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Abstract 

A phenomenon is observed during bereavement amongst the Methodists residing in Mamelodi, 
Pretoria. Families often seek the churches to be involved, and this normally entails offering 
pastoral care and leading Christian bereavement rituals. Ironically and at the same time, the same 
families require, perform, and observe African traditional bereavement rituals. This observation 
raises the question: Are the Methodist Church’s bereavement rituals conducted during 
bereavement insufficient? Does this phenomenon mean that what the Methodist Church offers its 
members is inadequate/lacking to offer healing and comfort to the bereaved families during their 
time of grief? A qualitative approach and interviews were used as a data-collection method within 
a (descriptive-explorative) case study design. Many African scholars acknowledge and have 
written at length about the significance of bereavement rituals among African communities. This 
research found that it is not a matter of being sufficient or insufficient, but rather that there is a 
deficit in teachings regarding what these rituals mean. The Methodist Church’s rituals are devoid 
of the African-ness, which embraces the culture and identity of the Black African members to 
whom they are ministering. As much as they are appreciated, they run short of embracing their 
identity as African people. Some participants interviewed did acknowledge that the Methodist 
Churches’ Christian bereavement rituals are sufficient for them but this is not the case for all 
adherents of the faith.  
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Introduction 

Bereavement rituals are of great significance in African communities. Although these rituals may 
differ in the various ethnic groups, a common factor in Africa is their great significance. These 
bereavement rituals reflect societal belief systems and identity.  

This significance also applies in the Christian faith, as they demonstrate the teachings and 
doctrines of different Christian traditions. Furthermore, all Christians celebrate funeral rites as 
their way of worshipping, praising, and giving thanksgiving to God for the gift of a life which has 
now been returned to God, the author of life and the hope of the just (Order of Christian Funeral 
1988:1). Bereavement rituals exemplify both the Church and African traditional communities; they 
also bring healing, comfort and offers closure to the bereaved. Zungu (2011:7) state that 
adherence to religious instruction provides solace for bereaved family members, as the funeral 
preparations and the rituals that go with them provide closure. Nelson Mandela was a 
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distinguished politician with Methodist roots and he addressed the annual conference in a 1994, 
praising the work of the church throughout the era of white minority-rule (Mandela, 2013).The 
Methodist movement, is a group of historically related denominations of Protestant Christianity 
which derived their doctrine of practice and belief from the life and teachings of John Wesley. It 
is this denomination which is looked at in this limited study. 

 

While the Methodist Church in Mamelodi in Pretoria, South Africa, may be asked to assist the 
bereaved families in their grief, the families often additionally require African traditional 
bereavement rituals. Some families do so concurrently with the church’s bereavement rituals, 
such as when  a clergyman leads the corpse out of the hearse, church, or bereaved home into 
the hearse or cemetery reciting texts from the Holy Scriptures, especially those speaking about 
the promise of life evermore and the Resurrection. Other families may often require family clan 
praises to be said, or when a chosen member of the family speaks to the deceased's body it is 
taken to either the church or the cemetery. This raises a question: Are the bereavement rituals 
offered by the Methodist Church sufficient for its members? Surely, if the rituals offered by the 
church were sufficient, its members would be content with what the Methodist Church does for 
them during their sad time of bereavement. These views encompass the main question of this 
study: What does this study then investigate?  

There is no doubt that scholars such as Ntombana (2015:105) correctly point out that some 
mainline or former missionary churches such as the Methodist Church of Southern Africa do not 
have any guidelines or conversations on the topics of African Traditional bereavement rituals. 
Therefore, this study has attempted to answer the following (secondary/subsidiary) research 
questions: What is the significance of African traditional bereavement rituals? What is the 
importance of Christian bereavement rituals? Why do members of the Methodist Church prefer to 
combine these diverse bereavement rituals?  

The Methodist belief on death and the Africa worldview and understanding of death  

One core reality about the subject of death is that it is a universal human experience (Makgahlela, 
2016:1). Death is not a religious or cultural occurrence; it affects all living creatures, including 
human beings (Biwul, 1978:1).  

Christian understanding of death  

Although Christians worldwide may differ in doctrine, their common factor is that in the face of 
death, the church confidently proclaims that God has created each person for eternal life and that 
Jesus, the Son of God, by his death and glorious Resurrection, broke the chains of sin and death 
that bound humanity (Order of Christian Funerals, 1988:1). 

Keating (2002:2) defines death from a Christian theological perspective as the time that the 
person’s body is separated from their soul (the immaterial part of humans). Keating (2002:2) 
further states that from the Christian perspective, death is not the end of life. Instead, death is a 
transfer from one state of being to another, as the Bible teaches: “Just as people are destined to 
die once, and after that to face judgement” (Hebrews 9:27). This means that human beings will 
one day be resurrected from the dead and be judged according to their deeds and their 
relationship with God through Jesus Christ who is the redeemer of humanity and to whom we 
atone for our many transgressions (Nicolaides, AC & Willimus, 2019). 

Furthermore, through its funeral rites, the church commends the dead to God’s merciful love and 
pleads for the forgiveness of their sins (Order of Christian Funerals, 1988:1; Thus, the Christian 
perspective, the theology of death is embedded in the life, death, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ 
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in all denominations starting with the early Orthodox Church (Nicolaides, 2014; 2005).McGrath 

(2001:404) further posits that, to Christian believers, the Resurrection of Jesus serves an 
additional function within Christian theology. It establishes and undergirds Christian hope. This 
has both soteriological and eschatological implications. At the eschatological level, it gives both 
foundation and substance to the Christian hope of eternal life. At the rite of final commendation 
and farewell, the community acknowledges the reality of separation and commends the deceased 
to God. In this way, it recognizes the spiritual bond between the living and the dead and proclaims 
its belief that all the faithful will be raised and reunited in the new heavens and a new earth, where 
death will be no more (Order of Christian Funerals, 1988:1).  

The Methodist Church’s understanding of death 

The Methodist Church of Southern Africa, like many other Christian traditions, has a theology of 
death. Methodists believe that life is eternal and that one can look forward to life with God after 
death, although they hold varied beliefs about the afterlife. They regard the funeral service as an 
occasion to express their grief, celebrate the life of the deceased and confirm their faith but is all 
however from a western perspective (Forster & Bentley, 2008). 

Ketshabile (2012:86) posits that the current Methodist burial rites originate from John Wesley’s 
Order of the Burial of the Dead, written in 1784. This document has been the mother of all 
Methodist liturgies across the globe. Ketshabile (2012:88) further states that the theological ideas 
of John and Charles Wesley were the principal sources for understanding Methodist views on life 
and death. Puritan theology, which was popular in the nineteenth century, mainly influenced the 
Order of the Burial of the Dead (Ketshabile, 2012:88). The theology spread what was termed 
‘good death’ or ‘holy dying’ (Ketshabile, 2012:98). For the Puritans who influenced Wesley’s 
theology, death was a form of conflict of faith, as well as an opportunity to glorify God. For John 
Wesley, death was an opportunity to build others confidence in the Lord (Ketshabile, 2012:101). 
This was reflected by a uniquely Methodist tradition of singing hymns at funerals (Ketshabile, 
2012:111). However, despite this historical and theological background that has shaped the 
theology of Methodists worldwide, the Methodist Church of Southern Africa is still trying to find 
itself regarding its theology of death. Ketshabile (2012:125) notes, that burial liturgies developed 
by Methodists in Britain have a distinct disadvantage as they are not uniformly applied.  

Kumalo (2018:13) further elaborates on Ketshabile’s (2012:125) sentiments and suggests that 
there is confusion when different liturgies are used at different funerals. According to Kumalo 
(2018:13)  

The MCSA adopts these liturgies without scrutinizing them for purposes of 
contextualizing them for the African context…the MCSA must take cognizance 
of the absence of the African worldview in the rubrics of their liturgies. I think it 
is a demonstration that as a church, we have reached a point where we need 
to reflect deeply on our theologies, especially around the reality of death. 
Demode assumptions and theological beliefs have to be revised, and 
developments brought about by contextual dynamics, new beliefs and practices 
have to be considered. 

Baloyi and Makobe – Rabothata (2013:1) state that African epistemology views death as a 
transition from the visible to the invisible ontology where the spirit, the essence of the person is 
not destroyed but moves to live in the spirit ancestors realm of the dead. Therefore, for African 
people, rituals are very important for a full transition to occur. Africans take this process very 
seriously, so that the transition can take place appropriately. Mbiti (1993:185) states that, during 
a time of bereavement, the living do not want to offend them, either by failure to fulfil any 
obligations due to them or by acting in a way which is contrary to the pattern of life which had 
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been acceptable to them or there will be dire consequences referring to what happens to the 
deceased (Baloyi & Makobe-Rabothata, 2013:1). Baloyi and Makobe -Rabothata (2013:236 citing 
Mbiti, 1990, Ramose, 2002 & Bujo, 1998) clearly distinguish between European and African 
perspectives or understanding of death:  

From the Euro-American perspectives, life is seen to be consisting of discreet 
stages, starting with conception and ending with death. Death, therefore, marks 
the end of life. On dying, the dead person ceases to exist. On the contrary, an 
African worldview understands death as an integrated and continuous 
developmental life process inseparable from the interwoven connections 
between the visible and invisible ontologies. People do not cease to exist once 
they are physically dead. Instead, they transcend to the spiritual world to live in 
the community of the living dead. 

Therefore, for African societies, death is a continuation of life in another realm that differs from 
the Euro-American perspectives.  

How the Africanworldview understands death  

Appel (2011:45) posits that each society’s beliefs and customs shape the cultural aspect of the 
response to death. Rituals are imperative in African traditional religion and need to be adhered to 
in some form (Masoga, 2012).  Zungu (2021:7) mentions that the suppression of funeral rituals is 
traumatic and anxiety-inducing for family members determined to appease the ‘living’ dead and 
to keep them on a pedestal. They permeate all of life, from birth, puberty, and adulthood, to death. 
Mbiti (1971:26) posits that according to the African worldview, death stands between the world of 
human beings and the world of the spirits, between the visible and the invisible. It is no wonder, 
therefore, that rituals connected with death are elaborate and considered to be vitally important. 
Etim (2019:1) mentions that the subject of rituals shows that a human being is a homo faber (a 
working animal), homo religious (a religious being), homo loquen (a speaking being), homo 
symbolicus (a symbolic being).  Kyalo (2013:35) further describes the nature and role of rituals 
when he says: 

Rituals are symbolic, routine, and repetitive activities and actions through which 
we make connections with what we consider to be the most valuable dimension 
of life. They are often associated with significant events or places in our individual 
and communal lives. Rituals set aside specific times and places and provide us 
with an opportunity to ponder their meaning and to connect emotionally.  

It should be noted that different communities in Southern Africa practice various bereavement 
rituals. However, despite the difference in ritual practices, the bottom line is that rituals are part 
and parcel of the African worldview. Biwul (1978:3) also mentions that Africans bury the dead 
according to their traditional cultural rituals. Zungu (2021:7) adds that, if this ritual is not 
performed, a dark cloud lingers over family members resulting in misfortunes befalling them until 
it is eventually performed as required by culture.   

Theoretical Framework 

The study is underpinned, first by the attachment and dual-process theory as a point of departure. 
The adopted attachment theory originates from John Bowlby and is founded on the premise that 
people develop bonds with each other; the theory originated from an interest in investigating 
cases of depression and mourning among children, as cases that arose from psychiatric and 
psychoanalytic thinking (Bowlby, 1980:216). Bowlby’s theory stems from cognitive psychology 
and information theory that seeks to demonstrate the influences on responses of loss of the 
experiences which a bereaved person has had with attachment figures during the whole course 
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of his or her life and especially during his or her infancy, childhood and adolescence (Bowlby, 
1980:216).  

A second theory is the dual-process model developed by Kohler (1930), who believed that 
perceptions and knowledge are never simply given to a perceiver by stimuli but are constructed 
by the perceiver (cited by Moskowitz, 1999:12). This theory was originally developed to deal with 
the loss of a partner (Stroebe & Schut, 1999:211). The methodology employed illustrates how the 
two theories, as mentioned above, guided this study. 

Methodology 

Qualitative research was used to generate data guided andInformed by a social 
constructivist/interpretivist paradigm. The study used a qualitative research approach to generate 
data in the descriptive, explorative case study which was undertaken. Within this paradigm, the 
attachment theory guided this study regarding human relationships, especially in understanding 
death effects on such attachments, while the dual-process theory clarified human reactions to 
different circumstances faced in life.  

The population of this study comprised members of the Methodist Church of Southern Africa, who 
reside in Mamelodi, Pretoria. The target population was specifically those members who had 
recently experienced bereavement. Purposive sampling was used to select 25 bereaved people 
or families in line with this research objective.   

In the thematic analysis, trends and patterns emerged from the collected data which ultimately 
led to themes being developed and verified, using a member check by the participants. Ethical 
considerations were considered to ensure that the process of research met all ethical 
requirements. 

Findings and interpretation of the results  

Okeke et al. (2017:1) argue that when two different religious systems exist in one community, the 
tendencies for conflicts of socioreligious, ideological, physical, and even political characters will 
arise between them. In this case, conflict refers to ideological battles, which often arise between 
the Christian and African traditional religious ideologies about issues such as inter alia death. This 
leads to the views raised by Etim (2019:1) who posits that African rituals, like other phenomena 
of African cultural heritage, are usually faced with criticisms of being either superstitious, a fetish, 
mundane or simply irrational.  The main themes that emerged from the interviews and the focus-
group conversations now follow.. 

The meaning of bereavement rituals for members of the Methodist Church in Mamelodi, 
Pretoria 

The findings of the research are that the church offers a lot to console the Christian aspect of the 
participants; however, the church seems not to be able to address their Africanness during the 
critical process of bereavement. For the participants, the church presently offers the necessary 
support, and also gives hope with regard to a  loss. However, the church does not address the 
issues of sefifi, a mourning period, cleansing, ancestors, etc. Tshoba (2014:22) defines sefifi, and 
what causes itwhich implies a negative shadow, which also means that the family is thrown into 
a state of instability. Letsosa and Semenya (2011:1) further state that during the time of sefifi, the 
rights of the bereaved to perform certain duties in the community are reduced until such time that 
they are purified traditionally. Tshoba (2014:20) states that in traditional African societies, when 
a family member has died, the family of the deceased is regarded as soiled or polluted by contact 
with the dead. Broodryk (1997:180) states that African people seek solutions for their problems 
from the African perspective or worldview; whether the problems are of a material, spiritual, or 
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social nature. Moyo (2013:221) states that Africans are very religious and in their religiosity still 
seeks solutions and direction from African traditional religions notwithstanding being Christian 
converts. 
Four different perspectives emerged regarding what bereavement rituals meant for the 
participants who were interviewed. The themes included: rituals meant nothing; rituals were 
observed out of respect, culture, and identity. Some of the participants interviewed mentioned 
that bereavement rituals meant nothing to them, and that they did not even observe them.  
Another perspective is that bereavement rituals were observed due to cultural requirements which 
people felt obliged to uphold. Amanze (2002:13) mentions that culture means the totality of 
people’s way of life including their values, beliefs, aspirations, and modes of behaviour, which are 
learned and passed on within the group. This refers to the whole range of human activities learned 
and is not instinctive, and which is transmitted from generation to generation through various 
learning processes. Those who observed these rituals respected the deceased who believed and 
practised them while alive, and in some instances, the elders in the family believe in these rituals 
as well. Lastly, these rituals reflected their African-ness or identity as African people; hence they 
were regarded as key during their bereavement process and in coming to terms with their loss. 
Some participants observed these bereavement rituals since it is their culture. Bujo (1992:22) 
states that  when  the  living  conduct  themselves  according  to  the  patterns  recognized  by  
the ancestors, they are strengthening the tribe or clan as a whole and are contributing to the 
welfare of each individual member. They observe the rituals because they appreciate what they 
mean for them and their loved ones. Amanze (2002:13) citing Lewis, 1976) states that culture is 
the protective shell of a community. Isaak (1997:72) notes that culture is about what we do today, 
as well as what our parents did  yesterday. 

The significance of African traditional bereavement rituals  

The participants shared two perspectives regarding the importance of African traditional 
bereavement rituals. First, due to their Christian beliefs, a  group stated they did not see any 
significance in African traditional bereavement rituals. To them, the Christian bereavement rituals 
that were observed were sufficient. Hence, the conclusion that some of these bereavement rituals 
meant nothing to them based on the teaching of the Christian faith. Therefore, they did not see 
any significance in the bereavement rituals at all (Mokhutso, 2019:63). 

The second group of participants stated that African bereavement rituals did not mean much to 
them, because they were not raised in homes where such practices were performed in any case 
(Mokhutso, 2019:63).  

The significance of Christian bereavement rituals 

All the interviewed participants agreed that Christian bereavement rituals such as evening prayer 
services, preaching, and the singing of hymns and choruses were significant in their lives, 
especially during their time of mourning. When the church also ministers to those who grieve and 
consoles them in the funeral rites with the comforting word of God and the sacrament of the 
Eucharist (Order of Christian Funerals 1988:1). Therefore, performing traditional bereavement 

rituals alone and not involving their Christian faith were insufficient for them. As Christians, they 
could not do without the bereaved rituals that the church offers during this time. Those who believe 
in and practise both rituals justified this by stating that this is very significant, because they were 
both Africans and Christians (Mokhutso 2019:64).  

Reasons for combining African traditional and Christian bereavement rituals 

During the interviews, three perspectives emerged regarding the topic of understudy. First, one 
response was that a person belongs to a community that combines African traditionalists and 
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Christian believers. Hence the two worldviews are embraced at the same time. Some stated when 
death occurs, no single person makes a decision (Mokhutso 2019:64). Finally, Turaki (1999:101) 
posits that a man is not an individual living in a state of independence in African thought, he is 
rather communal, living in a state of relationships and interdependence. 

Secondly, some of the participants expressed views that correspond agree with Mokhutso 
(2019:64) In some cases, the deceased might not have believed in the traditional bereavement 
rituals but when they pass on, the surviving spouse or children, in some cases relatives, might 
choose which rituals will be observed during the bereavement process. Some practised this, 
because African bereavement rituals were practised within their families and among their 
relatives. For these participants, this is how they were used to doing things during bereavement. 
Thirdly, other participants observed the two bereavement rituals because they have observed and 
were taught in their families “…they grew up seeing these things happening in their own families 
as they grew up, and that is what they were exposed to when attending relative’s funerals. 
Therefore, for them, it is what they have become accustomed to. It is something that they were 
taught, have observed, and have also passed on to their children” (Mokhutso 2019:65). Finally, 
Moyo (2013:221) states that Africans are very religious and, in their religiosity, still seek solutions 
and guidance from African traditional religions despite being Christian converts. This kind of 
research expresses that Christianity cannot respond to the care or needs of Africans by way of 
its Western-based pastoral care systems, whose challenges are at times based on African 
paradigm such as witchcraft. It would also be an infringement of basic human rights not to 
consider African perspectives on life and death issues in faith (See Onumah and Nicolaides, 
2021). 

 OBSERVATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

The following are the observations and findings of this study from the interviews conducted.  

Recognition of African Traditional religion   

The first observation from the interviews is that African traditional religion is a reality in many 
African peoples’ lives, irrespective of other religious affiliations. The mainline or former missionary 
churches generally tend to ignore this reality, thus creating confusion among their members 
because of a lack of a point of reference from the church. Sigg et al. (2017:664), states that 
Christianity is not bound to the original culture of its founder; it expands through a process of 
translation, taking on the flavor of local cultures as it sinks its roots into different contexts. This 
study shows that the Christianity in the Methodist Church of Southern Africa still needs to expand 
and sink into the ‘roots of Africa’. Adamo (2009:1) argues that it seems that Christianity in Africa 
has not adequately tapped this resource that can make Christianity authentically African. It is 
recommended that clear guidelines for the mainline or former missionary churches can help and 
guide members. There are conflicting understandings of what these rituals mean by different 
congregations who practise  African traditional bereavement rituals. The role of the church is to 
teach and guide its members. Therefore, careful attention is needed to provide a helpful, and 
theologically sound guidance for members. The church can no longer ignore the reality of the 
need to be inculturated.   

Strengthening of Confirmation Classes  

During the interview, some of the participants could not fully articulate their theology or what the 
Methodist Church of Southern Africa stands for, especially regarding the dual practice of the 
Christian and African traditional bereavement rituals. Many could not share what the practices 
meant and their justification for the Methodist’s Church doctrines and teachings. Therefore, it is 
recommended that the Methodist Church of Southern Africa strengthen its confirmation syllabus 
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so that Methodists, wherever they find themselves, and in whatever they do, can discern which 
practices contradict their beliefs as Methodists, in order to fully articulate what they believe in. Hill 
(1963:138) argues that:  

Teaching belongs to the essence of the church and a church that neglects this 
function of teaching has lost something that is indispensable to its nature as a 
church. It is a defective church if it is lacking at this point, just as a church in which 
the gospel ceases to be preached in its purity or a church in which the sacraments 
cease to be rightly administered is a defective church. 

Teaching has always being part of the Methodist DNA from  the work or early Methodists such as 
John and Charles Wesley and others who established schools from a lower level to the tertiary 
level. Charles Wesley (1707 – 1788) was the English leader of the Methodist movement. He 
maintained that teaching  is an important ministry within the Methodist tradition which still exists 
and which needs the church to seriously reconsider in order to disciple its members about their 
faith and how to conduct themselves (Tomkins, 2003). After all it is in and through Confirmation, 
that those who have been baptized are able to declare their faith in Christ and are strengthened 
by the Holy Spirit for continuing discipleship in His church. 

Need for dialogue 

Serious dialogue is needed in Africanisation issues. Panikkar (1975:407) argues that religious 
dialogue means there must be an exchange of views and insights employing concepts expressed 
in words that are based on a previous agreement concerning their common understanding. The 
dialogue then tries to widen and deepen, to pinpoint divergences, similarities, complementarities, 
and criticisms, as well as to find the loci where mutual influence or fecundation may take place 
(Panikkar, 1975:407–409). Members of the Methodist Church of Southern Africa need to be 
guided and taught, and the church also needs to gradually embrace the good in the African 
knowledge system. That can only be possible if an open, honest dialogue takes place within the 
church. They are ignoring the presence of the African Indigenous knowledge system and this is 
invariably more detrimental than helpful. Not only detrimental to itself but its members as well. 
According to this study, there is the secrecy that goes with other traditional practices by Methodist 
members. Secrecy may mean many things like embarrassment or a feeling of guilt and thereby 
not wanting people to know something or other. That again leads to the Church members not 
being guided where necessary and they are unable to ask for guidance. As mentioned by Panikkar 
(1975:407), Dialogue brings that which is not known, understood, secretive to the open, and all 
parties learn out of that process.  

Additions to liturgy 

Generally, a deceased person may have left details of the sort of funeral that they hoped for. 
Ministers want to support families in keeping to such arrangements as much as possible and in 
making the service a personal and appropriate occasion but need to be cognisant of the African 
traditions which exist. Taking funerals is always important part of the minister's work and he or 
she will take time to visit families and needs to know how to treat people in their cultural milieu 
while seeking to offering comfort and support before and after the funeral itself. There are however 
various rituals to observe (Forster & Bentley, 2008). 

The participants shared that they have practised several rituals during the liturgy led by the 
church. Some African traditional bereavement rituals are practised in the process of bereavement. 
Before a body enters a household, in some instances a moment will be given to the family to say 
clan names, alerting the deceased that they have arrived home. The process is observed when 
the body leaves the homestead. Nonetheless, grieving is an accepted and important part of 
coming to terms with and healing a human loss and it may continue for several months or even 
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years. There are people in most local churches who have experienced loss and they are often 
the best people to offer support in the months and years following a death but need to understand 
the African psyche and traditions of past generations in order to do so meaningfully. 

Zungu (2021:6) refers to the body leaving the mortuary as ukulanda isidumbu which entails talking 
to the deceased using umlahlankosi (a buffalo thorn) branch. This practice takes place 
everywhere, even if the car stops at the traffic lights, if it is stuck in traffic, if it is crossing the river, 
he/she has to be informed (Zungu, 2021:6). Before a coffin is placed in the grave, families often 
cover the casket with a blanket, and other items. The challenge is that such practices are not 
clearly understood or even scrutinized as to whether they are in line with the teachings and 
doctrines of the Methodist Church of Southern Africa. Thus, the recommendation is for more 
research, guidelines, and inclusion of such practices in the Methodist Church of Southern Africa’s 
funeral liturgy. The fact is that these practices already form part of the liturgy; they need to be 
formalized and theologized accordingly. This call is also made by scholars such as Adamo 
(2009:1) who informs the Christian community that there is an urgent need for dialogue between 
Christianity and African Indigenous Religion (AIR), because the present version of Christianity 
and the increase in membership of AIR is alarming. The missionary version of Christianity 
accepted by Africans can be described as being hypocritical, because many African Christians 
still patronize AIR, especially in times of emergency. This fact raised by (Adamo 2009:1) is seen 
in a rising number of African Initiated Churches.    

Need for further research 

This research attempted to show that most of the participants interviewed find value, healing, and 
closure in African traditional bereavement rituals. It is thus recommended that the church should 
do more research, in order to understand the meaning and impact of different bereavement rituals 
and to continue embracing and using those without conflicting the church’s teachings and 
doctrines. The church remains a church in Africa, and it should use that which is helpful and 
meaningful to African people within the context of their culture and diverse traditions. 

Conclusion 

This study investigated what bereavement rituals mean to members of the Methodist Church of 
Southern Africa in Mamelodi, Pretoria, and whether any of these are in fact practised rituals or 
not. It also explored the significance of African traditional and Christian bereavement rituals. 
Lastly, this research examined why members of the Methodist Church practise both rituals 
concurrently. An African character in the church would not  reject Christian teachings per se, but 
when things are done in a western way, this tends toplace black people at the fringes of society, 
devoid of their own inherent cultural systems. The philosophy of black consciousness asserts that   

the effects of the oppression of black people in South Africa must be redressed, and thus from a 
Christian perspective it is important to promote an indigenisation of Methodism to African 
contexts. After all the Wesleyan theology of mercy, is based on theon theology of Imago Dei, 
which sustains the dignity and value of all human beings. (Field, 2015). 

The study found that not all Methodists practise African traditional bereavement rituals for several 
reasons which have been enumerated upon It also found that other than those who do not practise 
these rituals, there are  some who do so, and this is due to mostly the elders interests or beliefs 
in the family or according to the deceased’s last wishes. There are those who practise African 
traditional bereavement rituals openly and freely because they believe that this embraces who 
they are as Africans and Christian believers.  

In addressing the main research question, the findings of this study showed evidence of different 
contestations among Methodists regarding African traditional bereavement rituals. MCSA does 
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not have a clear liturgy or guidelinesfor its membersregarding African bereavement rituals or 
bereavement rituals in general. 

Hence, the Methodist Church of Southern Africa and other mainline or former missionary 
churches need to pay attention to African traditional practices and to an extent need to indigenise 
their practices. Being quiet or ignoring this fact does not help church members. More teaching 
and research are also necessary regarding African traditional religious practices, which mainline 
churches embrace. This also calls for the mainline churches to strengthen their teachings about 
their beliefs, so that their members can discern which practices are helpful to their faith, 
irrespective of the norms in their families or communities based on tradition and culture.  
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