
© 2025 The Krapf project   

 

1 

 
 

Introduction To African  
Traditional Religion 

 
Africa, with its vast diversity of peoples, languages, and cultures, is 
nevertheless united by one fundamental element: religion. As John 
Mbiti observes, “Religion permeates into all the departments of life so 
fully that it is not easy or possible to isolate it.” 
 
In African Traditional Religion (ATR), there is no separation between 
the sacred and the secular; life is wholly spiritual. Every action—whether 
eating, farming, marrying, or celebrating—is considered a religious 
activity. 
 
Unlike many world religions that require formal conversion, ATR is not 
a religion one joins; it is a religion one is born into. Religious identity is 
inherited through family and community. In ATR’s worldview, the 
purpose of religion is not primarily to worship God as sovereign Lord, 
but to secure blessings, protection, and prosperity. God and the 
spiritual realm are perceived as existing to meet human needs. This 
utilitarian approach to religion helps explain why adherents easily shift 
allegiance if their perceived needs are not met. 
 
Mbiti famously remarked, “There are no atheists in Africa,” highlighting 
the deeply religious nature of African societies and the need for 
Christians—especially pastors and theologians—to understand ATR as a 
living worldview that continues to shape beliefs and practices. 
 
Reasons for African Pastors to Study ATR 
 
1. To avoid turning to ATR in times of crisis. During funerals or family 
crises, some Christians revert to ATR practices when they feel Scripture 
does not address their needs. Understanding ATR enables pastors to 
counsel biblically from a worldview perspective. Examples; widow 
cleansing, burial rites, births rites, and death rites are among those 
practices Christians revert to in times of crisis. 
 
2. To avoid syncretism of ATR and Christianity in the Church. Many 
converts do not abandon ATR beliefs and practices but carry them into 
Christianity. This is called syncretism. 
 
3. To have a proper biblical worldview understanding. ATR is 
fundamentally a worldview with deep-rooted assumptions that 
influence behaviour. Pastors must understand these presuppositions to 
address them biblically. 
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Fundamental Beliefs in ATR 
 

• Belief in impersonal (mystical) powers. ATR acknowledges 
unseen forces influencing life, forming the basis of witchcraft, 
sorcery, and divination. 

• Belief in spirit beings. In ATR the spirit world is believed to be 
densely populated with spirits and ancestral beings. 

• Belief in African pagan spirituality. In ATR religion is pragmatic; 
its goal is personal well-being. 

• Belief in many divinities. Most ATR systems acknowledge a 
hierarchy of divinities under a supreme being. 

• Belief in a supreme being. God is acknowledged as creator but 
is seen as distant and approached through intermediaries. 

 
Implications of ATR for the African Church 
 
1. Theological implications to ATR 
 

• God is viewed as a means to an end rather than the sovereign 
Lord. 

• There is a diminished view of God’s holiness which leads to a 
distorted understanding of sin. 

• There is a persistent fear of spirits that undermines confidence 
in Christ’s sufficiency. 

 
 
2. Pastoral implications to ATR 
 

• There is continued reliance on traditional practices that leads 
to dual allegiance.  

• Some Christians turn to diviners during crises. 
Dealing with ATR there is a need for discipleship that 
transforms worldviews. 

 
 

3. Ecclesiological implications to ATR 
 

• The church is often approached as a place of power rather 
than worship. 

• Pastors may be viewed as mediators similar to traditional 
priests. 

• Cultural pressure influences members to conform to ATR 
rituals. 

• The African Church must embody a new way of life rooted in 
the kingdom of God, rather than accommodating ATR 
practices. This requires strong biblical teaching, spiritual 
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formation, and community support for those leaving traditional 
systems. 

• ATR places immense value on the community and ancestors. 
Church members often face pressure to participate in 
traditional rites during funerals, marriages, or harvest 
ceremonies. Failure to do so results in social shame or fear of 
spiritual consequences. 
 

4. Missional implications to ATR 
 

• ATR shapes how the gospel is interpreted. If the gospel is 
presented merely as another means to access power or 
protection, conversion becomes syncretistic rather than 
transformative. 

• Evangelism must call for exclusive allegiance to Christ. The 
Gospel must be proclaimed as a call to exclusive loyalty to 
Christ—not an addition to existing religious practice. 

 
The church must be a countercultural community rooted in the 
kingdom of God. 

 
 
Conclusion  
The influence of ATR presents both challenges and opportunities for 
the African Church. The challenge is that syncretism is very real, and 
the opportunity to proclaim the supremacy of Christ over all powers 
and bring true transformation is important. Pastors must study ATR not 
to accommodate it but to confront it biblically and lead God’s people 
into genuine kingdom living. 
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