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Can religion peacefully cohabit with humanism in the twenty-
first century? Can religion cohabit with humanity itself?

—WOLE SOYINKA, OF AFRICA (2012)
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Preface

During my childhood and teenage years, I grew up with some family habits
and rituals that may have laid the early foundations for this book. First, the
habit of reading and, related to that, the ritual of weekly visits to the library.
I have childhood memories of my dad reading for my siblings and me, when
we were at an age too young to read ourselves; I remember how he would
play with the intonation and volume of his voice, bringing the story to life
and transporting us into its fantasy world. Other memories are of my mum
taking us every Friday evening to the public library in our town, where my
siblings and I would browse for an hour or so, carefully selecting the maxi-
mum number of books (was it five?) that we were allowed to borrow and
that we would devour in the following week, only to return them the next
Friday in exchange for another stack of books. Second, the habit of family
devotion (which also included reading, from the Bible in this case, after
every meal we would share) and of churchgoing every Sunday, and several
other rituals that put faith central in our lives. Growing up in a family with-
out a television, in the conservative environment of a town in the Dutch
Protestant Bible belt, reading children’s and youth literature became for me
an alternative window to the world, an avenue to explore worlds out there
that were different from the one with which I was familiar. During my late
teenage and early adult years, reading religious, and later theological, texts
also fed into a process through which the Calvinist Reformed faith I was
raised in was gradually internalized but also critically reinterpreted, broad-
ened, and transformed in a more ecumenical and progressive direction.
At some moment in my youth—I cannot remember when, exactly—I
learned that I could have been born in Nigeria. Early in their marriage,
my parents were destined to move there because my dad (having studied
tropical agriculture) had been offered a job as an agricultural specialist
with a mission agency in this West African country. Yet these plans were
thwarted at the last minute due to health-related reasons. Thus, I ended
up being born and growing up in the coastal southwestern region of the
Netherlands, where my dad was a secondary school teacher and my mum,
in addition to running the household, was actively involved in church and
community work. I still sometimes wonder what my childhood would have
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looked like if things had taken a different turn, and how this would have
shaped me—but I will never know. Perhaps this book is an attempt for me
to explore the country I did not get to grow up in (and until recently did
not get to visit) and to learn about its diverse and dynamic religious culture
and social environment, not from firsthand experience but through read-
ing its literary representations. If reading was an avenue to explore different
social, cultural, and religious worlds during my childhood, it continues to
be so, even if it has also developed into a professional skill and an academic
method, as illustrated in this book.

This is to say that, as much as this book was conceived of as a scholarly
project, its focus, methods, and interests link to and are embedded in my
autobiography in various ways. Whether the significance of this is merely
anecdotal or adds personal, intellectual, or political meaning is a question
for further reflection. In any case, given the above, I dedicate this book to
my parents, with deep gratitude for the joy of reading, the virtue of faith,
and a heart for compassion and social justice, which they embody and have
instilled in me.
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INTRODUCTION

Reading Christianity and Social
Thought in Nigerian Literature

The all-time classic of Nigerian literature, Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart,
originally published in 1958, tells about the first Christian missionaries
arriving and settling in Umuofia, a fictional village in southeastern Nigeria.
Although the missionaries soon win a handful of converts, the clan leaders
are initially not too bothered because they consider the converts insignifi-
cant people, and they believe “that the strange faith and the white man’s god
would not last”* Obviously, these leaders got it wrong. The novel narrates
how the new religion gradually gains traction and how the church, helped
by newly introduced colonial structures of government and law, becomes
a powerful force in society. As one of the characters, Obierika, famously
puts it in a conversation with the novel’s protagonist, Okonkwo: “The white
man is very clever. He came quietly and peacefully with his religion. We
were amused at his foolishness and allowed him to stay. Now he has won
our brothers, and our clan no longer acts like one. He has put a knife on
the things that held us together and we have fallen apart.

With its narrative depiction of the disruptive and divisive impact of
missionary Christianity on local communities, their belief system, and their
traditional way of life, Things Fall Apart is the major Nigerian example of
what the literary scholar Simon Gikandi has described as the “canonical
African texts,” in which Christianity is represented “as the cultural arm of
imperial expansion and as the major agent in the alienation of Africans
from their traditional cultures, the source of self-hate and mimicry, and
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one of the sources of the violence that separates families, communities, and
nationalities” He continues by adding that “when Christianity is not repre-
sented as an agent of colonial domination and violence, it appears as the
ambiguous force of civilization and Europeanization.” Together with other
classics, such as the Kenyan writer Ngiigi wa Thiongo’s The River Between,
Achebe’s novel exemplifies how missionary Christianity tends to be depicted
in twentieth-century African literature as “nothing less than the source
of the crisis of modernity and modernization” Admittedly, these twenti-
eth-century writers had a complex relationship to Christianity. As much
as they offer a postcolonial critique of this religion for its links to Euro-
pean colonialism and imperialism, they also draw on Christian symbols
and biblical imagery in their creative writing, and, in several cases, such as
Achebe, they did not radically break with their Christian upbringing.* As
the literary scholar Femi Ojo-Ade observes, some African creative writ-
ers are primarily critics, and others children, of Christianity; however, in
his assessment, both “perceive a certain rigour and rigidity in the religion
imposed upon the African” as they problematize the “complementarity
between christianity [sic] and colonialism.”s Hence, the critique of Chris-
tianity has become a dominant theme, both in African literature and in the
scholarship thereon.

As much as the clan leaders of Umuofia believed that the white man’s
God and faith would not last, Christianity has firmly settled itself. It has
become the majority religion in southeast Nigeria, where Things Fall Apart
is set, as well as elsewhere in the country and in many other parts of Africa.
Numerically, according to the World Christian Encyclopedia, the Christian
population of Nigeria grew from 176,000 in the year 1900 (1.1 percent of the
total population) to over 95 million in 2020 (46.3 percent) and is projected
to grow to 197 million by 2060 (48 percent).” These figures are part of a
broader picture of demographic growth, yet they are nevertheless aston-
ishing. By 2060, Nigeria is projected to become the country with the third
largest Christian population in the world, and the largest in Africa.® This
growth is part of a broader trend on the continent, with sub-Saharan Africa
projected to be home to more than 40 percent of Christians worldwide by
2060.° Both in Nigeria and across the continent, Christianity is competing
with Islam over which religion has a larger following and influence (see
chapter 5). In the process, African indigenous religions—in spite of their
resilience and, in some cases, revitalization—have become increasingly
marginalized, with only a small percentage of the population primarily
identifying with these (although, arguably, many Christians continue to
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respect and practice indigenous beliefs and rituals in one way or another
alongside their Christian faith).”

These quantitative figures are only part of the story of Christianity
establishing itself in the region. More interesting are the qualitative devel-
opments, described by scholars with terms such as religious adaptation,
appropriation, contextualization, indigenization, inculturation, hybridity,
and innovation, through which Christian traditions introduced by Euro-
pean missionaries have become an “African religion,” and through which
the Christian God is said to have become African, and specifically Nige-
rian.” Thus, in a sense, one could indeed say that the white man’s faith did
not last, because Christianity in the postcolonial period belongs to local
converts and subsequent generations of Christians who have reshaped,
and are reshaping, it by demonstrating considerable religious agency and
creativity, in Nigeria and elsewhere in Africa.”> As the historian Ogbu Kalu
puts it, Christianity in Africa is being written as an “African story”™

Now, what does this rooting of Christianity mean for the way it is
engaged with in African literary texts? As Gikandi has argued, after inde-
pendence, which for most African countries came in the 1960s, “the
Church could no longer be represented as a direct agent of colonialism
or neocolonialism,” and “Christianity could no longer be represented as a
force extraneous to the African experience but a crucial part of the social
and cultural fabric of postcolonial society”* Ojo-Ade appears to be more
reserved, writing that in twentieth-century African literary accounts “Chris-
tianity is a burden, the Black man’s burden. As with other aspects of our
life, the weight is being carried confusedly. Colonialism became coopera-
tion—some call it neo-colonialism—and the Church became africanized
[sic]. We are still strangers on our land.” Clearly, he is skeptical about the
nature of postcolonial transformations in African Christianity, suggesting
that nothing changed substantially. Yet his review focuses on twentieth-
century literary texts, written by first-generation African creative writers
for whom Christianity continued to be linked to the experience of Euro-
pean colonialism and “civilization” What about the work of the current
generation of writers, who were born and grew up after independence?

The literary scholar John Hawley has pointed out that, compared to the
classic texts by Achebe, Ngtigi, and the like, “a new generation of novelists
now incorporates Christianity into its writing with less of an edge”” Referring
specifically to contemporary Nigerian writers such as Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie, Chris Abani, and Uwem Akpan—each of whom is featured in the
present book—Hawley observes that their writings display “appreciative
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treatments of Christianity,” which “suggests the maturing of the Christian
church in Africa”¢ Further elaborating on this, he points out that the work
of these writers displays “a higher degree of comfort with the increasingly
Africanized version of Christianity in which they themselves were raised,
and in which they locate the characters in their novels”” Indeed, Adichie’s
2003 novel Purple Hibiscus is often seen as representing this shift in the
African literary engagement with Christianity, as it acknowledges but also
moves beyond the status of Catholicism as a European missionary reli-
gion and actively explores the question of its potential to be rooted in late
twentieth-century Nigerian society.”® Although one of the staunch Chris-
tian characters is referred to as “too much of a colonial product,” through
some of its other characters the novel narratively explores the possibility
for Christianity to be decolonized—that is, for it to be dissociated from its
colonial heritage and to become part of a liberatory future.”

Referring to another major trend in African Christianity in the post-
colonial period, the emergence of Pentecostal-Charismatic movements,
the cultural sociologist Michael Okyerefo has pointed out that “one would
expect that African writers today, just as Achebe or Ngtgi engaged with
the religious question as it pertained to their time, would dwell heavily on
this ‘new’ development.”>> Okyerefo’s implicit criticism appears to be that
contemporary African writers do not adequately engage with current trends
and developments in African Christianity, although he discusses the 2005
novel Sun by Night, by the Ghanaian author Benjamin Kwakye, as an excep-
tion. He notes that Kwakye treats Pentecostalism as a phenomenon “that
has gained acceptance in Ghanaian society today,” thus suggesting that this
writer has moved on from the notion of Christianity as a foreign influence,
a concept that dominates the work of earlier writers.*

If Sun by Night was among the first novels engaging with the rapidly
growing Pentecostal-Charismatic forms of Christianity on the continent, it
is fair to say that other writers have followed suit and have often addressed
the phenomenon more comprehensively than Kwakye, for whom it is only
a minor theme. Examples from Nigeria include Adichie’s 2011 short story
“Miracle;,” which was later incorporated into her novel Americanah, in which
the mother of the protagonist converts from Catholicism to Pentecostalism
and then changes churches several times,”> and Okey Ndibe’s 2014 novel
Foreign Gods, Inc., which—as discussed in chapter 6 of this book—engages
Pentecostalism critically for its teaching of the prosperity gospel and its
corruption of charismatic leadership. Examples from other parts of the
continent are Zimbabwean writer NoViolet Bulawayo’s 2013 novel We Need
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New Names, which features a dramatic deliverance scene by a charismatic
prophet-healer, and Ugandan writer Jennifer Nansubuga Makumbi’s 2014
epic novel Kintu, which portrays the transition from the twentieth-century
East African Revival to the late twentieth-century Pentecostal-Charismatic
revival.

These titles are some indicative examples of what can be seen as a trend
in African literature over the past two decades, of writing about Pentecos-
talism as part of contemporary African social life. One critical observation
of this trend is that while African writers have not failed to adequately
engage with recent developments in African Christianity, scholars have only
expressed sparse interest in this productive and critical engagement. A tell-
ing illustration of this sparse interest is that the last book-length study of
Christianity in African literature is from 1992, when the Kenyan theologian
Jesse Mugambi published his Critiques of Christianity in African Literature.
Mugambi’s book, being over thirty years old, obviously does not engage with
any of the developments in African Christianity, or the trends in African
literature, over the past few decades. Yet exactly these recent developments
and trends make the subject such a rich and exciting field of inquiry.

Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary Nigerian Literature thus
makes a timely intervention by addressing this lacuna in current scholarship
and by demonstrating the diverse and fertile engagement with Christianity
in contemporary African literature. Methodologically speaking, it signifi-
cantly expands the scope of source material typically drawn upon in the
study of African religions and world Christianity. Through a critical and
constructive reading of Christian symbols and themes in contemporary
literary texts, this book aims to reconstruct African religious and social
thought as emerging from fictional writing. It does so with a particular
focus on twenty-first century Nigerian literature, which arguably is one of
the most vibrant and prolific branches of African literature today, the sheer
volume of its output having been described as “intimidating”» Although
Nigerian literature reflects a wide range of concerns, one recent and ongoing
trend is the profound and substantial engagement with the diverse forms
of Christianity flourishing in the country and shaping its cultural, social,
and political spheres. Moreover, as Africa’s most populous and economi-
cally powerful country, Nigeria offers a “magnificent template” for studying
postcolonial Africa and its dynamic religious worlds more generally.>

Given the width and breadth of relevant source material available, and
the steady flow of new texts being published, it is a surprise that contempo-
rary Nigerian and more broadly African literature thus far have not been
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more systematically drawn upon in the study of Christianity, religion, and
literature. Perhaps this is the downside of canonization, with many scholars
continuing to work on a handful of classical texts from the mid-twentieth
century and being reluctant to engage with recently published texts that
have yet to prove their worth. It might also be the result of the policing of
disciplinary boundaries; when speaking about this project to an audience
of mostly Nigerian religious studies scholars, I could sense the initial reluc-
tance in the room to seriously engage with literary texts—after all, as one
of the attendees put it to me afterward, “We are not trained to do this,” and
“I hadn’t realized that this approach yields so much fruit”

According to the ethicist Nimi Wariboko in his recent book on social
ethics and governance in Nigerian writing, literature can make profound
contributions “toward (re)constructing a philosophy of social transforma-
tion for a humane world”» The present book can be read as complementary
to Wariboko’s, but with a distinct focus on the ways contemporary Nige-
rian literary writings envision and engage the role of Christianity in that
social transformation for a humane and more just world. It does so specif-
ically in the light of questions of decolonization and decoloniality, which
have become so pertinent in the study of Christianity in Africa and glob-
ally.** Where decolonization traditionally refers to the political process of
former colonies becoming independent and forming sovereign nation-
states, the concept of decoloniality has been coined to refer to modes of
thinking and acting that are separated from “the colonial matrix of power”;
decoloniality is therefore an epistemic, emotional, and aesthetic project.” In
contemporary discourse, both terms are increasingly used interchangeably,
as decolonization is understood to include an epistemological dimension—
it is about “the right to think, theorize, interpret the world, develop own
methodologies and write from where one is located and unencumbered
by Eurocentrism.”** In relation to Christianity, the quest for decolonization
can then be understood as a twofold process: a critique of “the coloniality
of faith, and Christian complicity with colonialism and its violent lega-
cies” and the proposition of “decolonial options in the context of emergent
Christianities”

In the following sections of this introduction, I will first give an over-
view of the landscape of scholarship in which this book is located and that it
seeks to advance. Second, I will introduce, and offer context to, the subjects
of Nigerian literature and Nigerian Christianity, identifying some common-
alities between the two. In doing so, I will also make a case for a reading
that focuses on the connection between Christianity and social thought,



INTRODUCTION

which is typical of my approach to the selected literary texts. Finally, I will
outline the structure of this book.

Research Landscapes: Christianity and African Literature

Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary Nigerian Literature is an exam-
ple of what the Africanist scholar Paul Zeleza has described as “cross-over
interdisciplinarity;” which is an approach in which “new fields are consti-
tuted from overlapping areas of separate disciplines,” and which can also
be described as transdisciplinarity.*® The research I present in this book
engages with, and borrows from, disciplines such as religious studies and
theology, literary and cultural studies, and African studies, while aiming to
constitute religion in African literature as an emerging subject of scholarly
inquiry in its own right. As such, this book demonstrates and foregrounds
the importance of inter- and transdisciplinary work in understanding and
reflecting on the role of religion in African public life, specifically through
the lens of literature.”

The book is located in, and contributes to, various fields of scholar-
ship, including the study of African religions, specifically Christianity; the
study of African literature; and the study of religion and literature. In each
of these fields, there is some interest in, and work being done on, Chris-
tianity in African literature, but it is fair to say that this subject does not
currently constitute a field on its own but is in fact rather dispersed over,
and marginal in, various fields. Interestingly, scholars in each of these fields,
as shown below, have underlined the need for a more systematic study of
Christianity in African literary writing, and this book is a response to such
calls.

Religion and Literature

Covering approaches that variably use religion as a lens for thinking about
literary texts and use literature as a lens for thinking about religion, the field
of religion and literature is broad and wide-ranging. Mark Knight has subse-
quently suggested that it should be thought of as a two-way “conversation,”
rather than as a “field,” in order to highlight “the fluidity and movement
between the disciplines” and the “continual state of flux” that character-
izes the nature of their relationship.”> Whatever terminology one might
prefer, Susan Felch, as editor of The Cambridge Companion to Literature and



DECOLONIZING CHRISTIANITIES IN CONTEMPORARY NIGERIAN LITERATURE

Religion, has argued that this field or conversation suffers from a “decided
tilt towards texts and theories that are inflected by Western Christianity
and its aftermaths,” and she underscores the need for an engagement with
Christianity in Global South contexts.” In the same volume, this task is
taken up by Susan VanZanten, who, in a chapter titled “World Christian-
ity;” focuses on two African texts: a work of orature, Afua Kuma’s Jesus of
the Deep Forest, and a work of fiction, Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus. She uses
these texts to provide insight into the ways Christianity in postcolonial
contexts is articulated and how the relationship between Christianity and
culture in those contexts is negotiated.* In 2012, VanZanten also edited a
special issue of the journal Christianity and Literature, about “African Narra-
tive and the Christian Tradition,” which includes several articles—about
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus, Uwem Akpan’s collection
of stories Say Youre One of Them, and Ayi Kwei Armah’s Two Thousand
Seasons, among other, lesser-known, texts—that together examine “some
of the ways in which the Christian tradition has informed and engaged this
rich diversity of African texts”® In The Routledge Companion to Literature
and Religion there is also a chapter on “global Christianity;” by Colin Jager,
discussing two novels by South African writers—Zakes Mda’s The Heart
of Redness and J. M. Coetzee’s Disgrace—and exploring their “visions of
reconciliation” in the postapartheid era.*

As important and welcome as these contributions are, it is probably
fair to say that Felch’s critical observation of a “decided tilt” toward Western
Christian traditions and cultures by and large is still a valid characteriza-
tion of the study of religion and literature today. For instance, the journal
Theology and Literature, apart from one special issue on South African
writing, published in 1999, has not dedicated any special issues to African
literature and has only published a handful of articles on texts by Afri-
can writers.” Addressing this imbalance is important, especially because
literature is increasingly thought of as world literature, and Christianity as
world Christianity, indicating the diverse global nature, scope, and reach
of both subjects. Indeed, it is perhaps not a coincidence that, as the theo-
logian Dorottya Nagy has observed, “parallel to the emergence of World
Christianity discourses in recent decades, discourses on world literature,
world philosophy, and world history have emerged as well.” In her assess-
ment, this indicates not only an emerging global perspective but also an
increasing “world-mindedness” in the study of literature, religion, and other
subjects in the humanities, which has as a starting point “the recognition of
a shared humanity”*® Acknowledging that African literature is a major part
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of contemporary world literature, and African Christianity of world Chris-
tianity, in this book I seek to expand the scope of literary engagement in
the field of religion and literature by foregrounding contemporary Nigerian
writing as a major resource enriching the understanding of Christianity as
a global and ever-transforming religion.

Within the field of religion and literature, several methodological
approaches have been identified. The approach most relevant for this
book can be described as identifying and exploring “religion as a concern
of literature (the texts and/or their authors).” My key interest here is in
how Christian beliefs and symbols, practices and institutions, emerge as a
concern in contemporary Nigerian literary texts and how contemporary
Nigerian literature offers a fascinating lens through which Christianity can
be examined as embedded in present-day Nigerian lifeworlds. As much as
the writers of the texts under discussion might have their own agenda in
engaging religion as a concern, as a reader of these texts, I, too, bring my
own perspective and interests to the process of reading and interpreting
their literary representations of these concerns, as acknowledged in the
preface to this book. Nagy’s notion of “world-mindedness” in the study of
world Christianity and literary scholar Chielozona Eze’s notion of “ethics
of openness” in the study of world literature convey the methodological,
ethical, and political commitment that is at the heart of my approach of
reading Nigerian literature and Christianity-as-a-concern-in-literature, in
a quest for an affirmation of human flourishing and a transformation of
social realities in our contemporary world.* However, different from some
of my previous work, in this book I decided not to make the reflection on
my own positionality explicitly part of my writing but rather to let the texts
speak for themselves, and to read them in dialogue with the work of Afri-
can thinkers.* The continuity with my previous work, however, is that in
this book I continue to be interested in foregrounding and interpreting
emerging counterdiscourses to hegemonic forms of Christianity and some
of their problematic religious, social, and political impacts in contempo-
rary African contexts.

African Religions and Theology

In the study of African religions and theology, Ezra Chitando observed in
the first decade of the 2000s that scholars “have not devoted adequate time
to analyse religious themes that run through most African literature,” and
he called for an increased engagement with literary writing for African
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religious studies to become “truly multidisciplinary.”+> Writing in 2010, in
his introduction to a special issue of Studies of World Christianity about
“Religion in African Literary Writings,” Afe Adogame reiterated this call
as follows: “Scholars of literature and religion should begin to pay more
attention to how and to what extent religion is embedded within African
literary cultures; ways in which African literary scholars and their works
are informed and illuminated—in their ideas and preoccupations, by reli-
gious traditions, imagery, ideas, and concerns; and how they engage with
and reshape traditional and non-traditional discourses and repertoires”#
The special issue in question includes articles about classical texts, such
as Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, Ngtgis The River Between and Weep Not
Child, and Armah’s Two Thousand Seasons, as well as a more recent text
like Kwakye’s The Sun by Night.+

Specifically with regard to African theology, Abraham Waigi Ng’ang’a
several years ago observed an overall lack of engagement by African theo-
logians with the works of African creative writers, which he argues is
surprising because both share “deep affinity and common ground” in their
quest for African identity in the postcolony.® Perhaps the exception is the
work of Achebe, most typically Things Fall Apart, which has featured in
several African theological texts, while Ngtigi's The River Between has also
received some theological attention.** Ngiang’a himself has engaged exten-
sively with the works of the Nigerian writer and Nobel laureate in literature
Wole Soyinka. Most recently, David T. Ngong’s book Senghor’s Eucharist
has offered a profound political-theological engagement with the poetry
of the Senegalese writer Léopold Sédar Senghor.

In a recent mapping of scholarship on religion and African litera-
ture, I asked what engaging with African literature brings to the table of
the study of religion in Africa, and I identified three central and relevant
concerns: “First, with the creative representation of religious traditions and
dynamics; second, with the critique of religious beliefs and institutions and
third, with the imagination of alternative religious possibilities.”¥ Admit-
tedly, these concerns and the ways they are reflected in literary texts often
cannot be neatly distinguished and separated, as a given literary text may
combine or move between them. Nevertheless, the three lenses of repre-
sentation, critique, and (re)imagination are helpful for the purpose of this
project, as I seek to examine how the diversity of Christianity and the role of
Christianity in postcolonial society are represented in contemporary Nige-
rian literature; how literary texts engage in social and religious critiques
of particular Christian beliefs and practices for the ways they constitute or
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reinforce problematic sociocultural norms and sociopolitical structures;
and how these texts draw on Christian beliefs, texts, and symbols to explore
the alternative world-making possibilities within Christian traditions that
align with, and contribute to, a vision of social justice. In doing so, I seek to
demonstrate the importance of contemporary literary writing as a source for
studying, and thinking about, religion and cultural production in contem-
porary Africa, as well as in the context of world Christianity.

African Literature

African literary studies is firmly linked to, and shaped by, traditions of
postcolonial criticism. This may be part of the reason why this field has
not demonstrated much interest in Christianity, given this religion’s close
association with the history of colonialism in much of Africa. It is telling
that a recent major handbook on African literature rightly has a chapter
on Islam yet lacks a contribution on Christianity, while both faiths have a
similar following and influence on the continent and also have profoundly
shaped African literary traditions.* Islam and its African literary represen-
tation have also been the subject of at least two scholarly monographs, but
there is no equivalent recent book-length study on African literary repre-
sentations of Christianity.* Some attention is paid to Christian-related
themes in a 2017 special issue of Research in African Literatures, edited by
Jeanne-Marie Jackson and Nathan Suhr-Sytsma, about “Religion, Secular-
ity, and African Writing,” with the editors highlighting that “while Europe’s
status as Christian hegemon has waned . . . since the early twentieth century,
sub-Saharan Africa has played an increasingly dominant role in Christian-
ity’s diffusion”® Suhr-Sytsma himself has recently published an insightful
article on Christian-Muslim relations in Nigerian literature.* Two schol-
arly monographs—Mark Mathuray’s On the Sacred in African Literature
(2009) and Rebekah Cumpsty’s Postsecular Poetics (2023)—use the much
broader concept of “the sacred” to examine religion and spirituality in Afri-
can literary texts; they do not engage with Christianity as a central subject
of inquiry as such. Of course, the classic texts by Ngiigi, Achebe, and others
have been widely studied in African literary scholarship, and one wonders
whether these writers’ postcolonial critique has positioned Christianity as
unfashionable in the field.

Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary Nigerian Literature capi-
talizes and seeks to deliver on the suggestion of Jackson and Suhr-Sytsma,
in the introduction to their special issue mentioned above, that it is time

n
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to revisit the paradigm in which Christianity in Africa is constantly linked
to the history of colonialism and imperialism, and to acknowledge and
understand the central role that Africa plays in the postcolonial “diffusion”
of Christianity. By the latter, I mean the process by which Christianity—if it
ever was a purely “Western religion”—has become a Global South religion
thriving in the postcolony, possibly because it gives its adherents a sense
of agency, identity, and meaning in the ruptures and fissures of life in our
contemporary, globalized, highly unequal world.

Earlier, I cited African theologians such as Kwame Bediako from Ghana
and Lamin Sanneh from the Gambia, who, in the light of both precolonial
historical trajectories and postcolonial developments, have made a case for
thinking about Christianity as a non-Western, and indeed African, reli-
gion.”> Although there is a clear demographic case for this, South African
theologian Tinyiko Maluleke has argued that Bediako, Sanneh, and the like
might have been too celebratory about Africa as “the new face” of global
Christianity and failed to take “serious note of the tragic nature of Chris-
tianity in Africa”—a tragedy stemming, in his words, from “the violence
of some of the methods with which it was transmitted, the violence of the
colonial legacies, and the violence of the resulting conditions in which Afri-
cans find themselves”>> Arguably, there is an important conversation to be
had between African literature and African theology, engaging these ques-
tions about the dialectics of Christianity in the African postcolony. The
Nigerian literary texts discussed in this book offer a rich starting point for
such an interdisciplinary conversation. As much as these texts represent
Christianity as part of the fabric of postcolonial society, they acknowledge
and engage its problematic histories and legacies and explore alternative,
decolonial possibilities within Christianity.

The decolonial theorist Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni has described the quest
for decolonization as “seek ye epistemic freedom first” His paraphrasing of
a biblical verse can be seen as an allusion to the possible synergies between
religious, specifically Christian, language and the intellectual and political
project of decoloniality. As much as Ndlovu-Gatsheni acknowledges that
during colonialism, and in the ongoing regime of coloniality, conversion
to Christianity was “a form of epistemicide,” as African indigenous knowl-
edges were supplanted by European memory, he also implicitly suggests that
seeking epistemic freedom, theologically speaking, is a project of eschato-
logical significance, as it engenders what in the New Testament is called the
Kingdom of God.>* It illustrates the aforementioned paradox of Christianity
in Africa and elsewhere in the majority world as simultaneously complicit
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with colonialism and its ongoing legacies and a resource for imagining and
enacting “decolonial options.”> Moreover, it subtly highlights the notion that
decolonization is not about restoring a precolonial past and its indigenous
knowledge systems—although a renewed appreciation of such knowledges
can be part of it—but about envisioning new, liberatory African futures,
potentially also through Christian imagination. This book examines the
ways contemporary Nigerian literary writers grapple with this paradox while
creatively exploring the decolonial options embedded in Nigerian Christi-
anities. The word “decolonizing” in the title can be read both as an adjective
and as a verb; together with the plural “Christianities,” it signals that decolo-
nization is an ongoing, dynamic, and pluriversal process with an ambivalent
and complex but potentially productive relationship to Christian traditions
as represented and reimagined in twenty-first-century Nigerian literary texts.

Limitations and New Directions

From the above review of relevant fields of scholarship, some observations
can be made. Existing scholarship on Christianity and African literature,
although dispersed and fragmented, has generated significant insights
yet also has some serious limitations. First, it tends to focus on “canoni-
cal” twentieth-century texts, in particular by writers such as Achebe and
Ngtigi—whose work is obviously worth studying—and consequently it
tends to overlook more recent texts by younger writers, except perhaps for
Adichie, whose work has enjoyed considerable attention. Second, as a result
of the latter limitation, and as noted earlier, scholarship tends to be mostly
concerned with the history of Christian mission in Africa and its links to
European colonialism, which is a valid problem, yet fails to adequately
acknowledge the postcolonial condition of Christianity on the continent.
Third, there has been little sustained engagement with the ways African
Christianity and its recent dynamics and transformations are represented
in contemporary African literature and the new questions this raises. For
instance, the enormous popularity of Pentecostal Christian movements
and their representation in contemporary African literature have hardly
been addressed.* Fourth, its emphasis tends to be on the critique of Chris-
tianity in African literature—as reflected in the aforementioned title of the
only book-length study on the subject, by Mugambi. Subsequently it tends
to overlook the ways a current generation of writers engage Christianity in
creative ways, as they reimagine Christian faith and explore its relevance
for thinking through current African issues.

13
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Thus, as much as I have learned from, and build on, these various
bodies of scholarship, Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary Nige-
rian Literature aims to intersect, advance, and expand the fields identified
above by focusing on contemporary writers and their twenty-first-century
texts, which offer critical and creative literary representations of Christi-
anity set in the postindependence period. A key example is Chimamanda
Ngozi Adichie’s 2003 novel Purple Hibiscus, which in its opening sentence
makes a direct intertextual allusion to Things Fall Apart, but which narrates
a Nigerian Christian world that is distinctly different from Achebe’s classic.
As I discuss in chapter 3 of this book, Adichie explores the possibilities of
Catholicism taking root in a late twentieth-century Nigerian sociocultural
milieu, including an apparition of the Virgin Mary in the local landscape.
She counterbalances the dominant literary depiction of African Christi-
anity as a product of European mission by including a narrative reference
to a young Nigerian Catholic priest becoming a missionary in Germany;,
thus illustrating contemporary dynamics in global Christianity such as the
phenomenon of the “reverse mission.” The novel also mentions “mush-
room Pentecostal churches” and their “fake pastors,” a theme in Nigerian
Christianity that Adichie further pursues in her second novel, Americanah,
and that other writers such as Ndibe have also explored in recent texts (see
chapter 6 of this book).”

My proposed focus on contemporary writers and their writings thus
takes into account the aforementioned shifts and transformations, both in
African literature and in African Christianity, and it allows for an innovative
study of the ways contemporary literary writing engages with Christianity
in modes that include, but are not limited to, critique. This is important,
both because of the contested status—and simultaneous popularity—of
Christianity in postcolonial Africa and because of the vital role of litera-
ture as “a lens for reading and thinking about religion® Such a focus is
also crucial in order to overcome, in VanZanten’s words, “the historical
myopia that associates Christianity solely with European Christendom” and
to acknowledge that “world Christianity today spans multiple continents,
theological traditions, nationalities, ethnicities, and cultures” Moreover, it
acknowledges specifically that Africa has become home, in the words of the
missiologist Andrew Walls, to “potentially the representative Christianity
of the twenty-first century”® Although focusing on the specific subset of
Nigerian literature, my broader aim in this book is to demonstrate that reli-
gion, specifically Christianity, and African literature is a fascinating subject
of inquiry yielding rich fruits and that it can become a transdisciplinary
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field of study in its own right. I do so by foregrounding literary writing as
a critically important and innovative lens for understanding and reflect-
ing on the sociocultural and sociopolitical roles of Christianity in Africa
and foregrounding Christianity as a central concern and creative theme in
contemporary African literature.

Intersecting Nigerian Literature and Nigerian Christianity

Both the literary scene and the Christian scene in twenty-first-century
Nigeria demonstrate a high level of vibrancy and vitality, with commenta-
tors widely recognizing their respective reach, impact, and influence within
Nigeria, across the continent, and indeed worldwide. Both subjects have
also received a considerable amount of scholarly interest, with the study of
Nigerian literature and of Nigerian Christianity having become flourishing
research areas on their own. With these two subjects being largely studied
separately, Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary Nigerian Literature
aims to put them in a productive and exciting interdisciplinary conversa-
tion. To begin that conversation, I identify and discuss in this section some
common characteristics.

The Colonial Connection

Historically speaking, Nigerian literature and Nigerian Christianity are to
a considerable extent byproducts of British colonialism, which started in
the mid-nineteenth century and lasted till 1960, when Nigeria gained inde-
pendence. Admittedly, in the territory now known as Nigeria, there were
literary cultures in various forms and in diverse languages pre-dating the
arrival of the British or other Europeans. Some of these, such as Hausa
literature in northern Nigeria, have continued to thrive. Yet colonialism
“succeeded in transforming literary cultures in diverse ways. The intro-
duction of English as an official language in the region diminished the
importance of local vernaculars, yet literacy in English inspired new forms
of literature that coexisted with the dominant cultural traditions of the
spoken arts”® Obviously, schools established by European missionaries
were key to this introduction and promotion of English, and, as such, Chris-
tian missions have been instrumental to the birth of Nigerian literature in
English, while this literary production simultaneously became a way to
“write back” to the colonial and missionary (mis)representation of local
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cultures and traditions.® With regard to African literature more gener-
ally, Gikandi argues that it “can be considered to have been a product of
the Christian mission,” because the major African writers of the twentieth
century were educated in mission schools where they encountered Euro-
pean literary traditions and because missionary printing presses “were the
places in which African literature was first materially produced.”® Thus,
somewhat paradoxically, as much as literary writing in the twentieth century
gradually became a vehicle of nationalist agitation against colonialism and
mission, it was also indebted to them.

With regard to Christianity, European missionaries were active in the
region now known as Nigeria before British colonialism. Notably, the first
missionaries on the West African coast were Portuguese; they arrived as
early as the fifteenth century, alongside explorers and traders from the
same country, although their effort is generally seen not to have had a last-
ing effect. Yet a second, and more enduring, missionary effort came in the
nineteenth century, with the first Protestant missions being set up in Yoru-
baland in the 1840s, followed a few decades later by the Catholics, who
became particularly active in Igboland.® This initiated a complex process
of conversion and religious change, which was directly linked to broader
social, economic, and political transformations in the region, brought about
by colonialism and the subsequent reconfiguration of power and iden-
tity during colonial modernity.# In the first half of the twentieth century,
southern Nigeria, which was under direct British colonial rule, was gradu-
ally Christianized, while northern Nigeria, which was under indirect rule,
remained overwhelmingly Muslim because Christian evangelism was
restricted there. This laid the basis for a religious divide that continues to
define and trouble the country to date (see chapter 5 in this book).

Although the relationship between mission Christianity and colonial
administration was complex and sometimes fraught, overall, they bene-
fited from each other. As the Africanist historian Olufemi Vaughan puts
it: “Christian missionaries and colonial administrators worked creatively
to deploy complementary doctrines of Western training and enlighten-
ment to advance colonial imperatives”* Especially through the provision
of education and health care, the missions were able to establish themselves
in local communities and have a far-reaching impact. The emergence of
African-initiated churches, often referred to in Nigeria as aladura (a simpli-
fication of the Yoruba word aldadiira, meaning “one who prays”), in the
early twentieth century heralded a new and significant chapter in the local
appropriation of Christianity outside of European missionary structures.
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They brought about a “unique synthesis” of biblical tradition, Christian
liturgy, and indigenous religious concepts and rituals, thus “shaping a new
version of Christianity” with charismatic features and local resonance.

Postcolonial Vitality and Diversity

The historical connection to colonialism did not stop Nigerian literature,
or Nigerian Christianity, from flourishing in the postcolonial era, leading
to increasingly diverse and dynamic fields that scholars have attempted to
categorize and structure.

As for Nigerian literature in English, several genres have emerged
and proliferated, including fiction, poetry, and theater, together forming a
“corpus of impressive bulk and astonishing variety”” A common, though
contested, method of categorizing Nigerian (and, more generally, African)
Anglophone literature has been generational. In this model, writers such
as Achebe and Soyinka are typically seen as part of the “first generation”
that used literature for a project of “cultural nationalism,” while subse-
quent writers are seen as part of a second generation, characterized by
a “disillusionment with the failings of the postcolonial state,” and a third
generation is associated with “an opening up in terms of thematic concerns
and narrative experimentation.”® Most recently, a fourth generation has
been proposed to refer to writers “characterized by a new set of literary
trends that have developed since the beginning of the twenty-first century.”®
Although this generational model has been critiqued for “its over-reliance
on age-similarity, social, bio-psycho, historical, and artistic convergences
(and divergences),” it offers one way of acknowledging and interpreting
the development of, and trends and innovations within, Nigerian literary
cultures.”® As such, the model—and its continued prevalence and expan-
sion—illustrates the vitality of Nigerian literature in English, which has now
become an “orchestra of pluralities””* The writers whose work is featured
in this book are generally associated with the third and fourth generations.
They are part of what has been described as “an unprecedented wave of
African writing that moves beyond the ‘writing back’ of previous genera-
tions who sought to redress colonialism and its aftermath””* Acknowledging
this generational shift, I question how these contemporary writers engage
with Christianity as part of their experience and representation of postco-
lonial Nigeria.

As for Nigerian Christianity, and for African Christianity more gener-
ally, the religious studies scholar Asonzeh Ukah has argued for the use
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of the plural “Christianities” to acknowledge the existence of “different
strands or traditions that may or may not be compatible one to another””
This pluralization is characteristic of what Martha Frederiks has called a
“World Christianity approach,” in which Christianity is conceptualized as
an “inherently plural, cumulative tradition” with complex and changing
entanglements with its multiple sociocultural and sociopolitical contexts.”
Ukabh, like many other scholars, distinguishes three broad categories of the
forms of Christianity practiced in Nigeria, in a model that is also some-
what generational: first, the historical mission (sometimes also referred to
as mainline) churches, which have their origins in nineteenth-century Cath-
olic and Protestant (e.g., Anglican, Methodist, Presbyterian) missionary
activity; second, the independent or indigenous churches, which emerged
in the late nineteenth century and in the first half of the twentieth century
as local Christian initiatives outside of the mission churches, including the
aforementioned Aladura churches, which grew rapidly in the 1920s and later
decades, attracting followers with their strong emphasis on prayer, heal-
ing, and prophetic visions; and third, Pentecostal churches that emerged in
the mid-twentieth century, some of which are historically linked to North
American classical Pentecostal movements (e.g., the Assemblies of God),
while others emerged as local initiatives, and with a new wave, around
the 1980s, often referred to as Pentecostal-Charismatic or neo-Pentecostal
churches.” The latter subcategory has become enormously popular in recent
decades, thanks to its teachings and practices of prosperity, deliverance,
and spiritual warfare.

This threefold categorization is useful to acknowledge some of the
historical, sociological, and theological differences between various churches
and movements. However, it should not be interpreted as a rigid frame, as
the boundaries between the various categories are fluid. For instance, the
Redeemed Christian Church of God was founded in 1952 as an Aladura
church but soon reinvented itself in Pentecostal style and today is often seen
as a typical example of Nigerian neo-Pentecostalism.” The historic mission
churches also have incorporated many practices typically associated with
Pentecostalism, such as charismatic worship, healing, and deliverance, in
an attempt to retain a following. Thus, denominations such as the Angli-
can and Catholic churches have sizable charismatic renewal movements in
their midst, and scholars speak of the “Pentecostalization” of Christianity
at large.”” As the total Christian population of Nigeria has grown tremen-
dously, churches across the spectrum are thriving in what has become a
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diverse and dynamic Christian landscape and a highly competitive and
innovative religious market.”®

A Global Outlook

As part of their flourishing in the postcolonial period, both Nigerian litera-
ture and Nigerian Christianity have become globally significant phenomena,
firmly embedded in Nigerian diaspora networks and in global sociocultural
flows. Many contemporary Nigerian writers, including a range of authors
discussed in this book, are based, or spend a significant part of their time,
in North America and Europe; they often produce their work from those
contexts, publish it internationally, and build their reputation through inter-
national awards and other forms of recognition. Literary scholars, such as
Madhu Krishnan, in her book with the telling subtitle “Global Locations,
Postcolonial Identifications,” are debating why this “decidedly migratory
African identity” has become representative of Nigerian (and, more gener-
ally, African) literature and how it affects and reflects in the resulting literary
works.” It has been suggested that some of the internationally acclaimed
diaspora-based African writers, because of their geographical location,
their diasporic perspective, and their writing for a global market, could
be described as “equally non-African” or “part-time Africans” producing
an “Africa-lite” literature.®® Other scholars have drawn on notions of pan-
Africanism and, more recently (as well as more controversially), Afropol-
itanism to foreground the fact that African literature in the postcolonial
period has come “to be located in a unique global moment” and to propose
a conceptualization of African identity in a globalized world that is not
limited to identification with one nation or continent but acknowledges
“the fluidity of African self-perception and visions of the world”®

I do not seek in this book to contribute to these debates as such. As
much as I recognize that several of the authors featured in the follow-
ing chapters are based in or publish their work from North America or
Europe, what matters here is that they write about Nigeria as “this our
country.” Of This Our Country is the title of a recent collection of essays
by well-known Nigerian writers, including Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie,
Okey Ndibe, and Chigozie Obioma, who each are discussed in this book
and who are based in the United States; the various essays demonstrate
insightfully how these writers, regardless of their geographical location,
consider Nigeria as central to their sense of home and belonging, identity,
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and culture.®> More specifically, as will be explored in the chapters of this
book, Christian beliefs, practices, texts, and symbols take center stage in
their writing about Nigeria, demonstrating how Christianity is part of their
representation of Nigerian society. Even when originally published in the
Global North, books by Nigerian writers do still circulate in Nigeria. When
I visited a bookshop in Abuja, in May 2024, I found copies of almost all the
titles discussed in this book, in several cases locally published versions of
titles originally published in the United Kingdom or the United States.

Nigerian Christianity, too, has become a global phenomenon. As a
result of migration, Nigerian Christians are influencing religious cultures
and communities in other parts of the world. Moreover, Nigerian churches,
of various types, have also actively embarked on a strategy of continen-
tal and indeed global influence and expansion. Thus, Nigeria is a major
part of what Adogame calls the “African Christian diaspora” and is trans-
forming Christianity in the West and globally.® Discussing “the Nigerian
factor in global Christianity;” the missiologist Allan Effa identifies three key
arenas in which this transformation is visible.* First, in the arena of what
he calls “mainline Christianity”—that is, the historic Catholic and Protes-
tant denominations that through missionary activity were transplanted to
Nigeria. Due to church growth in Nigeria, and ongoing processes of secular-
ization and church decline in the West, Nigerian churches in this category
have become important players in their respective global denominations.
This is visible, for instance, in the worldwide Anglican Communion, where
Nigerian bishops play a leading role in what has become known as the crisis
about issues of homosexuality, and in the worldwide Catholic Church, where
there is an increasing dependence in Europe and North America on priestly
vocations from Nigeria and other parts of Africa. Second, in the arena of
“evangelical world missions,” Nigerian missionaries are actively involved in
evangelism and church-planting initiatives, especially in Muslim-majority
countries. Third, in the arena of “reverse mission,” Nigeria-founded and -led
churches, especially of the Pentecostal type, embark on a vision of “bring-
ing back” the Christian faith to secularized countries in Europe, North
America, and other parts of the world. The extent to which these churches
succeed in converting autochthonous people or mostly cater to diaspora
communities is debatable, but it is a fact that originally Nigerian churches,
such as the Redeemed Christian Church of God, are helping keep Christi-
anity alive in countries in the Global North.

None of the novels discussed in this book engage with the diaspora
dimensions of Nigerian Christianity, as they are all set in, and focus on,
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Nigeria itself.* Yet the global outlook of Nigerian Christianity does under-
score the importance of understanding Christianity in the Nigerian context,
which is what I seek to contribute to. Thus, in light of Nigerian Pentecostal
churches preaching versions of the prosperity gospel globally, Ndibe’s novel
Foreign Gods, Inc. is worth reading as an example of how this religious culture
is represented and critiqued within Nigeria. And in light of the aforemen-
tioned Nigerian Christian politics of homosexuality, Chinelo Okparanta’s
novel Under the Udala Trees offers a worthy insight into how alternative
Christian understandings are imagined from a Nigerian perspective.

A Public Role

Lastly, both Nigerian literature and Nigerian Christianity play important
public roles, meaning that their significance and relevance exceed their
respective literary and religious domains narrowly defined. As for the
public role of literature, already during, but especially after, the colonial
period, Nigerian writers contributed significantly to the narrative invention
and imagination of the nation, or what the historian Toyin Falola calls “the
nationhood project”®® Thus, they engaged, and continue to engage today,
in critical sociopolitical thought—for instance, addressing questions of citi-
zenship, democracy, social justice, and human rights.*” This frequently put
them at odds with the government of the day, especially during the mili-
tary regimes that ruled the country from 1966 to 1999 (with a democratic
interval from 1979 to 1983). For instance, Soyinka, one of Nigeria’s most illus-
trious writers, was a political prisoner in the late 1960s, after being accused
of siding with the Biafra nationalists during the Nigerian Civil War, while
the internationally renowned writer and environmental activist Ken Saro-
Wiwa was imprisoned and hanged in 1995, at the height of his campaign
against environmental degradation by the petroleum industry. It is perhaps
no coincidence that the current vibrancy of Nigerian literature is associated
with the postmilitary dictatorship period following the transition to civilian
rule in 1999, when writers were able to work in relative freedom.®

One way literary writing performs a public role is by holding up a mirror
to readers, and to society more generally, stimulating awareness of, and criti-
cal reflection on, injustices and other social concerns. Thus, Nigerian writers,
as African writers more generally, in the words of the Africanist scholar
Wale Adebanwi, are “social thinkers,” who use their creative writing for
what the literary scholar Ato Quayson has conceptualized as “a calibration
of the social”® Several of the novels discussed in this book demonstrate this
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concern with social issues, be they in the realm of gender, such as Adichie’s
addressing of gender-based violence in Purple Hibiscus, or in the realm of
sexuality, such as Okparanta’s interrogation of same-sex relationships in
Under the Udala Trees, or in the realm of ecology, such as Obioma’s engage-
ment with environmental degradation in The Fishermen. What stands out
in each of these examples, as I will show in the relevant chapters of this
book, is how these writers engage these social issues in relation to reli-
gion, and specifically Christianity. Thus, the writer as a social thinker also
frequently appears to be a religious thinker, precisely because social and reli-
gious domains are closely intertwined. My interest in this book is in how
contemporary Nigerian literary writers think about, with, or against Chris-
tianity as part of their critical, creative, and imaginative engagement with
contemporary sociocultural and sociopolitical issues. Inspired by Quayson’s
notion of “reading for the social’—that is, “using the literary as a means
toward social enlightenment”—I will be reading the religious dimensions of
literary texts as intricately linked to their social dimensions, and I will explore
how the texts seek to engender social and religious “enlightenment.”*°
Christianity, too, plays a prominent public role in Nigeria, as elsewhere
in Africa, meaning that Christian idiom and practice have been appropri-
ated “beyond the boundaries of religious expression” in a narrow sense.”
Where in Western contexts there is a secular tendency to consider religion
as part of the private sphere and relegate it to the margins of society, in much
of Africa (and indeed many parts of the world) religion is a highly public
phenomenon, manifesting itself in social, political, and popular cultural
domains. Nigeria is a key example of a country where Christianity—espe-
cially, but not only, in its Pentecostal form—is a public religion. Recent
studies have argued, for instance, that Nigerian Christianities constitute,
in the words of the political theorist Ruth Marshall, a “political spirituality”
and transform the country, in what the sociologist Ebenezer Obadare has
called a “Pentecostal republic,” while also shaping the popular cultures of
the local movie and music industry and structures of socioeconomic devel-
opment.” Precisely because Christianity has become part of the fabric of
Nigerian society, Christian beliefs, rhetoric, ritual, and symbols also influ-
ence social and political attitudes toward issues of public concern, such as
in the realms of gender, sexuality, human rights, and democracy.
According to the character Obierika in Things Fall Apart, missionary
Christianity in the colonial period was like “a knife on the things that held
us together,” as a result of which “we have fallen apart” Following from
this, one wonders what the role of Christianity has been in the postcolonial
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period and how this is represented in contemporary literary texts. Thus, my
interest in this book is in the ways Christianity, as a public religion, itself
is engaged publicly in literary texts and how literature opens up an inter-
face for thinking about the public role of Christianity in Nigerian society
today. According to the literary scholar Abiodun Adeniji, among the main
social issues in postindependence Nigerian literature is the question of reli-
gious hypocrisy. Referring to texts such as Soyinka’s 1964 play The Trials of
Brother Jero, he points out that “the misuse of religion as recorded in Nige-
rian literature almost always comes in the form of satire on the hypocrisy
of the priests of such religions. These are portrayed as Janus-faced charac-
ters who preach holiness, righteousness, and contentment . . . but exhibit
worldliness, rapacity, and duplicity in their off-the-pulpit dealings with
their fellow men and women.”” This is still a central concern in twenty-first-
century texts, some of which are discussed in this book, such as Okey Ndibe’s
Foreign Gods, Inc. and Elnathan John and Alaba Onajin’s On Ajayi Crowther
Street, which both use satire to expose religious hypocrisy among pastors,
specifically in Pentecostal settings. However, this is certainly not the only,
and not necessarily the most dominant, way contemporary Nigerian writers
engage with religion. As I will show in subsequent chapters, literary writ-
ers think not only against but also with Christianity, drawing on symbolic
and textual resources from within Christian traditions to engage in social
thought and political imagination. Thus, Nigerian literature, as a mirror
to society, allows for grasping the complexity and ambiguity of Christian-
ity as a public religion in contemporary Nigeria.

The Organization of This Book

The literary texts I discuss in Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary
Nigerian Literature are all from the twenty-first century, with Adichie’s
Purple Hibiscus (2003) being the oldest text. They are written by authors
from the postindependence generation, with Okey Ndibe (born in the year
Nigeria gained independence, 1960) being the most senior and Chigozie
Obioma (b. 1986) being the youngest. Each of the fictional narratives is also
set in the postindependence period. In this threefold way, the selected texts
offer a rich insight into how contemporary Nigerian literature represents
and engages Christianity as part of the fabric of postcolonial society.

My selection of texts does not claim to be comprehensive but is illus-
trative, I believe, both of the diversity in Nigerian Christianities and of the
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diverse treatment of Christianity in contemporary Nigerian literary writing.
Admittedly, the selection unintendedly turned out to feature many texts by
authors of Igbo decent—the only two writers from a different ethnic back-
ground are Uwem Akpan and E. E. Sule (discussed in chapter 5). This is
indicative of the significant contribution of Igbo writers—described as being
among “the most prolific writers in Africa in terms of output and attention
given to their novels”—to contemporary Nigerian literature in English.*+ It
is also illustrative of the enthusiastic reception of Christianity among the
Igbo since the missionary era and the colonial period, which was further
intensified in the postcolonial period, when Igboland witnessed a strong
Christian revival in the aftermath of the Biafra War (1967-70).% The texts
discussed in this book are all set in the period during and in the decades
after the war, and many of the writers featured have family histories directly
shaped by the war. These factors may explain why Christianity emerges as
a central theme specifically in contemporary Igbo-Nigerian literature.
The selection also turned out to have a bias toward bildungsromans,
which are featured in all chapters of this book but chapter 6. Although a
term derived from German, the bildungsroman has become a dominant
genre in African literary writing, where it distinguishes itself from its Euro-
pean counterpart, among other characteristics, by narrating “the ongoing
remediation of colonialism’s traumatic legacy” and its postcolonial after-
math “throughout the self-maturation process.”” Given that Christianity is
a central part of the legacy of colonialism and of the postcolonial condition
in much of Africa, including Nigeria, it is perhaps no surprise that it is a
common theme in many bildungsromans by contemporary Nigerian writers.
In these novels, Christianity is critically discussed in relation to other issues
closely linked to (post)colonialism, such as civil wars, patriarchy, homopho-
bia, environmental degradation, and interreligious violence. In the selected
texts, as we will see in the main chapters of this book, Christianity variably
emerges as a symbolic resource to make sense of (post)colonial trauma, as
a problem that protagonists must contend with in their quest for identity
and maturity, and as a terrain for renegotiation and creative appropriation.
The discussion of the selected texts is embedded, in each chapter, in a
review of their broader literary and religious landscapes, providing context
and depth to the analysis. Reading religion as a concern in the selected texts,
I will examine and explore this concern with the help of relevant thinkers—
theologians, philosophers, and social theorists—for which primarily and
principally I draw on Nigerian and other African scholars. Making their
work part of the conversation allows me to further elucidate key themes and
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critical questions regarding the status of Christianity as part of social life in
contemporary Nigeria, and to reveal and expand on the critical and construc-
tive religious and social thinking that is embedded in the literary texts under
discussion. This also enables me to acknowledge the theologizing that happens
within, and emerges from, these texts, reading them as contextual theologies
in the making—however incomplete and partial they may be.

The six chapters of Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary Nige-
rian Literature are organized thematically; in each chapter I read one or
more selected literary texts, analyzing the engagement with Christianity
in relation to a specific area of social concern. The title of each chapter is a
keyword of Nigerian Christian idiom emerging from the text under discus-
sion and capturing the ways religious and social thought are intertwined.
Each chapter can be read independently, but the chapters are interconnected
and speak to one another in various ways. For the purpose of presenting
them in this book, I have contemplated various possible structures. In the
end, I settled for an ordering in terms of the historical context of the liter-
ary texts under discussion, which was the most unambiguous. Thus, the
first chapters of the book focus on texts set during, or in the aftermath of,
the Nigerian Civil War, while the subsequent chapters are concerned with,
or refer to, more recent events and contexts.

The Nigerian Civil War, also known as the Biafra War, was fought from
July 6, 1967, to January 15, 1970, between the federal Nigerian state and
the short-lived secessionist state called the Republic of Biafra, which had
been launched by Igbo nationalists after years of rising tensions between
the Igbo and other ethnic groups in Nigeria. The significance of this war,
during which an estimated five hundred thousand to three million people
died, for Nigerian postcolonial history and nationhood cannot be over-
stated. Achebe has even claimed that the Biafra War not only “changed
the course of Nigeria” but was a “cataclysmic experience that changed the
history of Africa’® The suppressed memory and trauma of the war has led
to the emergence of a literary tradition of “writing the Nigeria-Biafra war,”
which includes not only historical fiction about the war itself, the events
leading up to it, and its aftermath but also texts that use the war as a back-
ground of social and historical meaning.®® As such, the civil war features
in several of the literary texts discussed in this book, although it is not the
central theme in any of them.

In chapter 1, “Forgiveness,” I discuss two novellas, Chris Abani’s Song
for Night and Uzodinma Iweala’s Beasts of No Nation. Neither text explic-
itly mentions the war, yet Abani includes narrative pointers that allude
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to it, while Iweala has claimed to have been inspired by the history of
the war. Both novellas can be seen as part of the tradition of “writing the
Nigeria-Biafra war” broadly defined, which they combine with another
tradition or genre in West African literature: child soldier narratives. As I
will demonstrate by analyzing the literary representation of material reli-
gion and theopoetics, both novellas seek to process postwar memory and
trauma by drawing on Christian objects, texts, and symbols and by address-
ing the ethical and theological question of the possibility of forgiveness.
Thus, I read these novellas as texts of religious imagination in the context
of conflict-induced Nigerian and West African postcolonial trauma.

In chapter 2, “Deliverance,” I focus on Chinelo Okparanta’s novel Under
the Udala Trees. Although the novel opens with the war, and most of its
story unfolds in the immediate postwar period of the 1970s, war memory
is not its central theme. Instead, Okparanta uses the war as a historical
background for a story about what has become another battleground in
contemporary Nigeria: same-sex relationships. By juxtaposing these two
battles, the novel makes a narrative connection between ethnicity and sexu-
ality, suggesting that both categories can be equally divisive and the cause of
conflict, violence, and human rights offenses. I read Under the Udala Trees
as a major contribution to the emerging genre of queer Nigerian literature,
specifically examining its creative negotiation of Christianity in relation to
the quest to affirm diverse sexualities. Using the key term of deliverance—
derived from Pentecostal discourse—as a lens, I examine how religiously
violated and demonized queer bodies are written in this novel into an affir-
mative space of freedom.

In chapter 3, “Apparition,” I discuss Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Purple
Hibiscus, which is set in the 1980s but includes some references to the civil
war. It has been suggested that through its main protagonists, Kambili and
Jaja, Adichie “pays homage to the silent children of Biafra” and that the
novel reflects a deliberate effort to reclaim Igbo cultural identity in the post-
war era.”*® As part of that effort, it explores whether and how Christianity,
specifically Catholicism, links to that quest for Igbo identity. In doing so, the
novel offers a narrative account of the changes in Catholicism in Nigeria,
as a formerly colonial form of religion becomes rooted in its local context.
My reading focuses specifically on issues of gender that are prominent in
the novel, and which Adichie links creatively to the theme of Marian devo-
tion, culminating in an apparition of the Virgin Mary.

The subsequent three chapters focus on texts that move away from
the civil war as a historical background or point of reference. In chapter 4,
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“Prophecy;” I focus on Chigozie Obioma’s The Fishermen, alongside a brief
discussion of Nnedi Okorafor’s Lagoon. Set in the late 1990s, The Fishermen
has often been read against the political turmoil in Nigeria at the time and as
an allegory of Nigeria as “a dwindling nation.” However, I offer an ecologi-
cal reading of the novel, which explores its engagement with environmental
issues in relation to Christianity. The Fishermen shares this thematic inter-
est with the futuristic novel Lagoon, yet each text approaches the subject
quite differently. Where the latter novel offers a blunt ecological critique of
Christianity, specifically in its Pentecostal form, the former complements
such critique by narratively foregrounding the environmental referential-
ity of indigenous churches, specifically the Celestial Church of Christ, and
by drawing on broader Christian biblical and hymnal texts to engage in
ecotheologizing. The Fishermen’s plot centers around a prophecy that turns
out to be a curse; however, my reading also foregrounds how, on a different
level, the novel can be read prophetically, as it calls for ecological justice in
the context of Nigerian Christianity.

In chapter 5, “Spiritual Warfare,” I discuss three texts—two novels and
a novella—that together cover the period from the 1990s to the 2010s. Set
in different decades, each text speaks to a particular stage or major incident
in the increasingly tense interreligious climate in Nigeria—specifically, the
unfolding tensions and violence between Christians and Muslims. Thus,
in historical order: E. E. Sule’s novel Sterile Sky opens with a horrifying
story of mob violence by Muslims against Christians that was incited by a
crusade of the German evangelist Reinhard Bonnke in Kano, which took
place in October 1991. Akpan’s novella Luxurious Hearses is set in the imme-
diate aftermath of the Sharia crisis, which broke out in February 2000 after
the Kaduna state governor legalized Islamic law. The story is located in a
fictional city called Khamfi, which resembles Kaduna. Lastly, Adaobi Tricia
Nwaubani’s novel Buried Beneath the Baobab Tree was directly inspired
by the 2014 Chibok crisis, during which 276 mostly Christian schoolgirls
were kidnapped by Boko Haram. Drawing attention to discourses of spiri-
tual warfare against Islam, which can be found in some Nigerian Christian
circles, my reading explores the different ways these texts seek to overcome
the politics of alterity in which the religious Other is seen negatively, as
an existential threat, and even as demonic, and how instead they seek to
promote interreligious recognition.

Finally, in chapter 6, “Prosperity;” I focus on Okey Ndibe’s novel Foreign
Gods, Inc., which is set in the first decade of the 2000s in a transnational
context of migration, globalization, and neoliberal capitalism. Of all the
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texts discussed in this book, Ndibe’s novel offers the most in-depth engage-
ment with Pentecostalism, a strand of Nigerian Christianity that has become
enormously popular since the late twentieth century. It is also a key exam-
ple of literary critique of popular religion, deploying satire to interrogate
some of the critical issues in Nigerian Pentecostalism, such as its tense
relationship with indigenous religions, its propagation of the prosperity
gospel, and the corruption of charismatic leadership. My reading argues
that Foreign Gods, Inc. offers an important mirror to a society where Chris-
tianity has become deeply Pentecostalized and, as part of that process, has
become deeply intertwined with money, power, and popular culture, with
all the risks that entails.

Together, these six chapters offer a rich array of diverse Christian tradi-
tions in Nigeria and insight into the ways these Christianities intersect with
arange of current social concerns. Decolonizing Christianities in Contempo-
rary Nigerian Literature demonstrates the deep insights that literary writing
offers to the study of Christianity and social thought. As captured in the
epigraph of this book, the Nigerian literary writer and public intellectual
Wole Soyinka has suggested that the key question for our times is whether
religion can “peacefully cohabit with humanism” and indeed whether it can
“cohabit with humanity itself” Soyinka, as a well-known religion skeptic
and as someone who has broken with his Christian upbringing, appears
to answer this in the negative, especially in relation to monotheistic reli-
gions such as Christianity and Islam, which, in his assessment, “threaten
the very fabric” of the African continent because of their evangelizing zeal
and intolerant moral-political agenda.” I do not read the selected literary
texts in a direct conversation with Soyinka. Yet I do show that contempo-
rary Nigerian writers, inasmuch as they share some of Soyinka’s concerns
and reservations about religion, and specifically Christianity, continue to
explore critically, creatively, and constructively its possible contributions
to a humane society. Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary Nige-
rian Literature invites other scholars to follow suit by offering alternative
readings of the texts I have discussed, as well as readings of other texts by
Nigerian writers that I did not include, and of literary texts from other
parts of the African continent. May the conversation between literature
and Christianity in Nigeria, and Africa, thrive, as a reflection of the vital-
ity of its two subjects, and as a stimulus to critical and creative social and
religious thought.



Chapter 1

FORGIVENESS

Christianity, Civil War Trauma, and Religious Memory

Nigeria’s postcolonial history has been a violent one. The 1967-70 Nige-
rian Civil War, between the federal government and the newly founded and
short-lived Republic of Biafra, is widely recognized as a particularly violent
eruption, the shadows of which continue to shape the country’s political,
as well as literary, history. Centered around two of the most critical issues
in postcolonial Nigeria—ethnicity and the distribution of resources—this
war has led to the emergence of a subgenre in Nigerian literature narrating
the memory and ongoing trauma of this conflict.! The Nigerian Civil War
does not stand alone, as West Africa more generally has witnessed several
civil wars in recent decades, in countries such as Liberia, Sierra Leone, and
Ivory Coast. Some of these wars, including the Biafra War, have been widely
associated with the deployment of child soldiers, which has subsequently
generated another subgenre in West African literature: child soldier narra-
tives. The two novels (or novellas, given their relatively short length) under
discussion in this chapter, both written by writers of Nigerian descent and
centering around child soldier protagonists, blend these two subgenres
creatively. As the literary scholar Alexander Hartwiger has observed with
reference to these novels, “The child soldier narrative as a form provides
an ideal space to engage with transitional justice practices in the wake of
the Nigerian Civil War because this genre moves the consideration of the
pain and trauma of the war from the space of private memory into public
consideration without assigning political responsibility” As part of this
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quest for transitional justice, the novels articulate the burden of a past that
continues to haunt their protagonists and from which they seek release. In
doing so, they express a profound need for forgiveness and explore related
ethical-theological questions, such as redemption and reconciliation, which
in both texts is mediated by language and imagery of Christian faith.
Uzodinma Iweala’s Beasts of No Nation was published in 2005, its title
being derived from an album by the Nigerian music legend Fela Kuti.? The
book offers a deliberately delocalized account characterized by “geographi-
cal indeterminacy,” avoiding direct identifications with particular historical,
social, or political settings.* As Iweala himself has recounted, he was trying
to write about “something that perhaps was a little bit abstracted from the
specifics of any particular country’s politics.” Although he admits to having
taken his inspiration from the Nigerian Civil War, the memory of which
is part of his family history—“You can’t be Igbo from Nigeria and not hear
stories about the civil war and how it affected families”—the book does not
explicitly engage with this history. Yet it is noteworthy that the protago-
nist, Agu, has an Igbo name; also, the “no nation” in the title can be seen
as a reference to Biafra, which, after all, did not survive as an independent
nation. Chris Abani’s Song for Night, published in 2007, also avoids directly
engaging with the tradition of “writing the Nigerian-Biafra war;” yet it does
include several narrative details that clearly locate the story in Nigeria and
link it to the civil war.® This includes a reference by the protagonist, My Luck,
to “three years of a senseless war” and the story about “pogroms against the
Igbos” by Hausa people in the northern part of the country (Song, 9, 74).
Both authors have family histories connected to the civil war, which
formed part of their motivation and inspiration for writing these gripping
texts.” Their novels have been studied widely, both individually and along-
side each other (as well as other texts, like Adichie’s Half of a Yellow Sun,
which also is about the civil war and includes a child soldier character).?
Several readings have drawn attention to the spiritual dimension of these
texts and how this relates to the quest for the healing of trauma, and for
transitional justice, that the authors engage in. As the literary scholar Allison
Mackey points out, “the apparition of various kinds of spirits, beasts, ghosts,
and zombies draws attention to that which has been elided or repressed.
These decidedly not-quite-human figures force the reader to think about
what ‘rehumanization’ might mean in terms of the reintegration of child
soldiers”® However, most critics seem to gloss over the Christian symbol-
ism embedded in these narratives. By foregrounding this aspect, I read both
texts in relation to broader questions concerning Christianity, memory, and
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postcolonial trauma in Nigerian and more generally African contexts. As
the religious studies scholar Afe Adogame has argued, African religions,
and specifically African Christianity, are a central but understudied part
of the “narratives of articulation” through which the memory of traumatic
events in postcolonial African societies is kept alive and given meaning.”
Thus, in this chapter I adopt the lens of material theopoetics to explore the
role of Christian symbols and imagery in Beasts of No Nation and Song for
Night, reading these novels as texts of religious imagination in the context
of conflict-induced Nigerian, and more broadly West African, postcolo-
nial trauma.

By exploring the profound questions about the possibility, or impos-
sibility, of forgiveness raised in both novels, I also read these texts as
contributing to the discourse about the politics of forgiveness in contexts
of postcolonial African trauma, specifically in the context of post—civil war
Nigeria." What emerges from my reading is a sense of forgiveness that is
messy and incomplete, probably more so than any systematic Christian
theological treatise would have it. This messiness is reflective of, and mean-
ingful in, the complex historical, political, and moral-theological contexts
in which the stories are set, thus demonstrating the distinct nature of reli-
gious imagination and meaning-making that literary texts can perform.

Haunted Landscapes of Trauma

Both Beasts of No Nation and Song for Night center around a male child
soldier protagonist, of twelve and fifteen years old, respectively. Beasts of
No Nation offers a narrative account of Agu’s experiences in the rebel army
that he was forced to join after his village had been raided. Narrated in a
first-person present tense and in simple language that is somewhat remi-
niscent of the “rotten English” used in Ken Saro-Wiwa’s child soldier novel
Sozaboy, the novel is interspersed with flashbacks to Agu’s childhood memo-
ries of growing up in a Christian family. In a way, Iweala’s novel follows
but simultaneously disrupts the pattern of a typical bildungsroman, with
the story showing how the coming-of-age of its protagonist is stilted by the
brutal experiences of violence, thus thematizing “distorted personal devel-
opment as a result of war*2 The narrative landscape of Beasts of No Nation
is characterized, as the literary scholar Cecilia Addei has argued, by “the
grotesque,” including references to spirits and ghosts, through which the
novel conveys its protagonist’s gradual loss of humanity and the broader
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dehumanizing effects of war.”® For Agu, even the distinction between
humans and spirits, and between life and death, is becoming blurred, such
as when he comments: “What if they are not seeing us? What if we are dying
and becoming spirit? What if they are spirit because they are all looking
the same?” (Beasts, 126-27). Yet the novel’s ending, with Agu escaping the
rebel army and finding himself in a rehabilitation camp for child soldiers,
suggests “the (uncertain) possibility” of his rehumanization and a return
to the social world, honoring his quest for forgiveness.*

Song for Night engages similar themes of haunted landscapes and makes
it even more prominent as a narrative frame. The novel sets up a narrative
ambiguity concerning whether the first-person narrator is still alive, has died,
or is in a liminal space between life and death. Early on, the text creates the
suggestion that My Luck has survived the explosion of a land mine that killed
one of his fellow soldiers and that the following story narrates his search for
the other surviving members of his platoon, who left him behind assum-
ing that he was dead. After all, the reader is told that My Luck “just regained
consciousness” (but what state of consciousness?) after hearing the blast (Song,
11). However, as the story unfolds, it gradually emerges that My Luck is actu-
ally on a journey into the spirit world through which he rejoins the ancestors
and, on the final page, is reunited with his deceased mother. According to
Mackey, Song for Night can subsequently be seen not as a bildungsroman but
as an “anti- or failed coming-of-age story;” as the protagonist “is absolutely
refused reentry into his social community and his backward-moving journey
only ends when he is, instead, reunited with his mother in death”™ A more
positive reading is given by Sam Durrant, who observes that while “there may
be no hope for My Luck as a discrete human soul . . . there remains an infinite
amount of hope for him as a transcorporeal, post-sovereign assemblage.
Perhaps this ambiguity is typical of postcolonial African bildungsromans,
which are often characterized by “inherent conflict”

For much of the novel, My Luck finds himself in a liminal space, symbol-
ically captured in the story about him being stranded on a sandbank in the
river, a river that itself is a metaphor for life and death; he is kept on that
sandbank “by some spirit’s still unfulfilled wish” (Song, 57). This liminality
is linked to the indigenous belief that the spirits of those who die suddenly
are confused and need to be eased to the other side. My Luck’s journey,
from that perspective, is one of spiritual healing, through which ancestral
ties are restored and through which he is “absorbed back into a larger polit-
ical community™® Yet the liminality of the space My Luck inhabits is also
narrated in a way that somehow resembles the Catholic idea of purgatory,
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which is the process of purification through which the souls of those who
have died are prepared to enter into heaven. One fascinating scene merges
the figure of Saint Peter, who according to Catholic tradition holds the keys
to heaven, with the figure of an indigenous religious priest who uses the
smoke of smoldering herbs to help the souls of dead soldiers cross into the
world of the ancestors. When My Luck is confused about the man’s appear-
ance, the latter mysteriously responds by saying, “The conflict is never in
the truth, only in how we receive it” (Song, 90). This can be interpreted as
a narrative suggestion that Christianity and indigenous spirituality are not
mutually exclusive traditions of truth, and also that My Luck is on his way
to a realm that blurs the Christian concept of heaven and the indigenous
concept of the spirit world.

Christianity as Memory

As the above already indicates, both novels include references to Christian
texts, beliefs, and symbols, which are naturally blended with references to
indigenous mythology and worldviews. Although neither of these texts
engage with Christianity in an explicitly denominational way, the Christian
cultural and religious frame of reference is in Beasts of No Nation broadly
Protestant and in Song for Night broadly Catholic.

In Beasts of No Nation, Christianity is mostly presented as a central part
of the narrator’s childhood memory, as Christian faith was an integral part
of life in the family and village Agu grew up in, seemingly without much
tension with the ongoing practice of traditional ceremonies. For instance,
there is a flashback about the masquerade festival happening in the village
as part of the annual initiation ceremony, with masked and costumed danc-
ers performing traditional dances, such as the Dance of the Warrior and
the Dance of the Goddess. Agu’s devout Christian mother used to grum-
ble about it every year, but nevertheless she would join the other women in
the village cooking and singing the song of the river goddess, while Agu’s
father would calm her nerves by saying, “God is knowing that we are only
worshipping him truly, but there are other spirits that we must also be saying
hello to” (Beasts, 66). This scene illustrates how in Igboland and other parts
of Nigeria and West Africa, masquerade practices are being preserved to
this day, with Christians participating in them, despite missionaries having
declared these practices to be “pagan fetishes”” In another flashback, Agu
recounts how his mother used to read Bible stories to him every evening:
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She is coming to the bookshelf and pretending to search for just
the right book. The shelf was having many books of different size
and different colour—some red, some yellow, some blue, and some
brown, but the one I am always wanting her to pick, the only one
that I am wanting to hear is the one that is holding all of the other
books up, the big white Bible. I was so small and the book so big
that I am almost not even able to be carrying it. But I was enjoy-
ing how the cover is so soft, and how the letter saying HOLY BIBLE
was made of gold. This was my favourite book because of how it is
looking and because of all the story inside of it. . . . My mother is
reading very very slowly because she is not schoolteacher like my
father . . . but she was always saying, I am knowing enough to read
the only book that is mattering. (Beasts, 31)

Although the novel is not explicitly set in an Igbo context, this passage can be
read as an illustration of the point that “the Bible has an important role in the
life of the Igbo family;,” with daily prayers, Bible readings, and religious discus-
sions being a common feature of family life.>* The Bible in question might
well be the Igbo Union version, translated early in the twentieth century by
the Anglican clergyman Archdeacon Thomas J. Dennis, known for its large
size and heavy weight. According to the biblical scholar Anthony Nkwoka,
this version cultivated a strong Bible-reading culture among Igbo Protestant
Christians. The above passage also suggests that much of the family devotion
depends on women, who—even when they are less educated and less well-
read than their husbands—may take the task of reading the Bible to their
children as their personal responsibility. Agu’s love for the Bible was further
stimulated at Sunday school, as captured in the following flashback:

I am always going to Church every Sunday where I am first going
to the Sunday school to be sitting outside under the shade of one
big tree in the church compound with all of my mate [sic] .. . to be
listening to the women reading us more story from The Bible . . .
and telling us that we should watch out so that we are taking the
hard road and not the easy road. And then we are saying prayer for
forgiveness and the Our Father and also singing many song because
God is liking music more than just talking. (Beasts, 36-37)

The reference to prayers for forgiveness in this passage is significant, as it
is the first mention of this theme, which, as discussed later, is central to
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the novel’s moral-theological quest. Likewise, the reference to the choice
between the hard or the easy road alludes to a popular theme in evangelical
Protestant literature, where discipleship—the life of a Christian as a follower
of Jesus—is imagined as following a narrow, or hard, road characterized by
Christian virtues, in contrast to the broad, or easy, road followed by non-
believers who give in to sin and the temptations of the flesh. Derived from
Jesus’s teaching in the Sermon on the Mount, and popularized by English
Puritan clergyman John Bunyan’s classic The Pilgrim’s Progress (which was
disseminated in Nigeria from the early 1900s), the metaphor of life as a
moral choice between two paths—of good and evil—is widespread in Prot-
estant Christian cultures and is commonly used in evangelical children’s
and youth education.” In the above quote, it is significant that praying for
forgiveness is linked to taking the hard road—forgiveness is not an easy
forgetting of the wrongs one has done but instead involves an existential
and spiritual sense of remorse.

Notably, the flashbacks of his mother’s Bible reading and of the Sunday
school lessons are woven into the story as part of a chapter that opens with
a scene where Agu tries to convince himself that, despite the killing and
raping he is involved in, he is not a “bad boy” because he is simply doing
his job as a soldier, as if that makes him morally unaccountable and without
need of forgiveness. Yet these attempts to salve his conscience constantly
fail: “It is never working because I am always feeling like bad boy” (Beasts,
30). The reason for this failure, the novel suggests, is that his conscience
has been shaped by the moral ideas from his Christian upbringing, which
Agu has internalized. These ideas are the reference frame for Agu’s reli-
gious-ethical reflection on his life as a child soldier, making the question
of forgiveness so pertinent.

Critically, the novel also subtly alludes to the moral ambivalence of
the Bible itself in relation to violence. For instance, in the flashback to his
mother’s Bible reading, Agu recounts: “She is reading to me about how Cain
is killing his brother Abel, and how God is visiting Abraham, and about
Jonah living in the fish. She was also reading about how God is making
Job to suffer very much, but how he is rewarding him at the end, and how
David is killing Goliath” (Beasts, 31-32). The intertextual reference to the
story of Cain and Abel is particularly significant, because this is a bibli-
cal story of fratricide that in the Nigerian context is frequently invoked to
thematize both interreligious tensions between Christians and Muslims and
interethnic tensions between Igbo, Yoruba, Hausa, and Fulani communities.
For instance, referring to the national trauma of the civil war, the theologian
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Ikenna Okafor writes that Biafra, “like the story of Cain and Abel, is also a
story of fratricide—a war that sadly pitted brother against brother— Afri-
can brothers, who once lived peacefully”> Ironically, in the biblical story,
Cain’s jealousy of Abel, which leads to the latter’s murder, is informed by
the fact that God appears to favor Abel, thus putting (the perception of)
divinely sanctioned unequal treatment of people at the heart of the problem
of violence. The story of David and Goliath also plays a dominant role in
the memory of the civil war, with the Biafrans (Igbo people fighting for an
independent state) identifying with David, the young and small but coura-
geous shepherd-cum-warrior who believed that, with God on his side, he
could take on the giant, Goliath.»

Without directly invoking the ethnopolitical afterlives of these Bible
stories in postcolonial Nigeria—after all, Iweala deliberately avoids writing
Beasts of No Nation as a Biafra War story—the novel nevertheless subtly
alludes to them, as if to highlight how biblical stories can become part of
economies of war and be used to justify violence. One of the flashbacks in
the novel tells us that the story of David and Goliath spoke to Agu’s child-
hood imagination and instilled in him the wish to become a warrior, fighting
a similar battle of good versus evil. However, when he finally becomes a
soldier (not by choice but by circumstance and force), Agu increasingly real-
izes that the war he is involved in is a senseless one and that the violence he
is part of is not justified but is violence for its own sake. That is why being
a soldier is turning him into a “bad boy” committing serious wrongs: “To
be a soldier is . . . to have people making you do thing that you are not
wanting to do and not to be doing whatever you are wanting” (Beasts, 38).
This also explains why, in another flashback, the memory of a prayer they
used to pray at school every day—“Please God help me to use what I have
learned for the good of all”’—makes him feel sad: Agu is painfully aware
that, instead of contributing to the common good, he is on a destructive
path (Beasts, 132).

By narrating Agu’s Christian childhood through flashbacks, Beasts of No
Nation deploys Christianity, despite the ambiguity of some biblical stories,
as a vital part of Agu’s memory that shapes his moral framework and that,
as discussed later, drives his consciousness of guilt and quest for forgive-
ness. Song for Night, too, includes flashbacks about the protagonist’s religious
upbringing, which, in this case, is of an interreligious nature. Both of My
Luck’s parents are Igbo from Christian families: His mother is a practicing
Catholic, while his father converted to Islam as a teenager and became an
imam in “the foreigner’s ghetto” (Sabon Gari) in a city in the Hausa north
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of the country, thus making him a “hybrid.” As the narrator explains: “Itis a
terrible thing in this divided nation, even in its infancy, for an Igbo man to
be Muslim” (Song, 73).** As an Igbo mixed-faith family, they became natu-
ral targets during the outbursts of interethnic and interreligious violence
(referred to as “pogroms” in the novel), with both of My LucK’s parents being
murdered and My Luck himself barely managing to escape. While grow-
ing up, My Luck never understood why his father converted and moved to
the north, and he hated him for these decisions that made them outcasts
in their own family and in the city where they lived. Certainly not iden-
tifying as Muslim himself, he also did not take to the Catholicism of his
mother. Instead, he remained “undecided” and realizes: “Nothing I know
of the world came from my Catholic mother or my Muslim father. All I
know comes from the stories Grandfather told me” (Song, 88).

Indeed, memories of Igbo myths and folktales told by his grandfather
are woven throughout the novel and serve as a frame of meaning through
which My Luck tries to make some sense of the happenings in his life. Yet,
on another level, Christianity, specifically Catholicism, plays a prominent
role in the novel, much more than Islam. As discussed in the next section,
Catholic symbols and imagery are part of the lifeworld that My Luck and
his fellow soldiers inhabit, but they are also deployed as a meaning-making
device by the author in this story of violence and trauma. This is perhaps
not a surprise, given that Abani was once trained to become a Catholic
priest.” In the novel, it appears as if some of the things that My Luck knows
of the world do come from his Catholic mother, more than from his Muslim
father, and that Catholicism serves as some form of moral compass, espe-
cially when the question of forgiveness comes up.

Material Religion and Theopoetics

A striking aspect of Song for Night and of Beasts of No Nation is the materi-
ality of religion—that is, the narrative references to material religious objects
and the role these objects perform in the texts. As part of their engage-
ment with Christianity, both novels feature objects that, in the Christian
world of the text, are held sacred. In doing so, they offer a literary repre-
sentation of Nigerian Christianity as a lived religion with a rich material
culture, but more than that, the texts also creatively draw on these sacred
objects as meaning-making devices in situations of violence and brutality.
In my reading, the references to material religion represent a literary form
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of “material theopoetics” I derive this term from the American pastoral
theologian Michelle Walsh, according to whom “theopoetics in material
form represent first-order expressions of our felt relationship to hope, grace,
transcendent connection, transformation, and the divine. Such performative
material creations cannot be dismissed or minimized as ‘merely’ material
religion. In human hands made in the Imago Dei, matter becomes fiercely
living and transformative as theopoetical testimony and witness to life after
violent trauma.>* Walsh is writing about her experience in pastoral minis-
try to people who have survived homicide and for whom material objects
with religious meaning engendered resilience in the face of trauma and
enabled living in a wounded world. Transferring this notion to the literary
texts under discussion here, I explore in what follows, first, the narrative
depiction of the use of Christian sacred objects for protective purposes in
the context of violence and, second, the narrative deployment of sacred
objects in the quest for divine redemption in the face of the brutality of
war and subsequent human suffering.

A Material Poetics of Spiritual Protection

Both novels allude to the ways sacred objects, in a West African Chris-
tian context, are believed to be imbued with protective powers. Thus, in
Beasts of No Nation, we read that one of the soldiers in Agu’s platoon, nick-
named Preacher, carries a Bible with him: “Preacher is having Bible that
he is using as pillow sometimes. That is why we are calling him Preacher.
His Bible is so tattered that it is not even staying together by itself anymore
and he is having to hold it together with piece of old shirt. He is keeping
it in his pocket with his knife and his extra bullet” (Beasts, 98). Sleeping
with the Bible as, or under, one’s pillow is a practice that reflects a belief in
evil spirits as being particularly active at night. Keeping the Bible along-
side a knife and bullet illustrates its conception as a weapon in spiritual
warfare. Thus, this passage illustrates what the Ghanaian theologian Mercy
Amba Oduyoye has described as “using the Bible as a talisman,” with the
holy book itself, as an object, believed to represent God’s protective pres-
ence and power that keeps away malevolent spirits and other sorts of evil.
Somewhat to her surprise, Oduyoye found this to be a common practice
among well-educated Christians in Ghana and Nigeria.”” Where Euro-
pean missionaries had prohibited the use of traditional ritual and material
measures of spiritual protection, converts to Christianity adopted symbols
from their newfound faith to combat evil. As the Nigerian biblical scholar
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David Adamo puts it with reference to worshippers in indigenous churches:
“They approach the Bible and use it with the same method that the indig-
enous African people used to deal with the problem of enemies and seek
protection against enemies. They used the entire Bible as potent words,
charms, and medicine to combat evil forces and protect them against such
forces of evil”*

Where the use of the Bible as an object of spiritual power is mostly
found in Protestant circles, Song for Night demonstrates that in the Catho-
lic world of this text other material objects are used for a similar purpose.
We read about the soldiers of the platoon carrying “crucifixes, scapulars,
and other religious paraphernalia to keep us safe” (Song, 10). These sacred
objects are a key part of their equipment, alongside rifles and machetes,
illustrating how spiritual and profane weapons are seen as complemen-
tary and essential. Later in the story, we read about a medallion of Saint
Christopher that Agu had received from his fellow soldier and girlfriend,
Jjeoma, just before she died: “She said it would protect me for sure now,
especially as it had already claimed one victim” (Song, 39). Notably, Saint
Christopher is traditionally associated with protection against danger and
sudden death. In Catholic Christianity, the crucifix symbolizes the redemp-
tive death of Jesus Christ on the cross; devotional scapulars are pieces of
cloth usually bearing images of saints and worn over the shoulder, while
medallions usually also have images of saints and are worn around the neck.
These material religious objects are popular in Catholicism as a lived reli-
gion in Africa, where they are frequently invested with protective or healing
powers and are carried as an amulet on the body.” Importantly, the use
of these sacred Christian material objects for protective purposes reflects
a continuity between Christianity and indigenous religions, where sacred
objects such as charms and amulets represent “worlds of power” and have
long been used for protection against witchcraft, spells, and evil spirits.>
Although the specific objects may have changed, the underlying world-
view of spiritual power affecting one’s physical and personal well-being has
remained intact. Thus, both novels provide a subtle but fascinating insight
into the intersections between material religious cultures and cultures of
violence in a West African context.”

A Material Poetics of Divine Presence

Both novels demonstrate an engagement with Christianity, material reli-
gion, and violence on another, deeper level—that is, as part of their quest
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for meaning-making in the face of the brutality of war, specifically the
quest for divine redemption. This question is explicitly alluded to in Song
for Night, which features a figure like Preacher in Beasts of No Nation, who
is named Isaiah and described as “our prophet,” because he often quotes
from the Bible, in particular the book of Psalms. His favorite lines include
phrases such as “I have longed for your salvation, O Lord” and “He will
never forsake his children,” reflecting a deeply rooted hope for, and trust
in, God’s redemption in the midst of war (Song, 106). However, how can
such redemption be imagined in a profound and meaningful way, without
reproducing Christian platitudes?

Discussing two examples, one from each novel, of material theopoet-
ics, I will explore the theological significance of the invocation of sacred
objects in Song for Night and Beasts of No Nation. As such, I read these novels
as a response to the Cameroonian theologian David Ngong, who recently
underlined the need for African theology to make the question of African
suffering a central problem.”” I suggest that the material theopoetics in both
texts offers an alternative language to grasp the problem of human suffering
in the context of the memory and trauma of war and violent conflict, and an
alternative imagery to engage the question of divine presence in the midst
of such suffering. Given that the suffering narrated in these texts is human
induced, with the protagonists being directly involved in it and struggling
with the subsequent unresolved guilt, the question of forgiveness inevita-
bly emerges from these narrative accounts of African suffering, as will be
discussed later.

One of the scenes in Song for Night that perhaps most evocatively
captures the brutality and absurdity of war is where My Luck recollects
an event that has been traumatizing him ever since. His platoon, making
their way through the forest, stumbles upon a half-collapsed church with
a few people rescuing statues from the rubble, intending to transport them
to safety with a battered pickup truck: “In the shadow of the bombed-out
church, two women were washing a statue of the Virgin with all the tender-
ness of a mother washing a child. A seven year-old girl played in the gravel
by their feet. I stared at that sight unbelievingly. Of all the things they could
have salvaged, I remember thinking. Just then, a man came around the
corner carrying a statue of Jesus, cradled like a baby. I fought tears. There
was something matter-of-fact about it all that was heartbreaking” (Song,
26). These sentences intimately narrate the way the people in this church
tableau attend to the sacred statues of Jesus Christ and the Virgin Mary
with great care and attention. If these statues symbolize the sacred in the
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midst of the profanity of war, and if they mediate divine presence in the
midst of violent conflict, then rescuing these statues and bringing them to
a place of safety can be seen as an act not only of lament but also of hope
and faith: lament for the suffering of the victims of this violence, hope that
one day this war will be over, and faith in God’s abiding presence even in the
current atrocities. Thus, these statues can be seen as performing a material
theopoetics through which imagining, and thinking about, divine presence
is rendered possible.

Yet, as the narrative continues, this possibility is brutally called into
question. The intimate scene of tender care for sacred statues is followed
by a horrific scene in which the young girl—unaware of any danger—runs
toward the approaching soldiers and is lifted up by the major in charge of
the platoon, named John Wayne, who turns toward his soldiers, saying,
“This one is ripe. I will enjoy her” (Song, 26). Realizing that his superior
has lost any sense of humanity, My Luck lifts his AK-47 to kill the major,
but, tragically, the shot also kills the little girl he sought to protect. Captur-
ing the absurdity of war, and the horror of sexual violence against children,
this scene sharply contrasts with the tableau of the church people caring
for the sacred statues—a contrast that evokes the question whether God
is present at all. We learn that the name of the girl is Faith. Thus, literally,
this scene narrates the tragic end of faith in the face of the brutality of war.
As My Luck recollects his memory: “I was numb to John Wayne’s death.
Gladness would come later. For now, all I could think of was that the only
real casualty was Faith” (Song, 27). One might well conclude that this scene
conveys the point that hope and faith are lost—unless one attaches a theopo-
etical significance to the priest who jumps from the pickup truck to say
a prayer over the dying girl, kissing her forehead, and making the sign of
the cross, or to the man carrying the statue of Jesus who, when everyone
scatters for cover at the moment of shooting, is said to be “still carrying
Jesus” (Song, 27). What does it mean that this man, seemingly helplessly, is
carrying Jesus at the moment Faith is accidentally killed? It is a reversal of
the popular Christian belief that Jesus Christ, or God, will carry the faith-
ful in times of need. In a theopoetical reading of this heartbreaking scene,
its meaning might well be that divine presence in a brutal world is not of
a miraculous nature, with God intervening in the mess of human affairs,
but is cruciform, vulnerable, and fragile, with the divine sharing in human
suffering to the fullest.

Later in the novel, My Luck again passes the place in the bush where he
and other members of his platoon rested overnight, shortly after the church
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incident. His sense that the place looks familiar and that he might have been
there before is confirmed when he finds the statues that were rescued from
the church and had been hidden away here. The wooden statue of Jesus
is missing one leg, as they had needed firewood that night. The originally
white-painted concrete statue of Mary has turned green and is “mottled
from the bullet holes we inflicted with target practice” (Song, 41). Manifest-
ing their fragility, these sacred statues bear the scars of violence and war, as
stigmata inscribed onto their divine bodies. If these statues symbolize the
sacred and represent the divine in the midst of the profanity and brutality
of war, Song for Night conveys a theopoetics of vulnerability, according to
which “the vulnerability of humanity before the Lord is matched with the
vulnerability of God”® Another literary example of this can be found in the
short story “My Parents’ Bedroom,” by the Nigerian writer Uwem Akpan.
Set in the context of the Rwandan genocide of 1994, the crucifix that is part
of the family altar plays a central role in the story. In a critical scene, when
the house of the child protagonist, Monique, is invaded by Hutu neighbors
looking for her Tutsi mother, we read that “Christ’s body breaks from the
cross, crashing to the floor”; Monique is barely able to pick up the broken
crucifix and run outside before the house is put on fire.>* This story, like
Song for Night, alludes to God sharing in the brokenness of this world.

A similar theopoetics is conveyed later in Song for Night, not in a mate-
rial but in a ritual form, where My Luck has a vision—or a dream, or a
memory?—in which he and his lover, [jeoma, are on a battlefield when the
church bells ring to call for the Angelus. The Angelus is a prayer central in
Catholic devotional life, prayed by both religious and laity three times a day.
In some parts of Nigeria, especially in Igboland, which has a strong Cath-
olic presence, the Angelus is commonly prayed in public—for instance, at
marketplaces—and is recited daily on public radio.” Song for Night captures
this part of lived Catholicism in the context of war as follows:

I am in the middle of a battlefield.

The Angelus rings and I stop and lower my head. Before me,
Jjeoma does the same. Behind us and all around but invisible in
the shadows are the sounds of wings, a host of unseen. Jjeoma and
I mouth the prayer together, lips folding greedily around words we
can never utter: The angel of the Lord appeared unto Mary . . . Hail
Mary . . . the words burn in us, like the love we still share. I finish
and look up smiling. (Song, 119)
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Deriving its name from the biblical story where the angel Gabriel appears to
Mary to announce that she will be the mother of Jesus Christ, the Angelus
prayer is a central part of Marian devotion that, in the words of the Nige-
rian theologian Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator, “has caught on like a bushfire
in the harmattan across the Catholic landscape in Africa’® The prayer
includes a petition for Mary’s intercession: “Pray for us, O holy Mother
of God” At its heart, the Angelus is concerned with commemorating the
Incarnation—that is, the belief that God became human in the person of
Jesus Christ. The prayer includes a quotation from the Gospel of John, “The
Word was made flesh and dwelt among us,” which captures the mystery of
the Incarnation. Although these words are not cited directly in the novel,
they immediately come to the minds of attentive readers familiar with the
prayer. An intertextual reading of the prayer in the narrative context of the
novella shows how the passage above alludes to the reassuring effect that
praying the Angelus, asking for Mary’s intercession, and commemorating
the Incarnation of Christ can have: It makes My Luck smile, and it makes
him and Jjeoma aware of the comforting presence of angels as invisible
forces surrounding and protecting them.

Thus, Song for Night subtly explores the fundamental question of God’s
presence in the middle of war, using material and ritual poetics to suggest
that the divine shares in the human tragedy of violent conflict and is equally
affected by it; this divine presence in vulnerability does not solve the prob-
lem of evil or magically redeem humans from it, yet it can be a somehow
reassuring, comforting, and hopeful presence nevertheless. The Ugan-
dan theologian Emmanuel Katongole has pointed out that the idea of a
vulnerable God is not popular in African theologies, as it goes against the
widespread idea of God as a powerful being actively intervening in human
affairs. Yet he argues—and Song for Night points in the same direction—that
a belief in, and awareness of, God’s vulnerability “opens up a huge arena
of passionate, pastoral, and practical engagement,” especially in situations
of conflict and oppression, as it recognizes the experience of “the crucified
ones in history”” The question remains, however, how this idea of a God
suffering with the victims of war relates to the hope for God’s salvation
from war, expressed in Song for Night by Preacher’s quoting from the book
of Psalms. The sacred-but-scarred statues of Jesus and Mary that My Luck
finds in the bush are perhaps also a reminder of this possibility of redemp-
tion—a reminder that, regardless of the scars caused by the violence of war,
one may survive and be salvaged.
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The same question of God’s presence is also touched upon in Beasts
of No Nation, but in a theologically more conventional way. We read that
Agu, at that moment still staying with his family while the rebel fighters
are approaching their village, asks his mother whether she is afraid, to
which his mother responds: “Why should I be fearing Agu? . .. Aren’t you
remembering that the Lord is protecting everybody and making sure that
nothing bad will ever be happening to us? Now go and get ready for bed
okay. And don’t be forgetting to pray. No matter what is happening remem-
ber that God is only remembering those who are praying” (Beasts, 82). This
typical answer of a devout Christian mother reassuring her child is one of
the last memories Agu has of her, because the next day the family is sepa-
rated: The UN escorts his mother and sister from the village, while Agu and
his father remain. Later, when Agu has been adopted into the rebel army,
has killed and seen death, has raped and has been raped, he still remem-
bers his mother’s words but can no longer believe in them: “T am thinking
that we should not even be asking God for anything because it is like He is
forgetting us. I am trying to forget Him anyway even if my mother would
not be happying with me. She is always saying to fear God and to always
be going to church on Sunday, but now I am not even knowing what day is
Sunday” (Beasts, 55). Even when he tries to pray, it feels like his words are
going to the devil. Agu even starts wondering whether the demonic curses
that some of his victims cast on him—“Devil bless you! Devil born you!”—
might have come true: “I am thinking maybe Devil born me and that is
why I am doing all of this” (Beasts, 59). When one woman, who together
with her daughter has been caught and is about to be raped and then killed,
is praying to God in despair, Agu can only laugh, “because God is forget-
ting everybody in this country” (Beasts, 60). Clearly, the narrative suggests
that the words of Agu’s mother about the Lord protecting everybody prove
to be hollow and meaningless in the face of the dehumanizing brutality of
war. Notably, the novel does not so much call into question the existence
of God as an abstract concept as it thematizes the experienced absence of
God as conveyed in the question whether “God is still alive in this place”
(Beasts, 174-75; emphasis mine).

Yet a residue of faith in God remains present, not only in the form of
Agu’s memories of his mother’s simple but strong faith but also in the char-
acter of Preacher, one of Agu’s fellow soldiers, who in his sleep sings: “Thou
art worthy. Thou art worthy oh Lord” This gospel song, made popular in
Nigeria by artists such as Stella Nadis, is inspired by the biblical book of
Revelation (4:11), where it is sung as part of a heavenly vision of eternal
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praise for God as creator.’® This heavenly vision, and specifically the line
in the lyrics that states, “And for Thy pleasure they [all things] are created,”
stands in sharp contrast with earthly reality, in which the world has turned
into a battlefield and human lives are worthless. Agu recognizes this other-
worldly dimension opened up by Preacher’s singing, the repetition turning
the song into a mantra: “It is sounding like it is coming from nowhere, from
spirit” (Beasts, 98). The theopoetical significance of this gospel song in the
broader context of the novel is in its allusion to another world possible—a
world where humans live together, not as beasts or devils but in peace and
harmony, for the pleasure of God.

The Im/Possibility of Forgiveness

As already alluded to above, both novels address the key moral-theological
theme of forgiveness, demonstrating the existential nature of this question
in the context of horrific war crimes. The quest for forgiveness is narra-
tively associated with guilt and remorse for committed wrongs, especially
in the context of a “senseless” war and violence for the sake of violence,
which has dehumanized the protagonists.

Forgiveness, here, emerges primarily as a religious category—both
protagonists raise the question of forgiveness from God—more than a social
or interpersonal category—no effort is made to seek forgiveness from their
victims. On one level, this is because, in the context of the stories, the victims
did not survive, although clearly their spirits are haunting the protagonists.
Yet, on another level, it also thematizes a point made by Katongole that, in
the context of African civil wars, one of the effects has been the blurring of
“the distinction between victim and perpetrators, since many of the fight-
ers were the so-called child soldiers who were either abducted or forcefully
recruited into the rebel forces”® Beasts of No Nation renders the victim-
hood of the child soldier explicitly visible in the story about Agu being
subjected to repeated rape by the Commandant. Strika tries to comfort Agu
by saying that “God will punish” the Commandant for this, yet, of course,
the idea of a God who punishes moral wrongdoings instills a fear in them,
too, because they themselves have also committed acts of sexual violence
(Beasts, 106).

The theme of seeking forgiveness is most prominent in Beasts of No
Nation. Earlier in this chapter, I mentioned Agu’s recollection of Sunday
school, as he remembers how they used to be told Bible stories, sing songs,
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and say prayers for forgiveness. Later in the novel we read how Agu, by
then a child soldier who has committed many atrocities, is contemplating
the end of the war and, being reminded of his Sunday school classes, real-
izes that he is in desperate need of forgiveness. Centering a material sacred
object—a statue of Jesus—the following passage can be read theopoetically
as capturing the existential moral and spiritual quest for divine mercy:

Then I will go back to church. I will go back to church to ask God
for forgiveness every day. And I will go back to church and sit on
the bench under the fan that one day will just be falling and crush-
ing me and I will not even be minding the splinter that is chooking
into my leg because I will be paying attention to Jesus. I won't even
be moving my eye from the statue of Jesus and instead I will just be
sitting there watching him and watching him until one day he will
be telling me that it is okay. (Beasts, 95)

The statue of Jesus here becomes the focal point of a poetics of repentance
and forgiveness in which Agu wrestles with moral guilt. Crushed by the
memories of committed atrocities, he projects his hope for a new, clean
start onto this statue, waiting—perhaps against all odds—to receive absolu-
tion. Dreaming of becoming a doctor, he also hopes that by “helping people
instead of killing them . . . maybe I will be forgiven for all my sin,” thus
reflecting the notion that doing good deeds is a penitential practice inher-
ently part of the quest for divine forgiveness and reconciliation (Beasts, 94).

At this stage, the reader has already been given some insight into Agu’s
moral considerations, such as when he unsuccessfully tries to convince
himself, after killing someone with a machete, that he is not “a bad boy” or
born from the devil because he is a soldier, and killing is part of a soldier’s
profession (Beasts, 29, 59). He fails to convince himself because there are
too many other voices in his head telling him otherwise. In the novel’s
final chapter, we find Agu in a rehabilitation camp as he has managed to
escape the war. The priest there advises him to “turn to God . . . so he can
be forgiving you,” yet by then, the big words of confession, forgiveness,
and resurrection are “not making any sense” to Agu (Beasts, 174). Having
witnessed and having committed “too many terrible thing,” Agu comes
closest to experiencing a sense of forgiveness when he admits that he might
be “some sort of beast or devil” while adding that “I am also having a
mother once, and she is loving me” (Beasts, 176—77). In this touching clos-
ing sentence of the novel, the memory of his mother’s unconditional love
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appears to supplant, but can also be seen as substituting for, the experience
of God’s forgiveness. After all, virtually everything that Agu knows about
God is what he has learned from his devoutly Christian mother. Thus, in
my reading, the novel’s narrative suggestion is not so much that psycho-
logical and spiritual healing “might come outside the context of Western
religious and moral frameworks” such as Christianity, as one critic puts it.°
Instead, I suggest that Christianity is intricately and intimately part of the
narrator’s religious and moral framework, which he has internalized from
his upbringing, and from within which he embarks on a journey of heal-
ing, of which the quest for forgiveness is a crucial part.

A brief reference to Igbo mythology is woven into the ending of the
novel, when Agu tells about his dream that “one Iroko tree will be grow-
ing from my body, so wide that its trunk is separating night and day, and
so tall that its top leaf is the moon until the man living there is smiling”
(Beasts, 176). The iroko tree, which can live for hundreds of years and grow
up to fifty meters tall, is central in West African, including Igbo, ecospiritu-
ality, where it is considered sacred, believed to be inhabited by spirits and
gods, and linked to the ancestors and beliefs in reincarnation.* Captur-
ing the moral-restorative significance of Agu’s dream, the literary scholars
Sam Durrant and Ryan Topper write: “Day and night, right and wrong,
have become confused in and by Agu’s experience. To dream of seeding an
iroko tree is to dream of restoring such distinctions.” Yet Agu dreams not
only of seeding an iroko tree but of this tree reaching the sky and making
“the man up there” smile. This can be read as an allusion to the hope for
a divine smile that would affirm that God, like Agu’s mother, has forgiven
him and still loves him.

Song for Night also narrates in some detail how its protagonist wrestles
with his sense of guilt. In one passage, we read how the road My Luck is
walking on suddenly ends in a cliff, from the edge of which he stares into
an “impenetrable darkness” (Song, 125). Interpreting this cliff metaphori-
cally, he tells himself that “this is only the shape of my guilt: guilt for all the
lives T've lost or taken, guilt for letting my platoon down, guilt for losing
my mother, for leaving her to die for me while I hid in the ceiling like a
little coward.” Clearly, at this point he is tormented by remorse and asks
himself how his sin can be “so luminous” (Song, 129). In an earlier scene,
this guilt is suggested to be worked by Mami Wata, the water deity who is
usually associated with wealth-related morality but who apparently can also
deal with weightier moral issues such as rape and murder.** Encountering
a woman on the riverbank, her appearance reminds My Luck of the first
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woman he raped, and in a state of confusion he wonders “if she is real or
if she is a ghost, an apparition drawn by the river goddess mami-wata [sic]
from my guilt; to punish me” (Song, 65). It suggests that one continues to be
haunted by ghosts of the past as long as forgiveness is an unresolved busi-
ness. In another scene, My Luck links his sense of remorse to the question
of forgiveness from God: “T have killed many people during the last three
years. Half of those were innocent, half of those were unarmed—and some
of those killings have been a pleasure. But even with all this, even with the
knowledge that there are some sins too big for even God to forgive, every
night my sky is still full of stars; a wonderful song for night” (Song, 60).
The knowledge that his sins might be too big to be forgiven clearly weighs
heavily on him, yet the stars in the sky reassure Agu that forgiveness may
still be possible: “Even if water won’t wash me clean, hope might” (Song,
114).

Similarly to Beasts of No Nation, Song for Night, too, closes with a scene
where the protagonist is welcomed and affirmed by his mother. Although
the whole story is about My Luck attempting to find the fellow soldiers in
his platoon by following the river, on the closing page, he finally crosses the
river—seemingly a metaphor for life, implying that he is no longer alive—
and drops his gun and machete because he decides that he “can’t do this
anymore.” At that moment, as in a dream, he sees a woman whom he recog-
nizes as his mother, and who welcomes him by saying, “My Luck, My Luck.
You are home” (Song, 138). The prominent place of mothers in the endings
of both novels is significant, and it illustrates the importance of mother-
hood in the narratives of traumatized child soldiers. As mentioned earlier,
in Beasts of No Nation, Agu’s memory of his mother’s unconditional love
can be seen as somehow symbolizing the experience of God’s forgiveness.
In Song for Night, one could read My LucK’s vision of his mother in relation
to the Virgin Mary. After all, only ten pages earlier we have read that his
mother was deeply involved in Marian devotion herself, seeking the Virgin’s
mercy and pleading for her to intercede. Modeling Mary’s example of sacred
motherhood, My Luck’s mother here becomes a symbol of divine mercy
herself, welcoming her lost son back home, upon which his voice—liter-
ally cut out early in the war—returns. Such a reading goes against Mackey’s
earlier-quoted suggestion that My Luck is on a “backward-moving jour-
ney” because he is “refused reentry into his social community” After all, his
mother, as the most important figure in his social community, rehabilitates
and reintegrates him, honoring his quest for forgiveness and reconcilia-
tion. The story’s ending thus suggests that My Luck is reunited with his
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ancestors, represented by his mother, and also that his soul has passed
through purgatory and is accepted into heaven, which, spiritually speak-
ing, is a new journey forward.

Raising the question of forgiveness in the context of postcolonial
conflict and brutal violence, both novels draw on religious imagination
to subtly allude to the possibility of forgiveness as key to the rehumaniza-
tion and rehabilitation of child soldiers. Yet they do so without developing
any systematic treatise on the moral and theological intricacies of the poli-
tics of forgiveness in Nigerian and other postcolonial African contexts. In
doing so, they demonstrate the ability of literary texts to do justice to the
complexities of forgiveness—it remains fragmentary and does not erase a
broken past—precisely by avoiding conclusive answers. As the American
theologian Matthew Ichihashi Potts has argued in his recent book about
forgiveness in literary texts: “Literary fiction doesn't expect to speak conclu-
sively of forgiveness, it only wishes to speak at all. It looks for—but does
not ever conclusively find—meaning in its fraught scenes of forgiveness,
and in so doing it in fact mimes the meaningful movements of forgiveness
itself, which is also provisional and fragile, a habit of continued survival
rather than a conclusive feat of sanguine understanding or triumphant
resolution.”#

Conclusion

The genres of both civil war literature and child soldier literature raise
complex sociopolitical and moral-theological questions, such as those
regarding reconciliation and restorative and transitional justice. The novels
under discussion specifically focus on the aftermath of the Nigerian Civil
War, the memory of which is “still wrapped in a formal silence,” as Chima-
manda Ngozi Adichie has put it.** Hartwiger has observed that both novels
have indeterminate endings, which enables the authors “to provide a space
for posing specific questions about the type of conversation still needed” in
post—civil war Nigeria.* As several critics have argued, Beasts of No Nation
and Song for Night are not so much concerned with the historical, political,
and legal debates about the civil war and its aftermath—both texts deliber-
ately avoid engaging such debates. Instead, through intimate first-person
narratives, they bring the war and its trauma back to a human and commu-
nal level, and they foreground the spiritual and psychological healing that
is needed. Importantly, and generally overlooked in discussions of these
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texts, this quest for healing is imagined to a significant extent by drawing on
Christian symbols and imagery and by engaging a moral-theological conver-
sation about the complex questions of divine redemption and forgiveness.

As for salvation during and from the suffering of war, the novels capture
three possible interpretations. One is represented by Agu’s mother, and it
is perhaps most typical of many Nigerian and other African Christians:
the simple faith that “the Lord is protecting everybody” and that there-
fore “nothing bad will ever be happening to us” This belief is expressed in
a material form through the use of sacred objects, such as Bibles, cruci-
fixes, and medallions of saints, which symbolize and effectuate this divine
protection. Second is the possible loss of faith in divine salvation in the face
of the brutality of war, as expressed by Agu’s realization that God is, in fact,
“forgetting everybody.” This loss is narrated as a possibility or threat but not
as a fait accompli; after all, we are told at the end of the novel that Agu likes
hearing the priest’s message that “God is still alive in this place,” even though
he remains unsure whether to believe it. Third is the quest to find and expe-
rience God’s presence in the rubble caused by the war and to cling to the
hope for survival and redemption. Just as the statues of Jesus and Mary are
scarred but remain sacred, so child soldiers and others affected and trauma-
tized by conflict, violence, and war in West Africa will, ultimately, not get
lost and will not be dehumanized. The answer to the question of salvation,
asked by Preacher’s quoting of the Psalm, then perhaps lies in the endings
of both novels, which underscore unfailing motherly love. Regardless of
whether the mother figures are seen as symbolizing God, as I suggested
above, or alternatively as symbolizing “mother Africa,” the crucial point
is that they reject the dehumanization and social death of their wounded
children.

The provisional and fragile nature of forgiveness is narratively conveyed
as both texts raise the question of the possibility of divine forgiveness and
reference feelings of guilt and remorse but do not point in the direction of
interpersonal forgiveness. As the Nigerian writer Wole Soyinka has noted,
“Most African traditional societies have established modalities that guar-
antee the restoration of harmony after serious infractions*¢ Yet in the
narrative contexts of the texts under discussion, these modalities are not
engaged, as they appear to be replaced by an abstract Christian discourse
about divine forgiveness for the sin of brutal war crimes. Both novels leave
untouched how divine forgiveness relates to interpersonal forgiveness and
how guilt, repentance, confession, and reconciliation are interconnected.
Rather than a well-developed political theology of forgiveness, they offer a
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tentative exploration of the complexity of forgiveness in contexts of post-
colonial conflict and trauma. In doing so, Abani and Iweala appear to
suggest that when the distinction between offenders and victims is porous,
the moral work of forgiveness is “not impossible but routinely unfinished.”+
By narrating the quest for forgiveness from the perspective of their offender-
victim protagonists, these authors also indirectly pose a question to the
societies affected by the atrocities of war crimes about their preparedness
to forgive child soldiers and to rehabilitate them and restore their place
in the community. What difference does Christianity, with its impetus for
forgiveness of those who have sinned against us and its commemoration of
God'’s gift of forgiveness in Jesus Christ, make in the context of post—civil
war Nigeria?*® Although Nigeria, and specifically Igboland, did witness a
Christian revival during and following the civil war, mostly of a Pentecostal-
Charismatic nature, this did not necessarily create an environment in which
the complex spiritual, moral, and theological questions related to war could
be processed.® Thus, with their novels, Abani and Iweala firmly put these
questions on the Nigerian Christian agenda and invite pastoral and theo-
logical reflection about living with the memory and trauma of the conflict
in post—civil war Nigeria.
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Chapter 2

DELIVERANCE

Christianity, Sexuality, and Queer Embodiment

One of the main trends in twenty-first-century Nigerian literature is the
emergence of queer writing, which has resulted in a recent “polyphony” of
queer-themed poetry, stories, novels, and autobiographies.’ Through these
texts, the hitherto marginalized and largely invisible voices and experi-
ences of Nigerian LGBTQ+ communities are written into existence and
claim a space in the country’s cultural canon and in society while respond-
ing to the heteronormative, if not explicitly homophobic, social, religious,
and political culture of Nigeria. It is not a coincidence that this trend has
cropped up at the same time that Nigerian society over the past two decades
has witnessed an increasing public contestation over LGBTQ+ rights and
related issues of sexual and gender diversity, as reflected in the passing of
the Same-Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Act, which has since 2014 reinforced
the already existing legal prohibition of same-sex practices and criminal-
ized the public manifestation of, and advocacy for, LGBTQ+ related causes.>
Clearly, in Nigeria, like elsewhere in Africa, the increasing public visibility
of LGBTQ+ communities and the increasing sociopolitical contestations
over LGBTQ+ rights are two sides of the same coin, of the politicization
of homosexuality and queer identities in postcolonial African societies.?
As far as African anti-queer social, political, and legal mobilizations are
concerned, religion is often seen as a key driving factor. In contemporary
Nigeria specifically, both Christianity and Islam, but also indigenous reli-
gions, are found to be deeply invested in a politics that seeks to moralize and
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discipline sexuality in a heteronormative framework and that marginalizes
LGBTQ+ people and de facto excludes them from the body of the nation.’
However, religion appears to be a double-edged sword, as it is deployed not
only by conservative clergy, politicians, and other opinion leaders to speak
out against what they see as the moral vice of queer sexuality but also by
activists, members, and allies of LGBTQ+ communities who engage with
religious beliefs critically and creatively as a “terrain rich for re-negotiation”
to affirm their sexual and gender identities and in support of their cause.®

In this chapter, I explore how queer Nigerian literature engages reli-
gion, specifically Christianity, as a site of contestation and renegotiation
regarding queer sexualities. I begin with a section that reviews a range of
recent texts for their engagement with Christianity, specifically examin-
ing how the theme of deliverance of the queer body is a common trope in
many queer Nigerian writings.” I will demonstrate how these texts repre-
sent deliverance as a violent and traumatizing religious ritual imposed on
queer bodies, and I will analyze the insights this offers into the understand-
ing of sexuality and embodiment in the largely Pentecostalized Christian
culture of Nigeria. The following sections will focus on one major text,
Chinelo Okparanta’s novel Under the Udala Trees, which offers a particu-
larly rich example of the renegotiation of Christianity in a quest to affirm
same-sex sexuality.

Christianity in Queer Nigerian Literature

In 2020, the Nigerian poet Romeo Oriogun published his first poetry collec-
tion, which, as stated on the back cover, “fearlessly interrogates how a queer
man in Nigeria can heal in a society where everything is designed to prevent
such restoration.” Two years later, Oriogun was awarded the Nigeria Prize
for Literature—a public recognition that itself complicates any monolithic
narrative of “Nigerian homophobia™ As already indicated by the title of
this collection, Sacrament of Bodies, several of the poems draw on religious
imagery, and collectively they make a case for the sacred nature of queer
embodiment. The queer body, and indeed queer sex, for Oriogun is sacra-
mental, meaning that it has spiritual significance and may even mediate an
experience of divine presence. “Give the body what it deserves / this is what
it means to know God,” Oriogun writes in the volume’s title poem, which
explicitly captures sexual desires and experiences.® Blurring the bound-
ary between the erotic and the spiritual, these lines suggest that bodily
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and sexual pleasure are a means of knowing and experiencing God. In the
same poem, the quest for survival of queer people in a society that wants
them dead is described with the word “resurrection,” which, in a Christian
context, immediately evokes the mystery of Jesus Christ being raised from
the dead thanks to divine intervention. The queer spirituality reflected here
is clearly born out of an experience of existential and embodied struggle—
struggle with internalized societal stigma and with imposed sociocultural
and religious norms. This is perhaps reflected most explicitly in the prose
poem “What We Do Not Want,” in which Oriogun intimately captures and
responds to these traumatizing experiences of struggle. It includes a passage
that speaks directly to queerphobia in a Christian context of church and
family: “We do not want the tears, no mother dragging us to church, no
altar filled with the smell of burning incense, no prophet clad in a white
gown, no Bible raised high like a sword, no whip coming down hard on
bare backs, no boy holding his lover’s name in a song of pain, no words of
deliverance hanging over beautiful heads®

The experiences alluded to here—of Christian parents dragging their
gay children to church, and of priests, pastors, or prophets using the Bible
as a weapon, performing deliverance, and even whipping these children
into heteronormativity—are narratively captured in many other queer Nige-
rian writings, both fictional and autobiographical.* For instance, the novel
Walking with Shadows, by Jude Dibia—published in 2005 and hailed as the
first gay Nigerian novel in English—narrates how the gay adult protagonist,
Adrian, is taken to a Pentecostal pastor by his brother. A dramatic scene
describes how the pastor in question not only prays and speaks in tongues
over Adrian but also whips the latter’s naked upper body till Adrian loses
consciousness, while the pastor screams that his victim should “banish
the devil” from his heart.”” Uzodinma Iweala’s novel Speak No Evil tells of a
father who takes his gay teenage son, Niru, from the United States, where
the family lives, back to Nigeria, in order to have his son purified from his
“abomination” through some “serious spiritual counseling and deliverance”
by a Pentecostal pastor. The latter subjects Niru to intense prayers, asking
God in a shouting voice to bind and cast out “the spirit of homosexuality
and perversity” that is threatening to harm the boy’s life.” In the graphic
novel On Ajayi Crowther Street, by Elnathan John and Alab4 Onéjin, the
figures of the father and the pastor merge: Reverend Akpoborie, pastor of
a Pentecostal church in Lagos, subjects his own son, Godstime, and his
boyfriend, Onyeka, to a deliverance ritual. While sprinkling the two teen-
age boys with “anointing oil,” the pastor calls upon “the mighty name of
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Jesus” to “command every demon of Sodom to get out of these children
The experience is so traumatizing that Onyeka commits suicide soon after,
leaving Godstime in a severe depression. The mental distress caused by
deliverance rituals is also narrated by Akwaeke Emezi in their novel The
Death of Vivek Oji, which centers around a gender-nonconforming young
gay man whose aunt takes him to her pastor to be freed from “the demon
inside him.» Likewise, in the novel An Ordinary Wonder, by Buki Papil-
lon, a mother takes her intersex child, Oto, to the prophet of an Aladura
(indigenous Pentecostal) church, called Seraphic Temple of Holy Fire. This
prophet, Woli Omolaja, makes her believe that Oto’s condition is caused
by a demon that needs to be exorcised. He subjects Oto to two subsequent
deliverance rituals, the second one being even more violent (including
whipping and drowning) and traumatizing than the first, while calling
upon angels “to sever this child from the bonds of evil.** In Chukwue-
buka Ibel’s novel Blessings, the gay protagonist, Obiefuna, internalizes the
belief that his sexuality is an evil vice he needs to be delivered from, and
he subsequently joins a Christian prayer group—the Prayer Warriors—at
his boarding school, “dutifully attending every session on Friday nights,
staying long after everyone else had gone, kneeling before the altar””
These literary accounts have in common that they all narrate a reli-
gious culture in which queer sexuality is seen not just as immoral and
sinful, as traditional Christian teaching would have it, but as demonic—
that is, caused by evil spirits and demons: the “demon of Sodom” or the
“demon of homosexuality” Partly, this reflects an indigenous worldview
in which spirits, such as the water deity Mami Wata, are frequently sexu-
alized and in which sex and sexuality are subsequently also spiritualized.
Indeed, several of the aforementioned novels subtly allude to such interpre-
tative frames, such as Papillon’s An Ordinary Wonder, where the babalawo
(diviner) explains Oto’s intersex condition with reference to indigenous
Yoruba cosmology and where Oto’s gender identity is affirmed through
visions of a female mermaid-type spirit, Yeyemi. However, in contempo-
rary Nigeria this understanding is often reframed in the dualist worldview
of Pentecostal Christianity, meaning that the indigenous spirits associated
with gender ambiguity and sexual transgression are directly associated
with the devil. As a result, this religious culture deals with queer sexuality
primarily in a discursive register not of sin, repentance, and forgiveness
but of deliverance. After all, queer sexuality is seen “as caused by, and/or as
the cause of, demonic spirit possession,” and such possession can only be
broken, it is believed, “through deliverance rituals that invoke the power of
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God?”» Thus, these novels also share a common narrative emphasis on the
practice of deliverance, as in each text the queer protagonist is subjected
to deliverance rituals through which the perceived evil spirits are suppos-
edly cast out of the queer body. These narratives are written empathetically,
clearly conveying the physical, emotional, and spiritual violence associated
with deliverance practices, as well as the long-term trauma resulting from
it.

Where Oriogun in his poem writes that queer people do not want
“words of deliverance hanging over beautiful heads,” the fictional narra-
tives provide insight into the lived realities of many Nigerian queer persons
whose heads and bodies are nevertheless subjected to deliverance practices.
The speaking of such words, in the context of Nigerian Pentecostalized
Christianity (which is not restricted to Pentecostal-Charismatic churches,
as Pentecostalism has influenced the religious culture of other denomi-
nations), is a form of “performing power,” specifically spiritual power.>°
Supposedly “anointed” men and women of God—be they called pastors,
prophets, bishops, or apostles—summon the power of God, Jesus Christ,
or the Holy Spirit through intense prayer in an attempt to subjugate and
exorcise demonic spirits. Thus, the ritual performance of deliverance is a
spectacle that often turns out to be aggressive, forceful, and violent. As the
religion scholar Nimi Wariboko observes: “In some Pentecostal circles in
Nigeria, deliverance involves ministers (exorcists) flagellating the bodies
of those supposedly possessed by evil spirits. The punishment of the phys-
ical body is believed to drive out the nonphysical spirit lodged inside the
person. The punishment of the visible cleanses the invisible, settles the debts
(sins) that gave Satan permission to enter into the body.”* Thus, fictional
accounts such as Walking with Shadows and An Ordinary Wonder do not
exaggerate when they include references to physical whipping in the narra-
tives about their queer protagonists being subjected to deliverance rituals.
Beyond the physical effects, queer Nigerian literary texts also explore the
emotional and spiritual impact of deliverance practices, problematizing how
the discourse of deliverance centers around, and reproduces, the notion
that queer bodies, desires, intimacies, and identities are, fundamentally,
demonic—that is, in this religious culture queerness is seen as intrinsi-
cally evil, with queer people believed to be in the realm and under the
influence of the devil rather than of God. The subsequent stigma around
queerness is often internalized, causing trauma and leading to depression,
self-harm, and suicide, as can be seen in the characters of Godstime and
Onyeka in On Ajayi Crowther Street or in An Ordinary Wonder’s Oto, who,
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when looking into the eyes of the prophet forcefully delivering him, real-
izes that he “wasn’t meant to survive this. Not intact.”

As much as these literary texts offer narrative insight into the impact
of deliverance practices on queer bodies, they also respond to deliverance
culture and its demonization of queerness, and they explore alternative
possibilities within Christianity. In some cases, this is clearly reflected in
the titles of these texts, such as in Azuah’s Blessed Body or Ibeh’s Blessings,
which both make the critical claim that the queer body can be seen as mani-
festing divine blessing, rather than demonic possession. In other cases, the
literary accounts themselves include various sorts of religious reasoning.
In On Ajayi Crowther Street, this happens in passing when the homopho-
bic pastor Reverend Akpoborie is contrasted, by his gay son, Godstime,
with the character of Jesus, who “didn’t drive people away!”* This single
sentence invokes a model of religious ministry that does not exclude or
discriminate against queer people but instead accepts and affirms them
the way they are. The name Godstime itself can also be seen as suggest-
ing that the current push for the recognition of LGBTQ+ identities and
rights is a God-given moment for humankind to accept all human persons,
regardless of their sexuality, as created in the image of God. Ani Kayode
Somtochukwu’s coming-of-age novel And Then He Sang a Lullaby includes
a passage where the gay protagonist, August, comes out to his sister, Uzoa-
maka. Reminding her brother that he is the only son and that this comes
with certain responsibilities, Uzoamaka says: “August, please. This thing,
we can do something about it. I've heard of miracles. There’s nothing God
cannot do.” The novel here invokes a discourse of miracle, instead of deliv-
erance, but both operate in a similar register of divine intervention, with
an underlying assumption that homosexuality is something to be healed
or freed from rather than to accept and embrace as part of one’s embod-
ied existence. Following Uzoamaka’s suggestion, the narrator writes: “But
August did no longer want God’s redemption. He felt redeemed, and sure
in his newfound redemption.” This sentence and the broader narrative of
the novel suggest that August could reach self-acceptance by refusing any
interference by the homophobic God whom his sister believed in and who
had been preached by a pastor at school. Indeed, the last mention of God in
this novel is that August was “angry at God.”* Nevertheless, the language of
redemption invoked in this narrative is significant for its explicitly religious
undertones: Accepting one’s sexuality and coming out as gay is a redemp-
tive experience and, for August, is more redemptive than any miracle or
deliverance could have been.
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Refusing deliverance may enable queer redemption, yet in the case of
Somtochukwu’s novel, it leaves the gay protagonist angry with God, as he
does not find a way to renegotiate and reconcile his faith with his sexual-
ity. In contrast, Akwaeke Emezi’s short story “Who Is Like God” features a
young queer protagonist who, as the title signals, boldly claims to be “like
God?”» Kachi grows up with a fervently religious mother who one day, when
she finds her son using makeup, immediately concludes that “some demon
of homosexuality is making you wear eye liner” and prays to “release him
in Jesus’ name” Mama’s fury is fueled by Kachi’s counterquestion, “Why is
it always some kind of devil or demon with you, ehn? Why can't it be some-
thing else? Like maybe God is speaking to me, for instance” For Mama,
the suggestion that her gender-nonconforming son might reflect the image
of God is blasphemous. Yet for Kachi it is a deeply affirming experience
to stand in front of a mirror and “see Him in my face” Believing that God
lives in him, he even wonders whether God might be feeling the pain that
he is feeling—the physical pain of Mama’s beating, but also the emotional
pain of her rejection and the hurtful demonization of his queer body. Thus,
this fictional story explores the fundamental notion of the queer body as
a creation of God, reflecting God’s image and manifesting God’s presence.
Kachi’s queer body refuses deliverance because it understands itself as divine
and sacred.

The above review demonstrates that queer Nigerian literature initi-
ates a rich and insightful discourse about queerness and Christianity in
Nigeria. Literary texts narrate and problematize the contested status of
same-sex-desiring and gender-nonconforming bodies and identities in
Nigerian Christian cultures, and they are specifically concerned with the
widespread demonization of queerness and the subsequent tendency to
subject queer bodies to violent deliverance practices. The novel An Ordi-
nary Wonder suggests that Christianity is irredeemably queerphobic and
that the spiritual affirmation of queerness is better served by drawing on the
resources of indigenous religious traditions. However, several other texts
begin to explore the beliefs and symbols available in Christian traditions
to affirm queer embodiment. The most notable example of the latter quest
is the novel Under the Udala Trees, to which I will now turn. Like many of
the aforementioned texts, this novel features a deliverance scene where the
queer protagonist is subjected to a deliverance ritual by her deeply religious
mother. Paraphrasing literary scholar Ato Quayson’s notion of “reading for
the social”—meaning that literary texts do not simply represent but “cali-
brate” social reality and are driven by a quest for “social enlightenment”—I
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propose a method of “reading for deliverance”** This allows me to explore
how this novel not only is about deliverance but can also be read for deliver-
ance, in the sense not of a Pentecostal exorcism but of what could be called
“religious enlightenment.” Such a reading reveals how Under the Udala Trees
engenders an alternative to Pentecostal deliverance, as it narrates the queer
body of the protagonist, [jeoma, into a liberating space of spiritual freedom
and as it reimagines Christianity as a queer-affirming faith. Deliverance,
after all, is not inherently bound to the threat of the demonic but is a term
that “invokes freedom, capacity, renewal, and possibility”>

Reading Under the Udala Trees

Under the Udala Trees, published in 2015, is the first novel by Nigerian-born
writer Okparanta. Like the stories “America” and “Grace,” in Okparanta’s
earlier collection Happiness, Like Water, the novel explores the theme of
female same-sex sexuality. As such, it has been recognized for its transgres-
sive narrative representation of sexuality and gender, as well as its queer
contribution to African literary feminism.?® In an author’s note, Okparanta
explicitly acknowledges that by writing this novel she sought to intervene
in the contemporary Nigerian politics of sexuality and to respond to the
Same-Sex Marriage (Prohibition) Bill that President Goodluck Jonathan
signed into law in January 2014. She does so by writing a story of same-sex
love unfolding in two parts: first, between a teenage Jjeoma and her friend
Amina and, second, between Jjeoma as a young adult and her friend Ndidi.
As an explicitly political intervention, Under the Udala Trees exemplifies
how the literary writer as a social thinker can also become a social activ-
ist and advocate.”

The historic setting of the novel is significant: The story begins during,
and unfolds in the aftermath of, the Nigerian Civil War, also known as the
Biafra War (1967-70). This war erupted after the eastern part of the coun-
try, mainly populated by the Igbo people, declared secession, following
years of rising ethnic tensions and violence in postindependence Nigeria.
As mentioned in the introduction, decades after the war ended, “writing
Biafra” continues to be a prominent trend in Nigerian cultural and literary
production, to which Okparanta gives her own original twist.>> The war is
prominent in the opening chapters of the novel and triggers the dramatic
events that unfold in the life of Ijeoma, the Igbo girl at the center of the
novel: [jeoma’s father tragically dies during a bomber plane raid; her mother,
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Adaora, falls into despair and depression and leaves Ijeoma at the home
of family friends, a retired grammar school teacher and his wife; [jeoma
stays there for one and a half years, working as a house girl till the war is
over; during that time she meets and falls in love with Amina; when the
teacher finds out, he reports it to [jeoma’s mother, who comes to fetch her
daughter and begins the project of “curing” her. Several years later, Jjeoma
is pressured into marrying her childhood friend Chibundu, which means
a break with her female lover at that time, Ndidi. Her marriage results in
the birth of a daughter but does not bring any happiness. At the end of the
novel, a depressed Ijeoma decides to leave her husband in Port Harcourt
and return to her mother, and Ndidi, in Aba. The epilogue, dated January
2014 (the month in which the antigay bill mentioned earlier became law),
mentions how Jjeoma and Ndidi “have now shared decades together” and
feel “every bit a couple” (320).

For Okparanta, using Biafra as the historical background was a way of
bringing her own family history into the novel, as her own grandfather died
during the war.> However, on a deeper level it also allows her to convey the
point that the current struggle about same-sex relationships is of a similar
significance to that of the civil war, another watershed moment in Nigerian
postcolonial history: “Sometimes when we think about sexuality we think,
‘O, it’s just sexuality; but for some people, that’s a big war going on within
them. I think that’s all the novel is doing—it’s telling a story of a character
who has to survive two different kinds of war** By juxtaposing these two
battles, Okparanta makes a narrative connection between ethnicity and
sexuality, suggesting that both categories can be equally divisive and the
cause of conflict, violence, and human rights offenses. Notably, Jjeoma’s
first love, Amina, is a Hausa Muslim girl, and their relationship blossoms
in the final year of the war, as a narrative expression of hope that the ethnic
tensions between the Igbo and Hausa that culminated in the civil war can
be overcome. For [jeoma’s mother, the romantic relationship between them
is despicable: “That girl is Hausa. Even if she were to be a boy, don't you
see that Igbo and Hausa would mean the mingling of seeds? Don’t you see?
It would be against God’s statutes” (76). Ironically, Adaora cites the Bible
(Leviticus 19) to make the point that both a relationship between two girls
and between an Igbo and a Hausa person (and probably also between a
Christian and a Muslim) is abominable. Adaora’s persistent invocation of
the Bible, as well as her practice of fervent prayer, which she developed after
the death of her husband, can be seen against the historic background of
the Civil War Revival, which occurred among the Igbo during and in the
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aftermath of the Biafra War, with the growing popularity of new charis-
matic Christian movements.?

Although the politics of writing same-sex and interethnic love has
been a central theme in scholarly discussions of Under the Udala Trees, less
in-depth attention has been paid to the way Okparanta engages the reli-
gious dimension of Nigerian same-sex debates.* In contemporary Nigeria,
these debates are heavily influenced by discourses from the two major reli-
gions, Christianity and Islam. Both traditions, which play a prominent role
in the Nigerian public sphere, are largely mobilized to advocate against the
recognition of same-sex relationships and the rights of sexual minorities,
and many of their leaders actively supported the Same-Sex Marriage (Prohi-
bition) Bill.* Okparanta, who was raised as a Jehovah’s Witness herself,
explicitly engages these dynamics, specifically in relation to Christian-
ity, by creating a space in the novel for questioning conservative Christian
arguments against same-sex relationships, developing alternative interpre-
tations of the Bible, and probing innovative understandings of God.** As she
commented in an interview: “Christianity has historically been the great-
est platform on which homosexuality has been condemned. I thought it
might be nice to write a novel that meets the naysayers on their own plat-
form?”¥ Thus, the novel illustrates how the writer as a social thinker can
also become a religious thinker and how such religious thought is crucial
to the writer’s quest for social advocacy.

Importantly, Okparanta not only presents a narrative critique of the way
Nigerian Christianity is a constituting factor of the current antigay climate
in the country but also explores the possibility of alternative imaginings of
Christian faith in relation to sexuality. The epigraph of the book—a quota-
tion from the New Testament (Hebrews 11:1)—is telling in this regard: “Faith
is the assured expectation of things hoped for, the evident demonstration of
realities, though not beheld”™** If Under the Udala Trees is relatively “optimis-
tic about the possibility of change” in relation to queer issues in Nigeria,*
the basis for that optimism might be the connection between faith and hope
captured here.

The following sections explore the representation of Christianity and
sexuality in Under the Udala Trees, addressing three subthemes: the church,
prayer, and the Bible. I specifically focus on the latter theme, examining the
novel’s decolonial queer interpretation of the Bible. In doing so, I read the
novel through the lens of the work of Musa W. Dube, a postcolonial femi-
nist biblical scholar from Botswana. Although the context of Botswana is
different from that of Nigeria, my point is to demonstrate that Okparanta,
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like Dube, engages in a critical and liberative reading of the Bible to effect
change in the politics of gender and sexuality in contemporary African
contexts. In doing so, they both contribute to a progressive reimagination of
Christianity in African contexts. Although some critics may link Okparan-
ta’s progressive Christian thought to the fact that she grew up (from the
age of ten) in the United States and may have therefore been exposed to
religious discourses and theological thought uncommon in Nigeria, this
chapter demonstrates that there are progressive traditions within Nigerian
and African Christianities that Okparanta shares affinity with and contrib-
utes to.*

Imagining the Church as a Safe Haven

The church that Jjeoma and her parents attended, in the town of Ojoto
where they lived, is called Holy Sabbath Church of God. Despite what
the name suggests, it is not a Sabbath-observing church worshipping on
Saturdays.* Sabbatarianism was a trend among independent churches that
emerged in Igboland and elsewhere in Nigeria from the early twentieth
century.* However, in the novel Jjeoma explicitly states that “we went [to
church] every Sunday” (11). Regardless, the narrative description of “the
fervent worship” at this church resembles the broader characteristics of
what the historian Ogbu Kalu describes as the “early charismatic move-
ments” that formed the first wave of Pentecostalism in Nigeria: centered
on the Bible, with a strong emphasis on preaching, intense prayer, and
embodied worship.®

During the period that [jeoma stays at the grammar school teach-
er’s house, she attends church only sporadically. Yet after returning to her
mother in Aba, she starts going to church again, realizing how much she
had missed it. No details are given about the church that [jeoma attends
with her mother and where she and Chibundu have their wedding; the use
of the title “Father” for the pastor/priest in charge suggests that it might be
an Anglican or Catholic church, rather than Pentecostal-Charismatic (81).4
This suggestion is reinforced by the short prayer, “Lord, have mercy; that
ljeoma continuously whispers in the church she attends in Port Harcourt,
after her marriage, as this prayer is a standard phrase in Anglican and Cath-
olic liturgy (228). Later in the novel, however, [jeoma explicitly states she is
not Catholic, which leaves open Anglicanism, or another denomination in
the broad spectrum of Protestantism. The sparsity of details that the novel
gives about denominational specifics might well be deliberate, implying that
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the Christian setting of the novel is not restricted to a particular denomi-
nation but represents Nigerian Christianity more generally.

Notably, the novel does not depict the church as a place where homopho-
bia is actively preached and promoted. The biblically inspired messages
against homosexuality come from [jeoma’s mother, rather than from pastors
and priests. This is not necessarily a way of absolving the church from its
involvement in perpetuating anti-queer rhetoric. Rather, it conveys how
this rhetoric has been embraced and internalized by Christians on a grass-
roots level. Yet the novel possibly also suggests implicitly that the church
is not necessarily an anti-queer space. Pushing this further, my interpre-
tation diverges from that of Vincent Ogoti, according to whom the novel
“unravels the myth of the church as a safe haven”# In fact, throughout the
novel, ljeoma seeks refuge in the church at times of personal struggle, in
relation to her sexuality, pregnancy, and unhappy marriage. After her affair
with Amina is discovered and she moves back to her mother in Aba, the
first thing she does is visit church, where she is overwhelmed by the holi-
ness of the place. Later, when she starts going out with Ndidi but is racked
by feelings of guilt, she again goes to church, interpreting the flickering of
light through the window as a sign of God. And when she is married and
has fallen pregnant, she visits church daily, praying that her child will not
be cursed, and again she is reassured by “sunlight . . . making its way inside
the church” (229). This thread of [jeoma seeking refuge in church narra-
tively conveys the crucial point that she is not a “godless sinner,” as popular
Nigerian Christian rhetoric about queer people would have it, but is in fact
a God-seeker. It also is an implicit appeal for the church to offer shelter to
people like her.

Similarly significant is that the queer women’s club to which Ndidi
introduces ljeoma, and where the latter “felt a sense of liberation,” is hidden
in a church, called Friend in Jesus Church of God (193). This can be read as
suggesting that church can potentially be a place where queer people expe-
rience liberation and celebrate life. Yet this potential is far from realized:
The party that [jeoma and Ndidi attend in the church ends in tragedy, as a
mob lights the building on fire and one of their friends dies, in a scene that
evokes the traumatic memory of violence during the civil war.* Neverthe-
less, the name of the covert club/church can be seen as prophetic. Possibly
inspired by the well-known Sunday school song “What a Friend We Have
in Jesus,” this name claims Jesus as a friend of the queer community. The
image of Jesus as a friend has been found to “feature prominently” in the
way Christians across Africa experience their faith, delineating notions of
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closeness and companionship.#” African feminist theologians have explic-
itly claimed Jesus to be a friend of women, as he shares their struggles
and brings liberation.#* Similarly, the notion of Jesus as a friend of queer
people has liberatory salience in the context of this novel. For [jeoma, the
words spoken by Jesus in the story about the woman caught in adultery
(Gospel of John, chapter 8), directed at the Pharisees—“He that is with-
out sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her”—are comforting and
bring relief (202). Although these words can be seen as still rendering the
woman as sinful, African feminist theologians have drawn on this story to
address and overcome the stigmatization of women based on patriarchal
norms of gender and sexuality.* The novel extends this tradition, applying
it to same-sex-loving people. Where her mother calls upon Jesus as a force
to conquer “demonic spirits” such as homosexuality, [jeoma through this
biblical story is reassured of Jesus’s nonjudgmental attitude, unconditional
love, and, indeed, friendship (92). This Jesus can be seen as presenting a
model of affirmation and inclusivity that the church should follow.

The most cynical comment about the church uttered in the novel comes
from Chibundu, who, unlike Jjeoma, is not a churchgoer at all. When he
finds his pregnant wife in church, praying in great despair about the “abom-
ination” she is trying to overcome, he tells her not to worry. In his view,
“religion is basically a business, a very large corporation,” and “the Church
is the oldest and most successful business known to man” (231-32). This
view echoes an economic theory of religion that various scholars have
applied to Nigeria as a religious marketplace.”* According to Chibundu, the
church’s moral politics, including about sexuality, are driven by its business
concerns—aiming to exercise control over its followers and to recruit new
ones. He concludes by saying: “It’s the Church that has interpreted God’s
words to its own benefit” (232). Keeping Chibundu’s cynical words in mind,
Under the Udala Trees can be read as a way of reclaiming the Bible, and the
figure of Jesus Christ, from the church in a quest for personal empower-
ment and liberation, as will be discussed in more detail below. However,
by rendering the space of the church ambiguous, the novel also keeps open
the possibility of change in the church, and it underlines the need for such
change to occur.

Overcoming the Problem of Prayer

As much as the church is featured as a space of refuge, it is also a space of
struggle, which is represented through the narrative trope of the problem
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of prayer. This problem manifests itself in relation to two key themes of the
novel: war and sexuality. In the opening chapters, we read that [jeoma, then
eleven years old, prays several times about the war. Her first prayer, narrated
in a flashback, is dated March 1967, several months before the official start
of the Biafra War: “It was inside that church [Holy Sabbath Church of God],
at the tail end of the harmattan, that I prayed my war prayer, because it
was there and then, just before the morning service, that Chibundu had
joked that soon bomber planes would be everywhere. . . . I prayed about
the war, pleaded with God to make like a magician and cause all the talk of
war, even the idea of it, to disappear” (11-12). Despite this prayer, the war
did break out. A year later, when the bomber planes are raiding Biafra, and
[jeoma and her mother are hiding in the bunker, she prays again: “Dear
God, please help Papa. Please make it so that the bomber planes don’t go
crashing into him.” Nevertheless, shortly after, they find him dead inside
the house. [jeoma’s disillusioned conclusion is: “It didn’t appear that God
had been bothered to answer my prayer” (13).

The Biafra War, according to several commentators, was somewhat
inevitable because of historical and political conditions.” Perhaps that is
why it could not be prevented, regardless of how many prayers were said.
But what about [jeoma’s struggle with her sexuality? After finding out about
her daughter’s affair with Amina and taking her back home, Adaora puts
her daughter on an intensive regime of prayer. Handing Jjeoma a black
prayer scarf as “the mark of true penitence,” she prays: “Almighty God in
heaven, protect this my child from the devil that has come to take her inno-
cent soul away. Protect her from the demons that are trying to send her to
hell. Lead her not into temptation. Give her the strength to resist and do
Your will. May her heart remember the lessons You have given, the lesson
of our beginning, of Adam and Eve” (67, 72). When there is no immedi-
ate effect, Adaora performs a ritual of deliverance, trying to exorcise the
demonic spirit holding possession over her daughter. As discussed earlier,
the theme of deliverance is common in recent Nigerian queer literary texts,
exemplifying how many Nigerian Christians have come to relate homosex-
uality and queer identities to the devil, demons, and evil spirits. Under the
Udala Trees narrates deliverance as an intimate yet dramatic ritual perfor-
mance, with Adaora invoking the power of God to cast out the supposedly
demonic spirit inhabiting her daughter. It is intimate because it takes place in
a domestic setting featuring only mother and child. It is dramatic, as Adao-
ra’s voice gets “progressively louder” each time she repeats the instruction
to the demon to come out, with Adaora “speaking to the devil, crying for
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him to turn back and leave me alone” (88). The deliverance has no effect,
however. All that Adaora can do in the end is pour some water over Jjeo-
ma’s head, as a ritual cure, saying that she will continue to pray for [jeoma
and that [jeoma must continue to pray for herself, because “there’s noth-
ing that can’t be conquered when we receive Jesus as our Lord and Savior”
(92).

As much as Jjeoma tries to follow up on her mother’s instruction to
pray in order to be delivered from the demon of homosexuality, she fails.
On three occasions, the novel narrates this failure, where Jjeoma is unable
to speak words of prayer herself and cannot even utter the word “Amen”
in response to her mother’s prayer (71-72, 201). In each of these cases, the
prayer that fails to come out is based on feelings of guilt, if not internal-
ized disgust, and she petitions God for forgiveness. The failure of these
prayers can be seen as a narrative suggestion that perhaps such prayers are
not needed in the first place, because same-sex attraction is not a reason to
feel sinful and seek repentance. One prayer that is answered, on the other
hand, is born out of confusion, where Jjeoma is no longer sure whether
homosexuality is a sin and finds words to articulate this as follows: “Lord,
I am confused. Please give me a sign. If there is any evil in my heart, please
give me a sign so that I might recognize it and, in doing so, avoid it” (197).
The answer to this prayer comes, first, in the form of sunlight shining into
the church where she is seated, as a sign of God’s comforting presence and,
second, by her mother entering the church, leading Jjeoma to the conclu-
sion: “If this was God’s sign, then Mama was the evil in my heart” (197).
Reflecting the genre of the bildungsroman, the novel suggests that if [jeoma
needs to be delivered from anything to accept and grow toward her real
self, it is from her homophobic mother, who hinders this process of reach-
ing maturity. Thus, instead of prayer being an effective tool to “dominate
my thoughts and desires,” for Ijeoma it turns out to be a method through
which she gradually comes to accept her desires (229).

The problem of prayer, as represented in the novel, fundamentally
relates to the question of the nature and purpose of prayer. Is prayer about
trying to avert historic events, such as war, and to overcome innate desires,
such as same-sex attraction? Many Nigerian Christians would believe so,
using prayer as a magic tool, even a “machine gun,” in spiritual battles.> Yet
by leaving this kind of prayer unanswered, Under the Udala Trees appears
to implicitly critique this culture of interventionist prayer—among other
reasons, because people direct “contradictory requests” to God, as I[jeoma
muses (163). Instead, the novel suggests that prayer is a way of coming
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to terms with life and its inevitable challenges and a method of personal
growth toward self-acceptance and maturity. But prayer is also suggested
to be a method of channeling hope. In the epilogue, we read about nightly
conversations between Jjeoma and Ndidi, in which the latter dreams of a
town where “love is allowed to be love;” regardless of the gender and ethnic-
ity of the persons involved:

“What is the name of the town?” I ask.

... One night, she mumbles that it is Aba. The next night it is
Umuahia. With each passing night she names more towns: Ojoto
and Nnewi, Onitsha and Nsukka, Port Harcourt and Lagos, Uyo
and Oba, Kaduna and Sokoto. She names and names, so that even-
tually I have to laugh and say, “How is it that this town can be so
many places at once?”

Her voice is soft like a hum, and the words come out quiet like
a prayer. . . . She says, “All of them are here in Nigeria. You see, this
place will be all of Nigeria” (321)

Although Ndidi’s words are only comparatively described as “like a prayer,”
the hope they reflect can be linked to the hope alluded to in the epigraph
to the book—that is, a hope born out of faith.

Reading the Bible for Social Change

The Bible plays a prominent role in Under the Udala Trees, especially in
part 2 of the novel, which narrates the Bible lessons that Ijeoma receives
from her mother. After [jeoma and Amina were caught in the act by the
teacher, Jjeoma is returned to her mother, who attempts to “cleanse” her
daughter’s soul through daily Bible study and prayer sessions (65). Over
a period of six months, they literally read through the whole Bible, her
mother linking many of the passages to what she considers the demonic
sin of homosexuality.

The prominence of the Bible, and Adaora’s rather fundamentalist
approach to it, in this novel might reflect Okparanta’s own upbringing in
the milieu of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, an originally American Protestant
group that arrived in Nigeria in the early twentieth century and is known
for its emphasis on biblical inerrancy and infallibility.® It may also reflect
the status and role of the Bible among Igbo Christians more generally,
especially in the aftermath of the Civil War Revival. As the biblical scholar
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Anthony Nkwoka puts it: “Christianity is a religion of the Book in Igbo-
land. Much of Igbo Christianity may be summarized by the phrase, Ts it
in the Bible?” The Bible was initially introduced to the Igbo by European
missionaries who controlled its interpretation, but according to Nkwoka it
was gradually appropriated by local communities, resulting in an “advent
of Igbo reading and understanding of the Bible” in the twentieth century.*
This was catalyzed, among other reasons, by the Biafra War, which caused
waning missionary control and simultaneously led to a religious revival.
The war and its tragic ending created a situation of anxiety, insecurity, and
disillusionment in which many Igbo Christians resorted to the Bible for
certainty, comfort, and guidance.” This clearly applies to Adaora, who had
lost her husband during the war and who shortly after the end of the war
fears that she might lose her only child to an “abomination””

By invoking the language of abomination to refer to homosexuality,
and by using biblical texts to argue that [jeoma had committed an abomina-
ble act, Adaora demonstrates her reliance on the Bible as a source of moral
authority. It is striking that she never uses the cultural argument—the idea,
which has become widespread in recent times, that homosexuality is against
Igbo, Nigerian, or African culture. Perhaps she realizes that such a claim
is somewhat problematic, given the history of woman-woman marriages
among the Igbo, as among other African people (although such marriages
should not be equated to modern same-sex relationships).”* Adaora is likely
to be part of “the majority of Igbo women [who], presumably under the
influence of the Church, disapprove of woman-woman marriage” Indeed,
she repeatedly quotes the Bible to underline the abominable nature of same-
sex relationships. She uses the Genesis creation story to argue that it is “man
and wife. Adam na Eve,” and “if God wanted it to be otherwise, would He
not have included it that other way in the Bible?” (67, 68) Likewise, she
draws this lesson from the story of Sodom and Gomorrah: “Man must not
lie with man, and if man does, man will be destroyed” (74). These and other
so-called clobber passages are quoted by Adaora to underline that homo-
sexuality is “something disgusting, disgraceful, a scandal”; any objections
that [jeoma makes are silenced with the conversation stopper that “the fact
that the Bible says it’s bad is all the reason you need” (75).

The character of Adaora appears to be a colonized mind, rigidly adopt-
ing the Bible, introduced by European missionaries, as authoritative sacred
Scripture, and forgetting about indigenous traditions of what has been
described as “female Igbo gender bending;” which was opposed by the same
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missionaries.®® As Dube argues, what characterizes colonized minds is that
they become “the mouthpiece” of colonial and imperialist agendas, which
was effectively encouraged by the colonizers through the transmission of
the Bible, among other strategies.” Although the extensive quotations from
the Bible in the novel are mostly in English, a few quotations are in Igbo,
from the early twentieth-century Igbo Union version, translated by the Brit-
ish Anglican missionary Thomas J. Dennis. This Bible translation has been
famously criticized by Chinua Achebe, according to whom Dennis “in his
missionary overzealousness and colonial mentality [had] done irrepara-
ble harm to the Igbo language in particular and Igbo culture in general”®
Adaora appears to be equally zealous and reflective of a colonial mentality
when she uses this Bible to condemn her own daughter for loving another
girl. Her efforts are reminiscent of the “civilizing” agenda of missionaries
seeking to promote “Igbo Christian family life” based on the model of the
nuclear, patriarchal, and heteronormative family, and banning practices
such as polygyny, divorce, and woman-woman marriage.”

[jeoma, like her mother, takes the Bible seriously, and throughout the
novel she is frequently seen reading and invoking it. However, she does
not approach the Bible as rigidly as her mother does. Instead, she demon-
strates an attitude of questioning, not so much the status of the Bible itself
but its taken-for-granted interpretations. Thus, in the Bible study about the
story of Sodom and Gomorrah, she takes issue with her mother’s sugges-
tion that this story is a warning against the sin of homosexuality and instead
suggests that it is a lesson on hospitality and that God destroyed these two
cities because its people were “selfish and inhospitable and violent” (74). In
their discussion of Leviticus 18, she questions her mother’s argument about
abominations, wondering how it applies, for instance, to married couples
who cannot have children. And in the Bible study of Judges 19, she fails to
see how this is a story about homosexuality and instead concludes that it
is a “horrible story” full of violence and rape (80). The biblical text most
cited in the novel is the Genesis creation story about Adam and Eve. As
mentioned earlier, for Adaora this story constitutes the norm of hetero-
sexual marriage. This interpretation is common across Christian traditions
that derive from the book of Genesis a heteronormative “order of creation”
according to which Adam and Eve are paradigmatic of binary sexual differ-
entiation and of male-female complementarity. Recent global Christian
antigay discourses have popularized this in the statement that “it's Adam
and Eve, not Adam and Steve”® Directly interrogating this, [jeoma muses:
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Yes, it had been Adam and Eve. But so what if it was only the story of
Adam and Eve that we got in the Bible? Why did that have to exclude
the possibility of a certain Adam and Adam, or a certain Eve and
Eve? Just because the story happened to focus on a certain Adam
and Eve did not mean that all other possibilities were forbidden. . . .
Infinite possibilities, and each one of them perfectly viable. . .. What
if Adam and Eve were merely symbols of companionship? And Eve,
different from him, woman instead of man, was simply a tool by
which God notes that companionship was something you got from
a person outside of yourself? (82-83)

These musings contain vital biblical-theological reflections. ljeoma reinter-
prets the Genesis account of creation, taking Adam and Eve as a narrative
model not of gender complementarity and compulsory heterosexuality in
marriage but of human difference, companionship, and relationality that
can be found and enjoyed in multiple, equally viable forms. She innova-
tively advances here, so to say, a queer interpretation avant la lettre, calling
into question common interpretations that take the story as foundational
to the “heterosexual contract” and instead reading it in recognition of the
“multiple forms of intimate alliance”® [jeoma’s reading seeks to affirm sexual
diversity, in a way that is similar to Dube’s interpretation of the same biblical
story. For Dube, the Garden of Eden, in which God, according to Genesis 2,
placed Adam and Eve, is a garden with “many different flowers” that were
all created good, and God as the creator “created life in wide diversities.”**

Although the teenage Ijeoma calls into question her mother’s rigid
interpretations of the Bible, she remains uncertain about the alternative
interpretations she puts forward. Reflecting the genre of the bildungsroman,
Under the Udala Trees narrates Ijeoma’s process of coming to terms with
her sexuality and faith as an existential and spiritual struggle with consid-
erable setbacks. While married to Chibundu and pregnant with their child,
she seriously contemplates the possibility that God is punishing her for the
nature of her love and that her baby might be cursed as a result. However,
in the end, her contestation of established religious views and her explora-
tion of alternative biblical and theological views are matters not merely of
recalcitrant puberty but of maturity. [jeoma grows into the conviction that
“the Bible itself is an endorsement of change. . . . Maybe the rules of the
Bible will always be in flux. Maybe God is still speaking and will continue
to do so for always. Maybe He is still creating new covenants, only we were
too deaf, too headstrong, too set in old ways to hear” (322).
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Importantly, the insight that the Bible and its meaning are not fixed
but are subject to change and to varying interpretations is informed by
[jeoma’s memory of her father. When Jjeoma and her mother go through
the Bible lessons, the former is reminded of how her father used to tell her
folktales at night and used these to explain that stories are often allegori-
cal—that is, they should be taken figuratively rather than literally because
they “represent something very big, a larger idea, something so big that
often we don't fully grasp the scope of its meaning” (78). Yet when Jjeoma
applies this lesson from her father to the Bible stories she is reading with
her mother, the latter abruptly dismisses the suggestion, saying: “The Bible
is the Bible and not to be questioned. What we read in it is what we are
to take out of it” (81). Nevertheless, [jeoma does not let the thought go, as
demonstrated by her creative interpretation of the story of Adam and Eve,
not taking it at face value but exploring a deeper meaning. In the novels
epilogue, she meditates on Hebrews 8, the biblical text about the new cove-
nant God made with his people, and she draws the following conclusion
from it: “This, it seems to me, is the lesson of the Bible: this affirmation of
the importance of reflection, and of revision, enough revisions to do away
with tired, old, even faulty laws” (321). [jeoma’s indebtedness to her father
in her approach to the Bible is further illustrated in the novel by the role
that her father’s old Bible—“the one he used to read from every Sunday at
church”—plays (51). This Bible is handed to Jjeoma when her mother leaves
her at the grammar school teacher’s. The same Bible appears many years
later in a dream, on the last night she spends under Chibundu’s roof, as if
to confirm her decision to leave her unhappy marriage.

The novel makes an important point about textual hermeneutics—
that is, methods of interpretation. Through Ijeoma, and the memory of
her father’s lesson about allegorical, metaphorical, and symbolic meaning,
Under the Udala Trees suggests that the hermeneutics of indigenous Igbo
folktales provides a model for biblical hermeneutics, too. In doing so, it
interrogates the tendency among many contemporary Igbo Christians to
simply ask, “Is it in the Bible?”* Instead, it proposes a critical, dynamic,
and reflective engagement with Scripture, in which its interpretation is
determined not by the letter of the text but by the bigger picture of the
understanding of God. And God, for Jjeoma, in the end is not the control-
ler of a fixed, static truth that people must obey blindly but is a source of
ongoing revelation; God is still speaking and creating new covenants in the
present day. Thus, for her the Bible is an endorsement of change, because
Godself constantly enacts change. Already as a child, [jeoma contemplated
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that change might be “a thing sanctioned by God” because it is “part of His
aesthetic, part of His vision for the world” (37). These words are echoed
in the epilogue, where she reflects: “God is nothing but an artist, and the
world is His canvas. And I reason that if the Old and New Testament are
any indication, then change is in fact a major part of his aesthetic, a major
part of his vision for the world” (321-22).

As discussed above, the character of Adaora and her approach to the
Bible present an example of a colonized mind. She is depicted in the novel
as a representative of a conservative Christianity that, in Dube’s words, is
“mirroring the missionary teachings that sought to uproot African people
completely from their religious beliefs by teaching the strictest biblical
adherence”*® In contrast, [jeoma can be seen as representing a decoloniz-
ing approach to the Bible. This suggestion may come as a surprise to some
readers for whom the Bible is inherently linked to the history of colonial
exchange, as captured in the popular saying: “When the missionaries came
to Africa, they had the Bible and we had the land; They said, ‘Let us pray.
We closed our eyes. When we opened them, we had the Bible and they had
the land” However, as the biblical scholar Gerald West has argued, the
Bible may have been introduced in many parts of Africa as a “tool of impe-
rialism,” but via complex processes of appropriation by local communities
it has become an “African icon” and a “people’s Bible”**

Importantly, Under the Udala Trees extends this history of appropri-
ation by demonstrating that the Bible, which in contemporary contexts is
widely used to create a queerphobic climate, can also be drawn upon by
same-sex-loving people to support their quest for affirmation and liberation.
Thus, in the novel, Ijeoma, instead of being a mouthpiece of colonial agen-
das, resists the terminology of “abomination” that missionaries and colonial
authorities had introduced and their underlying rigid approach to biblical
interpretation. Her critical attention to the allegorical meanings of the Bible
is informed by traditions of Igbo folktales, thus mobilizing an indigenous
cultural hermeneutics and applying that to Scripture. Okparanta captures
this while reflecting on the protagonist in her novel: “These days, for many
Nigerians, Bible verses have replaced our traditional proverbs. . . . But for
ljeoma, I think the Bible stories and verses were in some ways an exten-
sion of the folktales. For her, it was a sort of juggling act: using elements
of the folktale (and storytelling elements, in general) to try to understand
the Bible®

Dube, in her book Postcolonial Feminist Interpretation of the Bible,
conceptualizes African decolonizing feminist readings of the Bible with
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the term Semoya. This Setswana’ word means “of the Spirit,” and it was
originally used in Botswana as a term for a category of churches that in
academic literature are generally referred to as African Indigenous Churches
(AICs). These churches put a strong emphasis on the experience of the Holy
Spirit and, related to that, on the practice of prophecy and healing. AICs
emerged in the early twentieth century, often as a breakaway from the Euro-
pean-planted mission churches, and it has been argued that they represent
an “African reformation” and an indigenous form of Pentecostal Christi-
anity.”* Emphasizing the independent nature of the AICs as local African
appropriations of Christianity, their resistance to European-dominated
missionary Christianity, and the prominent role of women as founders,
leaders, preachers, prophets, and healers in these communities, Dube argues
that these churches present a combination of “political protest of racial and
religious discrimination, a search for cultural liberation through integrating
biblical views with African religious views, and an experience of God’s Spirit
empowering both women and men of various races to serve creation.””> Her
particular interest—which is most relevant here—concerns the interpreta-
tive practices of women AIC members—that is, the way women interpret
the Bible, reclaiming this sacred Scripture from a colonial and patriarchal
missionary church and appropriating it in their quest for liberation and
empowerment. Thus, Dube conceptualizes the interpretative practice of
Botswanan AIC women as a Semoya space:

A Semoya space reserves a critical and liberative reading of texts that
have been instrumental in the colonization of Africa and oppression
of women. It insists on hearing God afresh, in a new space—one
that operates outside the oppressive structures and their symbols.
The Semoya space insists on imagining a framework that enhances
the lives of women and men and that does not embrace patriarchal
and imperialist oppression. . . . To speak or to interpret the Bible
from a Semoya space is to insist on hearing God anew—free from
the often oppressive space of our current social structures.”

Despite the differences in context between Botswana and Nigeria, and even
though Under the Udala Trees is not specifically about AICs, I draw on
Dube’s work to suggest that [jeoma engages in an interpretative practice
that is somewhat similar to Dube’s Sermoya readers. This similarity centers
around at least two aspects. First is the search for cultural liberation through
integrating biblical views with African religio-cultural views. In Jjeoma’s
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case, that manifests itself in the form of an approach to biblical interpre-
tation modeled after indigenous folktale traditions. Foregrounding the
figurative and symbolic meanings of sacred storytelling, when applied to
the Bible, these traditions interrogate the static approach to biblical truth
that had been introduced by European missionaries and embraced by many
Igbo converts. This way of engaging the Bible allows [jeoma to see the Bible
as endorsing change and to reclaim the nature of her love, which had been
opposed by missionaries and their legacy. Doing so, she also reclaims indig-
enous histories of woman-woman marriage and gender bending among the
Igbo. Second, the similarity centers around the critical and liberative read-
ing of the biblical text. Yet whereas Dube’s Semoya readers are concerned
with oppression in terms of patriarchy and colonial imperialism, ljeoma
foregrounds sexuality, and specifically homophobia and heteronormativ-
ity, as the primary concern.

Trees play an important role in the novel’s indigenous cultural herme-
neutics that enables a queer reading of the Bible. The udala tree, central in
the novel’s title, is a sacred tree in Igbo mythology. Achebe—claimed by
Okparanta as a major source of inspiration’*—has described this tree as
“sacred to ancestral spirits.””® Okparanta’s novel can be seen as implicitly
linking the tree to the spirit of Ijeoma’s father: The udala tree and her father’s
old Bible appear to her in the same dream. This is particularly significant
because earlier in the novel [jeoma meets her first love, Amina, under an
udala tree. If this tree is a symbolic manifestation of her father’s spirit, the
suggestion is that her deceased father (different from her mother) endorses
the nature of his daughter’s love. The ancestral spirits, after all, are familiar
with Igbo traditions of gender bending and woman-woman marriage. That
her father’s spirit is also familiar with the Bible is not a cause of conflict,
because the Bible itself is to be interpreted through the lens of indigenous
folktales—or so the novel suggests.

Following that suggestion, a connection can be made between the
symbolic meaning of the udala tree in Igbo folktale and the biblical tree of
knowledge of good and evil. This tree, according to Genesis 2, had been
planted by God in the Garden of Eden, with the instruction that Adam and
Eve were not allowed to eat from it, or they would die. Achebe, in Arrow
of God, suggests that a similar taboo applies to the udala tree. Because of
its sacred significance, “no one, young or old” was to pick from the tree’s
“tempting fruit”7® According to the biblical story of Genesis 2-3, the serpent
persuades Eve to ignore God’s instruction and eat from the tree neverthe-
less, and she shares the fruit with Adam. Then both become aware of their
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nakedness and experience shame; when God comes into the Garden of
Eden to call them to account, they hide in the bushes. Under the Udala Trees
directly engages this biblical story in the scene where the teacher walks into
Jjeoma and Amina fondling and kissing each other and shouts, “Abomi-
nation!” The novel then reads: “Amina and I began to cry, deep cries that
made our shoulders heave. Our clothes lay scattered on the floor, dispersed
like discarded seeds. We were naked, and we felt our nakedness as Adam
and Eve must have felt in the garden, at the time of that evening breeze.
Our eyes had become open, and we too sought to hide ourselves. But first
we had to endure the grammar school teacher’s lecturing. . . . He lectured
and he lectured, and he lectured. As God must have lectured Eve” (125).

As the literary scholar Cédric Courtois has observed, in this scene “the
two characters [[jeoma and Amina] are described as the original couple:
a rewriting of the Biblical text is therefore at stake””” In this rewriting, the
biblical text and Igbo mythology merge, with the udala tree and the tree
of knowledge blending together. Both trees represent the taboo of eating
from a forbidden fruit. Clearly, in the novel, this fruit is the taste of same-
sex intimacy and love. After all, Amina’s tongue made Jjeoma’s body wash
over with euphoria. As in the case of Adam and Eve, so also for [jeoma and
Amina, eating the fruit results in shame, as they become painfully aware of
their nakedness. They have no chance to escape the penetrating gaze of the
teacher and his damning judgment, summarized in that word “abomina-
tion.” Soon after, Ijeoma is forced to leave Amina, and although they later
study at the same school, their relationship never becomes as it used to be.
They ate the fruit and lost paradise. Or did they?

In the short story “Runs Girl,” about a girl drawn into the sex industry
to pay her mother’s hospital bills, Okparanta concludes with a reimagina-
tion of the story of Eve in the Garden of Eden: “This new Eve would walk
amongst the trees of the garden. And she would drink from the waters of
the river of the garden. And again, she would eat the forbidden fruit. But
she would not be cast away from the garden, because she would be given the
opportunity, just once, to ask for forgiveness. And she would be forgiven”7*
Here, too, the forbidden fruit refers to a consumption of sexuality deemed
morally transgressive from a Christian perspective, but which Okparanta
suggests is forgivable by God. In Under the Udala Trees, it is Chibundu
who reassures [jeoma of God’s forgiveness, saying: “If I were God, and if
it turned out that you were actually committing an abomination, then I'd
forgive you” (232).7 So, even if same-sex intimacy were abominable in the
eyes of God, it is forgivable, and not a reason to be cast away from paradise.
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Yet the novel calls into question the view of “abomination” in the first
place. Even Adaora, at the end of the novel, when Jjeoma has left her failed
marriage and returns to her mother, admits: “God who created you must
have known what He did. Enough is enough” (323). After this return, some-
thing like paradise is regained for [jeoma, as the epilogue narrates how she
and Ndidi live their lives as “more than friends”; despite the limitations of
the context in which they find themselves, they feel themselves “every bit
a couple” (320). This positive ending of the novel reaffirms the hope that
Nigeria is a place “where paradise will hopefully one day be”** The udala
tree, as a sacred indigenous tree and as a symbolic representation of the
biblical tree of knowledge, is a reassurance that this paradise of queer love
will come.

Conclusion

In a context where LGBTQ+ identities and rights have become highly
politicized and contested, and where Christianity is by and large invested
in anti-queer mobilizations, queer Nigerian literature has emerged as an
important site of social, political, and religious critique and imagination.
As demonstrated earlier in this chapter, deliverance is a central theme in
queer Nigerian writing, with many literary texts narratively representing
and problematizing the impact that this popular Nigerian Christian prac-
tice has on already stigmatized and traumatized queer people and how it
reinforces the notion of queer embodiment as demonic. The innovative
contribution of Under the Udala Trees to this ever-growing body of literature
is that it not only represents and problematizes the Pentecostalized culture
of deliverance of queer bodies, and the fundamental heteronormative and
queerphobic orientation of Nigerian Christianity across denominations,
but also creatively explores and boldly imagines alternative possibilities
by drawing on Christian beliefs, texts, and practices. Reading this novel
for deliverance, I have unpacked how it seeks to deliver Nigerian Christi-
anity from its queerphobic tendencies and reimagine it as a liberative and
queer-affirming space of freedom.

Reading Okparanta’s novel in dialogue with the work of the feminist
theologian Musa W. Dube, I have shown how both convey a key point in
their writings: The Bible can be a resource for imagining progressive social
change in matters of gender and sexuality in postcolonial African contexts.
When read in a critical and liberating way, the Bible, in Dube’s earlier-quoted
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words, can allow for “hearing God anew,” opening up a space of women’s
empowerment and of transformation. Similarly, the words that Okparanta
puts in [jeoma’s mouth—that “the Bible itself is an endorsement of change”—
reflect the author’s personal quest for a reading of the Bible that engenders
hope and inspires change: “I wanted a novel that explored possibilities, a
novel that spoke against the black and white interpretations of the Bible”®

Dube’s quest for a postcolonial African feminist interpretation of the
Bible is particularly concerned with the major issues of colonialism, impe-
rialism, and patriarchy, and the ways these realities affect women’s lives.
However, as she acknowledges herself, “the struggle continues,” with sexual
minorities being another oppressed group searching for justice and libera-
tion.* Indeed, in addition to the “decolonizing and anti-patriarchy liberation
movements” that emerged across the African continent in the late twentieth
and early twenty-first centuries, recent years have also witnessed the emer-
gence of queer liberation movements that seek to overcome the problems
of heteronormativity, homophobia, and anti-queer violence. Okparanta’s
novel is a literary expression of this development. By using the Biafra War
as the context of the narrative, she underlines the criticality of the issues at
stake, as if the current struggle for queer liberation is another watershed
moment in the history of postcolonial Nigeria, and Africa more generally.

Like colonialism and patriarchy, heterosexism, too, is often based on
hegemonic interpretations of biblical texts Christian beliefs. Yet in a simi-
lar spirit as Dube’s postcolonial feminist approach, Okparanta in her novel
pushes for a queer interpretation of the Bible in which sacred Scripture not
only is part of the problem but also can be creatively used as part of the
solution. Queer readers such as I[jeoma can be similarly inspired, affirmed,
and empowered by the Bible as Dube’s Semoya readers are. Innovatively,
Okparanta suggests that the key for such a queer liberating reading of the
Bible is in an indigenous cultural hermeneutics that recognizes the figurative
and symbolic dimension of folktales and sacred myths. Such a hermeneu-
tics allows for a creative reimagining of social order with the help of biblical
and Christian traditions, thus opening up infinite possibilities of love and
human existence. Thus, Under the Udala Trees makes an important contri-
bution not just to Nigerian queer literature but also to the development of
a Nigerian queer Christian theology as it seeks to carve out a queer-affirm-
ing space within Nigerian Christianity.
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APPARITION

Catholicism, Marian Devotion, and Gender

Since missionary activity started in the late nineteenth century, Catholi-
cism has firmly established itself in Nigeria.' Estimations of the number of
Catholics in the year 2020 range from twenty-five million to over thirty-
two million, which equals 12 to about 15 percent of the total population.>
This makes Nigeria the country with the second-largest Catholic population
on the African continent, reportedly with the highest level of Mass atten-
dance in the world.> The Catholic Church has a strong presence in society,
through schools, clinics, and other social services, and also holds consid-
erable political influence, with the Church publicly positioning itself as the
conscience of the nation—for instance, by promoting democracy, defend-
ing human rights, and addressing corruption.* The southeastern region,
also known as Igboland, is considered to be a particular Catholic strong-
hold. Yet among the Igbo, as among other African people, the introduction,
acceptance, and expansion of Catholicism was not straightforward, because
of the tension, which was at the heart of the missionary project, between
Christianity and indigenous religion and culture. As the Nigerian theolo-
gian Simon Aihiokhai puts it in his historical discussion of Catholicism in
Nigeria: “The bias of the missionaries and the colonial agents emerges in
the accounts describing the religious heritage of the people. The indigenous
religions were simply referred to as fetishism.”> Likewise, David Asonye
Thenacho, in his two-part study of Igbo Catholicism, points out: “For the
Igbo people, the real area of concern was the continued dichotomy between
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Catholicism and Igbo culture. There was almost a consensus among the
rank-and-file Igbo Catholics that there was still an outstanding major work
for the Church with regard to the Igbo culture. All such perceptions and
criticisms gradually became a major pressure on the Nigerian theological
experts who began to address the issue of inculturation in Nigerian Cathol-
icism with some urgency”® According to Thenacho, two events have been
crucial in the development of a locally rooted form of Catholicism in Igbo-
land in the postcolonial era. First was the Nigerian Civil War (1967-70), as
the aftermath of the war came with a revival in Igbo Christianity, as well as
with a sudden transition of the Church into the hands of indigenous clergy,
after the Nigerian authorities, until the mid-1970s, banned expatriate priests
(in response to the Church’s perceived support of Biafra). Second was the
first papal visit to Nigeria, in 1982, during which Pope John Paul IT called
for “a new era of evangelization,” which instilled a sense of optimism and
self-confidence in the Church.”

The complex and delicate process of the Catholic Church’s reinventing
itself and becoming locally rooted in Nigeria, and specifically in Igboland, is
at the heart of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s debut novel, Purple Hibiscus,
first published in 2003, which is the focus of this chapter. As discussed in
the subsequent sections, by featuring and contrasting two different forms of
Catholicism, Adichie explores the aforementioned transition in the Church
and the quest for the inculturation of the Catholic faith in Igboland in the
late twentieth century. In doing so, she demonstrates a particular concern
with gender issues in the Church and in society, similar, for instance, to the
Nigerian theologian Rose Uchem, who, in her book Overcoming Women’s
Subordination, seeks to promote an “inclusive theology” for Igbo women in
the Catholic Church. Adichie addresses this concern critically and creatively
by engaging with one of the most distinct symbols of Catholicism, the Virgin
Mary. Indeed, the novel narrates an apparition of Mary in a local Nigerian
landscape, as a literary expression of how Catholicism has become locally
rooted, not just as a faith but as a lived and experiential spirituality. There
are other recent examples of Nigerian and West African literary represen-
tations of Mary. In Chris Abani’s Song for Night (discussed in chapter 1), a
statue of Mary is saved from the rubble of a church bombed during the war,
representing the hope for divine presence and redemption amid the atroc-
ity. Another novel by Abani, The Virgin of Flames, and Francesca Ekwuyasi’s
novel Butter Honey Pig Bread both feature the figure of Mary in the context
of narratives that cross boundaries of gender and sexuality. And the novel
In the Company of Men, by the Ivorian writer Veronique Tadjo, features a
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desperate mother who has seen her children die of Ebola, and who prays
to Mary for comfort and strength.

These various texts exemplify the influence of Catholic tradition and
imagery in contemporary African literary writing. Adichie’s engagement
with the figure of the Virgin Mary, and with Marian devotion as a Catholic
religious practice, is most elaborate, and it is embedded most explicitly in
a broader project of a literary representation of Catholicism as an “African
lived Christianity” in a Nigerian context.® In the following sections, I will
first briefly summarize the novel’s plot, review existing scholarly interpreta-
tions, and outline my own approach to the novel as a key text for the study
of Nigerian, African, and indeed world Christianity. My analysis will then
unfold along three relevant themes: the question of inculturation, which
centers around the relationship between Catholicism and indigenous reli-
gion; the theme of Marian devotion and apparition, and how this intersects
with gender; and, finally, the theme of masculinity.

Reading Purple Hibiscus

Setin the late 1980s, when Nigeria was under military rule and faced polit-
ical unrest, Purple Hibiscus tells the story of a young girl, Kambili, growing
up with her brother, Jaja, in the house of their father, Eugene Achike, in
Enugu, a city in the southeastern region of Nigeria. As a self-made, success-
ful businessman and a devout Catholic, Eugene embodies a religious version
of the Nigerian “Big Man,” who at home is a despotic patriarch terrifying
his children and his wife, Beatrice. Eugene stands in contrast to his sister,
Aunty Ifeoma, who is a widowed university lecturer living in Nsukka, just
thirty miles north. She is struggling to make ends meet but parents her
three children—Amaka, Obiora, and Chima—and practices her Catho-
lic faith with a sense of warmth and joy that appears unreal to Kambili
and Jaja, when they are finally allowed to visit their aunt and cousins. A
major point of departure between Eugene and Ifeoma is their relationship
to their father, Papa-Nnukwu, who lives in the family’s rural hometown and
adheres to indigenous Igbo belief and ritual. While Eugene dismisses his
father as “worshiper of idols,” Ifeoma refers to him respectfully as a “tradi-
tionalist” (70, 166).

Purple Hibiscus is a widely acclaimed novel, which won the 2005
Commonwealth Writers Prize in the categories “Best First Book (Africa)”
and “Best First Book (Overall),” among other honors. It has been recognized
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by literary scholars for its contribution to the field of religion and African
literature, in particular addressing the question of the status of Catholicism,
as an originally missionary religion from Europe, in a postcolonial Afri-
can context. For instance, Susan VanZanten discusses the novel as a key
text of contemporary world Christianity, inviting readers to acknowledge
that Christianity is no longer an exclusively Western religion (if it had ever
been) and introducing them to the realities of Christian faith in sub-Saharan
Africa, where the church has witnessed phenomenal growth in the twen-
tieth century and into the twenty-first. According to VanZanten, Adichie
seeks “to interrogate different expressions of Christianity and to affirm a
vigorously local African Christianity.”® Making a comparison to earlier Afri-
can novelists writing about Christianity, such as Ngiigi wa Thiongo and
Mongo Beti, of which Adichie is a “literary grandchild,” Anthony Chennells
observes that Adichie “belongs to a generation for whom Christianity in
its many manifestations is as much a part of African cultures as traditional
religions are or perhaps were,” with Purple Hibiscus representing the quest
for inculturation of the church in contemporary Nigeria.® Another liter-
ary scholar, Cheryl Stobie, reads the novel along somewhat similar lines,
pointing out that Adichie, through the various characters, “raises ques-
tions about the possibility of change within the family, the church and the
nation,” and arguing that the novel reflects the author’s reformist agenda
that endorses and promotes the changes in the Catholic Church initiated
in the aftermath of the Second Vatican Council (1962-65)." Borrowing the
concept of “cultural hermeneutics” from the theologian Mercy Amba Oduy-
oye, Cynthia Wallace considers Purple Hibiscus to present a “paradoxical
blend of critique and celebration of both traditional African cultures and
the Christian tradition within a postcolonial context”> The theologian
Musa W. Dube offers a postcolonial feminist interpretation of the novel,
suggesting that two of its main characters, Papa Eugene and Aunty Ifeoma,
embody “different types of Christianities,” described by Dube as “colonized”
and “decolonizing” minds, respectively.”

Although at least one critic has offered a divergent reading of the novel,
emphasizing its critique of Christianity and its postcolonial “Gothic-like
reclamation” of Igbo heritage, including indigenous religion, I sympathize
with the readings that foreground Adichie’s complex narrative exploration
and negotiation of the possibilities of Christianity, specifically Catholicism,
in contemporary Nigeria. Those readings acknowledge that the structure of
the novel—its three parts being titled “Palm Sunday,” “Before Palm Sunday,”
and “After Palm Sunday,” respectively—already indicates that Christian faith
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plays a prominent role. In the Christian liturgical calendar, Palm Sunday
(the Sunday before Easter) commemorates the biblical event where Jesus
enters Jerusalem, riding a donkey and being hailed by the crowds as “Son
of David”—the same crowd that, days later, calls for him to be crucified.
Whatever the meaning of this framing is (see below), it does add a layer of
theological significance to the narrative. Those readings also stay closest to
Adichie’s own allusion to the ways the novel reflects her personal quest for
religious identity. For instance, in an interview with Ike Anya, she states:

I am fascinated by the power of religion. I grew up Catholic, still am
although I am what may be called a Liberal Catholic, which is that I
believe in Lourdes but also think that contraception is a good thing.
Religion is such a huge force, so easily corruptible and yet so capable
of doing incredible good. The streak of intolerance I see masquerad-
ing itself as faith and the way we create an image of God that suits
us, are things I am interested in questioning. I am also interested
in colonized religion, how people like me can profess and preach a
respect of their indigenous culture and yet cling so tenaciously to a
religion that considers most of that indigenous culture evil.”

What is obvious from this quotation is Adichie’s self-identification as a
“liberal Catholic,” her acknowledgment that Catholicism in Nigeria is a
colonial religion, and her own quest to practice the faith in a way that allows
her to maintain respect for indigenous Igbo traditions. The latter quest is
central in the novel and is specifically embodied by Kambili, who, faced
with the different forms of Catholicism represented by her father and aunt,
must carve out her own path toward maturity and faith. Thus, the ques-
tion of Christian faith and Igbo identity are at the heart of Purple Hibiscus
as a bildungsroman.

The broader question of Christianity and African cultural traditions
is central in the book Theology Brewed in an African Pot, by the Nigerian
theologian Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator. This chapter reads both texts in
dialogue to elucidate themes relating to Catholicism and its possibilities
in postcolonial Africa, with specific reference to the context of Nigeria.
Although Orobator does not share the same ethnic background as Adichie—
she is Igbo, from the southeastern region, while he is Edo, from southern
Nigeria—they share their Catholic identity and, as we will see, a reform-
ist agenda. Both are prolific and acclaimed authors with an international
profile: Adichie in the literary scene, and Orobator in the circles of African
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and Catholic theology. Theology Brewed in an African Pot proves a rich text
to be put in conversation with Purple Hibiscus, not only because it allows
for an exploration of the general theme of inculturation and Catholicism
but also because of the specific interest that both texts share in the figure of
the Virgin Mary. Indeed, Orobator’s book is one of only a few African theo-
logical texts that includes a substantial discussion of Mary. Moreover, it is
noteworthy that Orobator himself in this book demonstrates a consider-
able interest in literature, using excerpts from Chinua Achebe’s novel Things
Fall Apart as a framework for his writing, describing it as a “literary master-
piece” unmatched in its “power, fascination, and brilliance™® Adichie, for
her part, has also repeatedly stated that she is highly indebted to Achebe,
whom she describes as “the writer whose work is most important to me.””
She explicitly cross-references Achebe’s debut novel in the opening sentence
of Purple Hibiscus: “Things started to fall apart at home when my brother,
Jaja, did not go to communion and Papa flung his heavy missal across the
room and broke the figurines on the étagere” (3).

Orobator uses Things Fall Apart as an “accessible methodology for
giving theological reflection a distinctively African flavor,” reading the novel
as a “literary account of the conflict-ridden encounter between missionary
Christianity and African religious and cultural worldviews.® In this chapter,
I explore how Purple Hibiscus offers insight into the phase after this initial
encounter, in which the conflict and tension have not disappeared but are
negotiated through a process of inculturation, with Catholicism becom-
ing part of sociocultural life in contemporary Nigeria. In the second half
of the chapter, I will specifically focus on the novel’s representation of the
Virgin Mary, and related to that, I will analyze gendered themes.

From Colonial to Inculturated Catholicism

Purple Hibiscus sketches the context of a postcolonial Nigerian society in
which Christianity has settled and become part of sociocultural life. This is
a novel not about the arrival of a new religion brought by foreign mission-
aries—although a European missionary priest and white religious sisters are
still present in its pages—but about how this originally European religion
takes shape in Igboland, Nigeria, in the late twentieth century, a hundred
years after the first Catholic missionaries arrived there. The novel is set
in the 1980s, in the second decade after the monstrosity of the Nigerian
Civil War (1967-70), which left Igboland and its people devastated and
malnourished. Although Purple Hibiscus only includes a few references to
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memories of this tragic chapter in Nigerian postcolonial history (Eugene
was studying in England during the war), it has been suggested that through
its main protagonists, Kambili and Jaja, Adichie “pays homage to the silent
children of Biafra” and that the novel reflects a deliberate effort to reclaim
Igbo cultural identity in the postwar era.® As part of that effort, Adichie
explores in the novel whether and how Christianity can be part of the quest
for Igbo identity.

The religious setting of the novel is dominated by Catholicism, yet
some mention is made of the “mushrooming Pentecostal churches” and
their “fake pastors” (s, 29, 208). These references reflect the disdain with
which the Catholic Church treated Pentecostal-Charismatic churches when
they began to emerge in the last few decades of the twentieth century.” The
novel’s Catholic religious universe is described with numerous allusions
to a domestic devotion centered around praying the Rosary, weekly Mass
attendance, and a material religious culture defined by crucifixes, medals
of the Virgin Mary, rosary beads, missals, palm fronds, ashes, holy water,
wafers, flowers on church altars, and Sunday dresses. This universe char-
acterizes both Eugene’s and Ifeoma’s families. Yet the forms of Catholicism
that the two embody and that are practiced in their respective households
are very different.

Papa Eugene is depicted as the product of missionary Christianity. He
himself testifies to that, telling his children: “My father spent time worship-
ing gods of wood and stone. I would be nothing today but for the priests
and sisters at the mission” (47). Serving as a houseboy and gardener for
missionary priests while attending the mission school, Eugene later stud-
ied in England and, upon his return to Nigeria, began to gradually build
his business empire. Hardly ever speaking Igbo himself, he instructs his
children “to sound civilised in public” and speak English, and he even
expects the villagers in his hometown to speak English around him (13). The
parish church in Enugu that the Achike family attends—always prominently
seated in the front pew, Eugene being the first to receive Communion every
Sunday—is led by a British missionary priest, Father Benedict, who insists
that the most important parts of Mass, such as the Kyrie and Credo, are
spoken in Latin and that “native songs” in Igbo are only allowed during the
Offertory, with clapping being kept to a minimum in order not to compro-
mise the solemnity of Mass (4). Once, when a young visiting priest halfway
through his sermon starts singing an Igbo song, Eugene indicates that his
children should keep their lips sealed; he later disparagingly compares the
priest to “a Godless leader of one of these Pentecostal churches” (29).
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Because Eugene is a devout worshipper and the main donor of the
richly decorated parish church, the incumbent priest publicly praises him
and presents him as an exemplar to the faithful in his sermons. “Father
Benedict,” Kambili recalls, “usually refers to the pope, Papa, and Jesus—in
that order. He used Papa to illustrate the gospels” (4). The strict discipline
of monastic life that Eugene observed from the missionary priests who
educated him is applied by him to his family. Not only does he provide
detailed daily schedules for his children, outlining their daily tasks and
duties, but he also leads them in an intense domestic devotion of prayer
and Bible reading—saying the grace at the start of a meal could take over
twenty minutes—and he enforces a harsh regime of punishment for any
perceived offense or underperformance. Praised by the priest, held in high
esteem by many people in the community who benefit from his generosity,
and even receiving an international human rights award for publishing a
prodemocracy newspaper critical of the government, Eugene has another
side that Kambili, Jaja, and their mother are painfully aware of. To them, he
is an intimidating presence in the home whose will is law and who exercises
an “overwhelming control and tyranny”* People from his umunna (rela-
tives) whisper that a man of his status should have more than two children
and that his wife’s womb may have been tied up by witchcraft. But in fact,
Beatrice suffers several miscarriages because of the battering she receives
from her husband, with whom she stays, nevertheless, maintaining that
“a husband crowns a womanss life,” despite her own experience (75). The
depiction of Beatrice’s character in the novel illustrates Oduyoye’s critical
observation that Christianity in West Africa “reinforces the cultural condi-
tioning of compliance and submission, and leads to the depersonalization of
women.» Catholic religion, Igbo tradition, and Nigerian Big Man culture
appear to strengthen the patriarchal power that provides Eugene with “a
quasi-divine status.”

Aunty Ifeoma is a confident, independent woman who stands in
contrast to the quiet and docile Beatrice. As a widow, she is not both-
ered about remarrying. When her father offers to ask Chukwu, the Igbo
supreme being, to send a “good man to take care of you and the children,”
she counters that his time would be better spent praying for her promotion
at university (83). She encourages her house-battered sister-in-law to leave
her abusive husband, telling her that “sometimes life begins when marriage
ends” (75). Not intimidated by her brother’s status and wealth, she also
stands up to Eugene and refuses to “lick his buttocks” (95). As a university
lecturer, she encourages critical thinking, as reflected in her children.
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Like Eugene’s family, Ifeoma’s household is organized around Catho-
lic devotion, praying the Rosary together as a family every night. But when
Kambili and Jaja visit them for the first time in Nsukka, they are shocked,
because after the last Hail Mary their aunt and cousins collectively burst
out into “uplifting Igbo songs”—with Kambili thinking, “It was not right.
You did not break into song in the middle of the rosary” (125). Another
shock comes the next morning, when the family gathers for short morning
prayers, again interspersed with songs. Kambili is left bewildered to hear
her aunt pray “that we might find peace and laughter today” (126-27). The
narrative depiction of family devotion at Aunty Ifeomas—warm, joyful,
communal—is in stark contrast to domestic devotion in Eugene’s home,
which is strict, sterile, and fearful. The church on the university campus that
they attend is led by the young and popular chaplain Father Amadi (who
turns out to be the same priest who once said Mass at St. Agnes and was
despised by Eugene for singing Igbo songs and for whom Kambili later in
the novel develops feelings). A missionary priest himself, Amadi stands for
a social gospel according to which Christ can be seen in the faces of boys
from the impoverished neighborhood—a comment that puzzles Kambili,
as she cannot reconcile it with “the blond Christ hanging on the burnished
cross in St. Agnes” (178). When Kambili attends Mass at the chaplaincy, she
realizes that her father would be scandalized by the appearance of women
who are improperly dressed. The Catholicism embodied by Father Amadi,
and by Ifeoma and her family, allows for questions, is people-centered and
open to the world, and is not alien to but integrated with Igbo culture. It
is a form of Catholicism that engages the renewal in the church brought
about by Vatican II

As Orobator points out, the theology of Vatican II centers around the
idea that the church is not first and foremost an institution but a people. In
the spirit of this theology, Pope Paul VI, who had presided over the coun-
cil, on a visit to Uganda in 1969, famously stated that African Christians
“may, and must, have an African Christianity”* Pope John Paul II echoed
this, and developed it in much greater detail, during his visit to Camer-
oon in 1995, where he presented the document Ecclesia in Africa, which
explicitly endorsed the notion of inculturation. The term “inculturation,’
which captures a new way of thinking about the relationship between the
Christian faith and the cultural context in which it takes shape, became
increasingly popular in the aftermath of Vatican II, not least in African
Catholic circles.” Orobator, too, embraces it in Theology Brewed in an Afri-
can Pot. Here, he critiques European missionaries and their early converts
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in Africa, who treated African indigenous religion and culture as, at best,
“merely preparatory” and, at worst, “simply diabolical”; instead, he advo-
cates for Christianity and indigenous traditions to engage in “a process of
mutual listening, appreciation, and transformation.”*

In Purple Hibiscus, Eugene represents the attitude of diabolizing indig-
enous religion, which he disdainfully refers to as “worshiping gods of wood
and stone” (47). He is the kind of convert who completely broke contact with
his own father, referring to him as a “heathen” and “pagan” (62, 81). Instead,
he speaks warmly about his deceased father-in-law, who had been one of the
first Christian converts in the area and had served as an interpreter and cate-
chist to European missionaries. Eugene only allows his children to see their
paternal grandfather once a year, for fifteen minutes, instructing them not
to touch any food or drink because it may have been offered to the ances-
tors. He does not allow his son, Jaja, to participate in the ima mmuo (male
initiation ceremony) because he “would end up in hellfire” (87). He refuses
to let his children join their aunt to see the mmuo (masquerades) because
it is “devilish folklore”—a view reinforced by Father Benedict, who sees
these rituals as “the gateway to Hell” (85, 106). Eugene is the product and
embodiment of the “violent conquest spearheaded by colonial Europe” that
in Orobator’s words defined the first encounter of missionary Christianity
in Africa but has now become “outdated”® Adichie suggests, through the
character of Eugene, that this cultural and epistemic violence has, however,
had a long-standing impact.

Like Orobator, Adichie also suggests that there is an alternative
approach, which in the novel is represented by Ifeoma. The latter has
maintained a close relationship with her father, respecting his indigenous
religious ritual and suggesting that his prayers directed to the Igbo deity
Chineke are “as good” and “the same” as Catholics praying the Rosary (166).
This appraisal is critical, as it relates to the theological question at the heart
of the debate about inculturation: Is the divine as worshipped in indigenous
religions the same as the God of Christianity? Addressing this question,
Orobator states that indigenous rituals and beliefs can be seen as “signs of
God’s presence and action in the African religious universe”* Seemingly
sharing this view, Ifeoma has no interest in converting her father to the
Catholic faith; she also has no problem with her son, Obiora, partaking in
the ima mmuo or with taking her children, and secretly Kambili and Jaja, to
see the mmuo. Likewise, Father Amadi is respectful toward Papa-Nnukwu,
and he challenges Kambili when she is worried about having committed a
sin by sleeping under the same roof as her grandfather at Aunty Ifeoma’s.
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His simple question, “Why is it a sin?,” encourages her to think critically
about the views her father has imposed on her (175).

Kambili remembers that Aunty Ifeoma had once said, in a “mild,
forgiving way;” that “Papa [Eugene] is too much of a colonial product”
(13). Papa-Nnukwu is less mild and forgiving, blaming the missionaries for
the soured relationship with his alienated son. Their teaching of the Trin-
ity, specifically the idea that “the father and the son are equal,” would have
allowed his son to disregard him (84).* Yet when Papa-Nnukwu suggests
that “I should not have let him follow those missionaries,” his daughter,
Ifeoma, corrects him, retorting: “It was not the missionaries. Did I not go
to the missionary school, too?” (83). Although Papa-Nnukwu maintains
that it was the missionaries that misled his son, the narrative itself is ambiv-
alent about the impact and legacy of Christian mission. Not only is Aunty
Ifeoma a very different product of missionary Christianity compared to
her brother, but the progressive Father Amadi is a member of a missionary
congregation himself. Clearly, Purple Hibiscus, through its presentation of
a variety of characters and the different ways they negotiate the relation-
ship between Christianity and Igbo culture and religion, avoids a one-sided
representation of Christianity but narrates the possibility of Catholicism
transitioning from a colonial to an inculturated religion. The novel does
suggest, however, that this process has not yet been completed, as appears
from the conversation about confirmation (the ritual of initiation into the
church). Amaka fervently opposes the suggestion made by Father Amadi
and her mother (whose mind, apparently, is not completely decolonized)
that she must choose an English name to get confirmed, and in the end
she decides not to get confirmed at all. In her words, “When the mission-
aries first came, they didn’t think Igbo names were good enough. . .. What
the church is saying is that only an English name will make your confir-
mation valid” (272). Here and at other points in the novel, Amaka is the
most radical of all characters in the novel in critiquing the church’s ongo-
ing colonizing practices.

Where African women theologians have warned that inculturation runs
the risk of indigenous and Christian patriarchies reinforcing each other,
Purple Hibiscus, in the character of Ifeoma, suggests that this is not neces-
sarily the case. In Dube’s words, Ifeoma’s household presents a “decolonizing
feminist space of liberation,” even if this decolonization is partial and a
work in progress, as it always is. It is in that space where Jaja and Kambili
are exposed “to another view of parenting; another view of Catholicism,
another view of African Indigenous belief system, another view of life”s
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Somewhat surprisingly, however, Dube—probably reflecting a Protestant
blind spot or the unease of feminist theologians with traditional Mariol-
ogy—leaves unmentioned the figure of the Virgin Mary, which is central
in the novel’s decolonizing and feminist account of Catholicism.

From a Blond Mary to a “Political Virgin”

Since Catholicism and Pentecostalism have become fierce rivals in the Nige-
rian Christian landscape, one of the major issues of contestation is the
status and role of Mary, with Pentecostals frequently accusing Catholics “of
worshipping images and idolizing Mary.** Hence, Orobator asks how one
should respond to “a Pentecostal Christian who is convinced that Catho-
lics prefer Mary to Jesus.”* Purple Hibiscus engages this debate and provides
an answer to that question via Father Amadi, who says that Mary “is here,
she is within us, leading us to her Son” (138). This answer corresponds with
Orobator’s suggestion that the role of Mary is to “point to Jesus, our medi-
ator and savior.** These views reflect an attempt to acknowledge but at the
same time restrict the centrality of Mary in the Catholic faith, by putting
her in the shadow of Jesus Christ. However, in popular Catholic devotion
Mary frequently takes center stage, as is also reflected in Purple Hibiscus.
Marian devotion is prominently present in the novel, suggesting that it is
an important part of Catholicism as a lived religion in Nigeria. Few critics
have paid attention to this dimension of the narrative; only Cheryl Stobie
and Brenda Cooper discuss it in some detail, focusing on the apparition of
Mary narrated at the end of the novel.” However, references to Mary abound
throughout the novel, illustrating Orobator’s observation that “devotion
to Mary has caught on like a bushfire in the harmattan across the Catho-
lic landscape in Africa”*® Yet this phenomenon has received notably little
attention in the study of Catholicism in Africa.?

Who is the Mary centered in this religious devotion, and how is she
part of the agenda of inculturation propagated by the novel? The devotional
life of the Achike family is characterized by a culture of intense prayer, at
least partly centering around Mary. For instance, Eugene’s saying the grace
before a meal involves a twenty-minute-long prayer, followed by a litany
of “the Blessed Virgin in several different titles,” to which the children are
to respond by saying, “Pray for us” (11). The children’s daily morning and
evening prayer consist of the Rosary, including the Hail Mary. When the
family goes on a journey by car, they pray the Rosary, too, with several
decades of Hail Marys. While driving, they “all stayed silent and listened
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to the ‘Ave Maria on the cassette player” (31). Mama Beatrice is a prom-
inent member of the parish women’s prayer group called “Our Lady of
the Miraculous Medal” (21). It is one of the “countless Marian devotional
groups” that have emerged in Catholic parishes across Africa.*° The name
of this particular group refers to the apparition of Mary to the French nun
Catherine Labouré in 1830, with Mary instructing her to make a medallion
that would bring healing to those who wear it. The shrine in honor of this
apparition, in Paris, has become an enormously popular site of pilgrim-
age, and the medal with a depiction of Mary has spread across the world
and is said to have become “a model for later apparitions, such as those at
Lourdes”# In Nigeria, this devotion is actively propagated by a specifically
dedicated association and by a national shrine, run by the Congregation
of the Mission (Vincentian Fathers), who have made the promotion of the
Miraculous Medal a major part of their apostolate.** The popularity of the
cult is no surprise, given the strong links between religion and healing in
Nigerian and other African indigenous religious cultures, which have also
defined the practice of Christianity on the continent.®

Mary, as depicted on the Miraculous Medal to which Mama Beatrice
and her sisters in the prayer group are devoted, is white, illustrating the
European origins of this Marian cult. Purple Hibiscus explicitly alludes to
the whiteness of Mary at the beginning of the novel. Describing Mass at
their parish church, Kambili depicts her father kneeling to receive Commu-
nion “at the marble altar, with the blond life-size Virgin Mary mounted
nearby” (4). This statue illustrates the reverence of whiteness that was typi-
cal for St. Agnes. Eugene’s act of kneeling for it symbolizes his devotion to a
white, colonial Christianity. Even his self-invented Marian title, “Our Lady,
Shield of the Nigerian People,” reflects not so much an attempt to contex-
tualize Mary in Nigerian society and culture but the belief that Nigeria’s
problems can only be solved through intervention by a white, European,
colonial symbol of spiritual power (11). Eugene tells his children that if
only people would pray to Mary using that title on a daily basis, “Nigeria
would not totter like a Big Man with the spindly legs of a child” (11). Yet
more favorably, when Eugene, after the arrest and subsequent release of
his newspaper editor, calls upon Our Lady, Shield of the Nigerian People,
in a prayer asking God “to bring about the downfall of the Godless men
ruling our country,” it appears that even the white Virgin Mary can allow
for a political critique of authoritarianism and repression, being invoked
in support of freedom and human rights (43).
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Because of this normative image of a white, colonial Mary, Kambili is
surprised, if not shocked, when Aunty Ifeoma beseeches the Blessed Virgin
to pray for Papa-Nnukwu, who has fallen ill. “How can Our Lady intercede
on behalf of a heathen?,” she utters in disbelief (166). As much as Our Lady
of the Miraculous Medal may be associated with healing power, in Kambi-
Ii’s religious universe, which has been defined by her father, those powers
cannot extend to “pagans” such as her grandfather. This view is certainly
not unique, as participants in Marian devotion in other parts of Africa,
too, have been observed drawing a close connection between healing and
redemption, with “the faith of the patient in God [being] generally given
as the most important factor in the healing process.”* If Kambili’s father
ever prayed for Papa-Nnukwu, it was for him “to be saved from hell” (61).
In other words, Eugene considered eternal redemption far more import-
ant than physical healing. Yet Ifeoma was not concerned with her father’s
conversion, and she tells her brother “to stop doing God’s job” and to “let
God do the judging” (95-96). She also teaches Kambili that “sometimes
what was different was just as good as what was familiar” and that “when
Papa-Nnukwu did his itu-nzu, his declaration of innocence, in the morn-
ing, it was the same as our saying the rosary” (166). Ifeoma appears to have
an inclusive understanding of God’s grace and therefore also of the inter-
cessory and healing power of Mary. When Papa-Nnukwu recovers, she sees
it as a miracle, proving that “Our Lady is faithful” (166).

Clearly, Ifeoma’s practice of Catholicism also centers on Mary, and so
does the everyday religious life of her family. When her car fails to start
because it has run out of fuel, she sighs, “Blessed Mother, please not now”
(132). Ifeoma and her family are excited to go on a pilgrimage to a Marian
apparition site in Aokpe (see below). When she first proposes to Eugene
that his children come to stay with her family, so they can join for the
pilgrimage, his response is reluctant, pointing out that the authenticity of
the apparitions of Mary in Aokpe have not yet been verified by the Church.
To this Ifeoma replies: “You know we will all be dead before the church
officially speaks about Aokpe. . .. Even if the church says it is not authen-
tic, what matters is why we go, and it is from faith” (99). Although Eugene
is pleased by his sister’s comment about being motivated by faith, he hides
behind the authority of the Church and only agrees for his children to join
their aunt after Father Benedict has given permission. The latter only does
so reluctantly, on the condition that “you must make it clear that what is
happening there has not been verified by the church” (107). Ifeoma, on the
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other hand, embodies a form of popular Catholicism that is not too both-
ered about official Church recognition.®

Being familiar with the blond Mary at their home parish church, at
Aunty Ifeoma’s house Kambili is first confronted with the possibility of a
Black Mary when faced with a painting made by her cousin, Amaka: “The
watercolor painting of a woman with a child was much like a copy of the
Virgin and Child oil painting that hung in Papa’s bedroom, except the
woman and child in Amaka’s painting were dark-skinned” (118). Amaka,
who is her age-mate, lives in a very different universe than the shy intro-
vert Kambili; Amaka speaks with confidence, wears makeup, and listens
to local musicians because of their cultural and political consciousness.
Discussing the Marian apparition in Aokpe with the young priest, Father
Amadi, who is a family friend and a popular university chaplain, Amaka
rebuffs his suggestion that people are “making this whole apparition thing
up”” She argues that “it’s about time Our Lady came to Africa. Don’t you
wonder how come she always appears in Europe? She was from the Middle
East, after all” (137-38). The statement elicits from her brother, Obiora, the
question whether Mary has become a “Political Virgin,” and the whole
discussion leaves Kambili baffled.

Unlike Adichie, Orobator does not explicitly problematize the ques-
tion of Mary’s skin color. Yet he does raise it implicitly, in a way that is
reminiscent of Amaka’s urge for Mary to appear in Africa. Presenting an
“imaginative reconstruction of the Annunciation,” Orobator rewrites the
story from the Gospel of Luke, in which God’s angel appears to Mary to
tell her that she will give birth to Jesus. Inspired by the feminist theologi-
cal criticism of traditions in which Mary is seen as “the domesticated and
docile servant of the church,” Orobator’s reconstruction of the story is driven
by the quest to reimagine her instead “as the icon of the dignity of women
and an inspiration for resisting oppressive societal, religious, and ecclesial
structures and attitudes founded on a warped image of the Blessed Virgin
Mary; particularly in Africa. Hence, in his creative retelling of the annunci-
ation, Mary is a young African woman who actually responds to the angel,
raising critical issues with him about the status of women in Africa and
about the socioeconomic and political challenges facing African societies.
He further invokes African indigenous notions of the queen mother—the
woman who gave birth to the king and as such should be respected and
honored—to propose that “from the perspective of our African tradition it
would be quite fitting to accord Mary all the honor and glory as the queen
mother of God” While this notion of the queen mother may put Mary on
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a pedestal, distanced from ordinary women, Orobator also suggests that
women in Africa can easily identify with Mary as “Our Lady of Sorrows,”
because “we are surrounded by so many examples of Our Lady of Sorrows
in Africa. Not just any kind of sorrows but sorrows that are associated with
womanhood and motherhood.”* The latter suggestion echoes writings of
other African theologians who have suggested that the figure of Mary can
support the quest for women’s empowerment in the light of concrete expe-
riences of disease, poverty, and suffering.#” Thus, where traditional images
often associate the Virgin Mary with virtues such as meekness, humility, and
purity, these progressive and pro-feminist contextual theological interpre-
tations reclaim her as modeling “a spirituality of resistance” that, according
to Oduyoye, inspires African women to “express themselves countercultur-
ally over what demeans their humanity”+

The climax of the theme of Marian devotion in Purple Hibiscus comes
at the end of the novel, when Aunty Ifeoma takes Amaka and Kambili, with
Father Amadi, on a pilgrimage to Aokpe, the village that had turned into
a popular shrine after “a local girl started to see the vision of the Beautiful
Woman” (274). This part of Adichie’s story captures an actual phenome-
non: Aokpe, in Benue state, southeast Nigeria, has become an international
center of pilgrimage after a series of visitations of Mary to a girl from the
village, Christiana Agbo, starting in 1992 when she was twelve years old
and said to have concluded in 2004.% Mary is believed to have appeared as
“a beautiful Lady,” making herself known under the title “Mediatrix of All
Graces,s* which is one of the commonly used (albeit contested) Marian
titles in the Catholic tradition.s* A dedicated chapel was established on the
site and was officially consecrated by the bishop of Otukpo, Michael Apochi,
in 2019, which has been interpreted as illustrating the Church’s effort at the
“domestication of the miracle”®* But in the mid-1990s, soon after the first
apparition, the site had already begun to attract a large number of people,
and it has continued to do so ever since.

Purple Hibiscus captures the early popularity of the shrine and the
excitement of the faithful about the apparitions, despite the lack of formal
Church approval. Kambili narrates her impressions as follows: “Hundreds
of cars. . .. Women crashed to their knees. Men shouted prayers. Rosaries
rustled. People pointed and shouted, ‘See, there, on the tree, that's Our
Lady! Others pointed at the glowing sun. “There she is!” (274). The chaos
on the site contrasts with the appearance of the girl at the heart of the appa-
rition story, who is described as “slight and solemn, dressed in white” (274).
While the girl passes through the crowd, trees start to quiver, flowers rain
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down from their branches, and the sun turns white. The event is narrated
in the imagery of biblical revelation scenes, where the natural elements
support and mediate the manifestation of the spiritual, and it culminates in
Kambili receiving her own vision: “And then I saw her, the Blessed Virgin:
an image in the pale sun, a red glow on the back of my hand, a smile on the
face of the rosary-bedecked man whose arm rubbed against mine. She was
everywhere” (274-75). As the Nigerian theologian Stan Chu Ilo has pointed
out, both biblical and African indigenous traditions “appeal to the natural
world as sites for divine encounter and channels for the miraculous and
sublime”* Adichie draws on both these traditions to narrate the miracu-
lous appearance of the Virgin Mary in the Nigerian landscape.

Moving beyond whether Mary is white or Black, European or African,
this apparition narrative imagines Mary not as embodied but as omni-
present and multicolored—she is simultaneously visible in the pale sun,
in a red glow, and in the smile on the face of a bystander. The catalyst for
Kambili’s vision is the young local girl—seemingly referring to the afore-
mentioned Agbo—who is Black but dressed in white. Stobie comments that
the girl “acts as a visual replacement of the earlier reference to the statue of
‘the blond life-size Virgin Mary’ in Kambili’s home church, where white-
ness was revered.’>* Yet such an interpretation conflates the girl with Mary,
while in the story, the girl triggers Kambili’s vision of Mary but does not
form the vision itself. The more obvious visual replacement of the blond
Mary statue in the novel is Amaka’s painting of the dark-skinned Virgin
and Child. Regardless, the narrative of the apparition of Mary to Kambili
does deliver on Amaka’s earlier suggestion that “it's about time Our Lady
came to Africa” (137). As VanZanten puts it, the apparition scene “places the
Virgin Mary as decisively in the African world as in the European world of
Lourdes or Fatima. This Mary is not the blue-eyed blond of St. Agnes but
instead is associated with the African landscape and people” Moreover,
the narrative suggestion that Mary is omnipresent—literally “everywhere”—
can be seen as a criticism of attempts to restrict her to the confines of the
Church and its institutional authority and sacramentality.

To what extent is the Mary who appears to Kambili a “Political Virgin?
Later in the novel, when Aunty Ifeoma and her children have migrated to
the United States, Amaka writes to Kambili about coverage of the Aokpe
apparitions in an American magazine: “The writer had sounded pessimistic
that the Blessed Virgin Mary could be appearing at all, especially in Nigeria:
all that corruption and all that heat” (300). The suggestion here is that Mary
appearing in Nigeria is politically significant indeed, as it counters racist and
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colonialist stereotypes that continue to represent the African continent as
“the heart of darkness,” to use the infamous title of Joseph Conrad’s novel
published at the turn of the twentieth century. As such, Purple Hibiscus
seeks to affirm African identity and pride, reclaiming Africa as a continent
where divine revelation and spiritual enlightenment can and do happen.
The positive framing of this part of the narrative also rejects any Eurocen-
tric interpretation of the apparition as an example of “African superstition.”

Within the Catholic Church, the official recognition of Marian appari-
tions is a complex process. According to the religious studies scholar Gerrie
ter Haar, “It seems almost impossible for an African miracle to conform
to the required standards,” because these standards are based on Western
logic and because the Church hierarchy tends to be suspicious of mirac-
ulous events happening in non-Western, and maybe specifically African,
cultures.>® Purple Hibiscus subtly addresses these power relations within
the Church by narrating the tangible reluctance of the British missionary
priest Father Benedict to acknowledge the apparition in Aokpe. Yet the
novel also alludes to ways these power relations are changing, such as in
the storyline about Father Amadi, who, at the end of the novel, leaves for
Germany, soliciting Obiora’s sarcastic comment: “From darkest Africa now
come missionaries who will reconvert the West” (279).5

Most importantly, the story of Kambili receiving the vision of Mary, in
an outdoor setting not controlled by the Church, and mediated through the
natural elements, affirms female religious agency outside the contours of
patriarchy and church authority. This is further confirmed by the fact that
it is neither Kambili’s father nor a priest—Father Amadi, who joined them
on the pilgrimage—who validates Kambili’s experience but Aunty Ifeoma,
by saying: “Kambili is right. . . . Something from God was happening there”
(275). As mentioned earlier, Orobator has proposed a view in which Mary
serves as an icon of women’s dignity and an inspiration for resisting patriar-
chy and other forms of oppression. Purple Hibiscus can be read as a narrative
illustration of this view. The novel being a bildungsroman with a feminist
orientation, the Marian apparition is a decisive event in the narrative tran-
sition of Kambili from a docile young girl who is obedient to her tyrannical
father to her reaching maturity, supporting her widowed mother and her
imprisoned brother, and even changing churches, leaving St. Agnes, with
its blond Mary statue and the memories to her father, for another parish.
Kambili’s encounter with Mary instills a “spirituality of resistance,” which,
according to Oduyoye, is typical of African Christian women claiming their
full humanity in the footsteps of Mary.s*
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According to Orobator, “The most important condition [for incultura-
tion] is freedom.”* The vision of Mary can be seen as putting Kambili in a
space of freedom, as she comes to embrace her faith not in contrast to but
as part of her Igbo and African identity. However, that transition to maturity
and freedom comes out of another tragic incident. The chapter following
the account of the apparition talks about the end of Eugene or, in Stobie’s
words, the “dethroning [of] the infallible father”* While Kambili and Jaja
were staying at their aunt’s in Nsukka, and the Virgin Mary appeared to
Kambili, their mother, Beatrice, decided that the patriarchal tyranny of her
husband over her and her family had reached its zenith. The battered wife
saw no other solution but to poison her husband, and by the time Kambili
and Jaja returned home, their seemingly immortal father had died. An
autopsy brings the cause of death to light, and when police arrive at their
house, Jaja admits guilt in his mother’s place and ends up in jail.

In line with Orobator’s suggestion that Mary can best be imagined as
“Our Lady of Sorrows,” because women in Africa carry so many burdens,
Purple Hibiscus specifically highlights the burden of domestic violence and
patriarchal oppression. Although Beatrice is a member of “Our Lady of the
Miraculous Medal,” she does not seem to receive any healing through her
desperate act of mariticide. The novel’s concluding chapter depicts her as a
woman racked by guilt, having turned into “a painfully bony body, of skin
speckled with blackheads the size of watermelon seeds” (296). The sorrows
associated with womanhood and motherhood have become too much for
her, although there still is hope, because the novel concludes with the image
of Kambili embracing her mother, who then “leans towards me and smiles”

(307).

Redemptive Masculinity

The discussion of gender has so far focused on female identity and agency in
the novel. Yet it is worth attending to the complementary theme of mascu-
linity. As far as critics have paid attention to masculinity in the novel, they
have mostly focused on the character of Eugene as an embodiment of Nige-
rian “Big Man” masculinity. Some attention has been given, too, to the
character of Father Amadi, with his role as a liberating force in Kambili’s
awakening being acknowledged, while the ambivalent and potentially trou-
bling aspects of the blossoming relationship between them—with Kambili
clearly developing feelings for the young priest, which the latter encour-
ages by saying, “Do you love Jesus? . . . Then show me. Try and catch me,
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show me you love Jesus” (176)—have also been problematized. As Cynthia
Wallace puts it, “In light of the recent history of sex abuse scandals, as well,
Father Amadi’s attentions, at the very least, highlight the risky nature of a
close relationship between a young priest and a young woman in need of
sexual healing, however redemptive that relationship may be*

Yet the often overlooked character of Jaja is at least as important. He
can be seen as modeling what in scholarship about African masculinities
has been called “redemptive masculinity;,” a term coined by Ezra Chitando
and Sophie Chirongoma to “characterize and identify masculinities that
are life-giving in a world reeling from the effects of violence and the AIDS
pandemic”® Perhaps Jaja is modeled after Adichie’s own brother, about
whom she writes: “The best feminist I know is my brother Kene, who is
also a kind, good-looking and very masculine young man. My own defi-
nition of a feminist is a man or a woman who says, Yes, there’s a problem
with gender as it is today and we must fix it, we must do better.”®

The ending of the novel, with Jaja sacrificing his freedom and taking his
mother’s place after she murders her violent husband, puts into perspective
the Palm Sunday structure of the novel, alluded to earlier in this chapter.
Palm Sunday refers to the biblical narrative of Jesus entering Jerusalem and
being hailed as the new king of David, days before he is put to death—a
death that Christians believe to be self-sacrificial —so the apparent sugges-
tion is that Jaja is a Jesus-like figure. Dube, in particular, has developed this
suggestion in her postcolonial theological reading of Purple Hibiscus, build-
ing on the notion that Jesus’s entry into Jerusalem was a “subversive political
act” against the Roman Empire and the religious leaders who collaborated
with it. Applying this to the novel, she writes: “Jaja was thus making a trium-
phant entry as a subject that challenges oppression as represented by Papa
Eugene and his accommodating church leaders, who pretended they did
not see his violence upon his family, given the massive material support he
gave to the church and its institutions”*

Indeed, Jaja’s courage to stand up to his father is narrated in the open-
ing pages of the novel, which tell of Jaja’s refusal to receive Communion
during Mass, his reasons being that “the wafer gives me bad breath” and
“the priest keeps touching my mouth and it nauseates me.” Upon his father’s
correction that the host shared during Communion is not, blasphemously,
a “wafer” but “the body of our Lord,” and that one cannot stop receiving it
without risking death, Jaja’s resolute answer is: “Then I will die” (6). This
is the moment that things start falling apart in the Achike household, as
Eugene’s patriarchal authority is no longer uncontested. Throughout the
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novel, Kambili observes how her brother gradually becomes more resis-
tant to the tyranny with which Eugene controls his family. During their
stay in Nsukka, he adjusts much more easily than Kambili. The latter sees
her brother’s shoulders broaden within a week, symbolizing his transfor-
mation. Once back home, Jaja seeks to protect his sister and mother from
Eugene’s aggression. At the end of the novel, when he is in jail, he feels
guilty for not having done enough, yet Kambili refers to him as “my hero,
the brother who always tried to protect me the best he could” (305).

The Palm Sunday theme that presents Jaja as a Jesus figure, bringing
liberation through sacrifice, is also reflected in the title of the novel. Hibis-
cus flowers, such as the ones in the garden of the Achike family, are usually
red. Red, in this novel, is the liturgical color of Pentecost—the festival of
the Holy Spirit—but also the color of blood, such as when Kambili and
Jaja find blood stains on the floor, after their mother has been beaten by
her husband and has had another miscarriage. Aunty Ifeoma, however, has
a rare type of hibiscus, with purple flowers. Purple is the liturgical color
of Lent, the season before Easter, symbolizing introspection and antici-
pation; the purple hibiscus flowers are “fragrant with the undertones of
freedom ..., a freedom to be, to do” (16). When Jaja visits Aunty Ifeoma,
he is fascinated by the purple hibiscus; he helps water them and takes
some stalks back home where he plants them in their garden. They bloom
the day before Palm Sunday, when Jaja stands up to his father by refusing
to receive Communion—a refusal that is the beginning of the journey to
freedom.

In addition to the Palm Sunday theme that presents Jaja as a Jesus
figure, the novel brings in yet another complementary messianic perspec-
tive. Aunty Ifeoma suggests that his name refers to Jaja of Opobo, the king
of the Opobo people who resisted the British colonizers and subsequently
ended up in exile. The story of this king demonstrates that “being defiant
can be a good thing sometimes”—a lesson that Jaja takes on board (144).
Thus, Purple Hibiscus frames Jajas standing up to his father in a twofold way,
invoking both an indigenous historical and a biblical Christian narrative of
opposition against oppression and tyranny in the forms of patriarchy, colo-
nialism, and Christian supremacy. Accordingly, Jaja’s character is crafted
as a redemptive masculinity, including the “spiritual dimension” that this
concept deliberately evokes.* Carefully contrasted to his anti-role model
father, Jaja is narratively constructed not only as the antonym of Eugene’s
toxic masculinity but also as the redeemer of its victims. He stands up
against the toxic masculinity embodied by his father, and he seeks to protect
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his mother and sister against the violent impact that religiously, culturally,
and socially condoned patriarchy has on their bodies.

Yet Jaja’s character can also be seen as illustrating a potentially prob-
lematic aspect of redemptive masculinity—that it easily reinforces a notion
of male saviors.® As protective and redemptive as Jaja’s masculinity might
be, it does curtail and negate female agency, especially that of his mother
and sister. If Purple Hibiscus is about “dethroning the infallible father;” as
Stobie has it, the narrative depiction of Jaja as a messianic, Jesus-like figure
suggests that this dethroning is not so much a feminist act as a form of
patricide. Although it is Beatrice who poisons her husband, the responsi-
bility for this act is taken by Jaja. In a sense, Beatrice’s most decisive, albeit
tragic, act of agency is taken away from her immediately. And if the novel
is a bildungsroman about the young Kambili growing toward maturity, it
is notable that her agency is not only violated by her father but also over-
shadowed by her protective brother and his act of sacrifice. Kambili, in the
final pages of the novel, is featured as paying respect to both these men in
her life: to her father, by offering weekly Mass even after his death, and to
her brother, by paying him regular visits in prison.

In the light of this, one might ask to what extent the novel can be consid-
ered a feminist text. One possible response is that the development of Jaja’s
character as a young man protective of his battered mother and sister is
narratively linked to the influence that Aunty Ifeoma has on him. It is in her
home that Jaja’s shoulders start broadening, as an indication of his growth
toward maturity and of his awakening sense of redemptive masculinity.
If Tjeoma’s house is a “decolonizing feminist space of liberation,” as Dube
argues, its effect on Jaja appears to be more immediate and profound than
on his sister. Perhaps the takeaway is that raising a new generation of caring,
protective, and responsible young men is, indeed, a feminist concern.

Through the character of Jaja, Purple Hibiscus demonstrates the
tendency in “reformist feminism,” in the words of the literary scholar
Gloria Ada Fwangyil, to use “positive male characters to challenge men
with oppressive tendencies towards women to change and regard women
as complementary partners in progress.”” In doing so, the novel demon-
strates how religious and cultural resources can be mobilized and drawn
upon to reimagine and transform masculinity in Nigerian and broader
African contexts. However, the novel also reveals the limitations of this
reformist approach, as it alludes to the risk of female agency being restricted
and overshadowed by the agency of the male redeemer who intervenes on
behalf of, and out of concern for, the women he seeks to protect.
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Conclusion

Purple Hibiscus is an important novel for the project in this book, of read-
ing Nigerian Christianities. Published in the early 2000s, Purple Hibiscus is
one of the first major twenty-first-century novels exemplifying the renewed
interest in, and transformed engagement with, Christianity by a new gener-
ation of Nigerian and African writers. The novel is also important for its
narrative insight into Catholicism as a lived religion in a contemporary
Nigerian context. Scholarship on Christianity in Africa in general, and
in Nigeria in particular, in recent years has overwhelmingly focused on
Pentecostal-Charismatic movements, creating the impression that these
are the only forms of Christianity that are vibrant and growing. Yet in the
period from 1980 to 2012, the Catholic population on the African continent
reportedly grew by a staggering 238 percent, and as mentioned earlier, in
Nigeria alone the estimated number of Catholics in 2020 ranged between
twenty-five and thirty-two million.®® The novel narrates the transition that
Catholicism has made in Nigeria and on the continent more generally—
from an originally European missionary religion that in several respects
was hostile to indigenous cultures and religions to a faith that has become
rooted in local contexts and has gone through a process of inculturation
to engage with, and adapt to, local contexts. At the same time, the novel
suggests that this process has not been completed and that the question of
the relationship between Christianity and indigenous traditions remains
a pertinent one. Moreover, its references to the mushrooming Pentecostal
churches allude to one of the major challenges that Catholicism faces in
contemporary Nigeria: a highly competitive religious market, with Pentecos-
tal churches finding particular appeal among the youth. One recent response
of the Church has been to allow for a Pentecostalization of Catholicism
itself—for instance, incorporating elements of Charismatic worship.® Yet
Purple Hibiscus reflects a strategy of “Africanization,” rather than of Pente-
costalization, in line with the program of inculturation that was embraced
by the Church hierarchy in the late twentieth century and that remains
influential to date, such as among progressive theologians like Orobator.
The novel is particularly original in its contribution to inculturating the
Virgin Mary, as it contextualizes Marian devotion and presents a creative
narrative reimagining of Mary in the Nigerian landscape. Its account of a
Marian apparition also highlights that Catholicism in the Nigerian context is
an embodied and experiential spirituality, allowing for “extraordinary” reli-
gious experiences. The allusion to Mary as a “Political Virgin” demonstrates



APPARITION

Adichie’s awareness of the different theological and political possibilities in
Catholicism, even if these are not explored fully. With regard to gender poli-
tics, too, the novel plays with different possibilities. It obviously critiques
a form of religion that is both colonial and patriarchal, yet it is somewhat
ambivalent about the alternative it puts forward. The novel foregrounds
female agency but simultaneously allows it to be overshadowed by a narra-
tive of redemptive masculinity. Perhaps this is inherent to the Marian theme
running through the novel and deployed for its pro-feminist purposes: As
much as Mary, in biblical and Christian traditions, does have agency, she
remains in the shadow of her son, Jesus Christ. Stobie has well captured
the novel’s ambiguous gender politics when she writes: “Adichie’s stance
is not a radical one, but is far-reaching nonetheless, as she focuses on an
end point of goodness and justice, but shows that employing the means
of absolutism in the pursuit of these ends is profoundly destructive””° The
significance of Adichie’s Purple Hibiscus with regard to the representation
of Catholic Christianity in the Nigerian context is exactly in its narrative
problematization of Catholicism’s shadowed pasts and ongoing legacies,
and in its opening up of different possibilities while pointing in a direc-
tion that is ethically and spiritually transformative.
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Chapter 4

PROPHECY

Christianity, Environmental Degradation, and Ecology

In recent decades, environmental concerns have become increasingly prom-
inent in the discourses of both African literature and African religions. In
the Nigerian context, the interest in environmental and ecological issues has
been sparked in particular by the recent history of environmental degra-
dation resulting from oil extraction in the Niger Delta since the 1950s.
Subsequently, this region has become “an important site from which to
consider the effects of globalization and resource extraction in Africa” and,
as such, has also produced a significant body of Niger Delta literature.'
The most notable figure here is Ken Saro-Wiwa, who has been declared
“a prophet, a Moses to his people” The legendary poet-cum-activist was
murdered in 1995 by the Nigerian military regime because of his quest for
justice for his community, the Ogoni people, whose natural lifeworld has
been greatly degraded due to oil pollution. In his writing, Saro-Wiwa inti-
mately and indeed prophetically captured “the call of the ravaged land”
and “the piteous wail of sludged streams,” as he drew attention to decay-
ing crops and diminishing fish stock due to what he called “thecological
war.? Capturing the fluid boundaries between literary and religious writ-
ing, Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator—a Nigerian theologian himself—aptly
writes that “Saro-Wiwa was no theologian. But his vision of a nation that
treats its weakest and most vulnerable members with justice and equity
squares well with the theologians’ vision of the Kingdom of God™
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Standing on Saro-Wiwa’s shoulders, many contemporary Nigerian writ-
ers address environmental concerns and engage the quest for ecological
justice. This interest has been reinforced in the light of the environmen-
tal effects of climate change and global warming on Nigerian landscapes
and communities. Thus, as much as it has been argued that “Nigerian liter-
ature is famously rich in evocations of environment, both physical and
non-physical,” the engagement of literary writers with environmental issues
has intensified in recent decades and in some cases has been driven by
explicitly eco-activist agendas.’ In doing so, these writers also frequently
engage with the spiritual and religious dimensions of the ecology of the
Niger Delta and of its communities facing the consequences of environmen-
tal degradation.® Likewise, Nigerian theologians and scholars of religion
have started to engage with environmental issues and articulate propos-
als for ecotheology and ecospirituality as a “prophetic voice crying for the
protection and preservation of the life of human beings, their environment
and the entire cosmos.””

In the above paragraph I invoke the word “prophetic” in relation to
modes of writing—be they creative or scholarly—that combine socio-
political and religious critique in relation to environmental issues with
a constructive and at times activist edge toward sociopolitical and reli-
gious transformation motivated by a quest for environmental justice. In
African-initiated and Pentecostal-Charismatic churches, the prophetic is
central, too, but in a different sense. Here, it refers to visionary experi-
ences and revelatory messages through which the word of God is applied
to concrete situations in the present and the future.* Many Nigerian Pente-
costal pastors have published books with prophetic messages addressing
issues affecting the nation, although a cursory review suggests that envi-
ronmental concerns are not central here. By centering the word “prophecy”
in the title of the present chapter and acknowledging its loose twofold
meaning, I deliberately use a term that is common in popular Nigerian
Christian discursive and ritual registers but that also resonates with the
Nigerian literary engagement with environmental issues. Thus, without
claiming analytical precision, “prophecy” as a heuristic device allows me
to explore the ways ecology and Christianity intersect in the literary texts
under discussion. The choice of the term prophecy is directly motivated
by the novel that is the main focus of this chapter, Chigozie Obioma’s The
Fishermen, which centers around a prophecy that turns out to be a curse.
Reading The Fishermen as an ecological novel, I argue that by adopting a
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river as a central character, Obioma problematizes the desacralization of
the natural environment due to Christianization and colonial modernity
yet also alludes to the possibility of resacralizing the environment within
an indigenized Nigerian Christianity. Before attending to The Fishermen,
however, I will focus first on Nnedi Okorafor’s novel Lagoon, which offers
a more straightforward ecological critique of Christianity, especially in its
contemporary Pentecostal form.

Lagoon's Ecological Critique of Christianity

In her 2014 novel Lagoon, Okorafor presents a fantastical story about aliens
arriving in Lagos—sent by some higher power?—to warn against ecologi-
cal disaster and prevent mass extinction. The prologue is about a swordfish,
angry about the “black ooze that left poison rainbows on the water’s surface,”
attacking an oil pipeline in order to restore the “lost paradise” of clear
waters, colorful coral reefs, and rich sea life (3, 5). Thus associated with
the genre of petrofiction, the novel contains a commentary on the nega-
tive environmental, economic, and social effects of Nigeria’s oil industry.?
For instance, when Ayodele, the alien’s ambassador, delivers a message to
the people of Lagos, she says: “We come to bring you together and refuel
your future. . . . Your land is full of a fuel that is tearing you apart” (113).
Okorafor has described her work with the terms “Africanfuturist” and “Afri-
canjujuist,” meaning that her writing is “rooted in African culture, history,
mythology and point-of-view” and “respectfully acknowledges the seam-
less blend of true existing African spiritualities and cosmologies with the
imaginative® Thus the storyline about aliens “from beyond earth” merges
with references to spiritual entities from West African traditions, such as the
water goddess Mami Wata and the storytelling spider artist Udide Okwanka
(111). Lagos, as well as the ocean waters in which its lagoon is located, are
narratively depicted as inhabited by a variety of living beings who together
embody “agitated ecologies,” as they suffer from the impacts of the capitalist
exploitation of the earth and its resources.” Yet it is recognized that spirits
are still alive “deep in the polluted soil” of the city (226). The variety of living
beings featured in the novel automatically decenters humans as only one
among many species, as if Lagoon alludes to the end of the Anthropocene.

Ayodele has picked three human protagonists—a marine biologist, a rap
musician, and a soldier—to support her mission to deliver a message to the
people of Lagos and to meet with the president of Nigeria in an attempt to
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avert further catastrophe. A main role is given to Adaora, the marine biol-
ogist who is the first to meet Ayodele on one of Lagos’s beaches and offers
to let Ayodele stay at her house. Adaora, at that time, has just fallen out
with her husband Chris, who, after his born-again conversion, has become
a zealous Christian and a jealous, paranoid husband. When she returns to
the house with Ayodele, Chris accuses her of witchcraft and believes she
has brought along a “marine witch” (31). Swearing to Jesus Christ that his
wife and her visitor should be sent back to hell, Chris calls upon his pastor,
Father Oke, to intervene. This leads to an escalating confrontation between
the Pentecostal pastor and the shape-shifting alien, as the former mobilizes
his flock to capture the latter in what is referred to as a “crusade” (152).

Depicted unsympathetically as a smooth-talking, money-hungry,
gay-bashing, and woman-slapping pastor, immaculately dressed and driv-
ing a shiny Mercedes, Father Oke represents the consumer-materialist and
morally corrupt religious culture with which Nigerian Pentecostalism is
frequently associated in recent literary texts as well as in popular tales.”> As
much as Father Oke preaches a message of spiritual change, he is unwill-
ing or unable to recognize Ayodele as a prophetic messenger from outer
space calling for much-needed ecological change. In a way, Father Oke is
represented as an anti-prophet, defending the status quo of what has been
described as “Pentecostal-capitalism” Through his character, Okorafor
critiques popular Nigerian Christianity for its investment in a capitalist-
consumerist and environmentally exploitative system and for blocking the
real change needed to save the earth. This critique echoes the arguments of
theological scholars that African Pentecostalism in general, and especially
the neo-Pentecostal prosperity gospel, “tends to focus more on the individ-
ual quest for welfare much to the neglect of societal needs and the care of
the earth,” although some of these theologians have also drawn attention
to the potential within this religious tradition for “a radical neo-Pentecos-
tal environmentalism.”**

It has been argued that Lagoon, as an Africanfuturistic novel, creates
“a space where Africa becomes a site for imagining new environmental
futures, no longer at the periphery of geopolitics, but at a critical point for
enacting change and contributing to real dialogue around environmental
justice” Clearly, Okorafor acknowledges the significant contribution that
indigenous religions and their embedded spiritual ecologies can make to
the imagining of such environmental futures. Yet she does not leave any
room for Christianity to contribute to such an imagination and for enact-
ing the change toward environmental justice. In fact, part of her issue with
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Christianity is its antithetical rejection of indigenous traditions, encourag-
ing Nigerians to develop a “nasty form of hatred of one€’s self;” specifically
their spiritual heritage.”® At the end of Lagoon, the Pentecostal pastor, as
the main Christian character, literally disappears with a Mami Wata-type
figure, and the reader is told that “no one ever saw Father Oke again” (235).
Thus, the novel leaves us wondering: Does the environmental future of
Nigeria depend on the disappearance of Christianity? Or can the quest for
environmental justice also be imagined and engaged from within Chris-
tian traditions?

The Ecology of Christianity in The Fishermen

The Fishermen, Obioma’s debut, received wide acclaim, as indicated, for
instance, by its being shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize in the year of
its publication, 2015. Born in 1986 in an Igbo family living in the Yoruba-
speaking town of Akure, in Ondo state, southwestern Nigeria, Obioma
wove some autobiographical elements into the novel, while also drawing
creatively on both Igbo and Yoruba sociocultural and religious lifeworlds.
The story is set in his hometown and focuses on a middle-class family of
Igbo descent with six children. According to Obioma, “The family lives
here, in a house like the one I grew up in, and fishes at a nearby river, like
the one I myself once fished!”” The fourth son in the Agwu family, Benja-
min (Ben), is the protagonist and is nine years old at the time that the
novel is set, in 1996 and early 1997, meaning that he is of a similar age as
the author. The story is told in retrospect, through the voice of an adult
Ben who is looking back on the days of his childhood. It makes the novel
read as a fictional memoir as much as a bildungsroman, as it narrates Ben’s
moral and psychological development from an innocent child to a young
adult who was convicted of murder.

Obioma has acknowledged that The Fishermen was inspired by his own
upbringing in a family of twelve children. In an interview, he has recounted
how two of his older brothers had a strong rivalry when they were young
yet later came to grow closer; this memory made him consider: “What was
the worst that could have happened at that time” if their rivalry had contin-
ued?® Thus, The Fishermen focuses on the four eldest sons of the Agwu
family—Ikenna, Boja, Obembe, and Benjamin—and narrates how their
initially close relationship unravels and ends in tragedy because of a proph-
ecy by the town’s madman, Abulu, that Ikenna “shall die by the hands of
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a fisherman” (108). At the initiative of Ikenna, the four brothers had been
going fishing for weeks, despite the river being a forbidden place, and as
the eldest brother, he had also initiated his younger siblings, telling them:
“Follow us, and we will make you fishermen” (22). Thus, the words of Abulu,
uttered near the river, are taken by Ikenna as “a vision that one of you will
kill me” (108). The prophecy turns out to be a self-fulfilling one, as Ikenna
internalizes it and is paralyzed by fear, which robs him of “his peace, his
well-being, his relationships, his health, and even his faith” (128). Alien-
ating himself from his brothers, his erratic behavior drives his immediate
sibling, Boja, to despair, to the point where the latter indeed kills Ikenna
and then commits suicide, after which Obembe and Benjamin set out to
take revenge on Abulu.

Obioma has explained that he intended the novel to be a commentary
on the sociopolitical situation of Nigeria, with the four brothers symbolizing

>«

the country’s “major tribes with nothing in common,” forced to live together
and form “a nation” because of an “insane idea created by a madman,” the
British colonizers.” Most literary critics have subsequently read the novel
as an allegory of Nigeria as “a dwindling nation,” narrating the country’s
“coming of age,” and portraying the “expectations and disappointments”
of the Nigerian populace in the 1990s.*° Indeed, there is much in the novel
that inspires such readings: Throughout the narrative are references to
the political turmoil and economic upheaval that defined the last decade
of the twentieth century in the country, especially in the aftermath of the
1993 democratic elections, the results of which were annulled by the mili-
tary dictatorship of President Ibrahim Babangida, eventually resulting in
another military ruler, Sani Abacha, coming into power.

However, for the purpose of this chapter I am more interested in a
dimension of The Fishermen that has received far less attention, which is
the novel’s ecological thrust. The literary scholar Kate Harlin has drawn
attention to this aspect in what she describes as her “petrocultural reading”
of the novel, yet my ecological reading is less concerned with petroculture
because, as Harlin admits herself, the novel’s engagement with oil is not
particularly obvious and is at best indirect.* Although Ondo state, of which
Akure is the capital, produces oil and falls under the Niger Delta Devel-
opment Commission, The Fishermen does not engage typical themes of
the Niger Delta novel, such as oil pollution, resistance against oil exploita-
tion, and the battle for control of oil revenues. Nevertheless, I consider
it an ecological novel, and I will demonstrate this by foregrounding the
much more direct environmental aspect of the plot, which centers around
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the river, Omi-Ala. In doing so, I acknowledge Obioma’s own suggestion
that this river can be read as a character, while drawing theoretically on
the notion that, in African environmental literature, nonhuman elements
in the ecosystem, such as rivers, hold agency.”

To begin, I will examine the representation of, and engagement with,
Christianity in the novel, which will lead into a reading of the novel through
the lens of “ecology of religion” as developed by the religious studies scholar
Jacob Olupona to understand the “intricate relationship between ritual and
environment in African cosmology and religion”* Building on that, I will
focus in more depth on the river, discussing what it does as a character in
the novel and how it relates to the complex ecological and religious world-
view espoused in The Fishermen. My argument is that as much as the river
witnesses the prophecy of Abulu unfold and turn into tragedy, the river itself
is also a prophetic presence in the novel through which Obioma underlines
the importance of a notion of the natural environment as sacred. This notion
may critique Western-influenced forms of Christianity that have desacral-
ized the environment, but it is certainly not incompatible with Christianity,
as Obioma illustrates with reference to the indigenous Celestial Church.

Narratives of Christianity

The Fishermen loosely draws on biblical narratives to develop its plot. The
title is a direct reference to the story in the Gospels about Jesus calling his
disciples from among some fishermen and telling them that he will make
them fishers of men.* Like Jesus in the Gospel stories, in the novel Father
redefines the purpose of fishing, advising his sons, after their illicit fish-
ing endeavors have been discovered, that they rather should be “fishers of
good dreams” and “fishermen of the mind” (51). Another obvious bibli-
cal narrative drawn upon is the mythical tale about the first fratricide,
narrated in the book of Genesis and alluded to directly in the novel with
the mention of “the Cain and Abel syndrome” (201).» Later in this chap-
ter, I will also identify ways The Fishermen can be read in parallel with the
Genesis creation story, as well as with a Christian hymn. However, Obioma
does not so much seek to simply revise and retell these texts in a Nige-
rian context but instead combines them with “a multiplicity of additional
stories, symbols, and myths from diverse cultural backgrounds,” result-
ing in “a kaleidoscopic network of intertexts and references, explicitly and
implicitly worked into and alongside each other> In a way, this demon-
strates how the Bible has been appropriated and become part of a cultural
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archive that writers such as Obioma draw on in narrating and making sense
of postcolonial African experiences. Obioma’s work is reminiscent in this
regard of the acclaimed Kenyan novelist Ngiigi wa Thiongo, whose work
is characterized by a similar engagement with biblical myth and Christian
symbolism alongside indigenous traditions.”

With regard to the novel’s representation of Christianity, The Fishermen
illustrates the literary scholar Simon Gikandi’s point about how Christianity
is represented as “a crucial part of the social and cultural fabric of postcolo-
nial society” in contemporary African literature.” In a way, the novel reflects
Obioma’s own journey with Christianity: He grew up in a devout evangelical
Christian family and still identifies as Christian but seeks ways to integrate
Christian faith and African traditions more constructively.® Throughout
The Fishermen, we find indications of a Christianized culture, with Chris-
tianity being very much part of the everyday life of the Agwu family and
of the town of Akure. Thus, we repeatedly read about the family going to
church and about their pastor coming to visit them in difficult times. The
boys pray even when playing football, to prevent the ball going astray. One
of the brothers, Boja, is said to have become a born-again Christian during
the “Great Gospel Crusade” of German evangelist Reinhard Bonnke in
Akure in 1994 and to have subsequently baptized his siblings, threaten-
ing that otherwise they would “go to hell” (197, 303). Alongside Bonnke,
other prominent revivalist preachers are mentioned, such as the Ameri-
can evangelist Benny Hinn and the Nigerian founder of Deeper Christian
Life Ministry, William Folorunsho Kumuyi, each associated with signifi-
cant spiritual power. By mentioning these figures, who were at the height
of their popularity in Nigeria in the 1990s, the novel positions itself in an
important chapter of Nigerian Christian history.

Additionally, mention is made of “the most popular Christian soap in
Akure at the time, The Ultimate Power” (26). This refers to the TV series
originally broadcast in Yoruba under the title Agbara Nla, and later rendered
in an English-language version for distribution across and beyond Nige-
ria. Produced by Mount Zion Faith Ministries International, the series has
been called “the first Christian video picture produced in Nigeria” and a
“major hit” of the 1990s.*° Furthermore, the novel references a tradition in
Akure in which everyone, “even atheists,” rings in the New Year at a church
service. This tradition emerged because that night was believed to be “rife
with superstition, with fears of the vicious, malicious spirit of the ‘ber’
months that fought tooth-and-nail to prevent people from passing into the
New Year” (281). The “ber months” (also known as ember months) refers
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to the period from September to December, which, in Nigerian popular
belief, has come to be associated with disaster and mishaps, often explained
with reference to malevolent, or demonic, spiritual forces.” It is one of the
manifestations of what the scholar of religion Nimi Wariboko has called
“the spell of the invisible,” which characterizes Nigeria’s highly Pentecos-
talized public culture.®

The Fishermen offers narrative representations of various forms of
Christianity in Akure at the time-present of the text. First, there is mention
of the Catholic Cathedral, a building seemingly central in the urban space
of the town, but rather marginal in the story. It is only mentioned twice,
in relation to the “colourful statue of the Madonna” in front of it, which
was once desecrated by Abulu, who held the statue for “a beautiful woman
who, unlike the other women he leered at, did not make any move to resist
him” (115, 276). After this act of desecration, the statue was replaced by the
church authorities, safely erected behind a fence. If the cathedral is seen as
a representative of European missionary Christianity, it is striking that it
plays only a marginal role in the narrative. Perhaps it reflects Obioma’s view,
expressed in an interview, that “the epistemological supremacy of Western
worldviews, sourced from Judeo-Christian theology, . . . has failed us and
that the path forward is to redeem some of those aspects of our cultures to
advance our society.’s

Second, in the light of the latter comment, the novel’s interest in Afri-
can-initiated or indigenous Christianity is noteworthy. Reference is made
to two churches in this category, often referred to in Nigeria as Aladura
churches: Christ Apostolic Church, only mentioned once as the church
where the poor and elderly parents of Kayode, a neighborhood friend, are
“the spiritual heads” (19), and the Celestial Church, which plays a more
prominent role in the story and whose indigenized form of Christianity is
explicitly thematized, as discussed below. Third, there is the church that
the Agwu family attends, called the Assemblies of God, which is a Pente-
costal church of North American origin.** Obioma has commented that
this church resembles the church his own family attended when grow-
ing up in Akure, describing it as “a traditional Bible church, with Sunday
School for the children” For the discussion in this chapter, the latter two
churches—the Celestial Church of Christ and the Assemblies of God—are
most relevant, and their narrative representation allows for an illuminat-
ing comparative analysis.

The Celestial Church, officially known as the Celestial Church of
Christ, is one of the most prominent churches associated with the Aladura
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movement. The latter is a term used in Nigeria to refer to locally initiated
and indigenous forms of Christianity, characterized by a strong emphasis on
prayer (from aldadiira, meaning “one who prays” in Yoruba) as well as other
charismatic practices, such as healing and prophecy, and the appropriation
of certain indigenous beliefs and rituals into a Christian framework. Aladura
Christianity, which emerged from around the 1920s, has been described as
a “unique synthesis of biblical belief, Christian liturgical forms, and Yoruba
religious and ritual concepts.”* The Celestial Church was founded in 1947 by
Samuel Bilehou Oshoffa (1909-1985), in Port Novo, in what is now known
as the Republic of Benin, upon Oshoffa’s receiving visions, healing powers,
and a “divine order . .. of preaching to the world”¥ His church soon spread
across the border into Nigeria and became popular throughout Yorubal-
and (and soon also in the diaspora), with the religious studies scholar Afe
Adogame describing it in the year 2000 as “perhaps the most widespread
among the Aladura churches in the contemporary period”*® The Fisher-
men uses the term “white garment church” (26), which is a popular way
of referring to the Celestial Church and other Aladura churches, due to
the white robes that church members wear during worship, symbolizing
their “outward purity as a projection of inner holiness and cleanliness”
The term can be seen as reductionist, as it makes the materiality of dress
the most distinct feature of this type of Christianity. As the novel suggests,
the white robe is also a cause for mockery, as the boys burst into laughter
upon seeing a priest from the church with “the white robe flapping against
his thin frame . . . [as] a child in an oversized coat” (29).

A misconception about the church is reproduced in the novel, when
the narrator adds that believers of the Celestial Church “worshipped water
spirits” (26). It reflects the popular accusation, often made by Christians
from other denominations as part of “polemic exchanges,” that the Celes-
tial Church is syncretistic, incorporating indigenous religious beliefs, such
as in water spirits, into its belief system.* Sometimes, such notions are
uncritically adopted by scholars—for instance, when, in a discussion of
The Fishermen, the Celestial Church is associated with “traditional Afri-
can animism.”#* However, the blending of indigenous Yoruba religion and
Christianity, as found in the Celestial Church, is more complex than that.
As much as the church attaches notions of “power” and “life” to water and
uses “holy water” copiously in its rituals, as is common in Yoruba religion,
Adogame points out that it does not worship indigenous water spirits but
in fact diabolizes the latter while believing in Holy Jimata, “the angel of
water and of all within the waters”+
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The Fishermen’s reproduction of a popular misconception buttresses
the broader narrative point that the Celestial Church tends to be looked
down upon. Indeed, the church is described as “a religious sect with a bad
reputation in the country” (26), although the reasons for this reputation
are not explained, and nowhere does the novel link the church to animal
or human sacrifice, or other “fetish rituals,” as one critic has suggested.®#
In any case, not only the white robes but also the Celestial worship prac-
tices are ridiculed by the boys who, upon discovering the church at the
riverbank, peek through the windows and mimic the “frenzied actions and
dances” of the worshippers (27). Only the eldest brother, Ikenna, considers
this mockery “insensitive to the sacred practice of a religious body;” and he
tells his younger brothers off for “disrespecting other people’s faith” (27, 182).
Another example of mockery of practices of white garment churches can
be found in the short story “Eko Hotel,” by Chinelo Okparanta, where one
of the main characters explicitly describes the ritual ceremonies with water
on an ocean beach as “ridiculous,” rhetorically asking, “How can they really
believe that the water will wash away their troubles?”+ Yet Obioma in The
Fishermen goes beyond merely representing the wider public’s contempt
for these churches. Through the figure of Ikenna, the novel rehabilitates
the Celestial Church, acknowledging that it is not an obscure syncretistic
sect but a community of faith deserving respect.

Reading the narrative representation of the Celestial Church through
the lens of the ecology of religion, a few things stand out. The location of
the church on the bank of the river Omi-Ala is noteworthy. As the liter-
ary scholar Cajetan Theka points out: “One cannot discuss the spirituality
of delta communities without mentioning the significance of rivers”* The
novel’s second chapter, titled “The River,” begins by telling how a once
-sacred river, “believed to be a god,” became desacralized. The narrator
says that people of Akure used to worship the river: “They erected shrines
in its name, and courted the intercession and guidance of Iyemoja, Osha,
mermaids and other spirits and gods that dwelt in water bodies” (25). The
novel invokes here the traditional Yoruba belief system where female deities,
such as Yemoja and Qsun, are believed to be water goddesses inhabiting
rivers and the sea; they are associated with powers of healing, fertility,
and prosperity.*® Across West Africa, and especially among Niger Delta
communities, rivers and other water bodies are believed to be enchanted,
dwelling places of spirits and deities.#” Such beliefs, and their related rituals,
are central to what Olupona has called “the environmental referentiality of
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lived religion,” which is typical of African indigenous religions in general,
and which come with certain “environmental imperatives.”+

The creative writer Ugochukwu Anadi directly connects these two
aspects in a short story in the collection The Green We Left Behind: “When
the Igbo traditionalist insists on keeping the river clean, on not using it as
a dumpsite, or on not felling some rare trees, he [sic] may not have much
scientific knowledge on environmentalism and climate, but he believes that
a god, a goddess, or some gods reside there and these abodes of the immor-
tals, must not be destroyed or desecrated by mere mortals”’# Another literary
account of the environmental referentiality of indigenous religion can be
found in the novella Luxurious Hearses by Uwem Akpan (discussed in more
detail in chapter 5 of this book). A subtheme in this text is concerned with
the effects of oil pollution in the Niger Delta region. The story states in pass-
ing that, in response to the symptoms of environmental degradation, such as
empty rivers and infertile soil, “ancestral worshippers began asking people
to bring animals to sacrifice to Mami Wata and other deities whose terrains
were supposedly desecrated.”s* This reflects a perception of the natural envi-
ronment as sacred and as inhabited by gods, similar to the one narrated in
The Fishermen with reference to the Omi-Ala. Mami Wata, who has been
described as a “postcolonial deity;,” has incorporated features of indigenous
goddesses such as Yemoja and Qsun; across West African and diaspora
cultures she is believed to be the goddess of water, and in many a literary
text and artwork she is invoked to address environmental concerns.”* The
initiative of the adherents of indigenous religion to make sacrifices to her
and other deities can be seen as an attempt to restore the relationship with
the gods believed to inhabit the natural environment. The Catholic priest
in the village—a missionary from Ireland—responds to this by instructing
his flock “to forget the pagans,” indicating that from his perspective, such
rituals, intended to restore an ecospiritual balance, are a form of paganism.
This illustrates how missionary Christianity has introduced a disenchanted
worldview, in which the natural environment is no longer sacred.

A similar point is made by the narrator in The Fishermen when he
explains that the river ceased to be the center of communal religious life
in the colonial period, from the moment that “the colonialist came from
Europe and introduced the Bible, which then prised Omi-Ala’s adherents
from it, and the people, now largely Christian, began to see it as an evil place”
(25). In other words, the suggestion is that Christianization meant a desa-
cralization, and even a diabolization, of the natural environment. Indeed,
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with regard to the Niger Delta, scholars have argued that the introduction
of Christianity brought about a “demythologizing of the cultural myths,
which had sustained the ecological balance in the pre-colonial Niger Delta
area.”> To this day, zealous Christian groups in Nigeria frequently engage
in crusades against the environment, cutting down trees in sacred groves
and forests.”* However, The Fishermen suggests that indigenous ecolog-
ical worldviews and rituals still endure. For instance, reference is made
to “some men at the Omi-Ala . . . in a strange posture, as if worshipping
some deity;” which seems to be an allusion to a remnant of practitioners of
indigenous religion in an otherwise Christianized region (290). As Theka
points out, “although Christianity has spread throughout the [Niger Delta]
region, belief in traditional gods and the reverence of ancestors are still
commonplace”s* Moreover, the mention of the Celestial Church located
on the riverbank draws attention to an indigenized form of Christianity
that does have environmental referentiality. Thus, the novel offers a liter-
ary response to the suggestion that African-initiated churches, such as the
Celestial Church, by incorporating certain traditional worldviews into their
communal life and worship, “have the potential of offering substantial solu-
tions to the environmental challenges on the African continent or at least
can offer motivational energies for ecological commitments.ss

Although it is a misconception that Celestials worship water spirits,
as the novel suggests, the church does associate water with “the forces of
the Holy Spirit,” such as those mediated by the angel Jimata.>* The abun-
dant use of consecrated water, often derived from rivers and streams, in
Celestial Church ceremonies presents a continuity with the Yoruba tradi-
tion of using “living water” for healing purposes.” In this light, the church’s
location on the riverbank, as highlighted in the novel, is strategic, as it
gives the church direct access to fresh water for consecration and subse-
quent ritual use. Thus, the narrative about the Celestial Church reflects
what Theka has called an “aesthetics of proximity;” as it renders the river an
integral component of the ecosystem of this indigenous Christian commu-
nitys® The suggestion is that there are alternatives within Christianity to
the desacralization and capitalist exploitation of the natural environment.
The novella Luxurious Hearses mentioned earlier similarly suggests that
Christian practice in the Niger Delta does have environmental referenti-
ality, but that it is under threat because of pollution. The story notes that
all rivers in the delta have become “clogged by oil,” meaning that they can
no longer be used for baptism. It brings one of the characters to the state-
ment that “Dis oil drilling dey affect our prayer life 0,” which for her is the
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reason why Christians “must fight the oil companies for our rivers!”® The
Fishermen does not engage in any such direct arguments for environmen-
tal activism, yet it does make a more subtle ethical case.

From the above, one may also be able to understand the “terror” in
the eyes of the priest at the sight of the small fish and tadpoles that the
boys had caught and kept in some cans (29). For as much as the Celestial
Church associates water with the force of the Holy Spirit, it also recognizes
the presence of malevolent forces in natural bodies of water such as rivers.
That is why water must be consecrated before it is used for ritual purposes
in the church. This ambivalence is also reflected in Yoruba tradition, where
water can be both “salubrious and baleful”*® In this light, there are several
explanations for the priest’s terror: Either he takes the ill fate of the small
fish as an indication that the boys do not have “any respect for God,” as he
admonishes them, or he considers catching such fish from the river a taboo
because they might be associated with the river’s malicious forces, or he
comes from a community that considers these fish as totems (28). In any
case, it illustrates the point that the environmental referentiality of religion
in this Christian context, too, is directly linked to certain ethical “environ-
mental imperatives.”®

Another ecologically relevant aspect is the novel’s passing mention of
Celestial worshippers walking barefoot. This practice has been explained
with reference to “the belief that they are always in the overarching presence
of God and therefore, like Moses in the Old Testament, must walk barefoot
in his holy presence”* Yet it might also be linked to indigenous notions of
the soil of the earth as sacred. In Yoruba tradition, the earth (ile) is believed
to be “inhabited by a spirit,” and some Yoruba sayings pay homage to bare
feet, especially “the underfoot, that stays flat to the ground without the
hair”® The creative writer Ernest Ogtinyemi, in his autobiographical essay
“A Shifting Portrait,” recollects a more profane explanation for the practice
of barefoot walking in the Celestial Church, which he attended when grow-
ing up: “The story goes that Oshoffa had such big feet that no sandals or
shoes could fit them. As with several other religions, adherents decided to
make a tradition of that situation: when a Celestial member is in the white
garment, they do not put on shoes”** Whatever the motivation, bare feet
have become a distinct feature of Celestial Church members, and the prac-
tice facilitates an unintermittent contact between the human body and the
body of the earth.

Where The Fishermen represents the Celestial Church as a highly local-
ized and indigenized form of Christianity with obvious environmental
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referentiality, the Assemblies of God church is depicted as almost deterri-
torialized. Although its geographical location in the town center of Akure
is briefly mentioned, the narrative includes pointers that subtly indicate
the transnational nature of this church. These pointers are, for instance,
the reference to a young female lead singer in the church with a “foreign
accent,” the congregational singing of American gospel classics such as
“Amazing Grace” and “It Is Well with My Soul,” and the use of olive oil for
ritual purposes instead of locally sourced holy water (126). Even the name
of Pastor Collins is Anglicized. Indeed, historically speaking, the Assemblies
of God is a denomination that traces directly to the Azusa Street Revival in
early twentieth-century Los Angeles. Although it started in southeastern
Nigeria in the 1930s as a local initiative—making it “the first Igbo-founded
Pentecostal church”—the local founders soon developed links with, and
received support from, Assemblies of God missionaries from North Amer-
ica already active in the West African region. The most detailed church
scene narrated in the novel is when Mother, finding out about the proph-
ecy of Abulu and the devastating impact it is having on Ikenna, decides to
take her sons to church “to be cleansed from every evil spell Abulu has cast
on you” (122). Both Ikenna and Boja refuse to join, saying that they “don’t
have any demon” and do not need “deliverance from anything” (123). Once
at church, Pastor Collins, in a typical Pentecostal question-and-answer
form, gets the congregation to declare that Abulu’s prophecy is of the devil
and needs to be refuted, which the churchgoers respond to with “a raptur-
ous session of fierce prayers” (127). Yet despite this collective performance
of spiritual power, the absent Ikenna is not delivered, and Mother’s efforts
to seek his healing and deliverance “were wasted on him” (127).

While the middle-class Agwu family participates in a globalized
Pentecostal form of Christianity, through the character of Mother—who
is narratively depicted as leading the family’s devotional life—the novel
also demonstrates the continued prevalence of traditional beliefs even
among Pentecostals who are supposed to have made “a complete break
with the past”*® For instance, after Boja’s death by suicide, Mother perceives
the presence of Bojass “restless spirit” disturbing the house (213). She also
insists that Ikenna’s and Boja’s possessions be burned, to avoid Abulu’s curse
being “transferred to the rest of us,” and that Boja’s body not be buried but
cremated, in line with the traditional Igbo belief that burial of a person who
committed suicide or fratricide would be a “sacrilege to Ani, goddess of the
earth” (226, 231). Although Father considers these beliefs “superstition” and
a “contraption by illiterate minds,” he gives in “for Mother’s sake” (214, 231).
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As the narrator explains: “Although Christianity had almost cleanly swept
through Igbo land, crumbs and pieces of the African traditional religion
had eluded the broom” (231). Yet such beliefs are not just leftovers from the
past; they are actively reproduced in Pentecostal settings, as Pentecostalism
“preserves traditional spiritual ontologies at the same time that it demonizes
them?”% In other words, the break with the past among born-again Chris-
tians is never complete, and one of the ways the past of indigenous beliefs
continues to have salience is through diabolization, associating the powers
of indigenous spirits with the Christian symbol of the devil. This process
is reflected in Pastor Collins, when he declares that Abulu’s prophecy is
not a form of superstition but comes from the devil. This demonstrates
how Pentecostalism takes people’s existential fears and spiritual anxieties
seriously by considering them real. In that sense, the globalized branch of
classical Pentecostalism as represented by the Assemblies of God has also
become locally meaningful.

The River as a Prophetic Witness

Earlier, I mentioned the novel’s depiction of the river Omi-Ala, which was
once considered sacred by local communities but, as a result of colonial
and Christian modernity, had been desacralized and is now considered
an “evil place” The perceived evilness of the river, associated with malev-
olent forces, has generated “dark rumours” about “fetish rituals” involving
animals and even human bodies taking place at its banks, in response to
which the local authorities in 1995 placed a curfew on the river, leaving the
once-central communal stream abandoned (25). Thus, the novel conveys
the point that spiritual desecration comes with social degradation, as well
as with environmental pollution. The Omi-Ala may once have been “a
pure river that supplied the earliest settlers with fish and clean drinking
water;” but in the present day it is no longer a source of life: Its waters have
“become a bed of darkening grey” with a “nauseating sight of algae and
leaves,” turning the river into a “filthy swamp” (25, 28, 51). On their daily
fishing expeditions, over a period of six weeks the boys only once catch a
fish that was “big enough to sell,” while usually the fish were “insignificant,
weak, and barely ever survived beyond the day of their catch” (23, 33). The
environmental degradation narrated here reflects the actual situation of the
Ala river in Akure, which has become heavily polluted as a result of poor
waste management practices and urban development.®® Narrating a simi-
lar story of a river, in his hometown, Benin City, that was once held sacred
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but is now polluted and “a pitiable shadow of its former glory;” Orobator
has commented that it is a “painful reminder that the earth is crying out,
and so are millions of its poor women and men with reduced access to fresh
water and food sufficiency”®

Against the background of the perception of the river as a site of danger
and taboo, the novel conveys that the brothers’ fishing was far from an
innocent leisure activity but a profound moral transgression of religio-
cultural codes. Inspired by a classmate and enabled by their father’s long-
term absence from home because of work and by their mother’s long days
at her market grocery store, Ikenna and Boja discover the pleasures of fish-
ing and soon allow their two younger brothers to accompany them. For six
weeks, they go there daily after school, despite knowing that their punish-
ment would be severe if their parents ever found out. Doing so is initially
narrated as a step into freedom. Reflecting on what happened after their
strict father was transferred from Akure to Yola, a thousand kilometers
away, Ben says: “Then we broke free. We shelved our books and set out to
explore the sacred world outside the one we were used to” (16). Yet sensi-
tive readers might already see the warning here, because sacred worlds tend
to center around a dualism of purity and danger.” The priest of the Celes-
tial Church appears to have understood this risk, as he advises the boys to
leave the river. Yet like the tree of knowledge of good and evil in the Gene-
sis Paradise story, the river’s attraction might be exactly in that it had been
declared taboo. And where for Adam and Eve eating the fruit from this
tree became the “original sin” for which they were cursed by God, for the
brothers, fishing at the river turned into a watershed moment of cataclys-
mic proportions and with ontological significance. As the narrator puts it,
in a mythical style: “For it was here that time began to matter, at that river
where we became fishermen” (24).

When the brothers are finally spotted at the river by a neighbor who
reports it to their mother, the latter is not just angry but deeply anguished.
That night, she “paced about with heavy footsteps, wounded . . . her hands
unsteady, her spirit broken” (34). Like Adam and Eve who, according to
Genesis, had been seduced by a serpent (symbolizing the devil), Mother
believes that her sons had “been pushed into doing it by bad spirits that
must be exorcised” (38).” She sends the boys to sleep without dinner, stuff-
ing them instead with a biblical quotation from the book of Proverbs: “The
eye that mocks a father, that scorns an aged mother, will be pecked out by
the ravens of the valley, will be eaten by the vultures,” which for Ben is “the
most frightening” passage in the entire Bible (35).”> When Father comes
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home the next weekend and learns about “the worst, the very, unimag-
inable worst” that his sons have been up to, he gives them a severe beating,
the blows carried out on their “bare flesh, the way you come into this sinful
world” (41, 46). Yet as in the Genesis creation story, no punishment can
revert the damage that has been done. During these six weeks, the jour-
neys to the river had already turned out to be a “doomed path,” with “the
mysteries” surrounding Omi-Ala having cast a spell of evil, in the form of
Abulu’s prophecy (33).

The boys encounter Abulu, known locally as a “madman,” one evening
on the path alongside the river. The people of Akure recognized that he was
not just insane—apparently as a result of brain damage due to an accident—
but could reach a “second realm of insanity [that] was extraordinary” (116).
In that state he became a mediator between visible and invisible worlds,
declaring visions and conveying messages that people had come to believe
in as inevitable, breeding “fear of the dark fate awaiting them” (116-17).
Abulu is in such a state on the evening that the boys run into him and when
he addresses his prophecy to Ikenna, predicting the latter’s death caused
by a fisherman. Despite their friends’ admonishing them to walk on and
not listen because doing so would be dangerous, Tkenna does stand still,
astonished by the fact that Abulu knows his name, and he allows for Abulu’s
words to reach his ears and sink into his heart, where they begin to work
a “metamorphosis [that] became cataclysmic” (93).

The Fishermen uses the term prophecy and suggests that Abulu can see
into the future and predict things that are to happen, yet when such predic-
tions are believed to be inevitable, they become something like a curse, or at
least the effect is very similar. Exploring the fluid boundaries between the
categories of prophecy and curse, the novel narrates the persistent belief in
“potent speech” in African religious settings.” In indigenous belief systems,
“curses are associated with the African concept of metaphysical causality
and symbiotic interaction between the spiritual and the physical realms>7
Highlighting the continuity of such a worldview in Christian contexts,
the novel puts an identical belief in the mouth of Pastor Collins, saying
that “whatever happens in the physical already has happened in the spiri-
tual” (247). Traditionally, people who believe they have been cursed would
seek divination through which the cause and type of the curse would be
identified and its power ritually undone. In contemporary contexts, many
Christians would instead seek deliverance from curses in Pentecostal-
Charismatic churches, which is what Mother proposes but Ikenna refuses.”
In the latter’s absence, the deliverance prayers in their Assemblies of God
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church prove to be powerless. The novel directly engages the question asked
by the Nigerian theologian Godwin Adeboye—“Can a Christian can be
cursed?”—which is a debated issue among Nigerian Christians.”® Both
Ikenna’s friend, Kayode, and his brother, Boja, suggest that there is noth-
ing to fear, saying that Abulu “is of the devil, but we are Christians,” and
“I know you believe the prophecy, but you know we are children of God”
(103, 140). Yet these words fall on deaf ears, as Ikenna is losing his faith and
professes to “no longer believe there’s a God” (136). Thus, Mother’s prayers
for Tkenna and Ben’s prayers against Abulu are of no avail, and they come
to believe that Ikenna “has gone mad” and is “imbued with an impregna-
ble power of destruction” (149, 168).

According to the philosopher Molefi Asante, in African belief systems, a
curse is “an utterance whose cause it is to do damage to the intended victim,”
with the person uttering the curse needing to be seen as having the capabil-
ity of making the curse happen.”” The novel is somewhat ambivalent about
whether Abulu had the intention, and the capability, of destroying Ikenna,
or whether he was merely conveying a vision. While some people in Akure
considered him relatively harmless and recognized that his prophecies
sometimes were actually useful, others perceived him as “an evil spirit mani-
festing in bodily form” (257). Ikenna himself, perhaps because “his chi, the
personal god the Igbos believe everyone had, was weak,” becomes convinced
of “the unquestionable inescapability of Abulu’s prescient powers” (133,
178). And for the people around Ikenna, witnessing the profound impact
of the prophecy on their son’s and brother’ life, Abulu becomes a personi-
fication of evil, and they hold him responsible for his death. After her son’s
tragic death, Mother curses Abulu, saying, “You will die a cruel death”
(242). Obembe and Benjamin endeavor to make this curse come to pass,
and when they finally succeed, they utter the same words as Jesus on the
cross, “It is finished” (John 19:30), to highlight the ontological significance
of their revenge (297). Upon hearing the news of Abulu’s death, Mother
(then unaware that two of her sons had a hand in this) sings, “My God has
finally vanquished my enemies” (305).

The Omi-Ala plays a central but manifold role in the unfolding trag-
edy. First, the river is the place where Abulu utters his prophecy. If the river,
in Obioma’s words, can be seen as a character, it is a witness at the scene.
Yet the river is not only a quiet witness to the tragedy but also in a way
the cause of it. After all, if the boys had not been enticed to go fishing at
the river, they would not have crossed the taboo, and they would not have
encountered Abulu and been cursed. Tkenna is said to have been perceptive
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of “all the dangers . . . lurking like shadows around Omi-Ala,” but by then
it was already too late (33). The river is also a subject of Abulu’s prophecy;,
as it included an utterance about Ikenna swimming “in a river of red” from
which he “shall never rise” again (104). These words are echoed later in the
novel, in the scene about Ikenna lying in a pool of blood, after his fight
with Boja got dramatically out of hand. Upon finding Ikenna, Obembe, in
shock, repeatedly utters the words, “river of red, river of red, river of red,”
in what is described as an “enchanted intoning” (173, 197). Lastly, the river
is involved in Abulu’s tragic death. The madman’s body, cruelly attacked by
Obembe and Ben, “fell backwards into the water in a wild splash,” and the
boys watch it “being ferried away spouting blood on the darkening waters”
(294-95). When Mother later hears the news of Abulu’s body being found in
the river, for her it confirms that the Omi-Ala is “a place of evil and horror”
(306).

Much earlier in the novel, Obembe tries to persuade Ikenna not to
have faith in the prophecy, invalidating the latter as merely the words of
a madman by saying: “Listen, he mentioned a red river. He said you will
swim in a red river. How can a river be red?” (140). This question might be
key to unlocking the multilayered meaning of The Fishermen. On one level,
the river turns red because of fratricide. If the novel and perhaps specif-
ically the river are read as an allegory of Nigeria as “a dwindling nation,”
the brothers can be seen as representing the different ethnic groups in that
nation caught up in a spiral of conflict and violence. The message then is
that interethnic violence can paint the nation red, drenching it in blood.
Yet, as stated earlier, I am more interested in an ecological reading of The
Fishermen. From that perspective, the Omi-Ala is not so much a metaphor
for the nation but a symbol of all rivers in Nigeria, which risk turning red,
symbolically speaking, because of ecocide caused by various forms of envi-
ronmental degradation. The novel suggests that at the heart of this ecocide is
the desacralization of the river, and the natural environment more broadly,
which has led to the cruel exploitation and aggressive pollution of water
streams and other natural resources. Thus, the river, especially in its origi-
nal “pure” form, is a prophetic presence through which Obioma underlines
the importance of a notion of the natural environment as sacred.

Different from the prophecy uttered by Abulu, the prophecy embed-
ded in the Omi-Ala is not an inescapable curse. In fact, the novel, in my
reading, suggests that both fratricide and ecocide can be transcended and
overcome. To make this point, I draw attention to the subtle mention of
another river in the text. At the valedictory service held for Ikenna and
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Boja, the congregation sings the hymn “It Is Well with My Soul” This nine-
teenth-century hymn, written by the American lawyer and Presbyterian
church elder Horatio Spafford in response to personal tragedy in his life,
when his four daughters drowned during a shipwreck, has become very
popular in Nigeria, to such an extent that the phrase “It is well” is now a
“peculiarly Nigerian English salutation for people in grief.”® Critically, the
opening line of the lyrics reads “When peace like a river attendeth my way,’
which stands in sharp contrast to the rough sea that took the lives of Spaf-
ford’s daughters. In the novel, on the way back after the service, David, the
youngest son of the Agwu family, renders the song in his own childlike
version, singing “Whe pis lak’ a rifa ateent ma so” (271, 273). Notably, this
hymn is sung at a service that commemorates Ikenna and Boja together,
which can be seen as a prophecy in itself, that peace between the two broth-
ers shall be restored. It is also significant that at the very moment that the
hymn is sung, Abulu walked into the church and is said to start crying while
repeatedly mentioning Ikenna’s name. Perhaps the madman-cum-prophet
was not a person with evil intentions after all.

In my ecological reading, the lyrics of this Christian hymn serve a
twofold purpose. On the one hand, they stand in contrast to the depiction
of the Omi-Ala as a river of death and destruction, yet they simultane-
ously confirm the original status of this river as a source of purity and life.
As mentioned earlier, in pre-Christian Akure the life-giving nature of the
river Ala is linked to the deities Yemoja and Qsun, while in the hymn the
peace-giving nature of the river is linked to God. After all, the lyrics are
inspired by biblical verses such as those from the prophet Isaiah, who speaks
about God extending “peace like a river, and the wealth of nations like a
flooding stream,” and the book of Revelations, which speaks of “the river
of the water of life, as clear as crystal, flowing from the throne of God”
Christian hymns are full of these biblical references to rivers and waters,
yet these tend to be interpreted symbolically or metaphorically. An inter-
textual reading of “It Is Well” within the broader narrative of The Fishermen
connects the divine river of peace centered in the hymn to the actual, but
heavily polluted, river Omi-Ala centered in the novel. Such a reading affirms
the notion of “ecology as fullness of life,” as it affirms a holistic understand-
ing in which human and environmental ecology are interconnected.®® The
suggestion is made indirectly that the Omi-Ala is a sacred river, from the
perspective not only of indigenous religion but also of Christianity. It is
sacred because the source of its abundance, purity, peace, and life is located
in the divine, whatever name one might give to it. Thus, The Fishermen
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subtly points to the possibility of resacralizing the natural environment,
restoring the environmental referentiality of Nigerian Christianity, and
emphasizing the ethical imperatives that come with that.

Conclusion

Ecology has become a major theme in Nigerian literature over the past few
decades, and I have explored in this chapter the ways religion and specif-
ically Christianity are engaged in Nigerian eco-fiction. It is fair to say that
Christianity is treated ambivalently. Its dominant expressions—be they
missionary Christianity or contemporary Pentecostal-Charismatic Chris-
tianity—are associated with a (neo)colonial project of desacralizing the
natural environment and exploiting its natural resources. Indeed, a novel
such as Okorafor’s Lagoon is quite blunt in its dismissal of Christianity, at
least in its Pentecostal form, as a hindrance to the much-needed changes
in human mentality and attitude toward the environment, which are neces-
sary to save the earth. It suggests that the environmental future of Nigeria,
and possibly of Africa and the world at large, might be served by the disap-
pearance of Christianity, or at least of its key agents, such as Father Oke.
Obioma’s The Fishermen shares and echoes these environmental
critiques of Christianity yet is more nuanced in its treatment. First, by
foregrounding the internal diversity of Christianity in Nigeria, it avoids any
monolithic representation and generalizing critique, acknowledging and
narratively exploring the plurality of ecological perspectives and environ-
mental attitudes that exist within Christian traditions. Specifically, it features
indigenous churches such as the Celestial Church of Christ as harboring a
unique archive of ecological knowledge and practice, integrating indigenous
notions of the natural environment as sacred within a Christian framework.
In doing so, the novel clearly conveys that Christianity can be indigenized,
taking on environmental referentiality in local contexts and respecting the
subsequent environmental imperatives. Second, beyond a specific engage-
ment with indigenous Christian traditions, the novel also draws on broader
Christian texts—biblical and hymnal—to provide a layer of intertextuality
to its ecological narrative. In particular, the hymn “It Is Well” is effectively
woven into the novel to explore the possibility of resacralizing the natural
environment and restoring the environmental referentiality of Nigerian
Christianity at large. The divine river of peace alluded to in this hymn
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contrasts with, but also merges with, the heavily polluted Omi-Ala river
that is a prominent character in the novel.

At the beginning of this chapter, I quoted one of Ken Saro-Wiwa’s
poems, which speaks of “the piteous wail of sludged streams.” Obioma
gives voice to this wail by telling the story of the Omi-Ala—once a sacred
river central to the life of the community, but now desolate, polluted, and
cursed. Yet The Fishermen can also be read as a prophetic call for restor-
ing the sacredness of rivers like this, and of the natural environment they
are part of, and it imagines that possibility within the context of Nigerian
Christianities.



Chapter 5

SPIRITUAL WARFARE

Christianity, Islam, and Interreligious Recognition

Nigeria is a religiously plural society where Christianity exists alongside
several other religious traditions, most notably indigenous religions and
Islam. The relationships between these religions are complex, multifaceted,
and ever changing. In contemporary Nigeria, the relationship between
Christianity and Islam in particular is widely recognized as having signifi-
cant political, and even geopolitical, implications.! Due to historical reasons,
such as the precolonial establishment of Islamic caliphates in the north
and the colonial restriction of Christian mission activity to the south,
the following of these two religions is unequally distributed between the
predominantly Christian southern and the predominantly Muslim northern
parts of the country. Subsequently, religion adds an extra layer to, and inter-
sects in complex ways with, the already existing divisions in Nigeria such
as those relating to ethnicity, economic resources, and political influence.

There is along and complex history of interaction and exchange between
Christians and Muslims in different parts of Nigeria, which at various times
and places has been characterized by relative tolerance and peaceful coex-
istence.” Yet since the latter part of the twentieth century, the relationship
between the adherents of these religions has become increasingly fragile
and volatile, defined by growing competition and rivalry, leading to a “frac-
tured spectrum” of Christian-Muslim relations in the country.* The reasons
for this are often explained with reference to the emergence of Pentecostal-
Charismatic movements in Christianity and of reform movements in Islam,
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both of which are seen as having similar yet competing and mutually exclu-
sive religiopolitical ideologies and agendas.* Due to these movements’ strong
missionary drive and their quest for public visibility, social impact, and
political influence, Christianity and Islam in contemporary Nigeria are
frequently depicted as being involved in a “battle over the soul of the coun-
try;” although it has also been acknowledged that, due to intrareligious
competition, there is a battle within both religions—about the “heart and
soul of Islam in Nigeria, as well as Christianity”

Since Nigeria is the most populous country in Africa and is projected to
have both the third-largest Muslim and the third-largest Christian popula-
tions in the world by 2060, it is “an important test case for evolving patterns
of Christian-Muslim relations not only in Africa, but all over the globe”¢
The way these two religions and their mutual relationship develop in Nige-
ria has ramifications for the religious future of the continent, and possibly
for the world at large. Although reliable demographic data are hard to find,
the trend appears to be that Islam is growing faster than Christianity in
Nigeria; according to the Pew Research Center, the Muslim share of Nige-
ria’s population will grow from 50 percent in 2015 to 60.5 percent by 2060,
while the Christian share will drop from 48.1 percent to 37.2 percent over
the same period.” These figures are percentages, and in absolute numbers
Christianity is projected to grow in that period from close to 88 million
adherents to an estimated 174 million. Despite this tremendous numerical
growth, the faster growth of Islam is giving rise to narratives about a decline
of Christianity in Nigeria and has reinforced a concern among Nigerian
Christians about perceived growing Islamic dominance and—especially in
the northern, Muslim-dominated part of the country—religious persecution
of Christians.® It has also led to speculation among Christians, especially
Pentecostals, that Muslims have an agenda to Islamicize the country and
indeed the continent, as reflected for instance in Obinna Udenwe’s crime
thriller Satans and Shaitans.®

In this context of religious competition in which both Christians and
Muslims “tend toward a totalizing view of the other;” some Nigerian Chris-
tian leaders, especially from Pentecostal backgrounds, have introduced a
rhetoric of spiritual warfare in relation to Islam.” Spiritual warfare has
become a prominent feature of Nigerian Pentecostalism, offering Chris-
tians, in Abimbola Adelakun’s words, “powerful devices” to respond to
perceived forces of evil that they believe to be linked to the devil.” Nigerian
Christian spiritual warfare practices are located, according to the religion
scholar Nimi Wariboko, “between two regimes of discourse,” of missionary
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Christianity and indigenous religion, and are mostly concerned with what
Christians have come to perceive as the “evil power” of traditional practices,
such as witchcraft.”» However, it has been argued that Nigerian Pentecostal-
Charismatic movements, possibly under the influence of the American
Christian Right, have increasingly engaged in discursive and ritual practices
of spiritual warfare against Islam in general, or militant Islamist groups in
particular.” This is reflected, for instance, in views expressed by the influen-
tial pastor Enoch Adeboye, the general overseer of the Redeemed Christian
Church of God, captured by religion scholar Asonzeh Ukah as follows:
“For Adeboye, Islam is not simply a conflation of religion and politics, but
a spiritual force that opposes the plan of God for Nigeria.” Adeboye report-
edly is of the view that “the plan and mission of God for Nigeria is that
this country should be a Christian nation mandated to preach the second
coming of Christ to the entire world,” and subsequently Islam as an oppos-
ing spiritual force should be fought with all means.* This is one example
of spiritual warfare rhetoric shaping Christian perceptions of and attitudes
toward Islam. A literary representation of this can be found in Emmanuel
Iduma’s novel The Sound of Things to Come, in which an Anglican priest,
on the eve of an outburst of Muslim riots against Christians in Jos, reiter-
ates the belief of some Christians, obviously highly offensive to Muslims,
that “Prophet Mohammed was a demonic construct . . . imagined only to
avert gazes from the one true savior, Jesus Christ.”

Such rhetoric is not the only, or dominant, way Nigerian Christians
relate to Islam and Muslims. In fact, there exists a wide range of Chris-
tian responses to Islam in Nigeria."® Yet acknowledging that such rhetoric
exists and is embedded in broader cultures of religious competition, polit-
icization, and radicalization, I explore in this chapter how the relationship
between Christianity and Islam is represented in contemporary Nigerian
literature. More importantly, I ask how literary texts address and overcome
discourses of othering and demonization. What resources do they offer to
promote interreligious understanding and to imagine futures of interreli-
gious coexistence in Nigeria? Or, in the words of the Nigerian theologian
Simon Aihiokhai, how can literature help reimagine interfaith dialogue “as
a liberational tool for freeing religious identity from the domain of scarcity
and to positioning it within the domain of surplus?””

In view of these questions, I will discuss three texts that have Chris-
tian-Muslim relations in northern Nigeria as their central theme and which
engage this theme from a Christian point of view—that is, told from the
perspective of a Christian protagonist or written by an author of Christian
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origin. These texts are the novel Buried Beneath the Baobab Tree by Adaobi
Tricia Nwaubani, the novel Sterile Sky by E. E. Sule, and the novella Luxu-
rious Hearses by Uwem Akpan. Together, these texts present a nuanced,
multilayered depiction of Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria’s northern
region, and they complicate simplistic representations of interreligious rela-
tions and one-sided narratives about Islamic radicalization and violence.
As much as they offer insight into Christian rhetoric of spiritual warfare
against, and demonization of, Islam, their underlying quest is to promote
interreligious understanding and coexistence and to transform a politics
of religious alterity into what Aihiokhai describes as an “interfaith theol-
ogy of recognition.” Importantly, these texts do imagine such recognition
not through any formal interfaith dialogue but through an everyday praxis
of interreligious neighborliness. This is essential because, as another Nige-
rian theologian, Marinus Iwuchukwu, has put it, “being good neighbors
to each other is indispensable for peaceful coexistence between northern
Nigerian Christian and Muslim residents.”® The chapter begins with discuss-
ing Nwaubani’s novel, which explicitly uses the term “spiritual warfare” to
frame Christian-Muslim relations in the context of the rise of Boko Haram,
and then continues by discussing two texts with more nuanced accounts.

The “Beasts” of Boko Haram

Centering around a young girl nicknamed Ya Ta (Hausa for “my daughter,”
as she is the only girl among her five brothers), Buried Beneath the Baobab
Tree offers a narrative account of the spread and impact of Boko Haram, the
Islamist militant group that is widely seen as posing “a credible threat” to
Nigeria’s democratic and multireligious order.” Inspired by the well-docu-
mented Chibok crisis of April 2014, when Boko Haram kidnapped 276 girls
from their secondary school in the town of Chibok, northeast Nigeria, this
novel tells the story of Ya Ta and two of her close friends, Sarah and Aisha,
who are abducted during a Boko Haram raid of their village. Although
Nwaubani has also worked as a journalist and in the process of writing this
novel conducted interviews with young women who were kidnapped by
Boko Haram, she chose to write about these events in fictional form.> In
contrast, the novelist Helon Habila opted to write a book-length nonfiction
report about the same events, published as The Chibok Girls. Yet highlight-
ing the fluidity between these two genres, Nwaubani describes her novel as
“a piece of journalism masquerading as fiction,” while explaining her choice
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to write fiction by saying: “Fictionalizing the experiences of the thousands
of women and girls kidnapped by the Boko Haram terrorist group is sort of
my way of hijacking the interest of people who normally don’t pay attention
to the news”” Published by an imprint of the American publisher Harp-
erCollins Children’s, the novel aims at a global audience of young readers.
The intended readership is reflected in the book’s style, written in accessi-
ble English and with short chapters, many just a page long.

Nwaubani is of Igbo origin and grew up in a Christian family in Abia
state, southeast Nigeria, and so her writing on this subject is perhaps
sensitive, as it touches on the question “Who speaks for Boko Haram’s
victims?,” given that these victims are mostly from Nigeria’s northeastern
ethnic communities.” Yet given that the Chibok crisis was widely reported
in Western media and gave rise to a global movement under the hashtag
#BringBackOurGirls, Buried Beneath the Baobab Tree is an important text,
as it offers a unique, creative Nigerian perspective. As has been pointed out,
“There is much to learn from the way Nigerians themselves speak to the
Boko Haram crisis, often in ways that point to a deep longing for a peace-
ful multireligious and multiethnic society”

The first part of the novel is set in a village in Borno state, in north-
eastern Nigeria, which borders Cameroon, Chad, and Niger, which is also
the region where Boko Haram emerged in the early 2000s and has caused
what has been described as “a new phase of violence” and even a “total
war.>* Village life is narratively depicted as an idyllic case of interreligious
coexistence between Muslim and Christian families, with adherents of both
faiths coming together to share life events such as naming and wedding
ceremonies; the village school caters for Christian and Muslim pupils alike,
and both Christian and Muslim children use the Hausa/Arabic word Allah
for God. Thus, the novel draws attention to the presence of indigenous
Hausa-speaking Christian communities in northern Nigeria, which “does
not readily fit the usual political narratives” according to which Hausa and
other northern groups, such as the Fulani and Kanuri, are Muslim, with
Christianity being associated with immigrants from the south.”

Moreover, it narratively portrays neighborliness as happening “in
the local context where religious people interact daily” and as leading to
friendship that “diminishes the distorted perception of mutual mistrust
and suspicion.* Thus, Ya Ta and Sarah, both from Christian families, are
close friends with Aisha, a Muslim girl who dropped out of school after
being married to her husband, Malam Isa, at a young age. Malam Isa, in
turn, is happy for Ya Ta and Sarah to come to watch movies with Aisha,
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with whom he is deeply in love, and is also friends with Malam Emmanuel,
who is a youth leader at the local church. This peaceful harmony is possi-
ble, the novel suggests, because Muslims in the village are moderate. Malam
Isa, in particular, is portrayed as representing a mild version of Islam. He
interprets his faith as “a religion of peace” and invokes the memory of the
Prophet Muhammad living peacefully with Christians and Jews to make the
case that “all Muslims are to love all and be just to all regardless of religion”
(81). Ya Ta describes him as “a good Muslim man” who takes the instruc-
tions of the Quran seriously by giving alms generously (161). Clearly, the
novel seeks to interrogate the “prominent notion in Nigeria” that “northern
Muslims are, by definition, violence prone” by highlighting cultures of reli-
gious tolerance between Muslims and Christian minorities in the region.”
Notably, the novel does not engage in a similar apologetic about Christi-
anity, seemingly taking for granted this religion’s peaceful character.

The idyll of village life is threatened by rumors of Boko Haram activity
in the region, causing anxiety among Christians and Muslims alike but also
causing tensions between the two groups.” Ya Ta’s growing concern about
the situation is reinforced by the radio reports on BBC Hausa, which her
father listens to daily, illustrating that “millions of Nigerians, particularly
those in the North, religiously listen to the BBC”» These reports make her
increasingly worried whether her childhood dream—studying at a board-
ing school in Maiduguri, the capital of Borno state, for which she sat the
admission exams—will ever be realized. In the village, speculation about
the threat posed by Boko Haram becomes the talk of the day. Pushed by a
question from Malam Emmanuel about Boko Haram’s claim to be repre-
senting true Islam, Malam Isa is forced to defend his religion by arguing
that “they are not reading the same Quran that I read every day” (82). This
echoes a point made by Aisha to Ya Ta that Boko Haram’s version of Islam
is “from inside their heads, not from the holy Quran” (52).

Indeed, a common theme throughout the novel is the question of what
“true” Islam is, which narratively demonstrates the notion of Islam as a
“discursive tradition.”?* On the one hand, there is Malam Isa, who argues
that Muslims are not allowed to attack others except as a form of defense
and that killing people of other faiths is “a great sin against Allah” (81).
There is also Malam Shettima, who takes issue with Boko Haram’s rejec-
tion of Western types of education, arguing that “the very first revelation
from Allah to the Prophet Muhammad was the word Read” (82). On the
other hand, Boko Haram fighters are cited as claiming that they are “doing
the work of God,” because “we must make a river for Allah with the blood
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of infidels” (132, 215). Boko Haram militants, called rijale, are repeatedly
described in negative terms, such as “bandits,” “ruffians,” “hooligans,” “crim-
inals,” and “human beasts,” to convey the evil that they represent (78, 81, 82,
134). Yet while Ya Ta’s friend Aisha, who after the kidnapping is raped by
one of the fighters, processes her trauma by reminding herself that “this is
not Islam,” Sarah (by then renamed Zainab) gradually adjusts to her new
situation, embraces her new identity as a rijale wife, and defends the fight-
ers by saying: “BH are not really bad people. They are only trying to change
the world for Allah” (155, 227).

The novel portrays not only northern Nigerian Muslim responses to,
and debates about, Boko Haram but also, and more prominently, Chris-
tian perspectives toward the imminent threat of Islamist militant violence.
When the news reports about Boko Haram activity in the region are multi-
plying, one Sunday morning Pastor Moses disrupts the usual order of the
service in the village church, calling upon the congregation to join in prayer:
“Let us lift our voices in prayer for our brothers and sisters in other parts
of Borno State who are being killed by Boko Haram. . . . Let us pray that
God will deliver them from this evil” (52). The pastor himself asks God to
send angels to watch over, and protect, those in danger and to “deliver them
from this present darkness” (53). The belief in angels is quite common in
Nigeria, among Christians and Muslims alike, and interestingly it has been
suggested as a possible “panacea to religious harmony” between adherents
of the two faiths.>* As the reports of raids are coming closer and closer to
the village, Pastor Moses underlines the need for more intense spiritual
mobilization, announcing a full month of “urgent prayer and fasting for the
entire church,” saying: “We must rise up together and wage spiritual warfare
against the forces of darkness behind Boko Haram” (83). In these pages there
is a shift from a discourse of deliverance to a discourse of spiritual warfare.
The language of deliverance is used in relation to the threat posed by Boko
Haram to others—fellow Nigerians in other parts of Borno state—while
the notion of spiritual warfare is used when the threat comes to the village
itself. This suggests that deliverance and spiritual warfare operate on a simi-
lar discursive and ritual register—they are both “powerful devices,” as the
Africanist scholar Adelakun calls it, seeking to mobilize spiritual power in
the face of perceived evil—but that there is a scale of intensity, with spiritual
warfare being more forceful and concerned with combating the demonic
forces believed to be behind evil.** As Ya Ta contemplates in response to
Pastor Moses’s call: “T hope that Boko Haram will be annihilated with our
prayers” (83). Notably, the denominational background of the village church
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is undefined in the novel, the implicit suggestion perhaps being that it can
be a church of any denomination in the Protestant spectrum.

The month of prayer and fasting does not actually take place—Boko
Haram raids the village before the preparations are finished, with the shoot-
ing of machine guns replacing the utterance of any “machine gun prayer,”
as spiritual warfare prayer has been described.® Nevertheless, the novel’s
invocation of spiritual warfare rhetoric is significant in the light of the afore-
mentioned discourses of spiritual warfare against Islam in which the latter is
sometimes directly or indirectly depicted as a “religion of Satan” or “a spir-
itual force that opposes the plan of God for Nigeria.”»* Buried Beneath the
Baobab Tree clearly seeks to stay away from such a demonization of Islam
and Muslims generally—as discussed earlier, it painstakingly makes the
case that there are many “good” Muslims and that “true” Islam is peaceful.
It also shows that these “good” Muslims, such as Malam Isa and Aisha, are
victims of Boko Haram, too—Isa is killed during the raid, while Aisha does
not survive her period of abduction. In fact, through the repeated claims
made by the “good” Muslim characters that Boko Haram is “not Islam” and
has “nothing to do with Islam” (155, 157), the novel reinforces the view that
the sect and its members are not genuinely Muslim, merely “appropriating
Islam as their ideology” to support their political agenda while “misrepre-
senting the Islamic faith and community”* Indeed, conveying this point is
explicitly part of Nwaubani’s agenda, as she reflects in an interview: “It was
essential for me to show in my novel that Boko Haram is not Islam.” Inter-
estingly, she links this to her own identity as a Christian, which has opened
her eyes and led to a realization that “the most wicked people in this world
are religious people;” as they find ways to use the teachings of their faith—
be it Christian, Islamic, or otherwise—to “perpetuate their cruelty”*

Yet while the novel seeks to “save Islam” from the association with
violent religious extremism, there is a clear tendency to demonize Boko
Haram, describing the movement as “evil” and its fighters as “human beasts”
(52, 134). Interestingly, this conflicts with Nwaubani’s own warning, in a
2014 opinion piece, about the risk of depicting Boko Haram fighters as
“superstar monsters.”” The trope of demonization becomes rather explicit
in the narrative about Ya Ta’s (by then renamed Salamatu) first night with
the rijale she has been forced to marry, when there is a flashback to Pastor
Moses warning that “the devil, the devourer, will often come to you in the
form of a man,” the implication being that the devil manifests itself in this
Boko Haram fighter (193). It echoes the language used by one prominent
Nigerian Pentecostal pastor, David Oyedepo, who, in a sermon preached
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in 2014, referred to Boko Haram forces as “demonic devils” and “Islamic
demons” who should be killed.?®* Adelakun, in her book about spiritual
warfare, has made the following general observation: “Given that Nigerian
churches operate in a society where the contending forces of other religions
(a.k.a. Islam) [are] strong, they were self-conscious about being perceived
as weak people who could be bullied and beaten.”* This might apply even
more to churches in Muslim-dominated northern Nigeria, as represented
by the fictive Christ the King church where Pastor Moses calls for spiritual
warfare, if only to overcome any perception of weakness and powerless-
ness in the wake of militant threats.

By including this demonizing narrative, the novel also subscribes to
what has been identified as a problematic “subframe” in Nigerian media
discourses about Boko Haram—that is, a frame invested in “the othering
of Boko Haram and in presenting it as an enemy of the Nigerian people”+
This framing risks turning a blind eye to the social, economic, and politi-
cal conditions that have led to the emergence of the group in the first place,
as well as to the violence enacted by military forces against communities
associated with Boko Haram. The Africanist scholar Abiodun Alao, in his
book about religious violence in Nigeria, has observed that “Boko Haram
is a grossly misunderstood movement, due in part to their own secrecy and
in part to the media trivializing its messages.”** Buried Beneath the Baobab
Tree does not so much seek to enhance the public understanding of Boko
Haram, its beliefs, and its motivations; rather, it reiterates widely known
notions of the movement being against Western education and democracy.
Instead, the novel seeks to represent the impact of the group’s violent activ-
ities on local communities from the perspective of its victims, Christians
and Muslims alike, especially female youths who “bear the brunt of insur-
gency-induced traumas the most”+

During the raid, most male villagers are killed by Boko Haram, includ-
ing Muslim men such as Malam Isa. Women and young boys, on the other
hand, are kidnapped and taken deep into the Sambisa Forest, which is the
setting of the second half of the novel. Having seen her father and brothers
killed before her eyes, Ya Ta is abducted, together with her friends Sarah
and Aisha. Upon arrival in the camp, the Christian girls are forced to aban-
don their faith and convert to Islam, after which they are trained to become
“good” Muslim women and wives to the rijale. The one girl who refuses and
instead sticks to her faith in Jesus is killed before the eyes of the others. Ya
Ta, although “happy with being a Christian,” prioritizes the desire to save
her life (114). If the narrative point here is that martyrdom is exceptional
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and that most believers are likely to abandon their faith to save their lives,
it stands in stark contrast with a passage earlier in the novel, where Pastor
Moses preaches: “As a Christian, you have Jesus Christ living in you. This
makes you a victor in life, irrespective of what you pass through. Youre
unconquerable. Every challenge you pass through is just a springboard to
your next level of glory, no matter how dire the situation” (32). The novel’s
suggestion seems to be that this gospel of “victorious living” turns out to
be somewhat shallow in the face of persecution, as the latter requires prag-
matism in order to survive.®

Indeed, at the moment of their forced conversion, Ya Ta wonders
whether Pastor Moses would be ashamed of members of his church aban-
doning their faith. Ashamed or not, Pastor Moses might also take some
pride because Ya Ta, even after her forced conversion, refuses to accept the
notion of Boko Haram as representing “true” Islam, and she, having finally
managed to escape from the camp in the forest, still remembers the Lord’s
Prayer. After her escape, Ya Ta—by then pregnant—ends up in a UNICEF
camp, where Pastor Moses finds her. The moment he recognizes her, the
pastor exclaims that Ya Ta’s mother—who escaped kidnapping as she was
away from the village during the raid—"never stopped praying that God
would bring you back home to her” (291). With these words on its closing
page, the novel suggests that prayer, after all, might be effective—espe-
cially the prayer of a mother, which in popular Nigerian Christian belief is
considered particularly powerful.#

Where Ya Ta survives her abduction, her two friends do not. Aisha dies
after giving birth in the camp, while Zainab tragically dies in a suicide bomb
attack for which her husband put her forward. The story of Ya Ta’s survival
illustrates that the new name she was given while in the camp—Salamatu,
meaning “safety”—turned out to be a “good omen,” after all (143). Yet who
ensured her safety? Pastor Moses believes it is thanks to God, in response
to her mother’s unyielding prayers. Yet another key to this question might
be found in the reference to the baobab tree in the novel’s title. On several
occasions, the novel features this tree as an important part of social life in
the village but also attaches sacred meaning to it. The baobab is referred
to as the “tree of life” (8), echoing a tradition in West African literature in
which the baobab is associated with the biblical story of the paradisal tree of
life (Genesis 2:9).% At the same time, the novel invokes indigenous mythol-
ogy about the baobab being thrown down from the sky by one of the gods,
landing upside down, yet continuing to grow, to explain its unique form. It
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further alludes, early in the story, to the popular belief that the fruits and
leaves of this tree have healing powers and offer protection against evil spir-
its—beliefs that are dismissed by Pastor Moses as “superstition” (9). Later
in the novel, the baobab features again. Ya Ta / Salamatu and her friend
Sarah/Zainab, while in the camp, are searching for vegetables in the forest
to still their hunger, and they are excited to find a baobab tree. Yet instead
of picking its nutritious fruits, they are made to vomit by the pungent smell
of rotting flesh—the bodies of those who have been killed and thrown in
a mass grave beneath the tree. The tree of life has become a tree of death.
Paradise has become hell. The novel, so to speak, turns upside down the
symbolic meaning of the baobab to evocatively capture Boko Haram’s devas-
tating impact on life in northeastern Nigeria. Yet the story of Ya Tas survival
can also be seen as a hopeful suggestion that, perhaps, the forces of protec-
tion, healing, and harmony, as symbolized by the baobab, in the end will
be stronger than the destructive powers of religious radicalization.

In her journalistic writing, too, Nwaubani has argued that there is an
alternative to the rhetoric of spiritual warfare between adherents of differ-
ent religions, most notably Christianity and Islam, in northern Nigeria:
dialogue, as a way to rebuild trust and to “begin the healing process*
Although Nwaubani, in this novel as well as her journalistic writings and
media contributions, clearly expresses alarm about the potential of religion
to cause division, tension, and violence, she is not a critic of religion alto-
gether. Instead, she is convinced that religion, be it Christianity or Islam,
“could turn out to be one of Africa’s greatest assets”# The key to religion
being an asset lies in its ability to promote peace, harmony, and coexis-
tence, as depicted in the novel’s opening chapters. The limitation of the
novel, however, is that it takes the peaceful nature of Christianity, and its
ability to embrace religious pluralism, for granted, while Muslim charac-
ters have to defend these values in relation to Islam. Written by an author
from a Christian background and told from the perspective of a Christian
protagonist, the novel misses the opportunity for a self-critical introspec-
tion on the ambivalent role that Christianity has played in building a culture
of interreligious neighborliness in northern Nigeria. It illustrates a critical
observation by Iwuchukwu that “there is a tendency for many Christians
[in Nigeria] to be defensive and in denial of the existence of any so-called
Christian militancy;” which he argues is because “Christians will tradition-
ally lay claims to the injunction for peace, love, and forgiveness that are
paramount teachings of Christ”+
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Beyond “the Death-Dance of Violent Religions"

From Buried Beneath the Baobab Tree one might get the impression that
the emergence of Boko Haram is to be blamed for disturbing the hitherto
peaceful coexistence of Muslims and Christians in northeastern Nigeria.
However, the crisis caused by the Boko Haram resurgence is only a recent
chapter in a longer history of religious tension, conflict, and violence in
postindependence Nigeria. In his study of this complex history, Alao criti-
cally observes that “contrary to what is often assumed, no religion in Nigeria
has a monopoly on violence, and all three main sectors in the country—
Islam, Christianity, and traditional religions—have engaged in violence and
threatened to use it, although the scale of their actions has been different.”+
The novel Sterile Sky, by the writer E. E. Sule (pen name of Sule Emman-
uel Egya, an established literary scholar), seeks to acknowledge this reality,
especially in relation to violence between Christians and Muslims in north-
ern Nigeria, which Sule experienced himself when growing up in Kano
and belonging to an ethnic minority, making the novel “somewhat autobi-
ographical”>* Published in 2012, in the prestigious African Writers Series
that had just been relaunched by Pearson Education, the novel won the
2013 Commonwealth Book Prize (Africa Region). Although written for an
international audience, the copious use of Nigerian English gives the novel
alocal flavor. The story is set in Kano, the second-largest city in the country
and the capital of Kano state in northern Nigeria. It is also a city that, since
the Maitatsine riots of the early 1980s—“the first major violence attributed
to Islam”—has been at the center of religious violence in the region.”’ The
novel, described by the author as “a story of a destitute family in a time of
ethno-religious crisis,” focuses on a later phase in this history.>* It opens
with a horrifying story of mob violence by Muslims against Christians that
was incited by a crusade of the German evangelist Reinhard Bonnke, in
Kano, which took place in October 1991.

Sterile Sky’s opening pages capture two important developments in
Nigerian Christianity in that period. First, the revivalist campaigns of Euro-
pean and American evangelical figures, such as Reinhard Bonnke, Billy
Graham, and Benny Hinn, from the late 1980s had become “an increas-
ingly important element in African Christianity” in general, and Nigerian
Christianity specifically.”* Bonnke was the founder and director of Christ
for all Nations, and his ministry was particularly focused on Africa.>* From
the mid-1980s, he began to visit Nigeria, initially the southern part of the
country, until in 1991 he announced a crusade in Kano, hosted by the local
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branch of the Christian Association of Nigeria, reportedly under the theme
of “tearing down the strongholds of Islam s Illustrating the negative impact
of international evangelical actors on a volatile interreligious environment,
the announcement of this crusade was, understandably, ill received by the
majority Muslim population. Initially peaceful protests led to riots in which
reportedly about three hundred people were killed. According to Ezekiel
Ajani, “this negative incident earned Bonnke a ban from that part of the
country, and contributed to make him popular elsewhere”® Thus, second,
the opening of Sterile Sky captures this tragic incident, which heralded a new
phase of religious violence in northern Nigeria, described by the historian
Toyin Falola as “the age of warfare” in the 1990s.5” The episode in question
can be classified, in Alao’s words, as “Islamic violence as a reaction to the
perceived provocation of other religions”® In this case, the provocation
was caused by an evangelizing campaign that was believed to be aimed at
converting Muslims and undermining the historical Islamic character of
Kano.

Written in a gripping style, the novel’s opening pages tell how the teen-
age protagonist, Murtala, suddenly sees violence erupt on the streets around
Sabon Gari, a high-density part of Kano city with a mostly Christian popu-
lation originating from other parts of the country.® A kiosk covered with
Bonnke’s posters is set on fire by a chanting mob, while the vendor cries
for God to save her life. A fruit hawker standing close to Murtala explains
what is going on: “Dem say dey no wan Bonnke to come Kano. I no know
why the man come by all means sef” (2). Once he has managed to make
it home safely, Murtala overhears his parents debating Bonnke’s visit. His
father, Baba, expresses a similar skepticism as the hawker, arguing that this
“white man” should rather have stayed in his home country and preached
to his own people, instead of causing unrest in Kano. His devout mother,
Mama, on the other hand, says that “a man sent by God to perform miracles”
should be welcomed, reflecting the strong emphasis of Bonnke’s campaigns
on staging miracles (3). The next day, Murtala wakes up to news of Christian
residents having set the main mosque in Sabon Gari on fire, and he over-
hears a neighbor Muslim boy threatening: “We’ll burn all their churches!
We'll kill them” (6).

Chapter 2 narrates how this threat becomes reality, with Muslim riot-
ers moving from house to house in the neighborhood. Murtala’s family
is hiding in their home, with Mama whispering prayers for protection to
“Jehovah our Lord” as the chanting of rioters and the screaming of their
victims become louder (7). They hear the family next door being killed

137



138

DECOLONIZING CHRISTIANITIES IN CONTEMPORARY NIGERIAN LITERATURE

ruthlessly, including Murtala’s friend, Helen, but Murtala’s family narrowly
escapes death, thanks to a Muslim neighbor who convinces the rioters
that the residents have left the house. The family finds safety at the police
station, flooded with refugees, yet tragedy catches up with them as Murta-
la’s younger brother, Ukpo, is hit by a car in the chaos and dies. This is the
beginning of the family falling apart. In the aftermath of the events, Murtala’s
parents become estranged and the struggle for economic survival inten-
sifies, with his mother (a petty trader) seeking refuge in her faith and his
father (a police officer who loses his job) becoming increasingly depressed.
Murtala, as the oldest son, tries to keep the family together while coming
to terms with his own trauma and loss.

Sterile Sky offers a complex, nuanced, and insightful account of Chris-
tian-Muslim relations in the context of religious violence in northern
Nigeria. The novel addresses the question of the cause of such violence
while avoiding simple answers. Although opening with a portrayal of a
Muslim mob rioting against Christians, the story also alludes to the possi-
bility that this was a response to Christian provocation, as Bonnke’s crusade
had undermined the delicate balance of interreligious coexistence in Kano at
a time of increasing religious competition between Christianity and Islam in
the region and in the country at large. Thus, the novel appears to sympathize
with the point that “any careful observer of Kano’s social and political reality
would not fail to conclude that things were not likely to go well with Bonnke’s
proposed visit”® Moreover, the novel makes repeated mention of Christian
violence against Muslims, too, first suggesting that it was a “counter-
offensive” in response to Muslim violence, but later—when narrating a
conversation among Murtala’s school friends—also alluding to the possi-
bility that Christians may have initiated it (6, 42).” Whoever started it,
Babass take is that the mutual killings are the result of people “using their
loud religions” (44), the plural indicating that radicalization among Chris-
tians and Muslims alike is to be blamed for an ongoing cycle of violence,
with religious beliefs being instrumentalized as a justification. Another
character, named Omodiale, goes even further, referring to Christians and
Muslims as “children of Cain,” thus turning around the racist myth that
associates the mark of Cain with Blackness and instead associating it with
the curse of monotheistic religions, in particular Western Christian colo-
nial and colonizing forces that “killed all our Jesuses so that they could use
their Jesus to rob us” (89-90). He further argues that violence is not the
result of recent processes of religious radicalization but is an inherent part
of any religious tradition, and indeed of human civilization. In his cynical
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view, “the tradition of killing people and taking their land, rooted in Chris-
tianity and Islam, has continued throughout all ages. . . . The foundation of
the world and its religions is laid on violence. Even our primitive societies
were founded on violence” (88, 91). As a “vernacular intellectual,” Omodi-
ale deconstructs religious difference by identifying violence at the heart of
any religion.*

Where the novel Buried Beneath the Baobab Tree invokes the notion of
spiritual warfare as a discursive practice, Sterile Sky shows how easily spiri-
tual warfare can turn into physical violence. For instance, one of Murtala’s
neighbors announces that he is about to join an “army” of Christians who
have “sworn they would confront the jihadists in what threatened to be a
total war” (257-58). As much as the idea of such a “Christian militia,” accord-
ing to Alao, may long have been considered an “oxymoron” in Nigeria, in
2011 such a group did actually emerge, in Kaduna state.®® Preempting this
development, the novel conveys the key point that Christianity is not too
distant from violence either. The novel’s refusal to point at one religious
group as the wrongdoers is perhaps best summarized in the observation
by Murtala that “the crisis was between Christians and Muslims,” which
avoids blaming either of the groups (42). Notably, the rioters in Sterile Sky
are depicted as belonging to the youth and disenfranchised, and perhaps
religion is only the veneer to express their much more deeply rooted social,
economic, and political frustrations. This aligns with another theme in the
novel, a critique of structural adjustment programs, mainly expressed by
Baba, who sees these international donor-imposed programs as a set of
policies through which people are “adjusted into poverty and violence” (46).
By alluding to this broader socioeconomic and political-economic context,
the novel also indirectly asks to what extent religious violence is, actually,
religious.

Sterile Sky further conveys the point that tensions and violence between
different religious groups in northern Nigeria are intricately connected to
ethnic divisions, especially between the predominantly Muslim Hausa,
who originate from the region, and the predominantly Christian Igbo and
other southerners who migrated to the north during and after the colonial
period. For instance, a connection is made in passing between the current
Muslim-Christian conflict and the history of the Nigerian Civil War, during
which “Hausa people had fought strangers” and “killed many Igbos” (44).
And later in the novel, there is a story of Igbo Christian youth hunting two
women they believe to be Hausa and Muslim, setting them ablaze. Thus, the
novel clearly illustrates that in Nigeria, “religion has become interwoven
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with the politics of the nation’s ethnopolitical divide** Interestingly, the
ethnic group that Murtala belongs to is not stated, although his parents are
said to come from a village in Plateau state, central Nigeria, which is popu-
lated by various ethnic minority groups.

As much as Sterile Sky addresses religious and ethnic divisions, it also
seeks to disrupt monolithic representations of particular groups as evil.
As the literary scholar Nathan Suhr-Sytsma has observed, the novel seeks
to deconstruct a binary, oppositional representation of religious identities
by presenting “Christians and Muslims not as doubles of each other but as
diverse members of a shared community.”® Thus, the story about Murtala’s
family having narrowly survived the killings by Hausa rioters tells how on
their way to the police station they pass many Hausa people in the neighbor-
hood watching them, “looking sad and sympathetic” (14). This is reiterated
later in the story, when the family flees to the police station again, to escape
another eruption of violence. As mentioned earlier, the family’s life is saved
thanks to the intervention of one Muslim neighbor who later explains his
motivation by saying: “Prophet Muhammadu sallalahu alaihum wassalam
enjoins us to welcome strangers and live with them. It’s the strangers that
bring the things we need that we don’t have” (71).

This neighbor exemplifies the “good Muslim,” motivated by his faith to
respect and protect the lives of others, thus undermining any simple equa-
tion of Islam to violence. When Murtala’s family, after the first riots, moves
to a new place, they end up at a tenement house with residents from diverse
ethnic and religious backgrounds—Hausa, Fulani, Yoruba, Igbo, Christian,
Muslim—who live together as a very ordinary example of what has been
called “dialogue of life’—that is, “the ongoing social phenomenon where
people are required to interact healthily with neighbors, friends, family,
and co-workers of different religions,” which Iwuchukwu considers key to
religious pluralism in northern Nigeria.*® Thus, their daily interactions are
narratively depicted as peaceful and playful, with their joint enemy being
the landlord who frequently visits to collect rent. At the moment that the
next riots break out, one of their neighbors, Baba Fatima, tells the Chris-
tian residents that there is no need for them to run anywhere because “Na
Muslim I be. And oder Muslims dey here. We go protect you people wey be
Christians. Na one big family we be” (251). When the family decides to seek
safety at the police station anyway, their Hausa Muslim neighbors express
their sympathy. Thus, through these characters—pace Omodiale—the novel
suggests that interreligious and interethnic neighborliness is possible, even
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in the face of threats of violence, and that the underlying values enabling
this can be inspired by religious traditions.

Another division addressed in the novel is that of social class. Murta-
la’s school friend Ola comes from an upper-class and mixed-faith family,
his father being Christian and his mother Muslim; when Murtala first hears
about this, he is astonished that such an arrangement is even possible and
asks: “How did they come to like each other? Christians and Muslims always
hate each other;,” to which Ola simply answers that it is about love (73).
Olass father pays for Murtala’s school fees when his own father is unable to,
although the latter does not accept this easily. In the aftermath of the second
round of riots, the family is offered refuge at Ola’s house, with Murtala
initially managing to persuade his mother to accept until she decides a
few days later that they will move to the village instead. Thus, as much as
this thread conveys the point that interreligious marriage and cross-class
friendship, empathy, and support are possible, it also narrates the difficul-
ties of transcending deeply rooted social divisions.

Lastly, and perhaps most intimately, the novel offers a profound insight
into religious meaning-making in the midst and the aftermath of interreli-
gious violence. The most devout character is Murtala’s mother, who leads
family devotions at home and is an active member of her church women’s
fellowship. The church that she and her family attend is not described in
any detail. Brief references to the practice of multiple offerings and paying
tithes; to posters of the Virgin Mary, a crucifix, and Jesus with a halo hang-
ing in the pastor’s office; and to the pastor’s concern with the devil indicate
a combination of Catholic, Protestant, and Pentecostal elements that,
probably deliberately, makes any straightforward denominational iden-
tification impossible. In any case, Mama is depicted as a devout, praying,
and Bible-reading Christian woman. When the riots break out and the
family is in acute danger, she calls upon “Jehovah our Lord” and “the God
of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob” for protection, while expressing her faith that
“God forbid, they’ll not kill us, in Jesus’ name” (7, 8, 10). The latter state-
ment can be seen as a positive confession, which is an utterance of faith
through which God’s promises—in this case, the promise of protection—
are claimed in the present. After the death of her son Ukpo, we read that
she started “accusing God of bringing such sorrow upon her” (30). One
might think that she is losing her faith as a result of her grief. Yet uttering
accusations to God in situations of profound loss and existential crisis is
not uncommon in Nigerian Christian cultures, especially in indigenous
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churches where the language from the biblical books of Psalms and Lamen-
tations has shaped everyday spirituality.”” Against the same background,
one can read the harrowing cries that Murtala overhears when the neigh-
boring family is being slaughtered during the first riots—“Jesus, where are
you?,” and “God na you I blame!” (9, 10)—as echoing the language of bibli-
cal lament Psalms, which, for instance, read “My God, my God, why have
you forsaken me?”*® These raw utterances of the classic question of divine
presence in the face of evil are not necessarily an expression of unbelief
but, in indigenous religions as well as in indigenized forms of Christian-
ity, reflect a dynamic relationship with the divine in which believers may
confront God about any afflictions they face.®

Another example of local Christian vernacular is reflected in Mama’s
prayer for the well-being of her children, in which she says: “God, are
you there? Do you see what’s happening to my children? Do you want to
disgrace me, God? Come to our aid, Almighty God, you who led the chil-
dren of Israel through turbulent times, you who saved us from the killers
in Kano. Come to my aid. If it is witches that are after us, let the fire from
above consume them. If it is the spirit of sickness that is after my children,
God prove that you exist for me as you do for others” (83). What stands
out here is the language of lamenting and petitioning God, the way the
memory of God’s activity in the past, as narrated in the Bible, is evoked to
call for God’s intervention in the present, and the invocation of God’s curse
and wrath on the forces of witchcraft believed to be behind the threats that
the family is facing. The prayer exemplifies what the biblical scholar David
Adamo has described as “African cultural hermeneutics at work,” partic-
ularly in situations of pain, suffering, and distress.”> Where Mama keeps
pleading with God, as an expression of her strong faith, other characters
in the novel demonstrate skepticism toward religion, and indeed to faith in
God. Baba, never a fervent churchgoer anyway, becomes more and more
cynical as his depression deepens. For him, God acts, at best, randomly, tell-
ing Christians and Muslims to kill one another when he likes, while further
musing that “even God forgets people” (202). He, as well as Omodiale, list
several “black saviours” (90, 284) to suggest that African resistance to and,
possibly, redemption from the cycle of religious violence come from the
continent and its diaspora rather than from any imported religion.

At the end of the novel, Baba experiences some sort of enlightenment,
and he implores Murtala to stay away from people who are “enslaved to
Islam and Christianity, two foreign religions tied together by violence” (283).
Murtala himself, repeatedly referred to by his mother as “the rational one”
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because of his intelligence and his tendency to think about things, increas-
ingly questions his mother’s faith. On the day he returns to school after
the riots, and the names of students who died are being commemorated,
with both Christian and Muslim prayers being offered, he is unable to join
in: “T did not wish to pray anymore with the religions that had triggered
the violence in which Ukpo and Helen perished” (40). Later in the story,
when his father has gone missing and Mama spends the whole night pray-
ing for her husband to return, Murtala considers it a waste of time, and he
wonders whether God will ever listen to his mother’s persistent prayers.
From his point of view, “If I ever met God, if I ever convinced myself that
he would actually listen to me, I would ask him just one question: why did
things never go right for my family?” (221). In response to his growing
skepticism, Mama admonishes Murtala for his “tendency to blaspheme”
and warns him “to be careful the way you talk about God” (265). Yet by
then it is already clear that her son has departed from the Christian faith
of his mother. Given Sule’s comment that Sterile Sky is “somewhat autobi-
ographical” and that his own childhood experience of religious violence
in Kano has “profoundly influenced” his “attitude towards religion today,”
one wonders about the convergence between Sule’s standpoint and that of
Murtala as his main protagonist.”

In the closing chapter of the novel, Murtala finds his father in a deso-
late place out of the city, after he has a dream in which his deceased brother,
Ukpo, reveals himself through a whirlwind and tells him where Baba is
hiding. The whirlwind could well be a reference to the Wind, which is
central in the spirituality of Murtala’s grandmother (and, to some extent,
Baba), which we read about earlier. For instance, Grandmama refers to
Murtala as “Son of the Wind” and underlines the need for him to come to
the village for initiation “so that we connect you to the Wind and the Wind
will be your eternal companion and protector” (119). This narrative thread
alludes to the belief in the spirit or goddess of the wind, known in Yoruba
tradition as Oya but also found in other West African indigenous religions.”
For Grandmama, the spirituality of the Wind is the alternative to what she
calls “the death-dance of violent religions,” and she implores Murtala to
connect to this ancestral wisdom of the past and to embrace the dreams
through which the ancestors reveal their wisdom to him (123). When, on
the novel’s closing page, Baba blesses Murtala with the words “your path
is that of light,” it is a confirmation of Grandmamas earlier prophecy that
Murtala is “the regenerative spirit of our ancestors” (286, 123). On a meta
level, the narrative suggestion is that reclaiming indigenous spirituality may
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offer a way out of the cycle of interreligious violence that has kept north-
ern Nigeria in a deadlock. This suggestion, which is not developed in any
detail, aligns with arguments put forward by the prominent Nigerian intel-
lectual Wole Soyinka that indigenous religions could remedy the current
climate of religious competition and rivalry. Referring to Yoruba religion,
Soyinka writes: “This ancient religion . . . proposes that ‘warfare’ between
religions need not be”” Although historically, indigenous religions have
indeed been defined by a sense of “inclusive pluralism,” this suggestion
overlooks the fact that, in recent years, these religions have also become
associated with Nigerian cultures of violence.”

Interestingly, it is the male characters in Sterile Sky who represent a
severe critique of religion, particularly of the monotheistic religions of
Christianity and Islam. Mama, as the central female character, is the one
who retains her Christian faith, even if she laments God for the catastro-
phe of violence and suffering happening to her family and community.
Sule appears to deliberately narrate contesting voices and views regard-
ing religion—Christianity, Islam, and indigenous religion—in Sterile Sky,
using the novel as a dialogical space to explore and critique the way reli-
gion in northern Nigeria has become intricately connected to economies
of violence. Clearly, the novel reflects the author’s self-stated commitment
“to deconstruct anti-human religious and cultural conventions,” which he
considers key to the work of northern Nigerian Anglophone writers, and
it promotes a vision of neighborliness as key to human recognition across
religious boundaries.”

“One of Us Be One of Dem”

A fascinating example of complicating simple binaries of north versus
south, and Christian versus Muslim, is offered by Uwem Akpan’s Luxuri-
ous Hearses, which is a novella included in the collection Say You're One of
Them. It has been argued that Catholic social teaching served as an inspi-
ration for the collection —Akpan was a Jesuit-trained Catholic priest at the
time of writing the novella—as he explores various social justice concerns,
with two of the five stories dedicated to the theme of Christian-Muslim
relations.”®

The reference to the “new democratic government” in the opening line
of Luxurious Hearses indicates that the story is set around the year 2000
(Nigeria transitioned to democracy in 1999). This is confirmed by a later
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reference to the “Sharia crisis” (155, 158), a term generally used to refer to
the riots between Muslims and Christians in Kaduna, which broke out
after the state governor in February 2000 announced the introduction of
Islamic law, and during which an estimated one to five thousand people
were killed, and many more were forced to flee.”” Although Kaduna was
not the first state in northern Nigeria to Islamicize its legal system, it was
a particularly controversial case given the state’s considerable Christian
minority population.

The narrative setting is a bus, the type of coach used for cross-country
travel; in this case, it is used by southerners to flee from the north after the
outbreak of riots. As has been observed in relation to the Nigerian context,
“Those experiencing religious persecution are likely to decide to flee an
area when and where they are the targets of violence,” resulting in society
becoming more religiously segregated.” The story centers on one of the
passengers, Jubril, who, intriguingly, is introduced on the first page as “a
Muslim [who] had done a good job disguising himself as a Christian fleeing
south” (155). This sets up the plot of the story. Why would a sixteen-year-old
Muslim man from the north embark on a bus journey with Christian south-
erners who seek to escape violence? And how is this young Muslim man
going to endure such a journey, in the context of overheated interethnic and
interreligious tensions? As the narrator observes: “Because of the religious
conflict in the country, nobody would expect a northerner or Muslim to
risk travelling with Christians to the south or the delta” (155-56). The story
narrates, with great affect, the interactions between the passengers, with the
bus becoming a microcosm of a country in turmoil. Through flashbacks, it
also narrates how Jubril came to find himself on this bus for a journey that
is supposed to bring him to safety but, at the very end, leads to his death.

Jubril is fleeing from Khamfi, a fictional city in the north that, not
unlike Kaduna, is described as multireligious and multiethnic, with “as
many Christians as there were Muslims” (181). Akpan’s choice for a fictional
name might reflect a wish to “distinguish his fiction from ethnography””
In Khamfj, Jubril lived in a neighborhood dominated by a “very conserva-
tive brand of Islam,” with which he identified himself to such an extent that,
when his hand was amputated as a punishment for stealing, he accepted
it with an “unparalleled confidence in his faith” (156, 177). Having been
part of the demonstrations in support of the introduction of Sharia law, he
was prepared to face the consequences. In the past, he had joined fellow
Muslim youth when they went to “wage war with the Christians,” and he
had set churches on fire (182). When his elder brother had converted to
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Christianity and became a “firebrand Deeper Lifer;” with a strong evan-
gelizing zeal, Jubril realized that it was up to him to “protect the honor of
his family, neighborhood, and Islamic faith”; he did not mourn when his
brother was stoned to death for apostasy, and this earned him the recog-
nition as a “true Muslim” by his friends (175, 176, 177).%

Yet in a tragic turn of events, the same friends, not too long after, were
prepared to kill Jubril during the outbreak of the riots, calling him a “pake
[fake] Muslim,” a “traitor;” a “souderner [southerner],” and an “inpidel [infi-
del]” (181-82). The reason for this sudden suspicion about his religious
credentials was that Jubril, although having grown up in Khamfi from the
age of two with his mother’s Hausa Muslim family, had actually been born
in the southern delta region, out of his mother’s short-lived interethnic and
interreligious marriage with a Catholic from the south. Never having cared
about his infant baptism, Jubril suddenly found this element of his biog-
raphy used against him to question his Muslim credentials. He painfully
discovered the truth in the argument that his mother had used to persuade
his brother after converting to Deeper Life Church—that he actually was a
Catholic, rather than a Pentecostal, because “according to Catholic theol-
ogy, baptism leaves an indelible mark on a person’s soul” (175-76). On a
meta level, Jubril is presented as modeling Nigeria at large. As the narra-
tor points out: “Like his multireligious, multireligious country, Jubril’s life
story was more complicated than what one tribe or religion could claim”
(172). Yet for his fellow Muslim friends in the spur of interreligious violence,
there is no room for nuance and complexity; there is only black-and-white
thinking. From their point of view, it is unimaginable that “one of us be one
of dem,” and thus they beat him up and intend to kill him, with Jubril only
narrowly managing to escape (182). That is how he ended up on this bus
with southern Christian refugees, hoping to make it safely to his father’s
village and present himself as a prodigal son.

The journey on the crowded bus turns out to be an ordeal. Not only is
his paid-for seat taken by a chief who refuses to give it up, but also the driver
takes many hours to secure enough fuel before they can finally set off, and
the police have to intervene repeatedly to deal with commotion among the
passengers. More critically, Jubril has to hide anything that might reveal his
identity as a Hausa Muslim—his name, his accent, his amputated wrist—
while praying for Allah’s help to avoid all the things considered haram he is
surrounded by—women passengers, one breastfeeding her baby in touch-
ing distance, and a TV screen in eyesight. In the meantime, existential
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questions about his identity force themselves upon Jubril's mind, articu-
lated in the form of a prayer:

Allah, is it true that once a person is baptized, as my mother said I
was at birth, he remains a Christian forever, never able to remove the
mark from his soul? Are you punishing me for this infant baptism
that I did not choose? You know that as long as I can remember, I
have always felt every inch a Muslim, and to prove my steadfast-
ness, I did challenge Yusuf’s apostasy and sacrificed his brotherhood
to you. . . . If the world will not accept me as a southerner-north-
erner, will you also condemn me as a Christian-Muslim? Though I
was attacked by Musa and Lukman for being a fake Muslim, Allah,
please, give me the wisdom to convince the Christians in this bus
that I am truly one of them. Lead me home, merciful one, lead me
to peace. ... Allah, your religion of Islam is a religion of peace. (199)

Petitioning Allah for sympathy with his delicate situation and for under-
standing of his religious boundary crossing, Jubril evokes the notion of
Islam as a religion of peace, implicitly reminding Allah that peace is one of
the names of Godself. Simultaneously, attempting to convince the Chris-
tian passengers that he is one of them, Jubril memorizes his baptism name,
Gabriel, and wears a Marian medal (given to him by a Muslim who helped
him escape) around his neck. In the quest for survival, he has to embrace
the “pre-Muslim, Christian roots” he had always been ashamed of (197).
As a microcosm of Nigeria, the bus is depicted as a space of religious
contestation, and even of spiritual warfare, resulting in a somewhat bizarre
narrative with multiple twists. On one level it serves as a satirical commen-
tary on the volatile nature of Nigerias religious climate, but on another level
it can be seen as a “a prophetic introspection into the contents and contours
of the religious consciousness operating in post-colonial Nigeria”® The
chief, as an adherent of indigenous religion, argues that “Britain arbitrarily
joined the north and south together [and] . . . forged the Muslim-majority
north and the Christian-majority south into a country” (228). A similar
point is made by a soldier who, traumatized by fighting in the Liberian civil
war and considered a “mad man” by his fellow passengers, states, “It’s you
Christians and Muslims whove charmed Khamfi with your evil politics! . ..
Jour faiths are interlopers on this continent!” (230). Yet although the chief
and the soldier seem to share the view that Christianity and Islam, as foreign
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religions, have brought trouble to Nigeria, they are also at loggerheads with
each other, the former accusing the latter of practicing “madman’s worship”
and “juju,” a false version of the “religion of our ancestors,” while also heat-
edly debating the legacies of the military government and the recent turn
to democracy (232).

When the soldier reveals to his fellow travelers the talismans he carries
on his body, the Christians deploy their own rituals to neutralize the space.
One of them, a Catholic woman called Madam Aniema, uses holy water,
makes the sign of the cross, and invokes a litany of saints, while another
one, a Pentecostal man called Emeka, becomes possessed by the Spirit, starts
praying in tongues loudly, and invokes the power of the blood of Jesus to
“cleanse this bus spiritually” Prophesying that “there’s an enemy in this bus,”
Emeka then points not at the soldier but at Jubril, saying: “You've betrayed
Christ!” (237). When Jubril, in self-defense, shows his Marian medal and
refers to his infant baptism, Emeka flings the medal out the window and
argues that “Mary is an idol in Catholic worship” and that Jubril’s baptism
as a child is invalid (238). The Catholic passengers are offended by Emeka’s
denigration of their faith, and Madam Aniema sprinkles him with holy
water to bring him to his senses. Yet Emeka—a self-declared member of
the “Pentecostal Explosion Ministries” and a representative of what has
been described as the growing number of “militant Christians in northern
Nigeria”—gets carried away by the Spirit.*> He invokes the blood of Jesus,
as a protection not only against the juju of the soldier but also against all
Muslims as an imagined enemy. Deploying a biblical trope as a curse against
Muslims, he says: “May the Muslims drown in Khamfi, like Pharaoh and
his army in the Red Sea” (240).%

Emeka and the colonel end up fighting what the passengers consider
“a spiritual fight” (which becomes quite physical), till some police offi-
cers intervene and restore calm. Yet this peace does not last long. Soon
after the bus has finally embarked on its journey, the TV reports “reprisal
violence” in southern cities against Muslim northerners living there, and
Jubril alarmedly realizes that “the madness had spread to the south” (255-
56). The Christian passengers welcome the news. Even Madam Aniema,
depicted as a “sympathetic female character” devoutly reading the Chris-
tian classic The Imitation of Christ (by the fifteenth-century mystic Thomas
a Kempis), says: “We're tired of turning the other cheek” (257). Appar-
ently, the instruction of Jesus in the Gospel to offer one’s other cheek to
someone slapping you (Matthew 5:39) is no longer applicable. With this
fictional reference to reprisal violence, Akpan satirically conveys the point
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that Christian claims of being peaceful and forgiving may be a thin veneer;
as much as there may exist a “pacifist streak” in some Nigerian Christian
traditions, it is difficult to maintain in a context of interreligious conflict
and violence.” At the end of the story, when Jubril inadvertently removes
his amputated wrist from his pocket and thus is finally discovered to be a
Muslim northerner, it is ironically the non-Christian chief who holds up
a mirror to his Christian fellow passengers, asking them how “our Lord
Jesus” would have reacted to a situation like this (258). The question is to
no avail, as the Christians have forgotten that “Christianity is pure forgive-
ness” (206).% For the second time, Jubril finds himself trying to save his life
by telling the complicated story of his “Christo-Muslim identity;” yet the
“murderous looks” of the Christian passengers remind him of the Muslim
friends who tried to kill him earlier (259). Only, this time, there is no escape
for him, apart from a spiritual one, as his tragic death fulfills Jubril’s “yearn-
ing for oneness” with Allah (260). In Suhr-Sytsma’s reading, Jubril becomes
a scapegoat, with the Christian passengers sacrificing him as “a momen-
tary solution” to their “divisions along ethnic, class, and denominational
lines”®

Luxurious Hearses offers an insightful, simultaneously hilarious and
tragic narrative of interreligious relationships in Nigeria and of the break-
down of neighborliness—between Christians and Muslims; between
indigenous religion, Christianity, and Islam; and between Catholics and
Pentecostals. Yet the novella does do more than that. It counterbalances the
main story about conflict and violence with narrative depictions of interre-
ligious solidarity. Thus, the novella includes a flashback of Jubril, together
with a group of Christians, hiding in the house of a Hausa Muslim, Mallam
Yohanna Abdullahi, while a mob of rioters is looking for them. In their
hiding place, the Pentecostal Christians are praying in tongues, using “rapid-
fire prayer” to beseech God’s protection, while the Catholics are whispering
Hail Marys, their prayers not competing but complementing each other
(208). They are hidden away under the prayer mats of Mallam Abdullahi’s
family, with the mats proving to be “holy enough for all,” saving the lives of
Christians and one Muslim refugee alike (211). It makes Jubril realize that
“every life counted in Allah’s plan” (213). Furthermore, it is Mallam Abdul-
lahi who later reminds Jubril that Islam is “a religion of peace,” admonishing
him not to “go around trying to terrorize the Christians” (223).

The story about Islamic prayer mats saving the lives of Christians is
paralleled later in the novella by the testimony from a Hausa-Fulani Muslim
living in the south that his life was saved by a Christian family hiding
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him under their Sacred Heart altar while Christian-associated vigilan-
tes (the Bakassi Boys) stormed their house.*”® By including these stories of
“good Muslims” and “good Christians,” Akpan offers an alternative to the
spiral of violence and suggests, in the words of the narrator, that the nation
could “rise above all types of divisiveness” if only people would connect
“at a deep, primordial level, where one’s life was irreversibly connected to
one’s neighbor” (256). This insight is put in the mouth of Jubril to illus-
trate his transformation—perhaps a conversion—from religious zealotry
and extremist views to a recognition of a shared humanity and an ethic of
neighborliness. Interestingly, the references to prayer mats, Marian medals,
holy water, the blood of Jesus, talismans, and the like also draw attention
to the materiality of religion in the context of religion-related violence—
that is, how sacred objects serve complex roles as they can both instigate,
protect against, and help overcome violence between adherents of differ-
ent religious groups.® As Suhr-Sytsma has commented with reference to
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s short story “A Private Experience,” these
references also serve to decenter belief as a site of difference and instead
draw “parallels between embodied religious practices” across faiths.°

In the character of Jubril, Akpan thematizes the complexity of religious
identity and belonging in Nigeria. The novella offers a literary version of
the argument put forward by various scholars that the Nigerian religious
context is characterized by constant interactions and boundary crossing.”
While this argument is usually made with reference to the southern part of
the country, especially Yorubaland, Akpan suggests that something simi-
lar applies to the north and that even the boundary between northern and
southern Nigeria is not as rigid as is often suggested. After all, “the average
modern city or growing town in northern Nigeria consists of residents from
different parts of Nigeria,” making the north a highly “pluralistic geopoliti-
cal society”** Thus, through the persona of Jubril, Akpan explores whether
“one of us [can] be one of dem” (182)—can a northerner be a southerner,
and can a Muslim be a Christian? Clearly, the narrative suggests that such
multiple religious and ethnic belonging is a biographical and social real-
ity for many Nigerians and that a greater awareness of this can help the
country and its citizens to embrace religious and ethnic pluralism. Yet it
also conveys that the latter has become difficult in the context of increasing
religious radicalization and divisive ethnopolitics. The painful irony is that
where Jubril finds death at the hands of Christians after failing to disguise
his Muslim identity, his brother Yusuf finds death at the hands of Muslims
after converting to Christianity. Finally, like Sule in Sterile Sky, Akpan in
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Luxurious Hearses points to the socioeconomic dimension of what is easily
framed as religious conflict. The reference to the rioters as “hungry-looking
almajeris” used by politicians to serve their interests suggests that religion
is only one factor in a much broader economy of violence (191).

In his discussion of the novella, the literary scholar Oby Okolocha
concludes that “both Muslims and Christians presented in this narrative
appear to be incapable of any deep-seated feelings of attachment, affection
or love in any meaningful way—it is all about religious identity* It is true
that Luxurious Hearses problematizes and critiques the rigid politics of
Christian and Muslim identities in Nigeria. However, the novella also narra-
tively explores the complexity of religious identity in the Nigerian context,
demonstrating how “religious identity” itself is not static and monolithic but
ambiguous, multifaceted, and flexible. Moreover, the novella does include
exceptions to the rule of incapability of human recognition: As mentioned
above, there are several characters who do stay true to the moral tenets of
their faith by engaging in practices of neighborliness. Akpan’s underlying
message may exactly be that rediscovering this practice, and the religious
values underlying it, may offer a way out of the cycle of violence and put
Nigeria on a path toward religious coexistence.

Conclusion

Engaging the theme of Christian-Muslim relations from a Christian point
of view—that is, told from the perspective of a Christian protagonist or
written by an author of Christian origin—the novels under discussion
also offer a distinct contribution to the representation of Islam in African
literature.** They avoid a singular association of Islam with religious radi-
calization, extremism, and violence by explicitly featuring “good” Muslim
characters and by reiterating that Islam is a “religion of peace”” In doing so,
they complicate and nuance any monolithic representation of Islam, and
instead they foreground the multiple possibilities within Muslim worlds, as
well as the various ways Muslims and Christians can relate to one another.

Discourses of spiritual warfare against Islam, which can be found in
some Nigerian Christian circles, are informed by a politics of alterity in
which the religious Other is seen negatively, as an existential threat, and even
as demonic. As Aihiokhai has pointed out, such an “apologetic posturing”
needs to be abandoned in the quest for what he calls an “interfaith theol-
ogy of recognition.”®s The literary texts discussed in this chapter contribute
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in various ways to this quest. Where interfaith dialogue is often seen as a
“dialogue of action”—that is, organized initiatives for people from different
religious groups to come together and collaborate for the common good—
these texts instead foreground the importance of “dialogue of life”—that is,
the day-to-day interactions of people from different religious backgrounds
and their sharing of everyday life, be it in the family setting, the workplace,
or local neighborhoods.*® Thus, Akpan, Nwaubani, and Sule in their respec-
tive fictional narratives offer accounts of everyday life as a site of fostering
mutual understanding and interreligious coexistence, which in the narrated
situations of violence engender concrete acts of neighborliness, empathy,
and solidarity. In doing so, they narratively demonstrate that there is an
alternative to the ongoing cycle of violence, centering around interhuman
recognition and recognizing the “sacredness of all life,” beginning with the
life of religious and ethnic others.

Through the deployment of the symbol of the baobab tree, and the refer-
ence to the spirituality of the Wind, Nwaubani and Sule draw on resources
from indigenous religious lifeworlds that can promote such a recognition,
while Akpan’s intertextual reference to The Imitation of Christ alludes to
Christian traditions directed toward the same end. None of the texts under
discussion explicitly point in the direction of a “de jure religious pluralism,”
in which other religions are recognized as revealing the divine, perhaps
because such an inclusive theology of religions is too far-fetched in the
contemporary Nigerian Christian landscape.” Yet they do suggest thata de
facto pluralism, in which adherents of different religious traditions share
life together in peace and harmony, is possible. One does not need a theol-
ogy of religious pluralism to acknowledge, in the words of Murtala’s Muslim
neighbor in Sterile Sky, that “the breath of life is the same for every person”
(13). Yet it is exactly this basic recognition of a shared humanity that allows
for neighborliness across and beyond religious difference.

The problem in contemporary Nigeria is that the possibility of inter-
religious neighborliness has been severely constrained by recent histories
of violence and the subsequent tendency toward greater separation of and
suspicion between religious groups. The texts under discussion do not
necessarily provide a solution to this problem. Yet they do invite their read-
ers on a journey of introspection and reflection on the values and resources
that enable living neighborly with religious others.



Chapter 6

PROSPERITY

Pentecostalism, Charismatic Leadership,
and the Prosperity Gospel

The figure of the charismatic “man (and occasionally, woman) of God”
has become a popular character in Nigerian literature. Already in the
1960s, Wole Soyinka dedicated a full theater play to Brother Jero (short-
hand for Jeroboam), a self-declared “prophet by birth and by inclination”
who leads a ministry on a beach in Lagos, competing for worshippers, or
“customers,” as he refers to them, with other prophets.’ In Soyinka’s satir-
ical account, Brother Jero is a moral hypocrite and a religious charlatan
who runs his prophetic ministry as a business and deceives his followers in
pursuit of his own interests while appealing to their hopes and aspirations
with fake prophecies. Dressed in a white gown and using paraphernalia
such as bottles, a mirror, a rosary, and a cross, Brother Jero is depicted as
a representative of Aladura Christianity. This is an indigenous charismatic
movement that became popular in mid-twentieth-century Nigeria, but
whose popularity in later decades was gradually overtaken by the more
modern Pentecostal-Charismatic movements. As Jero himself observes
in the play: “The worshippers have dwindled to a mere trickle and we
really have to fight for every new convert. They all prefer High Life to the
rhythm of Celestial hymns. And television too is keeping our wealthier
patrons home.”* This comment reflects a transition in the musical cultures
of Nigerian Christianity, as “celestial hymns” refer to the “indigenous and
neotraditional Yoruba song and dance performances” that are typical of the
Celestial Church and other Aladura churches, while “High Life” refers to
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Nigerian popular music that was introduced in Pentecostal-Charismatic
churches particularly to appeal to youth.?

However, in spite of the musical and other differences between Aladura
churches and Pentecostal-Charismatic churches, one can easily identify
several similarities as well. One of them is the notion of prosperity, which is
mostly associated with late twentieth-century neo-Pentecostal Christianity,
but which is already reflected in the preaching of Brother Jero, as most of
his prophecies are about career prospects, business opportunities, and life
expectancy. Another one is the concern with pastoral entrepreneurship in
which the prophet or pastor must build a distinctive brand to gather and
keep a following on a competitive religious market. Yet another is the risk
of deception and exploitation, with charismatic religious figures misusing
the power they hold over their followers for personal gain. Thus, Soyinka
depicts the figure of Brother Jero as a “Machiavellian con artist” in order
to “satirize and deride the repercussions of the rapid spread of Christianity
across West Africa” in general, especially the many Pentecostal movements
that, notwithstanding significant differences, have in common that they
center around and depend on charismatic leadership.*

In the light of the aforementioned similarities, it is no surprise that more
recent Nigerian literary texts engage similar themes as Soyinka does in The
Jero Plays, but in relation to Pentecostal-Charismatic churches, which, in
the early twenty-first century, have come to define the Nigerian Christian
landscape. Indeed, one could easily argue that the satirical representation of
moral and religious hypocrisy among “men (and women) of God,” as char-
ismatic pastors and prophets are popularly called, has become a prominent
trend in the engagement with Christianity in twenty-first-century Nigerian
literature—for example: Chika Unigwe’s novel The Middle Daughter, about a
smooth-talking preacher luring and raping a vulnerable young woman and
forcing her into an oppressive marriage; Tola Rotimi Abraham’s novel Black
Sunday, about a family being exploited by a fraudulent prosperity preacher;
Timendu Aghahowa’s novel The Bishop’s Prodigal Daughter, about a succes-
sion and family drama in a Pentecostal megachurch; the thriller Gaslight by
Femi Kayode, about a money-laundering megachurch pastor arrested for
murdering his wife; Olukorede Yishau’s novel In the Name of Our Father,
about a Pentecostal pastor deriving his power from a black magic brother-
hood; and Elnathan John and Alab4 Onéjins graphic novel On Ajayi Crowther
Street, about the family drama of a sexually abusive and homophobic Pente-
costal pastor who fakes deliverance rituals. Other examples are the novella
Fattening for Gabon by Uwem Akpan and short stories such as “Under New
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Pastoral Management” by Tanure Ojaide, “The Anointed Wife” by Damilare
Kuku, and “Miracle” by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (later included in her
novel Americanah). Most of these literary texts associate Pentecostal lead-
ers with excesses such as sex scandals, domestic violence, decadence and
self-enrichment, money laundering and fraud, moral hypocrisy, and religious
deception. These literary accounts complement the existing popular tales in
Nigeria that link charismatic pastors to various forms of moral corruption.’

Where scholars of African and global Pentecostalism have called for
a “cultural turn” in the study of this religious movement, my contention is
that, as part of such a turn, we need to examine not only the ways Pentecos-
tal actors engage in cultural production but also how other cultural actors,
such as literary writers, represent and engage Pentecostal beliefs and practices
critically and creatively.® Nigeria is a particularly productive place for such an
endeavor: Having become one of the epicenters of Pentecostal Christianity
globally, with Lagos in particular being described as the “Pentecostal capi-
tal of the world,” Nigerian literature has emerged as an important site for the
cultural critique of Pentecostalism as a public religion in the country” While
the sociologist Ebenezer Obadare has argued that contemporary Pentecostal
pastors as “Men of God” have taken over the social status and public influ-
ence that “Men of Letters” used to have in Nigeria, I suggest that it may be
too early to declare the latter as being “of yesterday”® A new generation of
literary writers—male and female—has emerged who use their pens to not
just represent but also critique the power that Nigerian Pentecostal pastors
have undoubtedly accumulated. In this chapter, I focus on one key exam-
ple of this trend: Okey Ndibe’s 2014 novel, Foreign Gods, Inc. I consider this
text particularly rich and fascinating, because it is one of the most detailed
and multifaceted fictional representations of Nigerian Pentecostalism, the
prosperity gospel, and charismatic leadership. In this representation it also
revisits some of the long-standing issues relating to Christianity in Nige-
rian and African literature, most notably the question of the relationship
between Christianity and indigenous religions. With Foreign Gods, Inc., as
well as through other writings, Ndibe has positioned himself as a percep-
tive commentator on religion in Nigerian public life.®

Reading Foreign Gods, Inc.

Set in the early 2000s and framed in a transnational context of migra-
tion, globalization, and neoliberal capitalism, Foreign Gods, Inc. tells the
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story of a Nigerian immigrant, named Ike, living in the United States. His
name is a shorthand for Ikechukwu, meaning “God’s strength” in Igbo,
and although Ike does not seem to be a strong believer, the novel’s plot
does indeed center around a contestation about divine power, albeit in a
different way from what his name might suggest. Making a meager living
as a taxi driver, while struggling to overcome his gambling and drinking
problems, Ike is far from living the American dream. Yet one day he gets
a brilliant idea about the key to his success and wealth (or so he believes).
Reading in a magazine about a top-notch New York art gallery specializ-
ing in gods from across the world, and selling them for exorbitant prices,
Ike is reminded of the ancestral shrine in his home village, Utonki, in
southeastern Nigeria, where his uncle serves as the priest. The statue of
the god of his people, named Ngene—“a majestic god with a rich legend
and history”—certainly would make good money (3). Utonki is a fictive
village, but it might somewhat resemble Ndibe’s own hometown, Amaw-
bia, which is also in Igboland and where Ndibe, like the character of Ike,
during his childhood also spent time at the shrine of the local deity even
though he was born into a Catholic family.*

Upon arrival in his home village, Ike gets caught up in a drama of social
and religious affairs. First, he has to face his widowed mother, who accuses
him of having neglected her all the years he lived in America, leaving her
to “chew sand for food” (127). Then, he finds out that his mother, after the
death of his father, joined a recently opened Pentecostal church. Under the
influence of its pastor, whom she considers “a real man of God,” she has
broken ties with her in-laws, who she believes live in “darkness” (134, 131).
She forbids Ike from visiting his paternal uncle and grandmother, and she
insists that he should join her at church instead. Giving in, Ike does accom-
pany his mother to church, resulting in a confrontation with Pastor Uka.
When Ike, against his mother’s instructions, does visit his grandmother and
uncle, he is warmly welcomed by both, and Uncle Osuakwu initiates him
into the worship of Ngene. Determined to complete his mission, Ike real-
izes that the religious strife in the village might work in his favor: Pastor
Uka is likely to be blamed if the statue of Ngene were to disappear. And
so it happens. However, by the time Ike has managed to steal the statue,
bribe his way through customs, and bring it to America, his fortunes have
turned sour: He is told at the gallery that “African gods are no longer prof-
itable” (318). To make things worse, when the deity is sold off to a customer
in Japan, its spirit continues to haunt Ike. The literary scholar Katherine
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Hallemeier captures it succinctly: “Ike, in the end, does not so much possess
Ngene as he is possessed by him™

Described as a “masterfully-woven tale of human frailty and moral
ineptitude,” Foreign Gods, Inc. has received considerable attention from
literary critics who have read the novel through such theoretical lenses as
cosmopolitanism and postsecularity.” Recognizing that this is a satirical
text that makes one “laugh about religion,” in this chapter I read the novel
as a commentary on Christianity, especially in its neo-Pentecostal form, in
contemporary Nigeria.® In doing so, I explore three central themes: the rela-
tionship between Pentecostal Christianity and indigenous religion, the risks
of charismatic leadership, and the nature of the prosperity gospel, which are
among the most conspicuous aspects of Pentecostalism in contemporary
African contexts and are widely debated among scholars. The subsequent
discussion highlights the productive effects, as well as the possible limita-
tions, of satire as a literary style to engage religion. Drawing attention to
the novel’s comical but also somewhat stereotypical representation of Nige-
rian Pentecostalism as a form of religious manipulation and exploitation,
I underscore the need to acknowledge the nuances and complexity of this
form of Christianity and to understand its appeal to, and popularity among,
its many followers in contemporary Nigeria.

Pentecostalism and Indigenous Religion

Foreign Gods, Inc. continues a tradition in African literature where Chris-
tianity at large is problematized for its impact on traditional society and
indigenous cultures and religions. The theme of Chinua Achebe’s classic
Things Fall Apart, about the arrival of European missionaries in Igboland, is
extended and reframed by Ndibe in the contemporary period, when Pente-
costalism has become the dominant expression of Christianity. Moreover,
by weaving a second storyline into the novel, about the Anglican Reverend
Walter Stanton as the first missionary to arrive in Utonki in 1898, Ndibe
narratively points to the historical continuities between early missionary
Christianity and contemporary Pentecostalism in their antagonism toward
indigenous religion. Although there is more than a century between them,
Reverend Stanton and Pastor Uka use similar language, such as when they
speak about indigenous religious worshippers as “people in darkness” and
“heathens” in need of salvation; they also have a similar zeal for “dethron-
ing the deity; as they consider Ngene “a powerless, inert idol” and a “fallen
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god” (97,131, 115, 197). Thus, both these Christian preachers are representa-
tives of the ongoing process of the Christianization of Igboland, in which
Christianity continues, in the words of the historian Ogbu Kalu, to “embat-
tle local gods.** Ironically, in the novel it is Ike, an unbeliever, who in the
end succeeds in bringing Ngene down, although he soon regrets this as he
discovers the god is not powerless after all.

However, there is a difference in their language, too, as Pastor Uka more
explicitly demonizes the worship of Ngene—for instance, when he refers to
Ike’s uncle and grandmother as “grandmasters in the demonic world” and
“agents of Satan” (161). He also uses the rhetoric of spiritual warfare when
speaking about the confrontation between the powers of good (Christianity)
and evil (indigenous religion): “I'm awake every night. I pray. I call down
Holy Ghost fire. I break spells and yokes. I unbind the bound. Without me,
this village wouldn't know peace at night” (162). Indeed, Uka invokes the
biblical narrative of the prophet Elijah in his battle with the prophets of
Baal, claiming to carry Elijah’s mantle himself and to possess the prophetic
powers that will cause fire from heaven to consume the traditional worship-
pers and their “false god”” Ironically, at the end of the novel, after Ike has
stolen the statue from the shrine and the news breaks in the village, Pastor
Uka claims it to be a success of his warfare: He “proclaimed it an act of the
God he served” and organized an overnight prayer service “to praise the
true God that had vanquished a false idol” (309).

Thus, Foreign Gods, Inc. suggests that Pentecostalism has only reinforced
the existing tensions between Christians and indigenous worshippers, and
the alienation between both traditions, by intensifying the demonization
of indigenous religion. Whereas some of the historic mission churches in
the later decades of the twentieth century went through a process of incul-
turation (see chapter 3 in relation to the Catholic Church), the attitude of
Pentecostal churches toward indigenous traditions has been interpreted as
“moving the hand of the clock back,” and Foreign Gods, Inc. gives that crit-
icism narrative form.” The novel thus illustrates the point made by many
scholars that Pentecostalism in Nigeria, as in Africa more broadly, engages
in a process of “repudiating and demonizing Nigerian deities, spirits, and
ancestors and waging war against them,” and that in doing so it “is under-
mining or destroying the social fabric of African societies™ The painful
truth, as the novel indirectly conveys, is that the agents of this repudiation
of African indigenous cultures and religious traditions are no longer Euro-
pean missionaries but local Pentecostal pastors who, in a way, are continuing
the colonizing project, as subtly indicated by the word efulefu (see below).
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Through flashbacks, we learn that during Ike’s own upbringing the
antagonism between Christianity and indigenous worship had been
supplanted by his father’s tolerant religious attitude. Although his parents
used to be “devout Catholics,” his father remained close to his older brother,
Uncle Osuakwu, after the latter “answered the call to serve Ngene” and
became the priest of the ancestral shrine (252, 191). As a teenager, Ike (like
the young Ndibe) was a “devoted mass server,” but when the Catholic parish
priest chastised him for hanging around at his uncle’s shrine, his father told
the priest that his son had permission “to visit his uncle as many times as
he wishes” (130-31). Thus, the novel suggests that there is an alternative to
an antagonistic relationship, one that centers around mutual respect and
coexistence. In the light of the memory of his father, Ike is astonished when,
upon his return to the village many years later, he finds out that his mother
has broken ties with her in-laws and talks about them in a way that would
have pained and angered her late husband. Uncle Osuakwu tells Ike that
his mother’s attitude changed after she came under the influence of Pastor
Uka, who convinced her that her in-laws were using witchcraft to bring
death into her family. Indeed, Ike’s mother echoes her pastor’s rhetoric of
demonization, such as when she refers to her late husband’s brother as “the
servant of Lucifer” and “Satan’s biggest agent” (130). As several scholars
have pointed out, by demonizing the spiritual forces of indigenous reli-
gion, Pentecostalism also recognizes the power that they hold.” This is
clearly reflected in Ike’s mother, who deeply fears the powers of witchcraft
she ascribes to her in-laws. For her, discerning these powers is not a form
of superstition but a sort of “spiritual vision” guided by the Holy Spirit,
with protection being offered through “the blood of Jesus” (133). Argu-
ably, Pastor Uka is the person who both instilled this fear in her and who
makes her believe that his “anointing” offers her much-needed protection.
This illustrates how “the spell of the invisible,” which according to the reli-
gion scholar Nimi Wariboko is at the heart of Nigerian Pentecostalism, can
establish a religious economy of fear, vulnerability, and dependence, with
the risk of exploitation.”

Notably, in the conversation between Uncle Osuakwu and Ike, Pastor
Uka is referred to as an efulefu—an Igbo word meaning worthless or irre-
sponsible person but one that can also mean traitor—which is described
in the novel as “a man blown about by the wind” (193, 205). Interestingly,
in Things Fall Apart Achebe uses the same word to refer to the first group
of converts who built a church in the Evil Forest, thus transgressing the
religio-cultural taboos of their community.® Another subtle allusion to
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Achebe’s classic can be observed when Uncle Osuakwu makes the follow-
ing comment about Pastor Uka: “A stranger has arrived in our midst with
a basket of stories he plucked from the air—and he has used these to drive
many apart” (196). Note the use of a more active phrase here: It is not about
things falling apart but about Uka—as the main embodiment of Pentecostal-
ism in the novel—actively driving people of different religious orientations
apart and causing social division.

The question whether Nigerian Pentecostalism has “community-
forming power” is debated among scholars, with Ndibe clearly erring on
the pessimistic side.** However, in the novel it is not only Pentecostalism,
as embodied by Uka, that threatens social cohesion. A similar, though
disguised, threat is presented by Ike, who, having fallen prey to consumer-
capitalist temptations and a postmodern logic about the globalization of
sacred artifacts, does succeed where Stanton and Uka could not: dethron-
ing the deity that, for ages, was the center of communal life in the village.
When Ike first arrives at the shrine, his uncle greets him with a question
that makes him go mute: “Tkechukwu, the journey that brought you home,
is it a good one?” (190). As the story unfolds, it turns out that Ike can be
considered an efulefu, too, not because he converted to a zealous and divi-
sive form of Christianity but because he has been seduced by a secular
“god of mammon.” Thus, on a meta level the novel suggests that not only
Pentecostal Christianity and its logic of demonization but also a neoliberal
capitalist ideology in which local deities are commodified and commer-
cialized in a global economy pose a threat to the heritage and continuing
tradition of indigenous religions.”

As much as Foreign Gods, Inc. offers narrative insight into the ongo-
ing Christianization of Igboland, which, with the spread of Pentecostalism,
has entered a new chapter, it also portrays the resilience of indigenous reli-
gion. As Kalu has noted, “The gods in Igboland have become increasingly
embattled and yet resilient.”* This resilience of indigenous gods is evoca-
tively captured in the novel’s ending, when the spirit of Ngene continues to
haunt Ike to such an extent that the latter realizes—too late—that the statue
“must return to its shrine—or trouble continues” (329). It reflects the Igbo
notion that “a god whose artefact is stolen or desecrated . . . descends with
vengeance.”? The novel also narrates the practice of indigenous worship,
not as a relic of the past but as something that continues to attract a follow-
ing and that is relevant in modern times. When Ike arrives at the shrine, he
finds a Mercedes-Benz parked with a driver and police officer waiting, indi-
cating that some “Big Man” is visiting; moreover, half the worshippers are
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“much younger” than the priest (175), suggesting that the extensive prayers
and ritual ceremonies performed at the shrine continue to resonate with
a younger generation (although the number of worshippers at the shrine
is much smaller than at Uka’s church); when Ike expresses surprise about
the priest having a cell phone, the latter responds that “a man must dance
the dance that reigns in his time” (184). Yet none of these issues are devel-
oped in a substantial way, and as such the novel does not offer narrative
insight into the modernization or revitalization of indigenous religion in
contemporary Nigeria.* Moreover, Ndibe himself has commented, with
reference to the character of Uncle Osuakwu and the way he performs the
traditional prayers and ceremonies authentically, that “the art of enchant-
ing talk is a waning art” in contemporary Igboland. The question whether
there is anyone who could succeed the elderly priest in leading the worship
of Ngene is underlined in the novel by the allusion to the possibility that
Ike might be “favored” by the deity, which makes the plot about him steal-
ing the very god he might be called to serve all the more ironic but also
painful (17).¢

Problematizing Charismatic Leadership

Pentecostalism, in its various manifestations, is a form of religiosity that
centers around charismatic leadership—that is, a form of religious author-
ity that depends on what are believed to be gifts of the Holy Spirit expressed
as “supernatural endowment”” Especially in neo-Pentecostalism, such gifts
are associated with the pastor’s ability to perform miracles of prosperity,
healing, and deliverance. Pastors who are believed to have such a “special
anointment” are likely to attract a large following. Subsequently, with the
rise of Pentecostalism, charismatic pastors, in the words of Obadare, have
come to “enjoy an unprecedented prominence” in contemporary Nige-
ria, and they have “captured politics, public policy, popular culture, and,
crucially, the moral imagination.”® Foreign Gods, Inc. can be seen as a liter-
ary critique of the social prestige and power that pastors have gained in
Nigeria, specifically of the risks these entail for their followers and for soci-
ety as a whole. As such the novel can be read as a companion to Obadare’s
book Pastoral Power, Clerical State, which offers a critical sociological anal-
ysis of the same. A contemporary version of Soyinka’s character Brother
Jero, Pastor Uka, too, is depicted as a religious charlatan duping people
through a carefully crafted aura of “anointing”” As a character, Uka stands
for the broader phenomenon of “rogue pastors” who, in Wariboko’s words,
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“have diverted God’s grace . . . for filthy lucre”” As Ndibe has commented
in an interview, “There are too many so-called men and women of God who
hustle the most vulnerable, most desperate members of society out of their
miserable feeding money. These ostensible holy men—among them priests,
pastors and imams—specialize in selling high-priced fantasies of prosperity
to the deprived and desperate. And to the sick, they vend schemes of magi-
cal release. This disheartening phenomenon—what I call deformation of
faith—is terribly widespread in Nigeria. In my novel, I wanted to bring into
focus some of the forms, and consequences, of this modern-day plague”s°

The portrayal of Pastor Uka in Foreign Gods, Inc. problematizes two
aspects of Pentecostal pastorship. One is what Obadare has conceptual-
ized as the “Pentecostal erotic economy; a term he uses to analyze how the
relationship between pastors and their congregations is characterized by
gendered affect, desire, and control and subsequently is erotically charged.”
The second is the moral corruption of Pentecostal-Charismatic leadership
(discussed in more detail below). With regard to the former, Obadare even
goes so far as to refer to the Pentecostal pastor as a “charismatic porn-star.’*
The following passage from Foreign Gods, Inc., about Pastor Uka entering
his church during a Sunday service with the congregation welcoming him,
might illustrate what Obadare means by this: “The congregation shook with
excitement. They stampeded to meet the pastor at the entrance. ‘Daddy!
Daddy!” they sang, young and old alike. They massed around the man, envel-
oped him. They bawled, hands upraised, like fans at a soccer game. Some
uttered inaudible supplications, speaking with diarrheic rapidity. Others
just droned, emitting sounds that were a cross between a quiet wail and
a crazed groan. . . . Had God descended through the clouds and into the
shaggy church, the frenzy could scarcely have been more delirious” (146).
At first sight, this passage assigns the pastor the aura of a pop star, his
fans welcoming him enthusiastically as their idol. However, the language
and imagery used here to describe relationality (“Daddy”), sound (“crazed
groan”), and bodily movement (“enveloped him”) also create the impres-
sion of an “intimate aesthetics of embodied social interaction,” which the
anthropologist Rudolf Gaudio has argued is typical of contemporary Nige-
rian urban life, of which Pentecostalism is a central part.* Even though the
intimate interaction described here may not be explicitly erotic, it certainly
depicts the pastor as an object of desire and captures the affective feeling
of the faithful toward him.

The last sentence in the quote—saying that if God had descended
into the church, the congregation would not have responded more
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deliriously—captures exactly the point that the pastor is believed to be a
“man of God,” a representative of God on earth, and a performer of divine
power or “divine libido,” to use critical theorist Achille Mbembe’s term.
While Mbembe argues that “there is no religious act not, at the same time
and in some respect, also an erotic-sexual act,” the fluid boundaries and
overlap between the religious and the erotic are particularly obvious in
Pentecostal-Charismatic worship, which is embodied, sensual, and ecstatic,
and of which the pastor can be seen as the “throbbing erotic heart** Uka
is one of those pastors who, as the performance studies scholar Abimbola
Adelakun argues, “spectacularize themselves and make their embodied self
the visual focal point and point of contact to divine power.*

As soon as Pastor Uka has entered the church and freed himself from
the envelopment by his congregation, he proclaims God’s promises of pros-
perity. He himself is seen as “anointed” by God, and he is also believed to
make “powerful anointing” flow around him (134, 148). This expectation
and performance of anointing is central to the erotic economy of Pentecos-
talism. Key to the successful performance of such anointing is, in Obadare’s
words, the pastor’s “drama of self-fashioning in which dressing, mode of
preaching, aesthetics, personal ‘tone; automobile; as a matter of fact, a vast
personal entire repertory, is sexually charged”s® Uka’s self-fashioning is
explicitly narrated in Foreign Gods, Inc. Wearing a yellow shirt, a dark jacket,
a maroon tie, python-skin shoes, a gold chain around his neck, and rings on
eight fingers, his appearance is described as a “study of gaudiness” (142). As
such, the pastor stands in sharp contrast to his church building, which is a
“shabby, ramshackle establishment” in a “dilapidated state,” as if to under-
line that this form of religiosity centers around the figure of the pastor (144).
The performativity of Uka’s preaching, too, is outlined in detail: “Pastor Uka
began to strut about the room. Circling and circling, he randomly threw
punches at the air. His bulgy body quivered, as if some kinetic force had
crept into it” (148). It is an erotic performativity, indeed, with congregants
pressing forward, forming “an ever-tightening circle within which the pastor
moved.” Ike’s mother turns ecstatic, her tossing and writhing body taking
a posture described in the novel with the sexually charged word “wanton-
ness” (151), as if to illustrate the “orgasmic pleasure” that participating in
the spectacle of Pentecostal worship can bring about.”

In the character of Tke, the novel voices a clear skepticism toward this
erotic economy centered on the pastor. Faced with Uka’s fashionable appear-
ance, Ike silently nicknames him “peacock pastor” (147). Observing the
spectacle of Uka’s performance and the congregation’s excited response
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with “boisterous prayers,” Tke further concludes that “the chaos before his
eyes was the very substance of the event,” while also discerning that “there
was a peculiar brand of logic to this madness” (148-49). Although Ike
does not spell out this logic explicitly, from the way the novel narrates his
skeptical observation of, and visceral response to, Pastor Uka’s charismatic
performance, he appears to discern the logic of the erotic that, in Obadare’s
analysis, is at the heart of Pentecostalism.

A key question to be raised, then, is whether embodied and ecstatic
Pentecostal worship and its dependence on the charismatic pastor can be
reduced to this erotic dimension. Is it the “very substance” of the event, as
Ike concludes, or can it be read, in religion scholar Ashon Crawley’s term, as
an “aesthetic of possibility;” perhaps even the possibility for “more embod-
ied, real, and sexed experiences of the divine”?*® The novel does not explore
such alternative interpretations, probably because Ndibe, like Obadare, is
primarily concerned with the risk of the erotic economy of Pentecostalism,
as reflected in the above quote where he warns against “the deformation
of faith” at the expense of “the most vulnerable, most desperate members
of society” As Obadare puts it: “For me, although it is necessary to stress
that the faithful derive fulfillment from the erotic charge, it is arguably
more important to emphasize how this makes them potentially suscepti-
ble to emotional, hence political, manipulation.”® The result of Obadare’s
decision to give more weight to the latter is that the former aspect remains
somewhat underexposed in his work, and the same can be said of Ndibe’s
novel. Little effort is made to critically grasp the emotional, spiritual, and
possibly even cognitive appeal of Pentecostal worship and charismatic lead-
ership from the perspective of believers; instead, this appeal tends to be
represented as deception, as if Nigerian Pentecostalism is the latest illus-
tration of the Marxist adage of religion being the opiate of the masses.

Although manipulation and exploitation in religious circles can happen
in various, and often quite subtle, ways, Foreign Gods, Inc. narratively
emphasizes this risk without subtlety by depicting Pastor Uka unequivo-
cally as a crook. We read that Ike, when facing the pastor, sees constantly
blinking eyes and a roguish smile, as if he is “bemused at the gullibility
of the crowed hed duped” (147). Thus, the novel suggests not only that
Pastor Uka is a charismatic performer of religio-erotic spectacle but also
that he exemplifies morally corrupt Pentecostal-Charismatic leadership.
In the words of Ike (who himself is not the most morally upright char-
acter either), Uka is “a trickster garbed in the visor of a religious seer,” a
fraud who has been exploiting his mother while she was grieving the death
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of her husband, making her susceptible to his influence (133). Where his
mother believes that Uka is “anointed, a real man of God,” Ike sees him as
“an anointed liar” and “a shameless exploiter of people,” a “con artist,” and a
“bloody charlatan” (134, 158, 225). Uncle Osuakwu, too, sees through Pastor
Uka, describing him as “a madman” and, as mentioned earlier, an efulefu
(194, 205). Investigating the true identity of Uka, Osuakwu finds out that
the pastor is the grandson of a robber who was widely known and feared
in the area and that Uka himself also has a history of theft, for which he
ended up in jail, adopting a new name after his release and when found-
ing his church. Thus, the narrative suggests that the church is just a scam, a
pretext for Uka to steal money from people. Similar literary representations
of Pentecostal pastors as frauds, and their churches as vehicles of money
laundering, can be found in novels such as Gaslight, by Femi Kayode, and
Black Sunday, by Tola Rotimi Abraham.

The suggestion of Uka being morally corrupt is repeated later in Foreign
Gods, Inc., in the story about the pastor siding with criminal drug smugglers
and taking lots of money from them in exchange for his prayers that could
“save them from arrest” (225). The wife of one of the smugglers, Regina, was
not only battered at home by her husband but also subjected to a horrify-
ing deliverance ritual by Uka, as the pastor claimed that she was “bonded
to the water mermaid” and would bring bad luck to her husband (224).#
When her husband dies after the packets of heroin that he has swallowed
burst open in his stomach, Uka accuses Regina of witchcraft, and her in-laws
chase her away from her house, leaving her and her children homeless.
Uka’s shameful behavior is contrasted with that of a Catholic priest, who
supports Regina and her children “with food and a little money” (227). As
much as this brief sympathetic mention of a religious leader may reflect
Ndibes self-expressed “profound respect for Christianity and religious faith
when they are concerned with . . . the establishment of an order in which we
care for others,” it can also be seen as giving the impression that such care
for others cannot be found in Pentecostalism and as reflecting the writer’s
more favorable disposition toward Catholicism, the tradition he grew up
with and identifies with himself.#

The novel by Kayode, focusing on a fraudulent and murderous pastor
of a megachurch, is more nuanced in this regard. The detective investigat-
ing the case expresses his own ambivalence about Pentecostalism when he
reflects: “Prosperity preachers like Bishop Dawodu have been criticized
for living in luxury off the widows” mites of a congregation whose aver-
age income is less than ten dollars a day. Yet looking at the prayer team,
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I'm reminded again how much good churches can do. Giving back, build-
ing a sense of community and, most of all, offering hope in a nation that’s
stripped its people of every reason to have it”+ Yet despite this comment
made in passing, Kayode’s novel, like Ndibe’s, is predominantly concerned
with unmasking Pentecostalism as a fraud. This illustrates that there is not
yet a balanced and nuanced literary representation of Pentecostalism in
Nigerian literature that acknowledges the internal complexity and diversity
of this mass religious movement, as for instance Adichie does with regard
to Catholicism in Purple Hibiscus (see chapter 3).

The Prosperity Gospel

The message of Uka’s preaching reflects the all-too-familiar prosperity
gospel (also known as the faith gospel or the health-and-wealth gospel).
According to the Africanist scholar Karen Lauterbach, it has become “one
of the most prominent characteristics of charismatic Christianity in Africa,
and also one of the most contested”* Subsequently, it also features in literary
texts, not only in Foreign Gods, Inc. but also, for instance, in Adichie’s novel
Americanah and Akpan’s novella Fattening for Gabon. Although several
scholars have argued that there exists a “plurality of prosperity theologies”
within and beyond Pentecostalism, Foreign Gods, Inc. does not explore such
nuances and complexities. In the character of Pastor Uka, the novel clearly
offers a negative and perhaps stereotypical portrayal of this strand of Chris-
tianity, with the intention to highlight the risks inherent in it.#

Invoking the biblical promise made by God to Abraham, and suggest-
ing that this promise applies to the faithful today, Uka tells his congregation
that “Abraham’s prosperity is your prosperity;” and he promises them “double
portions and triple blessings,” to which they respond by shouting, “We
claim it” (149).# This preaching reflects the notion, central in prosper-
ity theology, that God’s covenant with Abraham has been inherited by,
and thus extends to, all Christian believers, and this covenant is believed
to offer material blessings as part of a “spiritual contract”+ Theologically
speaking, at the heart of this message is the belief, as Uka puts it, that “the
God who owns all the seas and lands, all the gold and diamonds, wants to
prosper you” (159-60). In Adichie’s Americanah, this theological convic-
tion is captured succinctly by the character of Pastor Gideon, when he tells
his congregation: “Our God is not a poor God, amen? It is our portion
to prosper, amen,” while in Akpan’s Fattening for Gabon, Pastor Adeyemi
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preaches, “Our God is a rich God, not a pauper”+ In other words, divine
abundance is available to those who claim it in faith. Pastor Uka concret-
izes this message of prosperity by relating it to a variety of things, such
as having children, finding husbands, securing jobs, getting promoted at
work, and being freed from evil spirits and witchcraft. It demonstrates the
range of social, economic, and spiritual benefits with which “prosperity” is
associated. With his earlier-discussed fashionable appearance, Uka is also
a “testimony to the self-evidential truth” of the gospel he preaches.*

Yet the promise of these various divine blessings comes with a condi-
tion, as Uka reminds his congregation: “God said only those who tithe
will be blessed” (151). Tithing is a term used in the Bible for the instruc-
tion that a tenth of the harvest should be returned to God as an expression
of gratitude.* In many Pentecostal churches today, this is understood as
church members being expected to share 10 percent of their income with
the church. In the logic of the prosperity gospel, or at least in one of its
dominant strands, tithing is not just a donation but an investment that
unlocks future blessings. As expressed in the rhetoric used by Pastor Uka,
tithes are like seed money that must be sown to reap a bountiful harvest
of fruits in the future. It illustrates the point made by Wariboko that“pros-
perity theology emphasizes financial contributions as the key to prosperity
and wealth”

The risk of this emphasis is that such a message facilitates the enrich-
ment of preachers and their churches who capitalize on the dreams and
aspirations of their followers. Ike discerns this risk in Pastor Uka’s preach-
ing when he accuses the pastor of having exploited his widowed mother,
thus echoing a broader criticism of the prosperity gospel as targeting those
who are economically deprived and socially vulnerable. This accusation is
made at the end of a heated private conversation between the two. Assum-
ing that Ike must have a well-stocked bank account in the United States, the
pastor tells him that a “mighty harvest” of “divine millions” is waiting for
Ike, if only he is prepared to sow: “God is asking you to sow fifty thousand
dollars to build him a church here [in Utonki]. If you obey, you'll become
a millionaire. As simple as that” (159, 162). Seeing through the pastor’s
intentions, Ike discerns that the pastor has devised this scheme to enrich
himself, and Ike subsequently confronts him: “You call yourself a man of
God, but you're rotten. Rotten inside and out! You say your God wants me
to sow fifty thousand dollars. But fifty thousand, in truth, is the size of your
greed” (165). The irony of Tke accusing the pastor of greed is, of course, that
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he himself has also set his mind on accumulating wealth and is prepared to
cross moral boundaries for that purpose. The difference between the two
men is only that they pursue different paths to reach a similar goal.

In the above passage, Foreign Gods, Inc. draws critical attention to the
popular association of prosperity preachers with enrichment and indeed
greed. The prosperity gospel is widely associated with a culture of consump-
tion that, in the Nigerian context, is morally ambivalent. Whether wealth
and consumption are seen as legitimate or illegitimate depends, as the
anthropologist Davide Casciano has argued, on the question of its contribu-
tion to the well-being of the wider community. This is reflected in Uka’s own
attempt to justify himself by claiming that God has used him “to prosper a
lot of people” (163). Yet the problem for Uka, in the context of this novel, is
that it appears as if “the pastor’s consumption has no positive outcomes for
society or is entirely selfish,” which makes his figure “dangerously resem-
ble that of other evil forces, which secretly consume to the detriment of
others”s In other words, his embodiment of the prosperity gospel is simi-
lar to witchcraft. As a crooked pastor, Uka fails to adequately maneuver
the moral tension that, according to Lauterbach, is central in prosperity-
oriented Pentecostalism, “between accumulation [of wealth] for the indi-
vidual and the community”s

What if the promise of prosperity does not come through for the congre-
gation? Some prosperity preachers might offer a moral explanation. For
instance, in Fattening for Gabon, the pastor preaches: “You're poor because
your ways aren't straight before the Lord; if you do good, then your Heav-
enly Father, who is rich, will make you rich.”® In this understanding, it is up
to the individual believers to realign their lives with God’s commandments
in order for the promise of prosperity to be fulfilled. However, Pastor Uka
in Foreign Gods, Inc. offers a spiritual explanation instead, thus effectively
“demonizing poverty”s* He claims that the reason is that “Satan blocked
your way” out of jealousy, while also suggesting that witchcraft can block
the flow of prosperity (160). In this context he points Ike to his uncle and
grandmother who, as agents of the devil, would work against him. In doing
so, Uka presents himself as having not only the anointing powers needed
to make prosperity flow to his followers but also the power to combat and
overcome any spiritual obstacles that hinder such flow. In this twofold way,
he puts himself at the center of a spiritual economy of prosperity.

One of the scholarly debates about the prosperity gospel that Foreign
Gods, Inc. implicitly engages centers around the question whether this
form of religiosity is a “foreign element in African Christianity” and is
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“basically an American invention.”s According to the religion scholar Paul
Gifford, among other scholars and commentators, prosperity-oriented
Pentecostalism became popular across Africa from the 1970s—thanks to
the televangelism, writings, and crusades of mostly American prosper-
ity preachers like Kenneth Copeland and Kenneth Hagin—and is another
example of Western dominance in the development of African Christian-
ity.>® Yet other scholars have highlighted the prominent role of local actors,
such as Benson Idahosa in Nigeria, who may indeed have had connections
to American Pentecostalism but who demonstrated considerable agency
and creativity in introducing and developing the prosperity gospel in their
own context and in response to the challenging socioeconomic situation in
the 1980s.” Moreover, these scholars have argued that the prosperity gospel
was widely embraced in Nigeria and across Africa, not simply because it
was American but because it resonated deeply with indigenous ideas about
salvation.®® Foreign Gods, Inc., as well as other Nigerian literary accounts of
the prosperity gospel mentioned earlier, do not seem to be concerned with
the question of the historical origins of prosperity-oriented Pentecostal-
ism and do not engage the debate about its possible American orientation.
Yet by featuring local prosperity preachers, these texts narratively portray
it as a homegrown phenomenon—that is, as something that, regardless of
its origins, has become rooted in the Nigerian socioreligious milieu—and
they highlight the agency of its local proponents.

Moreover, this novel does something interesting by showing that Pente-
costal Christianity and indigenous religion operate on a somewhat similar
discursive and ritual register of prosperity. Thus, the lengthy account of
Ike’s visit to the shrine of Ngene narrates in detail how the priest, Uncle
Osuakwu, leads the traditional ceremony of breaking the kola nut and makes
the corresponding invocations. It is noteworthy that the opening line of
the prayer addresses the deity, Ngene, as “the hand of splendor, the hand of
riches,” thus associating him with wealth and abundance (178). The subse-
quent text of the prayer is full of proverbial language reflecting the notion
that divine riches will be shared with humans and that this includes mate-
rial blessings. This is most obvious at the end of the prayer, when the priest
breaks the kola nut and interprets the four lobes as “the sign of prosperity,”
meaning that “hunger will never dog you; your journey will always be filled
with success” (183). The novel invokes here an Igbo religio-cultural frame-
work in which the kola nut-breaking ceremony is highly significant and
serves several purposes, with the number of the lobes thrown up during
the ceremony being taken as a symbolic message. A four-lobed nut is seen
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as a “good omen,” as it symbolizes “the blessings attached to the principle
of the four market day cycle” of the traditional Igbo calendar.® By putting
the same language of prosperity in the mouths of both an indigenous priest
and a Pentecostal preacher, Foreign Gods, Inc. suggests a similarity and
continuity between both. It alludes to the possibility, in Wariboko’s words,
that the prosperity gospel has found “widespread support and acceptabil-
ity” in Nigeria exactly because it has “incorporated several dimensions of
local cultural and social aesthetics,” including the belief that “salvation is
about wholeness, embracing physical and spiritual blessings”¢
Nevertheless, the novel suggests that although indigenous religion
and Pentecostal Christianity are somewhat similar in their understand-
ing of salvation as including material blessings, they are not identical.
Ike’s visit to the shrine and his participation in the kola nut ceremony is
narrated much more empathetically than his visit to Pastor Uka’s church.
The portrayal of the pastor as a rather unsympathetic character is connected
to the repeated suggestion—by Ike and Uncle Osuakwu—that he is self-
ish, greedy, and manipulative. The novel’s evident suggestion is that in the
Pentecostal context, as represented by Uka’s church, the emphasis on pros-
perity on the condition of tithing is so strong that it becomes exploitative.
Ike observes the “expressions of hope” etched on the faces of worshippers,
yet it is a “hope worn thin” because of “repeated disappointment” as the
promised breakthroughs fail to materialize (152). Thus, the only one who
gets to enjoy prosperity is the preacher himself, while his followers remain
impoverished. The suggestion is that in Pentecostalism prosperity is about
an individualistic and materialist quest for wealth, while in indigenous
religion it is about a communal and holistic quest for well-being. As Kalu
has noted, “Pentecostal prosperity theology, when properly exegeted, is
rich in its capacity to re-imagine the gospel from an indigenous idiom.*
In the light of this point, Ndibe’s critique appears to be that the prosper-
ity gospel is not a “properly exegeted” contextualization of Christian faith
vis-a-vis indigenous religious understandings of prosperity but is a neolib-
eral capitalist diversion of it. Thus, without explicitly thematizing this, the
novel seems to align with broader sociological and theological critiques
that problematize the perceived “spirit of capitalism” in African neo-Pente-
costalism.® Phrased more positively, by including the indigenous idiom of
prosperity in the context of the traditional kola nut ceremony and contrast-
ing this with the excesses of the prosperity gospel in a Pentecostal context,
the novel points to the possibility of a more authentic, meaningful, and
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constructive reimagination of prosperity teaching in Nigerian Christian-
ity, although it does not indicate what that would look like.®

Conclusion

Foreign Gods, Inc., as a creative work of fiction, does not claim to offer a fair
or balanced representation of Pentecostal Christianity in Nigeria. Yet with
this novel, Ndibe as a social thinker and a satirical writer does clearly aim
to draw critical attention to some of the excesses of this religious culture.
The novel exemplifies a recent trend in which Pentecostalism as a public
religion is made the subject of public critique and in which literary writers
engage in social critique of this highly popular religious movement. In an
interview with the literary scholar Rebekah Cumpsty, Ndibe has indicated
that in Foreign Gods, Inc. he “wanted to dramatise some of the reprehensi-
ble ways in which the true meaning of faith is distorted and mocked, and
believers deceived”® This comment elucidates two things.

First, for Ndibe, Pentecostalism, at least in the version represented by
Pastor Uka, is morally reprehensible. Further explaining this, he says: “I'm
troubled, then, by the commercialisation of religion. I execrate scam artists
like Pastor Uka who usurp the name of religion to terrorise or terrify people,
to sunder relationships and to dupe the unsuspecting. Far too many unscru-
pulous ‘men and women of God’ prey on their congregants, including the
most wretched ones. I find these predatory habits, masked as the bestowal
of material riches by supernatural means, to be contemptible.” Ndibe echoes
here a concern expressed by many commentators of religion in Nigeria:
that the Pentecostalization of Christianity has been a major force in turn-
ing religion into a marketplace, pastors into entrepreneurs, religious beliefs
and practices into commodities—all at the risk of manipulating and exploit-
ing ordinary people. Ndibe’s Foreign Gods, Inc. is a brilliant example of
the way Nigerian literature offers a satirical criticism of Pentecostalism as a
religious movement that arguably has become a major social and political
factor in Nigeria, Africa, and the diaspora. Yet as much as Ndibe’s represen-
tation of Pentecostalism is a humorous piece of satire, it is also somewhat
stereotypical at times. This runs the risk of reinforcing the accusation of
elitism that literary writing in the Afropolitan tradition, with which Ndibe
often is associated, has received.®® The Afropolitan writer, typically based
in the diaspora, may fail to acknowledge that Pentecostal Christianity can
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be seen, as Mbembe has argued, as a form of “practical cosmopolitanism”
on the continent.”” Seemingly endorsing a Marxist notion of popular reli-
gion as an opiate of the people, little effort is made in this novel to seriously
understand the appeal of Pentecostalism on a grassroots level and to explain
this beyond allusions to the charismatic posturing of Pentecostal leaders
and their false promise of prosperity to desperate followers. In other words,
Pentecostalism can only be seen in terms of deception and exploitation,
and not as an “aesthetic or a particular poetic of the world,” to use a phrase
from Mbembe.®® A novel like Foreign Gods, Inc. offers an important mirror
to a society where Christianity has become deeply Pentecostalized and, as
part of that process, has become deeply intertwined with money, power,
and popular culture, with all the risks that entails. However, if Wariboko
is right that “only some rogue pastors have diverted God’s grace for filthy
lucre,” then the question that remains unanswered is how we can understand
the authentic motivation and ethics of Pentecostal pastorship beyond the
stereotype of a character like Pastor Uka.® The simple dichotomy between
Pentecostalism being either a financial scam or a genuine form of religi-
osity also needs to be problematized in the light of the long and complex
historic relationship between Christianity and money, in which spiritual
and financial concerns have often been intricately connected.

Second, the above-quoted statement by Ndibe makes clear that, despite
his strong critique of popular religion in Nigeria, he does not reject orga-
nized religion and Christian faith altogether. Having grown up in a “devout
Catholic home,” he has written that, after a break from practicing it, he
returned to Catholicism after the death of his father”° Subsequently, he
expresses a concern about “the true meaning of faith,” which for him is
linked to a religious-humanistic vision: “Belief in God ought to come with
a deepened humanity, with fidelity to the idea of doing unto others as youd
wish them to do unto you”” Thus, Ndibe here demonstrates that, as a literary
writer, he is not only a social thinker but also a religious thinker—thinking
about but also with religion. Ndibe’s own commitment to Catholicism, and
his indebtedness to the tradition of Catholic social thinking, is not explic-
itly reflected in Foreign Gods, Inc. but does manifest in his critical portrayal
of Pentecostalism. Many of the social and religious excesses in Pentecostal
culture that the novel draws attention to, such as the antagonism toward
indigenous traditions, the corruption of charismatic leadership, and the
problematic nature of the prosperity gospel, have been discussed exten-
sively by Nigerian and other African Catholic thinkers.” There is one short
passage, early in the novel, where Ndibe’s Catholic aesthetics and spirituality
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perhaps show most visibly. In this scene, Ike, at that time still in the United
States, walks into a church on a weekday evening, and while seated on one
of the empty pews he fixes his eyes on a large wooden crucifix hanging
above the altar. “After a while,” the narrator says, “he felt himself the focus
of its expressionless stare. He gazed back, disquieted” (23). The suggestion
here is that Ike, when faced with the crucifix as a symbolic representation
of the redemptive suffering of Christ, is led into a moral and spiritual intro-
spection. The quiet and tranquil environment evoked in this scene reflects
a Catholic aesthetic that contrasts sharply with later narrative portrayals
of ecstatic Pentecostal worship. It can be seen as implicitly echoing one of
the main Catholic theological critiques of Pentecostalism, that its gospel
of “victorious living” does not acknowledge the role of the crucified Christ
in history. Perhaps this scene can be seen as Ndibe’s suggestion that soci-
ety could benefit from being subjected to the discomforting staring gaze
of the crucified Christ, as a mirror to reflect on human vices such as greed,
exploitation, and neglect of the Other.
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Nigerian Literature as African Religion
and World Christianity

In the introduction to this book, I made a case for the importance of contem-
porary Nigerian literature as a prolific, fascinating, and innovative lens for
studying and thinking about Christianity in Nigeria, and as a rich resource
for understanding and reconstructing Nigerian religious and social thought.
In this conclusion, I return to this idea, with a particular focus on two
subjects of academic inquiry—the study of African religions and of world
Christianity—although doing so will, of course, also be relevant to the other
fields this book is positioned in, as outlined in the introduction. Follow-
ing the close reading of a range of Nigerian literary texts in the six main
chapters of Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary Nigerian Litera-
ture, what critical insights have we gained, and what scholarly contributions
can be identified? My response to these questions is organized around the
threefold purpose of studying religion in African literary texts that I iden-
tified in the introduction and will revisit and develop here: representation,
critique, and imagination.

Representation: The Plurality and Publicness of Nigerian Christianity
The aim of fiction is not to offer an ethnographic representation of empiri-

cal phenomena. Yet this does not preclude fictional writing from providing
any insight into social reality. In the subfield of literary anthropology it is
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recognized that literary texts, particularly social realist fiction, can provide
“ethnographic source material.” It has even been claimed that the works
of creative writers can offer “more compelling, more accurate, and more
profound accounts of the social worlds they explore” than the writings of
social scientists.> Admittedly, in the same subfield there is an ongoing debate
about the extent to which, and the ways in which, novels and other forms
of fiction—precisely because of their creative and imaginative nature—
can be read as truly and accurately representing reality. I am not entering
the latter debate here, but I echo Ngiigi wa Thiongo’s suggestion that the
novel “gives a view of society from its contemplation of social life, reflect-
ing it, mirror-like, but also reflecting upon it, simultaneously.? Following
Ngiigl’s proposition, in this book I have read the selected Nigerian literary
texts as both a creative reflection of and a critical reflection upon Christi-
anity as part of Nigerian social life. One clear value of fiction in this sense
is a pedagogical one. Readers who may not be familiar with the social,
cultural, and religious context or with the form of Christian belief and
practice narrated in the text are introduced to that context, and its social
and religious lifeworld, through the power of narrative imagination. In the
preceding chapters of Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary Nigerian
Literature,  have demonstrated, with the help of Nigerian literary texts, how
this pedagogical value can be deployed for the study and teaching of Afri-
can religion and world Christianity. At least three key insights have been
gained through that exercise.

To begin, the fictional writings discussed in this book reflect the plural-
ity that has come to define Nigerian Christianity, or indeed, following
Asonzeh Ukah’s suggestion, “Christianities,” and the dynamics within and
across various Christian denominations and traditions.* The various cate-
gories of Christianity discussed in the introduction are all represented—for
instance, the historic mission (or mainline) churches in Purple Hibiscus
with its focus on Catholicism; African independent or indigenous churches
in The Fishermen, with its account of the Celestial Church of Christ; and
Pentecostalism in Foreign Gods, Inc. Perhaps more importantly, the novels
demonstrate how the boundaries between these categories have become
increasingly blurred. Purple Hibiscus’s concern with inculturation shows
how the traditional antagonism toward indigenous religion and culture,
typical of missionary Christianity, is gradually replaced with respect for
indigenous traditions, something that used to be associated with inde-
pendent/indigenous churches. If Susan VanZanten’s discussion of Purple
Hibiscus focuses on the hybridity of Christianity and traditional religion
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and culture, this hybridity has come to characterize, in various ways, other
Christian denominations, too.> Various novels also foreground the overall
Pentecostalization of Nigerian Christianity in the twenty-first century. For
instance, Buried Beneath the Baobab Tree features spiritual warfare rhetoric,
and Under the Udala Trees narrates deliverance practices, without specifi-
cally locating these in Pentecostal churches but instead suggesting that such
phenomena have come to define Nigerian Christianity more generally.

Furthermore, the literary texts discussed in this book narratively
demonstrate Simon Gikandi’s point that Christianity has become part of
“the social and cultural fabric” of postcolonial African societies, what other
scholars have referred to as Christianity’s role in Nigerian public culture
and its status as a public religion and a political spirituality.® As far as
the church as an institution is concerned, Buried Beneath the Baobab Tree
centers village life around the local parish church, while Purple Hibiscus
suggests that the Catholic Church is well established and influential in soci-
ety, and Foreign Gods, Inc. narrates how a Pentecostal church is popular
enough to cause major division in the community. These texts also show
the ways the church shapes children and youth, such as through Sunday
school (Beasts of No Nation), prayer sessions at school (Under the Udala
Trees), and university chaplaincy (Purple Hibiscus). Beyond an interest in
institutionalized Christianity and the role of the church, many texts also
offer a much broader and more diffuse picture of how Christian language,
texts, rituals, and symbols have infused Nigerian social life. They do so,
for instance, by including references to popular Christian practices, such
as praying the Angelus in public (Song for Night); to Christian-influenced
popular culture, such as soap series and music (The Fishermen); and to mass
religious events, be they the evangelizing crusades of Reinhard Bonnke
(Sterile Sky; The Fishermen), Marian pilgrimage sites (Purple Hibiscus), or
miracle campaigns (On Ajayi Crowther Street). The heated religious conver-
sations and contestations on a bus, as narrated in Luxurious Hearses, further
portray narratively how Christianity is part of, and shapes, social interac-
tions in the public domain.

Lastly, these texts demonstrate the argument, put forward by scholars
such as Kwame Bediako and Lamin Sanneh, that Christianity has become
an African religion.” Contemporary Nigerian Christian faith and religious
practice are associated with local agents and actors, rather than with foreign
missionaries. When the latter are part of the narrative account, either it is
in the form of a flashback to the colonial period as in Foreign Gods, Inc., or
they are presented as the last of the Mohicans, as in Purple Hibiscus. Indeed,
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the latter novel offers an up-to-date picture of mission in the current era by
the storyline about a Nigerian priest becoming a missionary in Germany;,
which may be the first literary account of what in scholarly literature is
often conceptualized as “reverse mission.”® The texts discussed in the previ-
ous chapters further depict Christian faith and practice as rooted in, and
appropriated by, local communities, and as blending with local vernacular,
idiom, and cultural styles. The way The Fishermen draws on indigenous and
Christian sources to promote an understanding of the river as sacred and
how Under the Udala Trees merges the sacred udala tree from Igbo tradi-
tion with the biblical tree of knowledge are examples of the development of
a deliberate literary effort to narrate Christianity as localized and culturally
meaningful. Even a novel like Foreign Gods, Inc., in which the contesta-
tion between Pentecostal Christianity and indigenous religion is a central
theme, foregrounds significant continuities and similarities between both
religions, such as by highlighting their shared emphasis on prosperity.

Critique: Nigerian Christianity, Coloniality, and Alterity

Earlier, I quoted Ngiigi as saying that literature is not simply a reflection
of but also—and perhaps primarily—a reflection on social life. Part of the
task of African writers as social thinkers, in the words of Wale Adebanwi,
is to offer “critical reflections on the African lifeworld”® And as Afe Adog-
ame has pointed out, “African novels principally communicate the African
milieu’s experiences in its historical setting but also critique it” Hence, he
underlines the need to examine the “literary criticism of religion,” given
how central religious belief and practice are to African social milieus.*® One
of the key arguments of this book is that engaging seriously with African
literary critiques of religion is important for the study of African religions
as well as world Christianity. In both these fields, the status of Christianity
as a public religion in African societies is widely recognized and subjected
to scrutiny.” However, little attention has been paid to the flip side—that
is, to the ways Christianity, as a public religion, is also made the subject
of cultural, social, and political critique. This book has demonstrated that
in contemporary Nigeria, literary writing has emerged as a distinct and
important site for the public critique of Christianity as a public religion.
As discussed in the introduction, the critique of Christianity, and specif-
ically the relationship between Christianity and European colonialism,
is a central characteristic of twentieth-century African literary writings,
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including in a Nigerian classic like Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, and this
theme has long dominated the scholarly discussion of the representation of
Christianity in African literature.”> From my close reading of literary texts
in the previous chapters, it appears that critique is still a distinct—though
not necessarily the primary—feature of the way Christianity is engaged in
contemporary Nigerian literature. This includes a critique of the ongoing
colonial legacies and colonizing tendencies of Christianity. I have shown
how the characters of Papa Eugene in Purple Hibiscus and Mama Adaora
in Under the Udala Trees are narratively depicted as “colonized minds,” for
example.” In Eugene’s case, he has internalized the hatred toward indige-
nous culture and religion induced by European missionaries, making him
reject his own father; in Adaora’s case, she has adopted a conservative and
homophobic interpretation of the Bible according to which homosexuality
is an “abomination,” which makes her forget about the traditions of gender
and sexual diversity in her own culture. In different ways, both represent
an African Christian postcolonial amnesia in which the memory of preco-
lonial traditions is consciously or unconsciously suppressed or erased. The
novel Foreign Gods, Inc. critiques Pentecostal Christianity for continuing
this colonial project of erasure in the contemporary era, depicting Pastor
Uka as a Nigerian Christian leader who completes the mission of the Brit-
ish missionary Reverend Stanton to combat local deities and demonize
indigenous religion. Thus, these texts narratively underline the need for
an ongoing “decolonization of the mind” among Nigerian and other Afri-
can Christians.

As much as the critique of Christianity in contemporary Nigerian liter-
ary texts is concerned with colonialism, its legacies, and its aftermaths, the
texts discussed in this book also revisit and broaden this critique. It is revis-
ited because European missionaries and colonial agents are no longer seen as
the key representatives of Christianity’s colonizing tendencies. Instead, the
agency of Nigerian Christians is acknowledged, and their role in maintain-
ing and perpetuating certain internalized colonial logics is interrogated. It
is also broadened because the texts under discussion acknowledge intersec-
tionality and demonstrate the pluralization of critique toward Christianity.
Purple Hibiscus offers a gendered critique of the patriarchal nature of colo-
nial and colonizing Christianity, while Under the Udala Trees offers a queer
critique of the heteronormative and homophobic character of Christianity.
Obioma’s The Fishermen problematizes how the colonial and missionary
desacralization of the natural environment continues to hamper contempo-
rary Nigerian Christianity, thus offering an ecological critique. The novels
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Foreign Gods, Inc. and Sterile Sky, like the novella Luxurious Hearses, further
interrogate the exclusivist and violent tendencies of Christianity in its rela-
tionship to religious Others, specifically those who practice indigenous
religion or Islam. In different ways, the literary texts discussed in this book
draw critical attention to the ways Christianity in contemporary Nigeria
continues to be invested in a colonial and neocolonial politics of alterity
that maintains and reinforces structures of power, inequality, and injustice
toward those who are seen as Other on the basis of ideologies such as patri-
archy, heteronormativity, anthropocentrism, and religious superiority.*

In the introduction, I quoted the theologian Tinyiko Maluleke about
what he calls the “tragic nature of Christianity in Africa”—a tragedy stem-
ming from the violence of colonialism and its legacies and afterlives.”
Contemporary Nigerian writers portray this tragedy by narrating how
the violence of Christianity turns toward certain groups that are margin-
alized or excluded within hegemonic Christianity, such as women and
same-sex-loving people, or even members of indigenous churches who are
looked down on because of their “syncretism.” These writers also portray
this tragedy by narrating how Christianity continues to cause division
and disruption in communities, along such lines as ethnicity, religion,
and social class. Drawing critical attention to the ways Christian politics
of alterity allow for an ongoing “evasion of justice” in Nigeria, the liter-
ary texts discussed in this book exemplify the importance of critique as a
central mode in the literary engagement with Christianity. Lastly, we have
seen how several novels take on Christianity, in particular in its Pente-
costal-Charismatic forms, for its association with a culture of corruption
in Nigeria, thus offering a moral critique of the various excesses—sexual,
financial, and otherwise—with which Christian leaders and churches are
popularly linked. Both Purple Hibiscus and Foreign Gods, Inc. combine this
with a criticism of Nigerian Big Man culture, as represented by the charac-
ters of Papa Eugene and Pastor Uka.

Compared to the literary classics from the mid-twentieth century,
which have long dominated the perception of Christianity in Nigerian
and African literature, the twenty-first-century texts discussed in this book
demonstrate that the scope of critique to which Christianity is subjected
has significantly broadened and diversified. Moreover, the main concern
is no longer with Christianity as a foreign religion imposed by outside
forces, but by the sometimes violent and otherwise harmful forms that
Christian belief and practice may take at the hands of local actors. Thus,
contemporary literary writers acknowledge that Christianity has become a
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homegrown phenomenon in Nigeria, and they engage it critically precisely
because it has become a powerful public religion embedded in the fabric of
postcolonial society. Lastly, and importantly, a number of writers engage
Christianity critically from what can be described as an insider’s perspective.
For instance, Adichie, Akpan, Ndibe, and Obioma confess to be Christians
themselves, and this positionality motivates their concern with what they
see as certain excesses within their own religion. Thus, contemporary Nige-
rian literature offers a space not just for the critique of but for critique from
within Christianity.

Imagination: Nigerian Christianity Toward a Humane and Just Future

It follows from the latter observation that contemporary Nigerian writers
not only think against Christianity in the mode of critique but also often
think creatively with Christianity and its imaginary resources. Religious,
alongside social and political, imagination is, after all, central to African
literary traditions.” The texts discussed in the previous chapters draw on
the rich universe of Christian texts, beliefs, and symbols, as part of what
Nimi Wariboko describes as the literary quest for “social transformation for
a humane world™® Thus, we have seen how, for instance, the symbol of the
Virgin Mary is deployed in Song for Night in a theopoetic quest for healing
from civil war-induced trauma and in Purple Hibiscus in a feminist quest
for the affirmation and empowerment of women. Biblical texts and stories
are invoked directly, such as in Beasts of No Nation, in order to express the
longing for salvation in the context of violence and atrocity, and are made
the subject of debates about their interpretation, such as in Under the Udala
Trees with regard to same-sex relationships and in a quest to affirm sexual
diversity. The Fishermen draws on the lyrics of a hymn as an intertextual
resource supporting its quest to resacralize the natural environment, while
sacred objects such as crucifixes and Marian medals are referred to in vari-
ous texts as symbols mediating divine presence and protection.

These literary texts recognize that Christianity is not intrinsically
connected to the violence of colonialism and its aftermaths but can be
redeemed and has decolonial possibilities. If decoloniality, in the words of
Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni, is about “a necessary liberatory language of the
future for Africa,” the writers under discussion suggest that Christianity
is one of the discursive archives offering the idiom for such language.” As
much as they acknowledge that realizing these decolonial possibilities is a



CONCLUSION

work in progress, they contribute to that work through their creative writ-
ing. They do so by dissociating Christianity from its European missionary
and colonial heritage and by reimagining it in the Nigerian context, indeed
as a Nigerian and African religion, as discussed above. Purple Hibiscus’s
exploration of Catholicism as an inculturated religion and The Fishermen’s
foregrounding of the indigenous Celestial Church of Christ are two key
examples of this. These novels link the decolonization of Christianity to
issues of gender and ecology, respectively, thus acknowledging how colo-
niality intersects with patriarchy and human-nature dichotomies, and they
deploy various resources to reimagine Christianity in feminist and ecolog-
ical directions. Under the Udala Trees, too, demonstrates intersectionality,
with a particular concern for sexuality, as it seeks to unlink Nigerian Chris-
tianity from its heteronormative and homophobic legacies and reimagine it
in queer directions that affirm gender and sexual diversity. If decoloniality
begins with acknowledging and processing the trauma of colonialism and its
violent aftermaths, both Beasts of No Nation and Song for Night profoundly
contribute to that quest while drawing on Christian imagery and idiom of
healing and forgiveness. Addressing the problem of Christian-Muslim rela-
tions and interreligious tensions and violence, which itself is both a legacy
of colonialism and shaped by postcolonial conditions, the novella Luxuri-
ous Hearses, among other texts discussed in chapter 5, promotes an ethic of
neighborly living; its subtle intertextual reference to The Imitation of Christ
offers a resource for thinking about what Christian discipleship might mean
in the context of religious pluralism. Addressing and seeking to overcome
the politics of alterity, the texts discussed in this book interrogate othering
on the basis of gender, sexuality, ethnicity, and religion, and they engender
an affirmative vision of life that recognizes difference, dignity, and fullness
of life for all in Nigeria.

Some literary texts, such as Under the Udala Trees, explicitly engage in
constructive theologizing in order to interrogate hegemonic forms of Chris-
tianity and develop alternative Christian possibilities. Other texts make
suggestions without necessarily developing these in depth. After all, these
are literary writings, not theological treatises. Nevertheless, it is obvious that
the writers discussed in this book are not only social—pace Adebanwi—but
also religious thinkers.>* As social thinkers, they think about and with reli-
gion, precisely because religion—and specifically Christianity—has become
part of the fabric of society. Subsequently, contemporary Nigerian litera-
ture as discussed in this book offers a rich and productive interface for
conversations about postcolonial African Christian social and religious
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thought. In the introduction, I quoted Abraham Waigi Ng’ang’a saying
that there is a “deep affinity and common ground” between African litera-
ture and African theology.” In response to this observation, I have begun
to outline in this book the contours of an engagement between the two,
exploring contemporary Nigerian literature as a starting point for critical,
creative, and constructive theologizing. Indeed, in the preceding chapters I
have identified various contributions that Nigerian literary writers make to
theology in the Nigerian and broader African context, ranging from femi-
nist, queer, and ecological theologies to theologies of trauma and religious
pluralism.

Through the lenses of representation, critique, and imagination, in
Decolonizing Christianities in Contemporary Nigerian Literature I have
demonstrated the rich and exciting interface that Nigerian literary writ-
ing offers to the study of Christianity and social thought in a postcolonial
African context. I have also shown how contemporary Nigerian literature
can significantly expand the critical and imaginative resources available to
students and scholars in the fields of African religions and theology, African
literature, religion and literature, and world Christianity, among others. I
offer this book as an invitation to those working in these fields, and I look
forward to seeing how the conversation between Christianity and literature
in Nigeria, in Africa more broadly, and in other regions of global Christi-
anity will develop and stimulate critical and creative religious and social
thought.
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