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Abstract 
Worship in African Traditional religion is very sacrosanct. Africans belief that 

through worship, one is able to approach the gods and pay respect to the deities, 

the worship of God is the very soul of African religion. This work attempts and 

elucidate what some scholars have written about African traditional religion, its 

belief and practices, and brought it together to form what may be called the 

worship of God in the religion. This work observed particularly practices which 

constitute the worship. These includes: sacrifice, offering, prayer, and the religions 

leaders who performed the worship. Worship in African Context cannot be 

complete without the African society, this paper suggests that traditional worship 

should be brought back to our society, since it is our cultural heritage and should 

not be look down with disdain. This paper recommends that for effective 

witnessing in the society of the adherents of the traditional African religion, one 

must live exemplary life, in behavior and character which will really attest to be 

authenticity of African worship.  
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Introduction 

This word “worship” by definition means, reverence, veneration paid to a being who is 

regarded as supernatural or divine… The action or practice of displaying this by 

appropriate acts, rites, or ceremonies (Idowu,1973). This definition can be applied to any 

religion, in which African traditional religion is one. 

  

The issue of worship in African traditional religion became a controversial one because of 

the question of direct approach to God or his worship. Westlermann (made it more 

controversial when he stated, “In Africa God does not live in practical religion. In African 

traditional religion one can find in very cult its set liturgy. A liturgy that consists of the 

pattern as well as subject matter of worship. African liturgy, which is unwritten, does not 

sound the same when recited outside the context of actual worship. Liturgy here may be 
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defined as the means of communication and communion with deity within the sitting of 

worship (Idowu, 1973). For example, in African liturgy there is invocation, during which 

a rattle or an instrument of the same import is sounded and the libation is poured, the 

divine being called by names and attributes are summoned to attend worship. There is 

also prayer, in these, the needs of the worshippers are expressed and the divine being 

besought to satisfy them. Thus, from the liturgies of African traditional religion we learn 

the names and the attributes of deities or the divinities, the confidence and hopes of the 

people, the capability believed to belong to deity, and the fact of the general relationship 

between God and human being.  

  

Jones (1978), sees worship as he put it, “at once reaching out to the Transcendent and as 

embedded in human life. By the sacred meal especially, it was the means by which the 

community expressed its corporate life, which it saw as essential dependent on the divine, 

however, that may have been conceived. A further quality is that it engaged the whole 

being of man. Actions, gesture symbols, expressive of a reality they could but dimly grasp, 

song and dance were the menace he or the felt necessary to express his or her worship. For 

Mbiti (1975), worship is a means of renewing contact between people and God, or between 

people and the invisible world. He goes on, saying, ‘African peoples are very much aware 

of the existence of the invisible world, which they see as a real part of the universe. 

Therefore, they perform acts of worship to keep alive the contact between the visible and 

invisible worlds, between humans and God’. Menzie (1908), opined that worship is done 

before or near the object which represented the worshipper. 

 

Worship is also used as a means of creating harmony in the world of humankind. People 

turn to God in worship generally when trouble comes. They need at such times to restore 

their peace, happiness and sense of security. It nothing is done, they fear that things will 

get worse. Worship therefore, helps them to get back a sense of peace and religious 

harmony in their life and in the world at learge (Shropshire, 1938). 

 

Sacrifice as worship: Sacrifice in Ibibio traditional religion has been regarded as one of the 

commonest acts of worship in Ibibio society. Sacrifice as worship consist of the material 

which are sacrificed, the method use when making the sacrifice, the place and occasions of 

sacrifice, the recipients of the sacrifice, and the purpose or intensions of the sacrifice. The 

word ‘sacrifice’ is derived from the latin word ‘sacrificium’ (sacer, ‘holy’, facere, ‘to make’, 

) meaning to make, ‘holy’, the word carries the connotation of the religious act in the 

highest, or fullest sense, it can also be understood as the act of sanctify or consecrating an 

object (Valeri, 1985).  
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To make it more accurate, let us look at some theories on what sacrifice is all about. Valeri 

(1985), opines that the most common theory of sacrifice since plato is the gift theory. This 

theory according to him has been reformulated in the nineteenth century by Tylor, who 

sees sacrifice as a gift made to a deity as if he were a man. In this theory Tylor attempts to 

demonstrate that the direction of religious evolution proceeds from practical reality to 

formal ceremony. This theory say Valeri, is followed by the ‘homage theory’, which is also 

followed in turn by the “abnegation theory’, this sequence corresponds to a progressive’ 

spiritualization of sacrifice. At first, it is believed that the efficacy of the offering is based 

on its real transmission to the god. On the other hand, in the case of homage stage, the 

offering is though to be efficacious through knowledge, the god does not need or receive 

the offering, but the knowledge, that it is given, prompt him to use his power on behalf of 

the giver. As for the abnegation theory the says it is a purely authoropocentric notion of 

sacrifice. Thus the efficacy attributed to sacrifice by the sacrificer is purely ‘moral’ (Arinze, 

1970). In his criticism, Valeri says that Tylor’s theory of sacrifice fails to recognize the 

fundamental fact that the object given as sacrifice symbolizes the sacrifier, and often the 

god and the aim of the sacrifice as well. He says Tylor reduces sacrifice to a do ut des to a 

misplaced application f the sounds principle of Unitarian exchange. Moreover, Tylor 

artificially separates the sacrificial oblation from the total symbolic process of which it is 

only a part. Therefore, Tylor’s symbolic view of the offering creates a double distortion; it 

also reduces the gift to a commodity and reduces the ritual action to mere gift giving. 

According to him, Tylor did not see sacrifice as a gift is effective because it is a token of the 

relationship between god and human because it creates that relationship by instantiating 

(Parinder, 1961). Robertson Smith sees sacrifice as the central fact of religion which is the 

relation of the god and his worshippers. This relationship is identical to that binding the 

members of the community sacrifice in this sense, re-establishes the relationship the 

members of the community. The two relationships concide, the god is the personification 

of the society, of the principle that makes it possible. He re-stated that this is the basis of 

the efficacy of sacrifice. To put it in other words, Smith’s theory of sacrifice is a totemic 

practice which sometime calls for the ritual killing and eating of the forbidden animal, that 

sacrifice originated with these practices (Arinze, 1970). 

  

There are no doubts about the varieties of worship among African society.  Worship differs 

from one society to another and from one area to another. Likewise, the ways sacrifices are 

being offered differ from one society to another and from one area to another. Sacrifice of 

worship needs one who can perform it. The sacrifice may vary from one society to another. 

In most cases sacrifice are being offered by a group or community, but there are also 

individual sacrifices for entirely personal reasons, in unstratified societies. Therefore, 

everyone is principally able to offer sacrifices. In addition to this, the sacrifice may be the 
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head of a family or clan, an elder or performed through a special mediator between himself 

or herself and the object of his or her worship, the sacrifices is the object of his or her 

worship. On the types of material offered as sacrifice, originally in Ibibio society, they were 

either an object or an element or symbol of life. Therefore, the material can be categorized 

into three groups. These are: agricultural material, inanimate things and domesticated 

animals. The material may vary from one society to another, it depends on the 

geographical location of the society and what the grow in that area. But, generally, 

agricultural material offered as sacrifice include, food crops and plants, such as fruits, 

leaves banana items, yams, cassava, corn etc. inanimate material thing are, milk, water, 

tools, jewelries, strips of cloth, money etc. the domesticated animals include cattle, sheep, 

goats, chickens, dogs, pigs, Camel and even human being (Metuh, 1973). Some societies 

placed some conditions on the material they offer as sacrifice, for example the physical 

integrity of the victim. For example, physical defects make the offering unacceptable 

especially in a sacrifice of petition and thanksgiving. Every animal, before it is offered, “is 

first of all carefully examined and if a scratch or incision is found on any part of its body, 

or a limb is seen to be bruised or broken, it is instantly classed as unclean and unfit. In 

addition to that, its also matters. White is the most favoured in some societies, while other 

societies prefer a black. White colour indeed seems to have worldliness, spirituality, purity 

about it.   

  

Looking at sacrifice as worship, it consists of the manner or method used when sacrificing. 

As worship it involves not only a visible gift, but an action or gesture that expresses the 

offering. The method used in sacrificing may also differ from one society to another. The 

sacrificing many consist of a simple deposition or it may be lifted up of the sacrifice, 

without any already determined in many cases by the material of sacrifice, in the cases of 

fluids, for example, the material manner of offering them is to pour them out, which is a 

kind of destruction. If the sacrifice is a living being the destruction takes the form of killing. 

When blood in particular is regarded as the vehicle of life, the pouring out of the blood or 

the lifting up of bleeding parts of the victim or even the flow of blood in the slaughtering 

may be the real act of offering. Another category of blood rites serves to apply the power 

in the blood to the offerings, their relatives and the sphere in which they live their life, this 

application may take the form of, for example, smearing (Ray, 1976). Talbot (1923), puts it, 

‘as a rule sacrifice are made to God at the two great festivals of seed –time and harvest. 

  

B.  Offering as Worship: Offering is used as a synonym of sacrifice (or as a more 

inclusive category of which sacrifice is a subdivision) and means the presentation of a gift. 

The word itself is derived from the latin word ‘offerre’; meaning to offer, present” Thus 

the word evolves once again the idea of sacred action (Menzie, 1908). In order to 



Port Harcourt Journal Of History & Diplomatic Studies    | www.phjhds.com Vol.8 N0. 2 June, 2021 

 

The Worship of God in African Traditional Religion: Ibibio Perspective    369 

differentiate offering from sacrifice, it would be referred to the remaining cases which do 

not involve the killing of an animal, but being chiefly the presentation of foodstuffs and 

other items. As Baal (1976), stated reversibly, an offering can be a highly impressive 

religious ceremony without including a sacrifice; he went on, ‘quite a variety of Balinese 

temple fests do not include any form of ritual killing (Menzie, 1908).  

  

Therefore, offering consists of foodstuffs such as fruits, maize, mellet, nuts, cassava, water 

melon and other things of a miscellaneous nature such as the dung of the hyrax, cloth, 

money, chalk, incense agricultural implements, ornaments, tobacco and cowries. Shell, 

thus, almost everything that human beings can get hold of and use, is offered to God and 

other spiritual beings. For instance, in Balinese temple feasts, the decorated dishes are 

prepared at home, afterwards to be carried by the assembled villagers in a colourful 

ceremonial procession to the temple where they devoutly place the offerings at the foot of 

one of the shrines, to be dedicated by the priest who, on a raised platform, says his prayers 

and mantras rings his bell (Shorter, 1975).  

  

Like sacrifice, offerings are given for both communal and personal or family heeds. These 

include whatever people wish and are able to give. Communal offerings as in sacrifices, 

are normally made at shrines or in sacred groves of other holy places, such as hills, lakes, 

waterfalls, and so on personal offerings are normally made in or near the home (Shorter, 

1975). People in Ibibio feel that for important needs they should not approach God with 

empty hands. People also know quite well that God will not literally eat or make use of 

their offering, or sacrifice, but they want to show their humbleness before God, and the 

seriousness of their needs. Sometimes that offerings and sacrifices are eaten by the ritual 

leaders. Sometimes the offers share it among themselves. In some cases, the offerings 

which have been blessed are then given back to their owners for normal use. (Thorpe, 

1992).  

  

Menzie (1908), wrote” offering is presented to the god whole, but the worshippers help to 

eat it. The good gets the savour of it, which rises into the air towards him, while the more 

materials part is devoured below.  He goes on “all the incidents of offerings  and sacrifices 

suggest that it is not merely a thing offered to the deity, but a thing in which man takes 

part; it is meal, It is one of which the god and worshippers  partake in common”. (Mbiti 

1969).  

  

Offering also have an intention as in sacrifice. Baal (1976), puts it, “true giving is 

participating, in the life and work of the offered, participating in ones universe as a 

sympathizing member. No one can participate without offering first Giving is essential for 
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a meaningful existence. The simple food offering set aside for the gods, the prayer before 

meals, characteristic of mutual care in the small group, are the most real and effective 

means of communication, cementing togetherness and confirming security. All 

communication begins with giving, or offering’ (Shorter, 1975). If this is what offering is 

all about, one may say that Ibibio traditional religion worshippers worship God with all 

they have been blessed. Therefore offering is one of the core things that constitute the 

worship of God in Ibibio traditional religion. 

 

c.  Prayer as Worship: prayer is worship because it can be found in many places of 

Ibibio. Ibibio people offered their prayers to God all the time. It is said, ‘prayer is the central 

phenomenon of religion (Mbiti, 1969). This statement can be applied to African traditional 

religion as well. Heiler sees prayer as an expression of faith, life, work and ruling motive 

of the religious believer. He goes on to explain prayer as a sign of religion wherever it is 

alive; religion in action and through it differing cultural identities and revealed. He defined 

the word ‘prayer’ as a living communion of the religious man (and woman) with God, a 

communion which reflects the forms of the social relations of humanity, prayer is not 

simply the oral aspect of worship or religious ritual, nor even simply an ‘oral rite.’ It is the 

essential activity, or the essential disposition of the religious man or woman. Prayer is the 

basic foundation of worship, and worship in its usual connotation goes beyond the verbal, 

material and corporal expression of prayer to include instrumental or ‘sacramental’ rituals 

as well as merely expressive and instructional elements (Mbiti, 1965). 

  

Thorpe (1992), described prayer as a common characteristic found in all religions. For him 

the primal religions are no exception, although he sees that the outward forms which these 

actions may take differ in certain respects. According to him, the words of prayer 

comprises of the verbal action of a larger ritual or ceremony and are often inherited 

formulations that have been passed down orally from generation to generation. He 

therefore defined prayer as “a means of maintaining communication with the spiritual 

realm, actions as well as speech may be viewed as prayer forms” (Thorpe, 1992).  

  

Looking at prayer in worship by the Ibibio traditional society, we can say that it is the 

commonest method of approaching God. This can be found in all societies. Shorter (1975), 

categorized three basic types of prayers in African traditional religion. They are as follows, 

praise –poem form of prayer, for example, a panegyric or hymn. This type of prayer is a 

lengthy, poetic recitation, usually concerned with praise or thanksgiving, but this form of 

prayer sometimes is extended invocation, narrating in detail a set of  circumstances as the 

prelude to a petition, the litany  or call and response prayer form. In this type of prayer, a 

leader makes the invocations or intercessions and a choir or congregation takes up a formal 
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response or refrain; and ritual formula form of prayer. This type of prayer is usually 

spoken, and short in length, in the form of a petition accompanying a ritual action.  

  

In addition to this, in Africa traditional religion, blessings, salutations, greetings and 

farewells are done in the form of prayer. For instance, the blessings are done by an elderly 

person. They may be a form of spitting or sprinkling water upon those who are being 

blessed, though it may vary from one society to another. The blessings are usually 

accompanied the name of God. For example, the prayer may be like, “may God go with 

you”, “God preserves you”, may God bless you’, may God help you. Salutations, greetings 

and farewells are in the form of prayer. For example, ‘go with God’, ‘pass the night with 

God’ and so on.  

  

As worship, prayers in African traditional religion may be done privately, by individuals, 

or by heads or their families. Other prayers are mad communally, in public meeting for 

public needs. Anybody can pray to God at any time and in any place. On the one hand, 

there are also people who can pray on behalf of others. Such people are priests, rain-

makers, chiefs, and sometimes medicine-men or medicine- woman, who may pray for the 

general public or for private individuals who ask their assistance, within the family, prayer 

is normally done by the head of the family, or the oldest member of the family, but 

sometimes a ritual elder or local priest may be asked to do the prayer.  

Parrinder (196) worte:  

 

Prayers in worship and in many places prayers are offered to God, they 

may not be uttered as frequently as to more trouble-some spirits. But when 

all else fails, when the thunder god or small pox spirit do not hear, and the 

ancestors slumber or have turned aside, then the great God can be 

appealed to. He is the final court of appeal, the judge of all, and to him 

man or women turn in despair. They may approach him without priest or 

intermediary, with empty hands and in any place, since he is almighty and 

omnipresent, he can hear the slightest voice and humblest cry.  

 

Prayers in African traditional religion are essential, as in other religions. They are essential 

to the worshippers in the sense that they are an asymmetrical relationship with the 

supernatural power perceived in experience as shorter (1975) put it:  

 

It is the certainty that the power is listening to the worshipper’s story as it 

unfolds that encourages him to speak and to develop in a way could not 

do outside this experience. The one who listen has an effect upon the 
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worshipper analogous to that of the psychotherapist upon his client, 

helping him more effectively through listening than through offering 

advice. Yet, at the same time the worshipper is also listening becoming 

conscious of the change that is being worked in him.  

 

Theological Cosmological Analysis of Prayer      

Prayer is a continuous mode of living, a living communion of the 

believers with spiritual beings.  

Mbiti (1975), correctly observed:  

 

Prayer contain insights into many aspects of religion and philosophical 

thought of African peoples, such as the concepts of god, man, the world, 

spirits, good and evil etc. the prayers show us both the depths of soul 

bearing and the heights of spiritual ventures, in a way not possible 

through other religious exercise and beliefs.   

 

Against this background it is, therefore, possible through a careful analysis of the 

addresses of prayers in Ibibio religion, and kinds of sentiments expressed in these prayers 

to acquire useful insight in the traditional Ibibio world-view and to reconstruct the 

theology underlying prayers. The traditional believer is not shy to involve the Supreme 

Being, the ancestors, the divinities and certain cosmic bodies in prayer. There is no doubt 

that in prayer the Ibibio votary seeks some degree of personal relationship with these 

spiritual beings. He indulges in anthropomorphism and allows himself a good measure of 

liberty in the spontaneous expression of his trust, dependence and loyalty. Ibibio 

traditional prayers further reveal the Ibibio perception of himself and the cosmic order. 

The idea of praying itself is an acknowledge of Ibibio man’s contingent nature and of his 

limitation in space and time. Through his individual prayer which often has a 

communitarian discussion, the Ibibio believers affirm his personal identity as well as his 

group solidarity. But above all he opens up himself with all his life desires and his cosmic 

in humanity to the higher world of spiritual beings. He constantly invokes his ancestors in 

prayer in an effort to bring together the living and the dead in order to make a united 

outreach towards the spiritual realm, to communicate with the spiritual thereby bringing 

together the physical and the spiritual.  

  

Also the traditionalist is awfully, aware of the fleeing nature of his earthly existence. He is 

concerned with both his physical and spiritual welfare. He wants to be in harmony, with 

the world in which he is living. At this level, we are at the threshold of the functional 

relevance of prayers and the vital needs he asks for in these prayers ought to be a useful 
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guide to us in the study of Ibibio religious thought and general world –view. 

(Anyanwu,2004). 

 

Religious Leaders   

Leaders are found in any organization. Likewise, in African traditional religions they are 

leaders who play the role of religious leaders. Priests are found almost in all of African 

societies. They are regarded as religious servants and are usually associated with temples. 

In African understanding the word priest is used to cover everyone who performs 

religious duties, whether in temple, shrines, sacred groves or elsewhere. The priest is the 

chief intermediary who stands between God, or divinity, and humans. He or she is seen as 

the religious symbol of God among his or her people. Most of the priest’s duties among 

their people are the, performing of daily and weekly rites, making libation, sacrificing and 

offering prayers for blessing and for other needy people.  In fact, the roles of the priests are 

chiefly religious, but since Africans do not separate religion from other departments of life, 

her or she may have other functions as well. Priests are also regarded as the spiritual and 

ritual pastors of the community or nation; because it is he or she who officiates at the time 

of sacrifice, offerings and ceremonies which are related to his or her knowledge. He or she 

may also contact the spiritual world by acting as a medium of having other individuals as 

medium (Mbiti, 1969). Here are some examples. Among Ibibio, Igbo, Yoruba and others, 

when they offer sacrifices and offerings in order to intercede with God or the divinities, is 

the priest who received, the sacrifices and offerings and make intercession on behalf of the 

needy people. We can see from here that the priests are acting as the living representative 

of their cult. Apart from the priests, some rituals can also be performed by the head of the 

family, whether male or female, in making family offerings, libations and prayer. In 

African societies, there are some elders in each community who are recognized as leaders 

of their communities. These elders take charges of communal rites, ceremonies, weddings, 

and settlements of disputes, initiations festivals, rite of passage, rainmaking ceremonies, 

cleansing ceremonies, upkeep of shrine and sacred objects and places, and appointments, 

or various other functions of the community, as do priest (Mbiti, 1969). Furthermore in 

African traditional religion, there are also other functionaries are, medicine men and 

women, mediums and diviners, rainmakers and kings, and so on. These are also regarded 

as religious leaders because their functions are connected with religion. For example, 

medicine-men or women, in their treatment of a patient, apply both psychological and 

physical methods, which assures the patients that all is well and will be well. This implies 

that the medicine –men and women are both doctor and pastor to the sick person. Apart 

from this, there are some diseases, some misfortune which are regarded as religious 

experiences that requires a religious  approach to deal with Diviners also play the role of 

counselors judges, pastors, priests and so on. Divination links together in its own way, the 
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physical and spiritual words, making it a religious activity. The diviner as a religious 

leader fulfils an intermediary functions between the human and the spiritual for the sake 

of his or her own community. In regard to rainmakers as religious leaders, they also play 

a role in the performance of rituals or other ceremonies. During this time of drought they 

pray for rain. These functions are mediatorial position between human and God the 

spiritual realm. Rain is a deeply religious rhythm and those who deal in it transact business 

of the highest religious caliber. Other functionaries, such as kings or political rulers; are 

not simply political heads. They are regarded by the societies as mystical and religious 

leads, the divine symbol of their people’s health and welfare, their office is the link between 

human rule and spiritual government. They are, therefore, divine rulers, the shadow or 

reflection of God’s rule in the universe. In many areas the ruler takes part or led in national 

ceremonies, and may place the role of the priest, rainmaker, intermediary, diviner or 

mediator between human and God.  

 

Conclusion    

Traditionally, African people believe in a supreme being who is Omnipresent, Omniscient 

and Omnipotent, and who is manifested in nature and natural phenomena. They are aware 

of their spirituality and relationship between themselves and this almighty supreme being 

(God) who pervades all aspects of their existence, and  who is far removed from the 

(immanent) at the same time: They respond to this awareness by worshipping through 

deeds and sayings that vary from community to community. Some people worship God 

throughout the entire day, as they believe God is everywhere, seeing  and hearing them, 

which for others, formal worship is arbitrary, unnecessary even, as they feel their 

awareness and  acceptance of God’s omnipotence, omniscience and omnipresence are 

within themselves worship. Worship is by way of utterances mainly, and not meditative, 

and comes in many forms, such as sacrifices and offering; prayers, invocation, blessing and 

salutation; and intercessions.  

  

There is no limit as to where and when African people perform one or more act of worship. 

God is omnipresent, and he is reachable at any time and in any place. Ibibio people 

worship God whenever the need arise.  
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