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Abstract
The  paper  unveiled  the  importance  of  symbol  in  the  study  of
African  traditional  religion  among  the  Igbo  votaries.  The
work discovered that symbols which are supporting elements of
the religion have been misrepresented and erroneously described by
the  early  missionaries;  this  has  negatively influenced  some
Christians and researchers towards the understanding of symbols
in Igbo religion. This paper argues that this misinformation may
be deceptive because symbol remains relevant in the belief, practice
and study of the Igbo traditional religion. Symbols which could be
physical  or  abstract  are  marks  of  identity  which  sustain
community relationship and, as agents of communication, preserve
harmonious  relationship  between  the  visible  and  the  invisible
beings.  The piece also suggested that  an unbiased and objective
study  of  any  religion  makes  academic  research  on  religion  an
excellent one. The article also advocated for ‘Igbo Renaissance’ as a
process  to  achieve  a  modest  study  of  Igbo  traditional  religion
through the understanding of symbols.

Statement of Problem
It appears that the early missionary scholars and their corroborators were
not really honest to the study of Igbo religion and culture. This was largely
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due  to  their  philosophical,  theological  and  psychological  framework
which they brought to bear on their studies. This fact could be perceived
from  the  derogatory  and  unpleasant  terminologies  used  by  them  in
describing  Igbo  traditional  religious  emblems  and  symbols  as  fetish,
paganism, primitive, idolatry, polytheism and so on. They were interested
in superiority of  the Western culture and its Christianity over the Igbo
traditional  beliefs  and practices.  For instance,  P.I.A Corrieia,  a  Catholic
priest, in his article published in 1922 entitled “Le sens moral chez Les
Ibos de la Nigeria” -  The moral sense of the Ibos of Nigeria - claimed that
the idea of the supreme God in Igboland was their (Westerners Christian)
influence.  This  erroneously  showed  that  Igbo  people  had  no  idea  of
supreme God before the coming of the Westerner Christianity. It is these
arrogant  approaches  to  the  study  of  Igbo  religion  and  culture  which
resulted  in  misinformation  that  this  paper  wishes  to  correct.  This  is
because we agree with Jahn (1961) who said that, “There is no universal
standard for the evolution of culture. According to its own standard – who
does not know this? – every culture is superior to every other” (p.25).

Introduction
From  the  time  immemorial,  symbol  has  formed  part  of  human
communication and through it  the  spiritual  and physical  beings relate
religiously. There have been studies in the Igbo traditional religion which
were centered on many areas of symbols. However, this study is to show
the importance of  symbols  in  the  study of  African traditional  religion,
especially  in  Igbo  extraction  where  the  early  missionary  researchers
misunderstood and misinterpreted it. In a clearer point, this work wishes
to unveil the value of symbols as encapsulated in the Igbo worldview and
also  an  attempt  to  express  the  belief  of  the  Igbo  traditional  religious
votaries  towards  their  religious  symbols.  Symbols  cannot  be  literally
interpreted because their meaning can only be grasped by associating it
with  what  it  stands  for.  Adogbo  (2014)  agreed  that  symbols  may  not
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look reasonable to none devotees. According to him, “Symbolism in the
African context, even in its explicit form, would still  be unintelligible if
one does  not  have an underling tacit  knowledge”.  (p.96).  According to
Cohen  (1973),  symbols  can  be  referred  to  “Object,  acts,  concepts,  or
linguistic formation that stands ambiguity for a multiplicity of desperate
meaning,  evoke  sentiments  and  emotions,  and  impel  men  to  action”.
(p.15).  Cohen  said  that  symbols  can  be  an  object  and  at  the  same  be
linguistic  formation.  This  means that  symbol can also be behavioral  or
action.  Another  fundamental  point  from Cohen  is  that  symbol  can  be
understood in so many meanings. Madu (2003) also agreed on ambiguity
of symbols by using green light as an example. He wrote: “The green light
in the bedroom may mean another thing different from the traffic green
light.  This means that symbol stands ambiguously for a multiplicity of
meaning” (p.70).  

We agree with Cohen and Madu that symbol can stand for multiplicity of
different  meanings.  However,  that  may  be  for  those  who  wish  not  to
understand or accept what a particular symbol stands for.  Using green
light of Madu as example, if anyone wishes not to accept that green in the
traffic light means go; that does not in any way make green of the traffic
light ambiguous. For instance, that the early missionary researchers with
their claim of religious superiority refused to understand and accept the
meanings,  values  and  socio-religious  importance  of  symbols  in  Igbo
traditional religion does not make Igbo religious symbols ambiguous. 

No  doubt,  many  disciplines  in  arts  and  social  sciences  like  literature,
philosophy,  psychology,  sociology,  and religion  have been  carrying out
studies on symbol, but as said earlier, this work delved into symbol in the
Igbo traditional religion. From this perspective therefore, the definition of
symbol  in  the  African  traditional  religion,  Ejiuzu  (1986)  said;  “African
traditional  religious symbols are potent store-house of  information and
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crucial  factors in the activity field.  The totality of these ritual  symbols,
whether they are gods, ancestors, sacred actions or objects, which make up
the  traditional  universe,  provides  a  network  of  symbol  forms”.  (p.3).
According  to  Ejiuzu,  symbols  are  where  valued  visible  and  invisible
knowledge and information in African traditional religion are preserved.
This is in line with the thrust of this paper because our argument is to
show that one of the true ways of the honest  study of Igbo traditional
religion starts with the study and understanding of symbols where Igbo
values, traditions, religion and total worldview are embedded.

Relationship in Symbols
Madu (2003) drew attention that in symbol less important things are used
for important thing, he said “Symbolism implies the practice of using acts,
sounds, objects, or other means which are not of important in themselves
for directing attention to something that is considered important”. (p.69).
In Igbo traditional religion, what seems smaller amount of importance are
used to represent the very important thing which the people value a lot.
For instance,  Ofo is simply a stem from a tree, but what it stands for the
Igbo is profound. That is why Ejiuzu (1986) noted this fact about Ofo,

Ofo is outwardly simple but in ritual it is amazingly complex
on account of its religious symbolism … its association with
certain  crucial  idea,  beliefs  and  values  in  the  life  of  the
traditional Igbo all indicates that the simplicity of Ofo ritual
stick is merely apparent. (p.117).

The outward look at Ofo is simple because it is just a stem cut from what
the Igbo call Ofo tree. However, the people do not see the consecrated stem
of  Ofo  as just a stem from  Ofo  tree, they respect it because of the socio-
religious and cultural value the Ofo represents. 

Discussing  the  relationship  in  symbol,  another  scholar  Firth  (1973),
pointed out that “the essence of symbolism lies in the recognition of one
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thing as standing for (re-presenting) another, the relation between them
normally being that of concrete to abstract, particularly to general” (p.15).
We  can  understand  from  Firth  that  symbol  has  two  features,  one  is
obscure and the other is unveiling. Every symbol has its deep meaning for
the people who share the same view in the symbol and the symbol reveal
this meaning by the action of the people (owner of the symbol) towards it.
Therefore, for one to study the religion of the people like the Igbo religion,
one  need  to  understand  the  symbols  by  finding  out  the  action  of  the
people  towards  these  symbols.  With  this,  people  will  appreciate  the
religion and religious practices of the people. On relationship, Firth (1973)
said that the relation between them is that of concrete to abstract. What he
meant is that the concrete represents the abstract. This can further mean
that  there  is  no  direct  contact  link  between  symbols  and  what  it
represents, but just a relationship. He said:

We should keep in mind that; strictly speaking there are no
symbolic objects. There are only symbolic relationships … a
symbolic object is often a convenient short-hand item but it
is the conceptualization of the object in a given relationship
that is significant. (p.245).

Using traffic light  and driving as  an example to show that  there is  no
direct link between symbols and what it represents, Numbere (1997) said:

There is no particular significance to the shape of the light or
the fact that the light green is opposed to being blue. It is
simply  universally  understood  among  those  who  drive
vehicles that the meaning of green is go. (p.6).

Madu (2003) also echoed to this view using also traffic light for example,
“The real meaning of the green light at the traffic light is simply “go” and
there  is  no  intrinsic  relationship  between  the  green  light  and  the
movement of traffic”. (p.70).
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We agree with both Numbere and Madu that no contact  or direct  link
between symbols and what it represents. This brings us to the argument,
that there may be nothing religious in the things we call religious symbols,
but natural objects around us. For instance, using water in baptism and
bread in Eucharist; Ifesieh (1989) made this assertion:

Such critics single out water in baptism, bread used for the
Eucharist,  or  key  as  ‘natural  symbol’  because  of  their
associations. I concede on one hand, that they are ‘natural
symbols’, but do maintain, on the other hand, that they are
also religious symbols. (p.126).

Ifesieh maintained that water and bread which are natural symbols are
also  in  this  contest  religious  symbols  because  of  their  association.  We
agree with Ifesieh because, in real sense there is nothing religious in water
and bread if  not its association with religious practices of baptism and
Eucharist respectively.

We  wish  to  state  that  unlike  signs  where  there  are  traces  of  inherent
relationship between the signified and the signifier, in symbol there is no
any  such  link.  For  instance,  when  one  smokes  cigarate,  we  see  smoke
which  is  a  sign.  The  relationship  between  the  smoke  and the  stick  of
cigarate is a direct one and very simple to see and understand because
they  of  the  same cultural  milieu.  However,  there  is  no any  direct  link
between  Ofo and  what  it  represents  in  Igboland  or  green-white-green
Nigerian flag with Nigeria as a country. The point we wish to make is that
there is need to study symbol and what it stands for because both are of
different cultural milieu.

Leach  (1982)  referred  to  the  relationship  in  symbol  as  “metaphorical
association or an asserted similarity”. (p.14). On this backdrop therefore,
we  posit  that  there  is  need  to  understand  Igbo  symbol  and  what  it
represents by association. It is through this that one can honestly study
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Igbo  people  and  their  traditional  religion,  their  belief  system,  their
philosophy, their psychology, in fact, the entire Igbo world view.

Significance of Symbol in Igbo Traditional Religion
Symbols are Instrument of Communication: In Igbo traditional religion,
symbols are means through which the culture, the values, the traditions,
the philosophy, the theology, the psychology and general world view of
the  Igbo  people  are  communicated  vertically  and horizontally.  Vertical
take  cognizance  of  the  communication  between  the  physical  and  the
spiritual  beings,  while  horizontal  refers  to  the  communication between
physical beings only. It is through symbol especially ritual symbols that
the visible beings communicate to the invisible beings. This simply means
that the language of communication between the spiritual and physical
beings is through ritual symbol.  

Ejiuzu (1986) pointed this out when he said that “Sacred images and ideas
which ‘reveal’  themselves to  the mind through vital  process have been
communicated in  myth,  symbol  objects  and behaviour  as  accumulated
experiences of the people” (p.119). As an instrument of communication,
symbol  in  Igbo  religion  unveil  the  true  hidden  religious  beliefs  and
practices and how relevance they are to the people.  For instance,  what
chick symbolizes in the traditional ritual cleansing of adultery in Nsukka
cultural area of Igboland, Ossai (2014) said:

In this context, chick stands for purification ritual and ritual
purification of the land. The piping voice of the chick is a call
to the ancestors to consider its innocent death and therefore
forgive the adulterous woman. (p.116).

We can see not only what the chick stands for, but the pipping voice of the
chick which according to Ossai;  it  is  a  call  to  the ancestors  for  pardon
during  ritual  cleansing  of  marital  infidelity.  So  the  symbol  (chick)  has
revealed the religious belief of the people that ancestors can forgive an
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adulterous woman. It is also pertinent to note also that the symbol (chick)
serve as instrument of communication between the visible (the adulterous
woman) and the invisible (the ancestors) The symbol also revealed why
the traditional people of Nsukka carry out the ritual cleansing – to ensure
a harmonious relationship between the people (the adulterous woman)
and the spiritual forces (the ancestors). 

Also explaining the importance of symbol in communication and how it
promotes communal leaving in Africa, Ezenweke (2012) said:

The principal of communal life that is highly cherished in
Africa  in  particular  and  in  the  rest  of  human  society  as
grounded on human relationships  implies  interaction  and
involves  the  incident  of  communication  which  finds  its
meaning  in  symbols.  Symbol  is  therefore  the  only  way
through which communication and interaction are possible.
(p.158).

Kanu  (2015)  also  corroborated  Ezenweke  and  said  that  “symbols  are
indispensable  for  meaningful  communication  and  interaction”  (p.183).
What  Ezenweke  was  saying  is  that  symbol  plays  great  role  in
communication not only in Africa, but in the entire human society. The
fundamental  point  where  the  two  authors  agree  is  that  symbol  ease
human  interaction  especially  in  Africa  where  communal  life  is  highly
prized.  We  can  therefore  say  that  symbol  being  an  instrument  of
communication in Igboland and even the entire human race is at the same
time an essential factor in the actualization of communal life in Igboland.

 
Multiplicity of Meaning:  It has been established earlier that symbol has
multiplicity of meaning. What this means is that symbol has the ability to
communicate  multiple  meaning  at  a  time.  In  Igbo  traditional  religion,
symbol can stand for different meaning, it can be pointing to the supra-
mundane, other spiritual forces and even the physical being at the same
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time. Masquerade in Igboland can be an example of symbol that has the
ability  to  communicate  simultaneously  multiplicity  of  meaning  at  a
particular  time.  In  Igboland,  masquerades  are  believed  to  be  the
representatives of the ancestors, at the same time it communicates the Ala
deity, the earth goddess. This can be seen from the belief in Igboland that
masquerade come from  Ala through the ant hole and disappear back to
the same Ala through the same ant hole. The same masquerade stands as
entertainer, social reformer and peace maker. Ogbukagu (2008) remarked
this  fact  and  said;  “Apart  from  recreation,  entertainment  and  social
reformation, masquerading is a very effective way of sustaining peace and
order, settlement of disputes and good government” (p.144).  

This  means  that  for  one  to  understand  why  the  people  under  study
respect and revere masquerades; one need to understand the beliefs and
the values the people associates masquerades with, despite the fact that
according to Emejulu (2003), some masquerade walk like some people’s
first son, she said:
When a woman encounters the masquerade mistakenly or unexpectedly 
along a road. She shouts ‘O kwanu mmanwu’ (it is a masquerade) Not 
minding that the masquerade has the exact gait of the first son, she runs 
for dear life! (pp.62-63).
Even though masquerade may have the gait of a woman’s first son, she
still  runs for her life.  This  is  because of  the invisible  forces  the people
associates  masquerade  with  which  simply  means  what  masquerade
represent for the people.

Information  House  for  Igbo  Values  and  Traditions:  In  the  words  of
Ejiuzu (1986)  as  noted earlier,  “African traditional  religious  symbol  are
potent store-houses of information and crucial factors in the activity field”.
(p.3). Madu supported Ejiuzu and said that “symbols have the character of
condescension.  This  means  that  symbols  are  great  store  houses  of
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meanings encapsulating a variety of likely originally desperate ideas into
an  organic  whole”.  (p.78).  In  the  traditional  Igbo  extraterrestrial  belief
system, the invisible manifest in the physicals like trees, stream or river,
hill or mountain and other cosmic objects. When this occur, such physicals
which are the symbols and at the same time where the spirits manifests
become  the  store  houses  or  data  base  of  which  the  religious  values,
traditions and belief system of the people are stored.

Symbol is like a store house where items are stored. It is from this store
(symbol) that items (religious values, belief systems and Igbo would view)
are unveiled to people. Symbol is not a product of any individual; rather it
is  owned by a community or society.  And because symbol belong to a
community or a particular society, the values and belief system that tie the
people together are stored in it.    

Symbol as Protective Agent: Critical observation of the socio-religious life
of  the  traditional  Igbo,  one  can  understand  their  belief  that  symbol
protects  them  against  both  physical  and  spiritual  evils.  Ifesieh  (1989)
observed  this  about  Egbo symbol  in  Igbo  religion;  “Egbo is  another
important  sacred  and  spiritual  symbolic  object  in  Igbo  religion.  It  is
normally ritually installed at the entrance to the family where it serves to
ward  off  any  evil  or  destructive  influence  against  the  family”  (p.140).
Adogbo  (2014)  also  aligned  with  Ifesieh  on  the  view  and  said  “The
invisible power or force which resides in symbols serves as a protection
and could be endowed in objects such as amulets and rings to ward off
dangers of evil forces” (p.98).  

Igbo people like other Africans are very religious. Mbiti (1980) made this
observation when he said that “for Africans, the whole of existence is a
religious phenomenon; man is deeply religious beings living in a religious
universe”  (p.15).  The  display  of  religion  by  Igbo  people  are  highly
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noticeable.  The  people  carry  their  religion  to  everywhere;  in  the
classroom, exam hall, in the farm, in the legislative houses, in the football
field, in the market and so on. It is on this background that the traditional
Igbo carries their charms and amulets to everywhere they go. Note that
belief is as good as reality, so when the Igbo traditional religious votaries
wear  symbols  like  amulets  and  charm on their  necks  and wests,  their
belief is that the invisible beings which the charms and amulets represents
protects them.   
 
It  is  unfortunate that  those who are not objective in the study of  Igbo
religion refers to these symbols as worship of idols and gods other than
the  supreme  being  and  thereby  accuse  the  votaries  of  idolatry  and
polytheism.   Is  there  anything  different  in  Igbo  traditional  religious
believer  who  wears  charms  and  amulets  from  his  Christian  Catholic
brother who wears chaplet and other Catholic sacramental? They are all
symbols which represents something deeper for both religious groups and
they all wear it for protections. On this note therefore,  symbol serve as
protective agent not only for the Igbo traditional religious believers, but
also for their Christian counterparts in Igboland.

Another form that symbol serve as a protective agent could be seen from
the process whereby the believers of Igbo traditional religion take symbols
from their shrines and places them on their properties so that thieves or
any person do not temper with it. For some people, it is just an ordinary
object taken from shrine, may be stone or stick tied with cloths with signs
of  animal  blood  and  feather  on  it  and  therefore  it  means  nothing.
However, for other people, such symbol represents the deities or shrines
from which the symbols were taken from and therefore the same honour
and reverence accords to those deities and the shrine are also accorded to
these symbols.
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In the same way, an oppressed person in Igbo traditional community can
go  to  the  public  shrine  through  the  priest  to  seek  redress.  And  it  is
pertinent to note that shrine is an altar where a particular deity or spiritual
being is  called upon,  interfaced,  sacrificed to and venerated.  So in this
context, the shrine or the altar serves as a protective agent. 

Symbioses: Interwoven of Christianity and Igbo Traditional Religious
Symbols
Historically, one can rightly say that emergence of Christianity in Igboland
or Africa at large was circumstance of chance or by accident. We can say
this  because  there  is  yet  no  recorded evidence  which  shows that  Igbo
people applied or wished to become Christians. It was just because the
Christian missionaries came to Igboland and the people out of hospitality
accepted them and gradually started joining their religion. This fact was
noted by Walker (1993) when he explained how friendly the Africans were
to the Holy Ghost Fathers;  he said “The natives always maintained the
friendliest relation with the missionaries, never molested them in any way,
but  on the contrary,  showing the greatest  eagerness to  be on the most
cordial relations with them” (p. 78).

It is disheartening however that after the missionaries have settled down
in Igboland, their pay back to Igbo people was hatred and fight against the
people’s religion and culture which includes the Igbo religious symbols.
These missionaries not only tried to blackmail Igbo traditional religion,
but created enmity between Igbo brothers by cutting what joined them
together (Igbo traditional religion). Achebe (2008) clearly opined this and
remarked:

He came quietly and peaceably with his religion. We were
amused at his foolishness and allowed him to stay. Now he
has won our brothers, and our clan can longer act like one.
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He has put knife on the things that held us together and we
have fallen apart. (p.141).        

No doubt, Christianity and Igbo traditional religion have influenced each
other to such that what we have today in Igboland is “traditional Christian
votaries”.  This  our submission is  as  a  result  of  some elements  of  Igbo
traditional religious symbols found in Christianity and also elements of
Christian symbols found in Igbo traditional religion. Notwithstanding the
claims  that  Christianity  have  taken  over  Igboland,  Uba  (1988)  did  not
agree with this claim and wrote:

The  Igbo  treated  elements  of  Christianity  as  one  more
addition  to  the  large  corpus  of  their  religious  culture  …
having taken from both religions what he considered useful
and  helpful  to  him.  Put  in  another  way,  religion  to  him
meant  some  of  the  teachings  of  Christianity  enriched  by
some traditional religious belief. (p.71).

Ironically, the impression we have is that Christianity have succeeded in
Igboland to such that traditional religion has disappeared. Comparative
studies of Igbo traditional religion and Christian religion in Igboland have
shown  the  extent  of  some  intolerance  and  tolerance  which  result  to
accommodations and interactions between the two religions.  

The  problem  with  Igbo  Christian  is  the  choice  to  make  between  the
Christian faith and the traditional religious belief  system which for the
people is more practical. But Arinze (1990) described how Igbo Christian
act when faced with crises, he said:

When they find themselves in moments of crises – sickness,
matrimony, birth of a child, funeral of relatives, construction
of a house and, for students, facing important and difficult
examination – it is not rare to find them having recourse to
superstitious practices of the traditional religion. (p.55).
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Another author agreed to this fact but suggested for the African Christians
to incorporate both the traditional and Christian world views, thus:

Today the average African Christian is  torn apart  between
the  African  and  the  Christian  worldviews.  The  primary
purpose  of  dialogue  here  is  the  integration  of  the  world
views  so  as  to  give  the  African  Christian  an  integrated
religious personality. (p.74). 

In describing the relevance of world view as a way of finding answer to
faith conflict between African traditional religion and Christianity, Obilor
and Chukueggu (2001) wrote:

Every  religion  takes  its  bearing  from its  world  view.  The
solution to the      
crisis  of  faith  –  culture  conflict  in  Africa  can  be  achieved
when evangelization achieves desired harmony between the
traditional  world  view  and  the  Western  Christian  world
view. (p.37). 

In actual  fact,  what we see today is  that  both traditional and Christian
religions  in  Igboland  live  and  relax  with  some  elements  which  were
borrowed from each other. Onunwa (2005) remarked this fusion and said
that “The pattern of co-existence and symbiosis has been the true picture
of  the  religious  structure  we  have  today  in  Nigeria,  particularly  in
Igboland” (p.211). These days, it has been observed in Igboland that some
traditional priests during prayers and sacrifices, after pouring libation on
their shrines, conclude it with “na–aha Jesus Christ onye nwe anyi” – “in the
name of Jesus Christ our Lord” and others present responds “Amen”. This
expression  shows  the  fusion  of  Igbo  traditional  religion  and  Christian
religion.     

During the field work of this  study,  the researcher observed that some
traditional worshippers and even priests places the cross of Jesus Christ
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and statues of Virgin Mary at their shrines. In an effort to discover from
some of  them the purpose of  such actions,  their  answers  were first,  to
make their shrines look modern and civilized, secondly, to show outsiders
that  they  (the  traditional  believers)  also  believe  in  the  Christian  gods.
Thirdly, to attract and humble people who only agree with people seen
with  Christian  symbols  and  fourthly,  to  have  double  advantages  of
protections, either by the traditional gods or the Christian Jesus Christ. 

In the same development, Christianity has borrowed symbols from Igbo
traditional religion. This may be an effort to  make Christianity an Igbo
one,  that  is  Christianity  in  Igbo  colorations.  This  is  because  the
Christianity  brought  to  us  by  colonial  master  was  purely  European
Christianity.  Mbonu Ojike noted this fact as was quoted by Ram (1962)
that  “Christianity  as  it  is  practiced  in  Africa  is  purely  a  Westernized
Christianity and looks awkward in an African soil” (p.2). This borrowing
of  Igbo  symbol  to  Christianity  in  Igboland is  because  it  is  difficult  to
separate the culture of Igbo man from his religion.

Many Christian organizations or indigenous churches in Igboland imbibes
some traditional symbols into Christian practices.  For instance, some of
them carry out their revelation works in Igbo traditional religious forms.
According to J. Eze (personal communication, October 5, 2018), he went to
their church to pray and the prophet of the church approached him and
requested to pray for him. After praying, the prophet called him and said
that there was need to do some spiritual works for him. After throwing his
divination  beads  up  and  down  for  many  times,  the  prophet  started
incantations for about five minutes and then directed Eze’s attention to the
position  of  the  beads.  Eze  told  the  prophet  that  he  could  neither
understand the position of the beads nor interpret it. According to Eze, the
prophet interpreted that the position of the beads on the ground shows
that misfortune in his business was caused by the late father. That the late
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father  was not  happy because,  since after  his  death for  more  than ten
years,  his funeral rite of killing  eshu – Igbo bread of cow was yet to be
performed. 

Eze said that after this explanation to him by the prophet,  the prophet
lightened green and blue candles which according to the prophet, the blue
was  to  appease  the  late  father  and the  green  was  to  assist  him to  get
money to be able to perform the funeral rite. Eze said that after paying the
agreed fee to the prophet, he was given incense and oil. The incense was to
ward off the spirit of the late father and the oil which was to rub on the
fore head was to make people to come to his shop to buy goods from him. 

We are not trying to judge whether the process of the divination by Eze’s
prophet  was  wrong  or  right,  but  just  to  establish  that  the  symbols  of
traditional  religion  has  been  imbibed  into  the  Christian  religion.  This
simply means that while it is true that the Christian religion has a lot to
offer  to  Igbo  religion,  Igbo  traditional  religion  also  has  a  lot  to  offer.
According to Ejenobo (2014):

Religion  and  culture  are  two  sides  of  the  same  coin  of
existence  for  the  Africans.  The  African  Christian  finds  it
difficult, therefore to divest his culture from his religion …
But when she begins to appreciate and accept the African
culture and tries to make then, and only then, we can have a
true African Christian. (p.192).

It was against this backdrop that Iwe (Nd) advocated for a creative church
in Igboland; he said:

A creative church must possess the qualities of originality,
openness  to  and  fluency  of  ideas,  spontaneous  flexibility,
adoptive resilience, awareness of and sensitivity to problems
and reformative ability (‘A Aggiornamento’ – Self-Renewal)
… a  church  capable  of  thinking  out  new and if  possible,
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original  ways  and means  of  meeting  contemporary  issues
and problems. (p.37).   

Recommendations
As a result of the importance of symbol in Igbo religion, we recommend
for  objective  study,  to  be  pursued  in  absolute  modesty  with  the  sole
purpose of unfolding the integral belief embedded in these symbols which
result to the people’s religious practices and the entire world view. 

The era of generalized condemnation and religious bigotry has passed. We
therefore  recommend  for  researchers  not  to  make  widespread
statements / comments / write up concerning the religious beliefs and
practices of other groups without a dispassionate thorough study carried
out with viable methodology like phenomenological approach or culture
area approach.

Notwithstanding  current  life  style  with  its  social  change  on  the  Igbo
people and their traditional beliefs and practices, many of the beliefs on
religious symbols still permeates and influences the behaviour of votaries
of  Igbo traditional  religion and some Christians.  We therefore disagree
with  the  condemnation  of  these  symbols,  and  recommend  a  little
systematic polish of it to meet up the need of the people in this modern
period
We recommend that researchers on Igbo traditional religion should take
cognizance  of  religious  symbols  and  what  it  represents  during  their
studies  as  that  would  yield  wonderful  result  which  could  make  Igbo
religion or African traditional religion to take its rightful position among
other religions of the world.

This work recommends African Christianity. Christianity in Igboland need
to recognize symbols, customs, belief system, values and world view of
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the Igbo people.  A realistic  blend of Igbo values with Christianity will
ensure  religious  vitality,  fruitfulness  and  stability  that  can  guarantee
people with sound mind, balanced religious psychology and personality.
This will also increase respect for the dignity and right of man and create
cooperation for the common good of all in Igboland. 

Conclusion                
To conclude this work, we wish to recall Ejiuzu (1986), where he remarked
that:

There  does  not  yet  exist  a  single  comprehensive  work  on
Igbo religion … the available efforts of the systematic studies
of aspects of Igbo religion, has largely been on the area of
belief  system  which  have  their  parallels  in  the  history  of
world  religion.  The  field  of  ritual  and  sacred  symbolism
which  occupy  a  conspicuously  significant  place  in  the
traditional  religious  experience  of  the  Igbo  have  not  been
recognized as such by scholars. (p.161).

In the beginning of this paper, we emphasized the fundamental of symbol
in the study of Igbo religion which Ejiuzu has rightly pointed out above.
He also raised the concern that symbol which plays a vital  role in the
traditional  religious  practices  of  the  Igbo  have  not  attracted  serious
attention by scholars. It was on this backdrop that this paper argued, that
any  study  in  Igbo  religion  without  the  exploitations  of  symbol  which
remains crucial in the belief of Igbo people creates vacuum. The essay also
unveiled  the  essential  of  symbol  to  the  people  which  centers  around
community  consciousness  and  harmonious  relationship  between  the
people and the spiritual forces.
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