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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

It has been two centuries since the first missionaries came from North 

America to preach the Good News to our continent. A look at our churches today 

shows results these missionaries did not expect. What is obvious today among the 

Fon of south Cameroon and other ethnicities is the cohabitation of Christianity and 

other practices. This is a sign that the Fon and others were not touched by western 

Christianity and did not trust. Many did not understand or digest the message well. 

Moreover, their everyday problems were not considered. Consequently, people 

became easy prey for any new religion or sect that tries to offer solutions to those 

problems. In this non-laudatory situation, the churches are exploring new means to 

evangelize our people and, in the process, rediscovering the history of our people. 

Anthropologists have long ignored the Fon.' Our elders may recapture the past and 

expose the wisdom of the Fon culture. These are the main concerns of this study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Murdock.George Peter,Africa: Its People and Their Culture History .( New York, McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1959 ) does 
not refer to the Fon of Cameroon. 
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What is evident is that the first missionaries did not give any credit to our 

culture in their evangelization efforts. Those who took over the responsibility of 

the church when the missionaries left were of the same mind as the missionaries-

they carried on the cultural and daily routines as the missionaries. The contribution 

of the Fon cultural tradition to the understanding of the gospel is "a step" on the 

path that will lead the Fon theologians to the "granary" of tradition in which they 

can find incrusted in the beliefs and rites the religious values that will be efficient 

tools in the transmission of the message of the Kingdom of God. This is the 

occasion to think of reformulating the Christian message for our people, to re-

interpret the historical message of the Gospel, and to make it understandable and 

relevant for those whose culture has been denied and ignored for centuries by the 

dominant culture. If Christianity needs to be alive among the Fon at this time of 

world wide great mutations, during which the main issues are the gap between the 

rich and the poor as well as peace and reconciliation, it has to take into account 

those challenges. The preaching of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ will not be 

understood unless we use the values of our culture. 

An encounter with our culture appears then, as the only way we can 

really be understood. There are more religious values, for our brothers and 
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sisters, in the angounda be mvamba cultural granary of the ancestors. 

Using western cultural values and forms we know nothing about have little 

or no value to the Fon. The time has come to stop looking with scorn at our 

culture-thinking it is magic and superstition. John Mbiti wrote: 
 

We cannot say that African religion is better or worse than these 
other religions. It is simply the religious system which African 
forefathers developed in response to their life's situations up to a 
point it gave them satisfactory answers to their problems, quenched 
their religious thirst and h elped them to find integrated and 
meaningful interpretation and understanding of the universe. But 
these problems are not static. Man is forever expanding his horizon 
of knowledge and understanding. African Religion has contributed to 
that ever-expanding horizon. No doubt it will continue to contribute 
something but without ever pretending to supply all the answers for 
all people at all times 

Our people want to understand Christ, because he is present in our history 

and in our culture. 

This work consists of six chapters. The first is on the origins of the 

Fon. As we mentioned above, anthropologists ignored the Fon. We try to 
 

recapture their history from the origins in Dahomey, West Africa,( see 

appendix A ) to the region in which many live today ( see appendix B ). This first 

chapter gives insight on their socio-economic life and on their political 

organization. That insight will help us understand the kingship tradition of the Fon 

living among the Bulu of south Cameroon. 
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The second chapter focuses on the beliefs and religious life of the Fon. Did 

the Fori know God? This question will find an answer, for the Fon have a name for 

God and believe that no one can name something that does no t e xist. T he r 

eligious 1 ife o f the F on w ill lead us into di fferent interpretations of natural 

phenomena: the world and heaven; the sun and the moon; the thunder flash and the 

rainbow. This trip inside the Fon cosmology will put us into contact with the 

concepts of ancestors, the spirit of the dead, the visible and the invisible worlds, 

life after death and the concept of sin. The study of those concepts and the 

enlightment through the rites of passage will help us understand that all those 

concepts are realities in the lives of the Fon. 

Chapter three explores the historical period during which the Fon came into 

contact with a new culture. Missionaries brought a new religion 
 
 
 

Mbiti f o 'an. Introd uction to African Religion: New Hampshire:Heineman Eductional Books.lnc, 197,p.40 
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Many sought to destroy some aspects of the Fon culture by bringing in a new 

belief system to the people. 

Chapter four seeks to establish biblical analogies between traditional and 

Christian concepts. Is it possible to find some similarities between what the 

traditional Fon knew of his god and the new God the missionaries brought? What 

relations could be established between the rites of passage and Christian rituals? 

Chapter five provides an initial summary of results of the investigations. It 

offers an approach of evangelization based on the example of Jesus Christ. 

The six and last chapter is a report of the results obtained when the new 

approach of evangelization has been implemented in Oveng Village, south 

Cameroon. 

This study is a " step", a preliminary work to re-create the history of our 

people. My wish is to build on the well-known scholars of the Fon such as Jean-

Marc Ela, Ferdinand Leopold Oyono, and Guillaume Oyono3 They have inspired 

this research: not only by affirming the existence of the Fon 

but also by sharing with the rest of the world traditional values and the wisdom of 

our people. 

3 Jean-Marc Ela,Ferdinand Oyono and Guillaume Oyono are Professors at the University level and authors of books.See for 
example: My Faith as an African,The Black Man Cry by Ela;Poor Christ of Bomba by Ferdinand Oyono;Three Suitors One 
Husband,Until Further Notice by Guillaume Oyono. 
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CHAPTER I - THE FON OF SOUTH CAMEROON 
 
 

Origins 

The Fon of south Cameroon are not autochthonous to the region in which 

they live today. When I was a young man my grandfather used to tell us the history 

of our people as his grandfather also told him. According to him, the Fon of south 

Cameroon came from West Africa a long time ago. They fled before Arab 

invasions and later on before slavery. According to other sources, mainly the 

history of the kingdoms of West Africa, the Fon had a powerful kingdom-

Abomey. The Fon of Abomey were descendants of Ayi who came from the Gold 

Coast-what is today known as Ghana. Ayi was an Akan who settled in Adja village 

at Tado. It was one of his descendants, Aho, who founded the kingdom named Dan 

Home.4 Many elders know the story of the migrations of the Fon. Elder Mezang 

M'Ela said that when the Fon left their original place, they were divided into two 

groups. One traveled by sea, and this explains the presence of the Fon at the coast 

of Cameroon; this is the Pongo ethnicity. The other group went across the 

4 Ahinon, Joseph, Le Chretien Face a la Medecine Traditionnelle en milieu Fon d'Abomey, Baccalaureate thesis, Ecole de 
theologie Porto-Novo, Benin, Juillet 1984 
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mainland and settled in the Adamaoua flat country. They were driven 

away by the Mboum who were driven away by the Yorouba.5 

Historians who wrote about West Africa confirm this statement. 

Engelbert Mveng had this to say: 
 

The Yoruba, founders of a very powerful kingdom Oyo, tried to 
invade the whole coast of West Africa using the Jihad or spiritual 
war to justify their invasions. They drove out many kingdoms, taking 
possession of their lands. Ousman Dan Fodio was one of the 
Yoruba's most powerful kings; he was killed in Kousseri-far north of 
Cameroon.6 

During their migrations, the Fon performed the rite of divination, melan: to know 

the direction, to cross-rivers or to settle. According to Henri Mezang we know: 
 

At every camping a rite, melan, was performed and a pole of the 
ancestors planted at the center of the camp. Early in the morning the 
traditional priests and priestesses would go and see what happened to 
the pole. If it is disinterred they will know that this is not the place to 
settle, they need to continue their way; and the new direction is 
indicated by the position of the pointed side of the pole.7 

5 Mezang M'Ela, Elder of Otetek Village. Interview at Ndengue-Si Cameroon, May 18,1987. 
6 Mveng Engelbert. Histoire des Religions, Faculte de theologie Protestante de Yaounde, 1989 
7 Mezang Henri, Elder. Interview of September 24,1989 at Otetek. 
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My grandfather, Mezang M'Oyono, told me that whenever the Fon came to 

the edge of a great river the rite, melan, was performed along with sacrifices. The 

people invoked the ancestors, and in the morning they used to find an nja (a sort of 

foot-log) to across the river. They did not know what it was: big snake back, 

crocodile's backs, for it was not wood! When they reached the flat country and 

camped where they live today, the rite was performed, but the pole was. not 

disinterred. They performed the rite for three consecutive nights, but the pole was 

not disinterred. Then one of the traditional priests beat the sacred drum telling the 

ancestors that zok etele or the elephant is not moving; it has stopped; it remains 

standing! The king or the leader of the group was called asuzok; this means face of 

the elephant. The priests and priestesses consulted the ancestors and were 

instructed that there was the place the ancestors have designated for them to stay. 

After many other rites the new settlement was named Zoetele, Standing Elephant. 

But the Fon did not forget their background as warriors. They developed a 

strong army and started the conquest towards Kribi, on the coast. They built great 

villages along the way but were stopped by the Germans at Ngoazip, four hundred 

miles from the coast. All those villages were linked and were part of the Fon 

kingdom. 
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The Socio-Economic Life of the Fon 

Life in community is essential for the Fon people. We love to live with our 

kinsmen. One sign of life in community is the presence of the aba that also served 

as the palaver house and men's sitting house. It is in this house that the whole great 

family, descendants of one grandfather, has their meals and discuss various issues 

and solve problems. It is also there that the elders of the families tell old stories of 

their people and transmit the customs and the wisdom to younger generations. 

During the day the girls are with their mothers and the boys with their fathers for 

specific teachings. At the mealtime, any newcomer is welcomed to share the meal 

with others even though he or she is unknown. 

For a long time, the Fon did not marry w ith women or men from 

surrounding ethnicities/clans. This was to keep and protect the customs and 

practices of the ethnicity from deterioration or cultural assimilation. Thus there 

were inter-clanic marriages among the seven clans composing the kingdom: 

Mvog-Mezang, Mvog-Zomo, Mvog-Ela, Mvog-Zang, Mvog-Metou, Mvog-Esse 

Ayo and the Mvog-Mboudi. 

Every clan had a chief who was more a reference in terms of wisdom than 

authority or ruling. One of those "patriarchs" was chosen to be the 
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"king" of all the Fon. All the seven clans had a meeting every year in what was 

called Esulan Ayong, which means ethnicity conference. The aim of that 

conference was to solve some problems that might occur between two clans and to 

strengthen the relationships between them. 

Like other ethnicities living in south Cameroon, the Fon practice an economy 

of subsistence built upon agriculture and small animal breeding. The Fon grow 

plantain, cassava, groundnuts, macabo, banana and other crops that constitute 

basic feeding; cocoa and coffee were later imposed by � ±e colonial power. The 

Fon are also blacksmiths and know the techniques iron that helped them in making 

weapons for their defense and also for Ebe invasions they conducted. There was a 

system of exchange inside and outside the kingdom on the basis of a money called 

mbas that was a piece of iron of five inches pointed on both sides. The bride price 

was evaluated in mimbas, goats and many other gifts. 

The Political Organization of the Fon 
 
 
 
 

The King: Njo-Bot 

Our society had castes. The principal castes were the common people, the 

blacksmiths, the magistrates, the council of the wise or advisors (also known as 

elders), and the king. 
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In almost all the kingdoms, kings were chosen in specific families known as 

ruling families. Those families are the descendants of the founder of the kingdom. 

There were two ways to designate a king. When the king decides that he is too old 

to continue to rule, he designates one of his sons or d aughters t o a scend t he t 

hrone. T his w ay was n ot r egularly s een i n African kingdoms because the 

majority of the time, the designation took place after the king's death. 

This is the way the enthronement is performed. A year after the king's death 

and seven days before the ceremony of enthronement, the council of the wise, the 

traditional priests and priestesses, and the night watchers, all meet to perform the 

rite of designation. Of course this rite takes place in the sacred forest. No one is 

allowed to venture around that sacred forest for any matter at that time.   During 

the rite, the ancestors reveal the name of the new king. Three days before the 

ceremony, in the night, those who perform the rite in the forest will come back to 

the village, take the one whose name was revealed to the sacred forest where he or 

she will commune with the spirits of the dead and go through other rites and have 

purification b aths. The last night the designated king or  queen is asked to go 

where his or her grandfather was buried in a tree-hollow and take two of his 

forearm's bones; symbol of authority and sign of the ancestors approval. And on 

the day of enthronement a great ceremony is organized with dances and others; 
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then the new king or queen comes out from the sacred forest followed by all the 

dignitaries for a royal march in the midst of his or her people. On that day each 

family brings presents to the new king or queen. The new king is given as many 

women as the number of the tribes in the kingdom. If the one chosen is a woman, 

she has the right to choose a husband in one of the families related to her father's. 

And for that a special rite of purification is performed to avoid the effects of 

incest. Any child born from such a marriage is called "Son of the Leopard." 

During the ceremony the council of the wise gives a stick, a fly swatter and a 

pear as royal attributes. After that great ceremony, followed by eating and 

drinking, a new era starts with a new king or queen.  

The Administrative Body 

The king or queen is not a dictator; he or she has an administration body 

helping him or her rule the kingdom. This body is composed of the advisors, the 

magistrates, the headman, and the army. 

The advisors are elderly men and women representing the most important 

families in each tribe. When there is a big issue in which the kingdom is involved, 

the king or the queen calls the advisors to think about it and give their position as 

far as the issue is concerned. It is important to notice that the council of advisors 
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has also the capacity of the council of the wise. They work in communion with the 

priests and priestesses. The priests and priestesses have a very high rank and 

respect in the kingdom because of their ability to commune with the ancestors and 

God. Elder Oyono Evindi said: "Bot mekeng bete mbe be mbe bejoe:" these 

people of mystical practices were almost those ruling. 
 
 
 

s Oyono. Evindi. Interview of June 18,1987 at Otetek. 
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The magistrates are old men and women who are living depositaries of the 

tradition of the kingdom. They are chosen not by the king or queen but by each 

tribe on the basis of their age and wisdom. They have the responsibility to give the 

judgments in the name of Zambe (God), and in the name of the ancestors: this for 

the good of the people. It was forbidden to contact magistrates before the trial day. 

The magistrates have no salary except which is offered by the parties prior to the 

judgment. They receive nothing from the king or queen, for it might happen that 

they judge them if one of them trespasses the laws and taboos related to their 

charge as shepherd of the kingdom. The chairperson of the body of magistrates 

was always the oldest member. Even the king or queen respected them. 

The headman is the representative o f t he supreme authority o f t  he 

kingdom in each tribe; and his or her designation is similar to that of the king. He 

or she rules over the tribe on behalf of the ancestors. 

The army was composed of individuals from every tribe. Their mission was 

to protect the kingdom from invasions. There were times when the king or queen 

thought the kingdom should be enlarged, after consultation with the council of the 

wise and the priests and priestesses, the army was sent on an expedition. Each 
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tribe, not the king or queen, designated army chiefs; sometimes the king or queen 

had to lead the army to war. 
 
 

The Rights and Obligations of the People 

In the Fon kingdom, people were not considered as slaves, but as free men 

and women with rights and obligations: the right to complain, the right to have a 

piece of land, the obligation of reverence and obedience and the obligation to give 

presents to rulers. 

Every one in the kingdom had the right to complain at different levels. If a 

husband maltreats a wife, she has the right to complain to the family elder. A 

family has the right to complain to the headman against another family; a tribe has 

the right to complain on any matter against another tribe to the magistrates of the 

kingdom. A tribe or two have the right to complain against the king or queen about 

some bad deeds. There was a strong body of laws regulating the entire society. 

Everybody in the kingdom had the right to have a piece of land to grow 

food. This is the law of the kingdom because everybody is supposed to be married 

and have children. 
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Almost all that was grown was for eating and for the welfare of the 

community; and the attribution of land was proportional to the size of the family. 

But if someone, a man, was suspected to be impotent, he was given a tiny piece of 

land. 

The king or queen and all those who have any responsibility in the kingdom 

are seen as having the obligation of reverence and obedience that was received 

from Zambe God, through the ancestors. So they are respected and obeyed. But, 

that reverence and that obedience can cease if it is discovered that the ruler 

behaves contrary to the laws of Zambe or those of the ancestors. This means that 

the reverence and obedience they deserve depend on their total fidelity to the 

observance of the laws and regulations attached to their charge. 

Besides their own lands where they grow food for their families, those who 

rule-king or queen, advisors, priests and priestesses-receive presents from the 

entire kingdom. The obligation to give presents to the rulers is observed with a 

ceremony for those offerings "fourth moon" after the harvest starts. 

This chapter has given their social organization and us an idea as to who the 

Fon are as far as their origins are concerned. This knowledge opens the door to 

their cosmology. What are their beliefs and religious life? 
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CHAPTER II - BELIEFS AND RELIGIOUS LIFE OF THE FON 
 

For the Fon life is a totality and culture is something completely holistic. 

The Fon are a spiritual people with a system of beliefs in which the main pillars of 

the African cosmologies can easily be distinguished: the Supreme Being, the 

ancestors, the spirits, life after death, sin, the visible and invisible worlds, the 

symbols and rituals. 
 
 

The Idea of God 

In the Fon cosmology God, or the Supreme Deity, is seen as creator and 

sustainer up above heaven and below the earth. This omnipresent being is so 

respected or better feared that he is rarely and explicitly mentioned. He is powerful 

and above everything. The Fon do not consider the Supreme Being as a remote 

god who left his creation and remains indifferent. The presence of Zambe Yemebe 

Erne Nkpvaevo is everywhere around us so that nobody needs to be reminded 

about that presence or evidence. 

The Fon call God Zambe Yemebe Erne Nkpvaevo: Zambe. The name Zambe 

means, "who was there?" The Fon believe that nobody knows the name of God 
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because nobody was there when he created the world. More over, no one in the 

world of the living has the right to call his name or to talk to him directly. 

This is the structure of the name: 

• ZA=interrogation: WHO? 

• AMBE=verb to be ANE, in the past tense: WAS So, 

for the Fon, God is the "WHO WAS THERE?" 

In the Fon cosmology the Supreme Deity is the sustainer (Yemebe'e) as we 

said above: 

• YEME=verb to know: YEM 

• BE'E=verb to carry (carried, take on oneself) 

For the Fon God is the one who knows how to carry, or who takes on 

himself the burden of the world He created. 

The Fon cosmology defines the Supreme Deity as an omnipresent reality in 

our everyday lives: 

• NKPVAE=from the verb KPVAE or KPVAN=reveal; disclose; tell. 

NKPVAE is the one who reveals, discloses and tells us about 

everything. 

• VO=verb to defeat; to over come. 
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The Supreme Deity is the one who defeats and comes over or gives the 

power to overcome any difficulty. 

As one can notice the name of God for the Fon comprises the whole 

existence. But one should also be aware of the misunderstandings and erroneous 

interpretations of Zambe Yemebe' Erne Nkpvaevo by non initiated people or those 

anthropologists of Africa-non-Africans who think that Africans do not know God 

and consequently do not have a word for God-or others who think that Zambe is 

the son of Yemebe'e and unfortunately cannot go further in the genealogy. It is the 

occasion to clarify that the story of the Ntumu tribe living in the equatorial region: 

Cameroon, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea is what we know as nlan mvet that means 

mvet story. The Ntumu play a traditional instrument telling epic stories. Each 

generation transforms any old story in a way that makes people laugh. This is why 

those stories are called nlan mvet in other words without any truth. 
 
 
 

The World and Heaven 

In the Fon spirituality the heaven and the world have a very important place. 

The Fon of the coast call God Loba, which means Heaven. In fact, the Fon and 

other Africans as God's residency and sometimes as God himself consider Heaven. 
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The Fon, Beti, Ewondo, and Eton, as a living witness of God, likewise 

consider the world more as the mother of all that exists. Thus to show that what he 

or she says is true, a Fon would draw his or her finger on the earth and into his or 

her mouth and point it to heaven. This means that he or she takes the heaven (God) 

and the mother earth in which the bodies of the ancestors rest as witnesses of what 

he or she says. 
 
 
 

The Sun and the Moon 

For the Fon the sun is considered as God's eye: Dis Zambe. It is also 

considered as the father of life, the protector of pure people. At the birth of some 

children, the father of the newborn would step outside the house at noon and 

present the child to the sun along with invocations and petitions to Zambe through 

the ancestors. 

At the end of the rite of initiation the young men lift up their hands looking 

at the sun and cry out: "Father, give us the courage and the power to be useful to 

our families and to our community." 

The moon is considered as God's daughter: Ngon Zambe. The Fon and other 

ethnicities consider the moon as a deity so that at the first moon raising, people 
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would go outside with a dried plant nkos (carpolobia lutea); burn it and lift it up to 

the new moon saying: "New moon, bring good luck to me, to my family and to my 

community. And when you will disappear take with you all the bad in me, my 

family and in my community." Then the fire is gone out and the ash of the dried 

plant rubbed on the forehead. 

Also, the Fon considers the moon the source of inspiration and good 

memory. This is why the Fon always gather under the moonlight, around the fire 

and tell stories that the power of the moon gives them to remember and for the 

young generations to digest forever. 
 
 
 

The Thunder Flash and the Rainbow 

In  Fon spirituality, and certainly for other Africans, the Supreme Deity is, as 

we said above, at once heaven and earth. Thus natural phenomenon uniting heaven 

and earth are from him, and as such, are his messages or acts. The thunder is then 

regarded as the wrath of Zambe to punish sometimes, or to shake the earth for the 

seeds to grow and for the rain. 

The rainbow is always seen as the bridge unifying the visible and the 

invisible worlds. It is also a good sign that the rain will bring fertility and that the 

ancestors are not against the living. 
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The Ancestors 

The idea of the ancestors is as strong in the Fon cosmology as it is in other 

cosmologies of African peoples. The concept is part of our life. Elder Ndo Si Ndo 

said: "Be mvamba be ne tin ya enying bia nying ji"9 meaning that the ancestors are 

the source of our existence. The concept is that the living have their lives from 

those who lived before them. They are the continuation of life received from the 

departed. The dead are those who built the laws of the society, and their wisdom is 

the best way to follow in order to avoid mistakes, for they know better. Among the 

Fon and other Africans we say, "the dead are not dead;" they are with the living 

and still are part of our families. The Fon think that since the dead are in the world 

of the spirits they are nearer Zambe with whom they can communicate and to 

whom they can present the problems and the needs of their descendants still alive. 

The Spirit of the Dead 

The Fon do not draw a line of demarcation between the ancestors and the 

Spirit of the dead. The ancestors who are now in the invisible world are spirits. In  

that position the Fon thinks that the ancestors become the guardians of their 

relatives. They can get in touch with them as often as there is a problem or need to 

ask for help or advice. 

9Ndo-Si, Ndo. Interview of September 13, 1988, Otetek. 
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So, being in that great position of importance the ancestors deserve a special 

cult called melan as was mentioned in chapter one concerning the migrations. In 

fact the melan is a kind of initiation whose out come for the initiated is to receive 

an abub-a. kind of aspergillum made of the genet tail. This abub was the visible 

sign of the protection and prosperity provided by the ancestors. The abub has some 

other mystical powers the owner can use. An initiate of melan was considered as a 

priest because he could commune with the invisible to seek protection, advice and 

blessings for the family or the entire community. Sorcerers fear him. Anybody 

could practice or better be initiated to the melan: men and women by choice. The 

rite has no difficult tests but is very mystical. Elder Mezang M'Ela confirmed this 

and said: "Mekeng me ndimba angondo ya abui; teke fianga, amu one jamya wu 

(A lot of mystical acts. It is not a play for one could loose one's life)."10 

In fact, t he fight between 1 ife a nd death i s v ery s trong in the F on 

cosmology. One of the main reasons to seek for the protection of the ancestors is 

the evidence of the evu (witch), that is supposed to inhabit in the body of the nnem, 

one having the evu, and give supernatural power. The evu is very dangerous and 

always kills. According to my father Oyono Mezang, there were in every Fon 

village people who specialized in "opening" t he d ead, a kin d o f p ost-mortem d 

octors. I f the examination reveals an actual abnormal growth in the abdomen, this 



Oyono -   27 

 

is taken to be the evu, and the body is buried in the forest between two villages. 

But if the examination reveals nothing, then the drum is beaten saying: "Minyia 

ane minkut (Bowels like white clouds);" then the funeral rite starts to help the dead 

go on the way of the ancestors and to cross the river at the edge of which he or she 

will have to tell the story of his or her life and be admitted to join the ancestors or 

be rejected if he or she had been bad during his or her life. 
 
 
 
 
 
Mezang M'Ela, Elder, op. Cit. 
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The Invisible World 

The invisible world is a very strong belief among the Fon and all over 

Africa. For the Fon the invisible is not just what we cannot perceive by the human 

sense but what is beyond the ordinary perception. This is absolutely different to 

the western concept based on natural opposed to supernatural. It is noteworthy to 

say that for the western worldview the universe is conceived of as being regulated 

by the laws of nature.  Thus what ever happens is in conformity with those laws, 

and the universe is partly visible and partly invisible.   The Fon do not distinguish 

the visible from the invisible in such a worldview point. For us the whole world of 

realities-objects, persons, spirits, gesture, and words-are bearers of force and 

efficacy at two levels. The first, the ordinary one that requires no special training 

nor knowledge to be perceived, is the visible; and the second is mystical and can 

be perceived and handled only by the initiated-the invisible. 

For the Fon, life is influenced by the relationship between the human beings 

and the invisible forces that can be good or bad. This explains why the Fon are 

always in search of the allies of life in their environment to help protect them 

against the harm from the invisible world. To relate to the invisible world the Fon 

use the rites and prayers. The prayers are addressed to Zambe and to other good 
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spirits, the living dead and other realities in the nature that constitute the invisible 

world or the world of spiritual realities. In fact, prayers are the bridge that links the 

two worlds. For the Fon what goes on among the living in the visible w orld is t 

he v isible p art of the  iceberg of the invisible world. It is common to hear people 

say that what happens in the visible world had been predetermined and realized in 

the invisible world. 
 
 
 

Life After Death 

The questions of life and life after death are very fundamental in the Fon 

cosmology as they are in many other African cosmologies. The story of how death 

came among the living is always related to that of the creation. This is the story of 

creation and evil (death) as told to me by my grandfather Mezang M'Oyono: "In 

the beginning Zambe Nkom Bodo, God maker of human beings, made heaven and 

earth the visible and the invisible worlds. He also made human beings, males and 

females. Life was very joyful. People lived in  peace and communion. Hunting 

parties were organized from time to time and the meat distributed to everyone in 

the village. In that big village (Nnebodo = Nothing Beyond) lived a very greedy 

man. He was so greedy that he decided to go from time to time hunting by himself. 

After many unsuccessful parties in the forest (Afan Mvom = Forest of Blessings) 



Oyono -   30 

 

where anybody was allowed to hunt he decided to go hunting in the other part of 

the forest (Afan Ebabado = Forest of Decapitation) where it was forbidden to hunt. 

After some miles in the forest he found a dead boar. As he was asking himself who 

could have killed the animal, a voice came from the swamp: "It is me!" "Who are 

you?" asked the man. "My name is Evu (Witch); I give that animal to you!" The 

man (Tefe'e = Without Wisdom) took the animal and went back to the village. 

From that time he would go into the forest and bring back dead animals killed by 

what has become "his friend" Evu (Witch). 

One day, Tefe'e went for a long journey that lasted a "moon" (a month). 

There was no more meat in the house. So one morning his wife (Abo Nlame = 

Village Destructor) decided to find meat from her husband's "friend." She went in 

the forest on the path used by her husband. After some miles she found a dead 

duiker. "Who killed this duiker?" she asked. "It is me, Evu, your husband's friend. 

You can take it with you." Abonlame, the woman, joyfully took the duiker and 

went back to the village. Then every two days she went to the forest and brought 

back good meat. But one day she said to Evu, "I would not like anybody else find 

you here. Would you come and live with us?" "No," Evu answered, "It is difficult 

to carry me out of this swamp. There is only one place where I can live...your 

womb." "Yes, I will carry you and you will live in my womb," answered 
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Abonlame. The woman came back with the meat and with the witch in her womb. 

The following day Evu asked for food; the woman pointed to a goat, and 

mysteriously the goat fell dead. This went on and on to the day the woman having 

nothing else to give, so she gave her first-born son to Evu. It was the first human 

death. When Tefe'e her husband arrived after he had heard the drum call 

announcing his son's death; Abonlame, the woman, was asked to tell what 

happened to her son in front of the whole village who had gathered under the 

palaver tree. Tefe'e and his wife Abonlame were found guilty. Then Zambe 

Nkombodo (God) left the village and went to live far beyond the clouds. Tefe'e 

and his wife and their other children were driven away from the village. And from 

that time on death has always been on earth killing at any given occasion. 

From that first dead started the kingdom of the ancestors across the river of 

death called Yom. From that time also the Fon have started to use the forces in 

different elements of the nature to fight death and its allies. The first westerners 

who came to our part of the world thought that we were pagan and have a lot of 

fetishes even though the word is unknown to us. What the Fon and other Africans 

do is to find in the realities of the visible and invisible worlds the power that could 

help them fight death. We believe that the power of the creator is in everything 
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that has been created and that there are in the universe the allies of death and the 

allies of life. 

The Fon have a very strong belief in life after death. This can be understood 

through the funeral rituals. When somebody is dead, the word death is rarely used. 

The Fon say: "Akeya bimvam bine," he or she has gone to join the ancestors. The 

concept of death is not that of destruction but a transition, a passage from the 

world of the living to that of the dead into the invisible world. This is why in the 

funeral rituals the body of the deceased is kept in the aba, the men's sitting house, 

for two days during which there will be dancing around the body. This symbolic 

marching is to go together with the deceased to the river across which the 

ancestors live. The journey lasts two days. It is known that we have to wait until 

that time and be informed by those who commune with the ancestors where to 

bury the deceased, dependant to the sentence of the trial at the edge of the river. 
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It is noteworthy to remind that if the ancestors find the deceased guilty he 

or she will not be allowed to enter the world of the ancestors. He or she 

will become an errant harmful spirit and the body buried in the grove like 

that of the one found with Evu at the post-mortem examination. But if not 

guilty and allowed to enter the world of the ancestors the body is buried in 

the village with great ceremonies.  Professor Engelbert Mveng said: "At 

that time the cords used to descend the coffin in the tomb represent the 

umbilical cord of a new birth in the world of the ancestors."" 

As we can see, for the Fon, life continues after death. The rest of the 

family will have to go through the funeral rite of separation called 

melunga. Ela wrote: "Life has no meaning without death...as the victory of 

the hare over the hyena reveals, death does not have the last word; African 

symbolism dramatizes the victory of life over death."12 Even though we 

believe in life after death, the Fon does not forget that death occurs most 

of the time when a certain law or taboo has been broken, or because of the 

jealousy or the attacks of the enemies.  This is why the Fon has to pay 

attention to everything he or she is doing in order to avoid committing the 

nsem (sin). 
 
 
 
 

 

12 Ela, Jean-Marc, MyFaith As An Africanu, New-York: Maryknoll, 1995, p.40 
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The Concept of Nsem (Sin)  

For the Fon sin is perceived as a lack, a missing and an infraction. So, 

a sin is a lack in doing something we were supposed to or an infraction to 

the moral.  Thus, every body has to take care not to trespass the law or 

break the taboo. It is important to know that there are two kinds of laws. 

First, the laws given by Zambe found in the mythological teaching of the 

ancestors are made of difficult and hard tests-very hard tests one has to 

endure and overcome with courage and determination. And the second, the 

laws related to human inspiration imposed by tradition from "illo tempore." 

Nevertheless, for the Fon, both types are divine institution; everything 

comes from God the creator of everything. It is from those concepts that 

we can detect the quality and the gravity of the missing or the infractions in 

their double aspects-individual and social. 

A semantic study seems necessary for a good understanding of the 

Fon word nsem, sin. In fact the Fon people have different words to express 

the quality and the gravity of sin: 

• Evus: comes from the verb "vus" that means to miss an 

inexactitude, a mistake, a misapprehension, a deviation, 
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• Abe: is more than evus, it has material and moral consequences. 

So when somebody says: "ajo te ene abe," he or she means that the situation 

is dangerous; and that the consequences will be ill fated. Sometimes one can say: 

"abe e bili ma" that means, "I am suffering," or "I have a bad luck."   Here, it is the 

moral suffering that is expressed. •  Nsem: c omes f rom t he v erb " sem" t hat m 

eans t o c ut in o ne stroke. With the prefix      it means a state of being, created by 

the act of cutting. T hus, nsem is a b reak o f an interdiction along with a moral 

responsibility. To be clearer I would say that the nsem is an infraction: a bad deed, 

a detested act that renders a human being unpleasant. After this attempt of 

semantic study these are the degrees of nsem (sin) as understood by the Fon of 

south Cameroon: Different Steps of Sin 

For the Fon, an intentional or unintentional infraction entails bad luck equal 

to the law trespassing: 

The Tso: when someone has committed a murder or has had sexual 

relation with a family member. S The Biyoe is a curse uttered by a 

parent to his or her child 

who misbehaves. S The Amala is a catastrophe, a disaster. It occurs when the 

infraction concerns the sacred and by that the threat of heavy consequences is on 
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the whole community. These three steps of infraction will help us apprehend the 

nsem (sin) in its double perspectives-individual and social. 
 
 

The Nsem Sin in the Individual Perspective 

Sin cannot escape being noticed. The sinner is easily recognized through 

certain signs like regular blood vomiting or sudden loss of teeth. He or she might 

be childless and/or have repeated deaths in the family by accidents or short 

sicknesses. The community will notice this and be convinced that the individual 

has sinned and therefore cut from the ancestors and from Zambe God. It might 

happen that the sinner is excluded from the community or banished. An example is 

provided from my village, Otetek.  Around 1978, a man from Otetek was driven 

out of the village because he killed his elder brother with a machete. He never 

came back to seek forgiveness and reconciliation. 
 
 

The "Nsem " Sin in the Social Perspective 

Among the Fon and other ethnicities of Cameroon and Africa solidarity is 

fundamental. Cohesion between the members of a family, a clan, a tribe or an 

ethnicity is a determinative sign of the quality of relations that unite them as a 
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community of people sharing the same conditions of existence and having the 

same ideal. Thus the community always reacts to any infraction or any stain. As 

soon as the community is endangered by any kind of disorder, break of taboo or 

other; it is absolutely necessary and urgent to confess the transgression and be 

purified for the normal course of life. In fact anybody who trespasses a law or 

breaks a taboo is guilty before the community, because he or she stains and infects 

the whole community. Consequently, the victim has to acquiesce in the conditions 

of reparation imposed to him or her by the community; otherwise, he or she is 

driven out of the community or sometimes killed. This shows to what extent the 

sanctions might go: conditional upon the gravity of the sin and the infection it m 

ight produce in the community. T hese r igorous m easures m ight be perceived as 

means of defense used by the community to go against evil. For in fact misfortune, 

physical and moral sufferings and even death are considered by the Fon as the 

price for a transgression, an infraction, or for the breaking of taboo. The sinner is 

regarded as ill natured, a public danger that destroys harmony not only between 

the members of the community, but also the community and the ancestors as well 

as the community and the Supreme Being. 

The Fon believe that the situation of sin is not that of total despair. The 

sinner has the possibility to be purified by the means of specific rites. The sin 
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would then be expiated through rituals instituted by the archetypes. We shall 

elaborate regarding the ritual of expiation on page 56 and continued. 
 
 
 

Ancestral Rituals 

The Fon and other African cosmologies have built over centuries systems 

out of experiences where the acts of archetypes are renewed in order to give to 

young generations the wisdom and the tools to help them in the everlasting fight 

between life and death and also to be integrated into the society. This is the reason 

of being and the importance of the schools of 
 

initiation. The historian of religion Eliade Mircea wrote: 
 

To be initiated is equivalent to learning what happened in the 
primordial time-and not what the Gods are and how the world and 
man were created. The sacred and secret lore now depends on the 
mythical ancestors, no longer on the gods. It was the mythical 
ancestors who lived the primordial drama that established the world 
in its present form-and consequently it is they who know and can 
transmit this lore.13 

Many anthropologists and sociologists have written on African rites on the 

basis of the data they could have at their time. I do not intend to make the same 

approach or assumptions of ethnographers such as Arnold Van Gennup or Marcel 

Griaule in reference to the classification of the rites in Africa; nor like Victor 

Turner in making a systematic study on preliminal or postliminal stages of the 
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rites14. But still, my intention is to present in this part of my work one of the rites 

of passage as a living witness who went through it-not as an alien but as a native of 

the ethnicity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Eliade.Mircea.Rites and Symbols of Initiation.New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1965,p.40 
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The Rites of Passage 

Life among the Fon is divided into compartments, and the passage from one 

to another is subject to a rite. So it is better to talk of rites of passage instead of 

"rite of passage." Almost every event in the family or community life is a matter of 

specific rite. 
 
 

The Rite of So 

The rite So is one of the rites performed even today among many ethnicities 

of central and south Cameroon. According to Henri Mezang, Elder of Otetek 

village: "the So has been performed by our people since times immemorial." For 

him, "So is life, because one cannot know the secrets of his own being, the secrets 

of the community, the transcendental relation with the ancestors and God but 

14 Among ethnographers Arnold Van Gennup, Marcel Griaule and Victor Turner did systematic studies of 
ritual processes. I will limit myself in presenting the Rite of "SO" as an initiated telling only the process of 
the rite. 
15 Mezang M'Ela, Elder, Op. Cit. 
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through the rite of So.15 

The Rites of Passage 

Life among the Fon is divided into compartments, and the passage from one 

to another is subject to a rite. So it is better to talk of rites of passage instead of 

"rite of passage." Almost every event in the family or community life is a matter of 

specific rite. 
 
 

The Rite of So 

The rite So is one of the rites performed even today among many ethnicities 

of central and south Cameroon. According to Henri Mezang, Elder of Otetek 

village: "the So has been performed by our people since times immemorial." For 

him, "So is life, because one cannot know the secrets of his own being, the secrets 

of the community, the transcendental relation with the ancestors and God but 

Among ethnographers Arnold Van Gennup, Marcel Griaule and Victor Turner did systematic studies of ritual processes.I 
will limit myself in presenting the Rite of "SO" as an initiated telling only the process of the rite. 
15 Mezang M'Ela, Elder, Op. Cit. 
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through the rite of So}5 

The Context of the Rite 

It seems important to say that the rite So is a kind of last step in the scale of 

the rites performed for the common people. It is also to notice that there are other 

rites for those who have to shoulder specific responsibilities as signaled in the 

designation of the king or queen. The So for boys and the Mevungu for girls 

concern teenagers. The So is for those who have already had their first step that is 

circumcision and also for some adults who felt to have their initiation on time. The 

Fon, as many other ethnicities in Africa, have a sacred forest. It is forbidden to 

venture in that forest anymore to hunt. It is in that forest that the rites are 

performed. 

When a group of teenagers has reached nineteen drought seasons-for the 

years are counted in drought seasons-the depositaries of the wisdom, the 

knowledge, the traditions and the mysteries of the kingdom organize the So. The 

organization basically is made in the sacred forest and later in the village. The 
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elders and the priests and other dignitaries spend days and days in the sacred forest 

preparing themselves; following the instructions from the ancestors the way the 

rite is to be performed; and m any other things like the most sacred place. The 

preparation normally takes nine days. During those nine days-and during the 

whole period of initiation that lasts eighteen days-people in the village are asked to 

go to bed very early. This is to protect them from some evil spirit defeated in the 

sacred forest at night. But most of the time some people may not know what is 

going on; this ignorance helps, for the element of surprise is very important in the 

process of the rite. 

In the night predetermined and known by the fathers in every 

family having a candidate for initiation, the elders' instructors will come 

back to the village-the bodies painted in white-and make irruption into 

the houses where the doors had been left opened on purpose by the 

fathers. The boys are taken away. Elder Mezang M'Ela of Ndenguesi 

said: "It was a terrific night."16 In fact it was, particularly, because of 

the brutality and the appearance of people painted in white with their 

faces covered by masks. Then in file and heads bowed the candidates, 

directed into the sacred forest by the end of the village, turn towards the 

sunset. It is to remember that for the Fon the sun represents "God's eye" 



Oyono -   44 

 

that brings life to human beings. So, every sunrise, as we said before, is 

considered a new life brought or given by Zambe, God. And when the 

sun sets, it is a symbolical death. Thus the candidates are taken through 

that way of symbolical death to a total dependence in the sacred forest 

that represents itself as a new womb where the "embryo" will be 

transformed (a young boy) into a new being. Elder Ndo-Si said: "The 

sacred forest is like a woman's womb that will give birth to a new 

being.17 

When the candidates have entered the sacred forest, then the So horn is 

blown in a mysterious sound that gives goose flesh; and the So drum is beaten 

saying: 

BULU 
 

Ebibi e maneya bi bongo nlam a zang. Ye ba 
ye wu ye ba ye nying? A maneya won elan be 
afan Ye ba ye wu, ye ba ye nying? Ye be 
Mvamba be nkele! Ye ba ye wu ye ba ye 
nying? Ye "Zambe" Nkombodo a nkele! Ye 
ba ye wu ye ba ye nying? 
 

ENGLISH 
The monster has caught the kids at night! 
Will they die, will they live? 
It has gone with them into the forest! 
Will they die, will they live? 
We call the Ancestors 
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Will they die, will they live? 
We call God, maker of human beings! 
Will they die, will they live? 

16 Mezang M'Ela, Elder, Op. Cit. 
17 Ndo-Si Ndo, Elder, Op. Cit. 
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Once into the sacred forest, the candidates' clothes are taken brutally and 

their bodies painted in scarlet powder, ba'a, from the pterocarpus soyauxii tree. 

They will stay naked till morning and all day. The candidates are asked not to hide 

their sex from the group mates or to the instructors. During that first day, the 

candidates are told the story of the So as transmitted from generations to 

generations. Certain songs are also taught to the candidates, for they will need to 

sing sometimes to seek courage or to communicate to the invisible. When evening 

comes, they are given a piece of traditional cloth made from tree barks, the obom, 

to tie around their waists in a special fashion. This will be their unique cloth during 

all the process of initiation. 
 
 
 

The Formation into the Sacred Forest 

After this first day, at the skirt of the sacred forest difficult and painful tests 

begin. 

�� Hunting: The candidates are taught how to stretch the nets 

for catching animals. During this test the instructors will 

go around from time to time to teach, 
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and also to whip the candidates by surprise.   You don't have to scream. One of the 

most difficult tests is called hoe mebel that means cull the kola nuts. In reality 

there is nothing of the kind.  The instructors know where there is a tree called 

engokomo, bacteria soyauxiia-a tree with poisonous ants-is located in the sacred 

forest. You are taken under that tree and asked to kill the monkey in the tree.   

Again, there is no monkey in the tree, but you are given a bow-gun and arrows t o 

shoot at a fictitious monkey.   While you shoot arrows the ants will bite you and 

you need to keep silent until the instructors ask you to step away! I remember one 

of my group mates who just fell down as dead with stings all over. The instructors 

rubbed his body with oil of palm kernels mixed with anti-poison products. Those 

who had to take the test after that incident were scared to death.  But they had no 

choice. They had to go through the ritual. Many other things are taught concerning 

hunting. 

�� Some Secrets of Life: The candidates are instructed on certain 

secrets that will help them understand and 
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master their environment. Among those are the ways to fight 

evil spirits in trees, how to be a "man," and how to take care 

of the family and the community. �� Food Taboos: During 

initiation, the candidates diet is strongly restrictive. The 

instructors are the cooks and those who decide the menu and 

the quantity of food to be given to candidates. Certain days 

are really difficult as you are fed roots and a wild fruit, some 

so bitter that you can hardly swallow, others so hot that you 

think your mouth is completely burned. This has a double 

meaning or importance: to help the candidates to be able to 

survive when difficult times come like drought or wars to 

strengthen them sexually. It is also during that period of 

initiation that the ancestors will give food taboos to 

candidates. It is strongly recommended not to trespass the 

food taboos otherwise you run  the  r isk  of death. This is a 

very strong boundary with the invisible. Elder Akono 

Mfegue of Minkoumou village said: 
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Food taboo is a very strong bridge that relates a 
human being to the invisible. In fact it is not the food 
as such, but the formula pronounced by the instructor, 
repeated by the candidate, that is the most important.18 

Everyone is also given an initiatic name. �� The Importance of the Community: In 

Africa in general and among the Fon people, the community plays a leading role 

with various points of reference as blood, 1 and, t ribe, clan, rituals; especially 

initiation. This is because you suffer together. In Africa we say: "I am because 

we are, and since we are therefore I am."   This means that African life is 

centered on community that includes the departed, the living and those yet to be 

born. In  fact life in the sacred forest is a living example of that concept. 

Candidates are related to one another; they eat the same food; they are half-

clothed the same way; they sleep packed together to warm each other; they 

go t hrough the s ame sufferings.  Together they make the experience o f 

getting in touch with the invisible world. 

•S The Underground (Tomb): The underground is the last test  

18 Mfegue, Akono, Elder, Interview of November 6, 1987, at Minkoumou Fon 



Oyono - 46 

 

to go through. It is a big hole in the form of a tomb located in 

the western part of the sacred forest and oriented towards 

East. A tunnel of about fifteen meters that opens on a very 

clean path prolongs the tomb. The test of the passage 

through the underground is done three days before the end 

of the rite. That day, the most important instructors you 

haven't seen since the seclusion started would come and 

stand at the edge of the tomb. They bring with them a 

mixture of hot products. The bodies of the candidates are 

rubbed with that mixture at midnight. Then the instructors 

carry them to the edge of the tomb where the "Mengi-

Mengi," the most important instructors, are. They will 

pour a very bad smelling liquid on the candidates' bodies 

that will cool them from the hot sensation they felt 

previously.  During this, the most important instructors are 

singing some mournful songs. Then the candidates' bodies, 

one by one, are deposited into the tomb. A few times after, 

one the instructors will shout: "Dibi, Dibi, Zigli! Engengen 

Em?"   "It is dark! Where is the light?" Then the 
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candidates start creeping through the tunnel. For Oyono 

Avomo, Elder of Otetek village, "The passage through the 

tomb is a symbolic death as well as a symbolic return to 

the mother earth."19 When the candidates debouch at the 

end of the tunnel, they are asked to lie down face 

downwards until the sun rises. As soon as the Sun appears 

and at the signal of an instructor the candidates are asked 

to run on the cleaned path to the sacred hut that was built 

in advanced by the "Mengi-Mengi." As they run, the 

candidates say: "Kit zole dis 'Zambe' nkombodo ku zole." 

"It has revealed itself, the eye of God, maker of human 

beings." 

For the last three days, the candidates and the most important instructors 

will be in  the sacred hut where a special formation based on the mysteries of the  

19 Oyono. Avomo, Elder, Interview of March 26, 1987, at Otetek. 
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Fon cosmology will be disclosed. Henri Mezang, elder and traditional 

priest, had this to say: "It is in the sacred hut that mysterious rites are performed. 

The true So is in the sacred hut, and the candidates should never tell what they 

learn in  there."20 

The last day, at eleven a.m., the candidates are taken to the river and 

washed by the instructors who, for the occasion, use good smelling special leaves 

and tree barks, to purify the candidates who have been transformed physically, 

morally and spiritually. After that ritual bath, the initiated bodies are covered with 

white kaolin. Then they go back to the sacred hut and stand outside. At noon, as 

we mentioned before, they lift up their hands looking at the sun and cry out: 

"Father, give us the power and the courage to be useful to our families and to our 

community." 

Then from inside the sacred hut a drum is beaten announcing the end of the 

seclusion in the sacred forest. Dances start in the village from that time. In file, 

headed by the instructors, the initiated are directed toward the end of the village 

Mezang, Henri, Elder, Op. Cit. 
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turning east. 

You could hear the ayenga, the joyous cry of the women, when the initiated 

enter the village. Mothers are happy to see their sons transformed and ready to be 

"true men." 

People would dance all night singing praises to God, maker of human 

beings; and expressing their gratitude to the ancestors, to the elders and to the 

instructors. It is the beginning of a new life for the initiated. 
 
 

The Interpretation of So 

The rites of passage through out Africa have common elements that 

determine their interpretations: life and death; sin and expiation; evil and 

purification; visible and invisible spirits of the dead and ancestors. All the schools 

of initiation are around those mysteries. They are also what shape the 

interpretation of the So. 

It is important to know that the context of So might change from one tribe 

to another; its interpretation might change as well. But, the central pillars of the 

African cosmologies are always present. 
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The So as Expiation 

As I said above, the So might have different interpretations. For the beti 

ethnicities that are bane, eton, ewondo, and mangissa the So is sometimes 

organized when there has been a trespass of a taboo, an incest or a murder. From 

that stand point the rite is performed as an expiation ritual, and the animal used 

in  the sacred hut is a goat. An accent is put on the sacrifices to the ancestors and 

to the Supreme Being, God. In that type of context, the preparation is completely 

different. The whole community asks for the rite to be performed, and everyone 

is obliged to give something for that. The candidates might not be teenagers but 

some adults chosen in every family. Those "candidates" are to suffer on behalf of 

the community. There are other forms of expiation. But even if the context is that 

of passage as we described it above, still the idea of expiation is present. In fact 

the young boy is considered as a blind that cannot see the mysteries of life, 

because he still is in the world of the sinners: the impure people who need to be 

purified and their sins expiated. More, shed of the animal's blood and that of the 

candidates in the sacred hut certify the concept of expiation that blood rebuilt the 

relations with the mother earth; with the dead whose bodies rest in  the graves; 

and with the Supreme Being. John 
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Mbiti said: "the blood that is shed binds to the land and consequently to the 

departed members of the society."21 The So as Pedagogy 

I couldn't find the right word to express my idea; but I understand by 

pedagogy, teachings concerning a human being's existence in relation to his or 

her environment. The initiation for the Fon and other ethnicities is a kind of 

public recognition that those yesterday children have now, through the school of 

initiation, reached the step of adults. All the sufferings without a word or a 

scream are testimony of that transformation. Again Mbiti wrote: "The cutting of 

flesh is a symbol of getting rid of the period of childhood and getting ready for 

the period of adulthood."22 

Professor Engelbert Mveng said that: "The schools of initiation are the 

living soul of African tradition that needs to be conserved and transmitted to 

younger generations."23 Initiation for the Fon and other Africans is a teaching 

corpus that prepares young men and women to be ready to shoulder 

responsibilities in the society: one of which is that of getting married.   During the  

21 Mbiti, John, Bible and Theology in African Christianity . Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1986, p.49. 
22 Ibid. 
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seclusion candidates are taught, as we mentioned above, the history of their 

people; the mysteries of the rite; but an accent is always put on how to raise a 

family. This element of pedagogy is important for boys as well as for girls. Elder 

Zang Mba had this to say: "It was during initiation that I knew for the first time 

who I am and who the woman is!"24 Mbiti confirms this: "The mysteries of 

married life are normally revealed to the young people, to prepare them for what 

is soon to come. Initiation is the gateway to marriage."25 

 
 

The So as Cosmic Knowledge 

The t omb and t he p assage through t he u nderground s how t he first 

contact with the cosmic world. The stinking liquid means that the candidate is no 

longer physically alive; the material part of his body has been destroyed. He is 

now in  the world of the spirits. When his body is deposited into the tomb he is 

put into contact with the ancestors who lie in the dust of the mother earth. The 

tunnel is the way to the world of the dead, the world of the spirits and the 

Supreme Being where he will have to live for three days without any bath or  

23 Mveng, Engelbert, Op. Cit. 
24 Mba, Zang, Elder. Interview of March 1 1 ,  1987, at Otetek. 
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food. The path represents the river that is, in the Fon cosmology and others, 

the way of the dead to enter the world of the ancestors and the spirits. The 

bastinado the candidates receive at the entrance of the sacred hut represents the 

trial of the dead at the edge of the river, where he or she is asked to tell the story 

of his or her life before being admitted or rejected as we mentioned above. 

The culminating point of the cosmic knowledge is inside the sacred hut as 

pointed out above by an elder. In fact it is inside the sacred hut that the candidate 

comes to know the reality of the invisible world. It is inside there that he receives 

a special training to fight evil spirits. Those who have the predispositions to 

become traditional priests, healers or night watchers, will go through other 

specific trainings that oftentimes takes years. Again, it is inside the sacred hut 

that the candidates are trained how to commune with the ancestors. 
 
 
 

The So as a New Birth 

The idea of new birth is very important. The initiated have had the 

opportunity to discover themselves, and who they are. They have been at school 

where they have learned about their bodies, their people and about 

25 Mbiti, John, Op. Cit, p.60 
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The Palaver of Sin (Nsem) 

In  the p alaver o f sin it is i mportant f or the s inner t o recognize in 

himself or herself that he or she is guilty and is ready to suffer the consequences. 

Thus, this question is always asked to the suspected: "Ye wo yem ajo di?n 

Literally it means: "Do you know this problem?" At this level there are two 

possibilities: the suspected can deny; and this will give way to other methods of 

investigation; or, in the case in which we are interested the suspected recognizes 

his or her act and declares himself or herself guilty and ready to suffer the 

consequences. At that time the sinner is asked to mem, which means to make a 

public confession before the whole community and beg for forgiveness. This 

process is very important for in fact it is true that we solicit forgiveness when we 

recognize ourselves guilty and feel a discomfort; we need to get rid of it as soon 

as possible. Thus when somebody is banished he or she feels a moral constraint 

making pressure on him or her to make a step back or better go back to his or her 

people. This is a good step in the process of forgiveness. 

It is known among the Fon that if someone has committed a sin; has 

confessed; has begged forgiveness; he or she should be forgiven. This is to spare 

h im or her from the b ad consequences that might result from the transgression. 
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This is also an act of recuperation and reconciliation. We can say that the Fon live 

in a society where one can find forgiveness and reconciliation. Professor Jean-

Marc Ela wrote: "Nobody can live in a society where forgiveness and 

reconciliation are unknown; for forgiveness and reconciliation are temporal and 

supernatural means and signs of 

27 

salvation." In fact a forgiven individual can once more benefit from the favors of 

the community and those of the ancestors and the Supreme Being. 
 
 

The Rite of Expiation 

For the Fon and other ethnicities in Africa, every event is a matter of a rite 

as we said it above. Rites appear as original representations that characterize 

Africans in general. And one of the fundamental functions of the rites is to 

maintain cohesiveness in the community. From that standpoint the Fon 

manipulate during the rites, as we mentioned, what Professor Mveng called the 

allies of life and death. In the process the Fon use gestures and attitudes: all that 

make human beings prominent. For the Fon, let's say this one more time; rites are 

not myths but an expression of a 
 
 
~7 Ela, Jean-Marc, Op. Cit, p.67  
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living reality. During the rite all is put together in such a way that the outcome 
will be a new world, a new reality and a new existence. That is why the order, the 
grouping of the figures and the whole community marvelously rise up to the 
invisible world of the ancestors and Zambe-Yemebe 'E Me Nkpvaveo, God. 

The rite of expiation eva 'a nsem or ebuli minsem "takes place in the sacred 

forest as we pointed out above. After the palaver and the confession, the sinner is 

asked to bring a goat. Then traditional priests and priestesses take him or her into 

the sacred forest. Somewhere in  the sacred forest i s an etok, a pool of s tagnant 

and stinky water. The priests and priestesses add in all kinds of herbs with 

mystical powers and those of good smell like the ayan lily, ocimum viride, and 

lots of tree barks. The goat is slaughtered above the etok pool; the blood shed and 

mixed with all those things. During all this preparation the sinner is asked to roll 

on the ground saying: 

BULU 

Me n'abe ooo 

Ma yon be wu; ma yon be veve'e oo 

Koan ma engogol a be Mvamba'oo 

Loen ma Zambe Yemebe'Emenkpvaevo 

Nyiane ma ooo; nyiane ma ooo  

ENGLISH  

I  am guilty, I am guilty! 
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I call on the living; I call on the dead 

Forgive me my Ancestors. 

Call God on my behalf 

Save me! Save me! 

After all these invocations the priests and priestesses carry the sinner to the pool. 

He or she is soaked in the pool and washed. At the end of the bath, the priests and 

priestesses in loud voices pronounce this formula:  

 

"Be ve be ve alu; be va'a  

Be va'a a mos minsem mise  

O nga bo nmie bia va 'a wo  

Mi nyul ne nge "en, nyul ne Fu 'urn."  

 

ENGLISH:   
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message they received from them and state the necessity of expiation. Then the 

priests and priestesses ask everyone to go to the near by bush and make 

themselves sprinklers. By that time a goat i s attached to a p ole at the middle of 

the yard. Beside the goat is a huge clay pot. Two priests, male and female, the 

oldest of all, stand by the goat and the clay pot. In a file, people will come and 

confess what they have done wrong that might stain the community. Everyone 

would end by this formula: 

"Nsem me nga bo ngo ma 

Mem wu. Koene me engongo 

A is mvamba." 

ENGLISH : 

"I here by confess my sin, 

Forgive me my ancestors." 

Then he or she strikes the goat with the sprinkler and throws it into the clay 

pot. When everybody has made that confession, then the priests and priestesses 

slaughter the goat; and the blood shed into the clay pot. Then with their "mebup" 

aspergiumss, the priests and priestesses sprinkle the whole community with the 

blood making invocations and petitions to the 
 
 
8 Ndo-Si, Ndo, Elder, Op. Cit. 
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ancestors, to the spirits and to God. After this, the community is asked to go 

down to the river where an embankment had been made early before the sunrise 

by the priests and priestesses. In that sort of "pool" was put all kind of herbs, 

mixtures and tree barks with properties known by the priests and priestesses. 

People step into the river and the priests and priestesses symbolically pour water 

on their heads and ask them to bath in the water. Then the oldest of all the priests 

and priestesses steps forward to the bank and says: 

"A be mvamba, oo 

a "Zambe" Nkom Bodo, oo 

minsem mise bi nga bo 

Oso e nke'e wo, oo." 

ENGLISH : 

I invoke the ancestors, 

I invoke God, maker of human beings 

May all our sins go along with this water? 

Then in one stroke with his or her foot breaks the bank, while all the people 

rush out of the water and are asked to go straight to the village without looking 

back. It will be forbidden to have a bath in that river for two "moons," and 

anybody who would do that runs the risk to bring back the sins in the community. 
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That night, people are advised to go to bed early, for the priests and priestesses 

who performed the rite of expiation, after they will finish eating the "goat of 

mystery," will go through the village saying blessings on any aspect of life for the 

good of the community. 
 
 
 

The Social and Spiritual Impact of the Expiation 
 

The Social Impact 

The expiation of sin, even when it concerns one individual has always a 

social impact. For the Fon, the individual is related to the whole village, tribe, 

clan ethnicity and kingdom by blood and community of life. Thus the purification 

or expiation is a way to reinsert the individual into the community. The man or 

woman the sin has been expiated finds once more the joy to be with his or her 

people again. He or she has found peace again, and the possibility to live with 

others without fear to be regarded as a public danger. It is to say that the rite of 

expiation that always starts on a sad note ends in joy, as all are re-united and 

strengthened as people sharing the same destiny. And more, the rite of expiation 

is also an act of forgiveness for the wrong done to you by others. People are 

asked to forgive others and forget the bad done to them otherwise the sins washed 

away through the rite would all come back. The rite of expiation is then the rite of 
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general reconciliation of all the members of the community. It is a new birth, a 

new start for a bright future. At the evening people express their joy by dance, 

and you could see very old people dancing with all their might and hugging little 

children. This shows how much the whole community felt herself involved in the 

rite. 
 
 
 

The Spiritual Impact 

The new life brought by the rite of expiation for the Fon is understood in 

two dimensions: physical and spiritual.   In fact the newness o f  life 

XXXXXXXXXXX human being in his or her complexity and in his or her totality, 

XXXXXXXXXXXspiritual sensitivity of the expiation is rooted into the strong 

belief XXXXXXXXXXXors and in Zambe God. This is because the Fon as group of 

XXXXXXXXXXXve that the nsem sin is an offense to the ancestors and to God. 

XXXXXXXXXXlife is in the blood. 

In fact if the goal of the rite of expiation for the Fon is the bliss, it is 

XXXXXXXXlife and beyond. The hope in every one of us is to be able 

to live someday in happiness with our ancestors and with Zambe. To 

reach this goal, one must make any effort everyday to keep safe the 

relation with the ancestors and with Zambe. One comes when he or she 

has made an infraction seeking forgiveness and solicits the expiation 

��������� The scanned text is 
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that will reconcile him or her with the ancestors and with Zambe God. 

So, the scrutiny of the expiation shows the forgiveness an individual or 

the community receives through the absolution of sin, the desire of 

peace and happiness and the desire to be saved and live. Thus in the 

understanding of his or her environment and his or her capability of 

finding in that environment the allies of life; the Fon always appeals to 

his or her brothers and sisters for help in the combat against the hostility 

of this world; against evil so that he or she could live a life acceptable 

by the ancestors and by God. 

This chapter has certainly helped us know the god of the Fon, the ancestors, 

the rites of passage and the expiation of sin. We have discovered that life is an 

everlasting fight against evil, and the rituals stand as a regulating power that 

maintains the harmony in the society. But that harmony was broken by the arrival 

of people from another world who brought in what they thought was an unknown 

god for the Fon. There will be a shock of cultures. 
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CHAPTER III - THE MISSIONAL INFLUENCE 

AND THE CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE 
 
 

The missional influence on the Fon is strongly related to the Presbyterian 

Mission in West-Central Africa, in what was known as the Bulu Field. The Fon 

are the northern neighbors of the Bulu as George L.Bates put it: 
 

North of the Bulu are the Bene, Fon, and Yewondo (yaunde), whose 
dialects are almost identical.  It is curious that the speech of these northern 
neighbours of the Bulu is more related to Fang than Bulu itself.1 

 

In fact for the Fon as well as for other ethnicities, life was made of rites as 

we mentioned it above. The Fon ritualized any event, especially cycle events. But 

the first missionaries who arrived in our part of the world didn't want to recognize 

our culture because for them it would be a strong barrier to evangelize. So they 

voluntarily declared our culture savage and pagan. Paul R. Dekar Professor of 

Evangelism and Missions at Memphis Theological Seminary made a very 

important research on the Bulu ofsouthern Cameroon-the largest ethnicity among 

those living in that area. He wrote: 
 

Ritual enables the Bulu to define the external 
boundaries and to strengthen the inner lives of Bulu 

                                                
' George L. Bates, Hand Book of Bulu. (London: Printed by Richard Clay and Sons, 1904), p.x 
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Society. When missionaries first arrived to proselytize 
the Bulu, they immediately recognized that ritual 
behavior, as well as certain social customs and 
language knit the Bulu together and lent themselves as 
bulwarks of fortification against intrusion. Most of 
these early missionaries believed t hat t hey w ould n ot 
s ucceed in C hristianizing the Bulu until they had 
mastered the language and destroyed the traditional 
customs in a revolutionary manner.30 

In general, this was the concept of all the missionaries who came to Africa.  

Dekar quoted one of those first m issionaries, A. C. Good, who 
 

declared: 
 

Not only must we win individuals to Christ but also the 
whole social fabric must be remodeled and reorganized. 
Social customs, marriage customs, the industrial and 
political condition of the country, and also strongholds 
of Satan from which he must be rooted before it will be 
possible to establish here a Christianity that can be 
depended on to stand by itself.31 

 

It is note worthy to say that this way of thinking and considering the 
 

Bulu culture-and by extension others living with them-was not shared by 
 
 

Dekar, Paul R, Crossing Religious Frontiers Christianity and Transformation of Bulu Society, 1892-1925: 
PhD Dissertation, University of Chicago, II, 1978, p.87 

 



Oyono - 46 

 

the Synod of Pittsburgh with the western Missionary Society as its 
missionary arm.2 

Even though we are not assessing in details the PC USA work in West 

Central Africa, it is to point out that the action of the Board of Foreign Mission 

had always been a subject of discussions on the issue of creating a native church 

with possibilities that could help her as an African church to be self-supporting in 

the future. But many missionaries thought that they should be concentrating on 

preaching the Gospel. Dekar wrote: "For the BFM (Board of Foreign Missions) 

officers who scuttled proposal after proposal, these projects resembled too closely 

the much-anathematized humanitarian, philanthropic model of missionary 

strategy."3 

As we mentioned above many missionaries, anthropologists and non-

Africans taught that Africans were the less advanced people of the world. Dr. 

Dekar pointed out the issue of the missionaries being focused on evangelization: 

Although at the cultural level less advanced than other peoples and 
other places, Black Africans were as worthy as anyone to receive 
the Gospel, and Black Africa as adaptable as any milieu to the 
transformative effects of Christianity.   Missionaries should attempt 
not to turn 

 

                                                
Dekar, Paul R, Op. Cit, p.88 
Ibid, p. 92 
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Africans into Europeans, but rather to retain what was good in 
African cultures and to introduce the Christian faith with reference 
to seeds of belief already planted by God. Further, although 
missionaries imported beliefs and institutions which originated in 
other settings, every effort should be taken to elicit the advice of 
native Christian brethren concerning the best way to interpret the 
Gospel and to advance the cause of Christ in Africa. John Lowrie, 
for example, urged the West Central Africa Mission to promote 
Christians to positions of full equality with missionaries within a 
setting, which, although initially alien to Africa, was of invaluable 
service in adapting Christianity to African context.4 

Lowrie wrote: "It is of course important to place the native churches 

under native pastors at the earliest practicable day."5 

As one can see, the missionaries were not unanimous in the way to 

undertake the work. And the idea of the dominant culture of destroying 

other people's culture unfortunately prevailed on that of associating the 

natives.   This, among others, is one of the reasons of "unconvinced 

Christians" all over West Central Africa.   Dekar wrote: "Imbued with 

confidence, optimism and often, feelings of cultural superiority and spiritual 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
" Ibid, p. 93 
7 Ibid, p. 95 
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shall rejoice in liberty wherewith Christ maketh His people free.6 

The eagerness to see this dream come true was conducted by missionaries 

all over Africa. In reality, what was known as the Bulu Field resulted from the 

Gabon Mission. That mission progressed to the island of Corisco to the mainland 

at Benito in Rio Muni and later to the Cameroonian coast at Batanga. Batanga is 

located at the coast south of Cameroon. From there the missions advanced into the 

interior of Cameroon with a missionary named Dr. A. C. Good. In all the southern 

part of Cameroon the history of the mission is associated with the one people of 

the interior called Ngoto Zambe; a defamation of the name Good; and for others 

he was called Nnanga Aw2-"albinos ghost." Dr. A. C. Good was a Pennsylvanian. 

Born in December 1856, he graduated from Washington and Jefferson College 

and from Western Theological Seminary in 1882. The Board of Foreign Mission 

assigned him to Baraka, Gabon, on September 28, 1882.7 This was the beginning 

of a long history inside the equatorial forest. Reginald reports that: 

In 1887, a committee of the Mission reported that should its 
activities continue in the Gabon and Ogowe districts, 'we have n o 
hope o f making f urther advance t herein,' and requested the Board 
as soon as possible to take steps with the German government in the 
north to extend efforts in that direction.8 

It is to know that Cameroon was a German protectorate. Dr. Good 

had been steadily drawn to the possibility of service in the interior of 

                                                
6 Wheeler, Reginald W, The Words of God In An African Forest, New York: F.H. Revell Company, 1931, p.79 
7 Ibid, p. 82 
8 Ibid. p. 86 
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Kamerun. In 1888 he wrote to the Board: 
 

A few weeks ago I received a call from Herr Kundt, who has lately 
been exploring back of Kamerun. Five or six days from Batanga he 
passed the mountains and found himself on a high, g rass-covered 
tableland t wenty-five hundred feet above the sea, apparently 
healthy and densely populated by, as he thought, branches of the 
Fang nation. Here, it struck me, is our field. We could make 
Batanga our base and reach this interior tableland.9 

That was the description made on Cameroon that will have a 

great impact on the process of evangelization of the native nations. 

Reginald continued reporting this time the decision of Dr. Good to go 

to interior Cameroon: 
 

In the summer of 1889, while visiting the station at Batanga that had been 
opened that year on the coast of Kamerun with two resident missionaries, 
Dr. Good saw the explorer Kundt again, and learned all he could of the 
interior tableland. If only  
 
 
 
 

                                                
9 Ibid, p. 87 
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preformed by the Fon. The coming of the missionaries with "their God" was 

confusing for them. Missionaries were throwing stones to each other. When 

Catholic missionaries arrived in a region where the Protestant missionaries had 

evangelized; they called those Protestants Bot ya evus nyebe, "People of false 

Religion" (in reference to the excommunication of Martin Luther). These Catholic 

missionaries would do everything to destroy what the Protestant missionaries had 

taught and would ask people to embrace the true Catholic and Apostolic Church of 

St. Peter to whom Jesus himself gave the keys of the kingdom; because out of that 

true church there is no salvation! And when the Protestant missionaries arrived in 

a region evangelized by Catholic missionaries; they would destroy them saying 

that the Catholics worship icons and would make reference to the second 

commandment. Even between the Protestant denominations the missionaries 

would put into evidence their little differences in order to make people follow 

them. That situation was amazing. My father Oyono Mezang told me that his 

grandfather Oyono Mengue asked this question to one of the missionaries: "A 

Minisi, Kulug, ye foe mia kate nyo ene fo 'o eetel Tying menjan ja bo ay a? (Mister 

Krug, is the message you bring us really true? Why this discordance between 

you?)" Then he continued: "I will listen to you when you will come together and 

say the same thing." 

��������� p. 75 begins here; p. 
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A d ramatic s ituation o ccurred a t N koumajap-a P resbyterian station 

located two miles away from a large Catholic Church. According to Joseph Oyo 

Evindi, a Christian of the early days of evangelization, they went for an Ekan 

week of Holy Communion held every three months to the station. At that time 

they had to build a house for the pastor and clean the whole station. On Thursday 

afternoons people were working in the building, others cleaning and the 

missionary Misi Love sat in the shade of the tree when suddenly a horde of more 

than five hundred Catholic Christians headed by the French priest Pere Antoine 

known as Fada Anton made an eruption in the station. Father Antoine struck Misi 

Love on his baldhead, and Misi Love grasped his long beard and held tight. Then 

Father Antoine said: "A Misi Lop su'u ma ze. (Mr. Love let go my beard)." Misi 

Love replied "ke wo wote tate bibi ma ayanl Ye o jiyem na ane ayan ya "Zambe. 

(You first struck me on the bald; don't you know that it is the bald for God?)" And 

during that incident one man was killed on the Protestant side and one on the 

Catholic side. The tomb of that Presbyterian "martyr" is still visible at Nkoumajap 

Station as a testimony of that "holy battle."  That  
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excommunicated because they dared to ask why they were taught by the 

same missionaries who taught love, to hate their brothers and sisters who were 

members of other denominations. As we can see the new religion, instead of 

uniting, divided the Fon nation. This explains why even today many people will 

not become Christians. They say that they do not want to worship a divided God. 
 
 
 

The Christian Doctrine 

It seems necessary for us to present the doctrine the missionaries brought to us 

along with their culture. This will help to make the analogies and understand that 

it had nothing to do with our culture.lt did not fit and was not understood. 
 
 

The Idea of God 

The Bible reveals that when God talked to Moses in Exodus 3:14, He said: 

"I Am that I Am." Considering this text and others such as Isaiah 40:25, it seems 

difficult to attempt to give a definition of the idea of God. Moreover, defining 

means limiting; it involves the inclusion of the object of definition within a certain 

class or category of things we master so that wecan distinguish it from others. But 

the biblical God is unique, and no one 

can tell who He is. Nevertheless, the Bible presents some descriptions of 

God as He has revealed Himself.    I adhere to the analysis of the 
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Encyclopedia of Early Christianity that declares: 
 

Instead of a general definition of God, the Bible presents descriptions of 
God as He has revealed Himself. These are conveyed through express 
statements as well as through the many names by which God identifies 
Himself. The God of scripture is first and foremost a personal being. He 
reveals Himself. The centrality of God's personality is seen in the fact that 
He is the creator and preserver.10 

 

The teachings of the Bible and Christian theology are that God exists. 
 

Ultimately, God controls the universe. 
 
 

The Divine Hypostases 

The divine hypostases are part of the concept of trinity related to the 

doctrine of God. Although the term "trinity" as we know is not a biblical word, the 

theologians have used it to demonstrate that God revealed himself in three: Father, 

Son, Holy Spirit. Am I to say that this concept of one God in three has been a 

subject of many controversies in the early church amongthe early fathers? In the 

Encyclopedia of Early Christianity article quoted above it is said: 
 

The formulated doctrine of the trinity asserts the truth that God is one in being or 
essence who exists eternally in three distinct co-equal persons. While the term 
"person" in relation to the trinity does not signify the limited individuality of 
human persons, it does affirm the "I-thou" of personal relationship, particularly of 
love, within the triune Godhead.11 God the Father 

                                                
Encyclopedia of Early Christianity. New York, Gerland Publishers, Inc., 1990, p.461 
Ibid, p. 464 
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The Nicene Council stated this: "One God, the Father Almighty, Maker of 

heaven and earth and of all things visible and invisible." This statement is for 

many theologians the basis of any understanding of God. In this confession the 

Nicene Council gave primacy to the concept of the fatherhood of God, because for 

them the knowledge of God as Creator is taken from the knowledge of God as 

Father and not the other way. In the Nicene understanding, the knowledge of the 

Father derives from Jesus Christ, his Son, who is the same being as the Father; for 

in him the Father has revealed himself to us as he is in his own essential nature.12 

God the Son 

The Nicene creed says: "And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only begotten 

Son of God, begotten from his Father before all ages; light from light, true God 

begotten not made, of one being with the Father, through whom all things were 

made." It appears in this confession of faith that it is exclusively from the relation 

Father-Son that we are given access to know God, for it is only in the Son, the 

only begotten Son, the one Word of God incarnate, that God has revealed himself 

to us so that we may know him strictly in accordance with his divine nature.48 

Jesus Christ is God in his own being who has come among us. As the one 

mediator between God and man, he had to be as fully man as he is God of God. 

He is the incarnate Savior made man who was crucified for us; who carried our 
                                                
Torrance.Thomas F.,The Unitarian Faith.Edinburg: T & T Clark,1988.p.76 
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sins and suffered for that on the cross for our salvation. He is the Lamb of God, 

the Son of Man, who came not to be served, but to serve and give his life a ransom 

for many. 

God the Holy Spirit 

The Nicene council affirms this: "And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the 

Giver of life, who proceeds from the Father, who with the Father and the son 

together is worshipped and glorified; who spoke by the prophets." The Holy Spirit 

is the one who reveals everything and gives the power to overcome any difficulty. 

The New Testament emphasizes upon the personal and divine nature of the Holy 

Spirit who, with the Father and the Son, is both the subject and the object of faith. 

In the Holy Spirit God himself is immediately present in our midst, miraculously 

and savingly at work, and through him God reveals himself as Lord. Through the 

Holy Spirit, God acts directly upon us.49 

In fact the doctrine of the Trinity flows from the self-revelation of God in 

the biblical salvation story in which God successively reveals himself in his 

saving action in the Son and the Holy Spirit. Each of them is recognized as God 

himself in personal manifestation. It is thus in the New Testament that the doctrine 

of the Trinity is seen most clearly: God is one (Gal. 3:20, James 2:19); He is Son 

(John 1:1, 14:9, Col. 2:9); and Holy Spirit (Acts 5:3-4, ICor. 3:16). They are all 
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fully God yet they are distinct from the Father and from each other. The Father 

sends the Son and the Spirit, while the Son also sends the Spirit (Gal. 4:4, John 

15:26). Christian baptism is in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit (Matt. 28:19). 

The Idea of the Ancestors and the Saints  

The idea of the ancestors and the saints is throughout the Bible and 

related to the concept of communion and community: in the Old Testament as the 

people of Israel and in the New Testament as a church. In the Old Testament 

community revolves around several points of reference: ancestral point of 

reference starting with Abraham, Sarah and Hagar, through Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob 

and his twelve sons. In the New Testament the community revolves around Jesus: 

his life and teachings, his death and resurrection, the celebration of the Eucharist 

in memory of him and in anticipation of the fulfillment of God's Kingdom. 
 
 

Abraham the Ancestor 

As mentioned above Abraham is not only the genealogical ancestor of the 

people of Israel, he is also perceived as the ancestor of those who believe in God. 

The Scriptures always refer to the God of Abraham. 

Jesus the Ancestor 
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The Bible says that through Jesus Christ we become "children of God." He 

is the mediator between God and humanity. He went through death, and now he is 

living. For Christians he is the Ancestor par excellence. 
 
 

The Saints 

The concept of the Saints is included in the idea of community. The 

Christian doctrine talks a lot about the Communion of the Saints. The third article 

of the Apostle's Creed concerns the communio santorium, the members of the 

universal church believers o f the Holy God, those who consecrated their lives to 

God through Jesus Christ, and those who did make the ultimate sacrifice of death. 

Thus in the saints we understand all those who believe in God, living or dead. 
 
 

The Prayers 

Prayers for Christians are the right way to approach God in adoration, 

supplication, thanksgiving, and intercession or in confession. Jesus Christ the Son 

of God prayed and taught His disciples how to pray. In the New Testament 

prayers have been recommended. The Christian doctrine has developed many 

forms of prayers. In Some Christian denominations prayers are not only addressed 

to God, but also to the Saints for intercession. 
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Christian Rituals 

A 1 ook a t the his tory o f C hristianity a nd other r eligions s hows how t he 

founders and early leaders of those religions have established rituals in which the 

doctrine will be rooted. Christianism has over centuries modeled its rituals, most 

or all of them, from "pagan" cultures or ancient religions mainly Judaism. It is 

important to remind that Judaism was organized as religion under Ezra. At that 

period the Israelites decided to walk according to the ways of God recorded in the 

book of the law Torah (Neh. 10:29). 

We will not talk about all the Christian rituals, but we will look at some that 

might raise questions from different angles: comparative religion, anthropology, 

systematic theology, pastoral theology, exegesis and/or the history of liturgy. For 

this we will look at the rituals of baptism and expiation in two angles: historical 

and comparative religion. 

Baptism 

My intention here is not to do the semantic of the word, which is well 

known. I will simply start with the historical study. 
 
 

Origin 

Many historians and mystigogues think that the rite of baptism has its 
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origin in the pagan world. In the new Encyclopedia we find this: 
 

In the ancient world the waters of the Granges in India, Euphrates in 
Babylonia, and Nile in Egypt were used for sacred baths; the sacred 
bath was known also in the Hellenistic mystery cults. And in the 
Attis and Mithia cults sacred initiation included a blood bath. A 
twofold effect was attributed to these baths: first, a cleansing from 
ritual and, more rarely, moral impurities that, according to primitive 
notions, could be washed away like bodily dirt; secondly, a bestowal 
of immortality and an increase of vital strength. The latter idea 
developed especially in Egypt where a person who drowned in the 
Nile became divinized, cleansing and vivification; however, are 
understood more in the merely ritual or magic than in the moral 
sense.5 

 

Mystical and ritual baths influenced the Old Testament and Judaism. 
 

The Hebrew word was translated as baptism, when in reality it means to dip 
 
 

Encyclopedia of the Early Church. Op, Cit, p. 164 

into the liquid. According to Von Rad, this has become a common practice related 

to the removal of ritual impurity.13 

It was common to dip hyssop into blood and sprinkle it on a leper who has 

been healed as part of the ritual so that he might be declared cleaned (Lev. 14:6-

7). In fact the book of Leviticus shows many prescriptions related to various kinds 

and forms of ritual impurities. Later, Judaism has developed the ritual washings 

and bath of purification for the proselytes particularly for the Gentiles. And 

through history, the rite has become an initiation. Dr. Jacques Ngally said, "The 

                                                
13 Von Rad, Gerhard, Old Testament Theology, Vol. I, New York: Harper & Row, p.254 
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bath of purification became a prescribed rite an initiation made of three parts: 

circumcision, as you know from your tribe, baptism and sacrifice." 

These steps where the conditions for a non Jew to enter the covenant God 

made with his people at Sinai where they had to be circumcised for the second 

time (Jos. 5:2) and in the desert where they were baptized or sanctified (Ex. 

19:10). The idea of entering the covenant is strongly stated in the New Testament 

and in the Christian doctrine, which is for believers to become through the waters 

of baptism, new creatures. 

Baptism as a new Birth 

The doctrine of the Christian church teaches the rite of baptism as a new 

birth. In fact Jesus said to Nicodemus "verily, verily I say unto thee, except a man 

be born of water and spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God (Jn 3:5). 

Baptism appears as a rite that changes the individual, not necessarily physically, 

but absolutely in his behavior as a new creature, as member of the new covenant, 

as part of the body of Christ. The Christian baptism is a rite that replaced the Old 

Testament circumcision that introduced people into the covenant. St. Paul says: 

"In him also you were circumcised with the spiritual circumcision, by putting off 

the body of the flesh in the circumcision of Christ" (Col. 2:11-12). According to 

52 Jacques Ngally, Old Testament Exegesis, Faculty of Theology, Yaounde, Cameroon, 1989 
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the Apostles baptism is an essential condition to be member of the new covenant. 

St. Peter ordered it: "so he ordered them to be baptized in the name of Jesus 

Christ" (Acts 10:48). Baptism actually is a rite of initiation for all those who want 

to be Christians-who want to be new creatures in Christ. St. Paul wrote, "As many 

of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ" (Gal. 

3:28). The baptized appears as a changed individual through conversion (the 

metanoia); since he or she is 
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transformed {epistrephein) by a new birth in the waters of baptism and by the 

action of the Holy Spirit. The church that is a new Israel through Christ should be 

composed only with those who were baptized, regenerated by the Holy Spirit. St. 

Paul wrote: "He saved us, not because of any works of righteousness that w e  had 

done, but according t o  his mercy, through the water of rebirth and renewal by the 

Holy Spirit (Titus 3:5). This rite makes those who receive it children of God (Gal. 

3:26). The rite of baptism makes people new creatures: "so if anyone is in Christ, 

there is a new creation; everything old ha s p assed a way; s ee, e verything h as 

become n ew (2Cor. 5:17)!" Thus, from early centuries Olivier Quick wrote: "A 

soul must be 

• ^ 53 

born into God's family, before it can take place at the family board." 

Baptism was also understood as a sacrament of God's fatherhood. Quick 

wrote: 

On the one hand the acceptance of the gospel, together with the 
sacrament which completed it, undoubtedly meant a really new life 
to the first Christians. They knew themselves to be born again in the 
realization of God's fatherhood towards them through Jesus Christ.14 

 

For Dr. Carson: 

                                                
14 Ibid, p. 163 

53 Quick, Olivier, The Christian Sacraments, London, 1955, p. 161 
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To emerge out of the water, is like a birth. To be born of water most 
evidently implies, that water is the womb out of which the person 
who is born proceeds. Faith in Christ is that through which t hey are 
washed; and t he Spirit of our God is the Agent who washes. This 
washing is represented in baptism.15 

Baptism as an Expiation 

The idea of purification, removal of impurities, has always been that of 

ritual baths or sacred baths in the ancient world as we mentioned it above. That 

same idea is found in the Old Testament as we said from the verb tabal (dip into 

the waters). In the ancient world sacred baths had a moral or better a spiritual 

meaning: to wash the body and the Spirit from the impurities as quoted above. 

That concept has been developed much more in late Judaism, along with the 

concept of expiation. In fact sickness, or disease was the consequence of sin: 2Chr. 

21:18, Numbers 12:10. Miriam sinned against God by gossiping on Moses and 

became leprous; Jehoram killed his brothers and made high places for other gods. 

The Lord struck him in his bowels with an incurable disease. 

The New Testament likewise is full of allusions of baptism as expiation. 

The baptism of John in the Jordan River was a symbol of spiritualpurification. 

This explains the invitation to faith to God and righteousness in the behavior of the 

Jews, supposing that the purity of the soul is the first step then the purification of 

the body. In the words of Jesus to Nicodemus we find two elements: the water that 

                                                
5 Carson (quoted by Quick) Op, Cit. p. 164 
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cleans the body, and the spirit that cleans the spirit. Dr. Pussey wrote: "To be born 

of water and spirit is (for Nicodemus) to be cleansed externally (Jewish) and 

internally (by the spirit); which means for all men that they must be completely 

cleaned, body and soul."16 

 

For Calvin: "The expiation is the result of the formula pronounced at 

baptism: 'the term washing is metaphorical, Christ blood being likened to water 

(by the formula) in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ.'"17 In fact the concept of 

original sin on the descendants of Adam gave to baptism strong meaning of 

expiation. The early church authorized infant baptism on that basic saying that the 

waters used in the rite wipe away the original sin. 

The Expiation of Sin 

The expiation is defined as a general concept denoting all acts and means 

whereby a sacred order to which harm has been done is restored. In any given 

religious structure the meaning of expiation depends on the nature of the sacred 

order to which harm has been done; this order can be one that is established by a 

god, it can be the will of God himself, or it can also be an impersonally conceived 

order; the various concepts of harm or evil that has 

� � �

been done. 

                                                
Pussey, Dr., (quoted by W.D.James), Christie and Patristic Baptism, Philadelphia, PA, 1874, p.367 
Ibid, p.368 
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The Notion of Sin In Israel 

1. General insight on the people of Israel 

They have their origins in the Near East during the second millennium B.C. 

In fact according to the Bible, Israel is the collective name of the twelve tribes 

from the twelve sons of Jacob. Genesis 35:10 says: "And God said unto him, thy 

name is Jacob: thy name shall not be called any more Jacob but Israel shall be thy 

name: and he called his name Israel." 

Some historians think that Israel has been constituted as a people or nation 

after their settlement in Canaan; but this is not what the Israelites think of 

themselves. E. Archinard said that for the Israelites, their nation along with their 

history started with their Ancestor Abraham, for the concept of people or nation is 

perceived as an extended family.18 It is here that we notice that the appellation 

applied to Israel comprises the relationships between individuals as members of 

the same family and nation, as well as its relationship with God as his elected 

people. 
 
 

                                                
18 Archinard, E., Israel et ses Voisins Asiatiques, Geneva, 1890, p.86 

58 Encyclopedia, Op. Cit. p.526 
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2. The Vocabulary of Sin 

The people of Israel, God's elected people, received from him a code to 

govern the relationships between themselves as people and also between them and 

him their God. Israel had to strictly behave according to that code. Thus, any act 

contrary to the code, intentional or not, was a sin. The concept of sin therefore will 

be a complex one and very difficult to understand or to determine. This complexity 

and this difficulty might be seen through the different appellations of sin in the Old 

Testament along with a very diversified vocabulary: 

(a) In the simple form we have the root (hatah) that we find in Isaiah 

65:20; Job 5:24; Proverbs 8:36. The word sin in those texts can be 

translated as "to miss the goal." 

(b) In the intensive form, in Genesis 31:30, meaning "to compensate a loss, 

or damage; 

*In Leviticus 6:19; 9:15; 2Chr. 29:24 meaning, "to offer a sacrifice of 

expiation; 

*In Ex. 29:36; Lev. 8:15; Ez. 42:22, meaning "to purify by expiation. 

In reality the act expressed by the root (hata) is perceived as an offence to 

God or to somebody. Thus the offender has to pay or compensate as expressed in 

different forms of (hata) with the idea of sacrifice of expiation for the offense or 
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crime perpetrated in order to obtain reconciliation and the restitution of the divine 

order. 

There is another root to express sin: pesha. This root is used both as verb 

and substantive. In I Kings 12:19, it is used in a political language-the revolt of a 

king against another. But in Isaiah 1:2, and Jer. 2:8, we find the revolt of an 

individual or a whole community against God. The same idea is in Isaiah 59:1-3; 

here is a case of high treason. 

As a substantive pesha means "mistake; rebellion; crime." Pesha is used in 

two ways: 

S In the relation between God and his people, the pesha 

causes the rupture between God and his people to the 

point that one can think he is no longer going to save 

them. 

S In the relation between individuals, here the pesha is translated, or better is seen, 

through acts of violence and oppression. People in good positions, the strong, 

oppress the weak as denounced by Amos 1:3, 6,11,13. There are many other roots 

for sin in Hebrew. But if we consider at least these two we could see, as we 

mentioned above, the complexity of the concept of sin in the Old Testament and 

its different forms as far as God or other individuals are concerned. 
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The Social Impact of the Sin The Jews considered the 

sin as a situation-a sickness-in which an individual finds himself or herself by any 

transgression that separates him or her from God. To that extent sin was 

considered surely as an act but more over as a situation created by an act. Being an 

act or a situation created by an act one 

thing is evident: sin is a rupture of the relationships with God. This entails 

many consequences: the individual is left to himself or herself; he or she is 

as it is written (Proverbs 5:22) "his own iniquities shall take the wicked 

himself, and he shall be holden with the cords of his sins." Sin appeared, 

thus, as the power of death. He or she who has sinned is abandoned by all 

those who were living with him or her: "my lovers and my friends stand 

aloof from my sore; and my kinsmen stand afar off (Psalm 38:11)" 

The situation of sin or better: a sin of an individual could make the 

whole community endure the consequences it entails. Claus Westerman 

wrote: "The sin breaks the shalom (peace) of the entire community. The sin 

committed in the community brings in sufferings."19 Gerhard Von Rad has 

the same opinion: 
 

The sin also had a social impact. The individual was so strongly 
related by blood and by the common fate to the community that his 
sin was not an individual offense that cuts his personal relations with 

                                                
Westerman, Clauss, What Does the Old Testament Say About God?. Atlanta, John Knox Press, 1979, p.37 
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God. By contrast if an offense has been perpetrated the whole 
community was liable to suffer the wrath of God.20 

We, then, could understand why the community was so concerned about the 

trespass of an individual, because it could bring harm to the community. And 

therefore, the community had to react to a situation of sin. 
 
 

The Spiritual Impact of the Sin 

The Jews knew, as we already mentioned, that sin spiritually is an offense 

to God: a rupture of the relationships between God and the human 

•      62 

being.    It is important to repeat that sin was understood as the power of 

death. As such, the deterioration of the relations between a human being or 

the community and God leads inevitably to death.  Because God will no 

longer turn his mind towards them for blessings but rather to punish as the 

prophet Jeremiah wrote: 
 

then the Lord said to me; though Moses and Samuel stood before 
me, yet my heart would not turn towards this people. Send them out 
of my sight, and let them go! And when they say to you: where shall 
we go? You shall say to them: Thus says the Lord: those destined for 
pestilence, to pestilence, and those destined for sword to the sword; 
those destined for famine to famine; and those destined for captivity, 
to captivity (15:1-2)." 

                                                
20 Von Rad, Gerhard, Op, Cit, p.254 
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It is then clear that by cutting the relations with God the human being 

brings upon himself or herself the silence of God. He or she becomes the artisan of 

his or her misfortune. This new situation in which the human being or the 

community find himself, herself or themselves was not created by God who is a 

God of love. This concept gives way to a hope of possible redemption. The sin was 

also perceived as a stain that keeps the human being sinner or the community from 

seeing the glory nor the face of God as Isaiah wrote: "I am lost, for I am a man of 

unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips (Is. 6:5)" 

Despite the situation of impurity in which the human being and/or the 

community might find t hemselves, they always needed t o rely on God's mercy. 

From that stand point the reconciliation was to be intended. And for the 

reconciliation to be fulfilled an effort needed to be made both by the sinner or 

offender and by God the offended. The offender needs to seek forgiveness, and 

God, in his steadfast love will respond. In fact the sinner has to come back to God 

as the prophet Hosea put it: "Come, let us return to the Lord: for it is he who has 

torn, and he will heal us; he has struck down and he will bind us up. After two 

days he will revive us; on the third day he will raise us up, that we may live before 

him (6:1-2)." This repentance should be sincere for God sees the hearts. 
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It should be a real shouv, a true metanoia, and a perceptible epistrephein. 

All this must be visualized through the rituals prescribed in the code the people 

received from God himself. For this matter the book of Leviticus seems to be that 

of the rites of expiations: "I am the Lord which hallow you (Lev. 22:32)." Thus, 

the people of God should always avoid situations of sin because their God is holy: 

"And the Lord spake unto Moses, saying, speak unto them, ye shall be holy; for I 

the Lord your God am holy (Lev. 19:1-2)." In fact it is through holiness that the 

people will be socially and spiritually prosperous. This explains why Israel needs 

to be, at any cost, at the sight of his God. If somebody has sinned or if the entire 

community has sinned, God gives them the right to go before him with animals 

that will be offered in sacrifice by those ordained for that specific responsibility. 

The book of Leviticus then teaches the holiness of God and the ways by which a 

sinner can re-establish the communion or the relations with God through the rite of 

expiation. 

The Trespass Offering - Leviticus 5:14-16 

This Levitical text shows the ritual as recommended by God to 

Moses: the way the trespass offering should be done in order to help the sinner 

come back to God. An exegetical study of the text shows that it contains two laws: 

the reparation or a trespass offering and the sin offering as it appears in chapter 

four. In these two offerings a ram without blemish is required. The two verses 15 
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and 16 present a sacrifice required when holy things are concerned. The Hebrew 

word asham means harm made by ignorance against God. The reparation was to be 

made by sacrificing an ayil, a two-year-old ram. That ram had to be without 

blemish, because it will be sacrificed to a holy God. More over the ram had to have 

a high estimation as in old days when the rams were considered as money: "Mesha 

king of Moab was a sheep master, and rendered unto the king of Israel an hundred 

thousand lambs, and an hundred thousand rams with the wool (2Kings3:4)." 

In verse 16 we find that the reparation of the ram was not enough; it was 

required to add a hamesh, a fifth given to the priest. It was a kind of punishment 

inflicted to the sinner for his or her thoughtlessness. This punishment could be 

increased: "If a man shall steal an ox, or a sheep, and kill it, or sell it; he shall 

restore five oxen for an ox, and four sheep for a sheep (Ex. 22:1)." 

In the ritual of expiation the blood is always sprinkled on the horns of the 

altar. This p art of the ritual s eems very important. Why? Turnbull wrote: "The 

altar had been appointed as a place of God's special presence, the place where God 

would come unto man to bless him. The horns of the altar formed the most 

conspicuous part of the altar. So the blood was sprinkled on the horns to make sure 

that God would see it."21 

                                                
21 Turnbull, Ryerson, Studying the Book of Leviticus. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, Publishing Company of Publication, 1926, 
p.29 
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In other words the sinner needed to be sure of two things: first, that God 

would see the blood which is life; "for the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I 

have given it to you upon the altar to make an atonement for your souls: for it is 

the blood that maketh an atonement for the soul; for it is the life of all flesh; the 

blood of it is for the life thereof... (Lev. 17:11, 14);" second, in Exodus 12:13 God 

said: "And the blood shall be to you for a token upon the houses where ye are: and 

when I see the blood, I will pass over you." It is to notice that the confession was 

always made by the sinner: "speak on to the children of Israel, when a man or a 

woman shall commitany sin that men commit, to do a trespass against the Lord, 

and that person 

be guilty; then they shall confess their sin which they have done (Numbers 

5:6-7);" and the ram dies in the sinner's place to compensate the loss God 

has suffered. Gordon J. Wenham wrote: 
 

It may not be necessary, however, to choose between the idea of 
substitutionary atonement, of the ram dying in the sinner's p lace, a 
nd of r eparation, of t he r am s omehow compensating God for the 
loss he has suffered as the result of sin...the reparation offering 
draws attention to the fact that sin has both a social and a spiritual 
dimension. It not only affects our relation with our neighbor, it 
affects our creator.. Just as we must put ourselves r ight w ith men b 
y p aying them b ack f or t he wrong we have done to them, so we 
must compensate our heavenly Father for the debts we run up against 
him. The reparation offering thus demonstrates that there is another 
aspect of sin that is not covered by the other sacrifices. It is that of 
satisfaction or compensation. If the burnt offering brings 
reconciliation between God and man, the purification or sin offering 
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brings purification; while the reparation offering brings satisfaction 
through paying for the sin.22 

 
 

The Reparation in Some other Books 

As prescribed by the God of their ancestors, the practice of expiation or reparation 

was for Israel an essential part of her existence. Many 

exhortations f or expiation a re all over t he O Id T estament. T he prophets 

emphasized a true change of behavior instead of simple sacrifices of rams or other 

animals. 
 
 

In Hosea 

In reading the book of Hosea, one can find the remarkable depth and 

passion in the message of God to his people. It is a message that demonstrates 

tenderness in which rigor and love are all mixed. In fact his message is around 

love, justice and faithfulness to God. The people that went astray are invited to 

come back to God to seek forgiveness. Hosea brought a new kind of sacrifice of 

expiation based on the love of God: "For I desired mercy, and not sacrifice, and the 

knowledge of God more than burnt offerings (Hosea 6:6)." The reparation is 

certainly in this passage, but in another form; because for the prophet Hosea burnt 

sacrifices have become pure external formalism; they did not come from a deep 

                                                
Wenham, Gordon J., The Book of Leviticus, Grand Rapids, Eerdman Publishing Company, 1979, p.76 
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feeling from the inner of the individual who should feel the necessity to re-

establish the relations with his God. Hosea then calls for a true confession of faith: 

"Take with you words, and turn to the Lord: say unto him, take away all iniquity, 

and receive us graciously: so will we render the calves of our lips...We willnot ride 

upon horses: neither will we say any more to the work of our hands, 
 

ye are our gods (Hosea 6:2, 3)." James Limburg wrote: 
 

Rather than going to Dr. Assyria for help, the people of Israel are 
urged to seek help from the true physician, the Lord. If they repent, 
their fortunes will be reversed, just as surely as the dawn comes each 
morning and the showers come each springtime.23 

 
 

In Micah 

The message of Micah was that of urging people to be conscious of their 

transgressions and go back to God. The words "hear ye" are a form to draw the 

people's attention to their relation with God. He said: "Hear ye now what the Lord 

saith; 'Arise, contend thou before the mountains...' Hear ye, O mountains, the 

Lord's controversy, and ye strong foundations of the earth; for the Lord hath a 

controversy with his people." Once more Limburg said: 
 

Micah portrays God and people as participants in a legal process. 
The content of the Lord's complaint must be inferred from verse 3. 
The people say the Lord has wearied them. The charge is doubly 
rejected; the Lord reminding the people of the deliverance from 
Egypt and of the crossing of the Jordan.24 

                                                
Limburg, James, Hosea-Micah: Interpretation, Atlanta, John Knox Press, 1988, p.22 
Ibid, p.56 
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In fact the people will be guilty and invited to make reparation. As 
 

with Hosea, Micah is not for burnt offerings: 
 

Where with shall I come before the Lord, and bow myself before the 
high God? Shall I come before him with burnt offerings, with calves 
of a year old? Will the Lord be pleased with thousands of rams, or 
with ten thousands of rivers of oil? Shall I give my firstborn for my 
transgression, the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? He hath 
shewed thee O man what is good; and what doth the Lord require of 
thee, but to do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk humbly with 
thy God (6:6-8). 

 

It is then clear that in the late Judaism the accent was no longer put on 

the sacrifices but rather on the conversion.   The authors of the new 

Encyclopedia of Early Christianity wrote: 
 

The acute consciousness of sin in late OT Judaism inspired an 
intensive concern with means of expiation. Cultic expiation 
continued to have first importance, although certain movements on 
the margin of official Judaism repudiated the efficacy of the temple 
cult. Judaism in the last centuries before Christ attributed an 
expiatory value to fasting, alms, prayer, sufferings, and above all 
death. But the efficacy of expiatory sacrifice and of these other 
means of expiation was understood to depend on the sinner's inner 
conversion.25 

 

The New Testament presents the mission of Jesus as a redemptive 
 

one.   His casting out demons, cures and miracles are understood in the perspective 
of destroying the evil to establish the kingdom of God. He was the suffering 
servant: "For even the son of man came not to be mastered unto, but to minister, 
and to give his life a ransom for many (Mk 10:45)." He is the Lamb of God who 
gave himself as an expiatory offering: "whom God hath set forth to be a 
propitiation through faith in his blood, to declare his righteousness for the 
remission of sins that are past through the forbearance of God (Rom 3:25)." 

                                                
25 Encyclopedia, Op. Cit, p.760 



Oyono - 101 

 

The New Testament has the influence of the ritual prescribed in the Old 

Testament: "the blood of Jesus Christ cleanseth us from all sin (Un. 1:7)." 
 

For if the blood of bulls and goats, and the ashes of an heifer 
sprinkling the unclean, sanctifieth to the purifying of the flesh: How 
much more the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit 
offered himself without spot to God, purge your conscience from 
dead works to serve the living God (Heb. 9:13-14). 

Limburg again observed: "The reminder of what God has done prompts the 

hearers to ask: how should I respond? What does God want from me? That 

is the question!"   We have seen what the Christian doctrine brought into 

the lives of the Fon. This new doctrine was not explained in a way to help 

people find t he 1 inks with what t hey already knew from their t raditional beliefs. 

This made Christianity stand as a " white big elephant in the midst of of the 

African black forest". That Christianity had no cultural relation with the people. 

The next chapter will try to establish the links between the culture of Christianity 

birth place and that of the Fon. 

Limburg, Op. Cit., p.57 
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CHAPTER IV - BIBLICAL ANALOGIES BETWEEN 

TRADITIONAL AND CHRISTIAN CONCEPTS 
 
 

We will try in this chapter to find some similarities or accords between the 

FON cosmology and Christianity. 
 
 
 

On The Concept of God 

The Name 

The semantic study on the name of God among the FON and 

Christianity seems to be the same for it is clear that it is difficult to know the 

personal name of God; but descriptive ones that show what people think of 

him or better the ways he intervened in their lives. Zambe and "I AM that I 

AM" have the same meaning. This concept on the name is everywhere in 

Africa.   John Mbiti wrote: "These names show us clearly that African 

peoples are very familiar with the belief in God, and that over the years they 

have formulated certain ideas about God."26 Gerhard Von Rad wrote: 
 

Even the traditional picture of the saving history followed by the 
sources in the Hexateuch recognizes that Jahweh was not manifested 
to his elect from thebeginning. What came to pass with the relation 
of the name of Jahweh was certainly of incalculable importance for 
Israel, but it was not the beginning of her God's self-revelation. 
Jahweh is identical with the God of the ancestors. The whole 

                                                
26 Mbiti John, The Concept of God in Africa. New York, Rayer Publisher, 1970, p.43 
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narrative context leads right away to the expectation that Jahweh 
intends to impart something; but this is not what he is but what he 
will allow himself to be.27 

 
 

God the Creator of All Things 

For the FON God or Zambe, is the creator of all things. He also is the 

creator of human beings. This concept is also that of all Africans. Again Mbiti 

wrote: 
 

First and foremost God is said to be the creator of all things. This 
belief is common everywhere in Africa. For that there are many 
names which describe him as creator, creator of all things, Moulder, 
Bearer, Maker, potter, Fashioner, Architect, originator, and so on. 
There are also hundred of African myths, which tell about God's 
work of creation. Some say that God created the universe out of 
nothing.28 

 

God the creator is the foundation of the Christian faith (Gen. 1:1). Claus 
 

Westerman wrote: 
 

Whenever we speak about the creator or about the creations, we are 
consciously or unconsciously coming from the first article of the 
Apostle's creed: I believe in God...creator of heaven and earth. This 
presupposes that the relationship of man to God the creator is the 
same as God the Savior.72 

In all the languages of all the civilizations, the concept of "world" is 

affirmed as a gradual expansion or even an extension of a small sphere or 

environment where people live. Neither the human nor the world belongs to 

                                                
/u Von Rad, Gerhard, Op. Cit. p. 180 
28 Mbiti, John, Op. Cit. p.44 
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the experimental sphere of primitive history. The human as a being, and the 

world as its environment cannot be conceived and understood otherwise than 

as created by a creator. For T. F. Torrance: 
 

That God created the universe, in matter and form out of nothing, 
giving it an absolute beginning in existence and time is essentially a 
Judeo-Christian idea rooted in the teaching of the Old Testament 
that God created the heaven and earth, the sea and all that is in them, 
which found a strong echoes in the New Testament.73 

 

God the Sustainer 

God for the Fon is the sustainer (Yemebe'e). He sustains his creation at any 

cost; he upholds what he has created and looks after it. I adhere to what Mbiti 

wrote: "God also sustains, keeps and upholds the things he has created. This means 

that he looks after the universe, cares for it and keeps it 
 
 
" Westerman, Clauss, Op. Cit. p.85 
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together, so that it does not fall apart or disintegrate." And for Claus Westerman: 
 

The entirety of the universe is primarily something, which happens 
and only in a secondary senses something, which exists. This has the 
consequence that if God is the creator of the world then everything 
that occurs in the world from the beginning to the end of time is in 
his hands.75 

Gerhard Von Rad shares the same idea: "For a life without God is a life that God 

no longer defends. Rest for that soul, or in more modern terms a feeling of security 

in this world cannot be found except in God."76 

In fact many texts in the Bible describe God as the sustainer of his people: 

"yea, forty years didst thou sustain them in the wilderness (Neh. 9:21);" "I lie 

down and sleep; I wake again, for the Lord sustains me (Ps. 3:5);" "cast your 

burden on the Lord, and He will sustain you (Ps. 55:22);" ".. .and with grain and 

wine I have sustained him (Gen. 27:37)." As we can see, the faith that God 

sustains them was central for the Jews and later, for all those who went through 

persecution in early Christianity. 
 
 
 
 

Torrance, T.F., Op. Cit, p.79 Mbiti, John, 
Op. Cit, p.49 Westerman, Clauss, Op. Cit, 
p.42 
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God as Father 

The Fon believe that Zambe God is their father.   That concept is 

rooted in the strong sense of family in their culture. They think that God is 

their "ancestor;" or to say the least he is their parent who takes good care of 

their life. John Mbiti had this to say: 
 

A number of African peoples look upon God as Father and 
themselves as children. This image gives the idea of a family. It 
shows a close relationship between people and God. It implies that 
God has not only begotten or made the people, but is also their 
protector, provider, and keeper. In some places he is called the Great 
Ancestor, the Elder, the Grandfather, meaning that it is from him 
that all people and all things originated the idea of God as Father or 
parent is also shown in prayers which people offer to him. The 
prayers are addressed to him in a manner similar to that of children 
speaking to their 

77 

parents about themselves and their needs. This explains why the 

initiated lift up their hands and cry out: "Father, give us the power and the courage 

to be useful to our families and to our community." 

Christianity has from the first centuries built its theology on the triune God. 

And the first person in that trinity is God the Father. In Mark 14:36, Jesus said, 

"ABBA Father." St. Paul used that concept in his writings: "For 
 
 
Von Rad, Gerhard, God At Work In Israel. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980,p.l09 



Oyono - 107 

 

ye have not received the Spirit of bondage again to fear: but ye have received the 

spirit of adoption, whereby we cry, Abba, Father (Rom. 8:15);" "And because we 

are sons, God hath sent forth the spirit of his son into your hearts, crying Abba, 

Father (Gal. 4:6)." 

It is important to notice that the concept of God as Father was not an 

innovation of the New Testament. The Old Testament also shows God as Father: 

"the Lord is my strength and song, and he is become my salvation: he is my God, 

and I will prepare him an habitation: my father's God, and I will exalt him (Ex. 

15:2);" and, "A father of the fatherless, and a judge of the widows, is God in his 

holy habitation (Ps. 68:5)." 

The first article of the Apostle's creed discussed at the Council of Nicea in 

325 A.D says: "We believe in one God the Father, Maker of heaven and earth, and 

all things visible and invisible." The theologians of the early Christianity from 

Athanaesus to Gregory of Nazeanzen and others discussed the concept of the 

fatherhood of God time and again. T. F. Torrance wrote: "According to the Nicene 

theologians it will not do good to speak of God in 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mbiti, John, Op. Cit, p.47 
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empty negative conceptions, if we do not think of the Father in his relation to the 

son."78 

Torrance quoting Athanaesus wrote: "But he who knows God as Father in 

and through his son, the word of God, also knows God as Creator, for it is through 

the word that God has created all things."79 Torrance once more wrote: 
 

In its confession of belief in one God the Father Almighty, Maker, 
the Nicene council deliberately gave primacy to the concept of the 
Fatherhood of God, for knowledge of God as creator is taken from 
the knowledge of God as Father, and not the other way round. He 
who calls God Father, signifies him from the son, being well aware 
that, since there is a son, it is of necessity through the son that all 
things that have come into being were created.80 

Athanaesus thought that: "There is one form of Godhead, which is 

also in the word; and one God the Father existing in himself as he transcends 

all things, and manifest in the son as he pervades all things and in the spirit 

as in him he acts in all things through the world."81   We think that 
 
 
 
 
 
 
8 Torrance, T. F., Op. Cit p.73 
9 Ibid, p.75 
0 Ibid, p.76 
1 Ibid, p.77 
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theologians and anthropologists can state strong similarities on the concept of God 

between the Fon and Christianity. 
 
 
 

On the Divine Hypostases 

The short semantic study on the name of God for the Fon in Chapter II has 

shown how the Fon understand God in their cosmology. A Christian reading and 

understanding of Zambe Yemebe 'e Me Nkpwaeva fits with the concept of a triune 

God, and a Fon theologian can assert that in this name we find the true foundation 

of the triune God; the " I AM that I AM" who revealed himself to Moses in the 

African land of Egypt. 
 
 
 

On the Concept of the Ancestors and the Saints 

We have already said that the Fon and other African ethnicities consider 

their ancestors as the source of their existence. They also think that those ancestors 

are near God, as spirits. From that standpoint they can be used as intermediaries. 

This is explained by the fact that for the Fon human beings are very small before 

God as common people before a king or before a head of state. If we use 

intermediaries to approach high-ranking people on earth, how much should we 

need then to approach the Supreme Being? This presupposition explains why the 
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Fon and others use ancestors as helpers to approach God even though they could 

do it directly sometimes. Mbiti wrote: 
 

The intermediaries are a 1ink b etween Go d the creator and human 
beings. It is believed that they have easier access to him than 
ordinary people, although anybody can approach God directly if 
they have need to do so. In order to reach God effectively it may be 
useful to approach him by first approaching those who are lower 
than he is but higher than the ordinary person. 

We can say at this point that it is clear that the Fon and other Africans do not 

worship their ancestors; they honor them and use them as intermediaries. 

Christians the same believe in the power of their ancestors: the saints to 

intercede for them. They believe in the God of their ancestors: Abraham, Isaac, 

and Jacob. Jesus himself got in touch with his ancestors on the mountain of 

transfiguration: "And after six days Jesus taketh with him, Peter, and James, and 

John, and leadeth them up into an high mountain...And there appeared unto them 

Elijah with Moses; and they were talking with Jesus (Mark 9:2, 4)." 

From the Nicene Council Creed one of the articles talks about the 

Communion of the Saints. The Roman Catholic Church has built a strongdoctrine 

on the Saints. Donald K. McKim in his dictionary of theological terms wrote: 
 

Devotion to the Saints (is) honoring and venerating saints of special 
significance by various means, including prayers offerings, 
pilgrimages, veneration of relics, and dedication of churches. These 
practices are part of the Roman Catholic tradition. The invocation of 
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the saints (is) the practice in Roman Catholicism of calling on 
departed saints for help or intercession.29 

It will not seem precocious to say that the Fon tradition and 

Christianity share the same thoughts on the concept of the ancestors and the 

Saints. Parrinder wrote: 
 

Perhaps the African attitude to the different classes of spiritual 
beings might be expressed approximately in terms used in Roman 
Catholic theology. Latua is used to denote that supreme worship is 
the due and accorded to God above. Dula is the reverence and 
homage that should be paid to saints and angels. Perhaps Europeans 
are too rigid, too insistent on fitting everything into strict categories, 
of worship or veneration. Africans do not bother unduly about this. 
They are concerned with life and how to protect and augment it. 
Their philosophy of forces serves as sufficient guide. They go 
upwards in the hierarchy of forces, from men to ancestors, to gods, to 
the ultimate God, convinced that if one fails another will help. They 
do not debate as to whether ancestors are gods, or can be prayed to or 
not, they know that h aving passed 

                                                
���

" McKim, Donald K, Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms, Louisville, John Knox Press, 1996, pp.246-247 

8- Mbiti, John, Op. Cit, p. 63 
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*Christian doctrine 

Sin=to miss (goal, aim, the mark = to 

trespass 

= to commit a crime, to kill, to murder = to 

cut the relationship with God = to rebel 

against God's will. 

As we mentioned above, for the Fon, solidarity is fundamental. The 

cohesion between the members of a family, a clan, and the ethnicity explains 

clearly how much the people are tied together not only as kinsmen but also as 

people having a common life, the same ideal and the same fate. Therefore the sin 

of one of them stains the whole community as we said before. This is also why 

severe measures are taken against the person who committed the nsem and by it, 

put the entire ethnicity in a dangerous situation of God's wrath. 

The Christian doctrine of sin rooted into the Jew's concept shows that the 

sinner is always abandoned by everyone, because the sin was considered as a 

contagious fact that could stain things and people as well. Gerhard Von Rad wrote: 

Through ties of blood and common lot the individual was regarded 
as being so deeply embedded in the community that an offence on 
his part was not just a private matter affecting only himself and his 
own relationship to God. In the contrary, whenever there had been a 
grave offence against the divine law, what loomed largest was the 

��������� p. 119 begins here; 
p. 188 is missing ; see original  
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incrimination, which the community experienced in consequence at 
the hands of God.30 

It is thus clear that Christianity and the Fon tradition share the same thought on 

this matter. 
 
 

On the Expiation 

The first similarity that appears at that level does the Fon of Cameroon, 

other African ethnicities and Christianity or biblical teaching as reparation for a 

trespass, a sin and the solicitation of forgiveness understand the meaning of the 

rite. Besides this some others could be highlighted. 

• The Ram. The Fon use the ram in their rite of expiation. The Bible 

also recommends the ram in the sacrifice of expiation. Later on, 

Jesus will be called "the Lamb of God." 

• The Blood. The blood is considered by the Fon, Christianity and 

biblical teaching as life. For the Fon it is forbidden to eat 

                                                
Von Rad, Gerhard, Op. Cit, p.264 
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Another element of similarity appears concerning the meat of the sacrificial 

ram. For the Fon the priests and priestesses who performed the rite eat the meat of 

the ram. The book of Leviticus states that the fat was burnt on the altar of the 

holocausts, and the meat eaten by the priests. 
 
 
 

On Baptism and Initiation 

It is ontologically true that baptism and initiation are traditional rituals. As 

we said before, baptism was a ritual of cleansing from impurities. That concept 

was the one known in the days of John the Baptizer in Syria and Palestine along 

the upper Jordan. But it is note worthy mentioning the moral character given to the 

ritual by John the Baptizer. 

In fact, for the Fon and others in Africa, initiation is part of the corpus of 

rites of passage through which an individual moves from one compartment to 

another. It is a passage from old to new; it is an entrance into the world hitherto 

unknown. The church, or better, Christianity has developed a theology that 

highlights baptism as a gateway into the kingdom of God. In the New Catholic 

Encyclopedia we read: "By Christian baptismone enters into the kingdom of God 

and into the sphere of the saving work of Christ."31 

                                                
ss Ibid, p.55 

��������� p. 122 begins here; 
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This w ay o f putting it gives w ay t o some s ubstitution. Ant honius Sheer 

wrote: 
 

The idea of having an initiation liturgy at all is for a large part to 
bring about a new orientation of life in a deeper understanding of the 
world one lives in. This is why the rites and their meaning had to be 
worked out in a way which was culturally acceptable. So the 
baptismal rite was linked with the bathing habits of the time...it 
leads, however to the conclusion that the Christian way of 
performing its liturgical worship was influenced by the surrounding 
culture, and not only at every stage, but also in the way it was 
interpreted by the theologians. The historical investigation of these 
initiation rites indicates that they were freely determined by the 
existing culture. This means that there were constantly new and 
viable cultural elements which the Christian communities accepted 
and used to give expression to the way in which these communities 
saw salvation.89 

 

In Developments in Christian Initiation in West Africa Michel 
 

Dujarier wrote: 
 

The stages of life, and the rituals surrounding them, are therefore 
receiving increased attention. The human person is a future in the 
increasing process of being formed, and it is onto this process of 
maturation that the 

89 Scheer, Anthonus, The Influence of Culture On Liturgy As Shown I the History of Christian Initiation Rite, co-ed., by 
Maldonado in: Structure of Initiation in Crisis , New York: Seabury Press, 1979, p. 18 
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life of the spirit must be grafted: a life that is likewise in itself a 
demand for growth to perfection. So the initiation of catechumens 
should bring them into the ambit of history of salvation, consisting 
of progress and implying responsibility; the African concept of the 
strong times of life is an excellent foundation for the concept of 
existence as an ascent to God. So the process of Christian initiation 
rests on the three cultural supports of initiation rites, stages of life 
and the community link...they remain solid foundations on which to 
build a truly African Christianity.32 

 

Joan Estruch and Salvador Cardus wrote: 
 

Sociologically speaking, baptism as a rite of initiation and celebration of 
birth is not specific to the Judeo-Christian religious tradition. I t is a 
virtually u niversal phenomenon, much earlier than Christianity, which has 
both adopted and adapted so as to give it a particular purpose. The 
cleansing aspect of the rite is given a specifically Christian context of 
purification from the stain of original sin, while its integrating aspect 
becomes a means of incorporating the neophyte in the church, making him 
a member of the communion of saints. Despite its earlier origins, there is no 
doubt that historically it came to be part of the church's monopoly in the 
administration of the rites of passage in Western society.33  

 

 

 

 

                                                
Dujarier, Michel, co-ed. by Maldonado, Ibid, pp.58-59 
33 Ibid, p.92 
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water to be crossed. In the under world are the ancestors. The new comer 
takes money, presents and food to help him on his journey and to have 
something to offer his seniors when he arrives.34 

Life, death and life after death are central in the mind and daily behavior of the 

Fon. People always think of what will happen the day they ke koe be esa a-go join 

their departed-their fathers, in the world of the dead. They are conscious that their 

way of living, their deeds and words will determine their future life in that world. 

The concept of life after death is also for Christianity an ultimate teaching. 

Ar nold Coward w rote: " Throughout history t he g reat r eligions have provided 

answers to the question is there life after death, and, if so, what is it like?"35 

Terence Penelhum wrote: "Since Christianity entered a culture deeply 

influenced by Greek thought, which had reached a highly advanced form before 

Christianity appeared, it absorbed many of the ideas of that culture. Its claims 

about after life are typical."36 It seems important to say that for 
 
������	
�������	�
	���������	��	�������	���	������� 		���������������

                                                
Parrinder, Geoffrey, Op. Cit, p. 136 
Coward, Harold, Life After Death In World Religions , New York, 1997, p. 1 
Terence by Harold Coward, Op, Cit. p.3 1  

��������� p. 126 begins here; 
p. 125 is missing; see original  



Oyono -118 

 118 

 

future life was rejected even though some texts of the Torah talk about it: 

"Thy dead men shall live, together with my dead body shall they arise. 

Awake and sing, ye that dwell in dust: for thy dew is as the dew of herbs, 

and the earth shall cast out the dead (Isaiah 26:19);" "And many of them that 

sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting life, and some 

to shame and everlasting contempt (Daniel 12:2)." 

The Christian doctrine of life after death was first written by St. Paul, 

whose writings spoke strongly on the resurrection: 
 

But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then is Christ not 
risen...And if Christ is not risen, then is our preaching in vain, and 
your faith is also vain, yea, and we are found false witnesses of God; 
because we have testify of God that he raised up Christ: whom he 
raised not up, if so be that the dead rise not. For if the dead rise not, 
then is not Christ raised: And if Christ be not raised, your faith is 
vain...then they also which are fallen asleep in Christ are perished (I 
Cor. 15:13-18). 

Since Christianity entered a culture deeply influenced by Greek thought, 

which had reached a highly advanced form before Christianity appeared, it 

absorbed many of the ideas of that culture. Its claims about after life are 

typical. 

The Nicene Confession of Faith summarizes Christian belief in "life 
 

everlasting."   We can say that the Fon and Christianity share a similar concept of 
life after death. The parallel between the living dead and the saints is very clear. 
This chapter has shown the similarities between traditional and Christian concepts. 
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This discovery may be an important tool in the hands of those called to preach the 
Good News among the Fon today, because religion that does not intersect with 
tradition, culture and everyday problems will not fare well. 
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CHAPTER V - FOR A SECOND EVANGELIZATION 

 
 

The situation of the world today is a challenge to the church. In one hand 

changes and new ways of thinking have made irruption with new ideas based on 

rationality, ontology, epistemology and many other concepts. This has affected 

mainly countries of Christian traditions: Europe, the Americas and Canada. As 

Darrell Guder references in his book, Missional Church, there is a kind of 

religiosity in North America, where people go to church by habit not because they 

are convinced. In those countries social rights and the pursuit of alternative deities 

have completely influenced the church.37 

The situation in Africa in the other hand is multi-faceted. One aspect 

is close to what missiologist Charles Van Engen pointed out in the 

introduction of his book, God's Missionary People. He wrote: 
 

Around the world one of the most neglected areas of missiological 
research has been ecclesiology. Rather than finding new avenues for 
creatively contextualizing the congregation so that it might represent 
the gospel, we have exported church polities, church forms, church 
structures, and church traditions, superimposing them on all the 
cultures we have encountered. Although we have become conscious 
of the relationship of the gospel andculture, we h ave yet to 
understand how d rastically we must rethink that relationship.38 

Another aspect is what Jean-Marc Ela calls a "relevant faith." In fact 

                                                
Darrell Guder, Missional Church 
Van Engen, Charles, God's Missionary People, Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1995, p.20 
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many have thought that the church could be fulfilled only in Europe and 

America and that the churches of other societies would be a kind of 

appendix and photocopies of those "mother" churches. Ela wrote: 
 

We find ourselves in what may be called a religious concubinage, 
which results from practicing our faith in a way that does not allow 
our living spirit to speak. Christians how unhappy you are. Mass in 
the morning, diviner at night! Amulet in your pocket and scapular 
round your neck. The entry of African communities into the church 
is an event within socio-religious context. For many of those 
baptized, conversion to the gospel is truly an ambiguous ad 
venture... to extricate ourselves from the alienated belief, many men 
and women feel the need to rethink Christ and to understand him as 
he is present in our African history and culture.39 

 

What is true is that the "colonial Christianity" is in crisis, all over the 
 

continent. Again Ela wrote: 
 

Too many people in African churches feel a kind of betrayal or guilt. 
Their return to certain practices and beliefs, which had been 
repressed by the violence of mission Christianity, illustrates the 
failure and lack of meaning of imported lifestyles, doctrines, and 
institutions.   In these societies in disarray from rapidchange, the 
resurgence of former religious practices, and the proliferation of 
sects in regions where the Christian presence appeared to be 
established, challenge the official churches.40 

To these can be added some other problems unanswered by the first 

evangelization-the poor, the oppressed, the exploited, the despised, the sick, 

peace and security, and at last how to reconcile people divided by history 

and e ven di vided b y e  olonial churches. Al 1 those questions n eed a new 

                                                
Ela, Jean-Marc, Op. Cit, p. 139 
"ibid, p. 140 
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ecclesiology that will take into account certain values of people's cultures 

and find solutions to the problems of their existence. 
 
 
 

The Importance of Inculturation in the 3r Millennium-
Mission Among the Fon and Elsewhere in Africa 

 

Considering what Van Engen stated above related to exporting church and 

polities, tradition and culture; and superimposing them; it is true that Christianity 

has practiced a deculturizing control over the Fon and o ther African ethnicities. 

People have been forced to sever their roots and by so doing lost their identity. 

Even today after more than a hundred years of evangelization, certain churches in 

Africa remain under the cultural control of their "mother" churches. As other 

Africans, we think that time has come for us to rethink the gospel for our people. 

We think that Christianity has to inculturate itself i n Cameroon as i n  North 

America; otherwise it will be considered as an apparatus or an ideological phase of 

colonialism over us. Why shouldn't the church, today, take into account the 

cultural and historical particularities of each group of people in the proclamation 

of the universality of Christ, the word of God, and the new faith in Christ? From 

that standpoint, there is a good opportunity to recapture the importance of a faith 

that strives to join the Fon and other African ethnicities in their relationship with 

the ancestors, the spirits, and the allies of life. These forces have always been 
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central in their daily existence. Is there a better place for Christians to live their 

faith than in the contexts where they confront their own world each day? 

The Bible in reality tells the story of the Jews in their daily life. Jesus is the 

eruption of God in the history of human kind: IMMANUEL, God with us. As 

stated in the book of Revelation: "Behold the tabernacle of God is with men, and 

he will dwell with them (Rev. 21:3)," Jesus himself showed the example and the 

way, the good and right way to follow. 

Jesus Example in the Inculturation Approach 
for the New Mission in the World 

 

Gerald O'Collins wrote: "All church reform remains theologically shallow 

and pastorally ineffective unless it clearly bases itself on the founder of 

Christianity himself."41 And Karl Rahner also wrote: "The mystery of the church is 

only the extension of the mystery of Christ."42 But in what way can this be true? 

The answer may be found in what Jesus himself did. 
 
 

Jesus' LOGIA 

In his ministry, Jesus' primary focus was on the theme the Kingdom of 

God. This concept was familiar and well known by the Jews. Using that well-

known theme, he intended to evangelize deeply his people. What is true is that 

                                                
41 O'Collins, Gerald, Interpreting Jesus, Mahway, New Jersey, Paulist Press, 1993, p.4 
1 1  Rahner, Karl, Foundations of Christian Faith, New York, Seabury, 1979, p.213 
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Jesus didn't invent that concept. A close look at the four gospels shows that his 

hearers were familiar with the concept. According to Matthew 10:7 and Luke 10:9, 

the twelve were sent to preach the "kingdom." In Mark 16:43, the understanding of 

"Kingdom of God" seems evident. Even more so the expression "kingdom" 

appears in the Lord's Prayer as anormal and smooth part of the prayer. All this 

shows that the language and the concept were not an invention of Jesus but rather 

things already well known by the people he was addressing. In fact the concept of 

the Kingdom of God is rooted in the Old Testament: "the Lord shall reign forever 

and ever (Ex. 15:18)" and "Hearken unto the voice of my cry, my King (Ps. 5:2)." 

The history of Judaism is full of the concept of God's kingly rule over his 

people Israel. John Bright wrote: "The concept laid within the vocabulary of every 

Jew. It was something they understood and longed for desperately."43 This 

confirms once more that Jesus did not invent the concept of kingdom of God. So, 

adopting an already existing and important theme like that of the royalty of Jesus 

as the way to transmit the Good News means that Jesus wanted to evangelize the 

Jewish culture. His missionary ecclesiology and understanding and religious 

thought were from within the culture and the traditional resources. 
 
 

Jesus and the Jewish Law 

                                                
43 Bright, John, The Kingdom of God. New York, Abingdon Press, 1963, pp.17-17 



Oyono -125 

 125 

The Jewish view of life and the world in which they lived was completely 

religious; their whole life was holistic. The Torah was regarded as the law 

governing the religious and the secular aspects of life. Von Rad wrote: 
 

The Torah was regarded as the manifest will of God for Israel; the 
central expression of God's election; a special gift from God, and a 
way of life for the Jews. The Torah had deep significance for Israel 
and was an object of deep meditation and a unifying religious force. 
Those who lived by it were to receive power and blessings from 
God.44 

Being the basic book that regulated the religious and secular life, the Torah was 

subject to different interpretations even at the time of Jesus who revealed himself 

as a new Rabbi with a new interpretation of his own of the Mosaic Law. 

These texts might be considered as the keys to understand his new approach 

to the law: " and the second is like unto it, thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself 

(Mt 22:34-40);" "...Hear O Israel; the Lord our God is one Lord (Mk 12:28-34)" 

and "...thou hast answered right: This do, and thou shalt live (Lk 10:25-28)." 

What seems to be central in Jesus' new approach in these texts is the ethic 

of love. For him the love of God must be understood in terms of a response t o the 

love of God who 1 oves d early all his people; makes t he sunrise and the rain fall 

for both the good and the bad ones. In fact Moses on the Mount Sinai parallels 

Jesus' teaching of the law in the Sermon on the Mount to the receiving of the law. 

                                                
44 Von Rad, Gerhard, Op. Cit, pp.200-201 
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Teaching with divine authority he called for repentance in view of the 

coming kingdom he came to inaugurate: " From that time Jesus began to preach, 

and to say: 'Repent; for the kingdom of God is at hand' (Matt. 4:17)."' The 

Beatitudes were a s trong c hallenge to conventional human values. It was in 

reality difficult to understand Jesus in his special way to present the law. He 

started with this assurance, "Do not think that I have come to do away with the 

Law of Moses and the teachings of the prophets. I have not come to do away with 

them, but to make their teachings come true (Matt. 5:1,7)." Then the rest is the 

explanation how the law is to be fulfilled: "For verily I say unto you; till heaven 

and earth pass, one jot or one tittle shall in no wise pass from the law, till all be 

fulfilled (Matt. 5:18)." 

The whole sermon in reality is a new explanation of the old law on killing, 

Matt. 5:21-26 in relation with Ex. 20:13; on adultery, Matt. 5:27-32 in relation 

with Ex. 20:14; relationship and love, Matt. 5:43-48. It is commanded in Leviticus 

19:18 that "you shall not take vengeance or bear agrudge against any of your 

people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself, I am the Lord;" but the Jews 

intended to interpret "neighbor" as "kinsman;" and this implied an authorization to 

hate any non-kinsman. Jesus taught that because all are children of one Father 

even our enemies have to be loved. 
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The inculturation approach or better the use of resources provided by 

tradition is almost everywhere in Jesus' teachings and acts. In John 8:3-11, they 

brought to him a woman who committed adultery; according to the old law (Deut. 

22:22-24) she had to be killed; but preaching love, Jesus showed mercy to the 

woman. He did not do this directly but turned the situation into an indictment of 

the character of the accusers and released the woman later. By so doing, the old 

law was implemented with a new content, even though Jesus was accused of 

breaking the law. 

The same new approach and understanding of the law were also 

implemented, concerning the ceremonial laws. Joseph Klausen wrote: "Jesus 

seemed to have overlooked the fact that it was those ceremonial laws that made 

Israel as a people distinct and different from others."45 But for 

Jesus, his mission was to break down every wall of separation that might be 

built between people, because all people everywhere are children of God. 

In revealing God's love, it is clear that Jesus introduced a new 

understanding of the law. Jesus put an accent to what was already known, 

that G od w ants r epentance, m ercy a nd 1 ove r ather t han hollow r itualistic 

observance of the law as the prophet Amos wrote: 
 

I hate, I despise your festivals, and I take no delight in your burnt 
offerings and grain offerings, I will not accept them; and the 

                                                
45 Klausner, Joseph, Jesus of Nazareth, New York, McMillan, 1925, pp.370-377 
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offerings of well-being of your fatted animals I will not look upon. 
Take away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the 
melody of your h arps. But let j ustice r oil do wn 1 ike w aters, a nd 
righteousness like an ever-flowing stream (5:21-24). 

This was how Jesus evangelized the Jewish religious world with the Good 

News and the new vision of God's kingdom. He interpreted the peoples' 

traditional religious perceptions in a new way.   This is nothing else but 

inculturation process. 
 
 
 

Jesus and the Jewish Tradition 

It is known in any culture that parables are part of tradition. The gospels, 

particularly the synoptics contain a great number of Jesus parables that belong to 

the tradition of his people the Jews, not the Greek traditioneven though Greek was 

the language of that time. The use of those parables implies that the understanding 

should go back to the book of traditions that included: sayings, by-words, 

similitudes, figurative discourses and wisdom sayings. Most of the time the 

metaphorical meaning veiled in what was said. So, in using parables as the 

principal way of teaching, Jesus availed himself of an already existing way of 

teaching that was part of the Hebrew tradition. He needed to do so, in order to be 

understood, although he put in creativity and new insight of his own. 

It is to remember that rabbis used parables to clarify certain points in their 

teaching and explanations of the law. This instrument of teaching came to be used 
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differently by Jesus as Giinter Bornkamn mentioned: "For him parables did not 

merely serve the function of explaining a teaching, they made up Jesus' preaching 

itself." 46 This shows that Jesus not only adopted a resource already in use in the 

culture, but also transformed its usage in transmitting the Good News of the 

kingdom. Daily life was also one of the elements from which Jesus drew his 

images in order to be understood. Since he ministered mainly in the countryside, 

most of his images were drawn from rural activities: fishing, farming and trading. 

By so doing, his message of salvation was in the context of life of his hearers; it 

was relevant for them. In this approach we discover that Jesus did not destroy or 

condemn the Jewish culture or religion, but sought to evangelize the Jews through 

their religion and culture. 

Using the elements of the Jewish culture, he instilled into the law and 

religion a new understanding based on the Good News of the kingdom he 

preached. That was as I said above a new challenge to the Jews culture and 

religion from within the culture itself not from outside of it.   That was another 

inculturation approach.   Donald Senior and Caroll Stuhlmuller 
 

wrote: 
 

Understandably, the disciples were, among other things to do this as 
Jesus himself did, that is people were to be evangelized from within 
the perspectives of their cultures. One may not argue here that this 
was all right for the Jewish culture, which already had divine 

                                                
Bornkamn, Gunter.Jesus of Nazareth. New York,Harper and Row, 1975,p.69 
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revelation, but not for other cultures. The logical conclusion of such 
argument would be that the Jewish culture should be imposed on all 
Christians. But historical experience shows that such a line of 
thinking cannot b e correct, s ince J ewish culture t oday does not 
determine the shape of Christianity.47 

What is true here is that Jesus gave an approach to evangelization that needs to be 

applied in all cultures, for all cultures come from the logos that created everything. 

From the standpoint of the logos spermatikos it can be said that Jesus 

pervades all human cultures, even if he is not identified or known as such in those 

cultures. Jesus was in the whole creation since the beginning. If the mission of 

evangelization is for the cultures to be opened to the gospel, and for people to be 

converted to Christ, the gospel also needs to be opened to our Fon and African 

cultures so that it may attain fullness of meaning. More if we take into 

consideration the functional analogy of Jesus as a Lamb of God and on his death 

and resurrection as the center of Christology; then the resurrection of Jesus can be 

understood as a starting point in the new evangelization towards the Fon and other 

African ethnicities. Aylward Shorter wrote: 
 

Jesus in his earthly existence was limited in his contact with other 
cultures. But after resurrection, he belongs to all cultures and can 
identify with them through the proclamation of the Good News. 
Besides, the fact that Jesus died and rose points to the fact that 
inculturation involves challenging cultures to a new life. This does 
notdeny  continuity  of Christianity  with  pre-Christian cultures.48 

That concept is biblical: "And he has put all things under his feet and has 

                                                
47 Senior, Donald and Stuhlmuller, Caroll, Biblical Foundations of Mission, New York, Maryknoll, Orbis 1983, pp.145-158 
Shorter, Alyward, Toward A Christology of Incultura tion, pp.84-87 



Oyono -131 

 131 

made him the head over all things for the church, which is his body, the 

fullness of him who fills all in all (Eph. 1:22-23)." 

John Mbiti wrote: 
 

The fact that Jesus existed before Abraham (Jn 8:58) and is the light 
of the world (Jn 8:12) shows that Jesus transcends any 
historicization of him and makes for the possibility of Christ's 
existence in Africa before the coming of Christian missionaries.49 

So, since Jesus is one with the Father and we worship God in our traditional 

religions, we can affirm that Jesus was worshipped in our part of the world 

before the missional period. The example of Jesus using traditional values 

has helped me evangelize people who were, for the most part, members of 

traditional and mystical religions.   The accuracy and relevancy of the 

analogies convinced and allowed them to embrace the new faith. 

                                                
Mbiti, John, Is Jesus in African Religion?, (Seminar) Bossey, Switzerland, 1988 
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CHAPTER VI - DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

OF THE PROJECT IN OVENG VILLAGE 
 
 

Almost everywhere in Africa, names have meanings. The name determined 

the individual as well as the location. In February 1989, when I was installed as 

senior pastor of Ntoutakoung parish, located in Oveng Village, Sangmelima, 

southern Cameroon, it was not a matter of great joy. The reason for that feeling of 

those days, is simple, the two names have strange meanings: Ntoutakoung means 

"thicket of owls." And in our tradition, the owl is related to evil. So, a simple 

analysis brings you to the conclusion that there might be lots of evil spirits there. 

Oveng is scientifically known as iroko. In our tradition it is a mystical tree with 

many properties mainly that of fighting evil. As one can see, the same location 

with two contradictory names cannot have other explanations than that of the 

complexity. It shows how difficult the task is going to be there. I was not the first 

to work there; and those who worked there before me have said that it is going to 

be difficult. In fact people in that village and around were and some still are 

members of traditional religions: Ngi, Melan and Ndongo. My great concern was 

how to make those people interested in the Gospel of 

Jesus Christ. Then I put together some methods I thought would help in that 

endeavor. 
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Methods of Evangelization 

Two methods among many others I experienced revealed themselves as 

ever efficient: agape meals and door to door. 
 
 

AGAPE Meals: 

I have started, with the approval of the session, to organize free meal 

meetings during which food was served to anybody without any consideration of 

creed or social status. Messengers were sent to invite people to come to the 

churchyard Saturday morning, bringing with them a plate and a spoon. Before 

food is served, I would take thirty minutes or more to talk about an aspect of 

traditional religion and its similarity with Christianity emphasizing that I am 

myself an initiate. Then the food was served and people invited to attend the 

worship service the next day, Sunday, at ten a.m. 

Door to Door: 

This method has been very efficient. Between 1987 and 1998 every month I 

went to visit one of the four chapels of the parish. I usually arrived on Fridays. 

Accompanied by two elders, I went in every house in the village regardless of the 

denominational belonging of the inhabitants. I talked to them about the love of 

God using the elements of their tradition, the parables and old folk stories. At the 
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end I prayed to God for them and then invited them to church on Sunday. For 

many of them, it was the first time a Minisi entered their home, and they were so 

happy for that. On Sunday morning service, the church building was always too 

small for all those who came to Wok Minisi: to listen to the man of God. 
 
 

The Impact of the Analogies 

As we have already said in other chapters above, the analogies and 

similarities were so relevant to people that some, without delay came to join the 

church and accepted Jesus Christ. One of them, Zeh Esso (Jean), was a traditional 

priest and traditional healer. He came one night to meet me and said: "Ma kombo 

bo mot "Zambe " woe: me bo aya?" "I want to be a man of your God; what should 

1 do?" Then he continued saying that he thinks that we were worshipping the same 

God, and the way I described the sacrifice of the Son of God is what he 

understands and knows. The following Sunday he accepted Jesus Christ. By the 

time I left Cameroon he was already an elder of the church, one of the most 

devoted and president of men's association of the parish. 

In fact analogy between the gods they knew and the one I preached was 

easily understood and accepted. Father Schmidt of Vienna was right 
 

when he wrote about the pygmies: 
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The belief in, and worship of, one Supreme Deity is universal among 
all really primitive peoples; that the 'HIGH GOD' is found 
everywhere among them sufficiently prominently to make his 
position indubitable; that he is not a late development or traceable to 
missionary influences...the belief encircles the whole earth...it is an 
essential property of whatever ancient human culture existed in the 
very early time. The Supreme Being o f the primitive culture i s a g 
enuinely monotheistic Deity, described as Father, Creator, eternal, 
completely beneficent, ethically holy, and creatively 

109 

omnipotent. 

It is clear, even if I was working in an area where people were rooted in their 

traditional religion, that there was already the knowledge of God in their 
 
 
 
 
Schmidt (quoted by Dickson), Biblical Revelation and African Beliefs, New York: Maryknoll, Orbis Book, 1969, p. 1 8  
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spirituality coming from the experience of daily life and the way that God 
 

revealed himself to them. Idowu wrote: 
 

God cannot be confined in any way. His realm is the whole 
universe. All peoples are his concern. And He has revealed himself 
primarily to them all, each race apprehending the revelation 
according to its native capability.50 

 

The " Joy " of finding themselves in Christianity 

Through my teachings on Christian doctrine, I could notice how much 

people were proud to come to know that their tradition is in Christianity: the 

concept of God as Spirit; the concept of the ancestor; the Christian concept of the 

church as family of God's children. This last one drew a lot of people to join the 

church as their new family. It is not useless to remind one that kinship and 

extended family play a central role in our tradition. So, teaching the notion of 

church as an extended family in which all are related through faith and baptism in 

the name of the Lord Jesus Christ provided pride and joy to find their culture into 

Christianity. They had the feeling that Christianity has part of their tradition. We 

think that the mission of the church is not to destroy people's culture in the first 

place but to find in every culture traditional values necessary for the understanding 

of the revelation in Jesus Christ. This can be achieved unless we are humble 

                                                
50 Idowu (quoted by Dickson Kwesi), In Biblical Revelation and African Beliefs. Ibid, pp. 18-22 
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enough to admit that people we try to evangelize are also created after God's image 

and that they may also have some kind of culture. 
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I remember an old lady priestess, Mengue M'Oyono, of "M" "Evu"Ngu" 

saying to me during my door to door evangelization: "Mongo ya jal; eyon ji he ma 

wok ajo ene ajo (son of my fathers; its only now that I really understand what all 

those drum calls are about)." She explained to me that from the time the 

missionaries came all that they said was "you are pagans; what you do is from the 

devil;" and we said to them, "we better be with our old 'devil' we know than with 

your unknown god." Many other people became Christians through this approach 

of inculturation. 
 
 

The Increasing Number of Believers 

At the time I was installed senior pastor the parish had two hundred eighty 

four members taking part at the Lord's Table. The methods of evangelization I 

started and the new approaches of inculturation have made the church grow fast. 

People came to church not by constraint or just because their parents or other 

members of the family were Christians, but rather because they were convinced 

and could make the similarities between Christianity and what they already know 

through initiation and other ways of their culture. 

In July 1997, forty-seven people adults embraced the Christian religion. 

One of them was priest of Ngi religion, a polygamist with twelve wives. The 

Sunday he accepted Jesus Christ, he stood up in the sanctuary and moved forward 

��������� p. 150 begins here; 
p. 149 is missing; see original  
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and said to me: "A minisi, ma ve Yemebe 'e me nkpwaevo enying jam (Man of God, 

I give my life to the Son of God." Three months later when he was invited to meet 

the session for his baptism and confirmation, the elders of the session asked him 

what will become to his wives. He said, "They are free to go back to their villages, 

or as mothers of my children, I will continue to feed them and provide to their 

other needs except bed. Those who like can get married to other men and still live 

in the houses I built for them." 

The minutes of the session show that the parish had never had such an 

increase in terms of memberships. From 1988, and particularly the astonishing 

increase of 1997, we have moved from two hundred members to six hundred, from 

thirteen deacons to forty nine, from twenty four elders to sixty eight. This great 

progress has enabled us to start the building of a big sanctuary that was almost 

finished when I left. 

Despite this result, which might be considered as a good one, we don't think 

that it is enough. More needs to be done in evangelizing using the values of our 

tradition. 
 
 

The Restoration of Traditional Values 

I came to discover that using the tradition might help our people in different 

ways. As I mentioned above, missionaries who were, themselves, divided by their 



Oyono -140 

 140 

own denominational belongings divided our people. In my evangelizing door to 

door regardless of denominational belonging, I could see how much people were 

attached to their culture; and how much, because of that culture they can accept to 

be with others with whom they share the same traditional values. 

It is certain, from the experience I had in my church, that we can rebuild 

our nations by the means of'African Christianity" that will take into account the 

cultural values of the ethnicities composing the fabric of the population. It is not 

possible to think of building communities of faith on the basic of other people's 

cultural values. True and strong communities of Christian peoples will not be built 

among the Fon in particular; and in extension in our continent, unless missionaries 

of the "new evangelization" use cultural values to preach the gospel. We need to 

go back to the "granary" of our ancestral values and take out those values that 

could help us rebind together sons and daughters of our fathers divided by other 

people's "values." The example of St. Paul is revealing on that matter: "I see how 

extremely religious you are in every way. "For as I went through the city and 

looked carefully at the objects of your worship, I found among them an altar with 

the inscription 'to an unknown god' (Acts 17:22-23)." 

Having been minister in the rural area I could see that African traditional 

religion is still alive and will still be alive; because seventy percent of our 

population is rural: living tied to the nature and to the culture of their ancestors. 
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So, Christianity needs to take into account what is central in our people's belief 

and use it in its new evangelization. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

We have no pretension to think that we have said all that needed to be 

said on the contribution of the Fon cultural tradition to the understanding of 

the Gospel. But we do believe that this attempt will help Fon theologians or 

those who will be sent to mission among the Fon and among other African 

ethnicities to bring the Good News of the Kingdom of God. For, it is certain 

that among the Fon and other Africans the gospel and culture have to help 

transform the lives of our people. Ela wrote: 
 

The confrontation between the message of the gospel and the 
African universe must bring forth a meaning with the power to 
transform the lives of African Christians. Today the faith of the 
church in Africa is in danger of death because the church tends to 
forget that its cultural dimensions are marked by its Greco-Latin 
heritage. If the faith of Africans is not to die, it must become a vision 
of the world that they can feel is theirs; European cultural orientation 
must be stripped away. There is an urgent need to reject present 
foreign models of expression if we are to breathe new life into the 
spoken word.51 

 

It is important and even urgent for the Fon theologians, if not all 
 

African theologians, to try to reformulate the doctrine of the church that will 
 

be impacted by our culture.   It has been experienced that our people understand 
better when we use the symbolism that characterizes our culture, than when we use 
the symbols of other cultures that say nothing to them. As those committed to 
evangelize our people, we need to find a language meaningful t o r ural p eople in t 
elling t hem t he mystery o f s alvation. T o reach that goal we have to use the Fon 

                                                
51 Ela, Jean-Marc, Op. Cit, p.44 
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or any other African style that fits to the culture of the people we want to 
evangelize. 

Why shouldn't the church, that needs its message understood, use the 

declamation of the Good News that would recall the style of the Griots of the Fon 

of Dahomey? The spiritual depth of the priests and priestesses of the rites of So 

and Mevitngul The sharpness of the spoken words of the Bejo Bot of the Fon of 

Zoetelel 

The Bible says: "Let them praise his name with dancing (Ps.149: 3)," 

"praise him with tambourine and dance (Ps.150: 4)." David danced before the Lord 

with all his might (2 Sam. 6:14). Why shouldn't Christianity-that needs to be that 

of the Fon and other Africans-use that powerful element of our culture which is the 

chanted word? We should be free to shout or rhythmically recite in the manner of 

the mvet storytellers, for our people love to sing and dance- "they sing and dance 

from the cradle to the grave." 

If it is true that" God did not leave himself without witness (Acts 14:17)," 

then what ever is true, pure, honorable, just, lovely and gracious in what God h as 

created and g iven t o t he F on and other nations has to b e respected and used 

with gratitude. In our new mission to re-evangelize our people and others, we have 

to keep in mind that God loves to choose what is foolish in the world to shame the 

wise; what is weak in the world to shame the strong; what is low and despised in 
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the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are-so that no 

human being (no culture) might boast in the presence of God (ICor. 1:27-29). 

In our present world, when old nations of Christianity have become new 

fields of mission; when old methods of evangelization have come to their limits; 

when culture of greed and violence is creating death while people long for peace, 

reconciliation, security and joy; it may be those simple traditional elements (and 

simple spirituality) based on more humane values like those coming from the Fon 

and other weak and poor and despised nations of the world, that are stored the 

hopeful reserves for the church and humanity's survival. The new mission also 

invites us to take into account other issues that confronts us today: the issue of 

hunger, war, the gap between the poor and the rich, the protection of the creation 

and the issue of reconciliation. Nobody will be able to listen to us when he or she 

is starving. Nobody will give credit to our message when he or she is living in 

poverty. We need to address the issues of war and reconciliation that weaken the 

message of the Kingdom of God in our world today. 
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