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ABSTRACT: This article examines the persistent practice of "double weddings" among Igbo Anglicans, who solemnize marriage through both 

the traditional Igba Nkwu (wine carrying) rite and the Christian sacrament. This duality, while securing cultural and sacramental legitimacy, 

generates theological ambiguity, financial strain, and pastoral inconsistency. Employing a qualitative, desk-based methodology, this study 

analyzes primary church documents and secondary scholarship to argue that the solution lies not in choosing one rite over the other but in their 

theological synthesis through synculturation. This framework moves beyond unilateral inculturation by proposing a two-way integration where 

Igba Nkwu is reframed as a cultural enhancement within the Anglican wedding liturgy. The article concludes with practical guidelines for a 

unified celebration that is biblically faithful, theologically coherent, and culturally resonant, offering a model for the Church of Nigeria to affirm 

both its Anglican identity and Igbo heritage. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Marriage in Igbo society is not merely a contract but a covenant (igba ndụ) that binds families, secures lineage, and ensures communal 

accountability (Nwabude, 2022; Chukwuokolo, 2019). This covenant finds its climactic expression in Igba Nkwu (wine carrying), where the bride's 

public offering of palm wine to her groom seals the union before family, community, and ancestors. Conversely, Anglican theology, established in 

Nigeria through nineteenth-century missions, frames marriage as a divine institution (Gen. 2:24), a symbol of Christ's union with the Church (Eph. 

5:31-32), and a sacramental covenant solemnized under ecclesiastical authority (Church of Nigeria, 2017). 

For most Igbo Anglicans, fulfilling both cultural and religious expectations necessitates a "double wedding." Research spanning 2015-2023 reveals 

that approximately 78% of Anglican couples in southeastern Nigeria continue to perform both ceremonies despite theological objections, a practice 

driven by conflicting authority structures between ancestral traditions and ecclesiastical canons (Diocesan Archives, 2015-2023). This practice, 

however, creates a pastoral dilemma and imposes significant financial burdens, fosters confusion over which rite constitutes the true covenant, and 

exposes tensions between ancestral and ecclesiastical authority (Ekeoma et al., 2024; Nwoko, 2020). This study argues that the path forward 

requires synculturation, a reciprocal process of theological and cultural integration that thoughtfully incorporates reformed elements of Igba Nkwu 

into the Christian wedding, transforming a problem of duplication into an opportunity for liturgical renewal. 

1.1 Methodology and Theoretical Framework 

This research employs a qualitative design, synthesizing two categories of sources: 

1. Primary Documents: Official texts of the Church of Nigeria, including the Book of Common Prayer (2007), Canon Law (1997), and diocesan 

publications (e.g., Awka Synod Report, 2023; Nsukka Marriage Guidelines, 2022), and civil court records (e.g., Eze v. Eze, 2021). 

2. Secondary Scholarship: Ethnographic studies on Igbo marriage (Nwoko, 2020), sociolinguistic analyses of ritual (Umeodinka & Okoye, 2016), 

and theological works on inculturation (Orji, 2018; Shorter, 2011; Nweke, 2023a,b). 

The analytical framework is synculturation (Nweke, 2023a). Distinct from inculturation (the adaptation of Christianity to a culture) or enculturation 

(the assimilation of an individual into a culture), synculturation denotes a dynamic, two-way process of mutual transformation. It aims to create a 

new synthesis that is authentically rooted in both the Christian tradition and the cultural heritage, resulting in a liturgical expression fundamentally 

enhanced by both. 

 

2. THE IGBO TRADITIONAL MARRIAGE RITE: THEOLOGY AND PERFORMANCE IN IGBA NKWU 

The Igba Nkwu ceremony is the culmination of a multi-stage process (Iku Aka, Iju Ase, Ime Ego, Nkpuke) that investigates lineage, negotiates 

reciprocity, and ultimately secures communal affirmation for the union (Ademiluka, 2021). Theologically, the rite is a covenant-making event. The 
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palm wine symbolizes life, joy, and unity, resonating with the biblical imagery of covenantal meals (C.f., John 2:1-11). The bride's search for her 

groom is a powerful act of agency and consent, and the elders' blessings situate the marriage within an intergenerational chain of lineage (Uzukwu, 

2012). 

Sociolinguistically, the ceremony is a performative drama where, through ritualized speech, proverbs, and symbolic gestures, they enact the 

covenant rather than merely describing it (Umezinwa, 2018; Onu & Osewa, 2024). This underscores the deep-seated Igbo philosophical view of 

marriage as a communal ontology (Chukwuokolo, 2019). 

Under the pressures of modernity and Christianity, the rite has adapted. The extended process is often condensed into a single day, venues have 

shifted to hotels, and ancestral invocations are frequently replaced with Christian prayers, a phenomenon Nwaogaidu (2020) terms "conversion by 

reinterpretation." These adaptations reveal a living tradition already in dialogue with Christianity, setting the stage for a more deliberate 

synculturation. 

 

3. THE CHRISTIAN WEDDING: SACRAMENTAL COVENANT IN ANGLICAN THEOLOGY AND PRACTICE 

Anglican theology grounds marriage in creation (Gen. 2:24), affirms its sanctity through Christ's teaching (Matt. 19:6), and elevates it as a sign of 

the Christ-Church mystery (Eph. 5:32). Although not a dominical sacrament, it is treated as sacramental, an outward and visible sign of an inward 

and spiritual grace (Church of Nigeria, 2007). The liturgy in the Book of Common Prayer emphasizes consent through vows, symbolizes covenant 

with rings, and seeks God's blessing through prayer, framing the union within the community of faith. 

The Church of Nigeria's canons require baptism, premarital counseling, and adherence to civil law, often leading priests to advise couples to 

complete customary rites first to avoid subsequent disputes (Ademiluka, 2021). This very advice, however, institutionalizes the duality. Since the 

1980s, a policy of inculturation has encouraged the use of vernacular hymns, African attire, and local instruments. Yet, the lack of a coherent 

provincial framework has resulted in a patchwork of diocesan practices, ranging from strict prohibition to tentative integration, which fail to resolve 

the underlying tension (Nwosu & Okani, 2019). 

 

4. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS: THEOLOGICAL, RITUAL, AND CONVERGENT FRAMEWORKS 

Having established the distinct natures of Igba Nkwu and the Anglican wedding rite, this section provides a systematic comparison. By analyzing 

their theological foundations, ritual structures, and points of convergence, we can precisely identify the sources of tension and the potential for 

integration. The following comparative tables and analysis illuminate the dual system not as a simple contradiction but as a complex negotiation 

of authority, meaning, and legitimacy. 

4.1 Theological and Cosmological Foundations 

The most fundamental distinction between the two rites lies in their source of authority and cosmological orientation. As summarized in Table 1, 

Igba Nkwu is rooted in Igbo religion and ancestral custom, deriving its legitimacy from elders, family heads, and the witness of the ancestors. Its 

cosmology is horizontal, focused on reinforcing kinship bonds and ensuring communal solidarity and lineage continuity. In direct contrast, the 

Anglican wedding is founded on biblical covenant theology and ecclesiastical tradition. Its authority flows from Scripture, canon law, and ordained 

clergy, and its cosmology is vertical, framing marriage as a divine institution that symbolizes the relationship between Christ and the Church. This 

foundational divergence—between ancestral and ecclesiastical authority—is the primary engine driving the need for two separate ceremonies, as 

each rite satisfies a different ontological source of legitimacy. 

 

Table 1: Historical and Cosmological Foundations 

 

Feature 

 

Igba Nkwu (Wine-Carrying) 

 

Christian Wedding (Anglican Rite) 

Origin Igbo religion and ancestral custom Biblical covenant theology and Anglican tradition 

Cosmology Horizontal: kinship, lineage, communal solidarity Vertical: divine institution, Christ–Church symbolism 

Primary Authority Elders, family heads, ancestors Scripture, canon law, clergy 

Legal Standing Customary law (Nigerian constitution) Ecclesiastical law and civil statutes 

 

4.2 Ritual Structure and Symbolic Grammar 

The theological differences are enacted through distinct ritual grammars. Table 2 highlights how the same goal of publicly solemnizing a marriage 

is achieved through different symbolic actions. Igba Nkwu's setting is the familial space of the compound, and its climactic act of consent is the 

bride's presentation of wine and the groom's acceptance of it. The witnesses are kin and age grades, as well as elders and ancestors, who invoke 

blessings through symbols such as palm wine, kola nuts, and yams, which symbolize fertility and life. The Anglican rite, however, occurs in the 

sacred space of the sanctuary. Consent is expressed through the mutual exchange of vows and rings before a congregation, and blessings are 

conferred by a priest in the name of the Holy Spirit, using symbols such as the Bible, liturgical prayers, and rings that signify an eternal 

commitment. These divergent symbolic languages mean that couples must essentially "speak" their consent twice, in two different cultural and 

linguistic registers, to be fully understood by their respective communities. 
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Table 2: Ritual Structure and Symbolism 

Element Igba Nkwu  Christian Wedding  

 

Setting 
Bride’s family compound 

 

Church sanctuary 

Consent Act Bride presents wine to groom Exchange of vows and rings 

Witnesses Elders, kin, age grades Clergy and congregation 

Blessing Agents Elders, ancestors Priest, congregation, Holy Spirit 

Symbols Palm wine, kola nut, yams Rings, Bible, liturgical prayers 

Language Igbo idioms, proverbs Vernacular or English liturgy 

 

4.3 Covenant Theologies Compared 

The core of the dilemma is covenant theology. As Table 3 illustrates, both rites are covenantal but define the covenant's nature and witness 

differently. The traditional covenant of Igba Nkwu is earthbound, sealed by ancestral oversight and creating binding kinship contracts. Its witnesses 

are the living community and the ancestors. The Christian covenant is heavenward, understood as a channel of grace that reflects Christ's union 

with the Church. Its witness is God, the clergy, and the congregation. This creates a pastoral and theological problem of competing covenants. For 

many families, the ancestral covenant is perceived as culturally primary, while for the church, the sacramental covenant is theologically sufficient. 

The performance of both rites, therefore, serves as a strategy to ensure the marriage is recognized across both spiritual realms. 

 

Table 3: Covenant Theologies Compared 

Aspect Traditional Covenant (Igba Nkwu) Christian Covenant  

Nature Earthbound: ancestral oversight, kinship contracts Heavenward: Christ–Church covenant, grace 

Authority Ancestral custom Scripture and canon 

Witnesses  Kin and ancestors  God, clergy, congregation  

 

4.4 Aesthetic Convergence and Divergence 

Despite these profound differences, a crucial point of convergence exists. As Table 4 shows, both ceremonies share a common commitment to the 

core principles of public witness, voluntary consent, and communal blessing. They diverge not on the importance of these principles but on their 

execution and the source of authority that validates them. This shared core is the essential common ground that makes synculturation possible. It 

demonstrates that the rites are not inherently opposed but are two different languages expressing the same fundamental ideas of commitment and 

community. The challenge for integration is not to invent commonality but to reframe the shared values within a unified theological framework. 

 

Table 4: Aesthetic and Ritual Atmosphere 

Dimension Convergence Divergence  

Public Witness Both require community presence Nature of community differs (kin vs. church) 

Consent Both stress voluntary consent Expressed differently (wine vs. vows) 

Blessing Authority Both include blessings Elders vs. clergy 

Legal Standing  Both recognized in Nigeria  Only Christian rite has canon law standing  

 

4.5 Cross-Cultural Preparation Rites: An Intercultural Perspective 

The Igbo pre-wedding process is not an anomaly but part of a global pattern of extended marriage negotiations. Table 5 places the Igbo stages (Iku 

Aka, Iju Ase, Ime Ego, Nkpuke) in dialogue with similar rites in Greek Orthodoxy (Arravonas, Proika) and the preparatory requirements of the 

Church of Nigeria. This cross-cultural comparison reveals a universal human practice: marriage is almost always a process of gradual integration, 

involving family introductions, background inquiries, financial exchanges, and gift-giving. The critical difference, which highlights the unique 

Igbo Anglican dilemma, is the covenantal status of the final traditional rite. In Orthodoxy, cultural practices are both preparatory and celebratory, 

culminating in a single sacramental act. In the Igbo context, Igba Nkwu itself is the culturally terminal and covenanting act, creating a parallel 

climax to the church wedding. This comparative purview clarifies that the solution is not to eliminate cultural processes but to theologically re-

position them as preparations for, rather than competitors to, the Christian sacrament. 

 

Table 5: Pre-Wedding Rites Across Traditions 

Aspect Greek Orthodox Igbo Traditional Anglican Nigeria 

Family Introduction Arravonas engagement Iku Aka Meeting with priest 
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Aspect Greek Orthodox Igbo Traditional Anglican Nigeria 

Background Inquiry Informal checks Iju Ase Verification of baptism, marital status 

Engagement Ceremony Ring exchange at Arravonas None; consent at Igba Nkwu No equivalent; banns read 

Dowry/Bride Price Proika Ime Ego Acknowledges customary payment 

Gift Presentation Display of dowry Nkpuke None formal 

Consent Rings exchanged Bride presents wine Exchange of vows 

Blessings  Elders, priest, koumbaros  Elders, ancestors  
Clergy, Holy Spirit 

  

 

4.6 Synthesis: The Orthodox Precedent for Liturgical Integration 

The comparative analysis in Tables 1-5 reveals a fundamental structural difference. The Igbo-Anglican context is characterized by two parallel, 

often competing, covenanting ceremonies, each with its own source of uthority. A crucial insight for resolving this tension comes from the Greek 

Orthodox tradition, which provides a successful ecclesial precedent for the kind of integration proposed by this study. 

In Orthodoxy, marriage is unequivocally a holy mystery (sacrament) administered solely by the church. Crucially, cultural elements, such as music, 

feasting, processions, and traditional symbols, are not separate from this sacrament but are within the liturgical celebration itself (Stylianopoulos, 

2006). The church does not compete with culture; it provides the theological container for its expression. This is made possible by an Orthodox 

hermeneutic that integrates Scripture and Holy Tradition as the unified foundation for all church practice, allowing culturally resonant expressions 

to be sanctified within the sacramental act. 

This model demonstrates that the synculturation proposed for the Igbo-Anglican context is not a novel innovation but has a deep and robust 

Christian precedent. The critical distinction is not the existence of cultural practices but their liturgical location. The Orthodox model maintains a 

single sacramental authority that encompasses cultural celebration, while the current Igbo-Anglican practice navigates two authoritative 

ceremonies. Therefore, the challenge for the Church of Nigeria is not to eliminate Igba Nkwu but to follow the Orthodox example by creating a 

renewed liturgical framework that can encompass its most meaningful symbols within the one covenant of Holy Matrimony. 

 

5. MOTIVATIONS FOR DUAL PRACTICE AND ITS CONSEQUENCES 

The continued practice of "double weddings" is sustained by a complex interplay of cultural, spiritual, legal, and social forces. Culturally, 

participation in Igba Nkwu is foundational, conferring essential social legitimacy and affirming one's place within a lineage-based kinship structure 

(Nwabude, 2022). Spiritually, the Anglican wedding fulfills a different need, providing sacramental validity and ensuring the union is recognized 

within the church's covenant community. This cultural-religious duality is mirrored and reinforced by the Nigerian legal framework, which affords 

different rights and protections to customary and statutory marriages, making participation in both a pragmatic necessity for many couples 

(Ademiluka, 2021). Beyond these formal structures, a potent social imperative exists: weddings have evolved into performative stages for 

displaying family status, cultural pride, and modern sophistication, with social media significantly intensifying these expectations and the 

associated pressures to perform (Nwagbara, 2025). 

Economic factors also play a significant role. The elaborate gift exchanges during Igba Nkwu create networks of reciprocal obligation that church 

weddings often fail to replicate. Anthropologist Amadiume (2015) documents how these exchanges function as an informal credit system, with 

wedding gifts creating debts that can be called in during times of need. Urban professionals particularly value these networks as social safety nets. 

The consequences, however, are significant. It creates theological confusion regarding covenantal sufficiency, risks syncretism if ancestral 

symbolism is not critically reformed, and imposes a substantial financial burden on families. Furthermore, it exposes a latent Christological issue: 

the implication that the grace conferred in the Christian sacrament requires supplementary cultural validation, a point underscored by Archbishop 

Okoh's observation that "the wine cup proves harder to empty than the baptismal font" (Church of Nigeria Gazette, 2020: 12). 

 

6. SYNCULTURATION: A THEOLOGICAL AND PASTORAL FRAMEWORK FOR INTEGRATION 

The solution is not the suppression of culture but its redemption and reorientation around Christ. Synculturation provides this framework. It calls 

for a theological reinterpretation of cultural symbols, drawing on resources like Charles Nyamiti's (1984) concept of "Christ as Ancestor." This 

model can theologically reframe the Igbo desire for ancestral witness into the Christian "cloud of witnesses" (Hebrews 12:1), placing Christ at the 

center of the communal covenant. 

Building on Nweke’s (2023a,b) synculturation theory and the Orthodox precedent, a practical three-phase model is proposed: 

1. Pre-Wedding Phase (1-3 months before): Family negotiations (Iku Aka, Iju Ase, etc) are conducted as pastoral visits. The bride price payment 

is reconceptualized as a "family gift exchange," and traditional items (yams, wine) are blessed during Sunday services. 

2. Sacramental Phase (Wedding Day): The church wedding follows BCP liturgy but incorporates traditional musicians in the processional. Vows 

are exchanged in both English and Igbo, and rings are blessed alongside kola nuts. 

3. Celebratory Phase (Reception): Igba Nkwu is performed as the first reception activity. A reading of Psalm 128 accompanies the wine 

presentation, elders offer Christian blessings instead of ancestral invocations, and the communal meal is served with Eucharistic thanksgiving 

prayers. 
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This process must be collaborative, involving theologians, clergy, and cultural custodians, to ensure that the reformed gestures retain their authentic 

cultural meaning while achieving theological coherence. 

 

7. PRACTICAL GUIDELINES FOR A UNIFIED CELEBRATION 

Based on the synculturation framework and lessons from pioneering dioceses like Aba and Awka, the following guidelines are proposed: 

1. Provincial Liturgical Reform: The Church of Nigeria should convene a National Liturgical Commission to draft a Supplement for Holy 

Matrimony. This supplement would provide authorized texts for culturally enriched elements, such as a rite for the presentation of symbolic gifts 

(yams, kola) during the offertory or a prayerful reframing of the wine ceremony at the reception. A pilot program should be initiated in 3-5 

representative dioceses for refinement. 

2. Enhanced Clergy Formation: Seminary curricula and continuing education programs must include training in contextual theology, Igbo 

customary law, and pastoral negotiation. Clergy need to be equipped not just to perform rites but to theologize with couples and families. 

Mentorship pairings between rural and urban priests can share best practices. 

3. Robust Catechesis: Premarital counseling must clearly articulate the theology of marriage as a one-flesh covenant (Gen. 2:24) sealed once before 

God. Couples should be equipped to communicate to their families why a synculturated, unified celebration fulfills both cultural and spiritual 

obligations without duplication. A video series demonstrating integrated ceremonies could be a powerful tool. 

4. Dialogue with Cultural Custodians: Bishops and senior clergy should initiate formal and informal dialogues with traditional rulers and elders to 

build consensus around the theological reinterpretation of key symbols, presenting it as an affirmation rather than a rejection of Igbo heritage. 

5. Canon Law Revisions: Canon XXVIII of the Church of Nigeria should be amended to formally acknowledge cultural preliminaries and provide 

clear guidelines for clergy participation, ensuring consistency across the province. 

 

8. CONCLUSION 

The "double wedding" is a symptom of the Igbo Anglican community's deep desire to be fully Igbo and fully Christian. The current practice, 

however, creates unsustainable theological, pastoral, and financial burdens. Synculturation offers a transformative path forward, rejecting a binary 

choice between culture and gospel. By reorienting the profound symbols of Igba Nkwu around the lordship of Christ, the Church of Nigeria can 

craft a unified marriage liturgy. This liturgy would celebrate the one covenant of marriage in a way that is simultaneously biblically faithful, 

sacramentally sound, culturally rich, and pastorally compassionate, finally resolving the tension between the compound and the sanctuary. As 

global Anglicanism increasingly centers in Africa, the Church of Nigeria's approach to this challenge may set a precedent for authentic cultural 

engagement within orthodox Christian boundaries worldwide. 
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