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Abstract 
Consecrated life in Africa exists within a rich mosaic of cultures, 
tribes, and traditions that continue to shape the continent’s ecclesial 
identity. While the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience are 
universal expressions of evangelical discipleship, their embodiment 
in African contexts necessarily interacts with cultural and tribal 
realities. This paper examines how African consecrated life has 
developed amid these intersections of faith and culture, highlighting 
both the enrichment and tensions that arise from tribal belonging 
and cultural rootedness. Drawing on the works of African 
theologians and magisterial sources. This study argues that African 
consecrated life must be both inculturated and prophetic. Culture 
provides the theological “soil” in which the seeds of vocation take 
root, yet it also demands purification and transformation in light of 
the Gospel. The interplay of tribe and charism challenges 
consecrated persons to embody a reconciled identity: faithful to 
their cultural heritage yet radically oriented toward the universal 
communion of the Church. Ultimately, to be fully African and fully 
consecrated is to live a creative fidelity where culture becomes not 
a boundary but a bridge to holiness. 
 
Keywords: Consecrated Life, Culture, Tribe, Charism, 

Inculturation, Africa. 
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1. Introduction: Consecrated Life in the African Cultural 
Horizon 

Consecrated life, as a living witness to the radical following of Christ 
through the evangelical counsels, is deeply incarnational. It has 
always assumed and expressed itself within the concrete realities of 
human cultures. From the cenobitic monasticism of the Egyptian 
deserts1 to the apostolic congregations of modern missionary 
movements, consecrated life has shown remarkable adaptability to 
the diverse worlds in which it takes root. In Africa, this adaptability 
is especially evident, for the religious life has found itself in dialogue 
with a continent of striking cultural plurality, over 3,000 ethnic 
groups, each with its own language, cosmology, and moral order.2 
The African continent’s encounter with Christianity has always been 
mediated through culture. The early North African fathers, such as 
Augustine and Cyprian, engaged with Greco-Roman philosophy, 
while modern African theologians wrestle with the implications of 
inculturation, liberation, and reconciliation. The Second Vatican 
Council’s call for a renewed appreciation of cultural diversity 

 
1 In the history or theology of Consecrated life, the term “Cenobitic” refers to a monastic 
lifestyle characterized by community living rather than solitary life. This tradition, 
which comes from the Greek words for “common” and “life,” involves monks or nuns 
living together in a monastery, following a set of rules, and sharing a common life of 
prayer, work, and study. Moreover, it is the opposite of the eremitic or hermit tradition, 
which, on the other hand, emphasizes solitude. Cenobitic monasticism in the Egyptian 
deserts was historically founded by Pachomius in the 4th century, which involved 
monks living in organized, self-sufficient communities under a rule and an abbot. This 
communal lifestyle provided a supportive structure for monks who found solitary 
eremitic life too difficult. It is considered the first modern, organized monastery and 
contrasted with the solitary life of hermits, although both were inspired by early 
Egyptian monasticism.   
2 Kwame Bediako, Theology and Identity: The Impact of Culture upon Christian 
Thought in the Second Century and in Modern Africa (Oxford: Regnum, 1992), 14–15. 
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(Gaudium et Spes, no. 53–62) and Pope Paul VI’s insistence that “the 
Gospel does not destroy culture but purifies and elevates it”3 set the 
foundation for African theology’s later emphasis on cultural 
embodiment. Consequently, the question of how consecrated life, an 
institution born largely within Western monastic frameworks, finds 
authentic expression within African cultural and tribal contexts 
remains a pressing theological inquiry. 

The communal nature of African life offers both opportunities 
and challenges for religious life. This is so because African societies 
are structured around kinship, ancestry, and reciprocity; personhood 
is defined not in isolation but through relationships. As John Mbiti’s 
classic phrase, quoting the “ubuntu,” puts it, “I am because we are, 
and since we are, therefore I am.”4 This communitarian worldview 
provides fertile ground for the spirituality of communion that 
consecrated life seeks to embody. Yet the same communal bonds can 
manifest negatively as tribalism, an exclusivist loyalty that 
undermines ecclesial universality. The consecrated person in Africa 
thus lives within a creative tension: to remain rooted in the cultural 
values that give life meaning, while transcending them to embody 
the universality of the Gospel. 

This tension is not simply sociological but profoundly 
theological, in that the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience find 
different resonances in African contexts. Poverty speaks to solidarity 
and sharing but must also confront the material deprivation that 
marks much of African life. Chastity aligns with the African sense 
of relational wholeness but challenges the societal expectation of 
marriage and progeny. Obedience resonates with respect for 

 
3 Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1975), no. 20. 
4 John S. Mbiti, African Religions and Philosophy, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Heinemann, 1990), 
141. 



Jude Akaluzia OFUANI, CMF 

207 

authority and elders but must avoid reinforcing oppressive 
hierarchies. Culture thus becomes both the locus theologicus and the 
crucible in which the evangelical counsels acquire new depth and 
meaning. 

Moreover, the notion of tribe is not to be dismissed as merely 
ethnic; it is a carrier of spirituality, language, and worldview. Tribal 
belonging shapes one’s sense of vocation and communal identity. 
However, when unexamined, it can create subtle divisions within 
religious houses and formation programs. As the Symposium of 
Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar (SECAM) 
warned, “tribalism remains one of the most insidious threats to 
ecclesial communion in Africa.”5 Religious communities, by their 
very nature, are called to be “laboratories of unity,” where the Gospel 
transforms tribal boundaries into bonds of fraternity. 

The historical evolution of consecrated life in Africa 
underscores this dialectic between tribe and transcendence. 
Missionary-founded congregations often adopted European 
spiritualities and community structures that did not always align with 
African social sensibilities. Yet, the post-conciliar period witnessed 
a growing awareness that African religious life could not remain a 
transplant; it had to take root. The emergence of indigenous 
congregations signalled a theological awakening. Some of these new 
African-founded communities began to re-interpret their charisms in 
light of African communal values, local languages, and cultural 
rituals. As Pope John Paul II affirmed in Ecclesia in Africa, “a faith 
that does not become culture is a faith not fully received, not fully 

 
5 SECAM (Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar), Pastoral 
Letter on Reconciliation, Justice and Peace (Accra: SECAM Secretariat, 2011), 27. 
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lived, and not fully reflected.”6 This insight is especially relevant for 
consecrated life, which by its very nature is meant to incarnate the 
Gospel in the lived fabric of society. For African consecrated 
persons, the task is not simply to adapt Western models of religious 
life but to allow the Spirit to generate new forms of community, 
prayer, and mission from within the African worldview. 

Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to explore the place of 
tribe and culture in the expression of consecrated life in Africa. It 
argues that African consecrated life must be understood not as an 
imported institution but as a dialogical reality, where charism 
encounters culture, and tribe is both affirmed and transformed by the 
Gospel. This encounter invites a reinterpretation of the evangelical 
counsels, community life, and mission through the lens of African 
anthropology. Ultimately, the goal is to discern how consecrated 
persons can be fully African and fully consecrated, living the radical 
Gospel call in a way that both honours their cultural identity and 
witnesses to the universality of Christ’s love. 

 
2. Culture as the Theological Soil of Consecrated Life 

Culture is the living environment in which faith takes root, grows, 
and bears fruit. It is, as the Second Vatican Council affirmed, “that 
through which man develops and perfects his manifold spiritual and 
bodily endowments.”7 To speak of consecrated life in Africa, 
therefore, without reference to culture, is to miss the very ground 
from which vocation springs. Culture does not stand outside 

 
6 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana, 1995), no. 78. 
7 Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes, in Vatican Council II: The Conciliar and 
Post Conciliar Documents, ed. Austin Flannery (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 
1996), no. 53. 
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theology; it is part of the theological process itself, the space where 
revelation encounters human history and assumes its particular 
forms. 

2.1. Culture as Locus of Revelation 
African theology has long insisted that culture is not merely a 
sociological phenomenon but a locus of divine self-disclosure. As 
Bénézet Bujo observes, “God has already spoken to Africa in her 
traditions, her proverbs, and her rituals.”8 This does not imply a 
romantic idealization of culture but a recognition that the Word of 
God becomes flesh within every people’s history. Thus, the 
consecrated person’s vocation is not to flee culture but to discern and 
transform it in light of the Gospel. 

In the African worldview, life is understood as a network of 
relationships between the living, the ancestors, creation, and God. 
This vision resonates profoundly with the consecrated ideal of 
communion and solidarity. The African sense of belonging (ubuntu, 
ujamaa9) provides a hermeneutical key to understanding community 
life in religious institutes. The traditional African compound, where 
families share resources and decisions communally, parallels the 
monastic ideal of common life centred on mutual service and shared 

 
8 Bénézet Bujo, African Theology in Its Social Context (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
1992), 31. 
9 Both terms, “Ubuntu” and “Ujamaa,” are complementary African philosophical 
concepts that emphasize communal identity, interdependence, and solidarity. Ubuntu, 
from the Nguni Bantu languages, expresses the conviction that “I am because we are,” 
highlighting the dignity of each person as constituted through relationships, while 
Ujamaa, a Swahili term popularized by Julius Nyerere, refers to “familyhood” – a 
vision of social and economic cooperation rooted in mutual responsibility and 
communal well-being. See Julius K. Nyerere, Ujamaa: Essays on Socialism (Dar es 
Salaam: Oxford University Press, 1968); and Desmond Tutu, No Future Without 
Forgiveness (New York: Doubleday, 1999), 34–36. 
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responsibility,10 against the culture of individualism. At the same 
time, African cultures perceive the sacred as permeating all 
dimensions of life. There is then no dichotomy between sacred and 
profane, natural and supernatural. This sacramental worldview 
enriches the consecrated person’s spirituality, enabling a holistic 
approach to prayer, work, and mission. It reminds the Church that 
holiness is not an abstraction, but a lived reality embedded in 
everyday life, rituals, and relationships. 

2.2. The Dynamics of Inculturation 
The advent of the Second Vatican Council marked a decisive 
theological shift in the Church’s attitude toward culture, 
inaugurating what came to be known as the era of inculturation. Prior 
to the Council, missionary efforts in Africa often reflected a 
Eurocentric ecclesiology that viewed African traditions with 
suspicion or inferiority. Vatican II, particularly through Gaudium et 
Spes and Ad Gentes, recognized culture as the medium through 
which the Gospel takes flesh and affirmed that “the Church must be 
able to speak to every human culture in its own language.”11 This 
theological breakthrough opened the way for African theologians 
and religious institutes to engage creatively with indigenous 
symbols, rituals, and communal values as vehicles of faith 
expression. Inculturation thus became not merely adaptation but 
mutual transformation, the Gospel purifying culture while culture 
enriching the Gospel’s embodiment. For consecrated life in Africa, 
this meant that the evangelical counsels, community life, and prayer 

 
10 Charles Nyamiti, African Christian Theology: An Introduction (Nairobi: Catholic 
University of Eastern Africa Press, 1994), 76. 
11 Second Vatican Council, Gaudium et Spes (1965), no. 44; and Ad Gentes (1965), no. 
22. 
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could now be interpreted through African idioms of kinship, respect, 
and harmony. The Council’s spirit, therefore, legitimized the African 
Christian’s desire to be “truly Catholic and truly African,”12 
grounding religious life in the living soil of African culture without 
compromising its evangelical core.  

The theology of inculturation thus offers the bridge between 
faith and culture. It is not mere adaptation or cultural translation but 
“the intimate transformation of authentic cultural values through 
their integration in Christianity and the insertion of Christianity in 
various human cultures.”13 This mutual exchange demands 
discernment, for not all cultural values can be baptized uncritically. 
Yet, inculturation remains essential if consecrated life is to speak 
meaningfully to African hearts. The postcolonial critique of 
missionary religious life underscores this necessity. Early 
missionary institutes often transplanted European forms of 
asceticism, governance, and liturgical expression without adequate 
sensitivity to local contexts. African candidates were sometimes 
expected to internalize foreign modes of spirituality that disregarded 
their communal instincts and symbolic imagination.14 The result, as 
many scholars have noted, was a tension between external 
conformity and interior alienation. However, the emergence of 
African-founded congregations since the mid-20th century has 
signalled a new stage in this process. Communities, in their African 
expressions, have sought to reinterpret their charisms through 

 
12 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa (1995), no. 78. 
13 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Letter on Certain Aspects of the Church 
Understood as Communion (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1992), no. 14. 
14 Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator, Theology Brewed in an African Pot (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 2008), 42–43. 
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African cultural categories, emphasizing hospitality, solidarity, 
respect for elders, and the sacredness of life.15 

This inculturated vision does not weaken consecrated life’s 
universality; rather, it enriches it. As Laurenti Magesa argues, “The 
Gospel must be embodied in African morality, not imposed as an 
external law. Only then does Christianity become truly African.”16 
For religious life, this means that community living, prayer styles, 
and leadership patterns must reflect African modes of relationality 
and respect. The African extended family model, for instance, can 
offer a theological paradigm for religious fraternity, where authority 
is exercised not through domination but through elderhood, the 
capacity to guide with wisdom and compassion. 

2.3. The Dialectic of Purification and Fulfilment 
To affirm culture as theological soil is not to ignore its ambiguities. 
Every culture bear both grace and sin. Certain traditional practices, 
such as patriarchy, rigid initiation hierarchies, or clan exclusivism, 
may conflict with the Gospel’s vision of freedom and equality. 
Consequently, inculturation involves both affirmation and 
conversion. So then, the African Church’s challenge is to purify 
cultural expressions without erasing their identity. Pope John Paul 
II, in Ecclesia in Africa, insists that “inculturation must maintain the 
integral content of the faith while seeking new modes of expression 
suitable to each people.”17 Consecrated persons, by their vow of 
obedience, become models of this discernment: they submit not only 

 
15 Emmanuel Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa: A Political Theology for Africa (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2011), 115–116. 
16 Laurenti Magesa, What Is Not Sacred? African Spirituality (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2013), 58. 
17 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa, no. 62. 
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to superiors but also to the Spirit’s purifying work within their own 
cultures. 

This process is ongoing. However, it invites African religious 
communities to revisit their formation programs, liturgical 
expressions, and even their theology of mission. Formation, for 
instance, should help young religious integrate their cultural identity 
with their evangelical vocation, rather than suppressing it. Similarly, 
liturgical celebrations might incorporate African music, dance, and 
symbols as authentic expressions of joy and community; however, 
with moderation and a sense of liturgical decorum. 
So, by affirming culture as theological soil, we recognize that 
consecrated life in Africa is not derivative but original. It is not an 
imitation of European forms but a new flowering of the Spirit within 
African humanity. The African religious, therefore, is not merely 
“African and Catholic,” but “Catholic because African”, embodying 
a faith that is incarnated, communal, and celebratory. This 
theological stance also has global significance. The African 
experience challenges the Church universal to rediscover the 
incarnational logic of the Gospel, that God’s grace enters history 
through particular peoples and cultures. As the African proverb says, 
“The river that forgets its source will dry up.” So too, consecrated 
life in Africa must drink from its cultural wells to remain vibrant and 
authentic. 
 
3. Tribe, Identity, and Religious Formation in Africa 

The notion of tribe in Africa is more than a matter of ethnicity; it 
embodies belonging, spirituality, and moral order. It situates the 
person within a web of kinship, ancestry, and collective memory. 
Tribal identity answers the fundamental question of who one is and 
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to whom one belongs, a reality that shapes even the experience of 
divine vocation. Consequently, when an African responds to the call 
to consecrated life, he or she does so not as a disembodied individual 
but as a member of a people, a lineage, and a story. 

3.1. Tribe as Spiritual Matrix 
In African anthropology, the tribe is both sociological and 
theological. It mediates a person’s sense of the sacred and provides 
symbols through which the transcendent is perceived. As Kwame 
Gyekye notes, “African communalism is not merely social 
cooperation but the very grammar of existence.”18 Tribal belonging 
thus becomes the first school of faith, where one learns 
responsibility, solidarity, and reverence for life. These values 
resonate deeply with the core ideals of consecrated life. 

For example, the vow of chastity, understood within African 
communal logic, is not a negation of a relationship but its radical 
expansion. By transcending tribal and familial loyalties, the 
consecrated person embodies a broader belonging to the universal 
family of God. Poverty likewise finds cultural echoes in the African 
ethic of sharing, the belief that “wealth is for the community, not for 
the individual.”19 Obedience reflects the deep African respect for 
elders and communal consensus. Yet these affinities must be purified 
to avoid the uncritical absorption of cultural authority patterns that 
may conflict with the Gospel’s call to mutual service. 

 
 

 
18 Kwame Gyekye, African Cultural Values: An Introduction (Accra: Sankofa 
Publishing, 1996), 35. 
19 Laurenti Magesa, African Religion: The Moral Traditions of Abundant Life 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997), 75. 
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3.2. The Ambiguity of Tribalism 
While tribal identity can nurture communal virtues, it can also 
degenerate into tribalism, an exclusivist loyalty that fractures 
ecclesial unity. Within religious communities, such tendencies 
manifest subtly: language-based factions, regional alliances, or 
preferential treatment rooted in ethnic kinship. The result is a 
distortion of religious fraternity and a weakening of witness. 

The Church in Africa has repeatedly named tribalism as a 
“cancer” within ecclesial life. The 1994 African Synod lamented that 
“ethnocentrism divides the Body of Christ and contradicts the 
Gospel of reconciliation.”20 In the sphere of religious formation, this 
challenge becomes particularly acute. Formators often face the 
delicate task of helping candidates to integrate their cultural heritage 
without allowing tribal consciousness to overshadow their 
evangelical identity. Formation, therefore, must be both inculturative 
and liberative, affirming cultural rootedness while freeing the person 
from tribal narrowness. 

The theologian Elochukwu Uzukwu warns that the failure to 
address tribal dynamics in formation risks producing “religious 
individualists in community habit.”21 Authentic formation must 
instead foster a spirituality of catholicity, a consciousness that the 
religious community is itself a sign of the Church’s universality. In 
this sense, tribal belonging is not to be denied but transformed; it 
becomes a school of communion rather than competition. 

 
 

 
20 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa, no. 49. 
21 Elochukwu E. Uzukwu, A Listening Church: Autonomy and Communion in African 
Churches (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996), 124. 
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3.3. Formation and Cultural Integration 
African formation houses are often microcosms of the continent’s 
diversity, bringing together members from multiple linguistic and 
cultural backgrounds. This diversity can either enrich or divide, 
depending on how it is managed. True intercultural formation 
demands intentional pedagogy, one that teaches candidates to 
appreciate difference as a gift and not as a threat. 

The formation process, as understood in the African context, 
must then move beyond mere intellectual instruction to holistic 
initiation. Just as traditional initiation rites marked the passage into 
adulthood and social responsibility, so religious formation should 
initiate candidates into a new form of kinship, the ekklesial family.22 
This analogy between traditional initiation and Christian formation 
provides a profound framework for rethinking religious formation in 
Africa. It allows consecrated life to draw from African symbols of 
maturity, commitment, and belonging while reinterpreting them in 
the light of Christ. 

Communal discernment, a hallmark of African decision-
making, also offers a valuable model for formation. Instead of 
emphasizing individual autonomy, African cultures value 
consensus, a process of listening, dialogue, and collective wisdom. 
This approach resonates with the synodal vision of the Church and 
could renew the way authority and obedience are lived within 
religious institutes. 

At the heart of these dynamics lies the question of identity. Can 
one be authentically African and authentically consecrated without 
internal conflict? The answer lies in reconciliation, not as a political 

 
22 Justin S. Ukpong, “Rereading the Bible with African Eyes: Inculturation and 
Hermeneutics,” Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 91 (1995): 14–32. 
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slogan, but as a theological principle. The consecrated person is 
called to embody reconciled diversity, becoming a bridge between 
tribes, cultures, and nations. This reconciled identity requires 
continual conversion. It challenges consecrated men and women to 
move from tribal belonging to covenantal belonging, from being 
defined by kinship boundaries to being defined by baptismal and 
evangelical communion. Pope Benedict XVI, in the Second Synod 
for Africa, spoke of this transformation as “becoming artisans of 
communion in societies marked by division.”23 Religious 
communities, then, by their nature, are to be prophetic signs of that 
communion. 

In practical terms, this means that formation programs must 
incorporate intercultural competence, dialogue training, and 
theological reflection on identity. Theological institutes and 
novitiates must also address the anthropology of tribe and culture 
explicitly, helping young religious to discern the gifts and limits of 
their heritage. The Church’s vision is not the erasure of tribal 
identities, but their integration into a larger horizon of grace, a 
horizon where every tribe and tongue becomes part of the same 
praise before the Lamb (cf. Rev. 7:9). 

 
4. Inculturating the Evangelical Counsels: Poverty, Chastity, 

and Obedience 
The evangelical counsels of poverty, chastity, and obedience are the 
pillars of consecrated life; they are not abstract ideals but ways of 
living the Gospel concretely in history. Yet, these counsels acquire 
their fullest meaning only when interpreted within specific cultural 

 
23 Benedict XVI, Africae Munus (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice 
Vaticana, 2011), no. 33. 
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contexts. In Africa, their inculturation reveals both the depth of 
African wisdom and the transformative power of the Gospel. 

4.1. Poverty: From Material Deprivation to Communal 
Solidarity 

In much of Africa, poverty is not a chosen state but a lived reality. 
This context complicates the evangelical counsel of poverty, which 
is intended as a sign of freedom and solidarity, not deprivation. The 
missionary importation of European ascetic models, marked by 
renunciation of property and simplicity of life, often failed to 
distinguish between voluntary and involuntary poverty. In African 
societies where scarcity is common, the religious vow of poverty 
must therefore be reinterpreted not as misery but as solidarity. 

African culture traditionally views wealth as a communal good. 
Property and resources belong to the extended family and are 
managed for the welfare of all. “A man’s wealth,” says an Akan 
proverb, “is the people he helps.”24 This ethos resonates with the 
Christian notion of stewardship and the common good. 
Consequently, the vow of poverty, when lived in an African context, 
calls consecrated persons to embody communal generosity rather 
than mere material simplicity. 

Laurenti Magesa describes this ethos as moral economy, where 
wealth is measured not by accumulation but by the capacity to 
share.25 Thus, African religious poverty must be expressed not by 
distancing oneself from the poor, but by living among them in 
solidarity, transforming structures of injustice, and promoting a 

 
24 Akan proverb, cited in John S. Mbiti, Introduction to African Religion, 2nd ed. 
(London: Heinemann, 1991), 121. 
25 Laurenti Magesa, What Is Not Sacred? African Spirituality (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis 
Books, 2013), 102. 
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spirituality of sharing. This makes the vow prophetic: it challenges 
both consumerism and systemic inequity. 

Moreover, the African worldview sees relationship as the 
highest good. Poverty, then, is not about lack but about right 
relationship, with God, people, and creation. The ecological and 
social dimensions of this vow acquire renewed meaning in the 
African context, where exploitation of land and people continues to 
erode communal life. To be poor in Africa is to be available, to stand 
with those who suffer, and to hold creation in reverence as a divine 
gift. 

4.2. Chastity: From Individual Renunciation to Universal 
Kinship 

The vow of chastity often poses a unique challenge in Africa, where 
social maturity is culturally linked to marriage and procreation. In 
many communities, a person without descendants is seen as 
incomplete. Yet, this perception provides an opportunity to 
reinterpret chastity as the expansion, not negation, of familial 
belonging. 

In traditional African cosmology, life is transmitted not only 
biologically but also communally. The ancestors remain present 
through the living, and children are regarded as bearers of the 
community’s spirit. Within this worldview, the consecrated person’s 
celibacy becomes a new form of generativity, spiritual rather than 
biological. As Charles Nyamiti explains, chastity “does not sterilize 
love but universalizes it.”26 The celibate person becomes mother, 
father, sister, or brother to all, embodying the openness of divine 

 
26 Charles Nyamiti, “African Concepts of Vocation and Consecrated Life,” in The 
Church in African Christianity: Innovative Essays in Ecclesiology, ed. Patrick Ryan 
and Bujo Bénézet (Nairobi: St. Paul Publications, 1993), 88. 
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love. This broader understanding of chastity finds expression in the 
African value of ubuntu – “I am because we are.” By transcending 
the limits of tribal or familial ties, the consecrated person witnesses 
to a new kind of kinship grounded in the Kingdom of God. Far from 
alienating the individual, chastity integrates him or her into a wider 
spiritual family. 

Nevertheless, this vow also calls for cultural purification. 
Certain patriarchal structures in African societies may view 
women’s celibacy as rebellion against social norms. Religious 
institutes must therefore create spaces where chastity is presented 
not as loss, but as fullness of love. This requires ongoing formation 
in affective maturity, friendship, and pastoral availability. In this 
way, chastity becomes an act of creative fidelity, faithful to African 
relationality while open to the universality of divine love. 

4.3. Obedience: From Hierarchy to Communal Discernment 
Obedience, too, requires a nuanced inculturation. In African 
tradition, authority is revered, often expressed through deep respect 
for elders and communal hierarchy. “What an elder sees sitting 
down,” says a Nigerian proverb, “a child cannot see even if he climbs 
a tree.”27 This wisdom underscores the African understanding of 
obedience as relational trust rather than blind submission. However, 
this cultural deference can also become distorted into 
authoritarianism. In some religious communities, imported 
hierarchical structures reinforced preexisting patterns of domination 
rather than fostering communion. True evangelical obedience, by 
contrast, invites discernment and participation. It is an act of 
listening to God, to the community, and to the signs of the times. 

 
27 Nigerian proverb, in Kofi Appiah-Kubi and Sergio Torres, eds., African Theology En 
Route (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1979), 12. 
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African modes of governance offer valuable insights here. The 
traditional palaver system, where communal decisions are reached 
through dialogue and consensus, embodies an ecclesial principle of 
synodality.28 Applied to consecrated life, it suggests that authority 
should be exercised as service and leadership as accompaniment. 
Obedience thus becomes an act of communal discernment, a 
listening together for God’s will within history. As a matter of fact, 
“African communal structures, when purified, can become models 
for an ecclesiology of participation.”29 In this light, obedience is not 
the suppression of freedom but its sanctification; it is a covenantal 
act of trust in the Spirit who speaks through the community. The vow 
then becomes a sign of unity in diversity, a countercultural witness 
in societies fragmented by power struggles. 

4.4. The Evangelical Counsels as Pathways of Liberation 
When interpreted through African cultural lenses, the vows reveal 
their liberative dimension. Poverty liberates from greed and isolation 
by fostering solidarity; chastity liberates from possessiveness by 
expanding love; obedience liberates from domination by cultivating 
dialogue and discernment. The three together form a counter-
narrative to the social fractures of modern Africa, corruption, 
materialism, tribalism, and patriarchy. 

Thus, an authentically African consecrated life is not simply 
inculturated but transformative. It reclaims African values, 
community, respect, relationality, and places them within the 
redemptive logic of the Gospel. The result is a spirituality both 

 
28 Emmanuel Katongole, Born from Lament: The Theology and Politics of Hope in 
Africa (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2017), 97. 
29 Elochukwu E. Uzukwu, God, Spirit, and Human Wholeness: Appropriating Faith 
and Culture in West African Style (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2012), 54.  
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indigenous and prophetic: rooted in African soil yet oriented toward 
the Reign of God. 

 
5. Charism and Cultural Encounter: The African Contribution 

Every religious institute is born from a charism, a specific gift of the 
Spirit given for the building up of the Church. Charism is never 
static; it is a living energy that adapts to different times and cultures. 
When the Gospel encounters Africa, the charisms of religious life 
enter into dialogue with the continent’s rich spiritual traditions. This 
encounter, far from diluting the original inspiration, expands its 
meaning. The African reception of charism thus becomes both 
inculturative and transformative, giving the universal Church fresh 
theological insight and missionary vitality. 

5.1. The African Reinterpretation of Charism 
The missionary institutes that first brought consecrated life to Africa 
carried distinct charisms shaped by European spirituality and 
historical needs. These charisms emphasized education, healthcare, 
evangelization, and social transformation. As the African Church 
matured, however, these same charisms began to acquire new 
resonance within African realities. Storytelling, proverbs, songs, and 
dance have always served as vehicles of wisdom and moral 
formation. The African preacher who proclaims the Gospel through 
narrative and rhythm thus embodies the spirit in an authentically 
African key.30  

This process is not imitation but reinterpretation. As 
Agbonkhianmeghe Orobator writes, “African Christianity does not 

 
30 Agbonkhianmeghe E. Orobator, Theology Brewed in an African Pot (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 2008), 113. 
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merely localize the Gospel; it reimagines it.”31 Through African 
expressions of song, lament, and communal solidarity, the religious 
charism becomes embodied in a language that speaks to the heart of 
the people. Charism, in this sense, is like a river; its source remains 
the same, but it assumes the colour and rhythm of the land it flows 
through. 

5.2. The Liturgical and Aesthetic Expression of Charism 
African consecrated life is marked by an unmistakable liturgical 
vitality: music, dance, drumming, and ululation are not mere cultural 
decorations but sacramental expressions of faith. They communicate 
joy, lament, and communion in a way that words alone cannot. This 
integration of aesthetics and spirituality enriches the global Church’s 
understanding of consecrated worship. In traditional African 
societies, dance and song are communal acts that bind participants 
into a single rhythm of life. In the religious context, these become 
symbols of unity and transcendence. A Eucharistic celebration 
accompanied by African instruments and gestures embodies what 
Sacrosanctum Concilium called “full, conscious, and active 
participation.”32 Thus, liturgy becomes the meeting place of charism 
and culture, where divine mystery is mediated through African 
beauty. 

Moreover, African consecrated communities can express 
charism through storytelling and drama, where parables, traditional 
folktales, and historical narratives become catechetical tools that 
embody theological truth. The African religious, like the ancient 

 
31 Ibid., 119. 
32 Second Vatican Council, Sacrosanctum Concilium, in Vatican Council II: The 
Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, ed. Austin Flannery (Collegeville, MN: 
Liturgical Press, 1996), no. 14. 



Fully African and Fully Consecrated 

224 

griot, becomes both custodian and communicator of memory, telling 
the story of salvation in the language of the people. This liturgical 
creativity, rooted in the oral tradition, transforms charism from a 
European formula into a living African song. 

5.3. Charism and Social Mission: Dialogue Between Charism 
and African Communalism 

African charisms also find expression in the arena of social mission, 
in that the African context, often marked by poverty and political 
instability, calls religious institutes to prophetic witness. African 
religious men and women are often at the forefront of social 
transformation: running schools and hospitals, mediating conflicts, 
and defending human dignity. This social engagement is not simply 
activism but an expression of charism. The vow of poverty, as 
solidarity with the poor, naturally leads to involvement in 
development and justice. The vow of obedience fosters communal 
discernment in times of crisis, while chastity becomes a sign of self-
giving love that inspires service. Magesa describes this as “the moral 
spirituality of abundance,” where holiness is measured by one’s 
contribution to life and community.33 

The prophetic dimension of African consecrated life is perhaps 
its most powerful contribution to the global Church. In societies 
scarred by corruption, ethnic conflict, and inequality, consecrated 
persons stand as living alternatives, signs that another way of being 
human is possible. Their witness challenges both Church and society 
to recover the dignity of truth, compassion, and justice. 

Meanwhile, at the core of this encounter lies the African vision 
of communal personhood. The religious charism, when incarnated 

 
33 Laurenti Magesa, African Religion: The Moral Traditions of Abundant Life 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997), 162. 
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in Africa, assumes a communal rather than individualistic form. A 
congregation’s mission is not defined primarily by the founder’s 
personality but by the community’s shared discernment and cultural 
resonance. This communal orientation mirrors the African model of 
leadership, where the elder leads not by command but by presence 
and wisdom. In religious communities, this translates into a 
leadership style that emphasizes dialogue, empathy, and shared 
responsibility.34 Such an approach, inspired by African communal 
ethics, revitalizes the global understanding of authority in 
consecrated life, not as control but as accompaniment. 

The communal principle also redefines mission. So, instead of 
a “sender-sent” dynamic, African congregations often approach 
mission as mutual exchange. When African missionaries now 
evangelize in Europe or the Americas, they do so with a charism 
shaped by ubuntu, a spirituality of mutuality. The missionary is not 
a superior bringing faith to the unbelieving but a brother or sister 
inviting others into shared transformation. 

Furthermore, the encounter between charism and African 
culture does not result in a localized Christianity but in a more 
catholic one, “catholic” in the true sense of being whole, inclusive, 
and intercultural. African consecrated life brings to the universal 
Church a renewed sense of joy, resilience, and community. As Pope 
Francis observed during his visit to Kenya, “The Church in Africa is 
a Church of the ear, the heart, and the dance.”35 This image 
beautifully captures Africa’s gift to the global Church, a spirituality 
that listens deeply, loves fully, and celebrates life even amid 

 
34 Emmanuel Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa: A Political Theology for Africa (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2011), 146. 
35 Pope Francis, Address to Clergy, Religious and Seminarians, Nairobi, Kenya, 
November 26, 2015. 
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suffering. The African religious, through cultural creativity and 
prophetic courage, reminds the world that consecrated life is not 
about separation from humanity but immersion in its deepest 
rhythms. In this sense, African consecrated life represents a new 
stage in the history of charism, one where the Gospel continues its 
incarnation in new cultural bodies. As Bénézet Bujo puts it, “The 
African Church must not merely receive the Gospel but retell it in 
her own idiom; only then will the Word truly dwell among us.”36 

 
6. Toward a Prophetic and Culturally Rooted Consecrated Life 

If the first generations of African religious sought to imitate the 
consecrated life as received from missionary institutes, the task 
before today’s generation is to reinterpret it. The African Church 
stands at a critical threshold, called not only to inculturate Western 
forms but to generate new ones, emerging from the continent’s 
spiritual genius and historical experience. To be fully African and 
fully consecrated is thus to live within a tension that is both creative 
and redemptive: fidelity to the Gospel and fidelity to culture, 
openness to universality and rootedness in particularity. 

6.1. The Prophetic Vocation of Cultural Discernment 
Prophecy, in biblical and theological terms, is not mere prediction 
but interpretation, reading the signs of the times in the light of God’s 
Word. For consecrated persons in Africa, the prophetic task involves 
discerning what in African cultures reveals God’s presence and what 
obscures it. As Vita Consecrata reminds us, consecrated life is “a 
prophetic witness born of the radical following of Christ.”37 

 
36 Bénézet Bujo, African Theology in Its Social Context, 91. 
37 John Paul II, Vita Consecrata (1996), no. 84. 
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Cultural discernment requires humility and courage. Humility, 
because culture is a sacred space, the dwelling place of the Spirit 
who “was already there before the missionary arrived.”38 Courage, 
because not every cultural element can be baptized uncritically. 
Practices of tribalism, patriarchy, or exclusion must be purified 
through the Gospel’s fire. The prophetic African religious is 
therefore both child and critic of culture, one who loves deeply 
enough to challenge. This prophetic stance is not oppositional but 
transformative. The African religious does not destroy culture but 
transfigures it, as Christ transfigured the human condition. The beat 
of the drum, the rhythm of the dance, the symbolism of the mask, 
and the wisdom of the elder become vehicles of divine revelation. 
The prophetic consecrated person thus mediates between the sacred 
memory of the ancestors and the new creation inaugurated in Christ. 
Religious life in Africa today is increasingly intercultural; 
communities often include members from different tribes, nations, 
and even continents. This diversity, while sometimes a source of 
tension, is itself prophetic, a sign of the eschatological unity the 
Church proclaims. In a continent where ethnic divisions have fuelled 
violence, from Rwanda to Nigeria, from South Sudan to the Congo, 
the religious community that prays, eats, and serves together across 
tribal lines becomes a living parable of reconciliation. As the 2009 
Second Synod for Africa declared, “The Church must be a family 
that transcends ethnic and cultural divisions, offering to Africa a 
model of true reconciliation.”39 

 
38 Bénézet Bujo, African Theology in Its Social Context (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 
1992), 67. 
39 Second Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops, The Church in Africa 
in Service to Reconciliation, Justice and Peace: Lineamenta (Vatican City: Libreria 
Editrice Vaticana, 2009), no. 28. 



Fully African and Fully Consecrated 

228 

Such communities also witness to the universality of charism. 
A Claretian or Dominican, whether Igbo, Kikuyu, or Shona, lives 
one vocation expressed through many cultural idioms. This 
polyphony of belonging enriches both the institute and the Church. 
It also demands ongoing formation in intercultural competence, the 
ability to communicate, forgive, and celebrate difference as a divine 
gift rather than a threat. In this way, intercultural religious 
communities become prophetic laboratories of unity in a continent 
still scarred by tribalism. They proclaim in visible form that baptism 
is deeper than blood, and that the consecrated life, when 
authentically lived, is a foretaste of God’s reconciled kingdom. 

6.2. Formation and the Integration of Cultural Identity 
One of the most urgent pastoral tasks for African religious life is the 
formation of candidates who can integrate their cultural identity with 
their consecrated vocation. Too often, formation processes inherited 
from Western models have unintentionally fostered alienation from 
one’s culture, creating “religious without roots.” 

Authentic formation, however, must lead to integration, not 
rupture. Candidates should be helped to reinterpret traditional 
African values, respect for elders, solidarity, hospitality, reverence 
for life, in the light of the Gospel and the vows. As African formators 
increasingly design local curricula and spiritual exercises, they are 
articulating what might be called a “hermeneutics of belonging”: the 
conviction that one can be truly African and authentically 
consecrated without contradiction.40 Generally, formation programs 
that include immersion in local communities, dialogue with 
traditional leaders, and study of African philosophy and theology 

 
40 Sr. Teresa Okure, “Formation and African Identity in Consecrated Life,” African 
Ecclesial Review 58, no. 2 (2016): 45–58. 
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help future religious to see culture not as background but as vocation. 
As the African proverb says, a person who forgets their roots forgets 
their song. Formation that reclaims those roots allows the 
consecrated person to sing the Gospel in an African key. 

Furthermore, the African religious, precisely because of their 
dual identity, as bearers of tradition and disciples of Christ, occupy 
a unique mediating role in society. They are called to be healers of 
cultural wounds. In contexts fractured by ethnocentrism, corruption, 
and generational breakdown, consecrated persons can embody 
reconciliation through presence, hospitality, and forgiveness. This 
role aligns with the African notion of the healer-elder, one who 
restores harmony within the community. The consecrated person 
who listens before speaking, who blesses rather than condemns, 
fulfils this archetype in a Christian register. The prophetic dimension 
of this vocation thus extends beyond the Church into society, 
contributing to nation-building and peace. 

As Emmanuel Katongole notes, “To be a Christian in Africa 
today is to imagine new possibilities of community amid ruins.”41 
Consecrated persons, through their intercultural communities and 
social ministries, become builders of these new possibilities. Their 
fidelity to the vows becomes a public act of resistance against 
individualism, greed, and violence. 

Finally, the African religious should be helped to understand 
their prophetic vocation, one that is rooted in hope, not naive 
optimism, but theological hope grounded in the paschal mystery. 
Africa’s history of suffering, colonization, slavery, and poverty 
makes hope itself a countercultural act. The consecrated person’s 

 
41 Emmanuel Katongole, The Sacrifice of Africa: A Political Theology for Africa (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2011), 182. 
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joyful fidelity, lived amid such realities, becomes a luminous sign 
that God’s kingdom is already breaking in. 

This hope also has an eschatological dimension. The African 
consecrated person, dancing and praying within their community, 
prefigures the heavenly communion where all tribes and nations 
gather before God. The Book of Revelation’s vision, “a multitude 
from every nation, tribe, people, and language” (Rev 7:9), finds a 
living anticipation in the African convent, monastery, or mission 
house. Thus, the consecrated person in Africa stands as a bridge 
between the ancestral and the eschatological, between what has been 
and what is to come. To be fully African and fully consecrated is to 
live in that sacred tension, faithful to the past, creative in the present, 
and prophetic toward the future. 

 
7. Conclusion: To Be Fully African and Fully Consecrated 

The journey of consecrated life in Africa is, in many ways, a journey 
of identity, a pilgrimage toward integration. From its missionary 
beginnings to its contemporary expressions, African religious life 
has been shaped by the dialogue between charism and culture, tribe 
and Church, tradition and Gospel. This dialogue, far from being 
resolved, remains the fertile tension that keeps African consecrated 
life alive, dynamic, and prophetic. To be fully African and fully 
consecrated is not to live in two worlds but to reveal their deep 
harmony. The vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, when lived 
in African contexts, assume new depth and resonance. In all of these, 
poverty becomes a call to communal sharing rather than material 
deprivation; chastity becomes a sign of inclusive love that transcends 
tribal loyalties; obedience, on the other hand, becomes a form of 
participation in the wisdom of the community rather than passive 
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submission. The African consecrated person thus witnesses that the 
evangelical counsels are not abstract renunciations but pathways to 
fuller humanity. 

This incarnated form of consecrated life is essential for the 
renewal of both the African Church and the global Church. In a 
world fragmented by individualism, consumerism, and digital 
isolation, the African religious, rooted in ubuntu and animated by 
joy, embodies a countercultural way of being. They proclaim that 
holiness is relational, that salvation is communal, and that the Gospel 
can dance to the rhythm of the African drum without losing its 
universal melody. 

The Church’s magisterial vision supports this incarnational 
path. Ecclesia in Africa emphasizes that “the Church must become 
ever more the family of God,”42 a vision that finds concrete 
expression in the fraternity of African religious communities. 
Likewise, Vita Consecrata urges religious to be “experts in 
communion,”43 a task that African religious undertake not only 
within their convents but also within divided societies. Their witness 
becomes sacramental, a sign of God’s reconciling presence in a 
continent yearning for unity and peace. 

Tribe and culture, when purified by the Gospel, do not limit 
consecrated identity; they reveal it. Each tribe’s language, symbols, 
and rituals become channels through which the Spirit speaks anew. 
Just as the Spirit descended at Pentecost and allowed every people 
to hear the Word in their own tongue, so too does the Spirit today 
inspire African consecrated persons to live the charisms of their 
institutes in languages, gestures, and rhythms that belong to Africa’s 

 
42 John Paul II, Ecclesia in Africa (1995), no. 63. 
43 John Paul II, Vita Consecrata (1996), no. 46. 
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soul. This is not syncretism but incarnation, the Word becoming 
flesh in African bodies, hearts, and histories. 

At the same time, this African embodiment of consecrated life 
calls for vigilance, because the temptation to retreat into tribalism or 
to adopt uncritical Western forms remains real. Authentic 
consecrated life must therefore stay in dialogue between the local 
and the universal, the ancestral and the apostolic. Thus, the mature 
African religious lives this dialogue joyfully, aware that their 
identity is not either/or but both/and: both African and Catholic, both 
tribal and ecclesial, both local and global. Ultimately, the task of 
African consecrated persons is not merely to adapt but to contribute: 
to offer to the universal Church a vision of consecrated life that 
breathes with African lungs. Their music, storytelling, community 
life, and resilience are not exotic variations but theological 
articulations, lived expressions of the Gospel’s capacity to take root 
in every soil. 

In the words of the Second Synod for Africa, “Africa is called 
to give the Church the gift of her faith, her joy, and her hope.”44 To 
be fully African and fully consecrated is to accept this mission, to 
stand as witnesses that holiness is possible within the rhythms of 
African life, and that the Spirit continues to renew the Church from 
the peripheries. The consecrated person who lives this integrated 
identity becomes a sacrament of communion: a living bridge 
between heaven and earth, tribe and Church, culture and charism.  
 
 
 

 
44 Second Special Assembly for Africa of the Synod of Bishops, Africae 
Munus (2011), no. 13. 
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