FACT FILE: RELIGION AND TRADITIONAL
BELIEFS

Understanding the religious beliefs of others is a Vital element to CommuniCating with all Citizens of
the world.

There are only 3 places ih the world that have 100% followers Of a certainh faith.
> PitcCairh Island an island in the PacCifiC, which has ¢6 inhabitants
> The Holy See in the Vatican City (where all 480 inhabitants are Romanh Catholics) and
> Mount Athos (a Greek mountain where only Greek Qrthodox men Cah go!)

GSo with the exceptionh of these 3 places, ahywhere that you go in the world, You will meet people with
different faiths from each other, et alonhe from you!

Tt is impossible to say how many religions there are in the world, as it depends on how you define
religion e.g. faith groups etC. But at g |00se estimate there are

10,000 distinct religions,
150 Of them having more thanh 1 millionh followers.

If you |ook at denominations, there are 33,830 Christiah denominations alone, including the largest:
Catholicism, and the smallest: Shakers.

Current Events

‘Pope John Paul II died on the 2" April 2005. He was the head of the Roman Catholic Church.
The church then elected a new Pope, on the 18 Apri| 2005.
Go why is this important?
Pope John Paul 11 did a lot of good work by getting together with different religions. He apologized

t0 the Jews for the part that the Christians played in the HoloCaust and started a dialogue with
Muslim leaders.



But Pope John Paul 11 is also khown for his Views on contraception. He forbad all use of
contraception for all Catholics. For manhy in AfriCa, this meant that those with HIV/AIDS were told
that they could hot use condoms to proteCt others from transmission. Pope John Paul 1] believed
that sex should only be practiced withih marriage for the purpose of having children.

Therefore, if you were not married you should not have sex. Should you have contracted HIV/AIDS
you should abstain from having sex (hot have any) rather than use condoms to protect others. Many
people are |ooking to the VatiCan City to see who Will be elected to the Pontiff, ahd whether they will
have different Views oh contraception.

Election result

On the 19th April 2005, the 'ConcClave' (group of 115 Cardinhals from all over the world) chose their hew
Pope. He will be the head of a church of 1.1 billion people.
1in 6 OF the entire globe!

Popes in the Roman Catholic church can only be MEN!
Joseph Ratzinger

But you won't know him under that hame any more. As Pope he had to Choose a hew hame. Quite
Often they take the hame Of a previous Pope and add a humber to it. This time, manhy thought he
might chose Pope John Paul III, after the Pope that has just died. But he decided to go with:

Pope Benedict XV1

That means he is the 16th Pope with that hame (he is the 265th sinCe Gt. Peter beCame the first Pope).
The 15th Benedict was the Pope during the 1st World War.

What do some people want him to Change?
« The CatholiC rules on use of condoms.
« The ordination of women (meahing that they could become priests).
« The marriage Of priests (Currently a priest has to be celibate, which means he has no sex at all -
ever).

What will this mean for the future?

There is no telling What Kind of Pope he will be. He is 78 years old, SO some people say he is a 'stop
gap', which means they believe it Will be some time before the church is ready for change, so as ah old
Pope they do not believe he Will last long and then the time for Change might be better. Others say
that he is a Sifted theologian (the study of religion) and You Cahnot rule out that he will make
Changes.



Traditional Beliefs

Approximately 9% of Africans (this includes the North Africah region) have retained their traditional
religious belief systems, while Christians humber 49% and Muslims 41%. 1% Of are Of other faiths
including Jewish, Hindu, Sikh Bahal, Buddhist.

Christianity was first established ih North AfriCa during the 1st ahd 2hd centuries AD and formed
some of the earliest Christian communities in the world. Slowly Christiahity spread west and east
before retreating under the influence of Islam. However, it was during the 19th and 20th century

Europeah colonial period that the most aCcCelerated process of Chanhge oCcCurred in the fortn of
conversion to Christianity with the arrival Of missionaries.

Islam arrived in AfricCa in the 7th Ccentury AD and spread down the East Coast of AfriCa during the
8th century. Intermarriage between people from the Middle East and AfriCa produced the Swahili
Culture whose influence is widely felt today. Foreigh trade and a distinCt architeCtural style are
features of Swahili culture. Kiswahili is the offiCial language of both Tanzania ahd Kenya.

Some Africans, whilst practiCing noh-traditional Or more recently introduced religions such as

Case Study: Nigeria

Nigeria is a country with many different religions. The majority of people are Muslims, but there is
also a large Christian community ahd mahy different ethnic religious communities.

The Ibo make up 17% of Nigeria's people. Most Ibo reside in the southeast, but they have long been
spread throughout the hation as shopkeepers, Clerks, ahd governhment offiCials. Christianity how
dominates among the Ibo, but |OCal religons remain strong.

The Ibo are among the most literate peoples in AfriCa, largely beCause of a strong tradition of
attending Christian missionary SChools after the British conquest of Iboland in the early 1900S. Many
Ibo have adopted Christianity, but they also continue to pracCtiCe some Of the older religious
traditions, such as ancestor worship and the belief in herbal cures. Between 8 —19 mill adherents
depending on sources.

The 1gbo, who live in Igbolanhd (Southern Nigeria) make up 5.5 million people. The Igbo religion is a
tribal religion in the sense that its major tenets are shared by all Igbo-speaking people, but in matters
Of partiCipation, it remains |0Cally organized anhd most forms Of religious worship is within the
extended family.



Christianity, still retain some or all Of the customs assoCiated with their traditional religious beliefs.
These beliefs are not in themselves statiC ahd have evolved over thousands of years and are still
evolving.

The study of African religion by IWestern observers has primarily taken place over the [ast 100 Years.

African Society and Religion has evolved over thousands Of Years and is still evolving and
changing...

During the 1950s ahthropolgists began to desCribe African religion practices in greater depth and ih a
more positive way. They refuted earlier Claims that AfriCan religions were inferior to Christianity.

The word for religion is hot found in most vernacular AfriCan languages and as such religion exists as
part Of everyday life and hot separate from it.

Many misconceptions about African religion and society have arisen both with anthropologists anhd
missionaries: for instance manhy missionaries in the 19th and 20th centuries felt that they were
bringing God to Africa. In fact most African religions already worshipped onhe God.

African culture is rich and diverse. Did you khow that: there are over 1000 tribal groups in Africa?
anhd assocCiated with these groups, many religions are practiced?

TRespect for deities This is hot the same as worship. [ esser gods or deities often have the same
Function as angels in Christianity.

TReverence for sacred places For instance the modern Bushmen of the Kalahari revere the moon,
which comes into their speculations about death.

Reverence for ancestral spirits Some AfriCan people believe that the souls of their forefathers are
closer to God because they are dead. Ancestors serve as mediators between the living and the divine

God

Although it is impossible to generalise, most AfriCan religious practitioners worship only ONE God.
The word for God depends oh the region where they live and the tribal group to which they belong.



WitChCraft ahd Sorcery

The belief ih witChCraft is known throughout the world. In some parts of Africa this belief is still
very much part Of everyday life. TO manhy people in Togo, West AfriCa, belief inh witChCraft is
common, even if they are practicing Christians or Muslims:

Some of the Kabye people of Togo believe:

- That witches meet at hight and fly to their meeting places like birds. Qthers believe that they
attend their meetings on owls, antelopes, vultures and |eopards.
- A witCh can be either male or female.
- A witCh may possess both good and evVil Spirits.
- Witchcraft Ccah be acquired through birth: the foetus in a mothers womb Can be removed and a
witCh spirit given to it. The baby is replaced in the womb.
- A disease caused by a witCh Cah only be cured by tribal mediCine men not at the |oCal hospital.
- That they need t0 wear Charms to protect themselves against witches.

customs and Rjtuals

Traditional African Religions often include a set Of inter-related ceremonies and Values which may be
at Variahce with Western Ways of thinking but are often dynamic and life-affirming, but sometimes
bring up human right issues.

Body art

Usually has some sort Of soCial Or religions sighificance in traditional AfriCanh socCieties ahd Cah
include:
tattoos, body piercing and painting sometimes with henna
elaborate jewellry eg the Masai people
colourful clothes eg in West Africa

Ihititiation and rites Of passage activities, rituals and ceremonies: these include ceremonies that
clearly mark the transition from childhood to adulthood.

For instance Masai male children traditionally spend many months in the bush or open countryside
away from their familes learhing and performing sKills enabling them to defend their families. In the



past this would have inCluded Killing a lionh but the pracCtice is how outlawed.
After the Ceremonies are complete a Masai male child becomes a Warrior.

Male and female circumcision: this practice is often assoCiated with initigtion. Female Circumcision,
Often Known as female genital mutilation (FGM), is considered by some people to be barbaric ahd
contrary to humah rights and should be universally outlawed.

Tt usually involves remoVval Of the Clitoris ahd surgiCal Change to other parts Of female genitalia. Male
Circumcision involves the removal of the foreskin.

Often these practices are Carried out by untrained pracCtitioners using unsterile equipment, therefore
inCreasing the risk of the spread of disease including HIV/Aids.

Amnesty Ihternational has Created an in-depth web-site about the human rights aspect of the
culturally sensitive issue of FGM.

Male and female roles ih society: many women in AfriCan soiciety still play a traditional role in home
making and bringing up children. In rural areas this often involves collecting water from mahy miles
away and tending to the farm and anhimals.

@Girls ahd boys often receive ho formal education. For eXxample only 2% Of Masai Sirls receive any
formal education.
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TReligious Group Number of followers
Christian 348000000
Muslim 300000000
Ethnic 73000000

None 3000000

Hindu 2000000

Atheist 500000
Buddhist 400000
Jewish 200000
Chinese Folk 100000

Sikh 40000

Total 727,240,000
Remaining religious groups
(o)
1% 48%
2% 1 None
3% W Hindu
6% [J Atheist
[JBuddhist

8% B Jewish
@ Chinese Folk
W Sikh

32%




Glossary

Monotheism: the belief that there is only one God. Most traditional AfriCanh religions are
monotheisticC.

TRites Of passage: a series Of rituals and ceremonies marking an important transition from one period
Of life to another eg in the JK Your 18th birthday is ah important one because it allows you to vote. In
some parts of AfriCa rituals Can take place over mahy months. For example the Masai people of East
Africa have an extended ritual marking the transition from being a child to becoming a warrior.
Monogamy: The pracCtiCe of havihg only onhe wife or parther.

Polygamy: the practiCe of having more thah onhe spouse. This is Common practice ih some tribes in
Africa. For example Masai meh often have more thah ohe wife.

Polytheism: the belief that there is more thah onhe god.

Ihitiation ceremonies: these ceremonies often form part Of rites Of passage, for example, male and
female Circumcision is considered part Of ihitiation into adulthood in some AfriCan societies.

Research Links

http://www.adherents.com/ A Superb website, gives statistiCs of adherents of each religion by region
and by specCificC religions. Explains the basiCs of all major religion, with facts, figures and links to
religious orgahisations.

http://wWww.afrikaworld.net/afrel/StatistiCs.htm StatistiCs oh the humber of adherents of African
traditional religions as a percentage of the total percentage Of each population.

http://www.Classbrain.com/art Cr/publish/Cat _index 501.shtm| Breakdown of different countries
according to their religions.

The Oslo Coalition is ah organisation that has members from a large variety Of religious ahd hon-
religious organisations. Their goal is to further religious tolerance and they are trying t0 work on a
programme £or teaching religious tolerance in sChools. The site is a little technical, but worthwhile if
you are interested in this topiC, as they are taking the |ead internhationally.
http://Www.0sl0Coalition.org/index.html

In August 1998 a gathering of 150 different religious groups and states agreed the 'Qslo DecClaration
oh Religious Tolerance'. Click here t0 read what it Said.
http://Www.os|ocoalition.org/html/0sIo_decClaration.html




DISCUSSION POINTS: RELIGION AND
TRADITIONAL BELIEFS

How does the study Of a religious belief system that may nhot be your own help your understanding of
what it means to be human?

Are there any similarities in the Kabye people's belief about witChes with other beliefs about witChes?
Describe some positive and negative effects Of SoCial Change on AfriCanh culture.

What effect did 19th and 20th century European colonialism have on traditional African religions and
customs?



