
World Religions
Week 6: African Religions

Ancient Egyptian

Identity

The beliefs and rituals now referred to as "ancient Egyptian religion" were integral within every aspect 
of Egyptian culture. The Egyptian language possessed no single term corresponding to the modern 
European concept of religion. Ancient Egyptian religion consisted of a vast and varying set of beliefs 
and practices, linked by their common focus on the interaction between the world of humans and the 
world of the divine. The characteristics of the gods who populated the divine realm were inextricably 
linked to the Egyptians' understanding of the properties of the world in which they lived. 

History

The beginnings of Egyptian religion extend into prehistory, though evidence for them comes only from 
the sparse and ambiguous archaeological record. Careful burials during the Predynastic period imply 
that the people of this time believed in some form of an afterlife. At the same time, animals were 
ritually buried, a practice which may reflect the development of zoomorphic deities like those found in 
the later religion. The evidence is less clear for gods in human form, and this type of deity may have 
emerged more slowly than those in animal shape. Each region of Egypt originally had its own patron 
deity, but it is likely that as these small communities conquered or absorbed each other, the god of the 
defeated area was either incorporated into the other god's mythology or entirely subsumed by it. This 
resulted in a complex pantheon in which some deities remained only locally important while others 
developed more universal significance.

The Early Dynastic Period began with the unification of Egypt around 3000 BC. This event 
transformed Egyptian religion, as some deities rose to national importance and the cult of the divine 
pharaoh became the central focus of religious activity. Horus was identified with the king, and his cult 
center in the Upper Egyptian city of Nekhen was among the most important religious sites of the 
period. Another important center was Abydos, where the early rulers built large funerary complexes.

In the 1st millennium BC, Egypt was significantly weaker than in earlier times, and in several periods 
foreigners seized the country and assumed the position of pharaoh. The importance of the pharaoh 
continued to decline, and the emphasis on popular piety continued to increase. Animal cults, a 
characteristically Egyptian form of worship, became increasingly popular in this period, possibly as a 
response to the uncertainty and foreign influence of the time. Isis grew more popular as a goddess of 
protection, magic, and personal salvation, and became the most important goddess in Egypt.
In the 4th century BC, Egypt became a Hellenistic kingdom under the Ptolemaic dynasty (305–30 BC), 
which assumed the pharaonic role, maintaining the traditional religion and building or rebuilding many 
temples. The kingdom's Greek ruling class identified the Egyptian deities with their own. From this 
cross-cultural syncretism emerged Serapis, a god who combined Osiris and Apis with characteristics of 
Greek deities, and who became very popular among the Greek population. Nevertheless, for the most 
part the two belief systems remained separate, and the Egyptian deities remained Egyptian.
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Ptolemaic-era beliefs changed little after Egypt became a province of the Roman Empire in 30 BC, 
with the Ptolemaic kings replaced by distant emperors. The cult of Isis appealed even to Greeks and 
Romans outside Egypt, and in Hellenized form it spread across the empire. In Egypt itself, as the 
empire weakened, official temples fell into decay, and without their centralizing influence religious 
practice became fragmented and localized. Meanwhile, Christianity spread across Egypt, and in the 
third and fourth centuries AD, edicts by Christian emperors and iconoclasm by local Christians eroded 
traditional beliefs. While it persisted among the populace for some time, Egyptian religion slowly faded
away.

Sacred Texts

While the Egyptians had no unified religious scripture, they produced many religious writings of 
various types. Together the disparate texts provide an extensive, but still incomplete, understanding of 
Egyptian religious practices and beliefs, including mythology, texts about magic, hymns and prayers, 
and funerary texts.

Beliefs

Deities

The Egyptians believed that the phenomena of nature were divine forces in and of themselves. These 
deified forces included the elements, animal characteristics, or abstract forces. The Egyptians believed 
in a pantheon of gods, which were involved in all aspects of nature and human society. Their religious 
practices were efforts to sustain and placate these phenomena and turn them to human advantage. This 
polytheistic system was very complex, as some deities were believed to exist in many different 
manifestations, and some had multiple mythological roles. Conversely, many natural forces, such as the
sun, were associated with multiple deities. The diverse pantheon ranged from gods with vital roles in 
the universe to minor deities or "demons" with very limited or localized functions. It could include 
gods adopted from foreign cultures, and sometimes humans: deceased pharaohs were believed to be 
divine, and occasionally, distinguished commoners such as Imhotep also became deified.

The depictions of the gods in art were not meant as literal representations of how the gods might appear
if they were visible, as the gods' true natures were believed to be mysterious. Instead, these depictions 
gave recognizable forms to the abstract deities by using symbolic imagery to indicate each god's role in
nature. This iconography was not fixed, and many of the gods could be depicted in more than one form.

Many gods were associated with particular regions in Egypt where their cults were most important. 
However, these associations changed over time, and they did not mean that the god associated with a 
place had originated there. For instance, the god Montu was the original patron of the city of Thebes. 
Over the course of the Middle Kingdom, however, he was displaced in that role by Amun, who may 
have arisen elsewhere. The national popularity and importance of individual gods fluctuated in a 
similar way.

Deities had complex interrelationships, which partly reflected the interaction of the forces they 
represented. The Egyptians often grouped gods together to reflect these relationships. One of the more 
common combinations was a family triad consisting of a father, mother, and child, who were 
worshipped together. Some groups had wide-ranging importance. One such group, the Ennead, 
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assembled nine deities into a theological system that was involved in the mythological areas of 
creation, kingship, and the afterlife.

The relationships between deities could also be expressed in the process of syncretism, in which two or 
more different gods were linked to form a composite deity. This process was a recognition of the 
presence of one god "in" another when the second god took on a role belonging to the first. These links 
between deities were fluid, and did not represent the permanent merging of two gods into one; 
therefore, some gods could develop multiple syncretic connections. Sometimes, syncretism combined 
deities with very similar characteristics. At other times it joined gods with very different natures, as 
when Amun, the god of hidden power, was linked with Ra, the god of the sun. The resulting god, 
Amun-Ra, thus united the power that lay behind all things with the greatest and most visible force in 
nature.

Many deities could be given epithets that seem to indicate that they were greater than any other god, 
suggesting some kind of unity beyond the multitude of natural forces. This is particularly true of a few 
gods who, at various points, rose to supreme importance in Egyptian religion. These included the royal 
patron Horus, the sun god Ra, and the mother goddess Isis. During the New Kingdom (c. 1550–1070 
BC) Amun held this position. The theology of the period described in particular detail Amun's presence
in and rule over all things, so that he, more than any other deity, embodied the all-encompassing power 
of the divine.

Cosmology

The Egyptian conception of the universe centered on Ma'at, a word that encompasses several concepts 
in English, including "truth," "justice," and "order." It was the fixed, eternal order of the universe, both 
in the cosmos and in human society, and was often personified as a goddess. It had existed since the 
creation of the world, and without it the world would lose its cohesion. In Egyptian belief, Ma'at was 
constantly under threat from the forces of disorder, so all of society was required to maintain it. On the 
human level this meant that all members of society should cooperate and coexist; on the cosmic level it 
meant that all of the forces of nature—the gods—should continue to function in balance. This latter 
goal was central to Egyptian religion. The Egyptians sought to maintain Ma'at in the cosmos by 
sustaining the gods through offerings and by performing rituals which staved off disorder and 
perpetuated the cycles of nature.

The most important part of the Egyptian view of the cosmos was the conception of time, which was 
greatly concerned with the maintenance of Ma'at. Throughout the linear passage of time, a cyclical 
pattern recurred, in which Ma'at was renewed by periodic events which echoed the original creation. 
Among these events were the annual Nile flood and the succession from one king to another, but the 
most important was the daily journey of the sun god Ra.

When thinking of the shape of the cosmos, the Egyptians saw the earth as a flat expanse of land, 
personified by the god Geb, over which arched the sky goddess Nut. The two were separated by Shu, 
the god of air. Beneath the earth lay a parallel underworld and undersky, and beyond the skies lay the 
infinite expanse of Nu, the chaos that had existed before creation. The Egyptians also believed in a 
place called the Duat, a mysterious region associated with death and rebirth, that may have lain in the 
underworld or in the sky. Each day, Ra traveled over the earth across the underside of the sky, and at 
night he passed through the Duat to be reborn at dawn.
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In Egyptian belief, this cosmos was inhabited by three types of sentient beings: one was the gods; 
another was the spirits of deceased humans, who existed in the divine realm and possessed many of the 
gods' abilities; living humans were the third category, and the most important among them was the 
pharaoh, who bridged the human and divine realms.

Kingship

Egyptologists have long debated the degree to which the pharaoh was considered a god. It seems most 
likely that the Egyptians viewed royal authority itself as a divine force. Therefore, although the 
Egyptians recognized that the pharaoh was human and subject to human weakness, they simultaneously
viewed him as a god, because the divine power of kingship was incarnated in him. He therefore acted 
as intermediary between Egypt's people and the gods. He was key to upholding Ma'at, both by 
maintaining justice and harmony in human society and by sustaining the gods with temples and 
offerings. For these reasons, he oversaw all state religious activity. However, the pharaoh's real-life 
influence and prestige could differ from his portrayal in official writings and depictions, and beginning 
in the late New Kingdom his religious importance declined drastically.

The king was also associated with many specific deities. He was identified directly with Horus, who 
represented kingship itself, and he was seen as the son of Ra, who ruled and regulated nature as the 
pharaoh ruled and regulated society. By the New Kingdom he was also associated with Amun, the 
supreme force in the cosmos. Upon his death, the king became fully deified. In this state, he was 
directly identified with Ra, and was also associated with Osiris, god of death and rebirth and the 
mythological father of Horus. Many mortuary temples were dedicated to the worship of deceased 
pharaohs as gods.

Afterlife

The Egyptians had elaborate beliefs about death and the afterlife. They believed that humans possessed 
a ka, or life-force, which left the body at the point of death. In life, the ka received its sustenance from 
food and drink, so it was believed that, to endure after death, the ka must continue to receive offerings 
of food, whose spiritual essence it could still consume. Each person also had a ba, the set of spiritual 
characteristics unique to each individual. Unlike the ka, the ba remained attached to the body after 
death. Egyptian funeral rituals were intended to release the ba from the body so that it could move 
freely, and to rejoin it with the ka so that it could live on as an akh (a spirit that could interact with the 
world). However, it was also important that the body of the deceased be preserved, as the Egyptians 
believed that the ba returned to its body each night to receive new life, before emerging in the morning 
as an akh.

In early times the deceased pharaoh was believed to ascend to the sky and dwell among the stars. Over 
the course of the Old Kingdom (c. 2686–2181 BC), however, he came to be more closely associated 
with the daily rebirth of the sun god Ra and with the underworld ruler Osiris as those deities grew more
important.

In the fully developed afterlife beliefs of the New Kingdom, the soul had to avoid a variety of 
supernatural dangers in the Duat, before undergoing a final judgement, known as the "Weighing of the 
Heart", carried out by Osiris and by the Assessors of Maat. In this judgement, the gods compared the 
actions of the deceased while alive (symbolized by the heart) to the feather of Maat, to determine 
whether he or she had behaved in accordance with Maat. If the deceased was judged worthy, his or her 
ka and ba were united into an akh. Several beliefs coexisted about the akh's destination. Often the dead 
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were said to dwell in the realm of Osiris, a lush and pleasant land in the underworld. The solar vision of
the afterlife, in which the deceased soul traveled with Ra on his daily journey, was still primarily 
associated with royalty, but could extend to other people as well. Over the course of the Middle and 
New Kingdoms, the notion that the akh could also travel in the world of the living, and to some degree 
magically affect events there, became increasingly prevalent.

Lutheran Response

As Christians we believe in the Triune God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, worshiping “one 
God in trinity and the Trinity in unity….the deity of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit is one—
equal in glory, coequal in majesty.” We believe that God is not within the confines of creation, like the 
Sun is part of a larger solar system, but instead all of creation falls under the power of God. In terms of 
how God interacts with us, the Triune God spoke by the prophets and “in these last days he has spoken 
to us by his Son,” Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh (Hebrews 1:1-2; John 1:14). God does not speak 
through nature, but does use nature as a tool to aide those he has spoken through.

Christians don’t believe that the spirits of the dead return to their bodies to continue growing until their 
intellect (akh) can be set free. Paul says the spirit has been made new by Jesus before death, 
“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here!” (2 
Cor. 5:17) and “I have been crucified with Christ and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me. The life I 
now live in the body, I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” 
(Galatians 2:20). The body, however, is still waiting to be made new when Jesus returns, “It will 
happen in a moment, in the blink of an eye, when the last trumpet is blown. For when the trumpet 
sounds, those who have died will be raised to live forever. And we who are living will also be 
transformed. For our dying bodies must be transformed into bodies that will never die; our mortal 
bodies must be transformed into immortal bodies.” (1 Cor. 15:52-53) Therefore while the body may lay
in the ground upon death, the spirit is set apart, as it has been made holy and therefore worthy to appear
before the throne of God, while it waits for the body to be changed in a likewise manner. Finally, the 
spirit is reunited with the body and ready for life on a new earth.

Talking Points

Separation of Body and Spirit

Understanding that the body and spirit have different resting places (at least until judgment day) can 
actually make for some interesting conversation. Although you are unlikely to run into anyone 
practicing ancient Egyptian belief systems, parts of those beliefs still exist in many cultures today, such 
as the separation of ka and ba after death, which has led to many practices of leaving things on graves 
with the hopes that the spirit of the person will return to listen to those who come to the grave site and 
will enjoy the gifts brought to them.

Seeing someone bring something to a graveside can be a reminder that they are in pain and might need 
someone to talk to. People often hold onto some semblance that the person they love is still alive and 
interacting with them because facing the cold reality of sin and death is too painful. Noticing these 
actions should be a call for Christians to reach out, even if it’s just a hand on the shoulder or some 
small talk, so we can remind others that there’s still someone who cares for them, even if the only they 
loved the most isn’t around anymore.



Tribal Religions

Identity

Adherents of traditional religions in Africa are distributed among 43 countries and are estimated to 
number over 100 million.

Although most Africans today are adherents of Christianity or Islam, African people often combine the 
practice of their traditional beliefs with the practice of Abrahamic religions. The two Abrahamic 
religions are widespread across Africa, though mostly concentrated in different areas. They have 
replaced indigenous African religions but are often adapted to African cultural contexts and belief 
systems. Abrahamic religious beliefs, especially monotheistic elements, such as the belief in a single 
creator god, was introduced into traditionally polytheistic African religions rather early.

Followers of traditional African religions are also found around the world. In recent times, religions, 
such as the Yoruba religion, are on the rise. The religion of the Yoruba is finding roots in the Islands of 
the Caribbean and portions of Central and South America. In the United States, Voodoo is more 
predominant in the states along the Gulf of Mexico.

History

Due to the lack of sacred texts and the practices that varied even between neighboring cities, very little 
historical documentation actually exists for the background of African religions. Beliefs and practices 
can be traced loosely back to northern African religions, like ancient Egyptian, but beyond that, original
practices, especially beliefs about spirits inhabiting inanimate objects, seem to have originated with the 
African cultures themselves. (Which isn’t surprising, as humans are superstitious by nature)

Unlike northern African religions, mainland and southern African religions thrived and many have 
survived even to this day. Some are more religious, while others are more culture based, but because 
those places were beyond the scope of Middle Eastern influence (from Persia to Greek to Rome, etc.), 
there was never any pressure to unify culture or religion.

Sacred Places

Because African religions are more cultural, places, instead of texts, are considered sacred. Rivers, 
mountains, and cities are all things that are considered sacred based on the history of those locations 
and the spirits that they believe are tied to them. If something went well at a certain location, then the 
spirit who caused that thing to go well still resides there and should be respected.

Beliefs

Animism builds the core concept of traditional African religions. Animism is the belief that objects, 
places, and all creatures contain a spiritual essence. This had led to the worship of tutelary deities, 
nature worship, ancestor worship, and the belief in an afterlife. While some African religions adopted a 
pantheistic worldview (that reality is one and the same with divinity), most follow a polytheistic system
with various gods, spirits, and other supernatural beings. Traditional African religions also have 



elements of fetishism (created objects have spirits), shamanism (someone who can commune with 
spirits), and veneration of relics (divinity of objects left behind).

Because of the central belief of animism in African religions, medical practices traditionally follow 
herbalism, the use of plants to heal. However, also because of animism, medical practices have not 
advanced to the point of western countries because to do so would be to disconnect from the living 
world and might bring condemnation from spirits. This does not mean that modern medicine is not 
found in Africa, but simply that the more spiritual or religious a region is, the more primitive their 
medicine will most likely be.

Traditional African, like most other ancient traditional religions around the world, were based on oral 
traditions. These traditions are not religious principles, but a cultural identity that is passed on through 
stories, myths and tales, from one generation to the next. The community and ones family, but also the 
environment, plays an important role in one's personal life. Followers believe in the guidance of their 
ancestors spirits. Among many traditional African religions, there are spiritual leaders and kinds of 
priests. These persons are essential in the spiritual and religious survival of the community. There are 
mystics that are responsible for healing and 'divining' - a kind of fortune telling and counseling, similar 
to shamans. These traditional healers have to be called by ancestors or gods. They undergo strict 
training and learn many necessary skills, including how to use natural herbs for healing and other, more
mystical skills, like the finding of a hidden object without knowing where it is. Traditional African 
religion believe that ancestors maintain a spiritual connection with their living relatives. Most ancestral 
spirits are generally good and kind. Negative actions taken by ancestral spirits is to cause minor 
illnesses to warn people that they have gotten onto the wrong path.

Ancestor veneration has always played a "significant" part in the traditional African cultures and may 
be considered as central to the African worldview. Ancestors (ancestral ghosts/spirits) are an integral 
part of reality. The ancestors are generally believed to reside in an ancestral realm (spiritworld), while 
some believe that the ancestors became equal in power to deities.

The defining line between deities and ancestors is often contested, but overall, ancestors are 
believed to occupy a higher level of existence than living human beings and are believed to be 
able to bestow either blessings or illness upon their living descendants. Ancestors can offer advice
and bestow good fortune and honor to their living dependents, but they can also make demands, 
such as insisting that their shrines be properly maintained and propitiated. A belief in ancestors 
also testifies to the inclusive nature of traditional African spirituality by positing that deceased 
progenitors still play a role in the lives of their living descendants.

It is suggested that most ancient traditional African religions, like most other indigenous folk religions 
around the world, were strictly polytheistic and lacked the belief in monotheistic concepts, such as a 
single supreme creator god. Native African religions are centered on ancestor worship, the belief in a 
spirit world, supernatural beings, and free will (unlike the later developed concept of faith). Deceased 
humans (and animals or important objects) still exist in the spirit world and can influence or interact 
with the physical world. Polytheism was widespreaded in most of ancient African and other regions of 
the world before the introduction of Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. An exception was the short-lived 
monotheistic religion created by Pharaoh Akhenaten, who made it mandatory to pray to his personal 
god Aton (see Atenism). This remarkable change to traditional Egyptian religion was however reverted 
by the next Pharaoh of Egypt. High gods, along with other more specialized deities, ancestor spirits, 
territorial spirits, and beings, are a common theme among traditional African religions, highlighting the
complex and advanced culture of ancient Africa.



Lutheran Response

As Christians we believe in the Triune God, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, worshiping “one 
God in trinity and the Trinity in unity….the deity of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit is one—
equal in glory, coequal in majesty.” We believe that God is not within the confines of creation, like the 
creatures or spirits that are part of a simple ecosystem, but instead all of creation falls under the power 
of God. In terms of how God interacts with us, the Triune God spoke by the prophets and “in these last 
days he has spoken to us by his Son,” Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh (Hebrews 1:1-2; John 1:14). 
God does not speak through nature, but does use nature as a tool to aide those he has spoken through.

Alongside a basic understanding of creation, God given reason and science has led us to understand 
that inanimate objects do not possess and spiritual form, in the same way that they possess no chi or 
energy. Although Jesus said, “I tell you, if these were silent, the very stones would cry out,” (Luke 
19:40) he is not saying that the rocks are alive. Jesus simply means that all of creation is a testament to 
the one who created it, and therefore every rock and every groove speaks to the creative power that the 
Son possesses. Without him, the rocks are nothing, and because he did not give inanimate objects life 
when he came, they remain nothing.

Family, despite being a Christian term in reference to God’s family, is not the source of morality or 
authority. People do not become spirits and interact with creation after they die. “After this I looked, 
and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples 
and language, standing before the throne and before the Lamb… These are the ones coming out of the 
great tribulation...” (Rev. 7:9, 14) Those who die in the Lord are with the Lord and he works through 
angels and other spiritual beings to work within creation. We do not venerate relics of those who have 
gone before us, but remember instead the one who created them and what he has given to us, namely 
Word and Sacrament.

Talking Points

Respect for Creation
Despite not believing that locations, plants, or inanimate objects possess spirits and wills, Christians are
called to treat them as important. “The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to 
work it and keep it.” (Gen. 2:15) “Keep” means “protect” and “care for”. Even though they are not as 
important as man, which was made in the image of God, plants, animals, and even rocky mountains are
a part of God’s creation, creating an ecosystem that allows us to live and flourish. More than that, the 
strengthen our faith by giving us a picture of God, “For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal 
power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things
that have been made.” (Romans 1:20)

How we care for the world around us shows the nature of our faith, and to those who practice African 
religions, the nature of our spirit. This isn’t unique to just people of animistic African religions and 
cultures we might interact with, but to them it is perhaps the largest part of our personalities. Working 
hard to live in that Christian calling of caring for creation and not labeling any part of it “unimportant” 
will go a long way towards creating a meaningful relationship with those who believe everything has a 
spirit.

Importance of Family
Like with those of the Confucius belief system, family is vitally important for African religions. So 
how we talk about our family and how we show interest in theirs will create opportunities for growing 
a relationship far stronger and faster than other topics.


