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Abstract

In the 1890s, the longstanding dominance of the Yoruba Religion in lle-Ife
was confronted by new phenomena introduced under Pax Britannica,
including new crops and farming practices, colonial administration, and
Christianity. Of these 19th-century developments, Christianity seemed to have
led the way in penetrating the ancient city. Consequently, it set off a chain of
responses among the people of lle-Ife who, following the Yoruba internecine
wars, had relapsed into what can be referred to as religious sterility and
insipidity. Existing studies on Christianity in lle-Ife have attempted to suggest
early dates for the religion’s origin, describe the origins of different Christian
denominations, and highlight historiographical problems. While these
contributions have advanced the understanding of the history of Christianity
in lle-Ife, a notable gap persists concerning the comprehensive narrative
surrounding the advent, growth, and development of Christianity in the city.
This study, therefore, examines the history of Christianity in Ile-Ife—the
center of Yoruba Religion—between 1899 and 1980. Using the historical
method, this descriptive and analytical study interrogates, through primary
and secondary sources, the nature of Christianity’s advent in Ile-1fe, the
nature of its encounter with Yoruba Religion, and the subsequent process of
establishing concord. The study discovered that the interaction between
Yoruba Religion and Christianity in lle-Ife oscillated between adaptation,
resistance, and concord. The study concludes that this religious interaction
has profoundly contributed to the redefinition of the city’s religious landscape
and identity.
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Introduction

Emmanuel A. Ayandele, in The Missionary Impact on Modern Nigeria 1842-
1914, remarked that the history of Nigeria between the 19" and 20" centuries
was primarily that of the responses of the locals to the presence and activities
of missionaries, administrators, and traders whom he regarded as intruders.
He further stated that in the spaces where these three groups mentioned above
operated, the first group, the missionaries, were the most important due to the
social transformations they initiated. Similarly, while the presence of the
missionary forms a critical epoch in the history of lle-Ife, the socio-cultural
and socio-political structures of the city remained deeply rooted in Yoruba
Religion. As shown in existing studies, the Yoruba Religion permeated and
monopolised the socio-political and socio-cultural space in the town. This was
such that, in lle-Ife, natural phenomena, including birth, death, and infectious
diseases?, were understood and interpreted through the paradigm of the
otherworldly® and expressed in the form of an extensive network of deified
culture heroes situated at the centre of rituals, rites, and festivals superintended
by numerous chiefs cutting across the administrative structure of the city.*
Therefore, from the smallest unit of the society, the family, each stratum of
the indigenous political system played significant religious roles in the
complex system of the Yoruba Religion in lle-Ife. It is perhaps no wonder
that, as the subsequent sections of this study will show, the introduction of
Christianity took several endeavours in the 16" century through Portuguese
missionaries® and in the middle of the 19" century by David Hinderer.® In both
instances, the people of Ife proved impervious to the introduction of the
religion, which was regarded as strange.

In the 1890s, the absolute dominance of Yoruba Religion in the city
was brought into contact with several new phenomena introduced by the
establishment of pax-Britannica. These include new crops and practices,
colonialism, Islam, and Christianity, among others. Of these 19""-century
developments in lle-Ife, Christianity seemed to have led the way in the
penetration of the ancient city by local agencies. As a result, it set off a chain
of responses among the people of lle-Ife, who, after the Yoruba internecine
wars’, had, according to Frobenius, relapsed into "...religious sterility and
insipidity" in which he found the town during his visit.® Several studies on the
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precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial history of lle-Ife have examined
several aspects of the nature of religious practices in the town, such as
festivals®, rituals®®, and the advent of introduced religions.!! Existing studies
on Christianity in lle-Ife have tried to suggest distant dates for the origin of
the religion in the city’?, detailing the origins of different Christian
denominations*®and highlighting the historiographical problems associated
with previous studies.’* While these publications have contributed to the
investigation of the history of Christianity in lle-Ife, there remains a gap in the
extensive research of the narratives surrounding the advent, growth, and
development of Christianity in the city between 1899, when the religion was
established in Ile-Ife and 1980, when its spread through the quarter and socio-
political system reached its peak. Therefore, this study, which adopts the
historical method and is descriptive and analytical, interrogates, through the
use of primary and secondary sources, the nature of the advent of Christianity
in lle-Ife, the nature of the encounter it had with Yoruba Religion and the
social transformations that followed.

The Advent of Christianity in lle-Ife

The advent of Christianity in lle-Ife can be traced back to the opening of a
trade route in the eastern section of Yorubaland, specifically, connecting Ondo
and Lagos, due to the effects of the 19""-century Yoruba internecine wars.?® In
addition to facilitating the flow of trade and commercial activities between
Lagos and the hinterland, it also initiated the movement of the Church
Missionary Society (CMS) agents into the eastern part of Yorubaland,
specifically Ode-Ondo.’® The emergence of missionary activities in Ode-
Ondo began with the mission station established by David Hinderer in Ode-
Ondo in 1875%, which he would hand over to Reverend Charles Phillips in
1877%8 due to old age and retirement.’® The life and activities of Reverend
Charles Phillips as a student in Abeokuta and as a missionary in Ode-Ondo
have been well documented.?® However, an aspect of his activities as a
missionary agent that directly impacted the introduction of Christianity in lle-
Ife partly included the implementation of commerce and Christianity policy
in Ode-Ondo through his introduction of cocoa seeds to Ode-Ondo, which he
experimented with and encouraged local farmers to cultivate. This attracted
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farmers, including Christians and those who would soon be converted, from
other parts of Yorubaland to Ode-Ondo.? The increase in population led to
the search for new spaces for cocoa farming and, subsequently, the migration
of people, including farmers who were Christians, to prospective cocoa
cultivation areas such as Oke-lgho.?? The centrality of the Ife people to the
growth and development of Oke-lgbo has been extensively discussed
elsewhere.? Nonetheless, it is essential to state here that it witnessed the
emergence of extensive plantations dedicated to cocoa cultivation and an
increase in the Christian population, several of whom were indigenous to Ife.?*
Oke-Igbo formed one of the areas where Ife people sought refuge during the
19"-century wars, when lle-1fe became one of the battlegrounds that led to its
eventual collapse and the exile of its population.?> However, the intervention
of the colonial government in Lagos, which brought the different parties to the
war to an agreement?, led to the resettlement, reconstruction, and restoration
of the city. As a result, the Ifé population in places such as Isoya and Oke-
Igbo returned, thus facilitating the introduction of cocoa farming and
Christianity through many of the townspeople who had been exposed to them
in their years of exile. In the same decade of resettlement, several Ife
individuals who had converted to Christianity in the years of exile began to
undertake missionary activities within the city, thus marking the gradual
introduction of the religion in Ile-Ife. The emergence of Christianity in lle-Ife
has been ascribed to the activities of John Adelaja, Daniel Lawani Ologbenla,
Chief Efunluyi Onile-Aran, among others, who made an effort to preach
publicly and conduct services.?” This was met with opposition by the larger
Ife population, who sometimes persecuted the missionaries. In response, they
relocated to the farmsteads on the outskirts of the city.? Here, the missionaries
introduced Christianity to farmers and the members of their families who
resided at the farms to tend to the cultivation and safety of plants and crops.?
It was further reported that the influx and settlement of the missionaries at the
farmsteads created new settlements where early miniature churches and
schools were constructed, many of which still exist today, although
moribund.*® It would appear the effort of the missionaries yielded fruits in that
not only did the construction of miniature churches emerge in the farmsteads,
but they were also able to record the conversion of about 140 individuals.®!
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In the early parts of 1899, this nascent community of Christians, whose
activities were barred from the metropolis of the city, extended an invitation
to Charles Phillips, the head of the Ondo C.M.S. mission, who, at the time,
had become a Bishop. In response, he despatched Reverends R. S. Oyebode,
E. M. Lijadu, T. Harding, and one Mr. Atandaolu to lle-Ife, who, through a
joint effort, contributed to the intensification of efforts to facilitate an
extensive permeation of Christianity into several farmsteads across Ifeland.*?
In May of the same year, Bishop Charles Phillips sent Mr. Emmanuel Adelabi
Kayode to lle-Ife, who served as the catechist to the growing Christian
community and gathered the converts across different farmsteads scattered
across the city.®® The presence of the catechist marked the beginning of an
Anglican Christian community in lle-Ife. Thus, the community led by Kayode
and Bishop Phillips sought to secure a space within the city to establish a
church, but this was rejected.® Instead, they were permitted to build a church
within a section of town removed from the metropolis known as lyekere,
specifically at a site known as Ileru or Ago Elewure.®® The construction of the
church in 1899 contributed to the growth of Christianity through sermons,
congregational activities, and baptisms.® This growth and development were
disrupted by the brewing conflict between the Ifé and Modakeke, which
engendered schism within the church.®” However, not only was the division
in the church successfully managed by Bishop Phillips, but the demise of
Ooni Adelekan Olubuse, who encouraged the persecution of Christians and
banned their activities within the metropolis of the city, offered the Christian
community an opportunity to extend another request for space within the
metropolis to the newly installed Ooni, Ademiluyi Ajagun.*

The approval of the request led to the construction of the first church building
within the metropolis, the establishment of CMS churches across the different
guarters of the Ife township, and the influx of varying church denominations
between 1910 and 1930.

Agents of Missionary Proselytisation in lle-1fe

The movement of the missionaries and local converts into the city of lle-Ife
engendered a direct encounter between Christianity and the Yoruba Religion.
lle-Ife has been described as "the seat of worship where all the idols of the

62



LNR 31, 1 (2025): A. S. Elugbaju

Yoruba people emanated from’"“® and the people of the town as "the priests of
the deities who ruled the world."* These descriptions reflect the
interconnectedness of the Yoruba Religion and the social structure of the city.
To ensure the continued existence of Christianity through the acquisition of
converts, the churches devised different proselytisation methods. Perhaps to
reflect the magnitude of the risks encountered in establishing the presence of
Christianity in the town, the continuous existence of churches in lle-Ife is
regarded as having been through the "miracles of the holy spirit."*? Pa I. A.
Otete, whose parents were part of the few early Christian converts in lle-Ife
and grew up under the tutelage of Pastor Latunde, the founder of Ife Christ
Apostolic Church, described his experiences with the challenges and risks
encountered in establishing Christianity in lle-Ife as extraordinary, such that
it must have taken a supernatural power to get them through it.* It is a
common belief among the people of Ife that the lands allotted to the Christians
for the construction of churches within the city were not only considered to be
sacred sites associated with specific deified culture heroes but were also
imagined as a hub for certain otherworldly powers deemed to have the
capacity to be malevolent. In the course of the fieldwork, it was gathered that
the intention behind the allocation of these spaces considered risky to the
Christians was that the malignant forces domiciled within these sites would
serve the purpose of exterminating the Christians whose presence within the
city was considered a violation of native laws.*

Records in the National Museum, lle-Ife, show that the Seventh Day
Adventist Church was built on the site of the ancient Iwinrin grove where
patients of leprosy, smallpox, and other infectious diseases were deposited for
isolation or internment. Furthermore, the site of the St. Peter's Anglican
Church at Ayegbaju was a dreaded forest known as Igbo Iso (forest of the
hanged), and it was associated with Obameri, the god of suicides, particularly
deaths resulting from hanging.*® Similarly, the Christ Apostolic Church
situated within the Moore section of the town was built in the grove of a
deified figure known as Olose.* This forest was particularly dreaded, such
that before the 1930s, the route along the forest was barely used due to a belief
that anyone who went into the grove would suffer inevitable consequences,
particularly death.*” Cases of this nature abound in the history of the town, but
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what is significant is that despite the dangers associated with these sites,
individuals within the communities of these churches partook in the
penetration and preparation of these spaces for the construction of churches.*?
Meanwhile, the failure to materialise the consequences associated with
violating the law prohibiting the presence of profanity in the sacred forests
contributed in part to the acquisition of converts among the locals.*® For
instance, the founding members of the Christ Apostolic Church have, through
a song, memorialised the encounter they had with the sacred space upon which
they built a church:

Ona ara ni Olawa n gba sisé 0
Ona ara ni Oluwa 1 gba sisé 0
Igho Orisa 6 di ilé iségun, o e
Ona ara ni Olawa f gba sisé¢ 0.5

God worked in a miraculous way

God worked in an extra-ordinary way

The forest of deities has turned into a house of victory
God worked in a supernatural way

In addition to improving the status of its adherents through appeasing deities
to avert misfortunes, the Yoruba Religion is concerned with explaining and
influencing the destiny of every person in the physical world.>! In Ile-Ife,
where this holds a strong followership, there exist daily propitiations and
annual festivals conducted by different family compounds at various times to
influence and explain the course of the destiny of people or individuals.>? This
philosophy of the Yoruba Religion provided a platform upon which the
churches could proselytise. To be specific, churches held revivals in which the
material needs of the people were captured in the activities of these spiritual
moments. These spiritual needs included wealth, children, and restoration of
health. A notable instance would be the case of the outbreak of a smallpox
epidemic in lle-Ife, which was reported not to have infected some members
of the Christian community, particularly the members of the Christ Apostolic
Church who proclaimed it to have been the reflection of the power of their
religion and also proceeded to attempts to heal and inoculate the members of
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the public using prayers and holy water.>® Meanwhile, despite the efficacy
ascribed to these methods of dealing with the epidemic, the colonial
government considered the healing and inoculation methods unacceptable and
a contributory factor to the intensification of the spread of the disease.
Consequently, this would lead to the prosecution and eventual incarceration
of some of the church leaders.® Nevertheless, the reports made by the
Christian community members that certain victims of the smallpox epidemic
were healed and several others were insulated from the disease through
prayers, and holy water contributed to the influx of people to the church and
the eventual increase in church membership.>®

Other methods explored by the Christian community to further
conversion among the local population included education and healthcare.
Upon the arrival of the agents sent by Bishop Phillip to lle-Ife, the
missionaries established miniature learning centres where rudimentary
Western education was introduced. In addition to this, they introduced
Western methods of healthcare practices.*® Be that as it may, fieldwork shows
that in the past, individuals infected with certain diseases, mainly those for
which they lacked extensive knowledge of their diagnosis and treatments,
such as the smallpox disease, were exiled to sacred groves to prevent an
epidemic.®” These infected persons were considered to have been afflicted by
the gods and were abandoned to perish in these sacred groves, usually on the
outskirts of the town.*® Those infected with these diseases and abandoned in
the forests as a result of the social policy were rescued and treated by the
missionaries who, through the use of Western medicine, were assisted through
a recovery process and sent back into town.*® Due to the medical assistance
provided by the missionaries, some of those infected and ostracised could
recuperate and return to the city. As a result, the change in the expected
outcome of the infected, which was usually death, initiated curiosity about the
facts surrounding their recovery, which generally led to the interests
developed in the gods of the missionary — the closest medium through which
they could explain the survival and continued existence of the individuals
hitherto condemned to death.%

Meanwhile, schools as agents of proselytisation mirrored the methods
employed in drawing converts by the itinerant Arab preachers in Old Oyo,
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where younger members of the society were targeted rather than adults.5!
While several churches in lle-Ife would establish learning centres, the
introduction of Western education began with the schools operated by the
Anglican church, otherwise known as the Church Missionary Society. The
schools owned by the Anglican church operated in the same buildings used
for church services initially, within the farmsteads on the outskirts.®? Initially,
these schools had challenges finding students because many of the farmers
used the assistance of their children on the farms. As such, they did not readily
give their children to the missionaries to be taught in schools.®® Eventually,
this would change when the few children allowed to attend these schools
exhibited certain qualities associated with the practices observed among the
missionaries. These included the ability to read and speak, understand, and
write the English language to a certain degree.5* The visible changes triggered
an increase in student enrolment population such that many children below a
certain age considered suitable for farm work were handed over to the
missionaries.®® Several of these individuals would form the crop of the first
people to be educated in lle-1fe.¢ The eventual migration of the CMS
churches from the outskirts into the town of lle-1fe came with the construction
of missionary schools.

Traditional Chiefs and Christianity in lle-1fe: Adaptation and Resistance
The encounters between Christianity and the traditional administrative system
of the town appear to be chequered. Before the establishment of Christian
religious centres within the different sections of Ile-Ife, the indigenous
administrative system controlled the religious affairs of the city. It ensured the
adherents of foreign religions, such as Christianity, were restricted to the
outskirts of the city.®” This was such that this policy was enforced through
persecution and the threats of death sentences by hanging at a site known as
Mesi Alukurin, or through ritual murders during ritual processions conducted
during festivals.®® The exact details of how the Christians were persecuted
before 1899 appear to have been forgotten, and while colonial records
acknowledge the occurrence of persecution, further information about it was
not provided.®® Nevertheless, the isolationist system practised in the town™
contributed significantly to keeping the missionaries out of town until the
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early 20" century. Despite the intolerant disposition of the Ifé people and their
leaders to these groups of Christians, the missionaries recorded specific
successes in terms of health, education, and economic improvements of the
families of the cocoa farming groups who lived on the outskirts.”* These
phenomena were found to be favoured by some of the political and religious
chiefs. As a result, they became interested in improving their political
relevance and economic stature, primarily through the accumulation of wealth
offered by cocoa farming, which the Christians seemed knowledgeable
about.” This would prompt a change in the disposition of the Ooni and some
of his chiefs towards the Christians.” For instance, the search for an
improvement in the precarious position of the Ooni in the politico-religious
system of Ile-Ife, which Frobenius observed during his visit in 191074, was,
perhaps, one of the factors responsible for the support he readily accorded to
the relocation of the Christians to the metropolis of the city.

In addition to apportioning lands for the construction of church
buildings, Ooni Ademiluyi attached a clause to the approval of the requests of
the Christians through which he extracted certain benefits. This clause
demanded that the relocation of the Christians into the city should begin with
the construction of the first church building within a section of the land
belonging to his family, which came along with the implementation of the
missionary health and educational policies. On the one hand, certain benefits
accrued to Ooni Ademiluyi due to his cordial relations with the Christians.
Meanwhile, on the other hand, he encouraged the suspicion of the Christians
by indicating to his chiefs that his decision to have the church build on his
family land was for the purpose of monitoring the activities of the
missionaries.” It may be suggested that Ooni Ademiluyi probably realized the
benefit he was likely to extract and, therefore, settled them within his
jurisdiction to monitor the Christians in the case of any breach of agreement.
At any rate, his successor, Ooni Aderemi, would become an active member of
the Christian community.” Thus, this contributed to the restructuring of the
chieftaincy system to give less emphasis to Yoruba Religion in the political
system of the town.”” Be that as it may, missionary activities had permeated
the city to such an extent that individuals who assumed traditional political
and religious chieftaincy titles in the mid-20" century had been exposed to
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missionary education in the early decades of the century. Consequently, many
of the individuals had been groomed in the religion and education of the
missionaries. Ooni Adesoji Aderemi, in separate biographical studies’®, was
described as having attended missionary school, and like his predecessor, the
extent of his participation in Christian activities was reflected in his
membership of the St. Peter's Anglican Church Irémo, which became
popularly known as shooshi Oba (the king's church).™

Perhaps due to the combination of the concentration of political power
in the Ooni, as argued by Oyediran®, and the recognition of his extensive
participation in Christian activities, some of his chiefs would become involved
in church activities, and these include title holders, particularly the Agba-Ifé
(town chiefs) and the Modéwa (palace chiefs).8! Existing accounts suggested,
for instance, that a certain Lowa, the head of the Modéwa, known as Lowa
Alli Awoyera, actively participated in church activities alongside the Ooni
despite being a Muslim.®? This suggests that through the receptive disposition
of Ooni Ademiluyi and Ooni Aderemi, religious change and, in some cases,
syncretism emerged within the traditional administrative system of the city.
However, despite the inroads recorded by Christianity in lle-Ife, the Isoro
(religious chiefs) offered a degree of resistance. This they did through the
implementation of specific policies targeted at stifling the growth of
Christianity in the city. This included a declaration of ritual processions on
particular days associated with certain activities of the Christians, such as
crusades or open-air services, to prevent church members and potential
converts from participating.®® A notable example reflecting the disposition of
these Isoro can be drawn from the llare section of the city. The point was made
that, in this part of the city, as with others, ritual processions were imposed
several times within several weeks, such that it hindered the presence of the
people at the church and sometimes prevented them from going home after
their services.®* These methods employed to assert the dominance of Yoruba
Religion were described by specific individuals within the Christian
community as not having had debilitating effects on the growth of
Christianity.® However, the resistance initiated by the Isoro, as the subsequent
section will show, sometimes degenerated into conflicts.

68



LNR 31, 1 (2025): A. S. Elugbaju

As earlier stated, while the Ooni, including the palace and town
chiefs, appear to have adopted Christianity, which some of them practised
alongside the Yoruba Religion, the Isoro, whose responsibility included the
conduct of festivals, rituals, and rites, were considered vital to the sustenance
of the memory of the culture heroes remembered to have played significant
roles in the establishment of the city and its continuous existence through
certain feats. The efforts of the Isoro to preserve the dominance of Yoruba
Religion in the town, which, Christianity in particular, was rapidly
permeating, engendered the outbreak of conflicts. These conflicts, however,
seemed limited to Christian communities that were fundamentalist and
churches built within certain sections of the city intersecting sacred spaces of
Yoruba Religion. The encounter between Christians and the votaries of
Yoruba Religion seemed to have degenerated into conflicts mainly on the
pretext of encroachment and violation of rituals and rites associated with
specific festivals and sacred spaces by Christians through the construction of
church buildings and some of the religious activities they engaged in.%
Festivals in lle-Ife are a mixture of the reenactment of past historical events,
within which a deified culture hero played a central role. Festivals were held
through the spiritualisation of the material preferences of the deified culture
heroes and, in some cases, the invention of certain social activities that served
as fillers and extensions of the duration of cultural events.®” These aspects of
Ifé festivals have spatial and temporal possessions belonging to lineages of
deified culture heroes. These possessions served as a medium through which
the importance of the historical figures was reasserted through annual
commemorations.

The approval given to the CMS for the construction of church
buildings gave impetus to the influx of different church denominations in lle-
Ife, leading to the encroachment of Christians upon groves and pathways
considered sacred to Yoruba Religion. Initially, the allocation of sacred
spaces, especially groves, to the Christians was readily supported by the
votaries of Yoruba Religion with the expectations that the presence of the
Christians in the groves would elicit the wrath of the otherworldly, the effects
of which would truncate the advent of Christianity. Meanwhile, the
proliferation of church buildings, despite the outcomes anticipated by the
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votaries of the Yoruba Religion, was interpreted as a threat to the existence of
these sacred components, thus leading to the outbreak of conflicts. For
illustration, the reaction of the adherents of Yoruba Religion to the
construction of the Christ Apostolic Church (CAC) will be explored here. In
the 1930s, the CAC members searching for a new site to construct a church
building approached the Ooni to allocate space, specifically, the Olose
grove.® This sacred grove within the Ife metropolis was considered
particularly important to the Moore section of lle-Ife. Despite attempts made
by the Ooni, his chiefs, and specific individuals to impede this request, the
Christians were able to acquire access to the space. The penetration of the
grove by Christians was interpreted as a violation of traditional laws
protecting the spatial possessions of the otherworldly through the profanity
which the presence of the Christians introduced to the grove. This led to a
smallpox epidemic within the CAC community, the outbreak of which has
been described as a bioweapon used by the votaries of the Yoruba Religion.*
Furthermore, despite the opposition of votaries of the Yoruba Religion, church
buildings situated within or in proximity to sacred groves have continued to
thrive, and this has contributed to the obliteration and, in some cases, the
decrease in the extent of sacred sites, which were hitherto ubiquitous and
extensive in lle-Ife. The proliferation of churches, which suggests the growth
and development of Christianity in lle-Ife, did not, however, bring the
resistance of the votaries of Yoruba Religion to an end. The presence of
church buildings, which was widespread within the town, seemed to have
aggravated competition for space by placing the belligerent adherents of both
religions in confrontation with each other, leading to the struggle for the
control of sacred days, pathways for processions, and spaces, thus causing
violent encounters. For instance, the primordial contention between Obatala
and Oduduwa remains an ongoing contest reenacted annually, specifically
through the weeks cutting through December and February, which
encompasses certain essential days for Christians. The use of drums is
significant to these festivals, which intersect. Specifically, while the Oduduwa
festival banned the use of drums, that of Obatala voided it. Therefore, the use
of drums within the city was strongly prohibited during this period until after
the Obatala festival had taken place to avert disasters.®
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For the Christians, this was not a practice they agreed with. An
account relates a conflict between Christians and the votaries of the Yoruba
Religion during the Obatala festival conducted from December to March
when the ban on the use of drums imposed by the adherents of Oduduwa was
supposed to be voided by the votaries of Obatala, who had the sole prerogative
to use drums according to Ife traditional law. During the festival, a procession
was conducted through a circuitous route situated close to the site of Igbo Iso,
a sacred grove hitherto associated with Obameri, but had become occupied by
St. Paul's Anglican Church.®? At the time of the procession, the church
members seemed to have been engaged in a religious activity featuring
drumming — a violation of a traditional law associated with Obatala and
Oduduwa rituals in Ile-Ife. As such, the procession degenerated into a violent
conflict when the votaries of Obatala heard the percussion of drums upon
approaching the site of the grove occupied by the church. Similarly, during
the Obameri procession phase of the Itapa festival, an individual from the
church violated the ban on drumming by publicly beating an ibembe drum and
speaking in derisive terms about the practice of Yoruba Religion and the
votaries of Obameri in particular. As a result, this person was severely beaten,
therefore leading to a disagreement with the Christian community.®

Social Change and Concord in lle-1fe

The effort to reassert the dominance of Yoruba Religion in the city was
furthered through violent encounters in several cases by the members of the
numerous lineages that are custodians of cults, rituals, and festivals associated
with the multiple gods in the pantheon of lle-Ife, the Christian community
seemed to have continued to record a growth in the population of converts.
Lange, in his observation of a similar trend during the reign of Ooni Aderemi
between 1930 and 1980, remarked that "instead of reenacting the creation and
events of the primordial days within the framework of traditional cult practices
on the streets and at the religious sites of Ife, people were now beginning to
spend their hours of religious worship in the churches and mosques."% The
consequence was that several religious-cultural practices were abandoned
and, in some cases, were combined with Christianity. For instance, Ooni
Aderemi was described as an exemplary Christian by "regularly charging his
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family to regularly pray through the morning and evening prayer sessions. He
enjoyed Christian worship at the church and ran an open household free of
juju or occult practice."® Additionally, he was reported to have stated that "he
himself was a prophet of God and that every child God must be able to
approach God directly through bible reading and prayers."% Furthermore, the
indigenous sacred practices, which served as a source of legitimacy for the
political powers of chiefs, were demystified and abolished due to the adoption
of Christianity. For illustration, during the reign of Ooni Adesoji Aderemi, a
certain Obajio, who was to smash the head of a sacrificial dog with a cudgel
during the Olojo festival, refused to perform this ritual, citing his devotion to
Christianity, his new religion, as his reason. Furthermore, several policies
were initiated to abolish practices contrary to the values associated with
modernity and Christianity.%’

The interconnectivity of the ebi (lineage) system in lle-Ife in which
individuals belonged to and could trace kinship across multiple lineages, in
addition to the social impacts of the activities of Christian communities from
which members of the indigenous population extracted benefits, contributed
to the eventual establishment of concord between the competing religious
groups and engendered social transformations. Specifically, the educational
institutions established by the Christians contributed to the emergence of
concord. The schools in which religious and Western education were taught
would prepare the younger generation as facilitators of religious harmony.
From this crop of the beneficiaries of missionary social policies, many became
prominent personalities in the traditional, economic, political, and
professional spheres in lle-Ife. This period served as the formative period for
notable figures such as Ooni Adesoji Aderemi, who, along with the members
of his lineage as Akui Royal Compound®®, would become key members of the
Anglican church. In addition to this were several other prominent individuals
whose exposure to missionary educational and health institutions served as
indicators of the need for the tolerance and large-scale acceptance of
Christianity among the people of lle-Ife.*® Additionally, specific notable
individuals who had converted to Christianity encouraged amicable relations
between the Christians and the votaries of the Yoruba Religion. This includes
Chief S. M. Onitiju, the Obaloran of Ife, who, despite being a convert, could,
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through mediation, broker a lasting peace between the members of St. Paul's
Anglican Church and the clans involved in the Itapa festival.l® Others were
Mr. Josiah Ademakinwa and Mr. Emmanuel Latunde, who played significant
roles in facilitating the tolerance of Christianity among the members of their
respective lineages.'®

Conclusion

Until 1899, the Yoruba traditional religion remained predominant in the socio-
cultural and socio-political systems of lle-Ife. The advent of Christianity,
facilitated by city natives in collaboration with CMS agents, including E. A.
Kayode and Reverend Charles Phillips, initiated a gradual process of religious
change among members of the indigenous political class. However, this
change also engendered resistance spearheaded by the class of Chiefs
concerned with preserving the city's religio-cultural system. The resistance,
which was targeted at reasserting the pre-eminence of the Yoruba religion, led
to violent conflicts and, in some instances, the use of infectious diseases as
bio-weapons against the Christian community. As the study shows, the
combination of social improvements from which the people of Ife benefited
and the membership of the indigenous political class in the Christian
community played significant roles in the entrenchment of Christianity within
the city. This ultimately led to the decline of the Yoruba religion through the
loss of membership (due to conversion) and the obliteration of sacred sites.
Over the years, Christianity has assumed a predominant status in lle-Ife.
However, despite its significant decline caused by religious change and social
transformation, Yoruba traditional religion has continued to endure.
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