They believe that he is the
Being to whom all their prayers, atonement, sacrifices and offerings are made. The
religious consciousness of the Igbo is really the foundation of the progress of
Christianity in the land, especially the Catholic Church. It is estimated that of 45
million Igbo, half are Catholics, and that the Igbho make up about 60% of Catholics in

Nigeria and about 7-10 % of the whole Catholic population in Africa.13

The Igbo affirm the existence of God especially in their personal names:14
Chukwubuikem (God is my strength), Chukwubundu (God is life), Chukwunwendu
(God is the author of life), IfeanyiChukwu (Nothing is impossible with God),
Chukwukaodili (Everything is left to God), Uchechukwugaeme (God’s will, will be
done), Ogechukwukamma. (God’s time is the best). Ngozichukwuka (God’s blessing
is greater), Kenechukwu (Thank God). For them, culture is understood from the

religious perspective. According to Ejizu, “Religion is the womb of culture in the

13 David Asoanya Iheanacho, African Christianity Rises: A Critical Study of the
Catholicism of the Ighbo people of Nigeria (Lincoln: NE: iUniverse inc., 2004), 4.

14 Igbo indigenous names, like most other African names, have high
culture content. By this is meant that personal names are not simply labels used for mere
identification purposes, as baggage tags are. On the contrary, an indigenous African name
on the whole personifies the individual, tells some story about the parents and or the
family of the bearer, and in a more general sense, points to the values of the society into
which the individual is born.



traditional Igbo background. It permeates most aspects of life and infuses them with

meaning and significance.”1>

Social life is regulated by the dictates and principles of religion, and there is
no dividing line between the religion, ethics, and morality. Everybody is religious
and everything is done religiously. The inseparability of religion and totality of the
Igbo people’s whole of existence are summarized by a down to earth observation by
Major A. G. Leonard, a pioneer British colonial master to Igbo land. He observes,
“They (the Igbos) are in the strict and natural sense of the word, a truly and deeply
religious people, of whom it can be said, as it has been said of the Hindus, that they
eat religiously, drink religiously, bathe religiously, dress religiously, and sin
religiously. In few words, the religion of these natives, as [ have endeavored to point
out is their existence, and their existence is their religion.”16 A great importance of
religion among the Igbo people is that it plays a vital role in training the youths,
especially in the areas of morality. In this, religion and family training complement
each other in helping to achieve children’s moral development. As a result, most of
Igbo children are aware and conscious of moral values and ethical principles early in

life.17

15 Ejizu C, The Influence of African Indigenous Religion on Roman Catholicism,
The Igbo Example, http://www.afrikaworld.net/afrel/ejizu-atrcath.htm (accessed
November 22, 2017).

16 |_eonard, Lower Niger, 30.

17 Samuel C. Obi, Readings for Amerinigerian Igbo (Bloomington: AuthorHouse
2010), 72.


http://www.afrikaworld.net/afrel/ejizu-atrcath.htm

B. Catholic Church in Igbo Land

Historians and scholars of the Church’s missionary activities in Igbo land are
in consensus that the Christianity brought to Igbo land by the missionaries was a
European-Colonial Christianity that viewed everything from the lenses of the
European culture. As such, everything fell short of the European way of life and
culture was anti-Christian, fetish and diabolical.l® The missionaries’ beliefs were
clear and unequivocal, according to Nwaka Egbulem. They believed that their arrival
in a village marked the beginning of a new testament. Life as experienced before
was seen as raw, profane, and damned; now that the missionaries had arrived, real
life had begun. God, they said, had not visited Africa before; it was the missionaries’
task to introduce Africans to the Creator God. And in spite of the way Africans lived
out their daily lives in constant celebration of their spiritual encounters with God,
little respect was given to their deep-rooted religious life.1°

Traditional Igbo rituals of conceptions, birth, naming, passage, age groups,
marriage, healing, harvest, thanksgiving, chieftaincy, dedication, welcoming, travel,
funerals, the final or second burials, and the memorial of ancestors were some of the
ways traditional Africans celebrated the communion between humanity and
divinity. All these, however, were, in the name of the Lord, swept away by the
missionaries as pagan and unspiritual. Along with them went village shrines,

ceremonial costumes, local drums, and many other musical instruments, as well as

18 Hyacinth Kalu, The Word Took Flesh (Bloomington: iUniverse, inc, 2011), 55.

19 Nwaka. C.Egbulem, The Power of Africentric celebrations: Inspirations from
the Zairean Liturgy, (New York: Crossroad Pub. Company, 1996), 17.



traditional healers, ministers, and prophets. To embrace the Catholic faith, one was
expected virtually to deny self and history, learn to be European in one’s thinking,
curse the past, and be baptized.2?

At the present, Igbo land has a good number of Christians than in other parts
of Nigeria. Religious activities can be heard every day during worship hours in every
city and town. Most churches have many activities besides preaching to their
congregations on Sundays. They have Sunday school, choir, schools, daycare, women
and men’s ministries, teen-youth ministries, Boys and Girls Brigades, children’s
ministries, Bible study groups, music band, and a host of other ministries. Listening
to their gospel bands play is like listening to professional music bands perform,
except that the gospel band music lyrics often praise God and the use God’s words to
ministers to the hearers. Egbulem also notes that the religious configuration of
Nigeria has shown that Igboland has the highest concentration of the mainline
churches, particularly Catholic and Anglican Churches. This has been attributed to
the evangelization strategies, employed, largely, by early missionaries.
Unfortunately, these strategies also engendered rivalry and competition between
the two groups, robbing them of the real focus and commitment needed to penetrate
the traditional religious beliefs and practices of the people. Consequently,
routinization has become a common attitude within the Christian population, which
calls for a new method of evangelization.2! The arrival of Christianity in Igbo land

had meant the introduction of a Christian worldview.

29 1bid., 18.
2! Ibid.

10



Admittedly, Christianity made tremendous achievements. They abolished
slave trade and slavery, human sacrifices and twin killing, introduced education,
built hospitals and charity homes. They destroyed some level of superstition and
increased human knowledge that brought about improved human welfare. Igbo
traditional religion was incapable of achieving this because it was static as well as
looking downwards. Through education and the Christian religion, it was possible
for the Igbo to re-shape their faith and worldview. Nevertheless, syncretistic
practices among many Igbo Christians show that Igbo traditional religion is still
alive. But this encounter with Christianity means it will never be the same again.

A quick glance at the Church in Igbo land will reveal numerous conflicts
between Christian principles and cultural values. Hence, one observes the following:

1. The percentage population of Catholics in each of the major cities in the

Eastern Nigeria, the part that is known as the Igbo land is far more than any

organized religion.

2. Itis common to find those who attend Masses on Sunday fall back to the

Traditional religion for other spiritual needs.

3. The percentage of those who attend crusades are far more compared to those
who attend regular Sunday Masses.
4. Constant conflicts occur between Christians and members of the African

Traditional Religion or among Christians of different denominations.

5. Less than twenty percent of Catholics are active in the parishes they belong.
6. The main strategy of the Pentecostal movements and the Prayer Houses in

Nigeria involve - (cultural identity) hospitality, body at worship, music: the

11



equipment that comes first in the needs of the independent churches, prayer

houses, charismatic movements and crusade planners addresses the need.

7. The rate of the spiritual encounter of those who attend crusades compared to
regular Sunday worshippers is far high in ratio - they feel the spirit in the
vibrancy.

As it stands currently, there is a growing trend of Igbo Catholics who worship
at the Catholic Church on Sundays but still find their place in the African
Independent churches, Pentecostals, Prayer houses, Nondenominational worship.
Even those who maintain full membership in the Church, still find other avenues
within the Church for a fuller spiritual satisfaction. As such they belong and
participate in the Charismatic Movements, Prayer ministries, Crusade and Revivals.
For the future, the Catholic Church in Igbo land needs to revisit her missionary and
evangelization strategy. [ advocate for a contextual liturgy that will allow the Igbo
people to have a sense of belonging in the Church and to experience a joy through
bringing their cultural values into worship.

The most important concern of the Igbo Church today is the divided
allegiance of most of the Church members between the Christian faith enveloped in
Western frameworks and practices, on one hand, and African Traditional Religion
on the other. Catholics as well as adherents of African Traditional Religion are
concerned regarding the relationship between Igbo culture and Christianity; hence
the pertinent need for mmeko omenala na uka (relationship between culture and

religion in Igbo land).

12



C. Why Liturgy?

[ argue that inculturation of Igbo postcolonial liturgy is a useful response for
the situation of the Catholic Church in contemporary Igbo society. Liturgy is where
God meets God’s people. It plays a vital role in the life of the Church and is thus an
effective vehicle for pursuing necessary changes. The way of worship is the way of
belief and the way of living. Liturgy is theology; liturgy is pastoral; and liturgy is
mission and evangelization. I see liturgy as the starting point of belief and practices.
A liturgy well celebrated, is a teaching moment to the liturgical assembly. Every
element of the liturgy is carefully and richly drafted from the scripture and
Tradition to speak to the life of the faithful. Each of the prayers and gestures has a
lot to express about the theology of the Church and the worshipping community. A
Eucharistic prayer for instance, has ecclesial, scriptural, and anthropological
character, which leave great impression on the life of the assembly and arouses
active participation in them.

Liturgy is essential in the faith life of a religious community as it builds and
informs them. Through liturgy flows their daily life pattern in their experience with
God and one another. Liturgy is where the faithful make their religious expressions.
The basic structure in the Liturgy is the dialogue between God and the people. It is
important to create this dialogue so that everyone can be engaged in it. “Mens sana
in corpore sano” is a Latin quotation: the sound mind is found in a sound body.
Worship is not purely and entirely a thing of the spirit for the African and the Igbo in
particular. Itis the action of the mind that is expressed in the body. When the body

is not at work in the liturgy, the spirit loses its focus and attentiveness.

13



A contextual theology or liturgy, therefore, is appropriate to the spiritual
needs of Igbo people today to put an end to the conflicting relationship between
Christianity and African Traditional Religion and thereby deepening a universal
appreciation of Igbo cultural values. The essential purpose of inculturation is
effective worship. It connects the worshiper more with God and touches the real-life
situation in a way that is practical and personal. It brings freedom, gives joy, and
evokes feelings of compassion for others.22 Lamenting on the shallow faith of
Christians in African, Reverend John Mbiti commented “We manufacture Christians,
but life takes them away from us.” This amounts to saying that the cultural

substratum was not converted.23

22 Mary E. McGann, Let It Shine! The Emergence of African American Catholic
Worship, (New York: Fordaham University Press, 2008), 58.

23 John Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, (New Hampshire: Heinemann
Educational Book Inc, 1990), 232. John S. Mbiti (1931 — 2019) was an Anglican priest
from Kenya. He was formerly Professor of Religious Studies at Makerere University,
Uganda and Director of the Ecumenical Institute Bossey, Switzerland, and at the
publication of this book, is the parish minister in Burgdorf and part-time Professor at the
University of Bern, Switzerland. Mbiti observed that an African, at the crossroad of life
always run towards the traditional religion than to Christianity. He remains one of the
greatest African philosophers and thinkers.

14



Chapter Two: Postcolonial Analysis of Igbo Culture

A. What Is Postcolonial Critique of Religion in the Igbo Context?

The possibility of contextual Igbo liturgy is not a painting of the Roman
liturgy with Igbo color, nor is it importation of Igbo culture into the liturgy.
Contextual liturgy is a serious endeavor because it involves careful thought, work,
and initiatives. It is not a return to some Igbo past traditions even though it does
entail pride and love for Igbo culture. It is not merely a form of cultural romanticism
nor a form of cultural nationalism. If it were only that, we would end up blessing
oppressive institutions and oppressive practices merely because they belong to the
past Igbo cultures. It will therefore entail an honest but critical appraisal of all
traditions and cultures. It is a conscious, deliberate, ideological choice. I am also
aware that it does not and will not happen automatically, but it is something to be
consciously sought after and deliberately defined.

One of the biggest hopes for the contextual liturgy is the adjustment in the
missionary strategy of the Church. The more recent shift in the missionary strategy
of the Church, especially since after the Vatican Il Council, accorded respect to the
local cultures as essential to theology. Vatican Il Council is the first council in which
a bishop whose native land was not European participated. Others shifts include:
the Council’s approval of the use of vernacular in liturgy; the realization of the
Church'’s responsibility to the third world, which indicates some shift from much use
of Neo-Scholastic theology and style that are mainly intelligible to the western
minds, to other modes of thought and express that can be understood by a larger

range of cultures. The Council also laid the foundations for ecumenism and positive

15



assessment of other religions. According to Vatican II, the relationship between
culture and gospel is theologically founded on the mystery of the incarnation of the
Son of God. Through the Incarnate Son, God has revealed himself to different people
in accordance with their culture and age. Just as God assumed the human nature in
order to offer his salvation to all, the gospel should be allowed to assume the
different cultures of the people to whom its message is addressed. The Council
urged that the cultural achievements of various people and nations be drawn upon
in spreading the gospel among them.2# Also, in the words of the Council Fathers,
“Even in the liturgy the Church does not wish to impose a rigid uniformity in
matters which do not involve the faith or good of the whole community. Rather does
she respect and foster the qualities and talents of the various races and nations.”2>
The fact that the Church advocates for the relationship between culture and
gospel does not guarantee that all cultural elements are good. Cultures need analysis
and certain elements of cultures need purification to represent the gospel. In
constructing local theologies Robert Schreiter 26 insists on a meticulous study of
culture. According to Schreiter, there are three characteristics desirable in any

cultural analysis used for local theologies: holism, identity, and social change.

24 «“The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the World of Today, Gaudium et
Spes,” no. 58, in Vatican Il, Flannery Austin, ed., (New York: Costello Publishing
Company, 1996). GS is the longest of the Council’s sixteen documents, a whole chapter
covering about one-tenth of the entire document was devoted to the meaning and problem
of culture in today’s society.

25 Second Vatican Council, “Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy- Sacrotsantum
Concillium. ” n. 37, in Vatican Il, Flannery Austin, ed., (New York: Costello Publishing
Company, 1996).

26 Schreiter, Local Theologies, 49.

16



Schreiter maintains that to discover a religious experience in a culture, one cannot
confine the investigation to stated religious beliefs and practices. There may be
many other phenomena going on hidden from view, or not even considered
religious. In the identity approach, Schreiter raises such questions as: what makes
us who we are, and how do we get that way? What gives distinctiveness to a group,
what are the bonds of commonality, and what are the processes by which they are
sustained? Some of these questions constitute key categories for listening in a
culture. How is one to live when accepted forms of identity becomes less viable, are
rejected by whole groups in the culture, or become of no use to the majority? In
listening to a culture, especially to the ills that befall a culture, one must be able to
deal with social change - not as an aberration but as part of the dynamic of a world
such as ours.
In analyzing Schreiter’s proposal for a new catholicity, Abraham states,

Schreiter asserts that for any theology attentive to the

cultural matrix in which it is being articulated, certain

aspects of the culture such as “the values of the culture,

its sources of identity, the ills that consistently befall the

culture, the modes of behavior and codes of conduct in

the culture, the cultural ideals, and the sources of power

in the culture” (Schreiter 1985, 40) predominate the

theological imagination. These have theological import

in that cultural questions lead to constructive

theological proposals on “Creation, Redemption and

Community.”2”

Abraham emphasizes deconstruction of culture to construct a genuine

catholicity. This presupposes that cultures are with their merits and defects,

growths and changes, riches and ills. She writes, “Deconstruction then is a method of

2T Abraham, Decolonizing, 51.
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deepening one’s understanding of asymmetrical frameworks structuring one’s sense
of Self and Other. It means actively recognizing one’s privileges and undoing
them.”?8 Abraham’s proposal insists on decolonization, deconstruction and then
construction of genuine catholicity. This involves humility and relinquishing of
power structures. This is significant as the essay is specially referring to “Western
Christianity.”2°

Understanding of asymmetrical framework here is a reminder that we do not
have to be the same to be united. Unity and pluralism can be richly interconnected
and need not be understood as conflicting ideas. Pluralism is derived from unity for
a better functioning and complementarity because the parts make the whole.
Harmony is the necessary thing to put this pluralism together for a healthy
functionality. It is the term that should be used in the intercultural and inter
religious dialogue to give room for freedom and creativity.

One would argue that for a culture that is embedded with an inferiority
complex accruing from effects of colonization, what the Igbo culture needs in the
global context are courage and recognition, and not necessarily humility and
relinquishing of power. The Igbo person in the African context rather seeks for
balancing of power both internally and universally. Postcolonial liturgy or
contextual theology is also about liberation - the comprehensive liberation of Igbo
people, and more specifically the liberation of the subdued culture. This has

implications for religious and theological education. After translating or replacing

28 1bid., 59.

2% 1bid., 47-62.
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missionary-era songs with local ones; after replacing holy communion wine with
local wine; after replacing expatriate leadership with local leadership and, the like,
we must still ask how far these changes contribute cultural structure and the way
we see ourselves.

The principles for the cultural analysis as prescribed by Schreiter is
necessary for Igbo culture to construct a theology akin to the Igbo people. However,
the question that needs to be addressed is, “Who is the appropriate person to do the
cultural analysis or study? Is it going to be an “emic or “etic” study?3° The emic
perspective can be defined as that which the researcher gains from an insider’s
point of view. On the other hand, in the etic perspective is the one gleaned from
researching the subject as an outsider. Both have advantages and blind spots.

If Igbo people wait for the magisterium to make an objective study of Igbo
culture to construct a theology that is contextual to the Igbos, there is fear that it
would not bring hopeful result. Therefore, Igbo cultural analysis requires boldness
for the Igbo thinkers and theologians to take the lead as it concerns them. The
loophole of the Emic perspective is that there is a tendency to overlook elements
that might seem queer from the outsider’s perspective. Nevertheless, because the

study connects more to the life of the people, it makes a greater impact when it

2

%0 The shorthand terms “emic” and “etic” stem from “phonemic” and “phonetic
and emerged from the insights of the linguist and anthropologist Kenneth Pike (1912-
2000), who argued that understanding and perspective are profoundly shaped by the
relation to the culture studied.
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emanates from the inside, but it cannot be complete without the approval from the
Magisterium.

B. Culture and Postcolonial Theology

Culture is simply everything that embraces our mode of life. It is both
inherent and accumulated. An accumulated culture is an invented culture added to
the already present one. It denotes a process of cultural growth whereby new
cultural elements or traits are added by invention, discovery, or borrowing as a
means of adding to those already in existence with resultant increases in the
number of cultural traits. The constant contact and growth of culture sometimes
make culture complicated.

Gerald Aburkle as a cultural anthropologist argues that the thorniest
methodological problem in inculturation is the confusion surrounding the meaning
of culture because the concept of culture is contentious and complex.3! He therefore
recognizes Edward Taylor’s definition of culture as “complex whole which includes
knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits
acquired by man as a member of society.”32 Arbuckle notes that there are two key
aspects to his definition. First, culture comprises those human attributes that are
learned and learnable and are therefore passed on socially and mentally rather than
biologically. Second, culture is in some sense a “complex whole”: unity and harmony

are key assumptions.33 In this sense, culture is understood both from the point of

31 Gerald A. Arbuckle, Culture, Inculturation, Theologians: A Postmodern
Critique, (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2010), xx.

32 Edward Tylor, from Primitive Culture, vol. 1 as cited in Arbuckle, 2.
33 Ibid.
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view of nature and nurture. That is to say that even though the individual learns the
modus of the group, there are certain pattern that appears in the traces of their
characters. There is also some constancy in the diverse nature of culture.

Also, Aylward Shorter, one of the leading contemporary advocates of
inculturation, explains culture as what a human being learns, or acquires, as a
member of the society. It comprises the learned aspects - as opposed to the
inherited aspects - of human thinking and human behavior. Shorter believes then
that a more modern tendency is to reverse the order and to define human society in
terms of culture. According to this way of thinking, it is what human beings share
culturally, their customs, values and distinctive way of living, that constitute them as
a recognizably distinct human group or society. It emphasizes that human societies
not only possess a culture, but also are distinguished by it from other human
societies.34

Paul Chung, a contemporary public theologian acknowledges that culture
grows by encounter with other cultures. He explains that human life is suspended in
webs of significance. Within such webs of significance, culture is interactive and
interpretative; in search of meaning in social, cultural, and anthropological
locations. In this hermeneutical conversation with others, a new meaning emerges,

helping dialogue partners to better understand their own traditions.35

3 Alward Shorter, Toward a Theology of Inculturation, (Eugene, OR: Orbis
Books, 2006), 4.

3 Paul Chung, Postcolonial Public Theology, (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock,
2016), 97.
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Igbo culture should be approached from the postcolonial perspective in
order to construct a contextual theology or liturgy. Postcolonial analysis of culture
follows from the perception that culture is as a human endeavor is not static, but
dynamic. It constantly develops as it encounters strife and progress in the society.
Culture is not like little boxes, individually separated but instead, it is like trees in an
interconnected ecology that make up a forest. Little boxes do not have direct
connection with one another, but trees develop complex interrelationships with one
another to make a forest. As Igho people says that a single tree cannot make a forest.
There is always some kind of web and interconnection with one another to make a
whole. This is because it is obvious that there is no culture without traits and
elements of the other’s values in it, which makes culture to be simultaneously
negotiated.

Postcolonial criticism assesses and interprets the contexts whereby socio-
political powers and identities are constructed. Postcolonial analysis is a sensitive
endeavor as articulated by Abraham. She observes, “for postcolonial theologians of
culture, it is urgently important that we relativize identity claims, acknowledging
the agonism of opposing and even more strident identity conservation from those
who are threatened by difference.”3¢ Postcolonial theology, therefore is not a one-
sided endeavor. The pros and cons from the different cultures and even the result of
the intercultural relationship should all be in place. In this particular situation, it is
not the celebration of the Igbo culture at expense of Christianity or vise versa. The

primary goal of postcolonial theology is to critique hegemonic ideological

36 Abraham, Decolonizing, 59.
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constructions that make absolutist or totalitarian claims and to provide legitimacy
for alternative theological views.3”

The use of the hyphen in the term “post-colonial” refers to the historical
reality of the colonial encounter. “Postcolonial” refers to a field of study employing
Marxist, poststructuralist, and other critical methodologies brought to bear on
contemporary knowledge production. The distinction made here is essential in
understanding the postcolonial approach, otherwise it will be mixed up with the
thought of reaction to what follows colonialism or the effects of colonialism. The
postcolonial endeavor is not a mere repeating of oppressions. We cannot change
what is already out there in the culture (the contact, interference, corruption,
influence), but we can change the way we look at the whole picture today. The
postcolonial endeavor is therefore more of a change in perspectives such that the
primary aim of postcolonial theory is to create a space for equality and justice.

Postcolonial theology is an umbrella term for the study of the relationship
between empires and theologies that have erased specific peoples’ histories,
identities, and agency. Postcolonial theology assumes that there has been a colonial
theology. All global religions have had a role in this colonial construction and/or
postcolonial decolonizing project as either enablers or silent spectators.

C. Analyzing Igbo Culture to Construct Postcolonial Theology

Igbo people express their cultural uniqueness in communality and

hospitality. Among all the African cultural values, the one that characterized itself

37 Joshua D. Reichard, “Mutually transformative missions: A postcolonial,
process-relational Pentecostal missiology, ” An International Review 43, 3 (2015): 245-
257.
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most in the social and spiritual life of the Igbo person is the concept of the family
and the community as the place to be born, to live, and to die. The Igbo person finds
fulfillment only in the midst of others. At the heart of this notion of family and
community lies the reason for the exalted view of hospitality for the Igbo person. It
translates into moral order, in the strict demand from the practice of social justice,
and in the promotion of life and the well-being of others.38 Hospitality for the Igbo
person is not a favor to give at one’s disposal but a duty that is imperative to
discharge at all time. It is a way of life. In the words of Achebe, “The one who calls
the community to a feast does not do so to save them from starving. They all have
food in their homes. When we gather together in the moonlight village ground it is
not because of the moon. Everyone can see it in his or her compound. We come
together because it is good for a community to do so.”3? Hospitality and
communality is a way of life of the Igbo. It is in the culture.

The cultural value of hospitality among Igbos is also expressed through the
names they give to their children—for example, such names as Ebeleamaka (It is
good to be kind and merciful) and Nwanneka (brotherhood/sisterhood is greater
than everything). In addition, among the Igbos, people with large hearts who
manifest great acts of hospitality and generosity in the community are highly
respected and awarded with titles. They are given special title names such as

Akunwanne (weathy for others), Akuluouno (wealth finds meaning only in the

3 Nwaka, Chris Egbulem. “An African Interpretation of Liturgical Inculturation:
The Rite Zairois,” in A Promise of Presence, Michael Downey and Richard Fragomeni,
eds., (Washington, DC: Pastoral Press, 1992), 240.

39 Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart (London: Hienemann, 1959), 155.
24



community), and Omeluora (philanthropist) to represent their hearts in the
community. These titles, which indicate heroic acts of kindness, are highly desired
among the Igbo people. The inhospitable person has no prestige and earns such
sobriquets as “the tight-fisted one” or “person with a dry heart.”40

The Igbos believe that life, earth and the entire cosmos are gifts from God.
Every gift, therefore, should be received with deep appreciation. This show of
appreciation or gratitude is usually expressed in rituals. Thus, there is ritual of
hospitality to welcome seasons, persons, occasions and events. Everything is
welcomed and celebrated so long as it is something good and brings life and joy to
the people. Notable occasions are: new day, new moon, new year, new baby, raining
season, planting season, harvesting season etc.

The Igbo hospitality extends to strangers and visitors. Every visitor is a
relative in diaspora and must be welcomed as a member of the community and
accorded a respect due to a guest. Onwubiko emphasized, “Among the Igbo, the
basis of hospitality is the general accepted principle that guest must not harm his
host and that that when he departs he should not develop a hunch back on the way
home.”#1 In addition, even family members are respected as guests at the first value,
even as they are free to interact and familiarize with the host. The saying goes
among the Igbo that “ofeke amaghi na nwanne ya bu obia” (fools do not recognize

and appreciate their relatives are guests.)

40" Uchendu, Igbos, 71.

1 Oliver A. Onwubiko, African Thought, Religion, and Culture (Enugu: Snaap
Press), 23.
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According to Uchendu, the Igbo hospitality is based on principles of direct
reciprocity and indirect reciprocity. For neighbors and close relatives, it is
demanded that hospitality be directly reciprocal. It is a give and take affair. With
guests and visitors from distant lands, hospitality is based on indirect reciprocity. It
is a belief that we are all travelers, one day [ may come along your way and expect to
be treated fairly. Uchendu emphasized, “It is the Igho’s genuine desire to please his
guests, even if doing so costs him the household meal or involves some form of
indebtedness: when my guest departs peacefully and satisfied, let my creditors
come.”42

Also, hospitality among the Igbo people comes in different forms. It can come
in the form of greetings. A greeting for the Igbo people is not a formality. It involves
handshaking, hugging, and many other forms of body contact. A formal greeting
suggests suspicion or lack of peace. Other forms of hospitality are expressed
through such acts as: the invitation to eat and drink; dancing; singing; entertainment
for visitors; exchange of gifts and farm produce; playing hosts on feast days; raising
the orphans; sheltering the homeless; and very importantly the cultural ritual of
breaking the kola nut.

D. Kola Breaking as a Symbolic Act of Hospitality

The kola nut is a caffeine-containing nut of evergreen trees of about 20
meters in height. It has long, ovoid leaves pointed at both the ends with a leathery
texture. The trees have yellow flowers with purple spots and star-shaped fruit.

Inside the fruit, about a dozen round or square seeds develop in a white seed-shell.

42 Uchendu, Igbos, 72.
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This tree propagates through seeds. To the Igbos, the kola nut is not just the small
seed, which is very bitter to taste. It is the non-juicy unattractive, reddish or
yellowish small content of the pod of a tree called Osisi Oji (kola nut tree). In Nigeria
kola nut means different things to different people, as there are also variations in
the kola nuts available in the nation. It is grown mainly in the southern part of the
country among the Yorubas.*3 The Hausas in the north of the country also eat it
more, while the Igbos in the east celebrate it and use it for ritual purposes.

Breaking of kola nut is an encompassing expression of Igbo hospitality and
every other forms of hospitality without the kola nut is considered meaningless.
Hence kola nut is the greatest symbol of Igbo hospitality. It always comes first. The
sacred fruit, kola, is symbol of God’s presence in the midst humanity. It is at the
center of all cultural activities among the Igbo people. It is eaten not to quench
hunger or control appetite, but to acquire blessing and express goodwill and loyalty
to the land and the assembly. Presenting a guest with a kola nut is, thus, an
important ceremony. Three operations are usually involved: the presentation, the
breaking (prayer), and the distribution of the kola nut. The kola is presented by the
host of the gathered assemble and the prayer is said by the eldest male member
while it shared by the youngest person in the group.

The head of each household says the prayer with the family every morning
before any other activity, to connect the household with the gods for the blessing of
the day. Breaking of the kola nut is making of good wishes on self and others. It is

rooted in the golden rule. It expresses a hospitable heart, the desire for justice and

43 Igbos at 18%, Hausas at 25%, and Yorubas at 21% represent the three largest of
the 250 tribes in Nigeria distributed throughout 36 states and the capital.
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well-being for everyone. Generally, Igbo hospitality that has been seen in different
ways reflects their religious consciousness, which is their demonstration of love.

Nwahaghi and Uchem have engaged a postcolonial conversation around one
aspect of kola nut ritual. Among Igbo people, it is a taboo for a woman to climb the
kola nut tree, harvest its fruits, present, bless, or ritually break it either in public or
in private. If a woman happens to be present whenever it is shared, she is always
that last to partake of it when all males must have carefully selected and consumed
their choice pieces from the broken fragments in the kola nut bowl. Besides, a
woman may not be allowed to take any piece by herself from the bowl; it must be
given to her by any of the males.%

One would argue that if the act of breaking of kola is the expression of
hospitality and community life among Igbo people, why are some people separated
from its performance. Uchendu did not consider it as exclusion or disability but
argues that it is as a result of separation of authority. He states, “It does not imply
the woman's disability is a sign of her social inferiority. There are many other linked
privileges, which a man may not exercise but women do.”45 But Felix Nwahaghi
disagrees with Uchendu and critiques the ritual as a form of discrimination against
women. He argues that it “does more than symbolize the exclusiveness of Igho men,
it symbolizes it in opposition to Igbo women.”4¢ Uchem regards it as a prime

instance of subordination of women in Igbo society. According to her, it denies

44 Rose Uchem, “Women and the Igbo Kolanut: Theological Matters Arising,” in
Women and the Kolanut, ed. Rose Uchem (Enugu, Nigeria: Ifendu, 2006): 23.
45 Uchendu, Igbos, 49.

%6 See Michael Muonwe for Niwaghi’s discussion on the meaning of kola nut in
New Dawn for African Women, Igbo Perspective, (Bloomington: Xlibris, 2016): 66.
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women of their equality with women, dis-empowers them, and presents maleness
as the paradigm for humanity. She argues further that is clearly goes against Igbo
sense of community and unity (values which kola nut is meant to express) and
enthrones fragmentation instead.#” This is an example of the kind of postcolonial
agonism that can be fruitful in moving toward a considered inculturated Igbo liturgy
for the Catholic Church in Nigeria.

E. Binaries in Igbo Culture

The Igbo worldview before the colonial influence is where everything is
interrelated and complementary; there is no alienation. There are no 'words and
opposites' as there are in some other languages. Man and woman, young and old,
heaven and earth, big and small, bitter and sweet, good and bad, black and white,
rich and poor, wise and fool, the living and the dead, and the likes, are not opposites.
They are instead aspects in creation that complement each other because they are
all from Chineke, the perfect Creator, and they will eventually return the same way.
Whatever the Igbo people did begins from the divine, and they move cyclically.
Whatever God creates is good, and there is no contradiction.

The physical world is the primary domain of human beings, embodied spirit.
Disembodied spirits inhabit the spirit world. The two worlds interact and
intermingle. The spirit world is the invisible, non-corporeal side of the visible
world.#8 As Ikenga Metu rightly remarked, “The Igbo world presents itself as one

fluid coherent unit in which spirits, men, animals, plants and the elements are

47 |bid., 67.
“8 |henacho, African, 31.
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engaged in continuous interaction. The invisible world of spirits, and the visible
world shade into, and mutually influence each other.”49

In the Igbo world, boundaries are not divisions but were links because
according to them “it is where we divide that we connect”. Divisions have their
essential attribute just as unity or oneness. Both are parts of creation, as each helps
in explaining the other, pointing to izuoke (perfection) that can only be in God. A
perfect example is in the kola nut, where the lobes are held together in segments -
they are viewed not as divided but connected.

Igbo people arrange individuals in age grades, and age grades make a
community, the same way that a day makes a week and weeks roll into months, and
they circle into a lunar year that keeps on begetting days. They all come together to
make izu; izuzugbe zugbe - (perfect tone). There is nobody that is considered a
disabled person, even if they were in one way or the other incapacitated.
Incapacitation cannot prevent one to marry, to own a house, and to make a
household - the age-grade can always support everyone. And there was in the past
no Igbo beggar because the kindred knew how to provide for one another, primarily
through their age grades. No person is forgotten but always counted among the age
grade. You can either belong as toddlers or ancestors - all were in the community
count. The ancestors are the link group and are not separated. There was no
unemployment, as one can either belong to planters or harvesters, hunters, or
butchers. If you cannot work as a warrior, you work as a lame; there are plenty of

rooms for all, and the age grades enforces it.

49 |[kenga Metu, from Nature of Theism as cited in Ihenacho, 31.
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In the Igbo society, human beings govern themselves according to age grades.
Among age grades, there were no boundaries - no religious barrier, no class
difference, no ability, and disability. Age grades were custodians of traditions,
culture, customs, and religion. They maintain the unbreakable links in society. It
operates on the principle that "If you don't listen to your parents and siblings, you
must listen to your mates - they will always remind you, bless you and punish you
as the case may be." The law of creation rests on age grade to enforce and harness.

The Igbo person believes that there is no salvation outside the world that we
live because the supernatural is active in human affairs. Everlasting life for the Igbo
is then the unbreakable link in the age grade systems in the societal arrangement
that assures everyone is valued and represented in each community. All the Igbo
sociological world advocates for is a just society, with the ultimate and absolute
human societal arrangement. That is a paradise for the Ighbo person. There is no
salvation outside the world because both the gods and humans are in active
participation in the just society.

Igbo people governed themselves as a just society. A just society is where
people were equal even with their individual differences and sameness, olusi
(defects), and potentials. In the just society, all individuals use themselves as a
mirror to act for or against the neighbor and looking up to the Creator as the
supreme guide - do to others as would them do to you. The Igbo sense of justice is
on the principle that all fingers are not equal. Igho community was such that no one
was so rich to make others subservient to him or so unfortunate to have to treat

them as superiors. Justice is what connects the sky and the earth, humans and gods,
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creatures, and Chineke (Creator). God is the one who metes out justice upon man
and woman, removes the curse when it is unjust and helps the oppressed. We find
such expressions in the daily prayer of the Igbo person, especially in the breaking of
kola nut.

One aspect of the just society is that everybody is essential, and unique and
all are kings and queens - male, female, old and young, even other creatures have
absolute standing as part of the creation. Other people see it as Igho enwe eze (no
king among the Igbos). The crucial insight is that there is no one king; instead, there
were kings. Ala, the earth is the source and judge of human morality and
accordingly exercises the primary ritual sanctions in disputes and offenses. The
earth goddess, being the nearest to the supreme God, shares in God's justice to a
considerable measure.>? She is a mother who knows when to show mercy and when
to punish and is always fair. Everything is perfect because it is from the earth and as
long as it observes the law of the earth.

Inculturation of Igbo liturgy is possible if the cultural elements of Igho people
could be analyzed from the postcolonial perspectives. Theology building on
postcolonial culture should be able to address the binaries in cultures. As Ilo states
“there is no theology which should be proposed to Africa today which will not first
show how the gospel has become good news to Africans in their present challenging

social context. The role of theology in Africa will be accountability in terms of how a

% John Paul Nzomiwu, The Concept of Justice Among the Traditional Igho: An
Ethical Inquiry (Awka, Nigeria: Fides Pub, 1999), 56.
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regenerative ethics of communion, mutuality, and friendship has become active and
dynamic in the different settings of the Church and in the public square.”>1

Similarly, the theologians needed today in addressing the exciting frontiers of
the Christian faith in Igbo land and Africa, and in arresting the heart wrenching
social conditions are those who seriously engage the historical nature of faith. They
must draw from their own history and experience, and appropriate the Christian
faith as a mediated truth in conversation with traditions, histories, contexts,
existential pathos and joys of the people who are seeking faith’s answers to their
troubling social context.>2 The strong appeal to traditional theological method with
its limitations with regard to history and context poses serious challenges. This is
because the theologian is not simply a pipe for mediating the truths and realities
about God: faith, morals, social ethics, etc. He or she is an agent of mediated truth.
The theologian is a dynamic subject of relations and not an object into which God
and the Church pours the deposit of faith.53

Domination, abuse of gender and ecosystem are important aspects of justice
for the Igbo postcolonial culture and Church. Igbo theologians can not shun these
areas in their social analysis of their culture and religion. Evangelization is about
building God’s kingdom on earth within diverse cultural and social contexts. Thus,

an integral evangelization stems from, responds to, and transforms the social

%1 Stan C. llo, The Church and Development in Africa, (Eugene, OR: Pickwick,
2014), 218. llo is a millennium theologian and Igbo Catholic priest who presents an
enthusiastic voice for justice and social teachings.

%2 |bid., 216.
%3 |bid.
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context and makes available to peoples and nations the abundant life that Christ
offers to all.>*

F. The Poor and Less Privileged in Igbo Postcolonial Theology

Igbo theological language finds authentic foundations in the Bible, which
provides insight on why some people traces the origin of the Igbo people to a
Hebrew background. It follows the theological realization of other theologians
working in economically lesser developed countries that a theology that does not act
on behalf of the poor and the oppressed is not Igbo Christian theology. The divine
law of love as in the Old Testament guides Igbo people in their social relationship
with one another. In the Hebrew Bible, God’s grace of righteousness summons us to
uphold a corresponding action, because faith in the God of Torah is active and
effective in love and service of our fellow humans as well as care for other creatures.
If our relationship to God is influenced by economic realities, unjust economic
conditions can ruin the true worship of God. Worshipping God in distorted ways
leads to the dehumanization of economic life.55 In Chung’s words, “The biblical
notion of God versus mammon helps the church contribute to the renewal of the
economic system and structure in the current dehumanizing form, while promoting
the integrity of a life-enhancing direction in ecological sustainability.”>¢ Worship of
God goes hand in hand with love of creatures. It is both a vertical and horizontal

relationship.

% 1bid., 213.
% Chung, Postcolonial, 176.

% bid.
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A true Igbo Christianity should involve the spirit of sacrifice and empathy
with the suffering creatures of the earth, in order to represent the image of Christ,
the redeemer. A theology of the cross cannot be adequately comprehended without
God’s reconciliation in forgiving both Christians and non-Christians. As a prophetic
relief Christ’s reconciliation summons the church to be faithful to and responsible
for God’s compassion for and solidarity with those who suffer. The confession of the
church is seriously taken concerning the silence about “the spoliation and
exploitation of the poor,” while justifying “the enrichment and corruption of the
strong.”>7

Bonhoeffer insists: “In the body of Jesus Christ God is united with humanity,
the whole of humanity is accepted by God and the world is reconciled with God...
There is no part of the world, be it so forlorn and never so godless, which is not
accepted by God and reconciled with God in Jesus Christ.”>8 A theological doctrine
does not overwrite the embracing grace of God in Christ, but the grace of God as the
ultimate reality guides and shapes the meaning of the Christian confession in service
of the world.>° The Igbo Church cannot leave herself out of this endeavor.

Igbo postcolonial theology should seek to address undue domination in class
and gender. Mostly the domination attitudes have some cultural attachment, which
naturally subject some others in underprivileged situation. Ilo is vehement in stating
that social analysis and the critique of the power-play and unacceptable social

contexts and unjust structures all of which lead to poverty and unnecessary human

57 Dietrich Bonhoeffer from his Ethics, as cited in Chung, 180.

%8 bid.
% 1bid.
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suffering is vital for doing any kind of theology, especially in the challenging
contexts of Africa. Indeed, authenticity and relevance of theology depends on the
interpretation and judgment it brings to bear on the social context as it impacts on
Christian faith and praxis.6°

As observed by Chung: “Buddhism and Christianity are “not one,” but “not
two” in articulation of the deep compassion and reconciling agape for the sake of the
praxis of justice and emancipation regarding those who are weak, poor, and
despised - thereby God’s Lazarus in today’s context.”¢1 By implication, Igbo culture
and Christianity should find themselves at the same level in the work of compassion
and justice. The postcolonial Igbo culture cannot build a relationship with
Christianity if there is internal cultural imbalance. Religion builds itself in justice
and empathy and shuns all sorts of discrimination and degradation. Love and justice
should be the common goal for all religions and culture, and also true worship
happens only where there is justice.

G. Children in Igbo Culture

Igbo people groom their children to be part of the Igbo society. Children are
considered the future leaders, and they begin early to do that. Igbo children grow up
and participate in the world of children and the world of adults. They take active
part in their parents’ social and economic activities. For instance, they are taken to
the market, to the family or village tribunal, funerals, feasts, farms, and religious

ceremonies. If there is a social or ritual ceremony going on in Igbo village,

%0 110, Church, 215.

61 Chung, Postcolonial, 180.
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everybody is welcome. As Uchendu rightly observed, “Igbo children participate in
the affairs of the adult world with childlike enthusiasm; in their own world they
dramatize adult roles and spend their leisure hours doing “nursery” cooking, playing
father and mother, holding “play” markets and mock fights.”62 This is essential in the
children’s formation and maturity. It is also a way of refuting the argument that
because Igbo people are very fond of their children, they spoil them. The affection
lavished on infants ends with the arrival of the next baby. The truth is that for most
children the period of pampering is short lived. Each child is groomed with their
mates and participates in the traditional activities in their communities.

Sociologically, there are a few cultural practices in the Igbo land to give
children sense of belonging in their respective communities, as well as to lead them
to the process of adulthood. Such activities should be encouraged in the places
where they exist but also should be planned and executed in a manner that they
foster progress and represent a universally acceptable value. Worthy of mention is
the presentation and masquerade initiation ceremonies in my village, Umudim,
Ikenga, and the Iwa Akwa festival, which is an induction to adulthood in most
communities in Igbo land.

1. Rituals For Children in Igbo Culture

a. Child Presentation

Different communities in Igbo land have rituals or ceremonies to induct their
young ones into their society. An instance is the presentation ceremony in my

kindred, Umudim Ikenga in Igbo land. There is a presentation ritual for children

62 Uchendu, Igbos, 61.
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born in Umudim kindred of Ikenga. For every male child, there are tubers of yam, a
cock or any male animal, and a keg of palm wine. For every female child, there are
tubers of yam, a chicken, or any animal. No matter where and when the child is born,
the kindred joyfully wait for the presentation alongside the items.

The presentation goes with lots of naming and titles. The child must have
received a given name from the family. Still, the community provides a sort of
nickname to suggest future expectations from that child. No child presented in
Umudim is considered ordinary or average. Kindred has an excellent vision for each
child and sees him or her as a future celebrity or a star. The girls are called the
Morning Stars. It is essential because the people from the kindred consider
themselves very privileged and unique.

The story has it that when my parents presented me, at the moment, my
parents said that my name is John, there were unanimous shouts and links with John
the Baptist. The village community came up with the wish that I will become a
priest. They have different dreams and pronouncements for different individuals.
They desire for professions like medical doctors, engineers, top civil servants, and
government workers, priests, and reverend sisters. They always aim so high
because for them, Umudim is already a privileged aristocratic group.

The names do not end at the meeting place on the day of the presentation.
When a kin sees the child, he or she mentions it to remind one of the community's
expectations on him or her. Igbo people believe that there is something in a name: a
person's name guides that person. The nickname, therefore, has two ways of

working on the child. It challenges the child to work hard and fulfill the dream of the
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community. It also makes the child believe that he or she is not ordinary or just
average. He or she is already a star in the making. We call ourselves nwannaa,
literally meaning child of our father. It is to remind us of our common origin and
fraternity.

b. Iwa Akwa - Induction into Adulthood/Age Grades

Before the colonial era, the system of governance in Igbo land was
administered by the structure of age grade system. The Council of Elders was at the
helm of governance followed by age grades in hierarchical authority. The age grades
were politically very significant. Depending on their hierarchy, they initiated laws
and regulations passed on to the Council of Elders for consideration and possible
adoption. They played important roles in the social, welfare and economic matters
of the communities. The age grades in most cases, act as the community’s police or
law enforcement agency.

For any male member of the community to participate in any form of
communal affairs of governance, he must be inducted upon attainment of the age
range of twenty three to twenty five years. The induction ceremony, which permits
one to participate in the republican governance structure of the community, is the
Iwa Akwa Festival. After the Iwa Akwa Festival, the celebrant is admitted to the
Umunna, and Town Union. He can then be accepted as a matured man who can sit
with the Council of Elders to discuss sensitive issues concerning the community.
Before the induction he was regarded as a mere child, still suckling on the mother’s

breast.
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The origin of Iwa Akwa Festival can be traced to inter-village wars of the
past, where only young men of age were conscripted to execute wars. The Council of
Elders was the only body that declared war, while the various age grades saw to the
successful execution of the war. The command structure came from the oldest age
grade and run sequentially downwards. Iwa Akwa Festival is performed in some
towns and communities in Igbo land, especially in Imo State.

c. Age Group

Infants are born helpless and thus depend on others for survival. They lack
language, culture and moral values at birth, and must acquire these in the societies
in which they born. As a child grows up, he develops relationship with his
immediate social environment. These can occur as playmates, classmates, or in the
activities of their communities. As this relationship becomes stronger, cooperation
is fostered and as they grow up the younger or not strong enough among them are
sieved out while the remaining will bond together only to emerge members of an
age grade later.

In some cases, parents or relations can determine a boy’s age mates because
they know those who were born during the same period. Such expressions as nwata
ishi okuko ya referring to persons born during the same period or nwa ara which
means that any available breastfeeding mother can breastfeed any hungry baby
born at the same period are typical Igbo expressions that create solidarity among
age grade members, because they had a shared breast milk covenant. In more recent
years, baptismal cards or birth certificates are presented to determine the person’s

eligibility to be a member of an age group.
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Every adult man in Igbo land belongs to an age grade. The age grade
structure is the platform on which the administration of the community is
performed. Most times, community’s set of duties, levies and development projects,
are done through the age grade structure. Examples are: Njikoka Age Grade of
Ikenga donation to some secondary schools in Ikenga and Nwanne Akolam Age
Grade bursary awards to various town unions in Ekwulobia.

It is easier to take the population census of the adult men in the community
through the various age grades. The construction of roads, bridges, schools, health
centers, town halls, electricity projects, etc. are usually executed by communal
efforts through the age grade structure. All these are only those who have
performed the Iwa Akwa Festival. The age grade structure creates a hierarchical
kind of social discipline, which most people unconsciously adhere to. This is also
entrenched in our language and makes one to call his senior nnanyi or dede as some
dialects call. The person’s mind is then structured to position the person in a
particular order of hierarchy and place in our society. The Iwa Akwa Festival is the
index on which an adult man is determined in most Igbo communities. If one has not
performed the Iwa Akwa Festival, he is not regarded as man and various roles and
responsibilities cannot be accorded to such a person. Iwa Akwa Festival admits one
to some of the cultural institutions such as Umunna, which then exposes one to the
details of Igbo traditions, customs and culture and above all exposes one to
appreciate the administrative intricacies of various communities. It is from these

institutions that one can readily turn to, for ceremonies of birth, Iwa Akwa Festival,
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marriage and rites of passage in our culture and for clues on how attitudes are
passed on to new generations.

There are a lot of social insurance schemes derived from being a member of
an age grade. In event of joy, needs, emergency or misfortune, the age grade gives a
kind of social and economic cushioning on both their members and families. It is
worthy of note that peer group influence one gets at young age, affects the person
throughout life. This can be seen in the age grade system found in many
communities, where research has shown that members of an age grade tend to have
similar attitudes.

Iwa Akwa Festival is a kind of re-union for many distance relations, friends
and in-laws. It also brings economic benefits to the community on the number of
visitors and tourists that visit during the period. There is a need to harness the
amount of money spent during the period with the various communities to improve
the economic status our communities. There is also a need to reduce the cost of the
festival to the celebrants and their immediate families.

The Iwa Akwa Festival has undergone certain changes in recent times. It is
certain that most young ones are loosely connected to traditional and cultural
values. They are now intensely connected online. They are in the age of YouTube,
Facebook, Twitter, and other online social networking sites. We should understand
this and use it to have a sustainable future for our various communities. The
challenge of forming age groups through peer group activities is now in the past.
One can recommend that age group formation be channeled through these social

networks, as we know that they create awareness and make people take certain
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action. A group Facebook can be open stating the age range of the age group of the
community e.g. 1990 to 1992. This will encourage people of the age range to register
online and interact with their peers harmoniously, which eventually leads to the
formation of age grade that will last for their lifetime.

There are also arguments that Iwa Akwa can be incorporated into religious
practices that can be inter-denominational. By doing this the different religious
groups in the community can come together and have an opportunity to pray as one
people and share in their faith experiences. It is also a way of entrusting the
candidates to the Almighty God and challenging their spiritual and moral maturity.
They could be a whole liturgy planned for Iwa Akwa ceremony, like the sacrament of
Confirmation.

As beautiful as Iwa-Akwa is, it is important to be gender inclusive.
Conducting the induction ceremony only for the boys plays down the role of girls in
the community development in Igbo land. Boys and girls are trained to be
responsible custodians of their communities. However, it can also be argued that
girls have corresponding or related practices for initiation into adulthood in the
woman world.

As much as Igbo culture promotes life of children and their participation in
the community, there are still arrears of concern for the postcolonial understanding.
As pointed out by Adichie, we often use biology to explain the privileges that men
have, the most common reason being men’s physical superiority. It is of course true
that men are in general physically stronger than women. But if we truly depended

on biology as the root of social norms, then children would be identified as their
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mother’s rather than their father’s because when a child is born, the parent we are
biologically - and incontrovertibly - certain of is the mother. We assume the father
is who the mother says the father is.63

Adichie also maintains that we should never put the pressure “to be likeable”
on our girls because most of times, we teach girls to be likable and to be nice. And
we do not teach boys the same. One of the dangers of this is that many sexual
predators have capitalized on this. Many girls remain silent when abused because
they want to be nice. Many girls spend too much time trying to be “nice” to people
who do them harm. Many girls think of the “feelings” of those who are hurting them.
Adichie says that this is the “catastrophic consequence of likeability.”64

H. Women in Igbo Culture

Igbo society is patriarchal and male dominant. This does not understate the
respect and value Igbo culture attaches to women. Igbo cultural value for women is
mainly in the family life, especially in procreation. Consequently, the dream for the
Igbo female child is specifically for marriage and family life. Wealth, education or
any other social accomplishment by any woman without marriage seems almost
meaningless in the eyes of many. Philomena Okeke-Ihejirika, an Igbo woman scholar
observes that it is their “primary roles as wives, mothers, and companions to men...

that commands the highest social regard in Igbo society.”65

63 Chimamanda Adichie, Dear ljeawele, or A Feminist Manifesto in Fifteen
Suggestions, (NY: Anchor Books, 2017), 50.

% Ibid., 37.
% Philomena Okeke-lhejirika, Negotiating Power and Privilege: Igbo Career
Women in Contemporary Nigeria (Columbus, OH: Ohio University Press, 2004), 40.
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In the colonial era, it was hard to find women who attended schools or go
into professional careers because the Igbo society considered that as a waste of time
and resources. On the contrary, Maduka®® insists on equal education for women and
men. He also championed women participation in the liturgy and religious activities.
These did not go down well for a lot of people. There is no doubt that Igbo land is a
patriarchal society. Nevertheless, there is certain undue male dominance that create
big chasm in the area of gender equality.

Adichie observes “gender roles are so deeply conditioned in us that we will
often follow them even when they chafe against our true desires, our needs, and our
happiness. They are very difficult to unlearn, and so it is important to try to make
sure that children reject them from the beginning. We should instead teach them
self-reliance. Tell them that it is important to be able to do things for themselves
and fend for themselves.”¢7

In a series of processes involved in Igbo traditional marriage, some people
perceive the position of woman in marriage as subordinate to that of man. For
example, the man is expected to pay a dowry or bride price to the girl's family and

relatives, which in some cases runs into a large sum of money and materials. It is a

% Rt. Rev. Msgr. Martin Okeke Maduka, alias Nnadiebuebe (1920-1995), is from
Ekwulobia, Aguata LGA, Anambra State, Nigeria and is a Catholic Priest of Awka
Diocese and a member of the Papal Chamberlin. Nnadiebube is a sage and a protagonist
of inculturation by doing a theology of Incarnation viewed through Christians’
contextualization of Faith (Gospel) and Culture (Tradition). He is a great ancestor on how
to be Igbo and a true Christian via his peculiar characteristic Christianization of African-
Igbo Cultures, that is, an Africanization of Christianity, decades before Inculturation
became the evangelical refrain of Vatican 11 Council (1962-65). By his sublime teaching
as a Pastor and profound practice of inculturation, he became the forerunner of Vatican II
Council adaptations and renewal, henc