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Abstract

In Igbo traditional society, the birth of a child signifies not only the child's entry into the physical
world but also the commencement of its social existence. Following this momentous event is a
significant initiation ritual designed to sever the newborn's lingering ties with the spiritual realm
and formally integrate it into the human community. This ritual is the naming ceremony, known
in Igbo as igu aha or ibanwa aha. Characterized by communal joy, celebration, and feasting, the
ceremony marks the child's official acceptance into the society and represents the first
foundational step in the individual’s lifelong journey toward becoming a fully recognized member
of the community, what is often referred to as a "son of the soil”. This traditional Igbo rite of
passage bears a notable resemblance to the Christian sacrament of baptism. In Christianity,
baptism functions as a spiritual induction into the body of Christ, conferring upon the baptized
the identity of a child of God and an authentic member of the Christian faith. The parallels
between these two rites have often led observers to draw direct comparisons, sometimes even
equating the two. Nonetheless, despite their surface-level similarities, it remains a subject of
critical inquiry whether these rituals truly embody the same meaning or serve identical purposes
within their respective religious and cultural frameworks. It is on this premise that the present
study undertakes a comparative and analytical examination of both initiation rites. To maintain
analytical precision, this study narrows its focus within Christianity to the Catholic
denomination. Accordingly, the paper seeks to explore questions such as: What are the
similarities between the Igbo traditional naming ceremony and Catholic baptism? Do these rites
of initiation hold equivalent significance within their respective traditions? To address these
inquiries, the study employs both primary and secondary sources, utilizing an expository and
critical-analytical approach to present and substantiate its arguments.
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of the "life cycle" (Uchegbue, 2010).Each stage within this

Introduction cycle is imbued with deep symbolic significance and is

Within the framework of the African cultural worldview, life
is conceived not as a static condition but as a fluid, dynamic
continuum marked by constant transition. It unfolds as a
progressive journey, wherein individuals move from one stage
of existence to another in a continuous process of becoming.
Here, human existence is understood to be intrinsically
developmental and cyclical: from conception to birth, and
from infancy through puberty, adulthood, marriage, and
eventually death, the human journey is characterized by
successive transitions. However, death does not signify a
definitive end; rather, it serves as a threshold to yet another
beginning, as the individual is believed to be regenerated
through reincarnation, thereby re-entering the cycle of life.
This continuous progression is aptly captured in the concept

marked by distinct rituals that underscore its social and
spiritual importance. These rites serve not only as markers of
biological and social transformation but also as affirmations
of the individual's evolving identity within the community.

For example, the pregnancy rite in many African cultures is a
crucial ritual that facilitates not only the safe birth of the child
but also serves to protect both the expectant mother and the
unborn child from malevolent spiritual forces and harmful
individuals. This protection is typically secured through
sacrificial offerings. The rite functions as a transitional
ritual—separating the unborn child from the realm of the
ancestors and initiating its incorporation into the human
world. According to Kanu (2019), this ritual process often
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begins as soon as the woman misses her menstrual cycle,
which is recognized as the first sign of conception. In
numerous communities, the moment a woman is confirmed to
be pregnant, oracular consultations are undertaken and
sacrifices offered. As Ezenweke (2012) explains, such
consultations are rooted in the widespread belief that children
descend from the divine, bearing messages for the
community. Through the diviner, the community seeks to
discern the spiritual significance and purpose of the child's
arrival.

Although the details of birth rites differ across African
societies, there is a common twofold structure: Purification
rites and the naming ceremony (Kanu, 2019). As Metuh
(1985) notes, purification rites typically begin after childbirth,
during which the mother and child are secluded for a period to
undergo ritual cleansing. A central aspect of this stage is the
cutting of the umbilical cord, a symbolic act denoting the
child’s separation from the mother and its formal
incorporation into the larger community. This act affirms
communal ownership and the collective responsibility for the
child’s upbringing. Following purification, the naming
ceremony takes place, formally conferring identity upon the
child and celebrating its inclusion in the social fabric of the
community. Beyond birth, other life-cycle rituals also mark
significant transitions. The puberty rite, for instance, serves to
induct adolescents into the rights, responsibilities, and
privileges of adulthood (Kanu, 2018). Marriage, likewise, is
deeply communal in nature. It is not considered a private
affair but a union involving extensive consultation and
agreement between the families of the prospective couple.
Discussions and negotiations proceed only upon mutual
consent. Finally, rites associated with death are equally
significant, comprising two major stages: burial rites and
funeral ceremonies, both of which are essential in ensuring the
proper transition of the deceased to the ancestral realm (Kanu,
2018).

It is within this context that attention is drawn to the naming
ceremony—Iba nwaafa or Igu aha—among the Igbo people
of Nigeria, a significant ritual that marks a pivotal stage in the
life cycle at the moment of birth. From the dawn of human
history, it has been evident that every individual is identified
by a name, just as names are assigned to towns, communities,
animals, institutions, natural landmarks, and sacred places
such as churches. These names serve as unique markers of
identity, distinguishing one entity from another. The
universality of this practice underscores the fact that name-
giving is a fundamental cultural expression and a global
phenomenon, transcending geographic, cultural, and linguistic
boundaries (Uchendu, 1965; Iroegbu, 2000; Ebubechineke,
2018). In essence, the naming ceremony represents a formal
rite through which a newborn is given a name, thereby
acquiring a distinct identity and beginning their social journey
within the community. Among the Igbo, the naming ceremony
is a well-established tradition. It typically involves the
gathering of family and kindred members, during which the
eldest present or a designated family representative formally
announces the name of the child. This pronouncement is often

accompanied by an explanation of the name’s meaning and
the circumstances that influenced its selection. As Udeolisa
(2010) notes, this ritual moment marks the child’s assumption
of personal identity and symbolic entry into the community’s
socio-cultural and spiritual order.

In the Bible, the naming of a child is similarly portrayed as a
communal and meaningful event. For instance, in the Gospel
of Luke (1:59-63), the kinsmen of Zechariah and Elizabeth
gathered for the circumcision and naming of their newborn
son. While the community expected the child to be named
after a family member in accordance with tradition, he was
ultimately named John, as divinely instructed. This biblical
account highlights the significance attached to names as
markers of identity and continuity within a lineage. Among
the Igbo people, the practice of name-giving is deeply rooted
in cultural meaning and is often tied to specific circumstances
surrounding a child’s birth. Names are not chosen arbitrarily;
rather, they are imbued with symbolic and historical
significance, often reflecting the prevailing conditions or
personal experiences of the family at the time of birth
(Udeolisa, 2010). As Nwabude (2008) observes, names given
at birth or during the naming ceremony serve as a permanent
form of identification that encapsulates the context in which a
child is born.

For the Igho, names carry profound weight and are considered
an essential part of one's identity. They often encapsulate
historical narratives, philosophical reflections, spiritual
convictions, or social commentaries, which are preserved and
transmitted across generations as long as the name endures
(Udeolisa, 2010). This cultural depth explains why the naming
ceremony is a highly significant and elaborate event. It serves
not only to confer identity upon the child but also to
symbolically welcome the child into the human community.
The ritual marks a metaphysical transition from the spirit
world to the human realm, thereby establishing the child as a
recognized member of the community—a “son of the soil.” A
parallel can be drawn between this traditional Igbo practice
and the Christian rite of baptism. In Christian theology,
baptism similarly functions as a rite of initiation that bestows
identity upon the child. It is through baptism that the child
receives the first spiritual mark as a member of the Christian
faith and becomes recognized as a child of God and a follower
of Christ (Oranekwu, 2016). Like the Igho naming ceremony,
baptism symbolizes a decisive break from a previous state of
existence and signifies a new beginning. The giving of a
Christian name during baptism marks the child’s formal
integration into the community of believers—the body of
Christ.

Nevertheless, despite the observable parallels between these
two initiation rites, a critical question arises: do they
ultimately convey the same meaning and serve identical
purposes? This study, therefore, undertakes a critical analysis
of the initiation rituals of naming and baptism as practiced
within Igbo traditional religion and Christianity. To ensure
conceptual clarity and focus, the Christian tradition under
consideration is specifically limited to the Catholic
denomination. Accordingly, this paper seeks to address
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fundamental questions such as: What are the similarities
between the Igho traditional naming ceremony and the
Christian sacrament of baptism? Do these rituals possess
equivalent significance within their respective religious and
cultural frameworks? To address these questions, the study is
structured into three sections. The first section examines the
nature and function of the naming ceremony within Igbo
traditional society. The second section investigates the
theological and ritual dimensions of baptism in Catholic
Christianity. The third and final section offers a comparative
analysis, highlighting both the convergences and divergences
between the two rites, and critically evaluating whether they
ultimately convey the same essential meaning within their
distinct cultural and spiritual contexts.

Towards an Understanding of Naming

Ceremony in Igbo Land

Among the various infancy rites observed in Igbo traditional
religion, the naming ceremony stands out as the most
elaborate and spiritually significant. Typically, the naming
does not occur until the twenty-eighth day after birth—
coinciding with the seventh native week—although this
timing is not rigidly fixed (Uchegbue, 2010). The selection of
the naming day is generally left to the discretion of the family
hosting the event, indicating a degree of cultural flexibility.
This underscores the importance of names conferred at birth,
which are regarded as the child's personal or birth names—
identities that accompany them throughout life (Ogbalu, 1974;
Nwagbo, 2018). On the day of the naming ceremony, a series
of symbolic and ritualistic actions are performed to mark both
the spiritual and social dimensions of the occasion. In some
parts of the Awka district, for instance, the mother—who,
along with her newborn, has been in ritual seclusion—is
required to undergo a cleansing rite. The ashes from the logs
used in the seclusion space are removed, and the mother
proceeds to a nearby stream, carrying with her a wooden
plank she sat on during seclusion, a pot of camwood (uhie),
and an egg.

Before entering the stream, she offers prayers to the divinities
and ancestral spirits, invoking their presence and informing
them of her ritual purification. As she walks, she anoints the
roots of the trees she passes with camwood, symbolizing the
cessation of her menstrual period and the restoration of her
purity (Thomas, 1969). Once at the stream, she throws the
materials—camwood and egg—into the water. The camwood
represents the conclusion of postpartum impurity, while the
egg signifies the symbolic transformation of the child from an
extension of the mother (a "yoke") into a distinct and
autonomous being (Awolalu & Dopamu, 1979). Following the
ritual bath, the mother returns home and, with the help of
other women, prepares food for communal consumption. The
naming ceremony then unfolds as a significant communal and
religious event, often marked by joy, music, and feasting. It is
during this ceremony that the child's name is formally
pronounced, thereby establishing their identity and affirming
their entry into the human community.

In Igbo society, the act of bestowing a name upon a newborn
is considered a profound honor and a mark of deep respect.
The privilege of naming is typically reserved for an elder
within the family, often a senior relative whose age and status
confer symbolic authority. The parents and grandparents of
the child play central roles in the ceremony, while members of
the extended family, and occasionally those from minor sub-
lineages, are expected to be present as witnesses to this
culturally significant event. The ceremony is usually held at
the obi—the central compound—of the child’s father. It is
presided over by the most senior titled individual or the eldest
male member of the lineage, commonly referred to as the
Diokpara. The naming ritual unfolds before the Ndebunze
shrine, which represents the ancestral spirits and serves as a
sacred locus of communal memory and continuity. During the
ceremony, the child is held by the senior titled figure while
the parents and, in some cases, the grandparents formally
declare the chosen names. Each name is received with
communal acclamation, as attendees respond with loud
cheers, affirming the importance and identity of the newborn.

A deeply symbolic gesture follows: a hoe and a machete—the
principal tools of agriculture and sustenance—are placed in
the hands of the child. The officiant then offers a ritual prayer:
“My son, with these farm implements your fathers lived well.
We call upon you to acquaint yourself with them properly and
be hardworking. We wish you good fruits out of your labours.
Live, grow and wax strong, and may the gods of our land
bless and guide you.” (Ileogu, 1974, p. 44). The gathered
assembly responds in unison with the affirmation “Ehal Eha!”
meaning “So let it be! So let it be!” This communal chant not
only seals the prayer but also reinforces social solidarity and
ancestral continuity. Amid joyous greetings and praise, the
child is often addressed using the Ozo title praise name,
further enhancing the child’s social identity and status. The
ceremony concludes with the presentation of gifts to the child
and the sharing of a communal feast, typically comprising
palm wine, pounded yam, and meat—symbols of abundance,
hospitality, and collective celebration.

It is important to note that the naming ceremony in Igho
society does not follow a monolithic pattern across all
communities. Variations in ritual practice reflect the cultural
diversity within the Igbo ethnic group. In certain regions, the
naming ceremony is performed not merely by elder relatives
but by a select group of individuals specially identified
through oracle consultation. This group is traditionally
composed of four key figures: the eldest man and woman in
the family, a married daughter of the lineage known as
Nwaokpu, and a male offspring of a daughter married into
another family, referred to as Nwadiala or Okenne. During the
ritual, the eldest man lifts the infant and offers a prayer,
invoking blessings upon the child. Water may be gently
poured over the child to symbolize the outpouring of
blessings—an expression of the community’s hope that the
child’s life will flow with ease, prosperity, and grace, akin to
the movement of water. Following this, the father of the child
is called upon to pronounce the name. Once the name is
declared, the four officiants echo it simultaneously, thereby
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affirming its legitimacy and collective endorsement (Awolalu
& Dopamu, 1969).

Oranekwu (2016) offers a nuanced and more elaborate
account of the ritual of initiation—particularly the naming
ceremony—among the Igho. According to his observations,
the rite begins with the presentation of kolanut, which plays a
pivotal role in Igho ritual communication. This initial offering
precedes all other activities and serves to invite the presence
of the ancestors and allied deities into the communal
gathering. Through the kola ritual, ancestral spirits are
invoked to bear witness to the occasion and to assume their
spiritual place within the unfolding celebration. Their
acknowledged presence signifies not only divine protection
and ancestral blessing but also affirms the ontological
completeness of the family unit in traditional Igbo cosmology.
With this foundational act, the naming ceremony proceeds in
earnest. Oranekwu (2016) notes:

The eldest in the kindred, who is taken to be the closest to the
ancestors, takes up the kolanut and consecrates it. During the
prayer, he will not forget to mention the reason for the
gathering, and make special prayers for the child who is about
to be initiated, and of course, his parents. After the
consecration, the Kolanut is split. He first throws some little
pieces to the ancestors, then the rest are shared. During the
feasting, too, some lumps of foo-foo are also thrown away for
them. Libation is also poured to them. These take place in
front of the Obi(p.67).

Following the invocation of the ancestors through the
presentation of kolanut, the next stage in the ritual involves
the symbolic act of introducing the child to the physical and
spiritual world. The infant is handed over to the eldest
member of the kindred, who assumes a central role in the
ritual. The elder carries the child outside the Obi, the central
family hut or ancestral house, thereby symbolically
transitioning the child from the enclosed, sacred space of birth
into the open world of communal life and responsibility.
Facing the heavens, the elder addresses the infant with a set of
instructive words, which serve as a form of moral and
spiritual orientation:

“Nne gi gwa gi okwu, nulu ife! Nna gi gwa gi okwu, nulu ife!
Were efifie mulu anya! Ma gi were anyasi laru ula(When your
mother speaks to you, listen to her! When your father speaks
to you, listen to him! Open your eyes in the day! And sleep in
the night!”(p.67). Oranekwu (2016) underscores the essence
of the ritual of bringing the child outside of the Obi in these
words:

The essence of bringing the child outside the Obi and facing it
heaven-ward before giving the first official ‘moral instruction’
and name is not only to introduce and initiate the child to the
cosmic realities. It is also that the Sky and Earth (Igwe na ala)
deities can also see and bear witness that this child is well
received and welcomed into the family, and that he or she has
been instructed to listen to the parents for him or her to have
life, and emulate the correct ways of the ancestors(p.68)

One already observes, at this point, one of the fundamental
roles of initiation within traditional Igbo society. Oranekwu

further observes that, following the ritual instruction, and in
the presence of both the assembled community and the
ancestral spirits invoked during the rite, the child is formally
given names. This act of naming signifies the child's initiation
into the collective body of the living. As Mbiti (1975) aptly
states, “This ritual is the seal of the child’s separation from the
spirits and the living dead, and its integration into the
company of human beings” (p. 120).

In the Igbo worldview, names are far more than arbitrary
labels for personal identification. They are deeply symbolic
and often reflect significant events or experiences in the life of
the individual, the family, or the broader community
(Wieschhoff 1941, as cited in Uchegbue, 2010). Igho names
invariably convey meaning. Several cultural factors influence
the choice of names given to a child. One such factor is the
day of birth within the Igbo four-day native week, which
consists of Eke, Orie, Afor, and Nkwo. For instance, a male
child born on Eke day might be named Okeke or Okereke—
abbreviated forms of Okoro and Eke—meaning “a young man
of Eke.” Similarly, such a child could be named Nweke,
meaning “child of Eke” (Uchegbue, 2010). Names may also
incorporate gendered prefixes such as Nwa- or Oko- for males
and Nwanyi- for females, followed by the appropriate market-
day name.

Historical or circumstantial events surrounding the child’s
birth also frequently determine the name given. For example,
a daughter born to her father just as he embarks on a journey
may be named Ijeoma, meaning “a blessed journey.”
Likewise, if a child is born while the family is away from
home or in a foreign land, he may be named Onyeije or
Onyeobia, meaning “traveler” or “stranger.”Additionally,
names can reflect parental desires, preferences, or anxieties—
such as a longing for a male child or concerns for the survival
of the newborn. Names like Nwanyi meole (“What can a
woman do?”) reveal a preference for male offspring, while
names like Onwubiko, Onwughara, or Onwugbamara
(“Please, death,” “May death overlook,” or ‘“May death
forgive”) are typically given to children believed to be
ogbanje—those associated with recurring deaths in the family.
These names are appeals to the spirit world to allow the child
to live. In some cases, the selection of a name may be
influenced by the insights or instructions of a diviner
(Uchegbue, 2010).

Names among the Igbo are not only shaped by historical or
circumstantial events but may also be the result of divinatory
pronouncements. For instance, names such as Njoku and
Mmaji—representing the male and female manifestations of
the yam deity—are conferred on children through the process
of divination. Additionally, names may serve as expressions
of gratitude to God, the spirits, or the ancestors. Names like
Chukwemeka (“God has done so well”) and Chukwukere
(“God created”) exemplify this deep sense of thanksgiving.
Other names reflect foundational ethical values or impart
moral teachings. Names such as Ndubisi (“Life is supreme”)
and Ndukaku (“Life is greater than wealth”) illustrate the Igbo
people’s reverence for life, which, as Ileogu (1974) affirms, is
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considered the summum bonum—the highest good—in Igbo
philosophy.

In some cases, names are given as acts of triumph or
jubilation over perceived enemies. Moreover, names can also
reflect the philosophical or religious beliefs parents hold,
particularly when a child is believed to be the reincarnation of
a deceased ancestor. This belief may arise either from a
diviner’s declaration or from observable signs, such as
distinctive traits or physical resemblances to the deceased
(Uchegbue, 2010).When such a reincarnational link is
established, the child is named after the departed relative
believed to have returned. The occasion marks a joyful event,
as the child is welcomed back to life. This form of naming
typically involves a more elaborate ritual known as Igba Agu,
which translates as the “inauguration of name-sakes.” The
term Agu refers to a namesake, and among the Igbo,
individuals who share the same name often address each other
as Agum—“my namesake”—a designation that fosters
enduring bonds of intimacy and mutual respect, regardless of
age difference.

There is no prescribed date for the Igba Agu ritual, as it is
performed at the father’s convenience, although it is often
conducted alongside the naming ceremony. Once the diviner,
through oracle consultation, identifies the reincarnated
ancestor—or the child is believed to respond to the mention of
a particular name during the ancestral roll call—a sacred ritual
ensues. A large dumbbell-shaped piece of ogilisi wood is
carved to represent the image of the ancestor; this symbolic
object is known as the Okpensi. A fowl is then sacrificed, and
offerings are made to the Okpensi, which is preserved as a
sacred emblem for the child, now recognized as an Agu. The
child is then given the ancestor’s name and is presented with
symbolic religious items, such as the ofo stick, which he will
later use in prayer and in offering food to the gods and
ancestors. This ceremony is marked by festive celebration, as
the symbolic return of the ancestor brings immense joy. It is
accompanied by abundant feasting and the liberal
consumption of palm wine in honor of the ancestor’s
homecoming (lleogu, 1974; Thomas, 1969).

Another closely associated practice often performed alongside
the naming ceremony is the dedication of the child. In cases
where the dibia (diviner) identifies signs indicating that a
newborn is the reincarnation of a former dibia, the child is, by
necessity, dedicated to the medical or divinatory cult. This
rite, significantly, is exclusive to male children. Although the
child remains under the care of his parents during his early
years, by the age of eight, he is transferred to the guardianship
of a dibia, who initiates him into the esoteric practices of the
profession. Through such processes, the ranks of the dibia are
continually replenished (Uchegbue, 2010).

Apart from this perceived spiritual inheritance of a dibia’s
identity, children of either gender may also be dedicated to an
alusi (deity) under certain circumstances. This typically
occurs when a child is born within the premises of a deity’s
shrine—often due to the mother going into labor and
delivering the child before reaching her home. In such a case,

the alusi’s priest lays claim to the child on behalf of the deity,
and the child is subsequently consecrated, or symbolically
“married,” to the deity for life. These children often bear
names that reflect this consecration. Examples include
Nwakamanu (“child of Kamanu,” the god of thunder),
Nwagwu (“son of Agwu”), and Nwanyiagwu (“daughter or
wife of Agwu”) (Basden, 1921, in  Uchegbue,
2010).Following the naming and associated ritual dedications,
another significant cultural event that may take place is the
“outing ceremony,” known in Igbo as ifuahia—Iliterally,
“exhibition at the marketplace.” While this event holds
limited religious importance in its original context, it is
regarded as a socially significant occasion. The ifuahia serves
as the first public appearance of the mother and child and
symbolizes their reentry into the social sphere (Uchegbue,
2010).

In contemporary practice, ifuahia has been largely replaced by
the Christian ritual of “churching.” Though now religious in
tone, the modern version preserves core traditional elements,
including the public display of affluence, drumming, feasting,
and the distribution of meat. Guests bring monetary gifts,
often receiving symbolic portions of meat in return—gifts
whose market value rarely matches the generosity of their
monetary contribution. The child is formally introduced to the
broader community amid celebratory cheers and joyous
shouts, marking the culmination of its early rites of passage
(Uchegbue, 2010).

Towards an Understanding of Baptism in

Christian Religion.

The term baptism derives from the Latin baptizein, which
means "to plunge" or "to immerse" (Oranekwu, 2016). Within
Christian theology, baptism is regarded as the foundational
sacrament of initiation into the Christian faith. According to
the Catechism of the Catholic Church, it is the act through
which the very existence of a Christian is grounded (CCC, p.
1213). Kasper (1970) similarly identifies it as the primary
sacrament of Christian initiation. Nwabude (2008) defines
baptism as “a sacrament of regeneration through water and the
Spirit in the word” (p. 23), emphasizing its transformative and
redemptive nature. Theologically, a sacrament is understood
as an efficacious sign of grace instituted by Christ and
entrusted to the Church as a means of imparting divine life
(Udeolisa, 2010). In this light, Dada (1986) describes baptism
as both a ceremonial rite and a divinely instituted sacrament
intended to admit converts into the Christian community (p.
32). The immersion into water signifies the catechumen’s—
i.e., the person being baptized—participation in the death of
Christ. Through this symbolic burial, the individual rises with
Christ into a renewed existence, thus becoming a new creature
(Oranekwu, 2016). As such, baptism serves as the rite of
initiation by which one officially becomes a Christian.

This understanding underscores the belief that baptism
originates from Jesus Christ Himself and is perpetuated by the
Church as a ritual of spiritual rebirth through water and the
Holy Spirit. This rebirth denotes the abandonment of the old,
sinful nature—often conceptualized as original sin—and the
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embracing of a new life marked by righteousness (Udeolisa,
2010). In his letter to the Romans, St. Paul explains that in
baptism, Christians are united with Christ in His death,
symbolically crucified with Him, buried, and ultimately
resurrected into a new life, free from the bondage of sin
(Romans 6:3-10).Thus, baptism functions as a profound
initiation rite, indispensable for incorporation into the
Christian faith. John the Baptist’s administration of baptism to
the Jews—and eventually to Jesus Christ Himself—signaled
its importance even before the formal establishment of the
Church (Matt. 3:6, 11, 13-17). The baptism of Christ marked
a pivotal moment, publicly declaring His divine sonship and
messianic identity. Unlike many baptismal traditions,
however, Jesus did not assume a new name, affirming His
divine constancy. Therefore, baptism is widely recognized as
the gateway into the Christian life. It not only signifies
purification from sin but also affirms one's incorporation into
the mystical body of Christ—the Church (Udeolisa, 2010).

Baptism, within Christian theology, is understood as the act
that removes the stain of original sin, a primal sin inherited by
all humanity as descendants of Adam and Eve, as described in
the book of Genesis. This sacrament offers the individual an
opportunity for spiritual renewal, cleansing, and liberation
from the bondage of original sin. Through baptism, the
individual undergoes a profound transformation, adopting a
new identity that reorients their relationship with themselves,
others, the environment, history, and ultimately with God
(Quasten, 1974 in Oranekwu, 2016). Baptism also serves as
the entry point into the Christian community, establishing the
baptized person as part of the universal Church. This
communal reception is symbolically enacted through
participation in the worshiping community, where the
individual is formally given a name. This name signifies
membership in the Church, the collective people of God, and
is a tangible expression of the individual's inclusion in the
divine covenant (Leonard, 1968, in Oranekwu, 2016).

The sacrament of baptism is foundational to the Christian life,
described as the gateway to life in the Spirit, or Vitae
spiritualisianua, and the means through which one gains
access to the other sacraments (CCC, p. 1213). Through
baptism, the believer is not only freed from sin but is reborn
as a child of God. This act of spiritual rebirth incorporates the
individual into the body of Christ, aligning them with the
mission of the Church. It is through the washing with water,
performed in the name of the Holy Trinity, that the individual
experiences spiritual renewal and initiation into the Christian
faith (Catechismus Romanus Il, in Oranekwu, 2016). As
articulated in the Roman Catechism: “Baptismumesse
sacramentum regenerationis per aquamin verbo,” or “Baptism
is the sacrament of regeneration through water and the word”
(in Oranekwu, 20186, p. 119).

In the Eastern Church, baptism is traditionally performed
through immersion (BaptismusFluminis), where the person
being baptized is plunged three times into the water in the
name of the Holy Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In
contrast, the Latin Church generally practices baptism by
pouring water over the head of the individual, also three

times, and invoking the names of the Three Divine Persons
(Oranekwu, 2016). The child’s name is called aloud, followed
by the three divine names. As each name is mentioned, water
is poured on the child’s head. For instance, when a child is
named Benedict, the baptism process begins after the priest’s
prayers, during which he says, “Benedict, I baptize you, in the
name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” Oranekwu
illustrates this process by referencing the Igbo Catechism,
which describes the baptism ritual as follows: “Ka e sie me
mmadu Baptizim bu site n’ina-atakwasi yam miri n’isina-
ekwusi: E mee m gi Baptizim N’afa Nna na nke Nwa na nke
MmuoNso” (Baptism is conferred on a person by pouring
water on the head saying: | baptize you in the Name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit) (p.120).

In addition to the two primary methods of baptism mentioned
above, there are two alternative forms of baptism. The first is
baptism by desire, which refers to the explicit or implicit wish
for sacramental baptism (votum baptismi) accompanied by
perfect contrition, or contrition motivated by charity. The
second alternative is baptism by blood (baptismus sanguinis),
which occurs when an unbaptized individual undergoes
martyrdom, such as suffering violent death or assault that
leads to death, because of their confession of the Christian
faith or their practice of Christian virtue (Oranekwu, 2016).
During the time of baptism, particularly in the case of infant
baptism, the parents bring their child to the church. They are
accompanied by a sponsor, who acts as the child’s spiritual
guide or godparent. The parents carefully select the sponsor,
typically someone whose lifestyle they respect and wish for
their child to emulate.

A Critical Analysis of the Significance of
Naming Ceremony in Igbo Traditional

Religion and the Christian Baptism.

A comparative look at the exploration of naming ceremony in
Igbo traditional religion and baptism in Christian religion
clearly shows that both initiation rites in the two traditions
have a lot in common. Both rites mark the incorporation of the
child into the community. In Igbo traditional religion, the
naming of a child symbolizes the incorporation of the child
into the community. It marks the child’s break from the
spiritual realm and his full integration into the human
community (Mbiti, 1975). In the case of baptism, the child
breaks away from the bond of original sin and is made a child
of God and a follower of Christ, thus incorporated into the
community of believers.

Also, in Igho traditional religion, the naming of a child
specifies the beginning of a new phase for the child. It means
the child has been recognized as a son of the soil. Hence, it
offers the child a new and official identity. The naming
ceremony, here, sets the stage for subsequent rites of passage.
This is not different in Christianity, as the naming of a child at
baptism also signifies a new phase in the spiritual journey of
the child. The child gains a new identity as a Christian. The
baptism also serves (especially for the Catholics) as the basis
for other rites of initiation, such as the sacrament of

*Corresponding Author: Dr. Ratzinger E. E. Nwobodo (Ph.D). @ [0}

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License.

© Copyright 2024 ISIR Publisher All Rights Reserved

Page 65



ISIR Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (ISIRJAHSS) ISSN: 3048-7463 (Online)

confirmation and the reception of the Holy Eucharist
(Oranekwu, 2016).

In the Igbo naming ritual, the ceremony is not just presided
over by anyone but the eldest in a particular family circle.
Before a child is named, the elder presiding over the
ceremony makes a pronouncement of the child before he is
named. He is not given a name that is arbitrary; names given
are always symbolic, which reflects either the parents' past
experiences or what they envisage for the child. On other
occasions, the child is named after a dead ancestor or relative
whom they believe reincarnated in the child or whom they
want the child to look up to. These elements are equally
present in Christian baptism, the naming of the child, or the
baptism is conducted by a priest or a deacon, or even a lay
person if the need arises. One is considered baptized after the
priest makes the pronouncement of the Three Divine Names.
Also, the child is not given an arbitrary name. Names at
baptism are mostly symbolic. They are usually names of
saints or departed faithfuls, whose pattern of life the parents
would want the child to emulate, or a symbolic name that
reflects the piety or aspiration of the parents. There is also a
sponsor, who is considered the spiritual guide of the child.

The naming ceremony in both traditions is replete with
symbols. In the Igbo traditional naming ceremony, there is a
Kolanut consecrated by the eldest in the kindred, who is taken
to be closest to the ancestors. After consecrating it, he splits it
and throws some pieces to the ancestors and pours libation to
them. After this, he takes the child outside the Obi and, facing
him heaven-wards, makes some pronouncement (a kind of
moral instruction) on the child before a name is given.
Bringing the child out of the Obi to do this ritual is a way of
presenting to the sky and earth deities to show them the child
was well received and welcomed into the family and
instructed to emulate the ways of its ancestors (Mbiti, 1975).
Something similar is found in Christian tradition, where the
priest baptizes the individual with water (mostly in a church),
by either plunging the person three times (as in the Eastern
Church) or just scooping from a bowl and pouring on the head
three times, accompanied by the pronouncement of the Three
Divine name: father, son and the Holy Spirit.

Do These Rituals Share Equal Significance?
Despite the striking similarities between the naming
ceremonies or ritual of initiation in both Igbo tradition and
Christian tradition, there is a point where both rituals
significantly diverge. While the Igbo traditional naming
ceremony is essentially intended to give the child a new
identity, authenticate him as a son of the soil, and integrate
him into communitarian life, the naming ceremony in the
Christian tradition seems to differ essentially here. While it
gives the baptized a new name, identity, and incorporates him
or her into the Christian fold, and authenticates him or her as a
follower of Christ and a bonafide candidate of the kingdom of
heaven, it seems towards washing away original sin or saving
the individual from the stain of original sin. By its very
definition as a sacrament that washes an individual clean of

the stains of original sin, it significantly differed from that of
Igho tradition.

The Igbo do not believe in the theology of original sin. Hence,
during a naming ceremony, a child is simply given an identity
and made a member of the community. The naming ritual is
never aimed at washing away the stain of original sin.
Children at that stage are seen as purely innocent. Hence, their
naming is that of identity and integration. But for baptism, it
is geared primarily to wash away or break the bonds of
original sin to make the child a new creature. Therefore,
baptism functions on the pretext that everyone born into the
world is stained by sin, and it takes the waters of baptism to
purify the person. The Igbo do not function with that
theology. This is the essential difference between the naming
ceremony in Igbo traditional religion and baptism in the
Christian religion.

Conclusion

In this study, we have exhaustively explored the dual concepts
of naming ceremony in Igbo traditional religion and baptism
in Christian religion. We explored the different elements
involved in both rites, such as their place in both traditions,
how they are administered, what they signify, and the
different processes involved. We established that both are
rituals of initiation and share striking similarities, particularly
the fact that both serve as a means of incorporation of an
individual into a community and bestow the person with an
identity. However, we argued that an essential difference also
exists between these rituals, which mark a turning point in
their uncommon semblance. This essential difference is the
fact that baptism is geared to wash away original sin, a
condition that must be met for one to be officially considered
a child of God and authenticated as a Christian. This is not so
with the naming ceremony in Igbo traditional religion, aimed
primarily at giving an individual an identity and integrating
them into the community, in order to become a son of the soil.
It is this that substantiates the essential difference between the
naming rituals in both traditions.
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