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TRANSFORMATIONAL THEOLOGY: AN AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE 

A LITERATURE REVIEW ON CONTEXTUALIZING A THEOLOGY OF WORK AND 

DEVELOPMENT  

The following chapter is a portion of the D Min thesis of Cosmas Chukwunyelum 

Ilechukwu. Copied with permission. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 In this part of the study, an attempt is made to review some relevant literature with a view 

of providing a strong theoretical basis for the work. The literature review was done according to 

the following categories: an overview of African traditional beliefs and thought systems, an 

overview of African traditional worldview and its comparison with the western or scientific 

worldview, the implication of African belief system on socio-economic development in Africa, 

and the church as an agent of transformation.  

 

An Overview of African Traditional Belief and Thought Systems 

 Beliefs constitute a major force in the human universe. There seems to be a direct relation 

between thought and belief.  One’s inner world is mostly created and sustained by one’s belief 

system.  Whatever is firmly believed serves as the determinant basis for attitudes and actions.  

“Beliefs produce deeds. Your belief is not the creed recited last Sunday in church, not the 

moving passage in your open Bible, nor is it a line of your favorite affirmation hymn. But your 

real creed is the principle or belief on which you base all you do” (Wiseman, 1979, 120). In 

Wiseman’s view, beliefs are the precursor for deeds. People seem to act in any given situation, 

not in accordance with facts, but in accordance with their dominant beliefs. This assumption 
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implies that the way a people act and live, their interpretation of the dynamics of their 

environment, (spiritual and material), all stem from their core beliefs.  It therefore becomes 

important to assume that the way Africans are and the way they live must have a direct bearing 

on what they believe and how they believe it. 

 

Hierarchy of Beliefs 

 Kenneth Gangel referred to the study done by Professor Milton Rokeach on the inner 

motivation of people as it applies to their purchasing habits. Three overarching assumptions 

provided the basis for Dr Rokeach’s study namely, 

1. That all persons have belief systems and that each belief system contains tens of 

thousands of beliefs, hierarchically ranked based on the proximity of a given belief to the 
core of the system. 

2. That the more important a belief, the stronger its resistance to change; the more trivial 

beliefs tend to be more amenable, they are easier to change. 
3. That the more important a belief, which is changed, the more widespread the 

repercussions in the rest of the belief system because many of the beliefs hooked up with 
it will change too. (Gangel 1974, 86) 

 

Gangel reports that Dr Rokeach at the end of his study concluded that there are five belief 

systems, namely, primitive beliefs, beliefs of deep personal experience, authority beliefs, 

peripheral beliefs, and inconsequential beliefs (Gangel 1974, 87-91). What follow now are brief 

explanations of the belief systems as identified in the Rokeach’s study. 

 

Primitive Beliefs  

 Primitive beliefs are the most fundamental tenets of a people, which govern their 

perception of reality.  They constitute those beliefs where the community has achieved a clear 

consensus, and the majority of people subscribe to them. Primitive beliefs are the major 
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determinant of societal ethos and constitute the bedrock of its religion. Because of their general 

acceptance, and religious connotation, they usually tend to resist change. 

 Among the Igbo ethnic nationality of Nigeria, some of the primitive beliefs would 

include the belief in the preponderance of spirits in the affairs of the living. Nduka Otonti 

provides a clear description of some aspects of the primitive belief of the Igbo of Nigeria. 

In the cosmologies of the various African societies, it is widely believed that there is 
mutual involvement of nature and spirit. Thus, a spirit or spirits may inhabit a tree, a 

river, or the sky and natural phenomena such as lightening may be associated in one way 
or another with a god (for instance, Songo among the Yoruba, and Amadioha among the 

Igbo, both of Nigeria). It is also generally believed that gods and spirits, especially 
ancestral spirits, as well as other supernatural forces directly influence everyday 
occurrences and therefore the lives of people. Such cosmological beliefs as the foregoing 

provide the background for an understanding not only of the traditional African Religions 
and magical practices, including witchcraft and sorcery, but also of traditional African 

system of thought (Otonti 2006, 28-29). 
 

Beliefs of Deep Personal Experience 

 A second category involves those beliefs that result from personal experiences. The 

person who had such experiences believes with absolute certainty that those experiences are 

authentic even though they may not make sense to others. For the reason that they are very 

subjective in nature, beliefs of deep personal experience are also resistant to change. 

“Experiential beliefs can be positive or negative. When they are negative, they create phobia or 

inferiority complex in those that hold them, while positive ones produces healthy self-concept, 

which enable those who hold them to see themselves in positive terms as intelligent, rational, and 

competent people”(Gangel 1974, 88). 

 One of the experiential beliefs held among black Africans is the “experiential belief” of 

the superiority of the white and the inferiority of the black. The origin of this belief stems from 

the humiliation of colonization and the inhuman slavery with their concomitant effects.   The 
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white colonialists came with guns that were far superior to the weapons of native Africans.  

Thus, in spite of their spirited effort to resist the invading colonial masters, they were 

overpowered with superior gun power, and that defeat created an inferiority complex that still 

prevails today in Africa. An average African believes at the subliminal level that the whites are a 

superior species of being. Consequently, whatever originates from west must be superior to what 

is homegrown. The effect of this belief is that Africans have developed an insatiable appetite for 

the western products and never really worked hard on developing our local industries. Unless 

this belief is changed, Africa’s dream for socio-economic transformation will never be realized. 

Some products designed and produced in Africa are usually given foreign labels and sold as they 

were imported because people would generally prefer foreign good to locally made ones. 

 

Authority Beliefs 

 A third category of beliefs are based on authoritative pronouncements of experts. They 

are strong to the extent that the originating authority is trustworthy.  Authority beliefs can change 

easily when the integrity or authenticity of the authority base is eroded. The aspect of this belief 

that affects Africa is the authority of the elders who are regarded as the custodian of wisdom. To 

question the authority of elders in a local African society is considered an effrontery, which 

usually attracts some form of sanctions.  It is commonly believed among Africans that the voice 

of elders is the voice of wisdom. The reason elders are very powerful in Africa is because they 

are considered next in rank to the ancestors.  

 

Peripheral Beliefs 
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 Peripheral beliefs are related to authority belief, the difference being that the belief is not 

centered on the person of the authority, but on what the authority says. Rokeach commented: 

“Many people adhere to a particular religious or political belief system because they identify 

with a particular authority. Such peripheral beliefs can be changed provided the suggestion for 

change emanates from one’s authority, or provided there is a change in one’s authority” (Gangel 

1974, 90). 

 This belief system is demonstrated in several African societies in the belief in the power 

of curses and sanctions. Many people are wasting away, completely convinced that they cannot 

be any good in life because they have been cursed by an authority figure over them.  These 

authority figures can be parents, teachers, uncles, an elder, a witch doctor, and several others.

 This type of peripheral belief is commonplace in Africa, and churches have invented 

some prayers and rituals that are believed to have the power to destroy the effect of such curses.  

That this would mean so much to a Christian is baffling given that the scripture clearly 

declared that every curse is eliminated the moment one is united with Christ.  Writing to the 

Galatians, Paul said, “Christ has redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse 

for us (for it is written, "Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree)” (Galatians 3:13, NKJV).  

Christ redeemed every believer from the curse that came upon humanity by breaking the law, 

and from all other kinds of curses. Christians have adequate protection in Christ; they should not 

be alarmed when people take to touting curses on them. Believers in Christ are not only saved 

but also safe. 

 

Inconsequential Beliefs 
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 At the very bottom of Rokeach’s hierarchy of belief systems is the inconsequential belief. 

A change in this system of belief does not usually have a major consequence in the overall belief 

system. It is clear from the above analysis that the belief system of a people influences their 

theology and their general responses to life challenges. 

   

 In one of his lectures during the Overture One class, January 2005, Dr. Jon Sharpe 

emphasized that context influences theology. One of the principal contexts in which theology is 

done is the prevailing belief system and /or culture. The underlying belief of a people invariably 

colors their perception of God and thus influences their theology. Dr Sharpe outlined the three 

basic beliefs that influence theology as follows: 

1. Creedal beliefs –what we say we believe to be safe in orthodoxy. 

2. Stated beliefs- what we consciously ascribe to. 

3. Shadow beliefs- what we fear at the core of our being. (Sharpe 2005) 

 I believe that popular theology in Africa seems to be driven more by shadow beliefs –

what Africans fear at the core of their being. Core beliefs are the fountainhead of human actions. 

People generally tend to act out what they believe in the core of their beings more than what they 

are taught to believe.  People may believe that God will take care of them, yet they do all they 

need to do in case He fails to show up when He is needed. Hence, while they mentally believe in 

God and accept the redemptive work of Christ, they still feel the need for other sources of help to 

meet existential emergencies. The challenge confronting the church in Africa is to create a 

theology that will correct this faulty belief system. Before discussing what kind of corrective 

theology is needed,  a look at the African belief system in general is informative.   
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Traditional African Belief System 

 It was previously noted that belief in spirit beings and their overbearing influence on 

living mortals is common and sacred in Africa. The African cosmology is inundated with 

references to the pervasive nature of these spirit beings. There exists no boundary between the 

spirit world and the real world of Africans. Kato outlined what constitutes the spirit world as 

understood by traditional Africans as follows: 

1. The whole world swarms with spirit beings. 
2. These spirits embody trees, animals, and inhabit such places as rivers, 

mountains, and burial grounds. 
3. The spirits are categorized either as good or bad. 
4. Spirits of the dead have the power of reincarnation. 

5. Spirits can be driven out of people or places. 
6. Spirits continue to live after the body has died and are subject to rewards or 

punishments. 
7. Evil spirits are associated with Satan. 
8. Spirits can possess people. (Turaki 1999, 81) 

 
 Knowing how to manipulate and influence the spirit world is one of the hallmarks of the 

powerful in Africa. Professor Turaki comments, “Belief in the mystical powers…, the spirit 

behind them and the human quest to control and influence them had produced a variety of 

specialists such as medicine men, rainmakers, mediums, diviners, sorcerers, magicians and 

witches. Superstitions, totems, taboos and ritual grew out of such beliefs” (Turaki, 1999, 81). 

The belief system that makes room for excessive interventions of the spirit in human affairs must 

have contributed to the overarching attitude of Africans towards the obvious indifference or fear 

of taking charge over their environment. There is always the unspoken fear of offending the 

spirits and its attending consequences. What is most appalling is the persistence of this belief 

even after one has converted to the Christian faith. 

 According to Turaki, there are four foundational religious beliefs among traditional 

Africans. These include the belief in impersonal (mystical) powers, the belief in spirit beings, the 
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belief in divinities/gods, and the belief in the Supreme Being (Turaki, (1999, 78). These beliefs 

are rife in Africa and color the religious sensibilities and experiences of the people.  The 

discussion that follows highlights what each entails. 

 

Belief in Impersonal (Mystical) Powers 

 To the African mind, the universe is suffused with impersonal powers that influence 

negatively or positively the fortunes of people on earth. These impersonal powers are ubiquitous 

in nature and cannot be escaped by anybody. They are believed to determine occurrences in 

people’s lives, the yield of crops, and the ultimate outcome of life events.  The origin of these 

powers is generally unknown. However, some researchers have expressed the view that their 

origin “is usually attributed to the activities of higher (mysterious) powers, whether personal or 

impersonal that either generates or deposits such power in things or objects.  The potency, 

efficacy, and the durability of such ‘inhabited’ impersonal powers vary from object to object. 

Some objects are said to be inherently more power induced or ‘imputed’ than others, that is, they 

are more naturally endowed with power than others are”  (Turaki 1999, 78). 

 These impersonal powers are attributable to the powers behind people who practice 

sorcery and witchcrafts as well as practitioners of traditional medicine who use natural objects 

like, leaves, roots, stone, fire, animals or parts of animals’ bodies to produce charms, amulets, 

and herbal medicines for cure of diseases that defiled western medicine.   Many people in Africa 

believe that these impersonal powers can be exploited to harm people and alter the course of 

nature to achieve an intended outcome. 

 

Belief in Spirit Beings 
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 Also quite common and widespread in several African communities is the belief in spirit 

beings that influence and even determine both social and spiritual events. These spirits are 

largely of two broad categories – pure-spirits and the spirit of the dead.   

Pure-spirits refer to the category of spirits that have been nothing other than spirits. They are 

non-human spirits but existed in pristine form as spirits – some of which are spirit-creatures 

created by God, the Creator Spirit.  These spirits are in a hierarchy, categorized with respect to 

their kind, powers, and importance, depending on their roles in the ontological order in the spirit 

world (Turaki 1999, 80).   

 At the apex of the hierarchy is the Creator, followed by the deities, object- embodied 

spirits, ancestral-spirits, and sundry spirits whose nature and operation are general in nature, and 

who can be harmful or beneficial in their relationship to human beings and creation in general.     

 

Belief in Divinities 

 Divinities in ATR encompass those communal and familial deities to whom worship and 

sacrifices are directed either as ends in themselves or as intermediaries to the Supreme Being.  

Among the Igbo ethnic nationality in Nigeria, divinities are preponderant. These divinities are 

often revered as the guardians of the land and must be appeased with the slightest infringement 

of their numerous rules and protocols. 

African divinities are many and each has its specific area of influence and control. Some 

of these divinities were originally mythological figures in some African legends and 
primordial histories and cosmologies, while some were tribal heroes or heroines. 

Divinities covering different aspects of life, society and community were usually 
established, such as divinities of the sea or the waters, rain, thunder, fertility, health, or 
sickness, planting or harvest, tribal, clan or family deities. African divinities took the 

form of mountains, rivers, forest, the mother earth, the sun, the moon, the stars, and the 
ancestors. The plurality of the divinities with their varying powers, influence, hierarchy, 

territoriality, even within one ethnic group or community, says a lot about the African 
religions, worship, beliefs and practices. This leaves an open door for religious 



10 
 

accommodation, tolerance, assimilation and adaptation within traditional religious 
thought. The traditional African understanding and the interpretation of Christianity have 

deep roots in these fundamental beliefs of the African traditional religions (Turaki 1999, 
84). 

  

 These beliefs, as Turaki pointed out, do not only affect Africans’ understanding and 

interpretation of Christianity, but their overall participation in education, commerce, technology, 

and sciences in general. 

 

Belief in the Supreme Being 

 The concept of the Supreme Being, the creator and the sustainer of the universe (Chineke 

and Oliseburuwa among the Igbos of Nigeria) is widespread in Africa. However, this Supreme 

Being is too big or too far away to be concerned with the day-to-day affair of people. This 

aloofness of the Supreme Being compelled people to seek for lesser supernatural beings to help 

them solve their pressing problems.  Thus, He is rarely worshipped or served except through the 

intermediaries – the different divinities and ancestors. 

 A theology that will meet the need of African spiritual and temporal concerns must help 

the people to understand that God, “the Supreme Being” is at once the Creator of the universe 

and the Father of those who put their trust in Him. Unless the mental and experiential gap 

between the people and God is bridged through relevant theological constructs, Christianity will 

remain a peripheral belief in a truly African context. 

 

An Overview Of African Traditional Worldview And Comparison 

 With Western Or Scientific Worldview 

 

 Worldview describes the way people groups perceive their world and their involvement 

in it. Paul G. Hiebert, in Anthropological Reflections on Missiological Issues, highlights the 
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central role worldview plays in people’s reception and response to the gospel. He defined 

worldview as the “most fundamental and encompassing views of reality shared by a people in a 

culture.” The worldviews, he goes on to say, includes “assumptions about the nature of things –

about the ‘givens’ of reality. Challenges to these assumptions threaten the very foundations of 

their world” (Hiebert 1994, 38). 

 The Igbo of Africa have a view of the world that determines their understanding of life 

and how they live it. This worldview has helped the Igbos to evolve a socio-religious, well-

ordered, community-based lifestyle. Professor Donatus Nwoga gave an insightful analysis of 

Igbo worldview in his Ahiajioku Lecture: 

The Igbo view the world as a multidimensional field of action admitting of three types of 

reality: physical, spiritual, and abstract.  They see objects and people, events and 
situations as existing and functioning in dualities.  They acknowledge that things may not 
be what they seem, and that things may change their nature. To the Igbo, the world 

presents a mixed outlook where what is good can do damage, where reality has to be 
sought under the surface of things, where thoughts, words, and actions of people can 

change things for better or for worse. It is this worldview that provides the framework for 
the goals of Igbo community life and for the hopes and aspiration for the good life of the 
individual Igbo (Nwoga 1984, 25).   

 
 The implication of Nwọga’s analysis is that for the traditional Igbo, the world and life 

experiences are fluid in nature, devoid of constants or absolutes. There are no rigid boundaries 

“between real or objective experience and illusions, facts and fantasy, absolute truth or error. 

Dreams and visions form part of man’s experiential world as his “awake” life. This obviously 

brought about the aspect of existential supernaturalism, cyclic vision of time and history, belief 

in the principle of increase, mutability and unpredictability of forces, the primacy of 

gerontocratic wisdom and the mystic unity of all things (Ekwuru 1999, 63). 

 These characteristics of Igbo worldview are what put it in diametric opposition to the 

western metaphysical worldview. The conceptual framework espoused by the West 
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compartmentalized reality into the supernatural and natural with no connection between the two 

spheres, leading to the popular concept of “excluded middle” (Hiebert 1994, 219). The principle 

of “excluded middle” challenges the dominant assumption in the west that spiritual and physical 

realms of realities are separated and unrelated. This assumption has been described as the 

modern blind spot among the western intellectual community, and Christian theologians have 

sought aggressively to establish the interconnectedness between word, deed, and signs as 

essential parts of the one gospel of Christ (Myers 2002,7). 

 Elaborating on this concept,  Ekwuru explained that the “Western worldview, which has 

been described as “static’ connotes the idea of separate beings, or substances…which exist side 

by side, independent of one another… For the West, the real world admits the existence of 

absolutes, naturalism, linear time, order and immutability, knowledge, particularistic and 

categorized world, equality, individualism in success and progress” (Ekwuru 1999,55). 

  The missionaries brought Christianity that is dressed in the western worldview.  They 

misunderstood the worldview and way of life in the traditional African society. They therefore 

felt that the best way to plant the new faith was to assume a total absence of faith in Africa and 

then went ahead to impose the alien western worldview on Africans –a kind of forcing Africans 

to become Westerns. Thus the missionaries and the colonialists built churches and schools not 

only to teach the Christian religion but also western values, which are rooted in their worldview, 

aimed at making Africans think like the Europeans –a process aptly described as “forced 

acculturation,” (Ekwuru 1999, 55), and the resultant effect is still posing serious problems in 

Africa until the present time.  He defined “forced acculturation” as an attempt by powerful 

technological culture to infuse the elements of its alien cultural system on a people of a different 
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cultural background” (Ekwuru 1999, 57). Commenting on the negative impact of “force 

acculturation” with specific reference on the Igbo of Nigeria Emeka Ekwuru observed: 

The entire Igboland under the colonial rule was socio-culturally subjected to various 
kinds of conflictual transformations. The transformed Igbo became specie  of paradox and 
a bundle of contradictions. His new faith –Christianity, was set against the residual 

elements of the traditional religion, which he embodied.  The new denominational creed 
he was asked to subscribe to set him against his fellow Christians who painfully may be 

his kith and kin. His secular education alienates him further from his culture and sets him 
against certain fundamental tenets of Christianity –his new religion. With his new 
language –English, he became too artificial in his thinking due to lack of originality.  All 

that the forced acculturation achieved was a network of separation and conflicts. The 
traditional Igbo was infused with the mirage of the disjointed elements of Western 

culture, and was told to pursue it without being duly equipped with the proper means for 
a clear grasp of it (Ekwuru 1999, 54).    

 

 The forced acculturation occasioned a conflict of worldviews that has put the Igbo 

Christian in a dilemmic milieu confused about his identity as either a Christian or a traditional 

religionist.   The Christian gospel as preached launched a frontal attack on the culture of the 

people and therefore created, albeit, some internal resistance that subtly persists up to this present 

time in the mind of professing believers in Christ. 

 Against the backdrop of this conflict, Ikechukwu Okonkwo, emphasized, “the gospel 

message of Christ must have cultural validity or else this message cannot transform the hearer 

but ‘transfer’ the hearer… To relate the gospel message to the real life and the worldview of 

one’s hearer, the pastor or the communicator of this gospel message must learn to employ the 

communication devises familiar to the receptor in ways to which the receptor is responsive”  

(Okonkwo 2002, 9). 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

The Implication Of Africa’s Belief System On Social Development Of Africa 

 The implications of traditional beliefs, thought systems and worldview on personal and 

societal transformation in Africa are many and varied. Not the least is that many Africans live in 
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perpetual fear of the spirits. At times, it would seem as if these spirits are peeping over the 

shoulders of people to monitor what they are doing or to eavesdrop on them. This fear explains 

the popularity of charms and amulets, even among the educated. Politicians can hardly venture 

into office without first consulting a priest or priestess to a local god for protection. Professors in 

the universities as well as top civil servants are known to patronize these traditional medicine 

practitioners and witchdoctors to be fortified in their offices and protected from the anger of their 

enemies.  Some very religious ones among them would use the articles of their faith like the 

Roman Catholic rosary, Bible or anointing oil as a token of their fortification. 

 There are villages that would not intermarry for fear of the ancestral taboos and 

sanctions, even among those who professed faith in Christ. Some animals cannot be used for 

meat in some areas because they are the symbol of one local deity or the other.  The most telling 

of the negative implications of exaggerated belief in and reverence for spirits is the 

disempowering tendencies for people to blame their failures or nonperformance at jobs on the 

activities of some spirits. There is therefore little or no room for personal responsibility and 

accountability, which has been a major clog on Africa’s wheel of development. 

 “Studies have revealed that religion, more than anything else, influences the African’s 

understanding of the universe and their empirical participation in that universe” (Mbiti 1969, 

262).  This lack of experimental or pragmatic engagement of the universe, occasioned by our 

traditional religious belief, is one of the major reasons for Africa’s underdevelopment. Progress 

occurs through observation and experimentation based on empirical understanding of the 

universe that makes room for question and disagreement of opinions.  “The African Traditional 

Religion  and culture which nourished the society, controlled, directed and predicted the way 
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things go in Africa was not development conscious, and is therefore fundamentally responsible 

for the problem of underdevelopment that now prevails in the continent” (Onunwa 2005, 184).  

 The following story of a water-drilling project in a rural African village clearly shows the 

depth of influence of African Traditional Religion in a traditional African society. While the 

hydrologist and the soil scientist discussed the technical details of the drilling project they were 

about to embark on, some people inquired to know from the villagers who the hydrologist and 

the scientist were and what they are doing. The villager replied that they were “witch doctors: 

one was consulting the spirits of the earth to find out where the spirit of water lived, while the 

other was reading the magic text in search of power, just like the Islamic marabouts did with the 

Qur’an.” They concluded by affirming that the white witch doctors were better than the local 

ones because they always found water (Myers 2002, 207).   

 This story illustrates the truism that religion more than anything else colors the 

worldview of people in traditional societies. This religiously tinted worldview readily provides 

an animist interpretation or explanation to otherwise scientifically determined or determinable 

events. The logical effect of this is the attitude that leaves human life and progress to the whims 

of the spirits.  If the spirit gives the power for scientific knowledge and innovation, what need is 

there for human effort or mental exertion to find ways to move life forward as has been done in 

the Western world. This attitude that leaves human progress to the whims of the spirit elements 

in the unseen world provides a major reason for the developmental disparity glaringly obvious 

between the traditional societies of Africa and their scientific counterpart of Western Europe. 

“Indeed the contrast between, the religious mythologies and the theories of causation based on 

witchcraft, spirits, etc, and the cosmologies based on such concepts as gravity, electromagnetism, 
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relativity, quanta, protons, neutrons, and so on is, in our view, one of the truest reflections of the 

difference between an undeveloped and a developed society” (Otonti 2006, 33) 

 It is interesting to observe how theology is at the root of the problem of 

underdevelopment in Africa. God commanded human beings to subdue the earth; rather than do 

just that, we in Africa made gods out of God’s creation and began to worship them.  Rather than 

harness the resources God has put in the rivers and overcome its impediments by building 

bridges over them to enable us go on with economic and social activities, we misconstrued the 

river as a deity and set up a system to worship it. Similar thing can be said about the oak trees 

God provided for wood and materials for furniture. One fact stands out of all these, namely, you 

cannot subdue the god you worship. So long as we revere and worship nature instead of 

harnessing and subduing it, we will remain in the dark as far as development and progress are 

concerned. 

 Udobata Onunwa believes that Christianity was a major catalytic force in the 

transformation of the Western world of Europe and North America and strongly believes that 

Christianity can still achieve similar feat if it is given chance to fully incarnate within the African 

cultural milieu. He wrote, “It is clear that many of the modern developed countries of the world 

are not standing on the foundation of their ancestral cultures. Those countries, which embraced 

the transforming power of Christianity, overtook the civilizations that stuck to their primary 

worldviews.  No ideological principles, philosophical and economic theory could be compared 

with the transforming power of Christianity in human society” (Onunwa 2005, 178). He 

concluded with evident optimism, “Africa can still get up and join the race for development 

through the absorption and integration of Christianity which transformed the Western world into 

what it is today.” 
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 With the current boom of the Christian faith on the African continent, Africa will 

certainly become engulfed in the transforming influence of the gospel of Christ. As more and 

more people allow the Christian ideals to become incarnate in their lives, the power of the 

kingdom of God will gradually begin to show up in better attitudes towards life, improved 

human relationship, and better standards of living. 

 That a major aspect of Africa’s backwardness must have a lot to do with the prevailing 

belief system that is common among us, has been adequately established in this work.  Going 

back to Rokeach’s hierarchy of beliefs we discussed earlier, the prevailing belief system in 

Africa is the primitive system. This belief system explains why they are so difficult to change 

and thus constitutes an intractable clog on the continent’s wheel of progress.  Kenichi Ohmae 

underscored this difficulty when he observed, “It is hard to let old beliefs go. They are familiar. 

We are comfortable with them and have spent years building systems and developing habits that 

depend on them. Like a man who has worn eye glasses so long that he forgets he has them on, 

we forget that the world looks to us the way it does because we have become used to seeing it 

that way through a particular set of lenses.”    

 To see reality differently, we must change our beliefs. Belief provides a people with the 

lenses to see their reality. This lens for most people, especially the people of Africa, is 

theological in nature. Beliefs spawned and couched in theology are not, in the word of Robert 

Bolton, mere ideas the mind possesses, but “ideas that possess the mind.”    This is very 

revealing in the sense that whatever possesses the mind of a people determines most every other 

thing about them, and that transformation is only possible in and among such people when the 

mind is liberated from such negative beliefs and mentalities.   
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 We have also observed in our discussion of Rokeach’s hierarchy of beliefs that those that 

stem from deep personal experiences leave on its trail, negative or positive impact on the psyche 

of the people concerned.  Africans had deep personal experiences under slave trade and 

colonialism that had left lingering negative impact of phobia and inferiority complex in their 

psyche. These phobia and complexes have blurred our self-understanding and sense of worth, 

thus we feel limited and tend to depend on the West for survival. The cheering news however, is 

that all beliefs can be changed, although it is not necessarily an easy task. John Kenneth Galbrait 

affirming this possibility says, “Emancipation of belief is the most formidable of the tasks of 

reform and the one on which all else depends” (Galbrait  2007). This  task of emancipating belief 

system that is spawned and nurtured by fear of the unknown must be dismantled by a vibrant 

theology that promotes active faith in Christians and draws heavily from the  fact that God, the 

Supreme Spirit is our Father and Jesus our Proto-Ancestor.  

 The hope for the transformation of Africa will depend on a new understanding of 

Africans’ identity in Christ through a new theology that empowers us as a people and enables us 

to appreciate what God has already accomplished for us in Christ. 

It has been made abundantly clear from the discussion so far that the belief system of a people 

exerts an enormous influence on the people’s system of thought and therefore most other things 

about them and that this has been the case for Africans. What one believes determines how he 

thinks and what constitute the subjects of his thoughts. In others words, belief systems determine 

systems of thought. 

  

The Implications Of African Thought Pattern On Socio-Economic Development. 
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 A young man in our church who died of cancer believed until his death that his uncle 

poisoned him. When the symptoms began to manifest at its initial stage, he bluntly refused to get 

a medical understanding of his ailment, because he was convinced that his sickness was caused 

by an uncle who was interested in taking over a parcel of land that belonged to him. He ignored 

every attempt to persuade him to see a doctor, insisting that only prayers could heal him because 

his sickness was spiritual. By the time he was literally forced to see a doctor, it was discovered 

that he had cancer that has spread all over his body. He died and his siblings did not allow their 

uncle, accused to be the cause of his death, to see his corpse. 

 Even in the face of clear scientific evidence that the man died of cancer, the belief still 

persists until now that his “wicked” uncle killed him.  This kind of mindset is rife in Africa and it 

has direct bearing to our system of belief.   

African system of thought is suffused with personal idioms which tend to link 
misfortunes to personal animosities whereas in the Western system of thought, events are 

generally explained in terms of mechanical principles. Thus, lightening is explained in 
terms of electricity, disease in terms of germ, virus and bacteria. On the contrary, the 
traditional African system of thought does not allow for scientific explanations of events, 

rather, events are explained in terms of magical, animistic and above all personal idioms. 
Thus, disease is attributed to evil spirits or the activities of the occult, or enemies or anger 

of the gods or ancestral spirits (Otonti 2006, 30). 
 
 

 It is being strongly suggested that African traditional system of thought lacks strong 

critical attitude toward beliefs, theories and customs. Every Igbo can affirm from experience the 

magisterial influence of “Omenala,” which Ekwuru defined as “the corpus of the Igbo belief 

system, the perduring magisterium of the cultural life” (Ekwuru 1999, 1). These set of beliefs 

and practices presumably handed down from the Igbo proto-ancestors to all the succeeding 

generations, are sacrosanct with strict sanction awaiting any infringement. However, going 

against the sacred norms that tend to militate against a people’s liberation and development, is 
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often what is needed to unleash the momentum for transformation in any society. It has been 

suggested that “it was the adoption of critical attitude in ancient Greece which led to the 

development of intellectual techniques culminating in logic and epistemology and ultimately to 

Western science and philosophy” (Otonti 2006, 32). 

 To experience a significant change in African societies, Africans must think anew and act 

anew. To perpetuate the traditional system of thought that has proved very unprogressive with its 

concomitant debilitating attitudes and expect to get different results than is already the case, is at 

best an exercise in self-delusion.  We cannot afford this pastime, that was reported to have been 

one of the military strategies of Napoleon, who, it was reported would deliberately over count 

the number of his soldiers and ammunitions. When a faithful officer pointed out his error to him, 

he retorted, “Why do you rob me of my peace of mind?” (Wiseman, 1979, 50). 

 The continent of Africa cannot afford the leisure to indulge in such deliberate delusion 

now. The situation we face as a continent is too pathetic to allow for any comic space.  Our lot 

today as a people is largely due to our belief system, thinking patterns and prevailing attitudes 

that seem to attribute success or failures to some super human forces. These false assumptions 

have blurred our thinking and weakened our efforts to better our lot among the comity of nations. 

We need a change! This change will be catalyzed by a new theology that will help us to believe 

aright and think aright in order to achieve what we have the capacity of achieving. 

 We need a theology that can empower us to arise and reconstruct our battered self-image 

rising from the throes of slavery and colonialism.  We need a theology that will at once recognize 

God’s concern for the salvation of individual persons as well as acknowledge that His 

redemptive agenda also encompasses the transformation of societies to reflect His loving concern 

for humankind whom He made in His image and likeness. We need a theology that empowers 
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believers to defend the course of the weak and the marginalized in our societies, respect the 

rights of the poor and oppressed (Psalm 82:3) and practice justice and love across all social 

divides of class, creed or gender (Micah 6:8, Galatians 3:28).  We need a theology that will 

enable believers to challenge the evil structures in the society and overthrow the systemic evil 

that has held Africa in bondage for years. God calls us to transform the prevailing negative 

values of the society and never to conform to them (Romans 12:1-2; Ephesians 5:8-14). 

 

The Church As An Agent Of Socio-economic Transformation  

 The church, down through the ages, has served as the arrowhead of spiritual and social 

transformation of individuals and societies. According to Onunwa, “the church laid the 

foundation for the development of ethics and intellectual development of medieval Europe…No 

other religious system can challenge Christianity in providing lasting and globally copied 

civilization and development.”(Onunwa 2005, 158)   

  In Walking With the Poor, Bryant L. Myers discusses the principles and practices of 

transformational development, and charts a new way for doing mission. He called for adoption of 

a more holistic approach in Christian development programs, evangelism and church planting. 

Thus, Christian witness and social action should be merged together to represent more fully the 

approach of our Lord Jesus Christ who cared both for the souls and body of people who thronged 

His meetings (Myers 2002, 15).  

 The lopsided emphasis given to the soul as against the body is the brainchild of a 

truncated theology that considered the soul superior to the body.  This understanding is pivotal in 

arriving at a genuinely biblical and holistic understanding of poverty and transformational 

development.  Jesus cared for the people in a holistic way. One time after preaching to the 
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people, He commanded the disciples to give the people food to eat because they had been with 

Him for three days. When the apostles protested against His instruction because of the cost, He 

explained that the people might faint on the way if they were not given food to eat. They then 

gave two loaves of bread and five pieces of fish that was all the food the apostles could find. To 

demonstrate His deep care for peoples’ welfare, Jesus blessed the bread and the fishes and fed 

about five thousand men, excluding women and children (John 6:5-13).  

 The human person must not be compartmentalized, rather should be seen as a holistic 

being, composed of spirit, soul and body (1 Thessalonians 5:23), and each component is a 

representation of an aspect of God in whose image humans were made. Paul articulated a biblical 

theology of the human body, describing it as the temple of God and threatened those that would 

defile the body with severe punishment from God. 

“Do you not know that you are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you?  If 

anyone defiles the temple of God, God will destroy him. For the temple of God is holy, which 

temple you are” (1 Corinthians 3: 16-17 NKJV). 

 The transformational experience in view is a total self-awareness resulting in people’s 

rediscovery of their true identity as human beings created in the image of God and empowered to 

be productive stewards of the entire created reality. If this transformational experience fails to 

take root in people’s consciousness, the problem of poverty will prevail. The underpinning motif 

of people’s actions and attitude is their core beliefs.  What people believe shapes what they do 

and how they do it. The core values and beliefs therefore provide the basis of people’s self-

understanding, shaping who they are and what they are for. People are open to transformational 

experiences to the extent they have experienced transformations in their core values and beliefs 
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as a people. Human poverty has its source and sustenance in these governing core values and 

mentalities. 

 The mindset that separates the spiritual from the physical is a major impediment in 

understanding the essence of poverty. This mindset confines poverty within the framework of 

two unfortunate reductions, namely:  

1. It reduces poverty to a mere material condition of lack of things such as money, food, 

housing, water and the lack of just social systems.  

2. It reduces development to a set of responses aimed at meeting those material needs 

(Myers 2003, 3). 

 Poverty is not merely a condition of material lack, but encompasses the entire gamut of 

deprivations that dehumanize human beings, which would include lack of the knowledge of God 

(Isaiah 5:13, Hosea 4: 6, 2 Corinthians 4:3-6), and lack of intellectual development. Jayakumar 

Christian, underscoring the spiritual origin of poverty observed, “Poverty is a system of 

disempowerment that creates oppressive relationships and whose fundamental causes are 

spiritual” (Myers 2002, 12). The ultimate goal of Christian transformational development is to 

demonstrate that the good deeds that create and enhance life in human community are true 

reflections of the character of our Triune God, because the scripture has strongly affirmed: 

“Whatever is good and perfect comes to us from God above, who created all heaven’s lights. 

Unlike them, he never changes or casts shifting shadows” (James 1:17 NLT). 

 Robert C. Linthicum in Empowering The Poor, seeks effective strategies to ameliorate the 

effect of escalating poverty in urban cities around the world.  The cities of the world, especially 

those of the two-thirds world countries, seem ill prepared in terms of infrastructures and other 

resources to contain the ever-growing population of the urban poor. The church must take the 
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lead in championing a better life for the urban poor because they lack the requisite power to fight 

for themselves. The author argued that one of the principal reasons people are poor is because 

“the non-poor use their wealth and the power it confers on them to control the poor and ensure 

their continuance in poverty.” The poor are therefore victims of an unbalanced social construct 

that creates and sustains structures of injustice and inequity among people. In order to achieve an 

effective transformation of the lives of the people, the church must first confront and deal with 

these evil systems and structures. This is the only way it will be true to the demand of the great 

commandment to love our neighbor as ourselves. 

 The three systems that determine life in cities include religion, economy and politics. 

Religion defines the reason for existence. Since people generally do not act according to reality, 

but in accordance with their perception of reality, the way the church perceives itself in relation 

to the society matters a lot. The author explained that the church could perceive its relationship 

with the community in one of three ways, namely:  

1. The church in the city but not of the city,  

2. The church to the city, and 

3. The church with the city.   

 The third view will be more helpful, especially in the African context, because it enables 

the church to get involved with the community and form strategic alliances with people with the 

view of empowering them to deal with the problems confronting them as a community. This 

approach underscores the truism that the best people to deal with any problem are the very 

victims of the problem. Historically, the missionary churches in some African nations, for 

example, Nigeria, did not seem to have understood the above approach. Rather than organize the 

community and form strategic alliances in dealing with their problems, the missionaries adopted 
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imperialistic mien and failed to consider their African converts as equal partners. This lack of 

partnerships led to loss of self-esteem among Africans and resulted in an inferiority complex 

towards the whites that is still prevalent to the present times. 

 One of the ways the church can catalyze transformation is through the process of 

“community organizing,” based on the assumption that unity is strength.  Through “community 

organizing” the church helps the people to come together in order to act together in pursuit of 

common goals that will benefit the entire community. By helping the community to organize 

itself for effective action against the forces of backwardness, the church acts as a midwife in the 

birthing of a new community. The normative presupposition in this process is that the people 

most able to deal with a problem are those most affected by it. 

 Robert Linthicum in Transforming Power-Biblical Strategies for Making a Difference in 

Your Community, articulates a succinct theology of power and shows the effect of relational 

power in catalyzing systemic changes. The author is convinced that powerlessness is the 

foundation of the poverty in any society. The rich and the powerful that usually constitute the 

ruling class in government, businesses, and church deliberately endeavor to entrench policies that 

will keep them in power to continue the exploitation of the poor and the marginalized in the 

society. An important aspect of the church’s responsibility towards any people is to understand 

power and how to use it to occasion the liberation of people.   However, he observed that over 

the years Christians would rather stay away from power due to the erroneous belief that dabbling 

into the issue of power will constitute a distraction from preparing people for heaven. Christians 

seem to believe that power is something inherently evil that must be avoided; even though the 

bible affirms that all power belongs to God (Psalm 62:11). 
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 He delineates two types of power, namely, unilateral power and relational power. 

Unilateral power is oppressive, dominating, and therefore a wrong use of power. Relational 

power, on the other hand, is strengthening, liberating, and transforming. It enables people to act 

together for the common good. It spreads the power base to make every person involved feel 

powerful and therefore act with power (Linthicum 2003, 24). The only way to empower people 

and therefore free them from the shackles of oppression is to help them act powerfully. The only 

way they can act powerfully and attain their desired end is to act in unison. The human society as 

envisaged by God has three controlling systems, which include political systems, economic 

systems, and religious systems. The author defined a system as “an organized body of people 

gathered together around three components: values that are held common, structures that 

institutionalize those values, and individuals who manage and operate those institutions” 

(Linthicum 2003, 35).  

 He argues that God intends human society to be a “Shalom Community” that ensures 

political, economic, and religious well being of all the members of any given human community 

and their systems founded upon a religion of personal and corporate relationship with God and 

one another. Such a community will evidence a politics of justice, as well as an economy of 

equitable distribution of wealth to ensure total eradication of poverty within their confines. This 

community, he argues, is the essence of the kingdom of God, which is essentially a 

personification and concretization of shalom in the personal experience of the people of God. 

 The transformed Africa will posit a politics of justice, an economy of equitable 

distribution of wealth, and a religion that enables people to become as Peter explained, 

“a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, His own special people, that you may 

proclaim the praises of Him who called you out of darkness into His marvelous light;  who once 
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were not a people but are now the people of God, who had not obtained mercy but now have 

obtained mercy.”(1 Peter 2:9-10 NKJV). 

 Ray Bakke, in Theology As Big As The City, advocates a broader understanding of the 

biblical concept of salvation. He espouses the view that “Christianity is the most materialistic 

religion on the entire earth. It is the only religion that successfully integrates matter and spirit 

with integrity.” (Bakke 1977, 34).  The clear implication of Bakke’s thesis is that there is the 

primacy of capturing the biblical idea that salvation in Christ applies to individuals as well as to 

the whole society, with its structures, and its systems. The people, as well as the society with its 

systems and structures, are the targets of the liberating power of the gospel of Christ, which is 

the legitimate power in human society.  

Bakke’s view of salvation sounds like an important part of the puzzle needed to bridge 

the gap between theory and practice of Christian faith in Africa. Salvation, especially among the 

African Pentecostals, is given a unilateral emphasis that aims at getting people into heaven and 

has little to do with life on earth, and makes no room for the betterment of the human society. 

This idea is reinforced by the popular doctrine of the ultimate annihilation of earth and 

everything in it by God at the Second Advent of Christ.  It is important to note that this 

understanding of salvation is foreign to the traditional African understanding of it, which seem to 

be more holistic. Cyril Okorocha, the Anglican Bishop of Owerri Diocese in Nigeria, captured 

the essence of Africans’ understanding of salvation when he observed,   “Africans do not only 

pray for life, they also pray for all that makes life worth living.” (Okorocha 1994, 78) 

 David J. Bosch in Transforming Mission- Paradigm Shifts In The Theology Of Mission, 

reviewed the pattern of Christian missions down the centuries by tracing the different paradigms 

that guided missionary thoughts and practices from the time of the earthly ministry of Christ till 
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the present times. The author believes that history is the arena of God’s activities on earth; it 

therefore makes sense that he makes much of history in the writing of this book. He sees the 

principal challenge in the study of missions as being able to relate the historic Jesus, who lived 

and died for the redemption of mankind about two thousand years ago, to the present realities as 

well as to the future of God’s promised reign. 

 The Christian faith by its very nature is incarnational. Thus, it necessarily must adopt its 

host culture to be meaningful in a given context. This reality lends much credence to his 

paradigmatic approach in the study of missions. He adopted the six important paradigms in the 

history of the church as outlined by Hans Kung, namely the apocalyptic paradigm of primitive 

Christianity, “the Hellenistic paradigm of the patristic era, the medieval Roman Catholic 

paradigm, the Protestant (Reformation) paradigm, the modern Enlightenment paradigm, and the 

emerging Ecumenical paradigm.” (Bosch 2003, 181-182)   

 Bosch advanced a new paradigm of mission, postmodern or ecumenical paradigm, which 

will lead to a total transformation of the church, as it tries to strike a balance between diversity 

and unity, divergence and integration, pluralism and holism. Under this emerging paradigm, 

mission will be seen as the church-with-others as against the traditional model that sees mission 

as the church-for others.  This emerging paradigm will present the church as missional in its very 

essence; it will pay serious attention to the question of justice in the society and confront evil 

determinedly not only in human hearts but in social structures. Thus, evangelism will be 

understood in its broader sense of leading people to Christ as well as seeking to meet their felt 

needs and working for the transformation of social structures that dehumanize people.  
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No place is the paradigm shift in mission more needed than in Africa of today. Evolving 

a new way of thinking about church and its ministry on earth that effectively related the historic 

Jesus to the present and future realities of Africans is a crying need today.  
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