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Relationship: Catholicism and
Traditional Religions

What should be the relationship of Catholicism to the Traditional religions and
practices in African countries? 

What role should religion play in an African country/society that identifies as
Christian? 

Key themes emerged among Sisters’
discussions: 

Mutual respect and dialogue
Inculturation and integration
Complementarity and collaboration
Avoiding superiority and coercion
Preservation of culture

Some Sisters did express concerns with regard
to relationship with Traditional religions, with one
Sister noting: “Be vigilant and live with caution
with African Traditional religions.” 

Values like love, peace, unity - we
find these in both religions. So

when it comes to relationships at
that level, I believe that

Catholicism and traditional religion
have something to offer society.

Sisters agreed that religion should play a
constructive and transformative role in African
societies that identify as Christian. Specifically,
Christians should: 
 

Promote unity and peace
Uphold human dignity and rights
Shape moral and ethical behavior
Encourage social development and national
growth
Offer emotional and spiritual support
Promote environmental and social
responsibility



What role should religion play in an African country/society that has more than
one faith and/or denomination, e.g., Christian and Muslim, Christian and Animist,
Catholic and Pentecostal? 

Religion should be a unifying
force, fostering understanding

among people of different faiths.

Live out Christian values: believers should
reflect Christ’s teachings through actions
rather than just words, living in harmony and
contentment with others.

Sisters agreed that in multi-faith societies,
members of different religions should
collaborate to encourage:

Unity and respect for diversity
Interfaith dialogue and collaboration
Spiritual growth and ethical values
Community support and social action 

Sisters also noted challenges that arise in
multi-faith societies. One concern is the
tension between evangelizing and respecting
religious diversity. Ongoing conflicts and wars
between religious groups also present
significant hurdles to fostering a spirit of
ecumenism. 
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Key Insights
Mutual Respect and Dialogue

Catholicism and African Traditional Religions (ATR) share common spiritual values such as belief
in a supreme being, rites of passage, and communal worship.
The Church is encouraged to engage in respectful research and dialogue with traditional
religious leaders to foster understanding rather than condemnation.
Inculturation is important — integrating African cultural symbols and practices that align with
Catholic teachings strengthens faith and identity.
Mutual acceptance and solidarity across religions should be emphasized; no faith should be
viewed as superior.

Complementarity of Traditions
Traditional rituals and Catholic sacraments often complement each other, especially in initiation
and healing practices.
African cultural practices provide a foundation upon which Christianity can build, enriching the
faith experience.

Role of Religion in Christian African Societies
Religion should promote human dignity, social justice, ethical behavior, and peace.
Faith serves as a unifying force that fosters understanding among diverse groups.
Religion offers emotional and mental support during crises and hardship, providing hope and
healing.
Christians are called to embody Christ-like values in everyday life as models for society.

Religion in Multi-faith and Multi-denominational Contexts
Tolerance, inclusion, and respect for religious diversity are essential to peaceful coexistence.
Interfaith dialogue and collaboration can promote social justice, environmental stewardship, and
conflict resolution.
Freedom of religion and mutual respect are foundational for harmonious pluralistic societies.

 
Challenges Identified

Historical Damage from Evangelization
Past evangelization sometimes dismissed or marginalized traditional beliefs, causing cultural and
spiritual harm.
There is a need to “re-evangelize” with openness and respect for African cultural identity.

Religious Exclusivity and Superiority Mindsets
Some Catholics may feel their religion is superior, which hinders mutual respect and
collaboration.
Efforts to convert others forcefully or impose one’s faith risk creating division and conflict.

Interfaith Conflict and Tensions
Religious competition and occasional conflict exist, especially in communities with multiple
faiths.
Suspicion and misunderstandings between religious groups persist, highlighting the need for
ongoing education and dialogue.

Balancing Tradition and Faith
Challenges remain in preserving positive traditional customs (e.g., burial practices) while fully
embracing Christian teachings.
Ensuring cultural expressions within the Church respect Catholic dogma requires careful
negotiation.

Religion’s Role in Governance and Society
Some respondents expressed challenges around religion’s influence, including debates over
whether Christianity should be a state religion and the extent to which religion should dictate
social and political life.





Watawa wa Taa
Consecrated Women of Light
Watawa wa Taa can be loosely translated as “Consecrated Women of Light” in

Kiswahili. The name was chosen as an ode to the remarkable presence and
works of women religious in Africa. 

Whether as members of international, missionary or local Congregations, holding
pontifical or diocesan status, African Catholic Sisters can be found at the

forefront of society, working for sustained and systemic change in the areas of
health care, education, social work, pastoral care, agriculture, and many more.

Watawa wa Taa acts as an incubator of ideas, thoughts, and inspirations of
African Catholic Sisters from around the continent as they reflect on this shared
and unique way of life and together seeking the Holy Spirit’s invitation as to how

to move forward together.
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