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Abstract  
This study examines how African, particularly Nigerian, communal 
values positively influence Catholic religious community life. It 
analyzes key cultural principles solidarity, relational personhood, 
hospitality, respect for elders, and shared rituals and their alignment 
with the theological foundations of consecrated life. Drawing on 
African philosophy, ecclesial documents, and pastoral research, the 
article demonstrates how these communal practices enhance 
cohesion, spiritual formation, and apostolic mission within religious 
communities. It also addresses potential challenges, including 
syncretism, cultural pressure, urbanization, and gender 
considerations, offering practical recommendations for 
inculturation that uphold both cultural integrity and Catholic 
doctrine. The study concludes that Nigerian communalism provides 
a dynamic model for fostering fraternity, mutual support, and 
prophetic witness, enriching Catholic religious life and contributing 
a distinctive vision of community to the universal Church. 
 
1.0 Introduction 

Community life stands at the very heart of Catholic consecrated life. 
Since the earliest monastic movements in the Christian tradition, 
religious communities have embodied the communal dimension of 
the Gospel: the ideal of believers sharing life, prayer, mission, and 
goods in imitation of the apostolic community described in Acts 
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2:42–47. Within the Catholic tradition, community (or communio) is 
not merely a social arrangement but a theological reality a sign of 
the Church and a participation in the Trinitarian life of God. In 
Africa, this dimension of religious life encounters a cultural 
landscape already deeply steeped in communal values, social 
interdependence, and collective identity. Nigerian societies, like 
many African societies, place a strong emphasis on communal 
belonging, the extended family, shared responsibility, and the 
primacy of the group over the isolated individual. 

This article investigates how the African specifically Nigerian 
perspective on communal life can positively enrich Catholic 
religious community life. It argues that the communal worldview 
inherent in Nigeria’s diverse cultures provides valuable 
anthropological and ethical resources for strengthening fraternal life 
within religious institutes. These values expressed in practices of 
solidarity, mutual aid, hospitality, collective identity, and social 
cohesion resonate with Catholic theological principles and can 
facilitate deeper inculturation of religious life in Africa. 

The Nigerian context is particularly fruitful for such a study. 
Nigeria is home to a rich mosaic of cultures Yoruba, Igbo, Hausa-
Fulani, Tiv, Idoma, Ijaw, and others each with its own communal 
ethos but united in a worldview that affirms that “a person is only a 
person through other persons.” Although the term Ubuntu is more 
commonly associated with southern Africa, its philosophical essence 
is broadly evident across the Nigerian cultural landscape. John 
Mbiti’s well-known formulation, “I am because we are; and since 
we are, therefore I am,” remains one of the most accurate summaries 
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of the African worldview of relational personhood and communal 
interdependence.1 

This article uses an interdisciplinary method, integrating 
African philosophy, Christian theology, anthropology, missiology, 
and contemporary scholarship on consecrated life. It places the 
Nigerian communal worldview in conversation with Catholic 
theological foundations especially those informed by the Church 
Fathers such as St. Augustine (himself a North African) and with 
post-Vatican II ecclesiology, which has re-emphasized the Church 
as the People of God and a communion. 

While this article focuses on positive contributions, it does not 
ignore potential challenges. Nigerian communal life, like all human 
social systems, is complex and can sometimes produce tensions with 
Christian values particularly when traditional practices conflict with 
Catholic doctrine, or when communal expectations limit personal 
freedom. These issues will be examined critically in later sections. 

Ultimately, the aim of this work is constructive: to show how 
the Nigerian communal ethos can deepen, enrich, and revitalize 
Catholic religious community life, enabling religious institutes to 
root themselves more authentically in African soil while remaining 
faithful to their universal Christian identity. 

 
2.0 The Nigerian Communal Ethos: Philosophical and Cultural 

Foundations 
Nigeria’s communal worldview is grounded in the extended family 
system, age-grade traditions, kinship networks, village assemblies, 
and communal ownership of resources. While Nigeria is ethnically 

 
1 John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Heinemann, 1990), 
106. 
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diverse, there is a shared emphasis on collective life and the primacy 
of belonging. In contrast to Western individualism, which prioritizes 
autonomy and self-definition, Nigerian cultural anthropology posits 
that identity is relational: one becomes a full person through 
participation in the community.2 

Among the Yoruba, the concept of ẹbí (family/kinship) 
describes not only biological relations but a wider network of social 
belonging. Identity is inseparable from the lineage, and one’s actions 
moral or immoral reflect upon the entire community.3 Among the 
Igbo, the umunna (clan or lineage group) plays a central role in 
defining a person’s social responsibilities, rights, and 
identity4.Among northern Nigerian societies, communal solidarity is 
embedded in Islamic social structures and Hausa-Fulani cultural 
norms, reinforcing familial and societal interdependence.5 
These communal orientations express an underlying philosophical 
anthropology: human beings are relational by nature. Nigerian 
scholars as such Pantaleon Iroegbu describe African personhood as 
“being-with,” arguing that existence itself is communal and 
dynamic6. Similarly, Innocent Asouzu’s philosophy 
of ibuanyidanda (“complementarity”) proposes that African 

 
2 Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze, ed., African Philosophy: An Anthology (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 1998), 190–195. 
3 Bolaji Idowu, Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief (London: Longman, 1962), 45–48. 
4 Ifeanyi Menkiti, “Person and Community in African Traditional Thought,” in African 
Philosophy: An Introduction, ed. Richard A. Wright (Lanham, MD: University Press 
of America, 1984), 171–181. 
5 Yusufu Turaki, Foundations of African Traditional Religion and Worldview (Nairobi: 
WordAlive Publishers, 2006), 128–135. 
6 Pantaleon Iroegbu, Kpim of Personality: Treatise on Human Person (Owerri: Eustel 
Publications, 2005), 78–83. 
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ontology affirms that all beings depend on each other for meaning 
and fulfillment.7 

These anthropological insights align closely with the communal 
values admired in Catholic teaching. They emphasize that society 
flourishes when its members recognize their interconnectedness and 
collaborate for the common good. In Nigerian culture, moral values 
such as hospitality, respect for elders, solidarity with the poor, and 
communal labor (owo-epa among the Yoruba, igba boyi among the 
Igbo) demonstrate the lived expression of communal ethics. These 
practices reinforce social cohesion and foster a sense of belonging 
that can greatly enrich religious life in Catholic institutes. 
In Section 3, we will explore how these cultural values interact with 
the religious domain and how Nigerian traditional religious concepts 
of community converge or diverge from Christian notions of 
communal life. 
 
3.0 Nigerian Communalism and Religion: Historical 

Interactions, Tensions, and Convergences 

Religion in Nigeria has always been deeply communal. Long before 
the arrival of Christianity and Islam, Nigerian traditional religions 
(NTR) were not structured around isolated individuals but around 
families, lineages, clans, and entire communities.8 Religious identity 
was inherited through the family and exercised in communal rituals, 
festivals, sacrifices, moral codes, and ancestral veneration. These 
practices reinforced the belief that the living community, the 

 
7 Innocent I. Asouzu, The Method and Principles of Complementary Reflection in and 
beyond African Philosophy (Calabar: University of Calabar Press, 2004), 30–37. 
8Emefie Ikenga-Metuh, African Religions in Western Conceptual Schemes (Jos: 
Imico, 1985), 87.  
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ancestors, and the yet-to-be-born formed a single moral and spiritual 
continuum.9 

The Igbo worldview, for example, situates the individual within 
the umunna, where ritual life naming ceremonies, harvest festivals, 
ancestral appeasement, and communal sacrifices unites the members 
in shared religious responsibility.10 Among the Yoruba, traditional 
worship of deities such as Ogun, Sango, or Oya takes place within 
communal shrines, with collective dance, song, and ritual forming 
part of the religious experience.11 Religious practice is thus 
inseparable from the life of the community; to belong religiously is 
to belong communally. 

This strong communal religious structure meant that when 
Christianity entered Nigeria in the 15th–19th centuries, it 
encountered a population already formed by a relational worldview. 
Conversion, in many early cases, involved whole families or entire 
communities, since individual conversion outside communal 
structures was highly unusual.12 The concept of a purely private faith 
a hallmark of certain Western Christian expressions—was alien to 
Nigerian cultures. 
 
3.1 Christianity and the Communal Ethos 
Catholic missionaries in Nigeria quickly recognized the communal 
nature of African life and used it to strengthen ecclesial structures. 

 
9 . John Mbiti, Introduction to African Religion, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Heinemann, 1991), 
63–70. 
10. Ifi Amadiume, Male Daughters, Female Husbands (London: Zed Books, 1987), 22–
25 
11 . Jacob Olupona, City of 201 Gods: Ilé-Ifè in Time, Space, and the Imagination 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 54–60. 
12 Ogbu Kalu, African Christianity: An African Story (Pretoria: University of Pretoria 
Press, 2005), 124–126. 
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Many early mission stations adopted models of communitas that 
resonated with local culture: shared work, communal prayers, 
mutual responsibility, and family-like parish structures. Parish life 
itself often became a new form of community, blending Christian 
doctrines with African patterns of kinship and shared life. 
Nigerian theologians such as Emefie Ikenga-Metuh argued that 
Christianity in Africa thrives best when it acknowledges and works 
with the communal worldview rather than against it.13 Similarly, the 
bishops of Africa at the 1994 African Synod described the Church in 
Africa as “Family of God,” deliberately using an African communal 
category as the model for ecclesial life.14 The “Church-as-Family” 
ecclesiology is arguably the most influential African contribution to 
Catholic thought in the last fifty years. 
 
3.2 Convergences 
Several elements of Nigerian communal religiosity align well with 
Catholic communal ideals: 

1. Interconnectedness and relational personhood. 
Catholic theology emphasizes that the human person is created for 
relationship—ultimately modeled on the Trinity. Nigerian 
philosophy of personhood reinforces this relational anthropology. 

2. Respect for elders and authority. 
Traditional respect for elders parallels Catholic respect for the 
wisdom of seniors, superiors, and those in leadership. 

 
 

 
13 . Emefie Ikenga-Metuh, Comparative Studies of African Traditional Religions 
(Onitsha: Imico Books, 1987), 214. 
14 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1995), no. 
63. 
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3. Solidarity with the poor and vulnerable. 
Communal redistribution of wealth and resources reflects Catholic 
social teachings on the common good and preferential option for the 
poor. 

4. Communal rituals. 
Community meals, festivals, and rites resonate with Catholic 
sacramental life, especially the Eucharist, which is both meal and 
communal sacrifice. 
 
3.3 Areas of Tension 

Despite these convergences, not all traditional religious practices 
align seamlessly with Catholic teaching. 

1. Ancestral veneration. 
Catholicism distinguishes between veneration of saints and 
problematic forms of ancestral invocation that may conflict with 
Christian worship.15 

2. Divination and ritual specialists. 
Certain traditional practices involving diviners, oracles, and ritual 
power are incompatible with Catholic monotheism. 

3. Communal pressure. 
In some cases, communal expectations can override personal 
conscience, which is contrary to Catholic teaching on moral 
freedom. 

These tensions must be critically addressed when integrating 
Nigerian communal values into Catholic religious life. 
 
 

 
15 Augustine Shutte, Ubuntu: An Ethic for a New South Africa (Pietermaritzburg: 
Cluster Publications, 2001), 48–49. 
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4.0 Catholic Theological Foundations for Community Life 

Catholic religious community life is grounded in Scripture, tradition, 
and canon law. The model for all Christian communion is the 
Trinity: a unity of persons in love. As Pope John Paul II frequently 
emphasized, the Church derives her communal identity from the 
Trinitarian communion.16 

4.1 Biblical Foundations 
The New Testament presents the early Christian community as one 
marked by shared life: “They devoted themselves to the apostles' 
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” 
(Acts 2:42). Jesus’ call to discipleship required leaving one’s family 
to enter a new community of brothers and sisters (Mk 10:29–30). 
Community was not optional it was essential. 

4.2 Patristic Foundations (Including St. Augustine of Hippo) 
St. Augustine, though not Nigerian, is a profound African 
contributor to Christian communal thought. His monastic rule 
emphasizes mutual love, common ownership of goods, shared 
prayer, and fraternal correction.17 His African context helped him 
appreciate community as an expression of Christian charity and 
spiritual friendship (caritas). Augustine believed that: community is 
a school of love, separation from community endangers the soul,  
shared life makes virtue possible.18 These themes resonate strongly 
with Nigerian communal values. 

 
16 . John Paul II, Christifideles Laici (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1988), 
no. 32. 
17Augustine, Rule of St. Augustine, trans. George Lawless (Hyde Park, NY: New City 
Press, 1987), 5–10.  
18 . Augustine, Sermons, in The Works of Saint Augustine, ed. John E. Rotelle 
(Brooklyn, NY: New City Press, 1990), 77–79. 
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4.3 Theological Vision of Community after Vatican II 
The Second Vatican Council reemphasized community as central to 
both Church and religious life. Lumen Gentium described the 
Church as the People of God, a communion of believers united in 
the Spirit.19 Perfectae Caritatis instructed religious institutes to 
renew their community life by returning to the Gospel and the spirit 
of their founders, insisting that community is essential for mission.20 

Contemporary Vatican documents reinforce these principles, 
describing religious community as: 

- a school of communion, 
- a witness to fraternity in a divided world, 
-     a sign of shared mission and mutual charity.21 

4.4 Convergence with Nigerian Context 
When placed in dialogue with Nigerian communal culture, Catholic 
teaching on religious community life finds: natural resonance 
(shared meals, solidarity, respect for elders, collective work), strong 
anthropological alignment (relational personhood), enhanced 
communal spirituality rooted in African social expressions (e.g., 
inclusive liturgy, rhythmic communal prayer, and shared 
responsibilities). This suggests that Nigerian communal values do 
not replace Catholic religious ideals but enrich their lived expression 
helping religious communities become more vibrant, culturally 
resonant, and spiritually grounded. 
 

 
19 Vatican II, Lumen Gentium (1964), no. 9. 
20Vatican II, Perfectae Caritatis (1965), no. 15. 
21 Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life, Starting Afresh From Christ 
(2002), nos. 10–12. 
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5.0 Points of Convergence Between Nigerian Communal Values 
and Catholic Religious Community Life 

The communal ethos that permeates Nigerian cultures shares 
profound points of intersection with Catholic ideals for religious life. 
These convergences create fertile ground for inculturating Christian 
community life in ways that are both theologically sound and 
culturally resonant. By examining specific areas of alignment, we 
can better understand why Nigerian cultural values enrich Catholic 
religious communities and how these values address some of the 
contemporary challenges facing consecrated life. 

5.1 Relational Personhood and Communal Identity 
One of the strongest areas of convergence is the shared emphasis on 
relational personhood. Catholic anthropology teaches that humans 
are created in the image of a Trinitarian God, whose very being is 
relational.22 This relational nature is reflected in Catholic religious 
communities, where individuals grow spiritually through shared 
prayer, fraternal charity, and mutual service. 

Nigerian cultures, particularly among the Igbo and Yoruba, hold 
that a person becomes fully human only through communal 
belonging.23 Menkiti famously wrote that personhood in African 
tradition is achieved through “a process of incorporation” and 
through the discharge of duties to the community.24 This view 
complements Catholic teaching on the human person, especially the 
idea that one’s vocation is discerned and lived not in isolation but 
within a community of faith. 

 
22 Karl Rahner, The Trinity (New York: Crossroad, 1997), 17–19. 
23 John Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 106. 
24 Ifeanyi Menkiti, “Person and Community,” 171–174. 
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For Catholic religious life, this Nigerian understanding of the 
person reinforces the idea that individualism is incompatible with 
consecrated life. Instead, mutual dependence and community 
support help each member flourish in fidelity to the vows and the 
community’s mission. 

5.2 Solidarity and the Common Good 
Catholic social teaching places solidarity at the center of social life, 
describing it as “a firm and persevering determination” to work for 

the good of all.⁴ The Nigerian communal ethos, likewise, prioritizes 
collective well-being over personal gain. Practices such as 
cooperative farming, communal labor (Igba Ohu among the Igbo, 
Aaro among the Yoruba), and shared festivals encourage 
interdependence and mutual assistance.25 
Religious communities benefit deeply from this Nigerian cultural 
disposition toward solidarity. Members accustomed to communal 
sharing often find it natural to contribute toward the common good 
of the community financially, physically, and spiritually. The 
Nigerian sense of “we-ness” (often expressed in phrases like onye 
aghala nwanne ya, “let no one abandon his brother”) strengthens the 
Catholic ideal of community as a place where all members share 
responsibility for the flourishing of the whole.26 

5.3 Hospitality and Inclusion 
Hospitality is a defining characteristic of Nigerian culture. Visitors, 
guests, and strangers are welcomed generously, often with food, 
lodging, and communal warmth. The Yoruba maxim Atithi Devo 
Bhava (adapted in some contexts) or the Igbo worldview 

 
25 . Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of 
the Church (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2004), 192. 
26 Bolaji Idowu, Olodumare, 55–60. 
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emphasizing the sacredness of the stranger demonstrate the deeply 
social nature of Nigerian hospitality. 

Catholic religious communities are called to embody Gospel 
hospitality, modeling Christ’s openness to all people. In this sense, 
Nigerian culture offers a powerful resource for building welcoming, 
vibrant communities. Nigerian religious communities often extend 
hospitality not only to guests but also to the poor, local parishioners, 
and youth. These practices strengthen the Church’s mission and 
embody the communal vision of Acts 4:32, where believers shared 
everything in common. 

5.4 Respect for Elders and Communal Leadership 
Respect for elders and leaders is integral to Nigerian society. Elders 
are custodians of wisdom, mediators of conflict, and symbols of 
continuity27.This respect for age and experience aligns with Catholic 
structures of authority in religious life, which value the experience 
of senior members and emphasize obedience as a vow that fosters 
communal unity.28 

Within religious communities, Nigerian cultural respect for 
elders promotes stable leadership, humility among younger 
members, and orderly community life. Superiors are not simply 
administrators but parental figures whose guidance is necessary for 
the spiritual and communal growth of the community. 

5.5 Shared Ritual Life 
Rituals are central to both Nigerian culture and Catholicism. 
Nigerian traditional societies gather for rituals marking birth, 
initiation, marriage, harvest, and death. These events express shared 

 
27 . Francis Arinze, Sacrifice in Ibo Religion (Ibadan: Ibadan University Press, 1970), 
98–101. 
28 . Vatican II, Perfectae Caritatis, no. 14. 
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identity and reinforce communal bonds.29Catholic religious 
communities also rely on liturgy, daily prayer, chapter meetings, and 
communal celebrations (such as feast days) to build unity. 

The Nigerian love for ritual enhances the vitality of Catholic 
liturgical life. Lively singing, drumming, call-and-response patterns, 
and participatory worship contribute to communal cohesion and 
spiritual depth.30 These expressions of communal spirituality enrich 
the prayer life of religious communities and help them connect with 
local populations. 
 
6.0 Practical Implications and Benefits for Catholic Religious 

Communities in Nigeria 

Integrating Nigerian communal values into Catholic religious life is 
not merely a theoretical possibility it has concrete pastoral, spiritual, 
and organizational benefits. Many Nigerian religious communities 
already reflect aspects of African communalism, whether 
consciously or intuitively. This section highlights practical 
advantages of incorporating Nigerian communal ethos into Catholic 
religious community life. 

6.1 Strengthening Community Cohesion and Stability 
In many parts of the world, religious communities struggle with 
individualism, isolation, and a lack of interpersonal engagement. 
Nigerian communal values counter these trends by promoting close 
interpersonal relationships. Members accustomed to extended 
family life easily adapt to shared housing, communal eating, and 

 
29 . Emefie29 Ikenga-Metuh, Comparative Studies, 211–214. 
30 Aylward Shorter, African Culture and the Christian Church (London: Geoffrey 
Chapman, 1973), 88–92 
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group decision-making.31 Communities that incorporate African 
values tend to experience: 

fewer interpersonal conflicts, 
deeper sense of belonging, 
mutual emotional and spiritual support, 
greater resilience in times of crisis. 

The communal ethos encourages members to care for one another 
and remain committed even during difficulties. This resilience 
contributes significantly to the stability of religious institutes. 

6.2 Enhancing Formation Programs 
Formation in the Nigerian context benefits from integrating 
communal values. Novices and seminarians trained in environments 
that affirm relational identity, collective work, and shared spirituality 
internalize community life more naturally. Nigerian communal 
pedagogy learning by imitation, participation, and shared experience 
fits well with Catholic models of formation.32 
Formation houses that integrate Nigerian values create: 

participatory learning environments, 
strong bonds among candidates, 
respect for authority and tradition, 
holistic growth in prayer, work, and social life. 

 

 

 
31 Teresa Okure, “Community in African Christianity,” African Ecclesial Review 32, 
no. 2 (1990): 73–78. 
32 . Elochukwu Uzukwu, Worship as Body Language: Introduction to Christian 
Worship in Africa (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1997), 110–118. 
13. Ogbu Kalu, African Christianity, 147–150. 
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6.3 Promoting Shared Mission and Apostolic Collaboration 
Many Nigerian religious communities are actively engaged in 
pastoral, educational, medical, and social ministries. Nigerian 
communalism supports collaborative mission because it frames 
apostolic work as a joint responsibility rather than an individual 
endeavor. Missions undertaken as a community foster deeper unity 
and shared accountability.33 Schools, hospitals, and parishes 
administered by religious congregations benefit from African 
communal leadership styles that emphasize cooperation, consensus-
building, and communal vision. 

6.4 Encouraging Simplicity and Shared Use of Resources 
Traditional Nigerian societies practice resource-sharing as a cultural 
norm. In many villages, communal land, shared labor, and collective 
ownership of resources reflect this ethos.34 Such values align deeply 
with religious vows of poverty and simplicity. Nigerian religious 
communities easily adopt shared goods, communal budgets, and 
modest living. These values help religious institutes maintain 
simplicity, avoid materialism, and model Gospel poverty to the 
wider Church. 

6.5 Fostering Inculturated Spirituality 
Nigerian prayers, songs, proverbs, storytelling, and symbolic 

gestures can enrich Catholic communal spirituality.¹⁵ Community 
prayer that incorporates African rhythms, languages, and symbols 
fosters deeper participation, joy, and identity. Inculturated 
spirituality nurtures unity, inspires mission, and strengthens Catholic 
identity in the Nigerian context. 

 
33 . Yusufu Turaki, Foundations, 140–144. 
34 . Justin Ukpong, “Inculturation and African Theology,” Theological Studies 53, no. 
4 (1992): 536–540. 
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7.0 Challenges and Critical Considerations 

While the Nigerian communal worldview offers rich resources for 
Catholic religious life, it also brings certain tensions that must be 
addressed with theological, pastoral, and cultural sensitivity. 
Inculturation is never a simple transplantation of cultural values into 
Christian structures; it requires a process of discernment rooted in 
Scripture, Tradition, and the Church’s magisterium. This section 
identifies key challenges that arise when integrating Nigerian 
communal values into Catholic religious communities. 

7.1 The Risk of Syncretism 
One of the primary concerns in blending African communal 
practices with Catholic religious life is the potential for syncretism. 
Nigerian traditional religions, though deeply communal, incorporate 
belief systems involving spirits, divinities, ancestors, divination, and 
ritual specialists.35 Certain practices especially ancestral invocation 
or consultation with traditional healers may conflict with Catholic 
monotheism and the Church’s teaching on the communion of 
saints.36 

Although communal living is compatible with Christianity, the 
worldview that undergirds certain traditional rituals may not be. 
Nigerian theologian Charles Nyamiti notes that African traditional 
concepts must be carefully evaluated to avoid distorting the 
Christian message.37 For example, rituals intended to appease 

 
35 . Jacob Olupona, African Religions: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 40–45. 
36 . Catechism of the Catholic Church (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 
1993), no. 2116. 
37 Charles Nyamiti, African Christian Theology (Nairobi: Catholic University of 
Eastern Africa Press, 1994), 27–31. 
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ancestors or secure communal protection may resemble but cannot 
be equated with Catholic intercessory prayer. 

Therefore, religious communities must distinguish between 
cultural values (e.g., solidarity, respect for elders) that enrich 
religious life and ritual expressions that may remain incompatible 
with Catholic doctrine. 

7.2 Communal Pressure Versus Personal Conscience 
In traditional Nigerian society, the individual is often subordinated 
to the community. Family and clan expectations shape decisions 
involving marriage, work, and social responsibilities.38 While this 
fosters solidarity, it can pose difficulties for Catholic religious life, 
in which personal conscience plays a crucial moral role. According 
to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, “A human being must 
always obey the certain judgment of his conscience.”39 

If religious candidates feel compelled to join or remain in 
religious life due to communal pressure or if their freedom of 
discernment is limited by family expectations then the integrity of 
vocation is compromised. Nigerian religious communities must 
therefore guard against allowing cultural expectations to override 
personal freedom and spiritual autonomy. 

7.3 Diversity of Nigerian Cultures 
Although Nigerian cultures share communal emphases, they are far 
from uniform. The communal structures of the Igbo differ 
significantly from those of the Yoruba or Hausa-Fulani.40For 

 
38 . Emefie Ikenga-Metuh, African Religions in Western Conceptual Schemes, 142–
145. 
39 . Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 1778. 
40 . Toyin Falola and Matthew Heaton, A History of Nigeria (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2008), 34–62. 
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example: The Igbo traditionally have a more decentralized, 
democratic communal model built around kinship groups. The 
Yoruba emphasize hierarchical authority and lineage structures.  
The Hausa-Fulani communal system is strongly tied to Islamic 
tradition and emirate leadership. 

Religious communities must avoid assuming a monolithic 
“African communalism,” instead evaluating how particular cultural 
values apply within their specific congregational and regional 
contexts. A religious congregation with largely Igbo members may 
experience community differently than one with predominantly 
Yoruba members, even within the same institute. 

7.4 Modernization, Urbanization, and Social Change 
Traditional communal values in Nigeria are undergoing rapid 
transformation due to urbanization, globalization, migration, and 
exposure to Western individualism.41 Younger Nigerians raised in 
urban centers may not have experienced the extended family system 
in its traditional form. Many no longer participate in communal labor 
or lineage-based rituals. 

As a result, some younger religious candidates may struggle 
with aspects of communal life that older generations embraced. 
Religious institutes must recognize evolving cultural realities and 
avoid romanticizing an “ideal African community” that no longer 
exists in practice. The challenge is to identify which communal 
values remain meaningful and how they can be authentically adapted 
to contemporary conditions. 

 

 
41 Ebenezer Obadare and Wale Adebanwi, eds., Nigeria: The Politics of a Failed 
State? (London: Zed Books, 2010), 58–63. 
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7.5 Gender Roles and Equality 
Traditional Nigerian communal structures often assign gender-
specific roles.42While some of these roles complement Catholic 
teachings, others may conflict with contemporary understandings of 
human dignity and the equality of men and women in the Church. 
Nigerian religious communities especially female congregations 
must carefully evaluate cultural expectations that may limit the role 
of women, discourage assertiveness, or restrict leadership. 

Inculturation must always respect the dignity of all persons and 
the Church’s teaching on the participation of women in ecclesial life. 

7.6 Conflict Resolution Styles 
Many Nigerian ethnic groups use communal elders or lineage 
councils to resolve disputes.43 While these systems emphasize 
harmony and reconciliation, they may also suppress individual 
grievances for the sake of group cohesion. Catholic religious life, 
however, emphasizes fraternal correction, transparent dialogue, and 
reconciliation grounded in the Gospel.44 

Communities must strike a balance between cultural conflict-
resolution methods and the values of openness, truth, and justice 
central to Christian community life. 

 
8.0 Recommendations for Implementation 

To integrate Nigerian communal values into Catholic religious 
community life fruitfully and responsibly, a deliberate process of 

 
42 . Ifi Amadiume, Reinventing Africa: Matriarchy, Religion and Culture (London: 
Zed Books, 1997), 12–18. 
43 Bolaji Idowu, African Traditional Religion: A Definition (London: SCM Press, 
1973), 89–90. 
44 Vatican II, Perfectae Caritatis, no. 15. 
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discernment, education, and structured adaptation is required. The 
following recommendations draw from theological, sociological, 
and pastoral insights. 

8.1 Prioritize Formation in Intercultural and Interreligious 
Discernment 

Formation programs should include solid training in: 
African philosophy and anthropology, 
the theology of inculturation, 
Catholic teaching on community life, 
spiritual discernment and conscience formation. 

Scholars like Laurenti Magesa emphasize that formation must 
engage African cultural values critically and respectfully, allowing 
religious candidates to appreciate their heritage while evaluating it 
through the lens of Christian faith.45 

8.2 Encourage Community Practices That Reflect African Values 
Certain practices fit naturally into religious life and should be 
intentionally cultivated, such as: 

communal meals reflecting Nigerian hospitality, 
shared manual labor and chores, 
communal storytelling or evening recreation, 
inclusive decision-making (where appropriate), 
participatory liturgy using African symbols, gestures, and 
music.46 

These practices can enhance fraternity, joy, and unity within 
religious communities. 

 
45 . Laurenti Magesa, What Is Not Sacred? African Spirituality (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2013), 119–138. 
46 . Elochukwu Uzukwu, Worship as Body Language, 145–158. 
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8.3 Promote Healthy Leadership Models 
Leadership training should integrate the strengths of Nigerian 
communal authority structures respect, wisdom, and parental 
guidance while avoiding their weaknesses, such as authoritarianism 
or excessive hierarchy.47 Superiors should cultivate: 

servant leadership, 
transparent communication, 
participatory decision-making, 
accountability rooted in Gospel values. 
This approach blends the best of Nigerian leadership traditions 
with Catholic ecclesial models. 

8.4 Establish Clear Theological Boundaries 
Communities should articulate what cultural elements can be 
integrated and what must remain outside religious life. For example: 

Acceptable: hospitality, solidarity, communal work, shared 
identity, proverbs, storytelling. 
To be evaluated: rituals involving ancestors, traditional healers, 
or divination. 

This clarity prevents syncretism and maintains fidelity to Catholic 
doctrine.48 

8.5 Encourage Research and Contextual Theology 
Nigeria’s vibrant academic and ecclesial landscape provides 
opportunities for further research into community life. Seminaries, 
theological institutes, and universities should promote studies on 
African communalism and consecrated life; the Church-as-Family 

 
47 John Okumu, “Leadership in African Contexts,” Journal of African Christian 
Thought 4, no. 2 (2001): 45–52. 
48 Nyamiti, African Christian Theology, 33–35. 
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ecclesiology; the impact of globalization on community life, 
leadership and governance in African religious communities; case 
studies of successful Nigerian communities integrating African 
values. Ongoing research ensures that enculturation remains 
dynamic and grounded in real experience. 
 
9.0 Conclusion: The African Specifically Nigerian Communal 

Worldview as a Positive Influence on Catholic Religious 
Community Life 

Reflecting on Nigeria’s communal ethos in dialogue with Catholic 
theological tradition reveals a remarkable consonance between 
African cultural values and the foundational ideals of religious life. 
Community is not an optional dimension of either Nigerian society 
or Catholic consecrated life; it is an essential anthropological and 
theological reality. The Nigerian cultural emphasis on family, 
solidarity, hospitality, shared responsibility, and interdependence 
resonates deeply with Christian understandings of the human person 
as relational, the Church as communion, and religious life as a 
prophetic witness to fraternity. 

9.1 Nigerian Communalism as a Resource for Rebuilding 
Religious Life 

As religious communities around the world face challenges such as 
individualism, isolation, and declining vocations, the Nigerian 
communal worldview offers a constructive response. African 
theologians consistently highlight the strength of communal identity 
and the deep sense of belonging that characterize African societies.49 
These values provide fertile soil for cultivating vibrant religious 

 
49 John Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 106–110. 
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communities in which members support one another emotionally, 
spiritually, and materially. 

The extended family model prevalent in Nigerian cultures 
mirrors many elements of Catholic community life: shared meals, 
common labor, collective decision-making, respect for elders, and a 
strong sense of mutual responsibility.50All of these practices 
reinforce the ideal of religious life as a “school of charity,” to borrow 
the language of St. Augustine, where members learn to love one 
another and grow in virtue.51 In this sense, Nigerian communalism is 
not merely compatible with Catholic religious life it strengthens it. 

9.2 Enriching Ecclesiology Through African Insights 
The Church’s self-understanding has been significantly enriched by 
African contributions, especially through the model of the Church as 
Family of God. The 1994 African Synod emphasized that African 
cultures provide unique relational categories solidarity, mutual care, 
extended family life that fit organically with ecclesial identity.52 The 
Church-as-Family ecclesiology is arguably the most successful 
example of enculturation in modern Catholic thought. 

Nigerian religious communities embody this ecclesiology 
through: interdependence and mutual support; communal 
discernment and participation; sacramental celebrations marked by 
joy, music, dance, and shared symbols; a spirituality of 
interconnectedness that mirrors both the extended family and 
Trinitarian communion. These practices demonstrate that African 
communal values do not dilute Catholic identity but deepen it. 

 
50 Emefie Ikenga-Metuh, Comparative Studies of African Traditional Religions, 207–
214. 
51 Augustine, Rule of St. Augustine, 6–9. 
52 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa, no. 63 
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9.3 The Prophetic Witness of Community in Nigerian Religious 
Life 

In a nation grappling with ethnic tensions, political instability, 
poverty, corruption, and insecurity, religious communities that 
embody authentic fraternity serve as a powerful sign of hope. They 
model reconciliation in a society strained by division, solidarity in 
an economy marked by inequality, and peaceful coexistence in 
regions torn by conflict. 

Pope Francis describes religious life as a “prophetic witness of 
communion in a fractured world.”53 Nigerian religious communities 
that integrate their indigenous communal ethos with the Gospel 
fulfill this mission in a uniquely powerful way. Their communal life 
becomes an evangelizing force a living testimony that unity and 
charity are possible across ethnic and social lines. 

The communal vision of Nigerian culture can therefore assist 
religious communities in becoming transformative agents in society. 

9.4 Addressing Challenges with Discernment and Fidelity 
As explored previously, the integration of Nigerian communal 
values is not without difficulties. Risks of syncretism, communal 
pressure, cultural misapplication, and hierarchical excesses require 
careful discernment.54 Theological clarity, strong formation 
programs, and adherence to Catholic teaching are essential. 
Inculturation must always uphold the integrity of the faith while 
embracing what is true, good, and beautiful in African culture. 

Thus, the process of inculturation demands: 
dialogue between culture and faith, 

 
53 . Pope Francis, Evangelii Gaudium (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2013), 
no. 87 
54 Charles Nyamiti, African Christian Theology, 33–36. 
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discernment guided by Scripture and Tradition, 
critical reflection on cultural practices, 
ongoing evaluation within communities, 
leadership that models wisdom and humility. 

When these elements are present, cultural integration becomes a 
source of renewal rather than confusion. 

9.5 Toward a Holistic Vision of Inculturated Religious Life in 
Nigeria 

The future of religious life in Nigeria depends largely on the ability 
of communities to embrace their cultural heritage while remaining 
rooted in the Gospel. The vitality of Nigerian Catholicism reflected 
in high Mass attendance, abundant vocations, and dynamic parish 
life demonstrates the deep compatibility between African communal 
values and the Christian message.55 

A truly inculturated religious life in Nigeria will: recognize the 
dignity of each person in relation to the community; balance cultural 
cohesion with personal freedom; integrate African forms of prayer 
and celebration into liturgical life; promote leadership grounded in 
service and wisdom; practice the evangelical counsels in culturally 
meaningful ways; embody a spirituality of shared destiny and 
communal love. When lived authentically, this synthesis creates 
communities that are spiritually rich, culturally rooted, and mission-
oriented. 

9.6 Nigeria as a Gift to the Universal Church 
Nigeria’s contribution to the global Church is increasingly 
recognized. The growth of Nigerian religious congregations, 
missionary outreach beyond Africa, and the increasing number of 

 
55 . Ogbu Kalu, African Christianity, 149–153. 
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Nigerian priests serving worldwide demonstrate the vitality of 
Nigerian Catholicism.56 With their strong communal ethos, Nigerian 
religious communities offer the universal Church a model of 
fraternity and vibrant communal spirituality. 

As Pope Benedict XVI noted, Africa has become a “spiritual 
lung” for the global Church.57 Nigerian communal values expressed 
through joyful worship, strong community life, and a sense of shared 
destiny serve as a gift to the universal Church, offering renewed 
models of fraternity and evangelization. 

9.7 Final Synthesis 
In sum, the communal worldview of Nigeria provides a rich and life-
giving framework for enhancing Catholic religious community life. 
Its cultural values solidarity, hospitality, ritual celebration, respect 
for elders, and communal identity align deeply with Catholic ideals 
of consecrated living. When discerned carefully and integrated 
faithfully, these values nurture vibrant communities marked by 
charity, unity, and mission. 

Nigerian religious life, grounded in African communal values 
and illuminated by the Gospel, offers a distinctive and powerful 
vision of Christian fraternity. It embodies the Church as a family, 
models the Trinitarian life of love, and witnesses to the world that 
community remains not only possible but transformative. The 
positive influence of Nigerian communalism on Catholic religious 
community life is therefore both undeniable and indispensable. 
 

 
56 Agbonkhianmeghe E. Orobator, Religion and Faith in Africa: Confessions of an 
Animist (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2018), 77–82. 
57 9. Benedict XVI, Africae Munus (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2011), 
no. 14. 
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