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Abstract 

This paper examines John 3 in the context where people believe in physical reincarnation. 

Specifically, it reports on the Bajju reincarnation beliefs in Nigeria, West Africa. Their 

beliefs are not based on merit, as in Hinduism and Buddhism, but rather on whether or 

not an individual has fulfilled his or her roles and functions in life. If so, traditionally that 

individual was believed to go to the underground world. If not, that individual was 

physically reincarnated. To examine the extent Bajju Christians continue to believe in 

reincarnation, we administered an interview schedule twice, twenty-five years apart, in 

which we have documented that physical reincarnation beliefs continue to be held by 

Bajju Christians. The ambiguity of the meaning of being born again in John 3 needs 

careful teaching in a culture with physical reincarnation beliefs. 

Key words: reincarnation, Bajju, Christianity, born again, Sub-Saharan Africa, 

resurrection, African traditional religion. 

 

Introduction 

Nicodemus told Jesus, “Rabbi, we know you are a teacher who has come from God. For 

no one could perform the miraculous signs you are doing if God were not with him.” 

Jesus responded, “I tell you the truth, no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is 

born again” (John 3:2, CEV). The concept of being born again is one that people have 

questions about; just what did Jesus mean when he said this? In Greek this concept can 

also be translated as “being born from above.” The problem is that it can readily be 

misinterpreted when dealing with a culture with physical reincarnation beliefs.  

When Jesus told Nicodemus that he must be born again, I can hear my Bajju friends say, 

“Of course,” as they believed that most people were born again physically after death. 

Jesus’ initial assertion fits right into their reincarnation beliefs. Mertz similarly found 

people in northwest Benin believed that when Jesus said that his followers must be born 

again, they also believed he was speaking of physical reincarnation (2013: 27). 

Among the Bajju, who live in southern Kaduna State in Nigeria, West Africa, life is 

cyclical, moving from birth to life, death, and rebirth. They are moving towards the past 

where they either enter an underground world or are reincarnated.  

The Bajju traditionally believed in physical reincarnation of some people. Today they 

believe that after death, a person can be reincarnated as another person, animal, or bird; a 

                                                           

1 Dr. Carol McKinney has a background in cultural anthropology. Her research was with the Bajju in Nigeria, West 
Africa, and included study of their language, culture, and specifically their Christian conversion. She taught for twenty-
five years first at Texas SIL, and then at the Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics. This article was presented at the 
Bible Translation Conference on October 16, 2017. 
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man can be reborn as a woman or man or bird, and similarly a woman can be reborn as 

any of these beings (e.g. Bonnet 1981: 140). Because of the possibility of a man being 

reborn as a woman or vice versa, some researchers speak of transmigration of spirits. 

Some cultures add that non-human objects may also have human spirits living in them, 

such as some rocks or trees (Dzurgba 1977: 49). Other cultures, such as the Bajju, believe 

that spirits may reside in objects, but they do not identify those spirits as formerly 

humans.  One friend asserted that after he dies he wants to be reincarnated as a bird that 

flies overhead.  

 

Local and regional beliefs 

While this paper focuses on the Bajju, this belief in physical reincarnation is widespread 

in Sub-Saharan African ethnic groups. Parrinder observed that reincarnation is ‘deeply 

rooted’ and widespread in Africa (1957: 264).  For example, it is present with the 

Akamba in Kenya, Longo and Sebei in Uganda, the Luo in Zambia and Kenya, the 

Ndebele in Zimbabwe, the Akan in Ghana, Bebelibe in Benin (Mertz 2013), the Yoruba, 

Nupe, and Igbo in Nigeria, as well as numerous other ethnic groups. Amakulo asserts that 

“Reincarnation itself is not a virtually conspicuous tradition that attracts outright 

condemnation or attack from the preachers of the Christian faith in Nigeria. The doctrine 

of reincarnation has been firmly impressed into the psyche of the Igbos despite the 

acceptance of Christianity by many people because of the persistence of traditional 

amongst the Igbo” (2012). In fact, many missionaries have been unaware of reincarnation 

in African traditional religion, so they have not addressed the differences between belief 

in physical reincarnation and resurrection. 

According to Bajju belief, humans consist of two parts: the body and the seed.2 While the 

word seed is used in Jju, it could also be translated as the spirit or soul of the individual. 

When a new infant is born, the seed of an ancestor may fall on that infant, thus an 

ancestor is reincarnated. Usually they think of an ancestor whose seed may fall on an 

infant as having died within the previous year.  

The belief in reincarnation in Africa is not based on merit as in Hinduism and Buddhism. 

Hence, not everyone is reincarnated; it is only those who have not fulfilled their 

appropriated roles and functions within society. Those functions are being married, 

having children, and becoming a respected elder in the community. Those who have 

fulfilled their appropriate roles and functions in life traditionally are believed to be 

admitted to the underground world. It is usually men who are admitted, though some 

respected women are also admitted. All others are reincarnated. 

People who die as infants, children, youths, unmarried adults, and even married people 

but who have not had a child are all believed to be reincarnated. This parallels the Akan 

in Ghana concerning people who have not fulfilled their destinies (Majeed 2012: 153).  

                                                           

2 I am grateful to Sam Waje Kunhiyop for this information. 
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The Bajju do not want a man who never married or had a family to be reincarnated. They 

would cut his chest to keep him from returning. If he did return, they would recognize 

him by the scar on his chest. 

Today people say that heaven is up in the sky, and no longer in an underground world. 

Having an underground afterlife made sense as bodies are buried in the ground. Today 

many do not know of the previous Bajju belief in an underground world. One pastor 

asserted that before Christianity came, they knew there was an afterlife, but they did not 

know that God would be there. 

The souls of infants prior to birth are believed to live in clear river water. Infants who die 

soon after birth are believed to be reincarnated. When they die, it is the spirits calling 

them back to the spirit world. Then when the next baby is born, it is believed to be the 

same infant who has come back. If it dies again, then when the next baby is born, it is the 

same infant who came back.  

There is an alternate explanation of why babies continue to die. The mother may have a 

disease termed wabi. It is not unusual that there are alternate explanations for the same 

phenomena in cultures. Wabi is what anthropologists refer to as a culture bound 

syndrome. These are illnesses that are recognized within specific cultures, though not 

necessarily by the larger medical world. 

 

Results from interviews 

The information about reincarnation beliefs is documented by the results of the interview 

schedule3 administered twice in the same places: Kamarum, a rural village, and 

Television or Ungwar Bajju, a suburb of Kaduna. Use of the interview schedule was part 

of a wider study on Bajju Christian Conversion. It was administered in 1984 to 266 

individuals both in rural and urban contexts. It was administered again in 2009 to 63 

individuals in the same contexts. This gave a twenty-five-year longitudinal study which 

indicated some of the beliefs held by Bajju Christians. While we sought to interview both 

Christians and non-Christians, only two individuals in the 1984 sample indicated that 

they were not Christians. One said that he was following the beliefs of the Bajju fathers, 

and the other said that he had been a Christian but was now “resting” from Christianity. 

All respondents in the 2009 sample responded that they were Christians. The goals of the 

entire project were to study why individuals converted to Christianity, and to ascertain 

how many Bajju Christians continued to hold traditional religious beliefs. It was in the 

traditional religious beliefs section of the interview schedule that we asked whether or not 

people could be reincarnated. We divided the question into three age groups: infants, 

youths, and adults. The results of answers to this question are in Tables 1 and 2. 

 

                                                           

3 My research assistant Haruna Karick and I administered this interview schedule in 1984 and Haruna did it again in 

2009. 



GIALens 2018 Volume 12, No. 2 

 
 

Reincarnation Beliefs Carol McKinney Page 4 of 6 

 

Table 1. Belief in reincarnation—1984 sample 

May an individual be reborn after death? 

 Yes No Don’t know Missing value 

Old person 64 (24.2%) 157 (59.5%) 41 (15.5%) 2 (.8%) 

Youth 62 (23.5%) 157 (59.5%) 42 (15.9%)  3 (1.1%) 

Baby 68 (25.7%) 152 (57.6%) 42 (15.9%) 2 (.8%) 

 

Table 2. Belief in reincarnation—2009 sample 

May an individual be reborn after death? 

 Yes No Don’t know Missing value 

Old person 14 (22%) 42 (67%)  6 (10%) 1 (2%) 

Youth 10 (16%) 47 (77%) 5 (8%) 1 (2%) 

Baby 19 (30%) 38 (60%) 5 (8%) 1 (2%) 

 

 

From these results note that there is an increase in the percentage of people who believe 

in infant reincarnation in the 2009 sample. Infant reincarnation is the strongest percentage 

of any of the age groups. This is a deeply held belief for the Bajju and for many other 

ethnic groups in Africa. To keep a child from dying, being reincarnated and allowed to 

live, he or she may be given a name such as Death (Dikwu`) to indicate that the infant is 

already dead, so the spirits will allow the child to live. Further, the results of this 

interview schedule indicated that approximately 25% of Christians acknowledged that 

people can be reborn.  

In doing translation it is important to know the beliefs held by the language group so that 

the translator has some idea of how the people will understand Jesus’ words. In this case 

there is the inherent ambiguity of Jesus’ words and how people will understand them 

when a culture has physical reincarnation beliefs. A Bajju reader might misunderstand 

that Jesus is speaking of a different kind of rebirth, namely a spiritual rebirth. The belief 

in physical reincarnation is diminishing among the Bajju today because they as a group 

have become Christians, though this belief has not disappeared even among Christians. 

Reincarnation beliefs also relate to the belief that the ancestors, also termed the living-

dead, continue to guide the living and are still present with their descendants.  



GIALens 2018 Volume 12, No. 2 

 
 

Reincarnation Beliefs Carol McKinney Page 5 of 6 

 

A Biblical Perspective 

There is need for teaching the Bible’s perspective on what happens to a Christian after 

death to encourage people about their loved ones who have died. 2 Corinthians 5:8 

speaks of being away from our bodies and at home with the Lord. The Bible asserts that 

death is the last enemy that Christ’s death overcame (1 Corinthians 15:26). 

The Bible teaches that after death we are resurrected, not reincarnated as another being 

whether human, animal, or bird. Resurrection is the raising of a person following death in 

Christ to eternal life. Hebrews 9:27-28 asserts that “just as man is destined to die once, 

and after that to face judgment, so Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of 

many people and he will appear a second time, not to bear sins, but to bring salvation to 

those who are waiting for him” (NIV). These verses assert that a person lives only once, 

then faces God’s judgment. The reason Jesus came was to die for our sins; then He was 

resurrected, and He will return for those who are waiting for Him. This verse 

encapsulates the Christian perspective for our life and death. We are not reborn 

physically, but spiritually. Our new life following our deaths as Christians will be in 

heaven with God. 

Verses of scripture, such as Psalm 139:13- 15, speak of God knowing our unique 

development while we are still in our mother’s wombs. This calls into question infant 

reincarnation beliefs; each infant is a unique person, not a reincarnation of an infant who 

has died. 

I Peter 1:3-5 picks up the theme of being born again. These verses give the result of the 

new birth in Christ which is a living hope of our inheritance in heaven: 

May the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ be blessed! On account of his 

vast mercy, he has given us new birth. You have been born anew into a living 

hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. You have a pure 

enduring inheritance that cannot perish—an inheritance that is presently kept safe 

in heaven for you. Through his faithfulness, you are guarded by God’s power so 

that you can receive the salvation he is ready to reveal in the last time (CEV). 

Today some Bajju Christian leaders view what was formerly thought of as physical 

reincarnation now as a memorial to a recently deceased ancestor. For example, a male 

infant born within a year of the death of a dearly loved male relative will often be given 

the name Abrak, meaning “He has returned.” 
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Reincarnation and resurrection 

In this section I contrast the difference between reincarnation and resurrection beliefs. 

 Reincarnation Resurrection 

Number of lives a person can 

have 

Unlimited One (Hebrews 9:27-28) 

Presence of God in afterlife No Yes (Hebrews 9:24;  

John 14:2-4) 

Judgment after death Yes Yes (Hebrews 9:27) 

Ancestor after death Yes Yes (Hebrews 12:1) 

 

While this paper presents reincarnation in terms of a defined belief, it is important to 

recognize that African traditional religion is not a clearly defined system of beliefs. It is 

more a metaphorical system, one that is more danced out than believed. It is the western 

world that seeks to define it in clear propositions or beliefs, including my effort to do so 

in this paper. 
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