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AFRICAN CHRISTIAN SPIRITUALITY 

   AND AFRICAN CULTURE

  I

Introduction 

Spirituality and Culture
The relationship between spirituality and culture is an integral one, for regardless of its source, culture determines the manner in which spirituality manifests itself and the expressive forms that encapsulate, trigger, invoke or sustain it. Hence while the ultimate source of spirituality may be invisible, its contexts and manifestations in contemplative, meditative or intense behaviour or expressive forms are culturally defined. 

 The correlation of spirituality with modes of expression may be formalized or institutionalised in such a way that the state of spirituality can be recalled or induced by the expressive forms with which it is correlated. These expressions in turn may provide the vehicle for contextual references or for communicating meanings and sentiments associated with the particular source of spirituality. Because of this in some societies particular musical instruments such as special drums earmarked for particular ritual occasions may not be used in the public domain. Similarly special artefacts, costumes, make up, props, procedures and processes etc may not be transferred to the public domain except where poetic or artistic licence allows this in special presentations.

The problems and prospects raised by these are reviewed and discussed with particular reference to the factors that precipitated the quest for indigenisation of the Church in the post-missionary era, the different modes of integration of African culture and Christian Spirituality that have been applied in contemporary contexts, and comparative insights into how traditional societies conceptualised and managed spirituality and culture, which may be taken into account in subsequent endeavours that come to grips with the larger question of Spirituality, Creative Expressions and the Shaping of Culture.

II


THE FOUNDATIONS OF 

AFRICAN CHRISTIAN SPIRITUALITY

Missionary Antecedents of

African Christian Spirituality
Although the importance of establishing integral relationship between Christian spirituality and indigenous African culture is now generally recognized, it had an intransigent beginning which persisted for a long time, first because indigenous cultures were held in low esteem by the founders of missions and second, because they seemed strange or “diabolical” and in any case intellectually not immediately accessible. Accordingly the establishment of western modes of Christian worship, the creation of separate Christian communities in which new group dynamics were fostered and the transplantation of western school system stem-lock-and-barrel provided the answer to the dilemma presented by African cultures, especially as this linked up favourably with the thrust of colonialism which endorsed and facilitated the process of acculturation and trends of change precipitated by the growth of trade and industry. 

So far-reaching was acculturation that western hymns and anthems for example, took firm roots in worship and church functions and even served several decades later as a rallying force in the fight for political independence and related events in Ghana. They made such a strong impact on the sensibility of Christians and the “educated” community who were able to tune in to their style and expression that hymns like Lead kindly Light, Onward Christian Soldiers were sung at political rallies as “liberation” anthems. 

The Older Churches have continued to be the lingering bastions of western church hymns and certain varieties of western “classical” music in spite of attempts to “indigenise” local church music. In Ghana Hallelujah Chorus and Dead March in Saul for example, are staples for heightened spirituality on momentous occasions and Christian funerals, while choirmasters, invariably trained in western music, seem unable to resist presenting certain western anthems that have lingered on from the colonial period during worship because of the spirituality or in most cases the aesthetic pleasure and audience admiration they invariably evoke 

When the Presbyterian Church of Ghana and the Evangelical Church of Ghana recently decided to revise their “vernacular” Hymnbooks and set up committees to undertake this task, the committees not only revised the 400 or so old texts of translations of western hymns for their semantic and metrical accuracy, but added another 300 or so new hymns in pretty much the same western style. The integral relation between western hymnody and African Christian spirituality had become so close that it seemed prudent to the committee to preserve the mission legacy for nostalgic and ecumenical reasons. They completed their assignment in complete oblivion of the consciousness of cultural identity that swept the country on the attainment of independence from colonial rule, for in addition to looking out for songs and hymns composed in pretty much the same old western style, they could have organised composers’ workshops for the creation of new supplementary hymns in the indigenous musical style and thus made a contribution to the shaping of trends in the musical culture of contemporary Ghana just as Ephraim Amu who was a firm believer in the nexus between African Christian Spirituality and Culture did through his exemplary compositions. 

I am aware of course that indigenisation in this realm now means literally accompanying western hymns with drums, just because in African cultures the beats of drums make a song lively and danceable. In church it can ward off boredom or listlessness. However, building such a halfway house at this stage can only be an interim measure. Our musicians must continue to master the techniques of creative expressions in our indigenous music and languages and the subtleties of stylistic and contextual differentiations used to mark changing moods and requirements of worship and other events so that they can apply them to new creations in both traditional and syncretic idioms and performance. 

In beginning with these observations on the lingering presence of the outcome of the old strategies of Christian missions, which were far reaching in the historical context in which they operated, my intention is not to disparage or lament the past. The simple anthropological truism that “culture is learned behaviour” was efficiently applied, for the consequential social and cultural transformations that took place seem in retrospect, to have laid a strong foundation for Christian Spirituality which must continue to be nurtured in new Africa-centred ways. 

Prelude to Indigenisation

Although the early missionaries did not embark on intensive indigenisation of the church along the lines we now envisage, it is worthy of note that they made a start with our languages, no doubt because they were the essential medium for the communication of the Gospel. However there is a note in Widman’s hand written diary, for example, which indicates that his aim was to establish “Asante” Schools, that is, schools in which the medium of instruction in all subjects would be the local language, while Christaller who did the yeoman’s job of systematising the Twi language more thoroughly than before, editing Twi texts and compiling a number of editions of the Twi hymn book in collaboration with his Ghanaian assistants incorporated a selection of Fante lyrics (Ebibidwom) into one of the editions because of their indigenous musical style. Unfortunately this innovation was dropped in the next edition because the Basel Mission as it was then was not ready for such “Africanisms.”

Christaller looked forward to the emergence of African pastors and intellectuals who would at least look at African philosophical thought and values etc in the proverbs he collected. Contributions to the Christian Messenger which he founded show that while African Pastors and writers were not oriented for the kind of reforms we now contemplate in order to make Christian Spirituality in Africa truly African, they were encouraged to observe and write about the traditions of their people, including accounts of African traditional religion, customs and cultural events, a process which made some of them not only conscious of the need to preserve the “good elements in our tradition” in their daily life but also critical of “imitations of the Whiteman” (“kosua borøfo”) or new fangled ways of life which ignored or slighted “the customs or ways of our ancestors” (yƒn tetefo amanne) which Kofi Asare Opoku (1988) defines as 

The sum total of all the traditions, ideas, customs, modes of behaviour, patterns of thought, ways of doing things and outlook on life that have been received from God, learned and passed on from one generation of Africans to the other (cited in Martey l997: 72).

This definition of culture is in line with the factual and interpretative constructs of the manifold references embodied in oral sources, such as proverbs, song texts, myths and legends. It is these and the impact of Western cultural values on the general behaviour of the citizenry that concerned the new generation of reviewers of African culture who followed the footsteps of Christaller and his colleagues and not its impact on the Church or African Christian Spirituality, for if the relevance of what cultural critics of the period observed was extended to the Church, the paradoxical dismissal of Ephraim Amu for wearing cloth, the regular African attire, to preach in the pulpit instead of wearing European clothes as required by the Presbyterian Church of Ghana would not have happened (see Agyeman 1988): 90-1).

Although reminding you of this is like flogging a dead horse, the fact still remains that we have not yet fully resolved the problem of the contemporary relevance of this complex whole, which provides the common denominator for 

(a) African spirituality as it manifested itself in the past and continues to do so in traditional societies, —that is, societies in which linkages established on the basis of language, ethnicity, kinship and other systems of affiliation form the basis of social and cultural life, and 

(b) African Christian Spirituality as it re-orients itself to the prospects and challenges of traditional culture in its contemporary milieu where linkages beyond ethnicity form the basis of social and cultural life —linkages established by membership of non-traditional religions (Islam and Christianity), educational, political, and economic institutions, Trade Unions, professional associations, new forms of voluntary associations, and so on. 

As members of these social formations retain their ethnicity, language and membership of lineages, bridging the cultural gaps between members of contemporary social formations and their kinsmen in traditional society through closer integration of traditional culture and the culture of African Christianity seemed not only desirable for the social cohesion of kinship groups and other social groups but politically imperative, since the restoration of traditional culture was a political priority duration the fight for political independence.

Consciousness of Cultural Identity 

  And African Christian Spirituality

It is this need for broadening the socio-cultural base of African Christianity that prompted Dr K. A. Busia, then Professor of Sociology at the University of Ghana, to pose the following question in the 1950s to the Christian Council of Ghana to which some of us tried to find answers: “Must the African give up his culture before he can become Christian?” Must he, for example, abandon his celebrations and rituals of the life cycle —birth, puberty and death etc— or could he re-create them in light of the insights that his Christian faith can give him?  Must he abandon his innate spirituality shaped to some extent by the indigenous inclusive view of a spiritual world or try to nurture and develop it within the new frame of reference introduced by Missionaries? 

 These and similar questions that were raised as we listened to him still seem relevant, although some of them are no longer as critical as they were in the1950s, for in recent years African Christian Theology has been continually coming to terms with the fundamental issues raised by tradition, culture and religion in African societies (see e.g. Martey 1993.)

 Such is the impact this has made that the older churches no longer restrict themselves to the norms of western theological praxis but allow for overt response to spirituality in music and movement, something that some clergy no longer stand and watch in stoic silence while it lasts. 

I did not anticipate such “radical” change in the orthodox Christian mode of worship when I wrote my paper on “The contribution of African culture to Christian worship” for the International Missionary Council, when it held a meeting in Lagos in 1956 on The Church in Changing Africa. Although I was an enthusiastic advocate of the creative use of African expressive forms in Christian worship, I did not think that such forms should go beyond certain limits defined by the existing liturgy of my Church. While movement response to music is quite natural to the African, I thought that the solemnity of Christian worship as I knew it from my seminary days at Akropong may rule out exuberant modes of movement expression, so I raised some doubt about the pragmatic value of its full expression in that context. Dancing was all right for picnics and other Christian social occasions, for expressing oneself in movement and dance is a general African “cultural” trait. As Ibn Butlan, an Arab writer who visited the Sahelian region in the 13th century humorously put it,

 Dancing and beating time are engrained in their nature. They say were the Negro to fall from heaven, he would beat time in falling (Helen Hause 1948).

It seemed to me nevertheless that the dance proper would be somewhat too extrovert for liturgical moments. Even though my premise based on theological praxis (as I understood it) was flimsy, I left it at that. I took cold comfort in the fact that the pews in which we sat for worship would, in any case, not make full-scale dancing in traditional terms conducive. But I was wrong in not envisaging that there would be a way out and that when the time was ripe, people would break lose and find open space in the sanctuary to express themselves in their habitual African manner, and that the clergy might follow suit. 

The case I have just described shows how easy it was then to fall into the trap of looking at expressions of traditional African Spirituality and culture as something foreboding as indeed some members of the educated elite and ”church officials” still do and not as something that could be “transformed” in Christian contexts in the light of new knowledge, insights and challenges of the Christian faith even though this appears to have happened on the other side of the Atlantic in some African-American sanctified churches where worship reaches high levels of intensity not only because of the spirited sermons of pastors but also because of the dynamic character of the music, handclapping and stomping of the choirs and members of the congregation. 

My first encounter with this was in the spring of 1959 when I was a Visiting Scholar at Northwestern University. Melville Herskovits, the renowned Cultural Anthropologist and author of the seminal work on The Myth of the Negro Past (1941) who was interested in African retentions in African American culture took me to the Storefront Churches in Chicago to see what he thought was a retention of African Spirituality in the conduct of worship in those churches. 

He had witnessed “spirit” possession at Asokore (Asante) where he did fieldwork in the 1920s and so he was convinced that what he saw in those churches in Chicago was an African retention because the intensity factor in music and worship was so high that some individuals among those whose spirituality was heightened fell into altered state of consciousness. There certainly was enough similarity in what I myself saw of the behaviour of individuals in those Churches in Chicago and what I knew of this phenomenon in Asante and elsewhere to support his hunch. The important difference was that in Asokore the source of intense spirituality was local divinities whereas the source in the storefront Churches was imputed to the Holy Spirit —a line of thought and action adopted by African charismatic churches, prayer groups, healing camps etc who are in no doubt about the spiritual source of their behavioural responses in spite of analogous behaviours in African traditional religion. 

There were however some features that separated Christian Spirituality in Chicago from the spirituality of African Traditional Religious cultures (ATR), which suggests that what we witnessed was not merely retention but a reinterpretation of analogous experience in the new context of Christian Spirituality. For example, while members of the Christian congregation were highly animated, only a few individuals fell into a trance, and this did not happen to the same individuals on every occasion of worship. It was incidental, personal and voluntary. In the case of Asokore, spirituality leading to altered state of consciousness regularly occurred among only those designated as mediums of particular divinities and who had undergone the necessary training for acting out this role when their spirituality reached a high level of intensity

Minimising Contextual Ambiguities

 in  the Selection Process

To avoid such contextual ambiguities, the selection and use of traditional modes of expression in Christian worship must not be done arbitrarily. It must be guided by a critical understanding of the meaning and significance of particular aspects of culture, as Bishop Sarpong’s critical analysis of libation (1968) clearly demonstrates, for the task at hand involves building bridges between Spirituality, Creative Expressions and the Shaping of Culture, always bearing in mind the critical tenets and praxis of our Christian faith.

Such considerations become very critical in contexts in which African Christian Spirituality is invariably at its peak – the context of worship. Happily the Christian Church is now fully conscious of this. As the Very Reverend Anthony Beeko, Former Moderator of the Presbyterian Church observed not so long ago, this consciousness of the need to integrate Christianity and African culture had already become a driving force for innovative praxis in worship during his term of office. He notes that

With the passage of time different forms of communication and their potential in worship are being appreciated. These are body language, symbol, movement, music, dance and the visual arts.” (Beeko 2009:237)

Nevertheless he had a few reservations about “the present state of the conduct of worship” in his own Church and called for its review.  The first set of issues concerned practices and behaviour at church  (italicised in my quotes below), which he wanted to see redressed, because I believe he saw them as “impediments” that marred the tenor or spirituality of worship. He cites for example, 

--Listening to the sermon after long announcements and dancing” which may in some cases “reduce the level of concentration,” 

--The practice that has crept into worship by which “prayers of adoration, confession and petition are preceded by calls for every person to voice out their prayers,” resulting in a cacophony of voices (which by the way some new churches encourage),

--“With some people shouting and making it impossible for others to concentrate and remember that they are in the presence of God,” 

--While those who feel disturbed by this sit or stand and become mere spectators. 

When he turns from aberrant or “disorderly” behaviour to “aids to worship” and spirituality, the few questions he asks are about how worship could be enhanced by African cultural resources: 

--Should drumming precede our worship? 

--What use can we make of African artefacts and symbols in our churches? 

--Can some people use drums to praise God outside the Church before the service starts? (236)

He does not elaborate on these because they were incidental remarks in a sermon. It is evident from his questions that his main concern was the need for pursuing the on-going process of integrating aspects of our indigenous culture in worship in a manner that can enhance African Christian Spirituality and worship while curbing excesses in behaviour. He saw this integration both as a selective process and a creative challenge, for using drums to praise God means that some people in the church must have mastered the verbal art and techniques of the drum language (see e.g. Neeley 1999) in much the same way as singers who have cultural knowledge of the song traditions of their culture are able to create new Christian hymns and songs in the style of those cultures. (See e.g. King 2008).

It is easy of course to pick and choose items of traditional culture that can be incorporated into worship or Christian events in the above manner. Although this random approach should not be discouraged because it allows for spontaneous identification of problems and possible solutions to be made by sensitive individuals, I believe, that the time has come for a more systematic approach to the integration of Christian Spirituality and culture. To this end we need to have better knowledge and understanding of spirituality and related expressions in African religious cultures. 

The Challenge of Social Change

Although it is natural for us to think of our culture in terms of the heritage of the past that survives in the present, we cannot ignore the innovations generated by culture contact, which become part of our way of life. The emergence of new social formations beyond ethnicity who continually integrate these into their social and cultural life and contemporary institutions makes the ongoing process of integrating African Christian Spirituality and Culture a complex one, for the membership of Christian churches belong simultaneously to members of ethnic and kinship groups who cultivate and sustain our traditional cultures as well as members of contemporary social formations who create and develop contemporary expressions of culture. Included in these are individuals who are building bridges between tradition and modernity or facilitating the public role of churches in non-traditional areas of national development. 

Increasingly Christians and non-Christians are participating actively in the public aspects of traditional festivals and community events while slight modifications or options are allowed where there are conflicts of interest. For example, in his work on Girls Nobility Rites in Ashanti, Archbishop Sarpong(1977:95) reports that according to Brokensha, the Anglican Church has laid down that 

The native customary rites, preparing mashed yam with palm oil soup for the girl are not prohibited if devoid of libation, drinking and sacrifices to the gods.

He continues:

Presumably therefore, those parts objected to are left out of the rites performed for an Anglican girl. The Roman Catholic Church has no such directive of which I am aware. Catholics, therefore, rely on their own judgement in deciding which parts of the rites are contrary to their persuasion 

In broad terms, therefore, the task confronting African Christian Spirituality is not just the process of “stripping Christianity of its foreignness” (Asare Opoku 1986) —a procedure that can be applied to other aspects of contemporary way of life— but also the pragmatic implications of sustaining the integral relationship between African Christian Spirituality and African culture which is rooted in its own past but responsive to change and modernity.

From this perspective the process of indigenisation has to be doubled edged: (a) replacing foreign cultural resources and processes with their indigenous equivalents or at any rate giving the latter equal scope, and (b) modifying or adapting foreign resources to suit indigenous requirements.

These processes are evident in popular music and other forms of secular and religious expressions cultivated in contemporary contexts which have found their way into the Church alongside western hymns and anthems, no doubt because of the “contemporary” nature of the idiom of the music, which is usually partly in the traditional style with percussion and hymn-like accompaniment, or in a syncretic style, often based on African American models. 

In the Mainline Churches which now incorporate Praise and Worship in their service, many young church music composers now specialise not only in popular music with Christian lyrics but also in choral songs and anthems based on the lilt of the Highlife or the lilt of music from the other side of the Atlantic, while old hymns in duple or quadruple time are jazzed up with drums during worship so that they can be sung with appropriate motor feeling or body movements. 

Because night clubs and places of entertainment established this sort of music long before it crept into Church worship, what is now at stake is not the musical idiom per se but the confusion that arises when the distinction between entertainment and worship is blurred in Church service in the style of performance and the behavioural response to this music. Indeed some members of congregations who let themselves go when the music moves them rationalise or justify this as their Christian “alternative” to what is offered in places of entertainment, which they consider morally improper for a Christian to visit. I have overheard comments by older people in my church (including some women in the Singing Band) who dance heartily during the praise and worship breaks and who excuse themselves for any excesses they may show on the grounds that “they don’t go to night clubs and such places.”

While the older generation rationalise the matter in this manner, it appears that for the younger generation the problem is not that nightclubs and other places of entertainment are not “decent” places for a Christian to go to. According to Gifford (1998:90), the new churches are attractive for other reasons: 

Most of these churches begin with a long session of praise and worship, much of which is participatory and which is exhilarating in a manner that the Mainline churches cannot match….But it is not that Charismatic churches are more lively. In these socio-economic circumstances, these churches are creating a new expression of culture. Most young people have no money to go to nightclubs or concerts for their entertainment. Accordingly the churches provide a new forum for a parallel music scene.” 

Other innovative practices such as presentations of dramatic sketches and choreographed dances similarly find their way into Christian worship even though these could be more adequately presented outside worship service —as special church events or presentations in theatres and similar contexts in community life. 

What seems to be new trends of dynamism in Christian worship exist in various forms in African traditional cultures where public worship is conceptualised as an activity or “service” consisting of different schedules of small or large scale “ritual” assemblies with a defined purpose or intentions, sets of participants with clear roles and responsibilities who engage in particular routines that are sustained in defined ways, including particular use of sound and silence, expressions in language and movement, performances of music and dance, or particular visual and dramatic displays which may take place in seclusion or in the open in the presence of spectators. 

 It may be instructive, therefore, at this juncture to look at how the nexus between Spirituality and Culture conceptualised in the foregoing manner was managed and continue to be sustained in traditional societies, first for the comparative insights this might give us in terms of their relevance to the expressive aspects of African Christian Spirituality and second, to enable creative Christian thinkers among us to determine where continuity and change in such traditional forms and usages bequeathed to us as our “God-given heritage of culture”
 must be sidelined, modified or dispensed with in the context of African Christian Spirituality because of (a) their incompatible intentions and symbolic connotations or (b) where innovation may be the option for avoiding contextual ambiguities and misrepresentations of the essence of Christian Spirituality. 


III

SPIRITUALITY IN TRADITIONAL

 RELIGIOUS CULTURES

The literature on African religious cultures shows that in general, African spirituality manifests itself in its dynamic form primarily in contexts of organised worship and secondarily as symbolic expressions such as libation may be adequate in well-defined situations required by custom. Distinctions are made in form and content between private and public ritual events or worship, simple symbolic expressions of spirituality and ornate forms, contemplative and mimetic or dramatic presentations etc. Particular musical instruments such as special drums are earmarked for particular ritual occasions and may not be used in the public domain. So may special artefacts, costume, make up, props etc

Variations corresponding to changing situations or schedules of worship or ritual action may be reflected in the drumming, singing and dancing. One or two drums or bells may be used instead of the full ensemble, while only the texts of the drum language may be played in particular situations. This applies to the use of movement and dance

Similarly the correlation of spirituality with modes of expression may be formalized or institutionalised in such a way that the experience can be recalled or induced by the expressive forms with which they are correlated. Such expressions may in turn serve as avenues for contextual references or for communicating meanings and sentiments associated with the particular source of spirituality. 

These distinctions may also spring from the manner in which sources of spirituality are conceptualised, the relationship of the focus of worship with the communities of worshippers, the nature of ritual assemblies and events that are organised, modes of integration of the religious experience and expression in language and the creative arts, and the ritual processes, including modes of interaction with the unseen. 

The Referential Focus Of Spirituality

In Traditional Society

A major area of difference between African Traditional Religious cultures (ATR) and African Christianity is ATR’s strong ties to a cosmology, which embraces a hierarchically structured spiritual world that is referenced in verbal arts and culture, for in traditional societies nature is viewed at once as something to be revered and as something to be drawn upon for the benefit of humankind. 

It is natural, therefore, to assume that the traditional approach to spirituality in ATR would be at once pragmatic and diffused and would emanate from awareness or presumed encounters with unseen realities such as those alluded to in oral tradition, particularly in myths, legends, maxims or proverbs and songs. For example, during the celebration and enactment of the Bagre Myth of the LoDagaa of Northern Ghana, (Goody 1972), the novitiates of Bagre undergo elaborate rituals and discipline in preparation for the recital of lines of the poetry which allude to particular features of their cosmology and which run into about 15,000 lines. The novitiates numbering 20 or more pair off and take turns at reciting portions of the lines of poetry daily in the evenings in a special room designed for the event. Each person makes one entry at a time and covers a limited portion of the repertoire in the presence of a companion who cues the reciter when he falters. So the recital is cumulative and ends when the corpus has been exhausted by all the novitiates that take turns at reciting portions of it. 

Included in this recital at the “Whitening Ceremony” is an interesting set of lines reproduced below, which dilate on the immanence of God who is experienced but not seen. 

“We want to know God’s dwelling place.”

Then the companion rose to his feet and said

He believed that God is here on earth, where we walk.

And one man then exclaimed, “Oh, no.” 

He went on to say he believed 

That God is there in the sky where we look.

And he said “No, no.”

He said he believed that God is there  

In front where he points.

And the other said, “God is not there.”

And he said, “I believe that God is there 

Behind me where I turn.”

And the other said, “God is not there.”

And then he said, ”God, I believe, is there 

On my right side.”

And the other said, “He is not there.”

And he said, “God, I believe, is on my left side.

And the other said, “He is not there.”

He asked him, “Where then can God be?

He who troubles us and the children and the women?”

And the companion said, “Well, about God,

We hear his name without knowing him.

Yet today you ask me about God’s dwelling place.”

And he replied, “Well, I must ask because yesterday

I heard you call and shout out and say,

God, I hear you when you call.”

And you said, ”God he hears and will descend.”

That is the reason why I want to discover 

The place from which He comes.

However, it is all right. We can go on with 

Whatever remains to be done.” (Goody 1972: 

In this myth, Spirituality is portrayed as an encounter or a distinctive religious and cultural experience of the unseen— in the above case God, the invisible Supreme Being that one encounters but whose particular abode is unknown because He seems to be everywhere. Human beings know from their encounters that he is God and not one of the many lesser divinities. They hear and recognize His voice and so awareness of Him leads to philosophical speculation in a myth that is recited on the special ritual occasion mentioned above.

Spirituality and Cultural specificities
As African societies differ in the way they translate shared beliefs into rituals and the forms of music and dance they cultivate, for convenience of reference and illustration, I shall confine myself to the belief system and creative expressions of two societies in Ghana: the Akan, the largest linguistic group in Ghana, and the Ga, the autochthonous inhabitants of Accra and its environs whose religiosity is always in evidence because of the frequency of their public rituals and festivals, and the visibility of their priests and priestesses who go to public places in their white attire.

The religious music and related modes of expression of these societies, which overlap in certain particulars, go by different names such as akøm in Akan or kple, me, akøn, and otu among the Ga. The last two in the Ga list are Akan-derived. Each category of religious music has its own style and repertoire of drumming, singing and dancing. The drumming is provided by an ensemble of three, four or more drums tuned to different “pitches,” including one drum that can also play in the speech mode to communicate verbal messages, proverbs, eulogies and so on. One or two clapperless bells, which play the basic timeline of the music, are also included, and in the case of the Akan version of akøm, also rattles.

Bells with clappers are not included in the ensemble but played independently to heighten emotion or signal the approach of a sacred person, such as a priest or medium of a divinity.

The principles that guide religious drum music are the same as one finds in other contexts except that its polyrhythmic structure is often more complex because of the high energy level and peaks of intensity built into its structure in order to generate corresponding responses in the priest/medium and lead him/her at a certain critical moment into altered state of consciousness.

Another important characteristic of traditional religious drum music is that its repertoire may consist of a set number of drum pieces corresponding to different dance styles, each of which may be accompanied by a set of songs that fit the lilt of the drum, for in the contexts of worship, religious music and dance are presented as theatre, that is, as something that is at once a religious and aesthetic event guided by the artistic concepts and values of the society to which the community of worshipers, mediums and music makers belong. Similar events take place in community life but without the elements and features derived from the belief system or the patterns of behaviour stimulated by imaginative but creative response to the unseen.

Centrality of the Supreme God

The indigenous religious cultures of both the Akan and Ga and indeed many African societies recognise the existence of the Supreme God, Creator of the universe. He is mentioned not only in a special category of verbal art as we find among the LoDgaa but also in everyday statements, proverbs, songs and the texts of speech surrogates. Thus in the poetry of the atumpan talking drums of the Akan called the Awakening (Anyaneanyane), which addresses the spiritual world, listeners are reminded that the universe owes its existence to the Supreme God.

The path has crossed the river

The river has crossed the path,

Which is the elder?

We made the path and found the river.

The river is from long ago,


From the Creator of the Universe. 

In another poem the drummer reminds listeners that while human beings wander around the surface of the earth looking for better habitat, the Supreme Being who is from time immemorial is constant and dependable.

The Heavens are wide, very very wide.

The Earth is wide, very very wide.

We have lifted it and taken it away.

We have lifted it and brought it back.

The Dependable God who is from time immemorial,

Bids us all abide by His injunctions.

Then shall we get what ever we want,

Be it white or red.

From time immemorial

The Dependable God, the Gracious One, 

Creator of the firmament,

Good morning to you, God,

Good morning to you, Great One.

The cock crows in the morning,

The cock rises to crow at the crack of dawn.

I am learning, let me succeed.

I am learning, let me succeed.

Similarly a Ga kple liturgy exalts the Supreme Being in a song as follows


 Human being, lord of earth’s life giving force

Looks up to God on High.

Earth sustains us,

But God is supreme.

When the fowl drinks water,

It shows it to God on High.

God is supreme.

 
 [Translation by E. A. Ammah]

In spite of this awareness of a Supreme Being, there are no organized occasions of worship devoted solely to Him even though as the Akan proverb puts it, He is indispensable. “No one can tie a knot without Him.” Hence formal prayers addressed to lesser beings or divinities begin with an invocation to Him. For the same reason some performing groups begin their performance with a song addressed to Him even when they are performing in non-ritual contexts. He is always accessible even though we do not see Him. As another proverb puts it, ”If you want to say something to the Supreme Being, say it to the wind.”
The Primary Focus of 

Traditional Worship

Although the uniqueness of the Supreme Being as Creator of the universe is widely recognized in African thought, it is the spiritual entities and forces among His creations who are believed to interact with human beings that form the primary focus of rituals and worship.  As Busia (1954:191) points out in connection with the worldview of the Asante of Ghana, “a god is but the mouth-piece of the Supreme Being, a servant acting as intermediary between the Creator and creature.” It is these that help human beings not only to cope with the vicissitudes of life and but also to make sense of the universe. Although they can be capricious, as a Ga kple song puts it, they can be helpful:


The gods we worship we fear them,

But they guard us.
 [Translation by E. A. Ammah]

Accordingly they are beings that may be reached through prayers and rituals as well as music and dance to which they are accustomed. Thus while the Supreme Being is addressed or acknowledged in creative expressions, His exalted position and the fact that he cannot be localised makes it impossible to approach Him in the traditional manner of worship or service which involves interaction and play or the intervention of Spirit mediumship.

Because the gods are able to relate to individuals on a one-to-one basis, they are conceptualized in human terms and grouped where applicable in terms of the structures and institutions of human society. Thus in Ga society both male gods and female gods are recognized. Hence the gods intermarry and polygamy is as customary among them as it is with human beings. For example, Gbøbu of Nungua is married to the goddess Ashiele and Abløkøsø, while Owufo Ablemate is married to Nyankuede and Afieye. Like their human counterparts goddesses who are co-wives are jealous of each other and express this in the songs attributed to them. Other gods are offsprings of these marriages. For example, Late Nmai is the child of Gbøbu and Abløkøsø, while Blika is the child of Owufu Ablemate and Nyankuede. 

Individual gods are ranked and assigned different functions where collective worship is customary. There are senior and junior gods as well as gods that hold particular offices such as acting as gatekeeper, messenger, horn-blower and so on. As each god or goddess is represented by his/her own priest, the ranking of the gods often extends to their human representatives or ritual experts. One would find a senor priest as well as someone next to him in rank. It must be noted that priests belong to the households that assume responsibility for the rituals of particular gods.

Since the gods do not confine themselves to their own world, they usually interact with their worshippers through human mediums of their own choice. This choice is made manifest through “possession”. If a person chosen by a god in this manner accepts the calling, he or she undergoes the required training, including perfecting his or her knowledge and mastery of the songs and dances of the particular god and the behavioural characteristics by which he or she makes him/herself manifest. Among the Akan the priest serves as both the ritual expert and the medium of the particular god he serves, while the Ga often separate the two functions, for unlike priests who are selected from relevant households, mediums can come from any house. If a person feels strongly after going through possession that this is not what he or she wants to be, h/she can refuse this calling by undergoing rites of desacralisation.

Ancestral Spirits and Ritual Events

As in many African societies, the belief systems of the Akan and Ga include ancestors in the lower rung of the spiritual hierarchy. Human beings become part of this structure after death because they are made up of a composite of body, soul and spirit. The latter survives death. Because of this spiritual essence, religion is of necessity part of the way in which human beings fulfil their lives on earth. Therefore, personal ritual is not ruled out.

When I was a little child, a ritual that made a lasting impression on me was a weekly ritual performed by my stepfather in order to keep his personality or body, soul and spirit together. As he was born on Sunday, this was the day on which he had to cleanse his soul from possible contaminations it may have had during the week. He would put on a white cloth, sit on a chair besides which a dish of mashed white yam, a bowl of hard boiled eggs and a leaf for asperges had been placed. After sitting down for a while, he would touch his lips with the leaf, then bite a morsel of the white mashed yam, and then touch his lips with a whole boiled egg. He would sit for a while, and then leave. This would be the signal for us little children standing by to take over, for it was our privilege to eat everything he left.

There are many personal and group rituals like this one that take place quietly without music and without any formal prayer to the unseen. There are other occasions on which such rituals are performed in the context of music set aside for them or some other music whose value may lie in the expressions and sentiments communicated through it and not because of its ritual value.

Because the spirit is believed to survive death, belief in ancestors who live in the unseen world seems quite logical. Just as a living person can perform a ritual for his spirit, so can the living interact with the dead through rituals that affirm the continuing role of the dead in human affairs.  As spirits that have survived death, they share some of the attributes of the unseen, such as their mobility and their capacity to do things beyond the ken and capability of the living. They are revered as kinsmen through dirges, songs and drum poetry as well as through special rituals and the prayers addressed to them, as well as displays of their art and artefacts and traditions instituted by them that are passed on from generation to generation. Belief in the ancestors strengthen the political organization, group solidarity and kinship affiliation and may be translated into ceremonies, celebrations and festivals sustained by pageantry and a lot of drumming, singing and dancing that may go on for hours on end. Their deeds may be recounted in funeral dirges, historical songs and the drum language. Music and dance cultivated by generations gone by who have joined the ancestors are passed on from generation to generation as part of the cultural heritage. 

Artistic Response to the Unseen

It will be evident from the foregoing that belief in a world of spiritual beings that interact with human beings presents a special challenge to human imagination, sensibility and creativity,

The challenge to human imagination results in the concretisation of Spirituality into referable entities for purposes of religious interaction and communication and the strengthening of the social structure of the community of worshipers.

 The challenge to sensibility and creativity, which is of particular interest to us in this paper, involves finding ways of

· Translating beliefs into religious experience,

· Selecting appropriate framework in which this experience may be manifested or shared,

· Selecting modes of expression through which communication may be established with the unseen and/or with members of a ritual assembly,

· Exploring how the religious experience could be established as shared cultural and social experience, that is as recurring public events or tradition, and

· Defining the role that auditory, kinetic and visual elements such as those of music, dance, ritual and symbolic forms can play in these processes.

Responses to these challenges are reflected in various ways in the ATR traditions we have observed. 

In addition to such artistic processes, there are values and attitudes that sustain performance practices and continuity of the traditions. When any music and dance forms are set aside as something sacred to the gods or divinities, they assume ritual value. They are cultivated not only as something that provides the atmosphere and emotional conditioning required for sustaining a ritual occasion, but also as an important medium for reaching the unseen. In other words they are invocatory.

Many divinities, like their worshippers, can be deeply affected by music and dance (see Nketia l957). Indeed the most common situation in which some of the gods manifest themselves is the situation in which music set aside for them is performed. They descend to the people through their human mediums and participate in the music and dance. Acting through their mediums they are known to object to the singing of particular songs or to show displeasure when performance is lacking in animation or vigour.

It is of course not always convenient or necessary for divinities to be active participants in every gathering. A particular type of religious experience could be re-lived through the singing of religious songs, drumming or drumming and singing. Thus at Nungua Kpledzo, the full drumming, singing and dancing event is reserved for the climax of the festival. The evening of the first day of the festival is opened with about fifteen minutes of drum language after a prayer by the senior priest. This is followed by unaccompanied singing of kple songs. The evening is then closed with a prayer by the senor priest. 

The third day of the festival devoted to the summoning of Awi, the most senior of the entire hierarchy of gods, is the occasion for the performance of the kple repertoire of drumming and songs. But there is no dancing even though the mediums of the gods are present at this event. Similarly on the evening of the 6th day when a mass stamping dance of joy takes place all night, this event is preceded by the singing of kple songs in the sacred grove by the priests and elders of the town accompanied by bells, without drums or dancing.

Any music and dance form assigned ritual value is not treated lightly in its own environment. This became evident on a number of occasions when I was studying the religious music and dance of the Ga people of Ghana in the 1960’s.  Although I took the precaution of getting the consent of the Priests and Elders of the particular town where I was going to observe the festival of kpledzo so that I could record the music and take photographs of the dances, I encountered a few difficulties here and there, even though I got all the agreement and goodwill I needed. I was not allowed to go to the sacred grove where the priests met to sing songs of the Kple repertoire on Saturday night in preparation for the Obene Shimo mass-stamping dance that was to precede the climax of the festival to be held on Sunday, because I was not initiated. I had not undergone the sacred rituals of kromotsu, which allowed initiated laity to go to sacred places. However, I was allowed to stand at the edge of the grove where I could hear the bells that accompanied the songs, which by the intermittent silence and changes in rhythmic patterns, indicated that the Priests were going through the repertoire of kple songs. I was soon joined by members of the community who formed a large throng in readiness for the stamping dance, which began soon after the priests emerged from the grove.

In addition to ritual value, religious music and dance forms are regarded as something that has cultural value. During the festival I have mentioned, I sought the permission of the priests and elders to record the special drumming and singing session held at night from about 8.pm to midnight when they claimed the symbolic presence of Awi, a revered spiritual being, would be manifested. My research team and I were allowed inside the compound of the house where the priests and elders met for the event. After about an hour elapsed, some young men of the town began to throw stones into the inner courtyard of the house in protest. Their case was that the Elders were allowing their culture to be “taken away” by strangers. They were “diluting” their culture by allowing us to switch on our generator in a context where a solemn atmosphere was required. Our charge was that we were “interfering with their custom.”  Performances of their sacred music were not only musical events but also cultural events.

The Role of Oral Tradition

Indigenous religious music and dance derive their vitality not only from their inner structures and contexts of performance but also from historical and other factors that give them validity or authenticity. Some Ga people with whom I discussed kple religious music appeared to regard it as their most important musical type. I was frequently told by literate Ga speakers who collect Ga oral traditions: “It contains all our wisdom, our philosophy, our history, our knowledge of biology.” 

I had previously heard similar claims made for the klama of the Dangme who belong to the same ethnic group. I was, therefore, anxious to get into the mysteries of this extraordinary musical type, especially as the intellectual claims that were made for it conflicted with the observations of Field (1937:16) who wrote as follows:

Like all Ga religious songs, they are pleasant and full of life to hear but extremely disappointing when the words are written down, for they are mostly proverbs, memorable sayings of dead and gone people and references to obscure incidents in history. Only rarely can the singers themselves give any explanation of them.

On the verbal resources of the texts, she had this to say:

The songs are in Ga, some in Obutu, some in a mixture of the two. I have taken down songs containing Ga, Obutu, and Adangme, all in one sentence.

She makes note of a group that sang “a long polyglot song which began in archaic Ga and tailed off into a mixture of extinct dialects and obscure proverbs about forgotten gods.”

Having made all these interesting “discoveries”, she contended herself later to record simply that “they sang in gibberish.”

Analysis of the materials revealed that the corpus of religious music is a record of the extent to which Ga culture has been shaped by their historical experiences and culture contact, by the language, music, forms of worship and institutions of their neighbours. Although they sounded like gibberish to an outsider, they were meaningful to insiders not only because of their ritual and cultural value but also because of their authenticity. Their meanings became evident with a little exegesis.

Social and Aesthetic Factors

Included in the factors that sustain indigenous religious music and dance are social factors. The beliefs that sustain them are held not only by the particular community of worshippers but also by the society as a whole. Hence people may go to a performance arena as a social custom and not because they are devotees of a particular god.

They may also do so for the aesthetic experience rather than the religious experience. In other words, while those who come to the event may do so as believers whose faith may be strengthened by what goes on, others may do so as spectators attracted by the spectacle or theatrical aspects of the performance, or the visual display of art objects or expressions of verbal art.

As an Asante priest once told me when I began investigating into music and dance events in his area, there are always two sides to a public ritual occasion, celebration or festival. There are the elements directed to the gods who form the focus of rituals or a public occasion of worship and those associated with “the show” or spectacle of the occasion, including the drama enacted by the priest who has trained himself to sing and dance, perform feats, speak in a peculiar manner unintelligible to the uninitiated, impersonate the unseen or display his or her particular attributes, follow prescribed behaviour or improvise with skill and conviction. 

Holistic Approach to 

Expressions of Spirituality

It will be evident also from our review that in spite of the fragmented cosmology of our ancestors, there is a holistic approach to expressions of Spirituality that ensures that the arts, religion and culture reinforce one another as dimensions of Spirituality, both in critical situations where they are most needed and ordinary situations. 

Accordingly particular attention is paid to the creation and maintenance of expressive structures passed on from generation to generation, and traditions that facilitate continuity of the institutional arrangements, procedures applied in delimiting contexts of ritual action, organisation of events, and the resources and modes of expression in the creative arts employed in worship 

In addition to its strong traditional component, which ensures that the cultural dimensions of Spirituality are transmitted from generation to generation through certain channels, the expressive nexus of African Spirituality has 

(a) A cognitive dimension that performers and other participants in a musical event bring to it, and

b) A semiotic dimension which guides the selection and use of materials for the communication of referential and associative meanings. 

IV. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

In this paper we have looked at the factors that precipitated the quest for indigenisation of the Church in the post-missionary era and some of the random ways of achieving this that have been applied or suggested. There seems to be a general consensus on the need for building bridges between tradition and modernity while ensuring that the broad areas in which African cultural materials might readily enhance African Christian Spirituality are given attention, in particular those of the creative arts which have their own African characteristics. 

In this connection the traditional approach to religion both as a source of spirituality and a factor in the shaping of culture might be worthy of consideration in defining the cultural contexts of African Christian Spirituality, for as our accounts of traditional religious cultures show, what sustains them is not just their belief in localised divinities who interact with their devotees but the manner in which the religious system is translated into customary rites or observances and public events of varying scale of intensity in which various aspects of the religious and social experience of a community are enacted, using the expressive forms in language, music, dance, dramatic enactment and visual arts as medium of communication of religious and social sentiments. 

 Since the integral relation between spirituality and culture operates in such a way that the state of spirituality can be recalled or induced by the expressive forms with which it is correlated, it is important that in selecting cultural resources contextual ambiguities are avoided as far as possible. Traditional societies avoid this by ensuring for example that special artefacts, costumes, make up, props, special procedures and processes peculiar to shrines are not transferred to other situations except where they are intended to convey similar symbolic or other associative meanings.  Any music and dance form set aside as something sacred to the gods or divinities assume ritual value. It is cultivated not only as something that provides the atmosphere and emotional conditioning required for sustaining a ritual occasion, but also as an important medium for reaching the unseen. In other words it is invocatory. Hence creating different forms for Christian worship is advisable

 Since the concept of culture does not consist of only the “things” that a people do but also their “ways of doing things we identify as cultural products, it is the latter or creative  adaptations of the former that one resorts to when a new situations arises . Hence we must equip ourselves for the creative challenges that African Christianity and Culture brings in its train so that we can create new expressive forms in language, music, dance create appropriate movement responses and visual forms that fit into our chosen patterns of formal and informal worship by applying similar principles and procedures in traditional religious cultures that establish their role and function in particulars contexts as the dynamic factor in the nexus between spirituality and culture ,such as. 

Exploring innovative ways of translating, communicating or affirming the Christian experience, in worship and other contexts, 

Selecting appropriate framework in which this experience may be manifested or shared, 

Defining the role that auditory, kinetic and visual elements such as those of music, dance, ritual and symbolic forms can play in these processes, and 

Exploring how the Christian experience could be established as shared cultural and social experience, that is as recurring public events or tradition, 

. It seems to me that it is this dynamic factor that Christian churches in the post missionary era are seeking to restore in their own way through their choice of forms and thematic focus as they build their own nexus between African Christian Spirituality and African Cultures. It seems likely therefore, that African Christian Spirituality might in the process make a decisive contribution to the shaping of the culture of the social environment in which it operates or the trends of its development, especially where it explores ways of sharing the ensuing religious experiences as recurring public events through religious concerts, drama and theatre, dance or visual arts. Indeed the public role of the Church does not lie only in the areas of education and humanitarian services and but also in the Shaping Culture

In other words, the creative expressions of African Christian Spirituality need not be confined to occasions of public worship whose regular liturgy “may be crowded out by announcements, cacophony of praying voices and spirited dancing” etc. If its provenance is expanded and not constricted to contexts of formal worship, Christian churches can make significant contributions to culture in contemporary contexts as creative artists inspired by the spirituality of their Christian faith create “great” works of art or models of excellence in the various domains of art.

In this connection we should not forget the immense role that the arts developed in and for the Church in the western hemisphere by the great western composers, playwrights etc shaped the trends of fine arts traditions in western culture. If we move from the present stage of incorporating everything into the one hour or so of formal worship without catering for the aesthetic needs of our congregations and other members of our societies in special productions, we would miss the golden opportunity of playing this leadership role through the production of models of excellence like the Hallelujah Chorus of Handel’s Messiah which we seem to have adopted as our own. The1907 edition of Seminary Tunes complied and edited by Stern for TTBB and set for the most part to Twi Texts included excerpts from the works of Handel, Mozarat, Bach, Bhrams  Beethoven, Mendelshon etc 

In light of the foregoing, it seems to me that the time has come for planned, concerted intervention in the development and promotion of the integral relations between African Christian Spirituality and African culture. It is important that random interim solutions and innovations are followed up by systematic and practical measures that ensure their development, integration and dissemination. 

When Mission strategy for example addressed the issue of language and music, two vital avenues for the communication of the Gospel, the learning and memorising of Christian hymns in church and school became a prerequisite for worship and participation in events in Christian life, while the Theological Seminary and the Teacher Training College became the conservatory for Presbyterian Church Music. Teachers in training took compulsory lessons in music so that they might be effective teachers and catechists who could train and lead church choirs, singing bands and congregations in worship. 

Shifting the emphasis from western music to African music requires a corresponding broadening of the concept of church music, something that Amu tried to establish, and a re-orientation and in some cases training of Church musicians. Although the importance of setting up a Church Music Institute which would serve the same sort of purpose as the Presbyterian Training College at Akropong did and much more was proposed (see Beeko 2000:215) and approved by Synod of the Presbyterian Church, it has thus far not materialised.

 Perhaps what we need now are various select committees of specialists in Indigenous Church Music and Creative Arts who can look into various ways of managing the nexus between African Culture and African Christian spirituality which must necessarily be modelled to suit our African temperament and aesthetic sensibilities and not constrained by external criteria established by western praxis. 
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