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Preamblg-_mce the evolution of inculturat.ion in Fhe scope of theg|
been a heightened consideration of the rich soc.:lo-cu'ltural and re
The ¢ Ultimate Being’ has lavishly embedded in the. depths of th
the African soil. Evidently, the derogatory t.e_rms,at‘tnbuted, to this .
its peoples such as ‘dark continent’, ‘primitives’, pagans’ are graqyy)), (,0.“?
into oblivion. Scholars and theologians are daily toiling through résearch e?font'
to unveil those African rites and rituals, which are similar to (he Chrisn?x
religion. Undoubtedly they are toeing through the paths our savioy; Jesug Chr?»:
carved out for humanity as Fr. Peter Schneiller has observed: “I"CUIIUrau(:
makes us aware of the particularity of the incarnation. Je;.us was a Jew, bop, img
a particular culture, time and place. As he interacted with his Culture, religig,,
and secular, learning from it and criticizing it, so we must do the same.”

Following that established paradigm by the Lord of lords, the Papaq,
with the stream of church councils and the thoughts of acknowleqgy
theologians have placed a special focus on the numerous rites and Fitual
enshrined in the African cultures with the aim of bringing out their theologicy
significances. The constitution on sacred Lit)urgy advocated for the revisig of
the Liturgy according to particular situations.> And a lot, including the change
vernacular liturgy from the initial Latin, and the incorporation of a handfy| of
our symbols, rites, prayers and music rhythms have come our way resulting
from the liturgical renewal that followed this new waye of inculturation. pg
Paul VI saw the effects of the Liturgical Renewal in this light and remarked thy
“...the Liturgical renewal is a living example of this. And in this sense, you
may, and you must have an African Christianity.” Pope John Paul IT advocats
respect, preservation and fostering of particular values and richness of o
people’s cultural heritage, placing us in a better position to evangelize them,
understand and apply the mystery of Christ nobly to their concrete daily African
experience. To him “__.it is a concrete question of bringing Christ into the ven
center of African life, and lifting up all African life in Christ. Thus not onlys
Christianity relevant to Africa, but Christ in the members of his body is himsel
African.” ¢ But attaining or achieving this is not a mere ama]gam_ati9n of two
religious and cultural traditions. It is a search for what is already acceptable {0
God, or rather placed by God in the heart and life of the African person. W
shall undertake a comparative analysis of A frican traditional rites of passage "
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ites of Christian initiation, deriving lessons concerning their nature,
o and a possible coming together of the celebration of these rites. As
necessﬂj;.iles Africans celebrate basically birth rites, puberty rites, marriage and
pasizgzr bu;ial rites. On the other hand the initiation rites of the Christian
d:l?gion comprise of baptism, confirmation and holy Eucharist. What could.be
trhebsimilarities between thcsu_‘ categories of rite.s? C‘ould there be disagreeing
relations between them? This is the concern of this write-up.

African Traditional Rites Of Passage.

A.The Concept Of Rite Of Passage.

No African, who has value for native socio-cultural and religious customs
lives and dies without undergoing or celebrating significant ritual ceremonies in
his life. Neither, does any traditional African community leave its members to
pass through the waters of life and leave this world without these signiﬁ_cant
religious ceremonies. People, who for any reason miss out on these rltu_al
customs, do not end up with a fulfilled life. Their life ends up not fulfilling its
purpose and destiny. These ritual customs are celebrated at significant turning
points in the life of the individual. Africans recognize that the lifespan of a
person has some distant phases whose nature. challenges and responsibilities
differ from those of the others. IFach stage requires a maturity or development. a
vital force, as it were, for meaningful survivals in it. which will not suffice for
the status and responsibilities of the next. So the individual would need specilic
rituals to equip him for the challenges of cach phase. Africans celebrate these
rites with prayers, offerings or sacrifices. Some of these ritual forms can include
mystic dances, performances with serpents. the eranting ol new names to the
nitiated, the loosening of the ties binding the neophytes to their former
condition and environment and admitting them 1o the super-human realm. Van
Gennep the distinguished Dutch scholar wisely describes these ceremonies as
‘rites of passage™. They could also be called transiticnal rites. that strips one of
his old self or the former eroups they belonged, initiating or ushering that
particular person or group to a new phase of existence. The African is conceived
to be on a journey to his destiny. These rites of passage facilitate or m.ie for
arrival 1o one’s destiny. They serve as the initiation of the individual into the
new phase of life. Van Gennep describes the dynamics of the effects of these
initiation rites as separation. transition and incorporation ”

i). Separation:

This is their first stage among the important rites of

Simply expressed, it is a breaking aw
oFFr. Ikenga Metuh:

passage.
ay from the past. Better still, in the words
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The rites of separation, symbolically
expresses that one had left or no longey
belongs to a particular state, place or group
or phase of life to which he Jormerly
belonged and should no longer be associated
with it...the rite of separation is

expressed by going into seclusion...stripping
of clothes...which express that a person hyg
left behind one world or stage or life and js
about to enter another.’

ii) Transition:
This is the middle stage when one hag left hjg ¢

stage and is on the threshold of entering into the next stage 1, Mgy
not yet entered or been incorporated. Ut g

iii) Incorporation:

It is the final phase in the scheme of their transitionarl,sta
associated with this final stage symbolically portray the fact that
successfully reached the climax of his trip. During this moment, signifi,
African rites and rituals like ceremonies, sacrifi ant

ces and prayers are Obsery,
which in a spectacular way present and welcome an initiate into thig phase :
life. :

£€s. The .
o aspirang p,,

b) Specific African Rites Of Passage
i) Birth Rites:

The coming into being of a new life in the African setting is blessiy
highly sought for. It is among the prime reasons behind the contract gtf
marriage among Africans. So childlessness is highly frowned at byt conceptio
brings great excitement and, the child j : i

(ako mbo)...concerned with birth and fertiljt
Woman’s pregnancy som
some rituals.” * After bir

y...are employed during 2
¢ useful medicine in addition to the performance of

\ th. a boy not yet at puberty buries its unbiblical cor
left to the house”. Furthermore. the child is named according to the role he

would play in life. Hence. care is observed regarding the naming of the child

Lastly. before the child begins 1o walk. a special meal is prepared of “locis!

beans..for the midwife. (he mother of the nursing mother. the voung boy “‘f“‘“
buried the umbilical cord and all the women present at the birth of the child”

The Yorubas 100 haye some claborate rituals. rites and practices. som

of which are in the lorm of taboos. 1o ensure the well-being of the child as he
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asses from the realm of the unborn to birth into the world. J.O. Awolalu states

that when @ woman is pregnant:
She abstains from salt, must not have exira-

marital affairs with other men. In some, a
man might not have sex with his pregnant
woman hence he will be wretched and she
have problem of delivery. She must not work
about in the hot sun or in the night in order
to prevent the spirit of abiku-born to die-
children entering her womb. !

After the child’s birth, an oracle is consulted on the third day to
ascertain the particular past parent that has reincarnated in it. The oracle declares
the divinity that will protect it in life, what the child will do in life, what taboos

d and what must be done to enable it have a happy destiny.

to be observe
Circumcision for the male children, and naming ceremonies follow few days

ater. The ceremony of naming children involves family elders making libation
0 the earth and the child’s feet are touched with Ifa nuts."”

ii) Puberty Rites

Puberty is the significant time one advances from childhood to’ adulthood.
Among Africans, puberty is ushered in by a lot of rites like the male
circumcision. There could also be female circumcision-the cutting of some
portions or the whole of the clitoris as 2 means of moderating inordinate sexual
indulgence, which though is now becoming non-existent in may African
cultures as missionaries and anthropologists heavily opposed it as it imposes
suffering and danger to life, and temper with that of dignity brings young
women."” To Africans, the rite if circumcision, amongst other things, brings a
child into a real adult, a full person, and introduces them into their sexual life.
Because of the importance of circumcision, a lot of rites normally precede it as

can be seen in the Igbo socio-cultural setting:
Boys are usually initiated into some secrel

societies where they undergo special rites

and learn the secrets of the societies. They

have to be tested of bravery, which will

initiate them into manhood One of such

societies is Mmuo.
Furthermore, parrinder has explained that in Sierra Leone, among the Paro and
Sande societies, puberty is always preceded by seclusion to puberty schools
where instructions in tribal customs, behavioral patterns, region and the
mysteries of sex are learnt. Candidates also learn songs, dances symbolic of

adult roles, and the value of chastity. b

iii) Marriage Rites:
Marriage is the necessary sequel to
the adult is fully prepared for their marria

puberty, since at this phase of life,
ge roles. Many different forms of

I |




But no form comes about withoy 4

-act exist in Africa. 8 Ty nd
contract exist 1 . . T e | -
ituals that declare the couple husband e chis, 188 g,
Al i care alwavs take R . by
r sis on ancestors. Kola nuts are always . gir o .
e rothud, -I fowry marks the end of service. At the e¢pg | e Vhe,
e ie he Aﬂlhotl. the dOWT) i v i - v ki A T b o C Doy, o N
she is betr . Two rules follow, she cleanses |ILII husband’s shring g, M §
her new home. o Two hings stand out in the marriage Fites My,
) 2 ac )¢, )

i her behalf. '
are said on het ; Fod ’I
African customs. ['hese rites

ancestral patronage for blessing a

are publicly celebrated and there jq FCCoyy,, "
e
'y

f

nd protection.

. Neath and Burial Rites

iv) Death and A i £ 1l Afri : :
. eries of these rican rij

Death and burial are the last in the s tes of trang;;

Africans posses a firm belief in lifc hereafter, an.d. cleatl?l is a ne'cess:ary chapy,.
which brings the finite to the ancestral or the Spmft world. Burials i Afticy ,
accompanied by a variety of rites, rang.mg _from orms of r1tual§ to me”imcrf
and celebration. There is great celebration if thel Person 1s considereq to ar.i."
lived his full life span or fulfilled his egrthly destiny. So the death ang buﬁalhi
old people, upright people, accomphshe.d succ.essfu]. pepple attract p, of
celebration. One of the achievements considered is cultivation of large fami? ‘y
So the deaths of infants, children and youths are greatly regretted, and iy, mo}:
cases diviners are consulted and corresponding sanctions given tq Culprits SSI
the various rites and rituals usually befit the kind of death in questjop Lyin‘g iD
state, paying last respect, and the offering of prayers are commop, F(}n
accomplished people, some of the deceased possessions and buried Wwith then-lr
these include food stuff, clothes, shoes, some form of Weapons, materias whicg
the deceased would need in the next world."”

For those who were wicked, unrighteous, unaccomplished or Young
such deceased, people believe are rejected by the ancestors and their ghogz
wander and torment people.

Ray aptly captures the necessity of African rites of passage as cited by
Awolalu: undergoing this transition rite, '

..people are metaphysically and socially

remade into ‘new being with social rules.

Newborn infants are remade into human

persons, children are made into adults, men

and women are made into husbands and

wives, deceased people are made into

kings... This remaking of man...involves the

symbolic destruction of the old and the

creation of the new. '*
Af We have seen already that the varioys rites of passage vary from one
varilgs? fﬁggfs tgf«:EOﬂje_r.' It must herel_)y be noted that the turning points at l::t
il € Initiation in the life of the people, may not have the sa S

S Iglous importance in the |ife of another people. Whatever it mea

lop
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cultural community, there is a significance that cannot be

for the initiate and the

j.__morcd-
es of Initiation
Christian rites o [nitiation are logether the way a person is
ed into the Church - the new community of the people of God. These rites
three sacraments of initiation, and they are the sacraments of Baptism.
\ation, and Holy Eucharist, which are cerebrated in the community
liturgy of Easter Vigil. According to the dictionary of the Liturgy:
- Through Baptism the candidates become
Christians, being formed into people of God
adopted children of the father, with their sins
forgiven. Through confirmation they become
more perfectly the image of the Lord, since
they are signed with the gifts of the Holy Spiril,
actually filled with the spirit that thus allows
them to give wilness to their faith. »
And through partaking in the Eucharist sacrifice at the table of the
Lord, they share in intimate unity with the Lord and the people of God. Thus
through the three sacraments, the recipients achieve Christian initiation and
maturity, enabling them to fulfill their mission in the church and the world. The
experience of the recipients of these rites of initiation is viewed as a spiritual
journey of encounter with God and identification with the gospel way of life.™
Like the African rite of Puberty which confers maturity on the initiate.
the preparation of an adult person to undergo these rites of Christian initiation.
follows a ‘seclusion’ period known as the Catechumenate; in which they are
given by way of teaching the gospel’s invitation to share in the life of God. The
candidates, through study and prayer, undergo a conversion from within to the
full incorporation into the Lord and his family of Christians. The experience
and period of the catechumenate has been succinctly described as ‘faith seeking
understanding’. Also, like the trio dynamics of the African rites of passage seen
above, the period of Catechumenate comprises election, purification and
enlightenment. By these means, the church invites the candidate or receives nis
intention to be one of them, and as he hears the ways of the kingdon.. he is
aradually purged of sin and his old self and given a new awareness of himself
and his new status in Christ Jesus (cf. Eph.2:11-13). The period of this initiation
for adults lasts three years, during which one receives successively the
sacrament of Baptism, Confirmation and the Holy Eucharist.

istian Rit

Chr
The

induc
are the
Confirn

The Individual Rites Of Christian Initiation
i) Baptism.

Baptism is the first Christian initiation rite that welcomes members into
the Christian fold making them become Christ’s faithful: “Baptism is the
cleansing by water of all sins, it brings about a rebirth and sanctification in

into the church™". It gives the initiate a

Christ which incorporate the person |
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i) Cogglr‘nr:;li‘oar:l?snthe sacrament of Christian matun:ty, which gives i
adult member of the Church the respo_nsibility of defending the Chuyrc, y
witnessing to Christ by his/her way of life. o

This sacrament gives every confirmed Christian the power of the g,
Spirit to bear true witness (cf Acts. 1:8). It comes with the mfuswn of ver,
many gifts, notable among which are wisdom, understandm.g,l counse]
fortitude, knowledge, piety, and fear of the Lord. The characteristics of the
new emerging personality of the confirmed are boldness, courageous Witness
to his faith in the Lord and the demands of the gospel values. Such ;
Christians is eager to denounce injustice, fight evil, work to alleviate poverry
and condemn social ills whenever the necessity arises. He will willingly be ap
instrument that brings others to the saving knowledge of Jesus. The confirmed
Christian is by all standards an adult Christian, mature, fully initiated into the
‘cult’ of Christ, enjoying the liberating, ennobling, and enabling ‘secrets’ of
the kingdom. He is henceforth qualified for functions and leadership in the
Christian comiaunity. This sacrament too is celebrated with simple but
distinct rituals that make it clear to the recipient that he is not only a new man

in a very important phase of life but a full man in Christ.

IIl)  THE HOLY EUCHARIST.

o .The sacrament of the Holy Eucharist completes the Christian rites of
Initiation,
Those who have been raised to the dignity of
the Royal Priesthood by baptism and
configured more deeply to Christ by
confirmation  participate with the whole
community in the Lord’s own sacrifice by
. means of the Eucharist”’
The Euclllanst 15 Seen as the celebration of the memorial of Christ our Lord, 2
recollection of and proclamation of the mighty, saving sacrificial work of
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God, and an anticipation of the glorious return of our saviour. Thus the

' recipient participates in a deep religious and spiritual mystery, which edifies
him. Quite practically, this sacrament unites tl_le recipient intimately with the
Lord. Partaking in this sacrament of communion and the special meal of the
elect, in this sense becomes a “secret meal,” that excludes the non-initiates.
Celebrating and participating in the Eucharistic meal has been described as
‘the summit and source of our Christian life’ and calling in the Church.

The Significance of The Rites of Christian Initiation

These sacraments of Christian initiation put together bring all Christi’s
faithful to the full stature of Christ and they enable them to carry out the
mission of evangelization both within and outside the Church. These three
sacraments concretely introduce one into the spirit-filled life of the Christian
community, which is God’s people and Christ’s body. Thus, these sacraments
are not simply for individual salvation but also for the participation in the
saving work of God in Christ through the Church. The sacraments give us the
joy of experiencing the saving acts of God personally and feeling his presence
in our souls. The sacraments are the real symbols of God’s grace. They are the
self-communication of God in the lives of the initiates.

The great import of these initiation rites of the Christian must be
‘understood, and personally appropriated by the initiates, especially given that
most Catholics are baptized as infants or as children. For this reason the
reception of the remaining two are delayed for such kids till they are mature
enough to appreciate these truths celebrated in the rites. In the case of adults,
the three sacraments are received together during the annual celebration of
Easter vigil following a suitable period of formation-the catechumenate. The
importance of the dynamics of the rites; election (separation), conversion and
enlightenment cannot be compromised if the initiation must be meaningful
and effectual.

Evaluation
Going through this work, one discovers that both the traditional rites of

passage and the Christian rites of initiation have a common dream; that of
making one an adult. Both traditions view human life to consist of a spiritual
journey with significant phases, each having its respective nature, status,
dignities, challenges, duties and even dangers; and one needs the aid of
external influence-vital forces, or graces, spiritual powers as it were; divine
assistance and union with the divine to fulfill the vocation, that each phase
holds and to overcome the dangers and difficulties in the phase. The inevitable
end of this spiritual journey is the assessment of one availing himself of the
spiritual assistance God offers unto one. These phases of life, though distinct
from each other, are such that those that come early in the sequence prepare
one for assuming the later ones, Certain roles in one’s life and community
cannot be undertaken unless one is duly initiated into the phase in question.
! These successive phases of life present the story of life as a vivid passage. It is
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foolhardy for one to neglect the demands of these realities, ip hig relig;
0

cultural tradition. . .
Secondly these rites and rituals of both traditions bear SOme geq
lan
Ce

They are strongly ritualistic, they are community based apg e
oriented. While baptism will simulate naming ceremonies jp i Fltually
puberty rites can be a good analogue of confirmation. Furthermore_ ;4 e Way,
_seen that each phase of life and initiation creates room for growth, j, theum be
and eventually transcending the phase, the success of \zn;hich Procesg g |
on the recipient’s readiness to become something new . The riteg of “Peng, |
do not avail much if the recipient 1s merely passive and not imegmia‘““ga ‘
experiences of the encounter With the supernatural. The eje,. & hi
celebration, merriment and the sharing of meal and ‘secret k"°W1ed o
g

[enlightenment] are common to the two traditions.

Conclusion. _ .
With these separate traditions of passage shedding a commop v

to the reality of human life, could the rituals of one group suffice ,
corresponding phase in the other tradition, or c_ould these ¥
synchronized together to serve the initiation of an individual i , N
tradition? In answering these questions, the constitutional differs, " |
between the two religio-cultural traditions will help. The birth me:nce‘ ‘
naming ceremonies for example will not suffice for or replace baptism Ona:h';
incidental conversion of a traditionalist to Christianity. Baptism must be ing
formula and intention of uniting an individual to God, specifically thy, e
Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit. However, a positive message Coming from
traditional practice is necessary in this ritual to show the necessity of bap,

for the new Christian.

Finally, we encourage objective study of traditional rites to draw fro |
its riches into the understanding of Christian passage rites. No strategy 5

more timely for evangelizing our people today than this.
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