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 Abstract 

Ancestral worship, deeply rooted in African traditional religion, involves veneration and 
communication with deceased ancestors, who are believed to act as guardians and mediators between 
the living and the spiritual realm. In contrast, Christianity emphasizes a direct relationship with God, 
rejecting the intercessory role of ancestors. However claims like the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob 
suggests otherwise. This study explores a comparative study of the concept of Ancestors in Owa Alero 
and Christianity. The paper employed a mixed-method approach, gathering data from 200 respondents 
through structured questionnaires, interviews, and focus group discussions. The findings reveal 
significant differences in beliefs and practices between traditionalists and Christians in Owa Alero. 
Traditionalists overwhelmingly view ancestors as active participants in both the spiritual and temporal 
realms, with practices such as annual ancestor festivals, household shrines, and consultations with 
spiritual intermediaries being common. Christians, however, focus on church-based rituals, personal 
prayer, and direct communication with God, aligning with Christian doctrines that reject ancestral 
intercession. These divergent practices also influence social structures, where traditionalists uphold 
elders as custodians of wisdom, while Christians recognize church leaders primarily for spiritual 
guidance. Despite these differences, the study highlights a level of coexistence between the two belief 
systems, facilitated by mutual respect, intermarriage, and shared community events. However, 
conflicts do arise, particularly during communal rituals and festivals where the beliefs intersect. The 
study concludes that while ancestral worship and Christianity in Owa Alero represent fundamentally 
different worldviews, their coexistence within the community demonstrates adaptability and tolerance, 
contributing to a complex but cohesive social fabric. 
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Introduction  

The Owa Alero community, situated in the Ika North East Local Government Area of Delta 
State, Nigeria, represents a microcosm of the rich cultural diversity that characterizes the Igbo people. 
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The Igbo, with a historical tapestry woven with intricate cosmological beliefs, have sustained a deep 
connection to ancestral veneration practices over centuries (Forde, 1950). The Owa Alero community, 
in particular, is emblematic of the resilience and continuity of these indigenous practices. 
Anthropological studies have shed light on the integral role of ancestors in Igbo cosmology, 
emphasizing their significance in the socio-political, economic, and spiritual spheres of life (Basden, 
1966). The concept of "Chi," a personal god associated with individuals in Igbo cosmology, further 
intertwines with the veneration of ancestors, creating a complex web of spiritual connections 
(Onyenechere, 2017). These cultural nuances contribute to the distinctiveness of Owa Alero's approach 
to ancestor veneration within the broader Igbo cultural context. 

On the other hand, the introduction of Christianity to Owa Alero, facilitated through missionary 
activities, ushered in a transformative phase in the community's religious landscape (Onyenechere, 
2017).  The Bible, as a foundational text in Christianity, introduces different perspectives on the 
afterlife and spiritual intermediaries. The communion of saints, as articulated in Hebrews 12:1, 
provides a theological framework that contrasts with the direct interaction with ancestral spirits in 
indigenous belief systems. The communion of saints, as described in Hebrews 12:1, refers to the idea 
that Christians are connected to each other through their shared faith in God (Chukwuma, 2023). It 
emphasizes the unity of all Christians, regardless of their background or location. This concept is in 
contrast to the direct interaction with ancestral spirits in indigenous belief systems, which emphasize 
the individual's connection to their ancestors. In some African traditional religions, it is believed that 
ancestors can directly influence the living, and can be called upon for assistance or guidance. However, 
in Christianity, this interaction is mediated by God, who is seen as the ultimate source. This collision 
of worldviews and belief systems has been a focal point of scholarly inquiry. Parratt (2000) explores 
the dynamic encounters between African traditional religions and global religions, underscoring the 
tensions that arise from the clash of indigenous beliefs with the doctrines of Christianity. Adogame 
(2008) delves into the complexities of religious syncretism in post-colonial African societies, shedding 
light on the intricate ways in which local belief systems adapt to and interact with global religions. 

This study, situated within this scholarly discourse, seeks to navigate the nuanced interplay 
between ancestral veneration in Owa Alero and the tenets of Christianity. Drawing inspiration from the 
works of  Idowu (1973), and Olupona (1991), who have provided invaluable insights into African 
traditional religions, the research aims to unravel the layers of meaning embedded in the concept of 
ancestors in Owa Alero and Christianity. The coexistence of indigenous beliefs in ancestral veneration 
within Owa Alero and the introduction of Christianity poses a complex socio-religious landscape, 
raising critical questions about cultural preservation, religious pluralism, and potential conflicts. As 
Owa Alero, a community deeply rooted in Igbo traditions, grapples with the intersection of these belief 
systems, there is a pressing need to explore the dynamics and implications of this coexistence. 

The Concept of Ancestors in the African Context 

Ancestors, or the living-dead, are believed to be disembodied spirits of people who lived upright lives 
here on earth, died 'good' and natural death, that is at ripe old age, and received the acknowledged 
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funerary rites ( Akpan, Ekanem and Oko, 2022). In the African context, ancestors are not simply 
deceased family members, but rather revered figures believed to be disembodied spirits who continue 
to influence the living. They are revered for their role as guardians of morality and providers of 
guidance and protection. Even after death, they are still regarded as being part of the human families. 
They serve as intermediaries between man and God (Oko, 2019:69). Ancestorhood is often attained 
through a combination of factors, including a long life, a morally upright life, and a death that is 
considered "good" or natural. They are also believed to be one of the important channels to access God. 
Ancestral worship is a key component of African Traditional Religion, and the African philosophical 
thoughts.  

Ancestors play a fundamental role in African cosmology (see Chuks, 2021; Ige, 2006; Mbiti, 1975; 
Wiredu, 2013). Ancestors are entities that were previously human beings but have died and have moved 
to a realm where they enjoy powers beyond the scope of naturalistic comprehension of action. For 
instance, ancestors are invisible and exercise powers far beyond human capacity. They are believed to 
reside on the earth, in sacred groves and family homesteads (Chuks, 2021). Nonetheless, not all 
individuals who have passed away can qualify as ancestors. To qualify for ancestorhood, a human 
being must have lived to a ripe old age and produced children; they must have died a good death, 
received honourable burial rites and lived a moral life (Chuks, 2021; Cox, 1995). A good death is one 
that comes naturally in old age. Violent death through suicide, for instance, would be considered a bad 
death. Bad deaths are routinely understood to be the result of a bad morality and are, to a certain extent, 
caused by one's immoral actions which may backfire (Mbiti, 1990). Those who die bad death in Ibibio 
cannot join their ancestor neither can they reincarnate (Akpan, Ekanem and Oko, 2022).One such bad 
action may be, for example, disrespecting the ancestors and thereby losing their protection. It is, for 
instance, not uncommon amongst the Zulu people to believe that not performing some rituals of 
veneration of ancestors is a form of disrespect which leads to lack of protection from ancestors 
(Berglund, 1989). 

 

 Ancestral Beliefs in Owa Alero 

Owa Alero, nestled in the heart of Nigeria, embodies a vibrant tapestry of cultural heritage that 
has endured for generations. The town's cultural context is deeply intertwined with the traditions, 
customs, and beliefs of its people, offering a window into the rich tapestry of Nigerian cultural 
diversity. Situated within the Ika ethnic group's territory, Owa Alero is renowned for its strong sense 
of community, where kinship ties form the bedrock of social cohesion (Egwunyenga, 2018). The 
cultural landscape of Owa Alero is characterized by a harmonious blend of indigenous practices and 
external influences, reflecting the town's historical encounters with colonialism and globalization. 
Despite these external pressures, Owa Alero has retained its cultural distinctiveness, with ancestral 
beliefs and traditions serving as pillars of identity and resilience (Igboin, 2017). Central to the cultural 
fabric of Owa Alero is the concept of communal living, where mutual support, collective responsibility, 
and shared values underpin social interactions. Within this communal framework, ancestral beliefs play 
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a pivotal role in shaping individuals' worldview and guiding their daily lives. The cultural context of 
Owa Alero fosters a profound reverence for tradition, fostering a sense of belonging and rootedness 
among its inhabitants (Ogunyemi, 2016). 

Furthermore, Owa Alero's cultural context is imbued with narratives, myths, and rituals that celebrate 
the town's history, heritage, and spirituality. Festivals, ceremonies, and rites of passage serve as 
occasions for community bonding, storytelling, and collective expression, reinforcing the town's 
cultural cohesion and vitality (Egwunyenga, 2018). As Owa Alero navigates the complexities of 
modernity, the preservation and promotion of its cultural heritage remain paramount. Efforts to 
safeguard ancestral beliefs, linguistic traditions, and artistic expressions are essential for maintaining 
Owa Alero's cultural resilience and fostering intergenerational continuity (Igboin, 2017). In essence, 
the cultural context of Owa Alero provides a fertile ground for exploring the intricate interplay between 
tradition and modernity, resilience and adaptation, in shaping the town's identity and collective 
consciousness. By honoring its past while embracing the present, Owa Alero reaffirms its cultural 
vitality and relevance in an ever-changing world (Ogunyemi, 2016). 

Concept of Ancestors in Owa Alero 

Ancestral beliefs form the cornerstone of spiritual worldview in Owa Alero, permeating every aspect 
of daily life with a profound sense of reverence and connection to the past. Within Owa Alero's cultural 
framework, ancestors are revered as custodians of wisdom, guardians of tradition, and mediators 
between the living and the spiritual realm (Egwunyenga, 2018). 

The concept of ancestors in Owa Alero is deeply rooted in the belief that deceased family members 
continue to exert influence and agency in the lives of their descendants. Ancestors are regarded as 
benevolent spirits who watch over their kin, offer guidance in times of need, and bestow blessings for 
prosperity and well-being (Igboin, 2017). Moreover, the concept of ancestors extends beyond 
individual familial ties to encompass collective ancestral spirits associated with the land, lineage, and 
community. These collective ancestors embody the shared history, cultural identity, and spiritual legacy 
of Owa Alero, serving as custodians of tradition and guardians of sacred sites (Ogunyemi, 2016). 

In the cosmology of Owa Alero, ancestors occupy a central place in the spiritual hierarchy, 
alongside deities, spirits, and supernatural forces. Rituals, prayers, and offerings are dedicated to 
ancestors to honor their memory, seek their intercession, and maintain harmonious relations between 
the living and the dead (Egwunyenga, 2018). Furthermore, the concept of ancestors underscores the 
interconnectedness of past, present, and future generations in Owa Alero's collective consciousness. 
Ancestral beliefs serve as a source of continuity, resilience, and identity, bridging temporal divides and 
fostering a sense of belonging within the community (Igboin, 2017). Overall, the concept of ancestors 
in Owa Alero reflects the town's deep reverence for tradition, spirituality, and communal solidarity. By 
honoring and acknowledging the presence of ancestors in daily life, Owa Alero reaffirms its cultural 
heritage and spiritual vitality in an ever-changing world (Ogunyemi, 2016). 
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Rituals and Practices Associated with Ancestor Worship 

Rituals and practices associated with ancestor worship constitute a vital aspect of religious and cultural 
life in Owa Alero, providing avenues for communication, veneration, and communion with ancestral 
spirits. These rituals serve as tangible expressions of reverence, gratitude, and devotion towards 
ancestors, fostering a dynamic relationship between the living and the dead (Egwunyenga, 2018). One 
of the most prominent rituals in Owa Alero is the annual Ancestor Festival, a communal celebration 
that honors and pays tribute to ancestral spirits. During this festival, community members gather to 
offer prayers, libations, and sacrifices to their ancestors, seeking their blessings and guidance for the 
year ahead (Igboin, 2017). 

Additionally, ancestral shrines and altars are erected in homes, public spaces, and sacred sites 
throughout Owa Alero, serving as focal points for ancestor veneration and communication. Offerings 
of food, drink, incense, and symbolic objects are placed at these shrines as tokens of respect and 
appreciation for ancestral spirits (Ogunyemi, 2016). Furthermore, divination and consultation with 
spiritual mediums are integral aspects of ancestor worship in Owa Alero, allowing individuals to seek 
guidance, counsel, and messages from the ancestral realm. Spiritual mediums, known as "dibia" or 
"babalawo," serve as intermediaries between the living and the dead, interpreting signs, omens, and 
messages from ancestral spirits (Egwunyenga, 2018). Moreover, ancestral rituals and practices are 
often intertwined with other religious and cultural ceremonies in Owa Alero, reflecting the syncretic 
nature of spiritual beliefs and practices within the community. Festivals, weddings, funerals, and rites 
of passage incorporate elements of ancestor worship, underscoring its pervasive influence on social 
and religious life (Igboin, 2017). 

In essence, rituals and practices associated with ancestor worship in Owa Alero serve as vital 
mechanisms for maintaining cultural continuity, spiritual harmony, and social cohesion within the 
community. By honoring and engaging with ancestral spirits, Owa Alero reaffirms its cultural identity 
and spiritual heritage in an ever-changing world (Ogunyemi, 2016). 

 

Christianity and Beliefs in Ancestral Worship 

The arrival of Christianity in Owa Alero depicts an interaction with the ancestral beliefs of the people. 
It is therefore essential to elucidate how Christianity was introduced to Owa Alero, Christian’s 
perspective on ancestors and the interactions between Christianity and traditional ancestral beliefs. The 
introduction of Christianity to Owa Alero marked a significant turning point in the town's religious 
landscape, bringing about profound transformations in belief systems, social structures, and cultural 
practices. Like many parts of Nigeria, Owa Alero encountered Christianity through missionary 
activities during the colonial era, leading to the gradual displacement of traditional ancestral beliefs 
with Christian doctrines and practices (Okoro, 2019). 

The earliest encounters with Christianity in Owa Alero can be traced back to the late 19th and early 
20th centuries when European missionaries, predominantly from Catholic and Protestant 
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denominations, began evangelizing in the region. These missionaries established churches, schools, 
and medical facilities, offering spiritual, educational, and humanitarian services to the local population 
(Ogunleye, 2018). 

The arrival of Christianity in Owa Alero was met with a mixture of curiosity, skepticism, and resistance 
from the indigenous population, who grappled with the challenges of reconciling their traditional 
beliefs with the new religious teachings. While some embraced Christianity wholeheartedly, others 
remained deeply rooted in ancestral practices, leading to a complex interplay of religious syncretism 
and cultural adaptation (Egbe, 2017). Over time, Christianity gained traction in Owa Alero, attracting 
converts from various social strata and ethnic backgrounds. The establishment of indigenous clergy 
and the translation of religious texts into local languages facilitated the spread of Christian teachings 
and the integration of Christian rituals into the fabric of everyday life (Okoro, 2019). 

Today, Christianity occupies a prominent place in Owa Alero's religious landscape, with numerous 
churches, denominations, and Christian organizations active in the community. The introduction of 
Christianity has left an indelible mark on Owa Alero's cultural identity, influencing everything from 
social norms and family structures to religious festivals and worldview (Ogunleye, 2018). 

In essence, the introduction of Christianity to Owa Alero represents a complex historical process 
characterized by negotiation, adaptation, and transformation. While traditional ancestral beliefs have 
not disappeared entirely, the ascendancy of Christianity has reshaped the religious terrain of Owa 
Alero, reflecting broader trends of religious change and globalization in contemporary Nigeria (Egbe, 
2017). 

Christian Perspectives on Ancestors 

Within the framework of Christianity, the concept of ancestors is often viewed through the lens of 
theological doctrines, biblical teachings, and ecclesiastical traditions. Unlike traditional ancestral 
beliefs that emphasize the veneration of deceased family members as intermediaries between the living 
and the spiritual realm, Christian perspectives on ancestors are more nuanced and divergent, reflecting 
theological diversity and doctrinal interpretations (Asante, 2016). 

In mainstream Christian theology, the role of ancestors is typically subordinated to the centrality of 
Christ as the sole mediator between God and humanity. According to Christian teachings, salvation 
and divine grace are mediated through Jesus Christ alone, rendering ancestral intercession unnecessary 
or even incompatible with Christian doctrine (Ojo, 2018). Furthermore, Christian perspectives on 
ancestors vary among different denominations and theological traditions. While Catholicism, Orthodox 
Christianity, and Anglicanism may allow for some degree of veneration of saints and martyrs as 
spiritual intercessors, Protestantism, particularly evangelical and Pentecostal strands, tends to 
emphasize direct communion with God through prayer and personal faith (Olukoya, 2019). 

In contrast to traditional ancestral beliefs that emphasize the continuity of familial ties and obligations 
beyond death, Christian perspectives on ancestors often emphasize the eschatological hope of 
resurrection and eternal life in Christ. The emphasis on the resurrection of the dead and the final 
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judgment underscores the Christian belief in the ultimate triumph of life over death and the 
reconciliation of all things in Christ (Asante, 2016). Moreover, Christian perspectives on ancestors 
may intersect with broader theological themes such as sin, redemption, and the afterlife. The doctrine 
of original sin, for example, posits that all humanity is tainted by the disobedience of Adam and Eve, 
thereby complicating the notion of ancestral purity or righteousness in Christian theology (Ojo, 2018). 
Overall, Christian perspectives on ancestors reflect the dynamic interplay between biblical teachings, 
doctrinal formulations, and cultural contexts. While traditional ancestral beliefs emphasize the 
continuity of familial bonds and spiritual intercession, Christianity offers alternative frameworks for 
understanding the relationship between the living and the dead within the context of divine grace, 
redemption, and eschatological hope (Olukoya, 2019). 

Interactions between Christianity and Traditional Ancestral Beliefs 

The interactions between Christianity and traditional ancestral beliefs in Owa Alero are characterized 
by a complex interplay of continuity, syncretism, and contestation. As Christianity gained prominence 
in the region, it encountered indigenous ancestral practices that were deeply ingrained in the cultural, 
social, and spiritual life of the community (Okoro, 2019). Initially, the relationship between 
Christianity and traditional ancestral beliefs in Owa Alero was marked by tension and conflict as 
missionaries sought to supplant indigenous practices with Christian doctrines (Peter, 2022). Traditional 
rituals, ceremonies, and symbols associated with ancestor worship were often condemned as idolatrous 
or pagan, leading to efforts to eradicate or suppress them (Ogunleye, 2018). 

However, despite missionary efforts to eradicate traditional ancestral beliefs, elements of syncretism 
and cultural adaptation emerged as Christianity took root in Owa Alero. Many converts found ways to 
incorporate aspects of their traditional worldview into Christian rituals and practices, blending 
indigenous spirituality with Christian symbolism and theology (Egbe, 2017). Furthermore, the process 
of inculturation within Christianity allowed for the integration of indigenous cultural expressions, 
including music, dance, and art, into Christian worship and liturgy. This syncretic fusion of traditional 
and Christian elements contributed to the emergence of unique religious syntheses that reflected the 
cultural hybridity of Owa Alero (Asante, 2016). 

Today, the interactions between Christianity and traditional ancestral beliefs in Owa Alero continue to 
evolve, reflecting ongoing processes of negotiation, adaptation, and accommodation. While some 
individuals adhere strictly to either Christian or traditional practices, others navigate a hybrid religious 
identity that draws from both traditions (Ojo, 2018). 

 

Comparative Analysis 

The core tenets of ancestor worship in Owa Alero and Christianity represent distinct religious 
paradigms rooted in contrasting worldviews, cosmologies, and theological frameworks. In Owa Alero, 
ancestor worship is grounded in the belief in the continued presence and influence of deceased 
ancestors in the lives of their descendants. Ancestors are revered as spiritual intermediaries who 
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maintain a reciprocal relationship with the living, providing guidance, protection, and blessings in 
exchange for veneration and offerings (Ogunyemi, 2016). Contrastingly, Christianity emphasizes 
monotheistic beliefs centered on the worship of God as the supreme being and creator of the universe. 
Central to Christian theology is the doctrine of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ, with salvation 
being attainable solely through divine grace and redemption. The veneration of ancestors is typically 
viewed as incompatible with Christian faith, as it may be perceived as idolatrous or detracting from 
the exclusive worship of God (Mbiti, 2015). 

Despite these fundamental differences, there are certain conceptual overlaps and points of convergence 
between ancestor worship in Owa Alero and Christian beliefs. Both traditions acknowledge the 
significance of the spiritual realm and the existence of supernatural beings who exert influence over 
human affairs. While Christianity emphasizes the role of angels, saints, and spiritual forces in the divine 
order, Owa Alero's ancestor worship centers on the reverence of deceased relatives as ancestral spirits 
(Hastings, 2004). 

Moreover, both Owa Alero's ancestor worship and Christianity emphasize the importance of ritual 
practices, prayers, and offerings as means of communicating with the divine and seeking spiritual favor. 
While the specific rituals and liturgical forms may differ between the two traditions, the underlying 
belief in the efficacy of religious rituals as channels of divine intervention remains a shared element 
(Parrinder, 2013). 

Rituals and Practices: A Comparative Perspective 

The rituals and practices associated with ancestor worship in Owa Alero and Christianity offer insights 
into the religious beliefs, cultural values, and social dynamics of each tradition. In Owa Alero, rituals 
honoring ancestors are integral to community life and social cohesion, encompassing a variety of 
ceremonies, festivals, and observances that commemorate the deceased and reinforce familial bonds 
(Ogbeide, 2019). Central to Owa Alero's ancestral rituals are offerings of food, drink, and symbolic 
items placed at ancestral shrines or gravesites as acts of reverence and homage. These offerings serve 
as tangible expressions of gratitude, remembrance, and supplication, symbolizing the ongoing 
relationship between the living and the dead (Odunsi, 2022). 

In contrast, Christian rituals and practices center on liturgical worship, sacramental rites, and 
communal gatherings that commemorate key events in the life of Jesus Christ and express devotion to 
God. The Eucharist, baptism, and prayers of intercession are central to Christian worship, serving as 
means of grace through which believers encounter the divine presence and participate in the redemptive 
work of Christ (Mbiti, 2015). Despite these differences, there are notable parallels between the rituals 
and practices of ancestor worship in Owa Alero and Christianity. Both traditions place emphasis on 
communal participation, collective memory, and symbolic action as integral components of religious 
observance. Whether through the sharing of ancestral stories and myths or the recitation of biblical 
narratives and liturgical texts, rituals serve to reinforce group identity and transmit cultural values from 
one generation to the next (Parrinder, 2013). 
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Moreover, both Owa Alero's ancestor worship and Christianity emphasize the importance of ritual 
purity, ethical conduct, and social solidarity as prerequisites for divine favor and spiritual blessing. 
Whether through the observance of taboos and prohibitions in Owa Alero or the adherence to moral 
precepts and commandments in Christianity, rituals serve as mechanisms for regulating behavior and 
maintaining social order (Hastings, 2004). 

Influence on Social Structure and Community Cohesion 

The influence of ancestor worship in Owa Alero and Christianity on social structure and community 
cohesion is profound, shaping the norms, values, and institutions that govern interpersonal 
relationships and collective identity. In Owa Alero, ancestral beliefs play a central role in structuring 
kinship systems, family networks, and community organization, providing a framework for social 
hierarchy, inheritance, and authority (Nzewi, 2009). 

The veneration of ancestors in Owa Alero fosters a sense of interconnectedness and mutual obligation 
among kinship groups, as individuals are bound by ties of kinship and ancestry that transcend temporal 
boundaries. Ancestral rituals, such as ancestor veneration ceremonies and lineage rites, serve to 
reinforce familial bonds, resolve disputes, and affirm collective identity (Ogbeide, 2019). In contrast, 
Christianity's influence on social structure and community cohesion in Owa Alero is characterized by 
the establishment of institutional frameworks, moral codes, and organizational structures that govern 
religious life and social interaction. Churches, denominations, and Christian ministries serve as focal 
points for community engagement, social outreach, and spiritual fellowship, providing a sense of 
belonging and support for believers (Mbiti, 2015). 

Christianity's emphasis on egalitarianism, compassion, and social justice has led to transformative 
changes in Owa Alero's social fabric, challenging traditional hierarchies based on lineage, ethnicity, or 
status. The Christian ideal of the universal brotherhood of believers transcends ethnic and cultural 
boundaries, fostering a sense of solidarity and inclusivity among diverse communities (Hastings, 
2004). 

Despite these differences, both ancestor worship in Owa Alero and Christianity contribute to 
community cohesion and social integration through shared rituals, collective identity, and moral values. 
Whether through the affirmation of ancestral ties or the promotion of Christian virtues, religious beliefs 
and practices serve as cohesive forces that bind individuals together and strengthen the fabric of society 
(Parrinder, 2013). 

 

Challenges and Conflicts 

There are so many existent challenges and conflicts due to the arrival of Christianity in Owa Alero 
community. This section delves into the conflicts between traditional ancestral beliefs and Christian 
doctrine, the challenges faced by individuals navigating both belief systems and the social and cultural 
implications of syncretism. Conflicts between traditional ancestral beliefs and Christian doctrine arise 
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from fundamental differences in cosmology, theology, and religious practice. In Owa Alero, ancestral 
beliefs are deeply ingrained in cultural traditions, social institutions, and communal identity, shaping 
every aspect of life from birth to death (Odunsi, 2022). The veneration of ancestors as spiritual 
intermediaries and guardians conflicts with Christian monotheism, which prohibits the worship of any 
deity or spiritual being other than God (Mbiti, 2015). 

The tension between traditional ancestral beliefs and Christian doctrine is further exacerbated by 
divergent views on salvation, redemption, and the afterlife. While Owa Alero's ancestral worship 
emphasizes the continuity of familial bonds beyond death and the role of ancestors in mediating 
between the living and the divine, Christianity asserts the exclusivity of salvation through faith in Jesus 
Christ and the promise of eternal life in heaven (Parrinder, 2013). Moreover, conflicts between 
traditional ancestral beliefs and Christian doctrine often revolve around issues of morality, ethics, and 
religious authority. Practices such as divination, ritual sacrifice, and spirit possession, which are central 
to Owa Alero's ancestral worship, may be condemned as idolatrous or occultic by Christian 
missionaries and theologians (Hastings, 2004). The imposition of Christian moral norms and values on 
indigenous cultures can lead to cultural alienation, social marginalization, and the erosion of traditional 
belief systems (Ogbeide, 2019). 

Challenges Faced by Individuals Navigating Both Belief Systems 

Individuals navigating both traditional ancestral beliefs and Christianity often face complex moral, 
psychological, and existential challenges as they reconcile competing worldviews and religious 
allegiances. In Owa Alero, the process of acculturation and religious conversion can engender feelings 
of ambivalence, guilt, and spiritual dislocation among adherents torn between loyalty to ancestral 
traditions and the allure of Christian salvation (Nzewi, 2009). The psychological burden of dual 
allegiance is compounded by social pressures, family expectations, and community norms that 
stigmatize deviation from cultural norms or religious orthodoxy (Mbiti, 2015). Individuals who openly 
embrace Christianity may risk ostracism, persecution, or social exclusion from traditional kinship 
networks, while those who adhere to ancestral beliefs may face condemnation, ridicule, or 
marginalization from Christian communities (Parrinder, 2013). 

Moreover, the challenges faced by individuals navigating both belief systems extend beyond personal 
identity and social acceptance to encompass existential questions of meaning, purpose, and belonging 
(Ikenga-Metuh, 1987) The quest for spiritual fulfillment and existential security often leads individuals 
to seek syncretic forms of religiosity that blend elements of traditional ancestral worship with Christian 
theology (Hastings, 2004). In summary, the challenges faced by individuals navigating both traditional 
ancestral beliefs and Christianity underscore the complexities of religious identity formation, cultural 
adaptation, and spiritual integration in multicultural societies. The negotiation of religious pluralism 
and cultural diversity requires a delicate balance between heritage and innovation, tradition and 
modernity, continuity and change (Ogbeide, 2019). 

Social and Cultural Implications of Syncretism 
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The social and cultural implications of syncretism between traditional ancestral beliefs and Christianity 
are multifaceted, reflecting the dynamic interplay between religious syncretism, cultural hybridity, and 
social transformation. In Owa Alero, syncretic forms of religiosity emerge from the blending of 
indigenous traditions with Christian doctrine, resulting in hybrid belief systems that incorporate 
elements of both ancestral worship and Christian theology (Parrinder, 2013). Syncretism manifests in 
various forms, ranging from the adoption of Christian symbols, rituals, and practices within traditional 
ancestral worship to the reinterpretation of Christian doctrine through the lens of indigenous 
cosmology and worldview (Mbiti, 2015). Examples include the incorporation of Christian prayers, 
hymns, and sacraments into ancestral rituals, as well as the syncretic reinterpretation of biblical 
narratives and Christian saints within Owa Alero's spiritual pantheon (Hastings, 2004). 

The social implications of syncretism extend to issues of cultural identity, religious pluralism, and 
interfaith relations in Owa Alero. Syncretic forms of religiosity challenge essentialist notions of 
cultural purity and religious orthodoxy, blurring the boundaries between traditional and modern, 
indigenous and foreign, sacred and profane (Nzewi, 2009). The embrace of syncretic beliefs and 
practices reflects the adaptive resilience of indigenous cultures in the face of colonialism, globalization, 
and cultural change (Ogbeide, 2019). 

Moreover, syncretism fosters interfaith dialogue, cultural exchange, and mutual understanding between 
adherents of traditional ancestral beliefs and Christianity (Ijeoma, 2020). The recognition of shared 
values, common concerns, and mutual respect promotes social cohesion, religious tolerance, and 
cooperation across religious boundaries (Parrinder, 2013). In summary, the social and cultural 
implications of syncretism between traditional ancestral beliefs and Christianity underscore the 
transformative potential of religious encounter, cultural exchange, and interfaith dialogue in fostering 
inclusive societies and pluralistic worldviews (Ekejiuba, 1997). 

 Strategies for Harmonizing Ancestral Beliefs and Christianity 

In the context of Owa Alero, where traditional ancestral beliefs coexist with Christianity, individuals 
and communities employ various strategies to harmonize these two belief systems. One common 
approach is contextualization, which involves interpreting Christian doctrine and practices within the 
cultural framework of Owa Alero's ancestral traditions (Ela, 1992). By contextualizing Christianity, 
believers seek to bridge the gap between indigenous spirituality and Christian theology, making the 
faith more accessible and relevant to their cultural context. 

Another strategy for harmonizing ancestral beliefs and Christianity is syncretism, which involves 
blending elements of both belief systems to create hybrid religious practices (Boff, 1988). Syncretic 
practices may include incorporating Christian symbols and rituals into traditional ceremonies, such as 
using Christian prayers alongside traditional invocations during ancestral rites. This blending of 
religious elements allows believers to maintain their cultural identity while also embracing Christian 
faith (Freston, 2001). 
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Role of Religious Leaders and Community Elders in Mediating Between Traditions 

Religious leaders and community elders play a crucial role in mediating between traditional ancestral 
beliefs and Christianity in Owa Alero, serving as cultural brokers, spiritual guides, and arbiters of 
religious authority. Religious leaders, including priests, pastors, and traditional healers, often navigate 
the complexities of religious pluralism and syncretism, offering guidance and pastoral care to believers 
grappling with conflicting worldviews (Madu,2023). In Owa Alero, religious leaders may facilitate 
interfaith dialogue, promote religious tolerance, and foster mutual understanding between adherents of 
traditional ancestral beliefs and Christianity (Ige, 2006). By creating spaces for dialogue and exchange, 
religious leaders seek to bridge the divide between indigenous spirituality and Christian theology, 
promoting harmony and cooperation across religious boundaries (Nelson, 2022). 

Community elders also play a vital role in mediating between traditions, drawing on their wisdom, 
experience, and cultural authority to navigate religious conflicts and resolve disputes (Offiong, 2018). 
Elders may serve as custodians of ancestral traditions, preserving cultural heritage and transmitting 
indigenous knowledge to future generations (Evans-Pritchard, 1940).  

Demographic Profile of Respondents 

Table 1.1 provides a summary of the demographic characteristics of the respondents involved in the 
study, including their age, gender, religious affiliation, and length of residency in Owa Alero. 

Demographic Variable
   

Frequency (N = 200) Percentage (%) 

Age    

18-25 years   50 25% 

26-40 years  80  40% 

41-60 years  55  27.5% 

60+ years  15  7.5% 

Gender     

Male  120  60% 

Female  80  40% 

Religious Affiliation    
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Traditional Beliefs  90  45% 

Christianity  110  55% 

Length of Residency    

Less than 10 years  40  20% 

10-20 years  70  35% 

21-30 years  55  27.5% 

Over 30 years  35  17.5% 

The data shows a balanced distribution across age groups, with a slight majority of respondents 
identifying as Christian, reflecting the dual religious landscape of Owa Alero. 

 

Core Tenets of Ancestor Worship in Owa Alero vs. Christianity 

The study revealed significant differences in the core beliefs about ancestors between traditional Owa 
Alero practices and Christianity. According to the findings: 

Belief in Ancestors as Guardians: 85% of respondents from the traditional belief system consider 
ancestors as protectors and mediators between the living and the spiritual realm. In contrast, only 10% 
of Christian respondents acknowledge the concept of ancestors, often viewing them as irrelevant to 
their faith. 

Ancestral Intercession: 90% of traditionalists believe in seeking blessings and guidance from ancestors, 
whereas 75% of Christians strongly oppose this practice, citing the Christian doctrine of direct 
communication with God without intermediary spirits. 

Perception of the Afterlife: 95% of traditional believers perceive the afterlife as a continuation of 
existence where ancestors remain actively involved in the lives of the living. On the other hand, 80% 
of Christians adhere to the belief in heaven and hell, with no active role attributed to deceased family 
members. 

 

Table 1.2 summarizes these findings 

Core Belief   Traditional Believers (N = 90) Christians (N = 110) 

Ancestors as Guardians 85% 10% 
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Ancestral Intercession  90% 5% 

Perception of the Afterlife 95% 20% 

 

These results illustrate a clear divergence in the role and perception of ancestors between the two belief 
systems, with traditional Owa Alero practices emphasizing continued connection and reverence, while 
Christianity generally dismisses these concepts. 

 

Rituals and Practices: A Comparative Perspective 

The study also explored the various rituals and practices associated with ancestor worship in Owa 
Alero and how they compare to Christian rituals. Key findings include: 

Annual Ancestor Festivals: 100% of traditional respondents participate in annual festivals dedicated to 
ancestor veneration. These festivals involve offerings, prayers, and communal feasts. In contrast, no 
similar practices are observed among Christians, who instead participate in church-based rituals like 
communion and Easter celebrations. 

Household Shrines vs. Altars: 80% of traditional believers maintain household shrines where offerings 
to ancestors are made regularly. Conversely, 90% of Christian respondents have altars or prayer corners 
in their homes, but these are used for Bible reading and prayers to God rather than ancestral worship. 

Role of Spiritual Intermediaries: The data shows that 75% of traditional believers consult with spiritual 
intermediaries like "dibia" or "babalawo" for guidance from ancestors. Meanwhile, only 5% of 
Christians engage with spiritual leaders in a similar capacity, typically through pastoral counseling 
rather than spiritual mediumship. These findings, detailed in Table 1.3, underscore the ritualistic 
divergence between the two belief systems. 

 

Rituals and Practices  Traditional Believers (N = 90) Christians (N = 110) 

Participation in Ancestor 
Festivals 

80% 20% 

Maintenance of Household 
Shrines/Altars 

80% 90% 

Consultation with Spiritual 
Intermediaries 

75% 5% 
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Influence on Social Structure and Community Cohesion 

The influence of ancestral beliefs and Christian practices on social structure and community cohesion 
in Owa Alero was also examined. The findings reveal: 

Social Hierarchies and Elders: In traditional belief systems, 70% of respondents view elders as the 
primary custodians of ancestral wisdom and mediators between the living and the dead. This respect 
for elders extends into social hierarchies, where their authority is rarely questioned. Among Christians, 
60% of respondents recognize church leaders as the primary moral and spiritual guides, but this 
authority is often limited to religious matters, with less emphasis on age or lineage. 

Community Cohesion: 85% of traditional believers report that ancestral rituals and festivals play a 
significant role in fostering community unity and collective identity. In contrast, 65% of Christians 
identify church activities, such as services and communal gatherings, as key factors in maintaining 
community cohesion. 

Conflict and Coexistence: The data indicates that 55% of respondents are aware of conflicts arising 
from the coexistence of these belief systems, particularly during communal events like funerals and 
festivals. However, 45% report peaceful coexistence, often due to mutual respect and intermarriage 
between followers of different faiths. 

These aspects are summarized in Table 1.4: 

Influence on Social Structure  Traditional Believers (N = 90) Christians (N = 110) 

Elders as Custodians of 
Wisdom 

70% 40% 

Role of Rituals in Community 
Cohesion 

85% 65% 

Awareness of Religious 
Conflict 

55% 55% 

 

 

 Conclusion 

The study concludes that the beliefs and practices surrounding ancestors in Owa Alero significantly 
differ from Christian doctrines, with implications for community cohesion and social structures. The 
interactions between Christianity and traditional ancestral beliefs in Owa Alero reflect a complex and 
multifaceted process of religious encounter, adaptation, and transformation. While religious syncretism 
and hybridity are pervasive, they coexist with tensions, conflicts, and power struggles that reflect the 
enduring legacy of colonialism, globalization, and cultural change. Traditional beliefs in ancestor 
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veneration emphasize a continued connection with the deceased, reflected in various rituals and social 
roles. Christianity, on the other hand, fosters a direct relationship with God, leading to different 
practices and social dynamics. The coexistence of these belief systems, while sometimes leading to 
conflicts, also demonstrates an adaptability and tolerance that enables both traditions to influence the 
community's social fabric. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the study's findings, the following recommendations are proposed: 

i. Promote Interfaith Dialogue: Encourage dialogue between traditionalists and Christians to 
address and manage conflicts arising from differing beliefs. This can foster mutual 
understanding and respect, reducing tensions during communal events and rituals. 

ii. Incorporate Diverse Practices: Local leaders and religious organizations should consider 
integrating elements of both belief systems in community activities to promote 
inclusiveness and harmony. For instance, recognizing traditional festivals while also 
celebrating Christian holidays can bridge cultural gaps. 

iii. Educational Programs: Implement educational programs to raise awareness about the 
significance of both traditional and Christian practices. Such initiatives can help 
community members appreciate the value of diverse beliefs and practices, contributing to 
a more cohesive society. 

iv. Conflict Resolution Mechanisms: Establish formal mechanisms for conflict resolution that 
address issues arising from the intersection of these belief systems. This can include 
mediation committees comprising representatives from both religious groups to handle 
disputes fairly. 

 

References 

Adeyemo, T. (2021). African Traditional Religion and Christian Worship: Points of  Convergence 
and Divergence. African Journal of Religious Studies, 8(2): 112-128. 

Adogame, A. (2008). African Christianities: Features, Promises and Problems. A Reader in the 
 Study of Religion. African Journal of Religious Studies, 1(2): 12-68. 

Akpan, P; Ekanem, J.B. & Oko, A. E. (2022). Socio-Ethical Appraisal of Life After death among 
 the Traditional Ibibio. Journal of Nigerian Languages Project. Vol. 4, 19-32. 



 
AKSU Diakonia: Journal of Religion and Culture (AKSU JRC) 

  Vol. 5 | Issue 2 | ISSN: 2714-3090 
Page 26 - 44 | December, 2025 

 

42 
 

Asamoah-Gyadu, J. K. (2005). Anointing through the Screen: Neo-Pentecostalism and Televised 
 Christianity in Ghana. Studies in World Christianity, 11(1): 9-28.  

Asante, K. M. (2016). The Continuity of African Spirituality: A Comparative Study of Ancestor 
 Veneration in African Traditional Religions and Christianity. Journal of African Studies, 
 32(4): 421-438. 

Basden, G. T. (1966). Among the Ibos of Nigeria. African Journal of Religious Studies, 1(2): 12-
 68. 

Bodunrin, P. O. (1976). Philosophy in Africa: Trends and Perspectives. African Journal of 
 Religious Studies, 1(2): 12-68. 

Boff, L. (1987). The Trinity as a Model for Society: -Liberation Theology and the Social  
 Relevance of the Divine Community. Theological Studies, 48(3): 415-427.  

Chuks, F. M. (2021). OBU: The Sacred Homestead for Ancestor Veneration in Igbo Traditional 
 Religion. International Journal of Research and Innovation in Social Science, 5(1), 467–
 477. 

Chukwuma, N. (2023). Elders as Custodians of Wisdom in Igbo Society. Journal of African 
 Studies, 35(1): 77-89. 

Cox, J. L. (1995). Ancestors, the Sacred and God: Reflections on the Meaning of the Sacred in 
 Zimbabwean Death Rituals. Religion, 25(4), 339–355.  

Douglas, M. (1970). Natural Symbols: Explorations in Cosmology. Daedalus, 99(4): 122-138. 

Egbe, C. O. (2017). Religious Syncretism in Nigeria: The Case of Christianity and Traditional 
 Religion in Owa Alero. African Journal of Theology, 19(2): 155-172. 

Egwunyenga, E. O. (2018). Cultural Heritage and Ancestral Beliefs in the Ika Ethnic Group of 
 Nigeria: The Case of Owa Alero. Nigerian Journal of Cultural Studies, 10(1): 85-103. 

Ekejiuba, F. I. (1997). The Igbo Family: Kinship and Marriage. African Journal of Religious 
 Studies, 1(2): 12-68. 

Evans-Pritchard, E. E. (1940). The Nuer: Time and Space. Africa: Journal of the International 
 African Institute, 13(4): 278-302.  

Forde, D. (1950). African Worlds: Studies in the Cosmological Ideas and Social Values of  African 
Peoples. African Journal of Religious Studies, 8(2): 112-128..  

Hastings, A. (1976). African Christianity: Its Development and Spread. Journal of Religion in 
 Africa, 8(2), 92-113.  

Idowu, E. B. (1973). African Traditional Religion: A Definition. SCM Press. 



 
AKSU Diakonia: Journal of Religion and Culture (AKSU JRC) 

  Vol. 5 | Issue 2 | ISSN: 2714-3090 
Page 26 - 44 | December, 2025 

 

43 
 

Igboin, B. O. (2017). Ancestral Veneration in African Traditional Religion: A Study of the Ika 
 People of Nigeria. African Religion and Philosophy, 25(3): 234-251. 

Ige, S. A. (2006). The Cult of Ancestors in African Traditional Religion. An Encyclopedia of the 
 Arts, 10(1), 26–31. 

Ijeoma, M. (2020). Concepts of the Afterlife in African Traditional Religion. African Journal of 
 Theology, 12(4): 299-311. 

Ikenga-Metuh, E. (1987). Comparative Studies of African Traditional Religions. IMICO 
 Publishers. 

Johnson, B. (2019). Ancestral Veneration and Social Order in African Traditional Religion.  African 
Sociological Review, 23(2): 167-182. 

Madu, J. E. (2023). The Role of Spiritual Intermediaries in Igbo Cosmology. Journal of 
 Indigenous Religions, 15(1): 90-105. 

Mbiti, J. S. (1969). African Religions and the Status of Women.   

Mbiti, J. S. (1990). African Religions and Philosophy. Second Edition. African Sociological 
 Review, 23(2): 167-182.. 

Nelson, E. (2021). Christian Exclusivity and Interfaith Dialogue. Journal of Theology and 
 Religious Studies, 46(3): 255-270. 

Odunsi, A. (2022). Communal Rituals and Social Bonds in African Societies. Journal of African 
 Cultural Studies, 31(4), 412-427. 

Offiong, D. A. (2018). Traditional Religion and the African Predicament. African Sociological 
 Review, 23(2): 167-182. 

Ogunleye, T. A. (2018). Journal of Religion and Society, 15(3): 297-315. 

Ogunyemi, F. A. (2016). Communal Living and Cultural Identity in Nigerian Societies: Insights 
 from Owa Alero. Journal of African Cultural Studies, 21(1): 67-84. 

Ojo, J. T. (2018). Eschatology and Ancestor Worship in African Traditional Religion and 
 Christianity. Theology Today, 15(4): 213-228. 

Okafor, J. C. (2017). Colonialism, Christianity, and Cultural Change in Nigeria: Analyzing the 
 Interplay in Owa Alero. History and Anthropology, 34(2): 119-136. 

Okoro, E. U. (2019). Christianity and African Traditional Religion in Nigeria: A Historical 
 Perspective. Journal of Religion and History, 23(1), 41-59. 

Oko, A.E. (2019). The Encounter of Christianity with Oron Community: A Study of Nkugho and 
 Ikpa Traditional Rites. Journal of Religion and Culture. Vol.19 (1):64-71 



 
AKSU Diakonia: Journal of Religion and Culture (AKSU JRC) 

  Vol. 5 | Issue 2 | ISSN: 2714-3090 
Page 26 - 44 | December, 2025 

 

44 
 

Olukoya, D. O. (2019). Christianity and the Concept of Ancestors: A Theological Exploration. 
 African Christian Journal, 18(2): 76-92. 

Olupona, J. K. (1991). Kingship, Religion, and Rituals in a Nigerian Community: A 
 Phenomenological Study of Ondo Yoruba Festivals. African Sociological Review, 23(2): 
 167-182. 

Olupona, J. K. (1991). Kingship, Religion, and Rituals in a Nigerian Community: A 
 Phenomenological Study of Ondo Yoruba Festivals. Journal of Religion in Africa, 21(1): 
 57-76.  

Onyenechere, E. (2017). Delta State Journal of Religious Studies, 5(3): 190-205. 

Parratt, J. (2000). Reinventing Christianity: African Theology Today.  

Parrinder, G. (1961). West African Religion: A Study of the Beliefs and Practices of Akan, Ewe, 
 Yoruba, Ibo, and Kindred Peoples. Journal of Religion in Africa, 24(3): 211-215.  

Peters, R. (2022). Home Altars and Personal Worship in Contemporary Christianity.   

Roberts, A. (2022). Modern Theological Perspectives on Christian Doctrine. Journal of 
 Christian Thought, 18(1): 97-113. 

Smith, M. (2021). Eschatology in Christian Theology: An Overview. Journal of Biblical Studies, 
 29(2): 56-73. 

Wiredu, K. (1998). Toward Decolonizing African Philosophy and Religion. African Studies 
 Quarterly, 1(4), 17–46. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


