CHAPTER 10

Multiple Religious Belonging and Identity in
Contemporary Nigeria: Methodological Reflections
for World Christianity

Corey L. Williams

1 Introduction

At the beginning of the twentieth century, almost 75 percent of Nigeria’s popu-
lation primarily identified with African Indigenous Religions (AIR).! According
to the statistics presented by Todd Johnson and Brian Grim in the World
Religion Database, Islam garnered around 25 percent of the population, while
Christianity accounted for only 1 percent (Johnson and Grim 2019). In the last
century, Nigeria has become far more multireligious, yet the existent literature
is largely silent in terms of detailed and comprehensive accounts of contem-
porary interreligious encounters.2 While research on religious life in Nigeria
is teeming with broad historical accounts, or studies of politics, violence, and
corruption, in many cases, little is known about the intricacies of living, iden-
tifying, and belonging within contemporary multireligious contexts, and to
what extent religious groups, individuals, and their traditions intersect and are

1 While there are numerous alternatives for referring to the indigenous religions of Africa, I opt
to use the term ‘African Indigenous Religions’, which I consider to have four primary benefits:
(1) it insists parity with other religions by being a proper noun; (2) it is plural which encour-
ages a heterogeneous understanding; (3) it is generally considered innocuous, whereas terms
such as ‘African Traditional Religion’ have merely shifted crude tropes like paganism, primi-
tivism, and primal to the term ‘traditional’; and (4) it highlights that these religions are in-
digenous to Africa—as in these are religions that originated in Africa. While Christianity and
Islam have certainly ‘indigenized’ in Africa, these religions did not originate on the African
continent. It is recognized that these benefits do not eliminate all of the problems associated
with the term. For more on this discussion, see Cox (2016: 9—74).

2 ‘Interreligious encounter’ is used here as a broad term to encapsulate the diverse ways that
religious traditions, individuals, and groups meet or confront each other. As Soares has
noted, “The roots of the English word ‘encounter’ can be traced to the Latin contra, meaning
‘against) and to the Old French encontrer, which refers to the meeting of rivals. In current
usage, ‘encounter’ can mean ‘an unexpected or casual meeting’ or ‘a confrontation or difficult
struggle’” (2006: 3).
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influenced by each other. As Benjamin F. Soares has noted on a broader scale
in the seminal volume, Muslim-Christian Encounters in Africa:

... their interactions in Africa are still not properly understood ... inter-
actions between Muslims and Christians, in Africa or elsewhere, cannot
be understood as simply existing at a point on a one-dimensional con-
tinuum that runs from coexistence to conflict. There is a vast array of
possibilities between the idealized notion of the peaceful coexistence
of Muslims and Christians and Bernard Lewis’s notion of the “clash of
civilizations” that Samuel Huntington has popularized and made to seem
inevitable.

Soares 2006: 2

A later account by Soares states it is only recently that “among historians, so-
cial scientists and scholars of religion, there has been increased recognition of
the importance of studying Islam and Christianity in Africa not separately but
together, as lived religions in dynamic interaction over time” (2016: 673). The
now completed European Research Council (ERC) project led by Insa Nolte at
the University of Birmingham, titled ‘Knowing Each Other: Everyday Religious
Encounters, Social Identities and Tolerance in Southwest Nigeria) noticed a
similar discrepancy. As noted on the project website:

Since the end of the Cold War, and especially since September 2001, most
research exploring religious difference, and especially Muslim-Christian
relations, has focused on politics and the public sphere. At the same
time, the majority of detailed work on the role of religion for every-
day life focuses on the practices and transformations within Muslim
or Christian societies. As a result, we know very little about the prac-
tices that structure the fine grain of everyday life in religiously mixed
societies.
Knowing Each Other Project

In the case of Nigeria, this “fine grain” and “vast array of possibilities” between
Christians, Muslims, and practitioners of AIR has hardly been explored. As the
ERC project correctly points out, religious communities are often approached
discretely and treated by academic specialists in isolation from one another.
Marloes Janson and Birgit Meyer add to this by noting: “In research on re-
ligion in Africa, the study of both Christianity and Islam is thriving. Alas,
these fields exist more or less independently from each other” (Janson and
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Meyer 2016: 615).3 Even less common are studies that research the encoun-
ter of Christianity, Islam, and AIR simultaneously.* While fields based on the
study of single traditions can bring attention to polycentrism, pluriformity,
and transnational connections within individual traditions, this indepen-
dent approach lacks a dynamic understanding of what Janson and Meyer

«

term a “religious field’ in which several religious groups coexist in ever shift-
ing dynamics of similarity and difference” (Janson and Meyer 2016). Within
studies of interreligious encounter in Nigeria, approaching the ‘religious
field’ in this way is critical because the way lived religious experience cuts
across multiple religious traditions. Thus, in order to more fully understand
everyday lived religion, the analytical frame needs to be expanded to include
multiple religions.

This chapter focuses on interreligious encounter in contemporary Nigeria
with this notion of religious field at the forefront. In relation to the broader aim
of the volume, this encounter is explored in the hopes of contributing specifi-
cally to the study of World Christianity, although the contribution is also appli-
cable to Anthropology, African Studies, and Religious Studies. The bulk of the
chapter is split into two sections. The first section utilizes two case examples
from the Yoruba region of Nigeria. Both case examples are based on partici-
pant observation and in-depth, longitudinal interviews that explore how two
individuals, Sadé and Agbo, negotiate multiple religious belongings and identi-
ties within the multireligious milieu of contemporary Nigeria. The final section
of the chapter shifts the discussion to case reflections, paying close attention to
the methodological lessons related to World Christianity that can be gleaned
from these cases.

3 There are undoubtedly exceptions to this general observation: Boer (2003—2009); Frederiks
(2010); Goodwin (2009); Janson and Akinleye (2015); Larkin and Meyer (2006); Mustapha
and Ehrhardt (2018); Nwanaju (2008); Obadare (2016); Ojo (2007); Ojo and Lateju (2010);
Rasmussen (1993; 2007); Sanneh (1996); Sarbah (2016: 366—385); Soares (2006); Sodiq (2009);
and Vinson (2020). There are also the twin studies of Clarke (1982) and Clarke (1986). Clarke’s
analytical frame largely keeps Christianity and Islam separate, but it does represent an im-
pressive attempt by a scholar engaging multiple traditions.

4 Again, there are exceptions to this general observation with anthropological and historical
studies such as Peel (2000; 2016); Nolte, Ogen, and Jones (2017) and Vaughan (2016). Within
ecumenical studies and interreligious dialogue, examples include Conteh (2009) and Sarbah
(2010).
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2 Setting the Scene: Ogbomosd, Yorubaland

Betraying the common stereotype that Muslims in Nigeria live in the north
and Christians live in the south, Yorubaland—the cultural region of the
Yoruba people—is a microcosm of the country’s multireligious composition.
Situated in the southwest of Nigeria, Christianity, Islam, and AIR all have his-
toric footholds among the Yoruba. This is particularly the case for the city of
Ogb6moso, the location where I conducted the fieldwork for this chapter. Just
to the southeast of Ogbomosé sits the town of Ife, the cradle of Yoruba civiliza-
tion and spiritual centre of Yoriba A1R. To the west is the country of Benin, one
of the very few countries in the world that continues to primarily identify with
AIR; an influence that spills over the border into nearby places like Ogbomosoé.
Just a short way up the road to the northeast sits the city of Ilorin, the former
edge of the Sokoto Caliphate, a once expansive and powerful Islamic empire.
While the power of the Caliphate drastically waned with British colonization
in the twentieth century, Islam became thoroughly integrated in its territories.
Finally, in the south, all the way from the coast to Ogbomosd’s doorstep, the
impact of foreign and indigenous mission efforts is apparent, with some of the
largest and most influential Christian groups in Africa dotting the landscape.
Many refer to this area as the future Jerusalem and there are modern day
prophecies about this area being the new cradle of Christendom. Critically,
this triple religious heritage is not only historic. Christianity, Islam, and AIR all
continue to play prominent roles in contemporary Ogbomosd, making it an
optimal context to research interreligious encounters.

3 Setting the Scene: Egungtin

As in other regions of the world, there are certain spaces and times in con-
temporary Yorubaland where the multiplicity and complexity of religious be-
longings and identifies are impossible to avoid. These include pilgrimage sites,
healing shrines, special events (e.g. revivals, crusades), and life-cycle rituals
(e.g. wakes, funerals, weddings). It is not uncommon to come across those who
identify as Muslims at Pentecostal revivals, Christians at Muslim funerals, and
AIR at Catholic shrines. The same boundary crossing is also common during re-
ligious festivals and holidays, which are an important and regular part of com-
munity life in Yorubaland. From Easter to Christmas, Eid al-Fitr to Eid-al-Adha,

5 Despite the overall multireligious composition of Nigeria, there are certainly sub-regions
where interreligious encounters are less common due to the dominant influence of one
tradition.
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and the indigenous festivals of Ole, Ilus, and Oro, such events offer participants
opportunities to solidify social and religious bonds, while also commemorat-
ing, celebrating, and reenacting important rituals and historic moments.

One of the most popular and well-attended festivals in the country is known
as Egungun. The term, Egingtn, is a plural Yoruba word meaning ‘ancestral
spirits masquerading’ (Falola and Genova 2009: 112-113). While the content
and purpose of each festival varies and is dependent on evolving local distinc-
tions, a central unifying theme and practice are the ritual Egingiin masquer-
ade performances dedicated to ancestor veneration.® As Rosalind 1.J. Hackett
comments in Art and Religion in Africa, “the most dramatic representation of
Yoruba beliefs concerning the afterlife is found in the form of Egingiin mas-
queraders. Egingin masks are considered to be representations of ancestral
spirits” (1998: 181). At the same time, Egiingin festivals are also corporate
events that provide a political platform, entertainment, and communal bond-
ing opportunities, with varying degrees of religious significance for each in-
dividual. Indeed, much has been written on the complex historical-political
(Drewal 1992; Kerr 1995; Bascom 1993; Olajubu and Ojo 1977: 253—75; Adedeji
1972: 254—276; Na’Allah 1996: 59-68; Johnson 2010: 29ff; Hart 1993: 136-146;
Bentor 1994: 323-338), artistic (Bell 2010: 19ff; Adedeji 1969: 60—-63; Houlberg
1978: 20—27; Schiltz 1978: 48-55; Pemberton 111 1978: 40—47; Wolff 1982: 66—70;
Cordwell 1983: 56—-59; Rea 2008: 10—25), and touristic components of Egiingiin
(Oxford Business Group 2010: 243ff; Makinde 2om).

While Egingun’s origins are linked to AIR, the contemporary festivals are
known for their multireligious participation. In fact, a majority of participants
are those who identify on surveys as either Christian or Muslim. Intrigued by
this participation and predicting that I would be able to explore cases in which
individuals had multiple religious belongings and identities, I started attend-
ing Egungun festivals in different parts of Nigeria. This led me to cities like
Ogbomoso, where I attended the annual festival from 20102013 and conduct-
ed participant observation and in-depth, longitudinal interviews with twelve
interlocutors who claimed to have negotiated belonging and/or identifying
with multiple religious traditions. In the following section, I highlight two of
those cases (Sadé and Agbo).”

6 Egungun typically takes place as an annual festival, but it can also occur at funerals through-
out the year.

7 While all twelve cases would have been suitable, I include only these two due to space
constraints. The formal interviews with Sadé were conducted in 201 (21 September;
14 November), 2012 (10 July), and 2013 (30 January). The formal interviews with Agbo were
conducted in 2011 (23 August; 8 December), 2012 (12 July), and 2013 (15 February).
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4 Case One: Sadé

Sadé is a quiet mother of three in her early thirties whom I met during the 2011
Ogbomosé Egtingun festival. She was born in Ogbémosé and has lived there
her entire life. At the time, I lived nearby Sadé and her family and we all ended
up spending a lot of time together socializing and attending religious events.
According to Sadé, her religious upbringing in Ogb6mosé was similar to many
other families in the area:

We were a very religious family. We could be at our [Baptist] church three
or more times in a week ... in Nigeria we like to say that we are the most
religious in the world. I think this may be true. We have churches on every
street you see. Everyone is religious that you meet ... we were also religious
in the home. My father would lead us in [Bible] study and we could sing
songs in the night. Even in the morning we had to say prayers together,
my brother and sisters ... we could not leave until we said our prayers ...
all families would go to church ... there were many Muslims and some
Traditional[ists] too. Everyone had religion and practiced freely.

Beyond the Baptist church they attended, her family was also involved in activ-
ities related to AIR. While many in their family and neighborhood were aware,
they kept this secret from most in their Baptist church. Sadé claimed this was
because their pastor and a majority of the people who attended the church
looked down upon most participation in AIR. It was viewed with suspicion
and was believed to be antithetical to Christianity. For Sadé, instead of being
burdensome or confusing, she enjoyed the family secret and was fond of going
to church and AIR sites and events:

My parents would tell us [siblings] to fib to our friends about our where-
abouts. We would say we'd gone away to see some friends or family, but
we were really visiting some shrine, you see? ... I liked this. We would
go to interesting places and meet interesting people. It felt like we were
doing something wrong, okay, not in a bad way, just breaking some rule ...
the Traditional ceremonies were not fun like church, okay, not like the
music and dancing ... but the [indigenous] festivals I liked very much.
We could run about and eat sweeties and have fizzy drinks ... it was even
better than church.

Festivals like the Egingiin were important in Sadé’s family. While the pastor
and members of the church were generally opposed to involvement in AIR,
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attending Egiingin was allowed because most church members viewed it as
a community event. Thus, her family and many other members in the church
attended openly. However, Sadé noted that other Baptist pastors and churches
disagreed and that some even threatened to revoke membership if they at-
tended Egungun:

This has become a major problem for the Baptists. You know many
Baptist pastors they tell their members that if they go to Egungun, uh
hubh, they can no longer be a member at their church. Some pastors go to
Eguingtin to try to catch their members in the act ... we did not have this,
so many people [from our Baptist church] would go to Egiingtn. This was
no problem, not like we have today.

When Sadé was around fifteen years of age, she recalls experiencing a dilem-
ma regarding her religiosity. She questioned whether or not it made sense to
consider herself Baptist and participate in AIR. This dilemma was particularly
brought about by a sermon at her church:

I can still remember this sermon, it was from the book of, eh, Revelation ...
now, the pastor said you must be either in or out of the church. There is
no in between. He said God does not allow the lukewarm to enter the
kingdom of God ... I started to think, huh, is this me? Am I not fully one
or the other ... my parents calmed me down after. They said slow down
now, this is not you ... okay, I said, and I went on and believed again that
I was okay.

As Sadé turned eighteen a few years later, she experienced a major transi-
tion in her religious life. A man named Kehinde courted her for marriage.
Kehinde was a Muslim and when they were married, Sadé was no longer able
to go to church. While she was neither required to convert to Islam, nor give
up her Christian identity, Kehinde made it clear that any and all Christian
practices were to be conducted within the confines of their home. As Sadé
recalled:

My husband is a gentle and kind man. He did not force me to get rid of
my faith when we were married. Many women must give up their faith
when married, this was not me ... my faith in Jesus was too strong and I
married a kind man, this was good ... I was taught to pray as a Muslim, but
remained as a Christian, you see? I have always been Christian, also in the
difficult times. I cannot give up my faith.
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While Sadé claims to have never given up her Christian identity, upon being
married her public belonging to Christianity ceased. She was encouraged by
her husband to start attending Jumuah. Despite never being forced to attend,
this encouragement from Kehinde combined with social pressure from his
family made her feel like she did not have a choice. She attended sometimes,
but when she prayed she claims she would “think only about Jesus”. As Sadé
described:

It was not so difficult. The mosque became my new church. I could go
and make new friends. Everyone was so friendly to me. They were excited
that I had become Muslim ... I did not tell them the truth. I would pray
and think only about Jesus. This was not a big sin in Islam, to think about
Jesus, okay, I tell you I would pray to Jesus as my savior, as God ... Muslims
do not agree with this.

Over a period of several years, Sadé claimed she “became also a Muslim”.
According to her, this meant that she kept her Christian identity, while also
identifying as Muslim. She was careful not to describe this as a conversion. As
she understands it, a conversion would mean repenting and leaving behind
Christianity. In Sadé’s own words:

I would not say I converted to Islam. Eh, I did not leave Christianity; I did
not have to repent of anything. I became also a Muslim. That’s it. Kehinde,
my husband, also knew this. This was no secret to him ... the others I did
not tell ... when I say the shahadah, you know this is our faith confession,
uh huh, okay I still believe in Jesus as God. I can pray to Jesus as we say, as
Allah, this is just God. This is no problem for me.

When I asked Sadé about Jesus’ roles in the Bible versus the Qur’an, she was
quick to respond:

No contradiction. No problem ... these are holy texts and they point us
to God, yes? I do not argue with what is said. Sometimes information is
not shared between them, okay, like two different stories. So Jesus in the
Qur’an looks maybe conflicting in a Bible ... this is not understood by
many people, so they think there is so many problems. These violences
between, eh, Muslims and Christians, this is nonsense. We have no rea-
son to fight, to kill each other.

As for Sadé’s participation in AIR, this was allowed to continue. Her husband,
Kehinde, came from a family who were involved occasionally in AIR activities.
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They would attend some festival events and consult with diviners intermit-
tently. Thus, while her public Christian identity was largely suppressed, Sadé
was able to continue practicing at AIR sites without hindrance. According to
Sadé, the difference is that AIR do not pose a threat to Islam:

I can be a Traditionalist and a Muslim, or a Christian. This is no prob-
lem in Yorubéland ... we are able to cope with our Yorub4 traditions and
these other religions ... the Yorub4 religion, people see this as shrinking,
it's getting smaller ... though many people still are Traditionalists, yes,
okay, they are, they do so as Muslims and Christians. This is the problem.
Christianity can be seen as a threat to Islam. Christians will try to convert
Muslims ... Traditionalists do not have this.

After the Egungun festival in August 2012, Sadé and I met together to discuss
her current religious life. In particular, I was curious to learn how she identified
and what groups she considered herself to currently belong to. She responded
as follows:

Well, you know my story ... I am part of everything here in Ogbomosé.
I see myself being a follower of God more than anything. God can
come in many different ways and this is why we have these, all of these
religions ... I was taught by my parents to see God in many different
ways. There is no restriction to God, okay, this is how it is. Us, we Yoruba
have known this, we have followed all of these different gods ... in every
community, a different god ... I do not believe I am something more
than another, my Christian faith is not bigger than being Muslim for me
and I am Yoruba and still keep to my [indigenous] Yorub4 traditions ...
I cannot go to church, but, you know, I am still a Christian. It is in my
heart. I still read the Bible, you see ... this is not unusual in Ogbémoso.
We from Ogb6mosé can be part of many religions all at once. This is
no problem.

5 Case Two: Agbo

Agbo is an outgoing Yoruba man and street trader in his mid-thirties whom I
met during the 2011 Egliingtn festival in Ogbémosé. He was born in Ogb6mosé,
but left to study in Lagos when he was nineteen years of age. His connection
to his family brought him home in his late twenties and he has been living
in Ogbomoso ever since. After meeting Agbo in 2011, we have kept in contact
by email and met again several times throughout the years since. As Agbo
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describes it, his religious upbringing was complicated, yet at the same time it
was not an uncommon upbringing for the Ogbomosé area:

My father was Muslim. My mother, she was a born again Catholic and
took her faith very seriously. So did my father, of course ... now, my grand-
parents, they were like many during their time, steadfast in their African
traditions to their death when I was fourteen years old. I grew up not
only around, but even within these different religions. It was very compli-
cated, but at the same time, very common.

Agbo, like many throughout Yorubaland, grew up in a multireligious family. He
describes this as being quite normal and routine. For Abgo this included not
only attending events, but also openly participating:

You know, I would go with my father to mosque on Friday’s. I would say
the prayers in the Muslim way, praying to Allah and reading the Qur'an.
My family would also fast during Ramadan and celebrate Eid al-Fitr. Of
course, even today when you have Muslim friends, even if you are not
yourself a Muslim, you may fast and certainly celebrate all together when
the fast is broken. It becomes in many ways a community celebration like
Christmas or Easter ... I never missed a church service with my mother.
I would get dressed up in my suit and attended Sunday school even.
I sang the songs and read the Bible as I was told. When I was twelve I was
baptized and became ‘born-again’ like my mother. My father came to the
service and no one asked any questions about his presence. He was wel-
come there and was invited by the pastor to say a few words. I will always
remember that he was thankful for the church. He said adupé, adupé,
which you know means, ‘we thank God’, in Yoruba. He was thanking God
as I was baptized as a Christian. Some of my grandparents were also there
that day. They were joyous and happy for me. Even later that year I re-
member going to the Egiingtin as a family. There was no tension. After
I was baptized I continued to practice as a Muslim as well.

As Agbo grew older, however, and left Ogbémosd for university in Lagos, he
started to have serious questions about his religious background. At univer-
sity he encountered people who seriously challenged his religious participa-
tion for the first time. He was chastised and called a heretic by other Muslims
and Christians for belonging to and identifying with multiple religions. As
Agbo recalls:
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My family never really talked about these traditions being contradictory
when I was growing up. They were seen to be all part of the same, uh,
tradition. As if the God of the Bible was the same God as Oloriin and the
same as Allah. But at university this all changed. I was challenged for my
views and I did not know how to respond.

Agbo went through a period of time when he stopped attending any religious
events. He still identified as being religious, but he was confused and frustrat-
ed, both at his parents and those who challenged his religiosity. He mostly kept
quiet about his struggles until he was invited and started attending a university
student group:

A friend of mine invited me, you see, to this African consciousness group.
A pan-African society. I don’'t want to say the name. They were commit-
ted to reclaiming African heritage. We would read books and poetry. We
had famous African writers come and give speeches and implore us to
stand up as Africans ... for me this ignited a desire and I started visit-
ing a traditional priest when I was back in Ogbdmosé visiting. I grew up
around him and he knew my parents very well. He was a family friend.
I shared with him my troubles and he was very wise in responding ... he
spoke about how the Yoruba should be open to all traditions, that it was
intrinsic to the Yoruba to be open and accommodating toward everyone.
He was aware of my religious past and assured me that my story was truly
good and showed how the Yorub4 are able to cut down barriers and use
different traditions for good, for easing tensions and showing how we are
all reaching out to God, but just in different ways.

According to Agbo, this period of seeking counsel lasted for about one year.
He met with an AIR priest on five or six occasions. He also continued to attend
events at the African consciousness group, even after he graduated from uni-
versity. In his mid-twenties, Agbo once again began attending religious events
and services. During this time, he viewed himself as a religious explorer, rather
than having any concrete or singular religious belonging or identity:

I was floating between groups and traditions. My friends from university
were a diverse lot and came from so many different backgrounds. I ex-
plored all of them and greatly enjoyed the experiences. As I explored, I
found God in all of them. As the priest had told me, we are all reaching
out to God and I found God reaching out to us in these different religions.
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When Agbo heard that his father was becoming ill, he left a good paying job
in Lagos and moved back to Ogbémosé. Upon returning, he quickly returned
to a similar religious routine he had growing up:

You know when I came back to Ogbdmosé it was a joyous time. A true
blessing to be with my family and with the people of Ogb6mosé ... When
my father was well enough, we would go to mosque together and read
the Qur'an together. My mother and myself went to church together and
events like the Egiingtin were central to our community life ... I have my
own family today and I raise my children to respect all faiths, all religions.
They can choose which path to take.

When I asked about which religious traditions and groups he now belongs to
and identifies with, Agbo had this to say:

I refer to myself as a born again African. This is a funny term, no? Well,
what I mean by it is this: I am African and as a Yoruba person there
is no separating religion. To be African and Yoruba is to be religious.
Now, I belong to my community and believe that God is in all of our
traditions. So yes, I belong to a church and a mosque and I see a tra-
ditional priest ... I would say usually I am a Muslim in public because
my father was a Muslim, but because of our history, to be Yoruba is
to be open to God in his fullness ... I now realize that my upbringing

was not a curse, no, no, but an opportunity to experience the fullness
of God.

I was fortunate enough to spend time with Agbo attending various religious
events in 2011 and 2012. We met at the 2011 Ogbémosé Egtingtin Festival and
enjoyed several days together. According to Agbo, Egtingtin attendance is on
the rise despite efforts to curb participation:

You know there are some in Ogbdmosé who want to stop these traditions.
They are like those I met in Lagos who challenged my background. They
say, “You cannot participate in Egungun, or you are a bad Christian, a bad
Muslim.” This is not uncommon, but the younger generation is not listen-
ing. In fact, the younger generation, the youths, they see right through
this. The Egingtin speaks to our heritage, our ancestors ... we commemo-
rate and honor our ancestors, you see. The missionaries and Arabs tried
to dispel these practices, but they persist and are growing as we wake
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up and are reclaiming our history and culture. Every year there are more
people attending ... many attend without the blessing of their pastor.
They come because they want to connect with their community. So you
see Muslims, Christians, all coming together in this festival to celebrate
life and our common bonds.

Agbo and I also went together to the Ogb6mosé Central Mosque for Jumuah.
I watched as Agbo and many others prayed together. Afterward we shared a
meal with several of his friends. We talked openly about Agbo’s multiple reli-
gious belongings and identities. Unexpectedly, each of them also shared their
own story. While they belong to a mosque and identify as Muslim, their reli-
gious life is dynamic and has included instances of multiple belongings and
identities. For instance, they have attended Pentecostal revivals in the past
and often see a local AIR priest for medicinal and divination purposes. Agbo’s
friend, Mahmud, shared with us that he continues to participate across mul-
tiple religions:

I was raised as a Muslim and will always be a Muslim. But to be Muslim
does not mean that I am blind to claiming Allah in my own traditions. As
a Yoruba, my ancestors are part of who I am. So yes, I go to Egtingtin and
I celebrate. Islam does not restrict my celebration, my family rights ... we
are fond in Ogbomoso of saying that Allah was among us even before we
had the Qur’an.

I also had the privilege of attending a Catholic church where Agbo attends.
He informed me that the priest was aware of his religious life and history.
We were able to meet with the priest after the service. While he preferred
to keep his comments anonymous, he allowed me to record our conversa-
tion. It was fascinating as the priest shared his own perspective on religion
in Ogbomoso:

Ogb6moso, like much of Yorubaland, is very religious. We have Christians,
Catholics like in this church, and Muslims. We also have our Yoruba tra-
ditions. These are not as prominent as they once were, okay, yet they
are ingrained in every Yoruba person. I use our traditions to explain the
Catholic faith, you see? People relate to these traditions because they
know them, they trust them. In Yorubaland, we say that to be accommo-
dating is to be godly. This is what we believe. So we are accommodating
to these religions.
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He also shared his insight into how the Egungun festival relates to
Catholicism:

Ah, yes, this is very important. The Egingin honors our ancestors. These
ancestors are specific to the Yorub4, okay, even to Ogbémosoé. This is
based on kinship, on lineage, you understand? So we celebrate each year
and receive blessings and guidance from our ancestors ... you know, in
Catholicism, we have the veneration of the saints. This is really a form of
spiritual ancestor celebration as we look to the past and recognize those
who have gone before us in death. We celebrate their lives each year on
different days and pray to them, asking for guidance, for blessing ... T have
no problem with Yoruba festivals. For instance, Egiingtin is a celebration
of our African heritage and kinship. To be Catholic one must not think
that this is somehow off limits. Egiingtn is part of our history and we
should be sure to make it part of our future. My religion has nothing to
say of my participating in my community festival.

Attending these events and meeting Agbo’s friends was an education in it-
self. While Agbo has experienced conflict related to his religious belonging
and identity occasionally, he claims this is rare in Ogbémosé. He believes that
even though there are religious leaders who preach against having multiple
religious belongings and identities, most in Ogbémosé are not only respectful
toward this religious lifestyle, but also engage in a similar lifestyle on some
level. As Agbo remarked on our final meeting together: “My story may not be
universal, but it is everywhere to be found here in Ogb6mos6. Go down one
street and you will find a dozen of the same story.”

6 Methodological Reflections for World Christianity

This final section further unpacks the cases of Sadé and Agbo. While there
are many directions this could take, the primary aim here is to reflect on how
the religious field of Ogbomosé offers methodological lessons for scholars of
World Christianity.

6.1 Religious Belonging and Identity

First, while the study of religious belonging or religious identity is common
in World Christianity scholarship, the case study this chapter draws from,
utilizes both concepts to interrogate lived religious experience. As the cases
of Sadé and Agbo make clear, while religious belonging and identity often go
hand-in hand, this is not always the case. Similar to Janson and Meyer’s notion
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of ‘religious field’ for expanding the analytical frame, there is added value in
employing both religious belonging and identity in a single study in order to
capture lived religion more holistically. Additionally, fieldwork in Nigeria has
expanded and clarified my understanding of these terms. In the case of reli-
gious belonging, it is helpful to broaden the conception to the quality of being
a religious member or participant. This broadening allows for a wider range
of belonging, which at times is official and formalized, while at other times
more serendipitous, at times more public, while at other times mainly private.
This more inclusive understanding provides two primary benefits. First, some
religious traditions are more institutionally bound and public than others. For
instance, participation in AIR is often private and without institutional (i.e.
official) acceptance. Second, with a more institutional understanding of be-
longing, it is often those who exist on the margins of communities or privately
belong who often end up being excluded from consideration. Thus, a person
that is privately and/or unofficially a member or participant of a group de-
serves equal consideration alongside those who are publicly and/or officially
members. Indeed, the former experience provides an important contrast to
the latter experience. This understanding of belonging offers a challenge to
scholars of World Christianity, especially in regards to issues of inclusion/
exclusion in research projects; namely, who belongs and/or who does not be-
long in World Christianity scholarship and why?

Relatedly, the definition and use of religious identity as a concept is vigor-
ously contested. While identity can provide a useful analytical framework to
categorize religiosity, there are undoubtedly limitations. The work of Stuart
Hall and Rogers Brubaker is particularly helpful for both understanding the
limitations and providing a useful framework from which the concept re-
mains useful (Hall 2000a: 595-634; Hall 2000b: 15—30; Hall 1996; Brubaker
2006). In terms of defining identity, Mike Morris provides a helpful starting
point for how the concept is utilized in this chapter: “the combination of
characteristics that collectively demarcate an individual or group, both to
themselves and others” (Morris 2012: 127). Two points are worth noting. First,
individuals and groups can be considered in discussions of identity. While
there are distinctions to be made between individuals and groups, each is
influenced by the other and is unable to be isolated completely. Therefore,
identity is interactively defined and constructed by both the individual and
the other. While this chapter highlights how two individuals identify, the
larger case study also interrogates how others identify these individuals,
which provides a useful comparison. Second, regarding the “combination of
characteristics”, the “combination” is inherently flexible, which results in the
individual or group lacking a stable, coherent ‘self’. As Stuart Hall remarks
regarding the nature of this flexibility:
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This produces the post-modern subject, conceptualized as having no
fixed, essential, or permanent identity ... the subject assumes different
identities at different times, identities which are not unified around a
coherent “self” Within us are contradictory identities, pulling in differ-
ent directions, so that our identifications are continuously being shifted
about ... The fully unified, completed, secure, and coherent identity is
a fantasy. Instead, as the systems of meaning and cultural representa-
tion multiply, we are confronted by a bewildering, fleeting multiplicity
of possible identities, any one of which we could identify with—at least
temporarily.
Hall 2000a: 598

Hall and Brubaker have pointed out how extreme conceptions of identity—
what Brubaker terms as “hard” and “soft” meanings—have produced ambigu-
ity surrounding the term (Hall 1996: 1-17; Brubaker 2006: 28-63). As Brubaker
states: “Understood in a strong sense—as implying a singular, abiding, foun-
dational sameness—‘identity’ tends to mean too much; understood in a weak
sense—as multiple, fluid, fragmented, negotiated, and so on—it tends to mean
too little.” He suggests that when used in this latter sense, the term “loses its
analytical purchase” (Brubaker 1996: 28).8 The fieldwork this chapter is based
upon finds some semblance of balance by conducting research longitudinally.
While the result is still snapshots of how interlocutors identify, conducting re-
search over longer periods of time assists in regulating these “hard” and “soft”
indications of identity. As well, collecting data on religious belongings, which
includes the actions of interlocutors also provides a critical comparison.

8 In Brubaker's effort to go ‘beyond identity), it is perhaps useful to mention that he argues
scholars should employ the term ‘identification’ instead. He states: “As a processual, active
term, derived from a verb, ‘identification’ lacks the reifying connotations of ‘identity.’ It in-
vites us to specify the agents that do the identifying. And it does not presuppose that such
identifying (even by powerful agents, such as the state) will necessarily result in the internal
sameness, the distinctiveness, the bounded groupness that political entrepreneurs may seek
to achieve. Identification—of oneself and of others—is intrinsic to social life; ‘identity’ in
the strong sense is not” (Brubaker 1996: 41). While I largely agree with Brubaker’s assessment,
I disagree that ‘identity’ lacks a conceptual framework that can include, as he puts it, “pro-
cessual” research and an active understanding that lacks the reifying notions that a strong
sense of identity implies. Thus, relating this to Morris’s definition, my conception of identity
connects the ‘combination of characteristics’ not just to the result (i.e. identity), but also the
process (i.e. identification).
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6.2 Everyday Lived Religion

Next, an approach that only allows for the possibility of classifying people
in single, discrete categories of religion leads to naive and restrictive under-
standings of everyday lived religion. Such an approach easily masks the varied,
dynamic, and complex belongings, practices, and identities of people, many
of who in contexts such as Yorubéland live across and within multiple reli-
gious traditions. For World Christianity scholarship, rather than assuming that
Christians are only Christians, it must be taken into account that practitio-
ners can and do live across the categorical boundaries of religions and are not
necessarily limited to singular religious affiliations. As Catherine Cornille has
noted on a broader scale:

In a world of seemingly unlimited choice in matters of religious identity
and affiliation, the idea of belonging exclusively to one religious tradition
or of drawing from only one set of spiritual, symbolic, or ritual resources
is no longer self-evident ... A heightened and widespread awareness of
religious pluralism has presently left the religious person with the choice
of not only which religion, but also of how many religions she or he might
belong to (2010:1).

In the case of Ogbémosé, many of my interlocutors claim that only drawing
from “one set of spiritual, symbolic, or ritual resources” has never been self-
evident. Peel has described this phenomenon in Yorubaland as “the religiously-
unmarked cultural repertoire of the Yoruba” (Peel 2011: 13). While I would
challenge the notion of the cultural repertoire being completely “religiously-
unmarked’, Peel’s understanding largely corresponds to the lived religiosity
I encountered in Ogbdmosé in which religious belongings and identities are
not always singular, nor static. Both Sadé and Agbo have negotiated belonging
to, identifying with, and drawing from multiple religious traditions through-
out their lifetimes. They have also each had liminal phases of transition and
even now their status is fluid. Yet, when I asked Sadé and Agbo in early 2013
about how they would identify religiously on a survey, Sadé responded with
“Christian” and Agbo with “Muslim”. This is despite their open accounts dur-
ing interviews of multiple religious belongings and identities. It is this very
nuance that typically escapes the range of census and survey data. Depending
on the types of questions posed, even practitioners themselves can give sin-
gular responses and fail to disclose the full range of their religious life. Thus,
some people fall into the trap of essentialized enquiries. This is certainly the
case with the available census (Federal Republic of Nigeria 1963: 37) and survey
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data (Pew Forum 2009: 19; Pew Forum 2o11: 11; The World Factbook 2020; World
Religion Database 2020) that uses essentialized categories to produce a clear-
cut portrait of religious affiliation in Nigeria. All of the survey data, for instance,
indicates that Nigerians now largely identify with either Christianity or Islam
when given the choice to indicate their religious affiliation. However, survey
responses are only one method for interrogating the religious field. They pro-
vide only one aspect of how respondents affiliate, often without any ability to
follow-up with qualitative queries.

Additionally, it is clear that despite having multiple religious belongings
and/or identities, people choose to express these differently depending on the
setting, or even the instrument of data collection. This is how distinct features
of religiosity end up being expressed more prominently than others. For Sadé
and Agbo, their identification is also revealed to be dependent on the context
of their environment and with whom they are speaking. As Agbo quipped in
an interview: “one religion for this place, another religion that [place].” Thus,
it is clear that the motivations for indicating one’s religious belonging and/or
identity can be highly personal and context dependent. The reasons can also
be pragmatic, as indicated by Sadé’s limited ability to express her Christian
belonging publicly after she was married. This pragmatic feature is compa-
rable with the work of Danmolé (2008) and Peel (2000). This highlights the
necessity not to just be aware of the phenomenon, but there is also a need for
more multi-method, multi-site, longitudinal studies that are able to take such
fluidity and context into account. For studies in World Christianity, this means
expanding the horizon of religious life. In fieldwork studies, for instance, what
happens in the town hall, forest festival, university club, etc., can be equally as
important to research as the Sunday service or Wednesday night Bible study.
Finding diverse angles, methods, and points in time to interrogate religious life
is integral for a more holistic understanding. As a practical example from my
research on transnational African immigrant networks in Los Angeles, I inten-
tionally decided to start my fieldwork by gaining access to Black Lives Matter
groups and attending African cultural festivals. While many of the people I met
ended up inviting me to their churches, my initial point of entry assisted in
expanding my research field beyond the confines of church life.

6.3 Entangled Religions and Expanding the Analytical Frame

The lack of nuance in Sadé and Agbo’s responses to the survey related ques-
tion is not limited to religious practitioners. The lack of nuance is also a per-
sistent problem with scholars of religion who still primarily focus on a single
tradition. Within multireligious settings in particular, this discrete approach
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may lead to a problematic disconnect with the lived world of religious prac-
titioners. In the case of World Christianity, this point is particularly relevant
for a field that has its analytical frame focused on Christianity. Yet, to be sure,
despite the focus on Christianity, World Christianity need not be limited to
the study of a single religion (i.e. Christianity). The full range of Sadé and
Agbo’s religiosity is the domain of World Christianity, as one cannot dissect
and dislocate only the Christian elements. In the case of Ogbémosd, the en-
counter of multiple traditions has produced what Larkin (2016: 633-639) re-
fers to as religious entanglement. This entanglement means that scholars of
World Christianity must approach their respective religious fields openly and
allow the lived religiosity of the field to direct their focus of attention. As Gregg
and Scholefield have suggested: “We can explore religion as we find it, rather
than mould it to meet the cultural essentialisms of what we expect to find”
(2015: 15). This will undoubtedly vary from context to context. Simply put,
not all religious fields afford the same type and degree of interreligious en-
tanglement as in Ogbdmosd. For instance, in other cases, there may be more
intrareligious entanglement, or entanglement with other belongings and/or
identities such as ethnicity, gender, nationality, or race. Regardless of the con-
text, an ‘entangled’ approach to social life is required for every religious field.

Relatedly, both cases also reveal how individuals can adapt and form new
religious belongings and/or identities, while also retaining parts of their for-
mer religious life in a process of both preservation and reinvention. As Sadé’s
experience demonstrates, public belongings can be limited due to various cir-
cumstances, while religious identification remains. One can also imagine sce-
narios in which the opposite is true and how similar dynamics might play out
intrareligiously across the denominations of a religion. This brings issues of re-
ligious conversion and religious switching to the fore. These concepts point to
changes that occur religiously in form, character, or function, but as these two
cases confirm, in the lived world these changes are not necessarily a one-time
event, a one-way process, nor do they necessarily create an immediate change.
Again, notions of constancy and singularity deserve reflection and critique.
Fortunately, there appears to be momentum for this entangled understanding
in terms of recent publications, including an edited volume (Rajikumar and
Dayam 2016), a thirteen-article issue from Open Theology (Braak and Kalsky
2017), and a special issue from Studies in World Christianity (Williams and
Adogame 2019). The theme of the 2018 European Association for the Study
of Religions (EASR) conference, ‘Multiple Religious Identities—Individuals,
Communities, Traditions’, also offers some indication of increased focus in this
direction (EASR 2018).
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6.4 Of Bias and Hierarchy

Another important issue is that of recognition and status afforded to select
religions. The continued dominance of the world religions paradigm treats
religions such as Christianity and Islam as interrelated packages of diverse
traditions and practices, while AIR are largely viewed as disparate and not
given the same status and scholarly attention. This bias is sometimes linked
to a perceived hierarchy of religious traditions, in which religions that are cat-
egorized as monotheistic and possess a textual canon represent a higher form
of development. This bias could as well be part of the reason why Nigerians
by and large identify on surveys as either Christian or Muslim—the result of
which provides a quantitative rationale for privileging Christianity and Islam.
However, the bias can also be linked to the institutional and organization mod-
els of different religions. For instance, the various practices and procedures
related to attendance, membership, and participation that scholars utilize
for their research. Scholars can and should continue to use these avenues for
understanding religiosity, but there is a pressing need to adapt research tools
to fit different types of religious fields. In the case of most AIR, the organiza-
tional structure is informal and diffused, participation is typically on an indi-
vidual basis, and there are rarely institutional mechanisms in place to track
participation. Additionally, as the cases of Sadé and Agbo make clear, despite
individual religious desires, there are at times familial and societal restrictions
placed on the expression of these desires. Such biases and restrictions result in
the assumption for many that there are very few AIR practitioners and the con-
clusion that they are comparatively less consequential to research. While there
are valid reasons to (de/re)construct the world religions paradigm (Cotter and
Robertson 2016; Magesa 2013), categorizing and comparing on the basis of in-
terrelated packages can prove beneficial as long as ‘packages’ are approached
with equivalence. Yet, despite the continued importance of AIR in Nigeria,
Christianity and Islam continue to be viewed as exceptional and receive the
majority of scholarly attention. This point is important for scholars of World
Christianity because not only is it critical to widen the analytical frame to in-
clude other religious traditions, it is just as critical to approach these traditions
with parity.

6.5 Multi-directional Exchange

One aspect of interreligious encounter is conflict and intolerance. Conflict,
and in particular violent conflict, has received a disproportionate amount of
focus in studies of interreligious encounter in Nigeria. As I have noted else-
where, “... studies of multireligious Nigeria tend to be confined to examining
violent flashpoints between Muslims and Christians in a few select regions of
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northern Nigeria, portraying it as a place of ruin, with widespread violence
and rioting in the name of religion—further entrenching the depiction of a
one-dimensional, facile discourse of brutal clash and intolerance” (Williams
2018: 116). While the cases of Sadé and Agbo point to instances of conflict and
decreased tolerance, these are to be expected in any religious field. Likewise,
it should not come as a surprise that their cases simultaneously demonstrate
that multireligious contexts provide a habitat of exchange. As Agbo indicated
in an interview:

I am African and as a Yoruba person there is no separating religion. To
be African and Yoruba is to be religious. Now, I belong to my community
and believe that God is in all of our traditions. So yes, I belong to a church
and a mosque and I see a traditional priest ... I would say usually I am a
Muslim in public because my father was a Muslim, but because of our
history, to be Yoruba is to be open to God in his fullness.

This exchange is not limited to how individuals practice, belong, or identify.
Religions also are under constant revision and reinterpretation. As the late
J.D.Y. Peel noted about the ongoing construction of religion and religious
action:

Religions are always realized in practice through the interplay of con-
text and tradition, of the social and the cultural, of the present and the
past. Religious action is always doubly constrained: by the features of the
context to which its agents have to respond and by what its tradition—
beliefs, values and institutions received from the past—makes available
to it. But the determination is never complete: all contexts yield options
for action, and all traditions are open to revision and reinterpretation.
Peel 2016: 625

Not only are the boundaries of religions not always clear or mutually exclu-
sive for religious practitioners, no scholarly conceptualization of religions is
entirely coherent or without blurry boundaries. Conflation of traditions is per-
haps the extreme version of the exchange, which can be observed in research
on Chrislam in Nigeria (Janson 2016: 646—672; Williams 2019). Although the
spectrum of exchange varies, religions invariably change. Christianity is not
excluded from this reality. It is not a one-way flow of Christianity impacting
other religions. While perhaps most scholars of World Christianity would rec-
ognize this on a conceptual level, there is a need to further explicate the multi-
directionality of exchange as it relates to Christianity.
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7 Conclusion

Taken in the context of World Christianity scholarship, this chapter offers a
grounded precedent in avoiding an essentialized, sui generis understanding of
religion(s) and religiosity. Likewise, it offers methodological insight into under-
standing religious belonging and identity as dynamic and situational. While it
is recognized that every religious field is distinct and needs to be contextual-
ized, the methodological lessons offered in this chapter on religious belonging
and identity, everyday lived religion, entangled religion, bias and hierarchy, and
multi-directional exchange can be applied broadly in World Christianity schol-
arship. Combining these lessons into an approach offers scholars a more nu-
anced engagement with religious fields, but it also problematizes the discrete
classification of religions and their subsequent study. These insights expand
the analytical frame of World Christianity scholarship, which naturally leads
to questions regarding coherence and what is included or excluded. Jacob
Olupona’s remarks on AIR are apropos here: “If, in our world of increasingly
hyphenated and hybrid identities, it has become more challenging to say what
African religion is, it has become perhaps even more challenging to say for
certain what it isn’t. If we look more carefully, we find manifestations of it ev-
erywhere” (Olupona 2014: 122). World Christianity could easily be substituted
in these remarks. Yet, as the hyphenated and hybrid belongings and identities
of Sadé and Agbo reveal, it is within this challenge that it becomes possible to
contribute to a more comprehensive understanding—an understanding that
is willing to break down restrictive paradigms, confront biases, and reconstruct
an approach that prioritizes everyday lived religious experience.
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