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THE IMPACT OF CHRISTIAN BAPTISM ON TRADITIONAL IGBO NAMING 
CEREMONY 

 
Urewuchi E.  Udeolisa 

Abstract 
With the advent of Christianity in Igboland,, the emphasis shifted from 
traditional naming ceremony during which babies are given names to 
baptism as the rightful source of acquiring names by children and adults as 
well.  The question is, what is your baptismal name? as the first name and 
the recognized formal name.  Baptism in the actual fact and conduct 
provides no programme for giving of new names to the recipient(s).  this 
called to mind whether baptism has taken a new function or has lost grip of 
its rightful meaning and position.  This paper looks into the meaning of 
baptism and naming ceremony.  With 3 research questions, a questionnaire 
was constructed to collect data from respondents.  Data collected was 
analyzed using mean and standard deviation.  The result discussed helped 
the researcher to suggest necessary recommendations to ensure that the 
Christian faith is maintained while Igbo man does not loose his identity. 

 
Introduction  

Before the coming of the whiteman with the Christian faith, there existed among the Igbo the 
rite of giving names to the newly born babies.  Usually, names given reflect the event of the time and 
the meaning well understood.  Names then carry with them some historical facts which are passed 
unto generations as long as the name lives.  So names in Igboland are not given arbitrarily.  They bear 
with them reasons for such names.  The Christian faith and its propagators, the whitemen, actually 
may not have come to change baptism into naming ceremony or erode the Igbo man system of giving 
names.  They came presenting only what they know how to – baptizing people into the new faith.  In 
baptism, the name of the person to be baptized will be called out.  For the white man, some of the 
Igbo names sound too difficult or even impossible to pronounce.  To make things easy for the white 
man, they chose to give too the Igbo man the names they (the white man) can pronounce.  Hence, the 
names John, James, Anthony, Grace, Mary, Irene, etc.  According to Achunike (2002:21), “Europeans 
with their religion raped both the custom and religion of our people.”  Some of these foreign names 
given by the white missionaries then proved difficult and awkward for the Igbo man to pronounce, 
just as the Igbo names were difficult for the white man to pronounce.  Some Igbo people then forgot 
their new names as these names are not rooted in Igbo tradition/meaning and so bears no meaning too 
the bearer. 
 

The white man’s presence brought with it a lot of promising goodies which attracted the Igbo 
man into complete alliance with their way of life including Christianity without retracing their steps.  
Achunike (2002:54) stated that “initially, Igbo communities received Christianity because it appeared 
peaceful and quiet.”  Hence, the Igbo man becomes totally engrossed in the practice of the white man 
that they lost grip of their original way of life.  Igbos were made to believe that the white man’s 
lifestyle is the ultimate.  The earliest converts to Christianity in Igboland were illiterates and were 
made to believe that everything the Igbo man does is evil and should be avoided (Okorocha, 
1987:263).  They therefore took without refinement whatever they have received from the white man, 
baptism inclusive. 
 

It still has not occurred to many of the Igbo people of later generation that naming ceremony 
is a rite in Igbo land that is rudimentary to the identity of the Igbo man.   The influence of the 
European missionaries on the Igbo native names seems to have led the Igbo man to loose grip of the 
essence of naming ceremonies in Igbo man’s lifestyle and the place of baptism in Christianity. 
 
The Meaning of Christian Baptism 

The rite of initiation into the Christian fold commences with baptism.  It can be administered 
too babies, young children or even old people.  Nwabude (2008:23) explained baptism as “a 
sacrament of regeneration through water and spirit in the word.”  Sacrament in essence means the 
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efficacious sign of grace instituted by Jesus Christ Himself and adopted and practiced by the church 
for the purpose of driving divine-life.  Baptism according to Dada (1986:32) is a Christian ceremonial 
rite and a sacrament ordered by Christ for admission of a convert into Christianity.   
 

The above meaning of baptism suggests that it came down from Jesus Christ and is practiced 
by the church for a rebirth through water and spirit.  This rebirth refers to the abandoning the old life 
of sin or original sin to embrace a new life of righteousness.  St. Paul in his letter to the Romans, 
explained that in baptism, Christians join Jesus Christ in His death on the cross, where man’s sins are 
nailed to the cross, are buried with Him and are raised from the death of sin with Jesus Christ on His 
resurrection, unto a new life (Rom. 6:3-10).  Baptism in essence is a type of initiation rite for one to 
be admitted into the Christian fold.  Aylward (1973:56) is of the opinion that there are initiations in 
Africa into societies, which is usually a period of transition and the idea of death and rebirth is 
strongly suggested by the symbols.  This is as in symbolic meaning of Baptism. 

 
John the Baptist administered baptism to the Jews and to Jesus Christ (Mtt. 3:6, 11, 13-17).  

Christ’s baptism marked the declaration of His sonship and messiahship from the heavens.  He took 
no new name.  Baptism therefore is the gateway to Christian life.  One is believed to be free from old 
or original sin and incorporated into the mystery of oneness with Christ in His body – the church. 
 
The Meaning of Naming Ceremony 

This is the rite of giving a name to a new born child.  It is a tradition practiced by the Igbo 
man during which the family or kindred members gather, while the eldest or the representative 
announces the name of the child, giving the meaning and the circumstances surrounding the name.  
The child takes on his/her identity.  The kinsmen of Zachariah and Elizabeth gathered to circumcise 
and give name to their new born child who was eventually named John (Lk. 1:59:63).  As a mark of 
identity they wanted to give him a name after their traditional names. 

 
In Igboland, names are given based on its meaning to some relevant circumstances, usually 

surrounding the birth of the child or family situation or experience as at the time of the birth.  Names 
in Igboland usually mark incidences and are often pointers to the events of the time.  Nwabude 
(2008:54) identified the giving of names as the names given to an individual at birth or during naming 
ceremony. 

 
Statement of the Problem 

The Igbo society is made up of people who speak Igbo language and have their own distinct 
way of life, giving of Igbo meaningful names during naming ceremony inclusive.  Culture could 
change from time to time, but it should be in the right direction, not for one to loose his/her identity.  
With the advent of Christianity, baptism was to be administered to the Igbo people as a rite of 
initiation into Christian fold.  This included the acquiring of new foreign names, fit to be recognized 
as baptismal names.  With reference to Biblical passages, baptism administered by John the Baptist 
was done with water, it is now known that people acquired new names.  Jesus was to come to baptize 
with the Holy Spirit.  Philip baptized the Ethiopian Eunuch without giving him a new name (Acts 
8:36-39).  Jesus ordered His disciples to make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 
the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit (Mtt. 28:19-20).  These passages have no indication that 
new names of English and Latin are acquired as an aspect or as fundamental to the rite of initiation 
into the church – baptism.  But the order of baptism in Christian fold right from the earliest institution 
of Christianity in Igboland, goes with baptismal name which is often English or Latin.  Can it be that 
acquiring foreign names has turned out to serve as a rite of baptism?  The problem of the study thus 
posed as a question is:  What is the essence of baptism in Christianity?   
 
Research Questions 

1. What function does baptism perform in Christianity? 
2. What is the place of Naming Ceremony in Igboland? 
3. Why should names (English/Latin) be given for baptism? 
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Method  
The study was conducted using survey design to elicit people’s response on the issue of 

acquiring new names as part of the rite of baptism. Osuala (2001:273) stated that a survey research is 
suitable when the research work focuses on vital facts of people, their beliefs, opinions, attitudes, 
motivations and behavior.  He further stated that “it investigates phenomena in their natural setting.” 
The population of the study comprised 4,680 people, consisting of priests and laity.  Random 
sampling technique was used to choose a sample of 2,808 representing 60% of the population. 
 
Instrument for Data Collection 

The researcher constructed questionnaire to elicit response from the respondents on the place 
of baptism and names to the identity of the Igbo man.  Four experts in research from the University of 
Nigeria, Nsukka, validated the questionnaire.  A reliability test was carried out using 25 respondents 
chosen from among priests and laity.  Crombach Coefficient Alpha was used to analyze the data 
obtained which indicated high reliability.  The researcher administered the questionnaire personally to 
the respondents and was able to collect 2,792 out of 2,808 distributed. 
 
Data Analysis 

Data collected was analyzed using mean and standard deviation.  A mean of 2.50 and above 
indicated that the item answered the question on Igbo (identity); names and the issue of baptism while 
a mean of 2.49 and below is rejected. 
Results 
Table I 
 Function of Baptism in Christianity            X   SD 
1. Baptism is a Christian rite of initiation          4.64        0.74 
2. It is conducted in the church       4.08        0.09 
3. The priests administer it       4.40        0.38 
4. It is done by either immersion into or sprinkling of water        4.56        0.60 
5. It is the symbolic washing away of original sin         4.66        0.77 
6. It symbolizes reception of the Holy Spirit   4.42        0.41 
7. It mystically joins the recipient to Jesus as one         4.40        0.38 
8. Recipients are automatically initiated into Christian fold       3.84      0.036 
9. Baptism includes naming ceremony     2.06        2.95 
10. One of the purposes is to acquire English/Latin names        3.84       3.76 
11. Some people maintain and use only their traditional  
12. names even at baptism       2.64       1.29 
               3.78 
 
Table II 
 The Essence of Igbo Naming Ceremony           X    SD 
1. Name is a mark of identification of a person           4.44        1.69 
2. Naming ceremony is a traditional rite to identification               4.20        1.58 
3. The traditional names are given in the presence of the   
4. kinsmen                2.96        0.00 
5. The eldest or the head of the kindred announces the      
6.  name of the child                 2.88      0.00 
7. The native name bears some significance             3.07        0.01 
8. Children are given names before they receive baptism                         3.07        0.01 
9. Many people among the Igbo Christians no longer practice      
10.   the Igbo traditional rite of giving names             3.08        0.77 
11. Naming ceremony is observed in your town                 2.061      0.77 
12. It is a mark of initiation into an order                            2.04        0.81 
13. English/Latin names are given in traditional naming    
14. ceremony                                1.05      3.57 
15. Some people maintain and use only their traditional   

 names even at baptism                               2.64       1.29 
                                    2.94 
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Table III 
Adequacy of Foreign Names on Igbo Child and at Baptism         X   SD 
1. The rite of giving names takes place as baptism is being   

administered        1.82        0.68 
2. At baptism, the Igbo child takes English/Latin name       3.20        0.30 
3. The acquisition of English/Latin names commenced with    
4.  the earliest missionaries       4.48        3.34 
5. More people have English/Latin names than the native   
6. names         2.67        0.00 
7. These foreign names identifies the Igbo bearer         4.66        0.77 
8. The foreign names automatically identifies a Christian        3.68        0.41 
9. Taking of foreign names is compulsory for one to       
10.  receive baptism       2.08        0.32 
11. Native names disqualifies one from being a Christian              2.04        0.37 
              2.65 
Discussion of the Findings 

Tables 1, 2 and 3 display the results.  It can be derived from the result that table one which 
answers research question number 1, on the functions of baptism in Christianity, has shown that 
baptism is a rite of initiation into the Christian fold which symbolically washes away the sins of the 
recipient(s) and joins the person to be one with Christ.  It derives the fact that baptism involves 
naming ceremony.  Dada (1986:91) stated that it is a ceremonial washing or outward sign and seal of 
inward grace in Christian religion which is conducted using water and pronouncement of words 
ordered by Christ.  Jesus in Mtt. 28:19 and 20 gave the disciples the great commission of preaching 
the gospel to all ends of the world as well as baptizing them into the faith, in the name of the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit. 
 

Table 2 answered the question on the essence of Igbo Naming Ceremony.  It has shown that 
Naming Ceremony is a rite of identification, item 2, which is done with the involvement of the 
kinsmen while the eldest or head announces the name of the child, a name that bears some 
significance to the child or community or family, items 3-5.   Though the people know what it is, its 
essence and practice is going into extinction – items 7 and 8.  Items 9 and 10 shows that the 
English/Latin names are not received traditionally and Naming Ceremony is not an initiation rite into 
an order. 
 

Table 3 answered the third research question on adequacy of English/Latin names on Igbo 
child at baptism.   From the result, it shows that though the rite of giving names is not done at 
baptism, people still take names that are English or Latin, which its earliest propagators are traced to 
the earliest missionaries.  Many therefore bear English/Latin names which cannot identify the bearers 
as Igbo.  Baptism therefore has not been identified to include acquiring names, foreign names for that 
matter as Igbo native names does not deter one from being a Christian.   This agrees with the idea of 
Nwabude (2008:149), when he stated that a name is “the identifying appellation of an individual.”  He 
further said that the given name is that which is not of the father as in the surname or family names 
but that given to the individual at birth … or during ceremony. 
 
Conclusion 

Baptism as is introduced by the missionaries in Igboland, has apart from being the washing 
away of original sin just as done by John the Baptist and as commanded by Jesus to His apostles (Mtt. 
28:19 & 20), has also involved taking a name that has foreign undertone, to make it a Christian or 
baptismal name.  This has weighed a very great impact on the Igbo names as people no longer realize 
the essence of naming ceremony and some have no idea that such cultural practice exists.   Thus, 
many Igbo Christians have acquired foreign names and don’t understand the essence of native names 
as a Christian.  Some who have Igbo names have it as a second name without any serious importance 
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attached to it.  Nwabude (2008:149) noted that the name of a person which is not Christian is native 
given name. 
 

Gradually the ceremony of giving names traditionally is going into extinction.  People take 
native names without any regard to its relevance.  Most often the Christian names are equally taken 
arbitrarily, paying no attention to its relevance.  Many have ignorantly taken the foreign names which 
meant beastly or evil.  The fact that Christianity is a religion associated with modern civilization and 
all would want to be acclaimed civilized person, many go into Christianity, taking foreign names they 
don’t understand while forgetting the worth of Igbo native names, all in the name of being recognized 
or identified as one who has rejected the old pagan uncivilized lifestyle and joined the reigning 
Christianity.  The issue still remains that foreign names do not make one a Christian.  Jesus did not 
command such.  The Igbo people should therefore retrace their step, doing the right thing the right 
way. 
 
Recommendations 

This issue, taking/receiving foreign names in baptism and deadening of Igbo traditional 
Naming Ceremony cannot be blamed totally on Igbo people.  The earliest recipients of Christianity 
and its baptismal rites were illiterates, and they were made too believe that everything about African 
culture is evil land must be avoided (Okorocha, 1987:263).  This belief lived with the Igbo man for 
decades of years.  Later Christians are educated and can read to understand the demands of 
Christianity (Okorocha, 1987:265).  It is therefore recommended by the researcher that: 
1. Without sentiment or denominational rivalry, the elite Christians should salvage the useful 

traditional Name Ceremony from going into extinction by educating others and leading by 
example. 

2. The use of indigenous names should be encouraged. 
3. Baptism should be limited to its purpose of washing away of original sin to admit the recipient 

into Christianity. 
4. The Igbo people should be re-oriented towards valuing their names as the first name to erase the 

error of the earliest missionaries. 
5. Enlightened parents should teach their children to value Igbo cultural practice and norms which 

are useful. 
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