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Abstract

This paper investigates the intersection between indigenous African metaphysical systems and
contemporary  Christian  therapeutic  paradigms  in  Nigeria.  Historically,  Western  missionary
efforts imposed an enlightenment-based, materialist critique that dismissed indigenous cosmic
structures as mere superstition. However, the proliferation of the African Independent Churches
(AICs), Pentecostalism, and Charismatic movements have precipitated a radical paradigm shift.
These movements have re-appropriated the traditional African holistic ontology which rejects the
post-Cartesian dichotomy between the material and the immaterial and integrated it into their
regular  liturgy,  particularly within deliverance and healing practices.  These  ministries  traced
illnesses and physical anomalies directly to supernatural causal agents such as ancestral wrath,
witchcraft,  and  taboo  violations  thereby  effectively  reconfigured  Christian  healing  ethics  in
Nigeria.  Using  analytical  method,  the  findings  clearly  show  that  this  synthesis  has  driven
massive ecclesiastical growth, it raises severe ethical concerns regarding the erosion of classical
Christian  soteriology.  The  study  posits  that  a  rigorous  ethical  model  that  defines  limited
enculturation is necessary to sustain Christian systemic identity without relapsing into uncritical
syncretism.

Introduction
The exponential proliferation of Christian healing ministries across the contemporary Nigerian
socio-religious landscape presents an urgent imperative for ethical reflection. The global South
and  West  Africa  in  particular  exhibits  a  tremendous  surge  in  religious  adherence.  Studies
frequently attribute this religious vitality to post-colonial socio-economic pressures, including
systemic poverty and institutional deficits. However, a purely materialist or sociological exegesis
is insufficient to clearly capture the underlying intellectual mechanism driving this phenomenon.
The  engine  of  this  expansion  is  fundamentally  a  radical  integration  of  indigenous  African
metaphysics with Christian healing ethics by African Indigenous Churches and Pentecostalism.
African metaphysics is characterised by a dualistic worldview wherein the spiritual and material
realms exist  concurrently and interactively.  In this  metaphysical reality,  the spiritual domain
comprising the Supreme Being, minor deities, spirits, and ancestors exerts constant, direct causal
influence upon the physical order inhabited by humans, plant and animals et al. Consequently,
any physical crisis, bodily pathology, or existential misfortune is understood not merely as an
isolated biochemical or empirical event, but as a symptom of a deeper metaphysical disruption
within this interrelated web of cosmic forces. Therefore, this study interrogates the mechanisms
through which contemporary Nigerian Christian healing ministries appropriate and integrated
African  metaphysics.  It  analyses  how  the  traditional  African  understanding  of  causality
transforms contemporary Christian healing ethics.
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Methodology

The  study  used  analytical  method  supplemented  by  auto  ethnographic  observations.  The
analytical approach is suitable for this study as it allows for an in-depth interrogation of  the
intersection  between  indigenous  African  metaphysical  systems  and  contemporary  Christian
therapeutic  paradigms  in  Nigeria. Mbachirin  states  that  “analytical  method  is  employed  to
understand the nature of a thing be it material, immaterial or an abstract entity (29). The method
is employed to understand the interrelationship of the various aspects of African metaphysics and
Christian healing

Causality and Pathogenesis in Indigenous African Metaphysics

Indigenous African metaphysics transcends abstract speculation, serving instead as a functional
tool for interpreting lived reality and existential mechanism. Existence is conceptualised as an
interconnected network of vital forces that operate in unity within African metaphysical reality
(Ali  and  Michael  48).  In  this  context,  human  well-being  is  contingent  upon  maintaining
ontological  harmony with  the  transcendent  and  imminent  spiritual  entities  that  populate  the
cosmos. Pathogenesis in this context is explicitly non-reductionist. Physical diseases are treated
as  a  secondary phenomenon downstream from a primary metaphysical  disorder.  This  causal
reality centres on the following core pillars:

i. Ancestral Realm Disorder

Ancestors function as vital moral guardians within the metaphysical hierarchy. Far from being
inert historical entities, they possess agency and can dispense either existential flourishing or
severe existential misfortune depending on the moral rectitude of their descendants. Neglecting
ancestral  obligations,  violating  familial  covenants,  or  breaching  communal  ethics  triggers
ancestral displeasure, which manifests as incurable physical pathologies or generational curses
(Nyamiti  6;  White  2).  Thus,  therapeutic  restoration  requires  ritual  appeasement  to  restore
ontological equilibrium.

ii.  Witchcraft as Malicious Spiritual Agent

Witchcraft is understood not as an epistemological illusion or psychological coping mechanism,
but as an active, counter-productive spiritual energy deployed by malicious actors (Klaasen 3).
This spiritual force bypasses ordinary physical regularities to inflict unidentifiable, terminal, or
medically  anomalous  conditions,  such  as  sudden  infertility,  inexplicable  miscarriages,  or
pathologically persistent ailments (Obinna 139; Olupona 113). These phenomena are rooted in a
non-physical  matrix  of  power,  they  are  considered  entirely  impervious  to  biomedical
interventions.

iii.  Taboos and Disease Causuality

Taboos  act  as  normative  boundaries  that  protect  the  moral  and  physical  equilibrium of  the
community. Violating a taboo even in total secrecy is not merely a minor ethical infraction; it is a
direct disruption of the cosmic balance. The eyes of the spiritual world are ever-present, the
consequences  of  taboo  violations  invariably  manifest  as  diseases  or  widespread  communal
pestilences (Isiramen 186; Westerlund 139; White 2). This highlights a universe governed by
immediate metaphysical justice.
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iv.  Divination as Epistemic Tool

Divination serves as the primary diagnostic methodology in African epistemology. It operates as
a communication channel between the visible and invisible realms, allowing practitioners to look
past material symptoms and uncover the ultimate metaphysical source of an illness.

Classical African thought views healing as fundamentally holistic. It rejects the strict mind-body
dualism  of  Western  medicine,  asserting  instead  that  genuine  therapeutic  intervention  must
simultaneously restore the biological organism, reintegrate the individual into the social fabric,
and realign their relationship with the supernatural realm (Klaasen 4).

Christian Theological Paradigm of Suffering and Therapeutics

To understand how African metaphysics has transformed contemporary practices, it is necessary
to contrast it with Christian views on disease and suffering. Theologically, Christianity traces the
origin of all decay and sickness back to the primordial fall of man, which introduced structural
disorder into the natural world (Mbachirin 170). In early Israelite history, sickness was often
interpreted through a retributive lens, viewed as a direct sign of divine displeasure or spiritual
transgression.
However, the incarnation of Jesus Christ  radically shifted this paradigm. As demonstrated in
John 9:2-3, Christ dismantled a purely retributive view of disease, decoupling somatic suffering
from immediate  personal  sin  to  frame illness  as a  site  for  demonstrating divine sovereignty
(Mbachirin  170).  Furthermore,  Pauline  theology  conceptualised  physical  illness  primarily
through the lenses of natural decay and biological vulnerability, rather than continuous demonic
assault (Mbachirin 167).
Christianity  maintains  a  profound  belief  in  divine  healing  throughout  history.  Its  primary
theological  objective  remains  the  redemption  of  the  soul  and  the  eschatological  renewal  of
creation (Yakubu 126). In Western Christian developments, this theological disposition gradually
harmonised with an empirical,  evidence-based biomedical model  (Klaasen 2).  This synthesis
assigned biological healing to the natural sciences while reserving pastoral care for existential
and sacramental  support,  reinforcing a  dualism between the spiritual and the material  world
(Klaasen 1).

Deconstructing the Dualistic Paradigm
The arrival of Western Christian missionaries on the African continent triggered a  profound
epistemological  clash.  Operating  from  an  enlightenment-influenced  perspective,  early
missionaries summarily dismissed the integrated African worldview, labeling it  as paganism,
superstition,  and  cognitive  error.  This  created  an  intellectual  rift  between  mainline  mission
churches which offered a highly rationalised, biomedical version of healing that failed to address
the deeply rooted metaphysical realities of the African consciousness (Klaasen 2).
This  epistemic  disconnect  laid  the  groundwork  for  the  rise  of  New  Christianity  which  an
umbrella  term  encompassing  African  Independent  Churches  (AICs),  Pentecostalism,  and
Charismatic movements. These movements flourished precisely because they bypassed Western
dualism, choosing instead to interpret the gospel through traditional African rituals, symbols, and
cosmic structures (Ngong 25). Instead of denying the reality of spirits, ancestors, and witchcraft,
this new theological synthesis validated them as active supernatural forces that must be engaged
and overcome through Christian warfare (Ngong 29).
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Consequently, Christian ministries have completely integrated this interconnected worldview.
This perspective view sickness through biomedical lens and as an explicitly metaphysical event
(Klaasen 3). The framing of sickness into spiritual and material realms as a single, continuous
plane have effectively replaced a detached scientific approach to medicine with a supernatural
approach that positions spiritual authority far above material biology (Klaasen 3).
Reconfiguration of  Christian Healing Ethics  in  Contemporary Nigerian Socio-Religious
Landscape
The  enculturation  of  indigenous  African  metaphysics  has  completely  transformed  Christian
Healing ethics in contemporary Nigerian churches. This transformation is visible across several
key areas:

i. The Proliferation of Prayer as Primary Therapy
In Nigerian churches today, prayer has been reconfigured from a submissive spiritual discipline
into a continuous therapeutic tool.  Mirroring traditional African petitions for immediate  life,
prosperity, and protection, prayer meetings operate as structured interventions designed to break
curses, defuse witchcraft attacks, and neutralise ancestral claims (Cox and Ter Haar 98).

ii. Structural Assimilation of Traditional Roles
A striking institutional development is the transformation of Christian clergy; pastors, priests,
and prophets into functional equivalents of traditional healers, diviners, and exorcists (Mbachirin
111). Church leaders routinely use their spiritual authority to diagnose the metaphysical origins
of  personal  crises  and  provide  specific  spiritual  remedies,  mirroring  the  diagnostic  and
restorative functions historically held by indigenous medicine men (Mbachirin 111).  Modern
medical  conditions  such  as  HIV/AIDS,  Ebola,  Tuberculosis,  and  COVID-19  are  regularly
stripped of their purely biological definitions within these deliverance spaces. Instead, they are
reinterpreted  as  physical  manifestations  of  underlying  demonic  possession,  spell-casting,  or
sorcery.

iii. Sacramental and Material Hybridity
The regular use of physical items such as anointing oil, Holy Water, cloths, symbols, and ritual
dances  by  Christian  healing  ministers  reveals  a  deep  continuity  with  traditional  African
therapeutic  systems.  These  objects  are  treated  as  material  vectors  for  transmitting  spiritual
power,  demonstrating  a  complete  collapse  of  the  boundary  between  the  physical  and  the
metaphysical (Chitando 113). This synthesis even extends into historic mainline institutions. For
example, the Catholic Church in Nigeria has spent the past several decades incorporating these
exact  themes  into  its  mainstream  liturgy  through  the  influence  of  the  Charismatic  renewal
(Ronzani 21). This shift is highly evident in the widespread popularity of specialised healing
masses and intensive deliverance retreats across the country.
Criticism of Incorporating Indigenous African Metaphysics in Christian Healing Ethics

i. The Risk of Christo-Paganism
The  incorporation  of  African  metaphysics  into  Christian  healing  ethics  has  driven  massive
church attendance. However,  it  introduces a severe systemic crisis for Christian identity and
classical theology (Mbachirin 111). The core issue is the emergence of what theologians call
Christo-Paganism, a syncretic ideology that validates the traditional occult world order at the
expense of core Christian doctrine.
The making of minor deities, ancestors, and witches as the central focus of Christian healing
ethical  discourse  has  obscured  the  Christian gospel  of  salvation,  grace,  and Christ  crucified
(Mbachirin 111). The ultimate concern here is the believer shifts from eschatological redemption
to immediate, utilitarian relief from worldly misfortune. Furthermore, this perspective can foster
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deep psychological paranoia and social fragmentation by validating fears of ancestral sabotage
and witchcraft within families (Klaasen 3). When churches entirely reject scientific medicine in
favor of supernatural explanations, they risk creating an anti-rational environment that leaves
adherents vulnerable to preventable physical harm (Ronzani 18).

ii. Misleading Doctrines
The enculturation of indigenous African metaphysics in Christian healing ethical practices has
led to confusing and misleading theological doctrines.  This theological misinterpretation and
doctrinal confusion consisted one of the major challenges facing Christian healing Spaces in
Nigeria  today.  Among  these  practices  is  the  lack  of  consistent  biblical  teaching,  leading to
confusion  between scriptural  promises  and human expectations.  According to  Olugbade and
Ayantayo (9) “many African Christians embrace healing practices without a clear theological
grounding,  often  blending  Christian  beliefs  with  traditional  or  animistic  worldviews.  This
syncretism can lead to doctrinal distortion, where healing is seen more as a magical guarantee
than a gracious work of God, raising false hopes and sometimes undermining biblical faith”. This
has  given room for  indoctrination and proliferation of  many Christian  Healing  ministries  in
Nigeria.

iii. Commodification of Miracles
Many Christian healing ethical models that incorporated indigenous African metaphysics has
commodified  and  commercialised  healing  miracles.  Consequently,  some  healing  ministers
exploit desperate members by charging money for prayers, selling anointed items, or promising
guaranteed miracles. Anderson (20) points out that “this commodification of healing not only
corrupts  the  gospel  message  but  also  leads  to  ethical  abuse,  where  pastors  profit  from the
vulnerability of the sick and poor.  Such practices erode public trust  and open the church to
accusations  of  fraud and manipulation”.  These  unethical  practices  make the  church  and her
members vulnerable to the larger society. 
iv. Lack of Interest in Modern Medicine
Critics of indigenous African metaphysics note the tendency of some African Christians to reject
modern medicine in favor of exclusive reliance on faith healing. Lioyd (44) warns that when
church  leaders  discourage  medical  treatment  or  present  faith  healing  as  the  only  legitimate
option, it can lead to avoidable deaths, worsening health conditions, and public health crises.
This  tension  between  faith  and  science  requires  balanced  ethics  that  honors  both  divine
intervention and the role of medical care. 
v. Uncertainty of Healing and Disappointment
Scholars such as Collins note that not every prayer for healing results in immediate or visible
recovery, and when healings fail, believers often struggle with disappointment, guilt, or loss of
faith. According to Collins (33), “African churches sometimes overpromise on the certainty of
healing without  preparing believers for the mystery of unanswered prayers,  suffering,  or the
sovereignty of God”. This phenomenon is capable of leading to spiritual disillusionment, church
exits, or the rise of skepticism toward the healing ministry in particular and Christian faith in
general. This lacuna needs to receive serious attention in order to protect and preserve Christian
identity in Nigeria.
Conclusions
The intersection of indigenous African metaphysics and Christian healing ethics highlights a
powerful instance of enculturation, demonstrating the enduring strength of the traditional African
holistic  worldview.  Through  reconfiguration  of  Western  enlightenment  dualism,  this  ethical
model  has  constructed  a  highly  responsive  therapeutic  space  that  addresses  the  deep
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metaphysical  concerns of their  communities.  However,  because this integration has occurred
without clear ethical boundaries, it threatens to distort Christian soteriology into a transactional,
fear-driven engagement  with the occult.  To protect  the  core  integrity  of  the Christian  faith,
theological bodies must establish clear, critical boundaries for enculturation. The Church must
develop a balanced ethical approach: one that respects the validity of holistic, spiritual well-
being while firmly upholding classical Christocentric theology and recognising the legitimate
role of empirical medical science.
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