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Introduction
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As the title implies, the topic of this book is the different religious practices originating from Africa. Some African religions show similarities in beliefs and practices. However, as you’ll soon learn, different African territories and their cultures have been home to many different religious beliefs. Each historical African territory has its own tale to tell and traditions that accompany it. While some are unchanged, others have adapted to the changing times.

These belief systems play a crucial role in the spirituality of African nations throughout their history. They allowed them to express and maintain their spiritual heritage in good times, even the most trying ones. You’ll also learn that besides the differences stemming from cultural backgrounds, African religions were also influenced by Christianity, Islam, and other belief systems introduced to African people from other parts of the world. However, the colorful African beliefs have also left their mark on other religions.

The following chapter will give you a sneak peek into African cosmologies and creation myths. It sets out a thorough explanation of the role of the Supreme Being and the myth of creation in different African religions. Moving on, you’ll be introduced to some practices and rituals associated with ancestral worship and reverence. The dedicated chapter will provide beginner-friendly instructions on how to do these practices. Likewise, you’ll also receive tips on how to practice divination, use oracles, music, dance, and storytelling, or perform communal worship and celebrate festivals as are traditional in African religions.

The last chapter discusses the ethics and morality of African religions. It showcases the different ethical and moral values incorporated into African belief systems and how these concepts shape individual and communal behavior among devotees. It will also introduce you to the concept of justice and its role in African religions. Last but not least, you’ll learn about the importance of ethical codes and how they have evolved. 

As you can see, this book promises to take you on an epic journey through African myths and beliefs, exploring the colorful backgrounds and ideas behind traditional African religions. The knowledge you gain by reading this book can be a great stepping stone into a more in-depth exploration of any of the religions. Even if you’re only interested in learning a few traditional practices, the practical instructions will teach you how to incorporate these into your everyday life. If you’re ready to commence this journey and expand your knowledge about African religions, don’t hesitate to read on.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to African Religions
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Despite their many similarities, there is a surprising number of different African religions. African belief systems can be broadly divided into two categories, autochthonous and introduced religions. The former incorporates indigenous beliefs originating from the continent, while the latter refers to Christianity, Islam, and other religions brought to Africa from other parts of the world.

Traditional African religions incorporate practices, symbols, and rituals revolving around cosmology, society, art, and so much more. For the devotees, their practices represent a way of life. It’s part of their culture and societal norms and shapes their worldview. Due to their significant role in the lives of devotees, African religions are not homogenous nor stagnant. They’re constantly evolving under the influence of cultural change, as well as the introduction of new traditions for other religions. They are also influenced by changes in generational views and technological developments. This is the main reason for their vast number in the first place. 

There are over 50 countries in the African continent, each of which is further divided along tribal lines as well as traditional, cultural, and historical differences and influences. While some of these different territories are governed by the same belief systems, a wide array of variations exist between their practices. African religions are based on lived experiences. Each culture experiences different shifts and needs for expressing its faith and traditions. No African religion has doctrines for rituals and ceremonies. The practitioners of each religion perform these acts the way their ancestors did based on their experiences. Lead by their own needs, the younger generations add something to the ancient practices while still staying true to their ancestral heritage.

This chapter will discuss some of the most widespread African religions, including their diversity, history, and role in African societies. You’ll also learn about the importance of African religions and the interaction between African religions and other religions. 
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Popular African Religions
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Africa has the most colorful religious makeup of all continents. The number of religions existing in Africa is incredibly high and is still expanding. That said, here are some of the most widely practiced African religions.

Akan

The Akan religion has a unique view of deities. While being polytheistic, unlike many other traditional African religions, which have only one omnipotent deity who oversees other, lesser deities and people, the Akan belief system has a trinity of super-divinities. Onyame, the female Supreme Being, is associated with plentitude, the rain, and the Moon. Onyankopon, the second higher divinity, carries a male energy and is the counterpart of Onyame, representing the sun. The Akan religion unites these two essences into the third divinity, Odomankoma, which embodies their combined energies and the power of their bond. Devotees can call on either of the supernatural beings for protection, guidance, and more through prayers and charms. However, even more often, they address lesser deities and spirits in solitary and communal practices.

The concept of Odomankoma has an enormous role in its followers’ lives. They credit this power for the creation of the universe, balance in people’s lives, and the existence of natural and supernatural beings. They praise it regularly through uplifting community rituals that serve as a reminder of the power of unity. The lesser beings also help people connect to nature and spirituality. The presets, who act as intermediaries between the devotees, the deities, and spiritual guides, are held in high regard in the community.

Igbo

The Igbo religion hails from Southeast Nigeria and governs the lives of the Igbo people. Unlike other African religions, Igbo has strong foundations rooted in faith. The beliefs of Igbo people revolve around the creator named Chukwu (also known as Chineke), who is celebrated through regular rituals for health, guidance, and prosperity. They also venerate Ala, the earth goddess, and several other deities and spiritual guides. Ancestral spirits also play an enormous role in their lives as they are believed to be the greatest guides besides the creator. 

Another reason the Igbo religion is more faith-based is that it has become heavily influenced by Christianity. Just like Christians, the Igbo people have adopted certain doctrines and centralized views about spirituality and faith. However, due to cultural differences predominant in the different territories, the religion is not uniform throughout the area; the Igbo people are separated into several cultural divisions, which are the northeastern, northern, western, southern, and eastern cultural divisions.

Yoruba

As one of the most well-known African religions, the Yoruba belief system centers on the idea of Ashe, the universal energy hosted by all things in nature. This powerful life force is given to living beings by the creator Olodumare. The Yoruba people live their lives in a way that allows them to follow their destiny (called Ayanmo) and reach a state of spiritual enlightenment that leads to unification with Olodumare. 

Yoruba is rooted in Western Africa and is the most practiced religion in Toga, Nigeria, and Benin. Due to the slave trade and migration, the Yoruba religion also conquered several African diaspora regions. Nowadays, more and more people of African descent in Western countries are empowered by Yoruba spiritual practices. It allows them to experience life on a spiritual level and encourages them to follow their goals.

Serer

The Serer religion is centered on the deity Roog (or Rog), the creator and a merciful and omnipotent being. This deity is the embodiment of all female and male energies and can help with all matters in life. Devotees also have strong beliefs regarding life, death, cosmology, time and space, and ancestral spirits. They believe in the immortality of the soul and find reincarnation an ultimate goal for the living. Besides Roog, Serer practitioners often call on their ancestral spirits, as they believe these to be the intermediaries between the world of the living and the spiritual realm. They find it crucial to stay faithful and connected with the ancestral divine messengers, allowing these beings to guide them through their lives. They also worship lesser deities, spirits, and other supernatural beings by making offerings at sacred places in nature or shrines erected in their homes or communities. 

Vodou

Vodou (also known as Voodoo) is an ancient religion originating from West Africa. Widely practiced in Benin, Togo, and Ghana, Vodou is based on belief surrounding a unique pantheon of deities who communicate with people through spiritual possession. In ancient times, animal sacrifice was also a fairly common practice, but it has become less popular due to the influence of other religions. 

The coastal line of West Africa was a critical point during the transatlantic slave trade, as many slaves left Africa through it. They took their religious beliefs and traditions with them, including Vodou practices. Although somewhat influenced by local religions and Christianity, Vodou practices lived on through the next generation in the diaspora regions, including Brazil, Cuba, Haiti, and Louisiana.

Christianity and Islam

Although not traditionally African religions, Christianity and Islam deserve an honorable mention as they have become two of the most widely practiced religions in Africa. Christianity has been present in Africa since the 2nd century AD. Soon after it arrived in Northern Africa, Christianity took over people’s lives, leaving an indelible impact. It soon becomes pervasive across the entire continent.

On one hand, the influence of Christian beliefs was seen as positive as it helped empower people through knowledge (via general education and literacy), leading them to take better care of themselves. On the other hand, the strong influence of Christian beliefs on native traditions led to a great deal of suppression of ancient African traditions. Fortunately, instead of completely erasing the traditional cultural makeup, it was only kept hidden - for people to discover them again.

Islam has the third largest number of practitioners in Africa. After arriving in North Africa in the 7th century, it soon took over the Northern and Western parts of the continent. Unlike Christianity, Islam hasn’t put
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