
Case study: using social anthropology to 
explore how Christianity and indigenous 
religion interact in Namibia 
Dr Helen C. John, Honorary Research Fellow, 
Department of Theology and Religion, University of 
Exeter, UK, talks here about how her research methods 
and findings in northern Namibia challenge her own 
cultural assumptions and worldview. 

Research Interests
My academic research background is in Theology and 
Religious Studies. I am not religious – I would describe 
myself as an atheist – but I have always been interested 
in the Bible and Christianity. I come from a majority 
Christian context in the UK and went to Church of England 
schools for at least some of my education. So, although I 
am not a Christian, Christianity has certainly influenced 
my worldview. I think my worldview is influenced by many 
more factors, too, including my education, my travels, 
my experiences in life and my interactions with friends, 
family, colleagues and students. 

At the moment, my research focuses on the different 
expressions of Christianity in southern Africa, and I do 
my fieldwork in Namibia. I ask how the culture in which 
someone lives affects their Christian belief and practice 
and how they interpret biblical texts. I also look at the 
impact of religion and culture on real-life issues like 
treatment of people with disabilities, or the environment, 
or responses to COVID-19. 

My particular focus on culture means that my research 
uses social anthropology (the study of human societies 
and cultures) alongside biblical studies. Using 
anthropology helps me to understand why someone in 
another culture might interpret a biblical text differently, 
or why they might practise Christianity differently from 
what I have experienced. It helps me to dig into their 
worldview. But just as important is that it is also a great 
tool to give me a better understanding of my own culture 
and worldview. After all, it is easy to assume that your own 
way of thinking is the norm – the way most people think. 
In fact, encountering diversity and meeting with people 
who think differently is a real eye-opener and makes you 
realise that your way of thinking is also a product of a 
cultural context!

Context and worldview
A lot of my research involves working on the ground 
alongside local communities because  in order to 
understand a culture you need to talk to people and 
get first-hand perspectives and experiences. I invite 
community members to take part in discussion groups 
and express their thoughts about Christianity, particular 
biblical texts, local culture and any issues that I am 
working on at the time. Added to this is in-depth reading 
about the culture from previous studies. My main 
fieldwork location is a village in the Ondonga region of 
northern Namibia. Although Namibia is now a republic 
with a president, the traditional kingdoms (from before 
European colonisers arrived) are still important, and 
Ondonga is one of those kingdoms, with a king, councils 
of elders, and headmen in each village. Europeans went 
to Namibia as missionaries in the nineteenth century and 
began to introduce Christianity. 

Namibia was also colonised by Europeans who took over 
the country and imposed European values and systems. 
Christianity is now the dominant religion in Namibia, but 
Namibians have not forgotten their traditional religion 
and culture from before the missionaries and colonisers 
arrived. This is often referred to as African Traditional 
Religion (ATR), which takes many forms across cultures 
and countries. The worldviews of the people in the 
community I stay with are therefore heavily influenced 
by both ATR (also referred to by the community as ‘local 
culture’ or ‘Ndonga culture’) and Christianity. 
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Dr Helen John with family in Ondonga



Landscape and nature
One striking example of the influence of ATR was how people 
viewed the land and nature. This came up in our discussions 
of the healing of Legion (Luke 8: 26-39), a demoniac who 
abandons home and instead lives in the graveyard and 
roams the wilderness. In ATR, the land is often understood 
to be alive with powerful forces and presences. This was 
certainly the case for the community members that I spoke 
to, and led me to describe their understanding of a ‘living 

landscape’. For example, 
the land in and around 
the homestead would 
sometimes be alive with 
spirits of family members 
who had recently died. 
There were special rituals 
for encouraging such 
spirits to leave the family 
in peace, including leaving 
out a special meal at the 
gate, which the spirit would 
consume before leaving. 
The homestead is also 
constructed as a maze of 
passageways and living areas 
which is regularly altered, 
hoping to confuse invading 

spirits. People also talked about pieces of land that must 
not be built on because the ancestors are buried and live 
there. If crossing a known ‘ancestor field’ while carrying a 
traditional beer, it is necessary to pour out a portion as a 
gift to the ancestors. If crossing by car, the driver will honk 
the horn by way of a greeting and to request permission 
to cross safely. Villagers also talked to me about places in 
the landscape that you must not go to – maybe a cluster of 
trees where there was a spirit presence who would feed you 
poisoned food, or places where people would go and never 
be seen again. In that sense, you could think of the land as 
possessed. The same was said to be true of certain weather 
conditions; for example, when whirlwinds appear people 
have a phrase they utter, to ask the whirlwind to pass by and 
not damage their homes or crops, because the whirlwind 
is believed to be a nature spirit. All in all, then, the land and 
nature in Ndonga culture is alive, possessed, and a powerful 
character. This really made me realise how differently I 
think about the land – for me, it is more like a stage on which 
human actors play out their lives. I think of humans as the 
ones with the personality, not the land or nature itself.

Body and person
My understanding of bodies, people, and community 
was also challenged by discussion groups in Ondonga. 
I wanted to know how Ndonga people might define a 
person, and whether it might be different from my view 
of a person. Indeed, it was. When we discussed biblical 
texts about the haemorrhaging woman being healed 
by touching Jesus’ cloak (Mark 5:21-43), the groups 
explained to me that in Ndonga culture the person is 
much more than just their physical body, contained within 
their skin. In describing what makes up a person, Ndonga 
culture would also include their clothes and their shadow. 
If I wanted to hurt you, I could stamp on your shadow 
or rip your clothing, both of which would be considered 
very rude and aggressive things to do! Added to this list 
of what the body contains would be bodily fluids and 
parts even when outside or no longer attached to the 
body. Here we could think of spilled blood or urine, for 
example, and nail and hair cuttings. This made me think 
about how limited my own 
idea of the person was, as 
I only think of the living 
individual with the skin 
as the boundary. Perhaps 
more recognisable was 
the idea that a person also 
exists beyond their actual 
lifetime. As I said earlier, 
spirits of the deceased are 
a prominent feature of 
Ndonga worldviews. People 
continue after death as 
members of the community, 
sometimes needing to 
be calmed and sent on 
their way. They also watch 
over the living community, 
with the ancestors able to 
bring good fortune or misfortune according to how the 
community behaves. This showed me that the Ndonga 
idea of community is much bigger than my own – it is the 
sum of the living, the recently deceased (restless spirits), 
the long-deceased (ancestors), nature spirits, and the 
living landscape.

To counter witchcraft, this young 
woman wears omagwe beads at 
her waist, and the boy has a belt 
under his clothing

Additional research:
You can explore more of Dr John’s research findings in Who is Jesus? (2018) by Rob Freathy,  
Helen C. John et al., (University of Exeter) bit.ly/3n1147u

Helen C. John (2017) ‘Legion in a ‘Living Landscape’: Contextual Bible Study as a Disruptive Tool  
(Luke 8:26–39 Interpreted in Owamboland, Namibia)’. Expository Times 128 (7): 313–324.

Helen C. John (2019) Biblical Interpretation and African Traditional Religion: cross-cultural and  
community readings in Owamboland, Namibia, (Leiden: Brill)

Contact: H.C.John@exeter.ac.uk
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Young girls at a wedding, with 
omagwe beads around their 
waists to counter witchcraft


