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Abstract
This study seeks to discover how African Traditional Religion (ATR) is viewed by Pentecostal
church leaders in Lusaka, Zambia. The convenience sample focused on fourteen Pentecostal
churches of various denominational affiliations within the city of Lusaka, Zambia. A thirtyone-item survey tool, the Assessment of Traditional Religious Practices (ATRP), was developed and administered to 128 leaders regarding the prevalence of traditional religious
practices among their congregants. The ATRP also assessed how these leaders typically
respond to concerns related to ATR within their ministerial context. Findings indicated
that traditional beliefs and practices continue to persist, though at nominal levels, within
these churches. More importantly, a majority of these leaders feel adequately equipped to
handle issues related to ATR because they understand their ministerial calling in terms of
spiritual empowerment. The study concludes that the challenges presented by ATR regarding Christian discipleship continue to persist in local Pentecostal churches. However, leaders have employed a practical theological understanding of Pentecostalism, allowing them
to overcome many of these same challenges.
Keywords
African Traditional Religion, animism, conversion, missions, missiology, Pentecostal,
Pentecostal theology, Zambia

In 1991 President Frederick Chiluba declared Zambia to be a Christian
nation. Today, about seventy-five percent of the population of Zambia
professes the Christian faith.1 Evidence abounds, however, that traditional
beliefs are still very much a part of the lives of many Zambians. A drive
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1 Scott D. Taylor, Culture and Customs of Zambia (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,
2006), p. 25.
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through nearly any shanty compound in Lusaka reveals an abundance
of signposts advertising the services of traditional healers. In addition,
Zambian newspapers are replete with similar adverts.
Conversations with local pastors suggest these animistic beliefs and
practices are not relegated to the unconverted. Some believe that traditional religion is flourishing in Zambia, even among those who profess
faith in Christ. Despite the often noted growth of Christianity in Africa, it
has been suggested that traditional religion is on the rise and that some
Christians are leaving the Church to return to traditional religion.2 Others
have claimed that (1) even after converting to Christianity, many Africans
maintain a primary attachment to traditional religion and (2) African
converts to Christianity will often return to traditional religion to meet
urgent needs for healing and protection.3 These assessments, if valid, raise
concern as to what extent true Christian discipleship is taking place.
Are those converted to Christianity in Zambia leaving behind their old
religious beliefs and practices, or are they continuing to practice tradi
tional religion while simultaneously describing themselves as followers of
Jesus?
1. Purpose of the Study

The goal of this study is to understand the prevalence of African Traditional
Religion (ATR) within Pentecostal churches in Lusaka, Zambia. In addition, the study sought to understand how ATR is viewed by leaders in these
Pentecostal churches. If dualism or coterminous religious belief and praxis
are extensive, then this would indicate the acceptance of a non-biblical
form of Christianity.4 Conversely, if church leaders demonstrate an understanding that some traditional religious practices conflict with biblical
Christianity, this would support the belief that these churches at least have
the potential to effectively disciple their members.

2 Jon P. Kirby, ‘Cultural Change and Religious Conversion in West Africa’, in Blakely,
Van Beek, and Thomson (eds.), Religion in Africa: Experience and Expression (1994),
pp. 56-71.
3 M.F.C. Bourdillon, ‘Religion and Society: A Text for Africa’ (Gweru, Zimbabwe: Mambo
Press, 1991), p. 283. See also E. Bolaji Idowu, African Traditional Religion: A Definition
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1973), p. 205.
4 Paul G. Hiebert, Anthropological Insights for Missionaries (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Book House, 1985), p. 185.
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1.1 Research Questions
This study sought to answer the following three research questions:
The first research question. How prevalent are animistic practices among
Pentecostal churches in Lusaka, Zambia?
The second research question. How do Pentecostal church leaders view
traditional religious practices in the context of Christian discipleship?
The third research question. To what extent does Pentecostal practice and
theology influence ways in which leaders address problems related to traditional religious practices?
1.2 Scope and Selection
This study was conducted among fourteen Pentecostal churches in Lusaka,
Zambia to determine the prevalence of ATR within these churches and to
understand how ATR is viewed by Pentecostal church leaders. Of the fourteen churches surveyed, one was a Foursquare church, five were Assemblies
of God churches, and eight were independent Pentecostal churches. Each
of the churches surveyed had a pastor or other leader enrolled in Global
University Bachelor of Arts level courses offered by Assemblies of God missionaries working in Lusaka.
1.3 Potential Bias
The fact that each of the participants in this study were involved in higher
education may represent a potential bias. These churches, though especially relevant to the researcher in some ways, may not be characteristic of
all Pentecostal churches in Lusaka. That these leaders are involved in formal training may set them apart from many other Pentecostal churches
that do not have leaders enrolled in similar training. Therefore, care should
be exercised to avoid generalizing these findings too broadly. The findings
of this study are true of these fourteen Pentecostal churches, but not necessarily true of others.
2. Methodology

This data for this study was obtained through use of the Assessment
of Traditional Religious Practices (ATRP), a thirty-one-item survey tool
designed with this study in mind, and was administered to 128 leaders of
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fourteen Pentecostal churches in Lusaka, Zambia. The results have been
categorized according to the three research questions stated earlier.
3. Results

3.1 The First Research Question
The first research question states, ‘How prevalent are animistic practices
among Pentecostal churches in Lusaka Zambia?’ This question was
addressed by questions six through thirteen on the ATRP.
3.1.1 Traditional Healers
When asked if church members visited traditional healers, or ng’angas,
when they were sick–question six (Q.6) on the ATRP, twenty-three respondents (18%) answered ‘Yes’, twenty-seven (21%) answered ‘No’, and seventyeight (61%) answered ‘I don’t know’. When responses to Q.6 were analyzed
according to respondent type, it was discovered that non-pastors were
more than twice as likely to answer ‘I don’t know’ as pastors. This difference is shown in Table 1, below:
A total of twenty-three respondents (18%) answered ‘Yes’ to question
six (Q.6), affirming that church members visit traditional healers, or
ng’angas, when they are sick. These respondents were then asked to estimate what percentage of those who attend their churches had visited a traditional healer in the past six months—question seven (Q.7) on the ATRP.
Respondents were given four options. These options were 0–25%, 26–50%,
Table 1. (Q.6) Do members of your church visit traditional healers when sick?
Pastors

Deacons

Yes
10 (34%) 3 (11%)
No
10 (34%) 7 (25%)
I don’t know 9 (31%) 18 (64%)
29
28

Committee Chairs

Other

Totals5

5 (36%)
0 (0%)
9 (64%)
14

5 (9%)
23 (18%)
10 (19%) 27 (21%)
38 (72%) 74 (61%)
53
124

5 Total numbers shown in charts differ from overall totals when data is analyzed by
respondent type. This is because four respondents did not indicate a respondent type, and
are therefore excluded from the table. This is true of every table.
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51–75%, and 76–100%. Responses to Q.7 were as follows: Of the twentythree participants who answered yes to Q.6, fifteen respondents (65%)
indicated that between 0–25% of their members visited traditional healers, six (26%) indicated 26–59%, two (9%) indicated 51–75%, and none
(0%) indicated the final category of 76–100%.
When asked how they arrived at those estimates––question eight (Q.8)
on the ATRP, five participants (24%) responded that the members themselves had told them that they went to a traditional healer, while four (19%)
reported that they had seen the person go to a traditional healer. Six (29%)
reported that other members had told them, while six (29%) said that this
was their best guess.
3.1.2 Protective Charms
When asked if members of their church wore charms for protection, healing, or good health––question nine (Q.9) on the ATRP—eighteen respondents (14%) replied ‘Yes’, while thirty-eight answered ‘No’, and seventy
replied ‘I don’t know’. Again, as with previous questions, non-pastors were
more likely to answer ‘I don’t know’ than were pastors. For instance, 63% of
deacons, 64% of Committee Chairs, and 58% of ‘Others’ responded by mark
ing ‘I don’t know’, yet only 41% of pastors responded ‘I don’t know’. These
differences are shown in Table 2 (below):
Of those who answered ‘Yes’, indicating that church members wear
charms, thirteen (72%) estimated that between 0–25% of their members
wear charms regularly, one (6%) estimated 26–50%, four (22%) estimated
51–75% and none estimated higher than 75%. These estimates are
responses to Q.10 on the ATRP.
Table 2. (Q.9) Do members of your church ever wear charms for protection,
healing, or good health?
Pastors
Yes
5 (17%)
No
12 (41%)
I don’t know 12 (41%)
29

Deacons

Committee Chairs Other

5 (19%)
5 (19%)
17 (63%)
27

5 (36%)
0 (14%)
9 (64%)
14

Totals

3 (6%)
18 (15%)6
19 (37%) 36 (30%)
30 (58%) 68 (56%)
52
122

6 All percentages are rounded to the next whole number for ease of reporting. Therefore,
total percentages may exceed 100%. This is true of each table.
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When asked with what frequency they had counseled church members
regarding wearing charms (Q.11), ninety-eight participants responded. Of
those, eight respondents (8%) reported having counseled church members
once a week or less regarding wearing charms. Four (4%) responded that
they had counseled church members about wearing charms once a month.
Thirty-one (32%) reported having done so about once every few months.
Fifty-five (56%) responded that they had never counseled church members regarding wearing charms.
3.1.3 Syncretism or Dualism as Viewed by Congregants
Next, participants were asked if they believed that some of their church
members saw no conflict between being a Christian and practicing traditional religion––question twelve (Q.12) on the ATRP. On this question, 123
persons responded. Of those, forty-nine (40%) responded ‘Yes’, thirty-nine
(32%) responded ‘No’, and thirty-five (28%) responded ‘I don’t know’.
Among those who responded ‘Yes’, indicating that some members of
their church saw no conflict between being a Christian and practicing traditional religion, several respondents explained this was due to church
members believing that God intended humans to make use of natural remedies such as roots and herbs. They also reported some church members
believing that ng’angas derived their knowledge from God.
Most respondents who explained their answers to question six however,
noted that this issue reflected a lack of discipleship. This is evident in the
following responses:
1. T
 hey are not aware of the dangers of involving themselves in traditional
religion.
2. Some people believe that God helps those who help themselves.
3. S ome have not grown to levels of differentiating standing faithfully
on the Word of God and practicing traditional healing through the
occult.
4. S ome members of my church do not know the difference between being
a Christian and practicing traditional religion.
5. Well, I just believe that some members of the church are not necessarily
born again, some are just like church goers, so it is possible.
3.1.4 Summary and Conclusion Regarding the First Research Question
Questions six through thirteen on the ATRP clearly reveal that traditional
religious practices are mildly to moderately present within these fourteen
Pentecostal churches. This is evident in the following summary:
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1. E
 ighteen percent of respondents say members of their church visit traditional healers, or ng’angas when sick (Q.6).
2. Sixty-five percent of respondents estimate that 0–25% of their church
members visit a ng’anga (Q.7).
3. Fifteen percent of respondents say members wear charms for protection, healing, or good health (Q.9).
4. Seventy-two percent of respondents estimate that 0–25% of their
church members use charms (Q.10).
5. Forty percent of respondents believe that some members of their
church see no conflict between being a Christian and practicing traditional religion (Q.12).
In attempting to understand the high percentage of respondents who
answered ‘I don’t know’ to some of the questions in this section, Q.12 may
shed some light on the issue. Responses to Q.12, when compared to
responses to Q.6, Q.7, and Q.9, for instance, indicate that pastors may, perhaps, suspect a higher degree of church-member involvement in traditional religion than they are able to verify. The results also show that it is
inherently difficult to establish the prevalence of ATR within multiple
churches simultaneously. It seems that churches are simply too diverse
regarding the presence of ATR among their congregants.
The best we can say is that in some churches, the percentage of members
who practice traditional religion may be as high as twenty-five percent. In
other churches, there may well be no members who practice traditional
religion. There are many factors that may contribute to this, including the
age of church, the ability and training of the pastor and leaders, and the
prevalence of traditional religion in that particular locale. Also, because of
a flaw in the design of the survey tool, there is no way of knowing if the
reported percentages regarding Q.7 and Q.10 are actually 0% or something
higher. However, this flaw is offset by the other questions that address the
same topic, as seen in the summary above.
The data also suggests that the leadership of these churches generally
attribute the practice of traditional religion to a lack of discipleship. This is
evident in the responses given on the ATRP. Thus, the leaders seem to have
an awareness of the progressive nature of conversion.7

7 Charles H. Kraft, Anthropology for Christian Witness (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996).
See also Mbiti, John S. African Religions and Philosophy (London: Heinemann, 1976).
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3.2 The Second Research Question
The second research question states, ‘How do Pentecostal church leaders
view traditional religious practice in the context of Christian discipleship?
This question was addressed by questions fourteen through nineteen,
twenty-two, thirty, and thirty-one on the ATRP.
3.2.1 Syncretism or Dualism as Viewed by Leaders
Respondents were asked if they believed it was possible to be a Christian
and still practice traditional religion––question fourteen (Q.14) on the
ATRP. To this question, thirty-two respondents (25%) answered ‘Yes’,
ninety-one (72%) answered ‘No’, and four (3%) answered ‘I don’t know’.
Differences in responses are shown in Table 3, (below):
Those who answered ‘Yes’ to this question were given an opportunity to
explain. Many of the explanations indicated that this question was misinterpreted by a majority of respondents to mean, ‘Do you believe that it is
possible for others to be a Christian and still practice traditional religion?’
The question was meant to discern if respondents themselves saw no problem with participation in both. That some respondents who answered ‘Yes’
seem to have misunderstood the question is evident in the following
responses:
1. T
 hose who are not grounded in God’s word and in their faith easily combine the two.
2. Simon the Sorcerer was converted but still needed more teaching; some
may practice both for a period until they learn total dependence on
God.
3. T
 here are some traditions that are good and others that are bad and
some Christians see no wrong in upholding such [good] traditions.

Table 3. (Q.14) Is it possible to be a Christian and continue to practice Traditional
Religion?
Pastors
Yes
8 (28%)
No
21 (72%)
I don’t know 0 (0%)
29

Deacons

Committee Chairs Other

5 (19%) 5 (36%)
22 (81%) 7 (50%)
0 (0%)
2 (14%)
27
14

13 (25%)
38 (72%)
2 (4%)
53

Totals
31 (25%)
88 (72%)
4 (3%)
123
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4. It is possible because some Christians lack knowledge or understanding. Good traditions that are in line with the Word of God and traditions
that contradict the Word (Mk 7.9).
5. It is due to a lack of faith, or praying and answers taking long, that people are drawn to a quick fix.
The answers of those who seem to have correctly understood the question,
and still answered ‘Yes’ are as follows:
1. T
 his is because traditional religion also helps when you’re having problems, especially when you’re witched. Also when you go to church and
get prayer for the problems you can be healed by the Holy Spirit.
2. Only traditional religions that do not oppose the word of God.
3. If nothing sinister is added, such as chanting or divination.
3.2.2 Opposition from Traditional Healers
Participants were also asked if they had ever encountered opposition in
their ministry, or threats to their safety or their families’ safety from
ng’angas because of their role as a church leader (Q.16). To this question,
thirty-six persons responded ‘Yes’, and seventy-four responded ‘No’, while
eleven responded ‘I don’t know’. These differences in responses are shown
in Table 4, below:
Respondents who answered ‘Yes’ to Q.16 were given opportunity to elaborate. Eight respondents replied that they had been threatened because
their ministry has disturbed the business of local ng’angas. In addition, six
respondents indicated that they had experienced family pressure or conflict because of traditional religion.
3.2.3 Leaders’ Ability to Respond to Traditional Religion
Next, respondents were asked if they felt adequately equipped to address
believers’ concerns related to traditional religion (Q.18). An overwhelming
Table 4. (Q.16) Have you ever encountered opposition to your ministry from
witch-doctors because of your role as a church leader?
Pastors
Yes
15 (56%)
No
11 (41%)
I don’t know 1 (4%)
27

Deacons

Committee Chairs Other

Totals

6 (24%)
18 (72%)
1 (4%)
25

3 (23%)
7 (54%)
3 (23%)
13

36 (31%)
70 (60%)
11 (9%)
117

12 (23%)
34 (65%)
6 (12%)
52
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majority, 102 respondents (86%), answered ‘Yes’. Only fifteen respondents
(13%) said ‘No’, and one respondent (1%) said ‘I don’t know’.
3.2.4 The Nature of Traditional Religion
Participants were also asked if they believed that practicing some aspects
of traditional religion was essential to maintaining Zambian culture and
heritage (Q.22). Their responses indicated wide agreement on this question,
with only ten people (8%) answering ‘Yes’. One hundred and six respondents (85%) answered ‘No’. Eight respondents answered ‘I don’t know’.
The next question on the ATRP that addressed the second research
question was question thirty (Q.30): ‘Do you believe that all forms of traditional religion contain elements of witchcraft?’ One hundred and twentyfour participants responded to this question. Eighty-seven participants
(70%) responded ‘Yes’, twenty-nine (23%) responded ‘No’, and eight (6%)
responded ‘I don’t know’. These differences in responses are shown in the
Table 5, below:
Participants were given an opportunity to explain their answers to Q.30.
Respondents who indicated ‘Yes’ gave answers that were quite similar. They
mostly stated that traditional healing is always connected to occultism or
spiritism, and therefore is inherently in conflict with Christianity.
Those who answered ‘No’ to this question stated almost unanimously
that herbs and roots are not inherently evil. They gave specific examples of
natural remedies that could be used without any apparent conflict. This
can be seen in the following responses:
1. Some traditional healers heal through learning how to use herbs.
2. Big diseases such as madness, barrenness, epilepsy—to heal these diseases, the healing contains elements of witchcraft. But for diarrhea,
coughing, and some diseases, they don’t contain elements of
witchcraft.
Table 5. (Q.30) Do you believe that all forms of traditional healing contain
elements of witchcraft?
Pastors

Deacons

Committee Chairs Other

Yes
18 (62%) 17 (63%) 11 (85%)
No
10 (34%) 7 (26%) 1 (8%)
I don’t know 1 (3%)
3 (11%) 1 (8%)
29
27
13

Totals

38 (75%) 84 (70%)
10 (20%) 28 (23%)
3 (6%)
8 (7%)
51
120
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3. Some herbs used traditionally can have some high content of medicinal
value that we may fail to explain traditionally (e.g. Aloe Vera).
4. If I get leaves of a Guava tree, pound it and drink it because I have a
stomach ache, there is nothing wrong with that. Unless I get natural
herbs and start mixing with spirits and medicines then it becomes evil.
3.2.5 Summary and Conclusions Regarding the Second Research Question
This portion of the ATRP overwhelmingly affirmed that church leaders
in these fourteen Pentecostal churches understand traditional religion to
be in conflict with biblical Christianity. This is evident in the following
summary:
1. S eventy-two percent of respondents reported that it is not possible to
practice traditional religion and still be a Christian (Q.14).8
2. Almost one third of respondents (31) reported encountering threats to
their ministry because of conflicts with local ng’angas (Q.16). Thus, the
conflict is not merely perceived, it is a reality in their lives.
3. Eighty-six percent of respondents said they felt adequately equipped to
handle believer’s concerns related to traditional religion (Q.18).
4. Eighty-five percent of respondents reported that practicing traditional
religion was not essential to preserving Zambian culture and heritage
(Q.22).
5. Eighty-four percent of respondents reported that they believed all forms
of traditional healing contain elements of witchcraft (Q.30).
Clearly, the vast majority of these church leaders understand the unique
demands of the gospel. They believe that witchcraft and spiritism are contrary to biblical Christianity. Further, participants are well aware that ATR
usually involves demonic activity. They understand this both from a biblical perspective, and from their own experiences. Responses to Q.14 show
that most leaders understand that when church members practice traditional religion, it is due to a lack of discipleship. This same perspective was
also evident in responses to Q.12 regarding the first research question.
3.3 The Third Research Question
The third research question states, ‘To what extent does Pentecostal practice and theology influence ways in which leaders address problems related
8 This number would have been even higher had some participants not misread or misunderstood the question as is evident in some of the explanations given (Q.15).
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to traditional religious practices?’ This question was addressed by questions twenty, twenty-one, and twenty-three through twenty-nine.
3.3.1 Pentecostal Theology and Spiritual Power
Question twenty (Q.20) asked, ‘Do you believe that as a Christian you have
access to power greater than that of the ng’angas, or witch-doctors?’ One
hundred and twenty-four respondents (99%) answered ‘Yes’. Only one (1%)
responded ‘No’. No one responded with the ‘I don’t know’ option to this
question.
When explaining their answers to this question, most respondents made
reference to the power that believers possess through Christ. For instance,
several respondents made reference to Lk. 10.19, ‘ I have given you authority
to trample on snakes and scorpions and to overcome all the power of the
enemy; nothing will harm you’. Others referenced the parallel passage in
Mk 16.18. Still others made reference to 1 Jn 4.4, ‘You, dear children, are
from God and have overcome them, because the one who is in you is
greater than the one who is in the world’. Other passages cited were Romans
8.37, 2 Corinthians 10 and Ephesians 6.
3.3.2 Miracles
The next question on the ATRP asked respondents if they had ever seen
God miraculously intervene in a situation regarding traditional religion
(Q.23). One hundred and twenty-five participants responded to this question. Of those, seventy-six (61%) answered ‘Yes’, forty (32%) answered ‘No’,
and nine (9%) answered ‘I don’t know’. Several factors may contribute to
the variance in answers on this question, such as the length of time a person has been in ministry and the level of their involvement. Differences in
responses are shown in Table 6, below:
Those who answered ‘Yes’ to the above question (Q.23), were given an
opportunity to explain their answer (Q.24). Seventy of the respondents
Table 6. (Q.23) Have you ever seen God miraculously intervene in a situation
regarding Traditional Religion?
Pastors

Deacons

Yes
23 (79%) 16 (59%)
No
6 (21)
9 (33%)
I don’t know 0
2 (7)
29
27

Committee Chairs Other

Totals

8 (57%)
4 (29%)
2 (14%)
14

74 (61%)
38 (31%)
9 (9%)
121

27 (53%)
19 (37%)
5 (10%)
51
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offered explanations. Sixteen gave answers that referenced divine healing.
Fourteen respondents specifically referenced demonic possession or deliverance. Some of the answers given were non-specific. The more precise
answers given are as follows:
1. M
 y aunt who was involved in traditional practices was touched by God
and she became a born again Christian.
2. A lady was overdue to give birth and was given traditional medicine,
which failed, she was brought for prayers and God intervened.
3. A family member consulted a witch-doctor and wanted to involve me.
At every turn the Lord frustrated and turned the witch-doctor’s program
into nothing.
4. A believer was forced by relatives to go to a ng’anga because she lost her
husband, and [they subsequently] grabbed property from her. God
intervened and all who wanted to escort her died in a road accident;
only she was left.
5. A miracle took place when one person was sick and people suspected
the sickness to be connected with spirits. After prayer, demons manifested and the sickness was gone.
3.3.3 Demon Possession Related to ATR
The next question on the ATRP asked respondents if they were acquainted
with people who had become demon possessed due to involvement in traditional religion (Q.25). Eighty respondents (65%) answered ‘Yes’, thirty-six
respondents (29%) answered ‘No’, and seven respondents (6%) answered
‘I don’t know’. These differences are shown in Table 7, below:
This question (Q.25) was followed by a subsequent question (Q.26),
which asked respondents how they knew that the person was demon possessed. Nearly all respondents answered that when others prayed for the
individual, the demons had manifested. Of the eighty respondents who
Table 7. (Q.25) Are you acquainted with people who have experienced demon
possession due to involvement in Traditional Religion?
Pastors

Deacons

Committee Chairs Other

Yes
24 (89%) 16 (62%) 10 (71%)
No
3 (11%) 7 (27%) 2 (14%)
I don’t know 0 (0%)
3 (12%) 2 (14%)
27
26
14

30 (58%)
20 (38%)
2 (4%)
52

Totals
80 (67%)
32 (27%)
7 (6%)
119
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answered ‘Yes’, forty-four of them reported that the demons had manifest.
Eight respondents said they knew the person was demon possessed due to
their behavior. Those who made this claim cited various types of abnormal
activity on behalf of the person. For instance, one respondent reported
persons moving like a snake or lion during the demonic manifestation.
Others reported persons screaming when Jesus’ name was mentioned.
Seven respondents reported that the individual confessed to having been
demon possessed, after they were delivered during a counseling session.
Question twenty-five (Q.25) had a second follow-up question, as well.
This question (Q.27) asked respondents, ‘How do you know that their
demon possession was due to practicing traditional religion?’ Forty respond
ents answered that the person had confessed to being involved in traditional religion. Their confessions came in a variety of ways. Some confessed
through the demon while receiving prayer. Others confessed later in a
counseling session. A few respondents reported that a person’s strange
behavior was evidence, such as their being seen talking to themselves. One
respondent wrote ‘because of not eating pork’.
Participants were then asked, ‘Are you ever afraid of ng’angas, or witchdoctors?’ (Q.28). One hundred and twenty-five participants responded
to this question. An overwhelming majority of respondents–119 (95%)
answered ‘No’. Only five respondents (4%) answered ‘Yes’, and only one
(1%) answered ‘I don’t know’. There was only a slight difference in answers
according to respondent type. Specifically, two committee chairpersons
(14%) answered ‘Yes’ to this question. None of the pastors or deacons
answered ‘Yes’ to this question. These differences are shown in Table 8,
below:
3.3.4 Summary and Conclusions Regarding the Third Research Question
A majority of Pentecostal leaders who participated in this study clearly
understand their ministry in terms of spiritual power. This is evident in the
following summary:
Table 8. (Q.28) Are you ever afraid of ng ’angas, or witch-doctors?
Pastors

Deacons

Committee Chairs Other

Yes
0 (0%)
0 (0%)
2 (14%)
No
29 (97%) 26 (100%) 12 (86%)
I don’t know 1 (3%)
0 (0%)
0 (0%)
30
26
14

Totals

3 (6%)
5 (4%)
49 (94%) 116 (95%)
0 (0%)
1 (1%)
52
122
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1. N
 inety-nine percent of respondents believe they have greater power
than that of the ng’angas, or witch-doctors (Q.20) that derives from their
reliance on the power of God in Christ (Q.21).
2. Sixty-one percent reported witnessing miraculous, divine intervention
when dealing with traditional religion (Q.23).
3. Sixty-five percent reported being personally acquainted with persons
who had experienced demon possession due to traditional religion
(Q.25).
4. Ninety-five percent reported that they were not afraid of ng’angas or
witch-doctors.
These findings show that these pastors and church leaders are well
acquainted with the concept of spiritual warfare, such as Paul describes in
2 Cor. 10.4. Most of them have witnessed the manifestation of demons
when praying for persons who practice traditional religion (Q.26 and Q.27).
Whether or not they could articulate classic Pentecostal theology is uncertain and to some extent irrelevant. What is certain, is that these leaders
function in their ministerial roles much in the manner described in the
Gospels and in Acts: they daily encounter people who are sick or demon
possessed, and they offer a solution that derives from their reliance on the
power of God.
4. Summary and Conclusions

As stated previously, the objective of this research was to examine the
claim that many African Christians—or in this case, Pentecostals in
Lusaka, Zambia—continue to defer to African Traditional Religion (ATR)
in times of crisis. In order to determine if, and to what extent, ATR might
persist among Pentecostal churches, leaders of fourteen Pentecostal congregations were surveyed regarding their perceptions of ATR. The views of
those leaders were obtained using a survey tool developed for this study,
the Assessment of Traditional Religious Practices (ATRP).
Results regarding the first research question–How prevalent are animistic practices among Pentecostal churches in Lusaka, Zambia?—show
that ATR continues to be present in the lives of a small percentage of
Pentecostal churchgoers. The precise number of congregants of which this
is true, though, has been difficult to establish. The research is somewhat
disappointing in this regard. For instance, sixty-one percent of respondents answered ‘I don’t know’ when asked if members of their church visit
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traditional healers when sick (Q.6). Likewise, fifty-six percent of respondents answered, ‘I don’t know’ when asked if church members ever wore
charms for protection, healing, or good health (Q.9). This high level of
ambiguity among respondents was unexpected. Any attempts to interpret
these answers as anything other than genuine uncertainty, would be
purely speculative. It may be that levels of ATR rise and fall even within
a single congregation. It is also likely that some Christians practice ATR
in a clandestine manner. However, the fact that ATR is present is not
surprising. After all, Christian conversion is not an event, but rather a
process.
As mentioned in earlier, a larger percentage of non-pastors responded
‘I don’t know’ than did pastors. This may reflect cultural values in which
individuals are reluctant to make comments that portray leaders negatively. Thus, an ‘I don’t know’ response might very well mean ‘I know, but
I’m not saying’.
What is certain regarding ATR is that it has not vanished, but is still practiced among a minority who attend these Pentecostal churches. It may be
that ATR in these Pentecostal churches is the ebbing tide of a former way
of life. Or, it might also be that ATR is a resurging tsunami that threatens to
topple the whole structure. Time will tell. In the meantime, wise pastors
and missionaries ministering in Zambia would do well to acknowledge the
presence of ATR and educate themselves on the dangers it poses, particularly regarding ATR’s inherent conflict with biblical Christianity.
The second research question—How do Pentecostal church leaders
view traditional religion?—shows the majority of these church leaders, at
least seventy-two percent,9 understand that biblical Christianity demands
a break from ATR. Results of similar questions further confirm these findings. For instance, eighty-six percent of respondents felt equipped to handle believer’s concerns related to traditional religion. Eighty-five percent
said that traditional religion was not a necessary part of Zambian culture
and heritage. Finally, eighty-four percent said that all forms of traditional
healing contain elements of witchcraft. These findings make the uncertainty left by the first research question less ominous. Pastors and church
leaders who inherently understand the conflict between ATR and the
Christian faith project a bright future specifically for the churches they
lead and for African Christianity in general.
9 As mentioned earlier, this number would be even higher had some respondents not
misread the question.
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Finally, the results of the third research question—To what extent does
Pentecostal practice and theology influence ways in which leaders address
problems related to traditional religious practices?—reveal that Pente
costalism for these church leaders is first and foremost practical theology.
Respondents’ answers describe a ministerial context in which threats from
ng’angas and demonic activity are commonplace. Yet, an overwhelming
majority of respondents face these seen and unseen spiritual threats without fear (Q. 28). Clearly, these leaders understand their calling and their
salvation as participation in God’s victory over Satan, through His Son Jesus
Christ and by the power availed to them through God the Holy Spirit. This
is most clearly evident in the several respondents who cited Lk. 10.19 when
asked if they believed they had access to power greater than that of the
ng’angas (Q.20).
4.2 Impact on the Researcher
I entered this study with a desire to understand the presence of ATR in
Pentecostal churches in Zambia, with hopes of developing a church-based
training program that would address relevant issues that emerged from the
study. The question in mind was, ‘What can be learned about the presence
of ATR within these Pentecostal churches, and how can that information
help these churches to be more effective at making disciples?’ However, in
hindsight, a better question might have been, ‘What can these Pentecostal
leaders teach Western missionaries, like myself, about a Pentecostal
response to ATR?’ While Western missionaries might effectively introduce
Zambian pastors to issues such as the didactic nature of historical narrative, Zambians can similarly introduce most Westerners to an understanding of spiritual realities that is often lacking in our missionary training and
education.
In the course of this study, I have come to understand that ATR is not
only a religion but also a worldview. This worldview is one in which there is
a good deal of continuity between heaven and earth, between the spirit
world and the physical world.10 The view within ATR regarding the presence of spiritual forces and entities is very similar to the view we find in
the pages of the Bible. I think there are profound implications for this
regarding the unique insight Africans can bring to the biblical text.
Westerners sometimes read passages such as the story of Saul and the
10 Taylor, Zambia, p. 28.
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witch of Endor (1 Sam. 28.7) and are perplexed that such a text even exists.
Yet, for an African who has been around ATR for most of their lives, the
Bible would likely seem quite strange if passages such as this were not
there. Witchcraft and the constant interaction between the physical world
and the spiritual world are realities almost universally understood in
Africa.
As a missionary educator, I am inclined to believe that the ability of
African Christians to relate to and understand specific aspects of the Bible
that speak about spiritism, demons, and witchcraft has the potential to
make a profound impact on the worldwide Church. This is because in the
Western world empiricism has become the god of the age. As a result,
Westerners need the help of cultures who still understand that reality
extends beyond what can be seen, touched, and measured. Without this
added perspective, the Westerner’s understanding of the world and of the
Bible will be limited. Through the eyes of the African church, the West can
attain a clearer picture of realities to which we are often blind.

