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A comensalidade entre cristãos e iorubás: Eucaristia e oferendas 
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Abstract 

In this article, the author intends to create a dialogue between Christians from a 

Reformed perspective and the Candomblé people, an African Brazilian religion. In order 

to do that, the issue of racism is addressed first, then a Latin-American theoretical 
framework for inter-religious dialogue is offered. Similarities and differences are 

established and at the end, a practical itinerary is offered. Fundamentally, this dialogue 

is a matter of life and death for many Brazil. 
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Resumo 

Neste artigo, o autor pretende criar um diálogo entre cristãos de tradição reformada e o 

povo do Candomblé, uma religião Afro-Brasileria. Para isso, o autor trabalha o racism no 

Brasil e propõe uma estrutura teológica latino-americana para o diálogo inter-religioso. 

Em seguida, semelhanças e diferenças são estabelecidas. No final, um itinerário prático é 
oferecido. Fundamentalmente, esse diálogo é uma questão de vida ou morte para muitos 

no Brasil. 

Palavras-Chave: Diálogo inter-religioso. Candomblé. Cristianismo. Eucaristia. Oferendas. 

Racismo. 

 

_____________________________ 

 

Introduction 

This article explores a possible relation between two religions in Brazil, 

Christianity (the Reformed branch) and Candomblé (an African-Brazilian 

religion), The hope is that the Christian communion/eucharist hospitality, 

building from early Christian church practices and taken up by the reformed 

motto: reformata semper reformanda “reformed and always reforming,” along with 

Candomblé practices of food offerings will create the possibility of an engaged 

inter-religious dialogues and practices.2 

It is necessary to say that I am doing it from a Christian perspective trying 

to engage an “other” religion that I grew up learning it belonged to the devil. In 
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this way, I am trying to expand the inter-religious, racial and global vocabulary, 

practices and notions of Eucharistic hospitable prayers. The issues at stake in 

Brazil‟s reality and the format of praxis proposed here can perhaps illustrate the 

growing need for churches everywhere to engage with strangers through new 

forms of theological dialogue and liturgical practices that can in some ways 

provide dialogue, justice, peace and hospitality. Moreover, our globalized world 

continues to spread many forms of religions everywhere and Christians need to 

learn how to relate, dialogue and live together with different forms of people‟s 

beliefs, practices and worldviews. 

Candomblé is such a religion that is apt to live in a globalized world with a 

strong and malleable capacity to adapt and adjust to new places and situations. 

Candomblé‟s gods travel with its people and welcome local gods where 

Candomblé people are received. Traveling from Africa, Candomblé changed and 

took on a new configuration in Brazil. Rachel E. Harding defines Candomblé this 

way:  

Candomblé is a rich and complex portico of ritual actions, 

cosmology, and meaning with deep and obvious roots in several 
religious traditions of West and West Central Africa – especially 

Yoruba, Aja-Fon, and Bantu. It is a (re)creation of these traditions, 

and others, from within the matrix of slavery, colonialism, and 

mercantilism which characterized Brazil and other new societies 

of the western hemisphere from the sixteenth through the 

nineteenth centuries.3 

 

 I am choosing Candomblé for what I am calling an inter-religious 

dialogical-praxis for three reasons: 1) Candomblé is not the type of religion, like 

Hinduism or Islam, which other scholars normally pick for considering inter-

religious dialogue or praxis and thus may offer new insights into the inter-

religious work we need to do; 2) it is a religion, somewhat like Christianity, in 

which food and eating together play a central role in worship and thus provides 

an excellent inter-faith case study for reflecting upon boundaries in Eucharistic 

practice; 3) Candomblé has been a religion of which Christians have long been 

highly suspicious and have attacked throughout Brazil‟s history.  It has become 

a radical other, especially for Protestant Christians, and my own faith has been 

deeply defined by the negation and condemnation of Candomblé people and their 

religious activities. Let me explain: 
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Candomblé is not found in the textbooks on the so-called world religions.  

It has no founder, no sacred texts, no normative traditions like Hinduism, 

Buddhism or Islam to which most Christians interested in inter-religious 

dialogue normally turn.  Like Christianity and the aforementioned world 

religions, it is also a religion firstly grounded in oral history and practices formed 

in local communities that reads the universe from their own social structure. 

However, Candomblé did not take the next step of forming sacred texts. Instead, 

it continued its movement and continuous formation through the passing of its 

own secret (awó) by oral history to those who belong to the group. As for its 

various traditions, they are not defined primarily by dogmas, religious or 

theological ideas but rather by their practices defined by social groups (tribes in 

Africa) that move, transform and give structure to their world. That is why it only 

makes sense for us, Christians, to establish a dialogical-practical relation with 

Candomblé people. In addition, Candomblé happens to be a religion, somewhat 

like Christianity, in which food and eating together play a central role in worship 

and thus provides an excellent inter-faith case study for reflecting upon 

boundaries in Eucharistic practice.  

In Brazilian history, both Roman and Protestant Christianity fought 

fiercely against African religions. In general, Christians considered them to be 

lesser forms of civilization and their believers less human, engaged in 

superstitious and magical religious practices that belong to the Devil. Thus, 

Candomblé and other African religions seen as a threat to the Christian culture 

and well-being of the “free” religious life of Brazil. Moreover, since most of the 

members of these religions were black, one cannot disassociate this low view of 

African religiosities from a heavily marked system of racism underlying Christian 

views, concepts and perceptions.  

The widespread fear, anger and suspicion of African religions in Brazilian 

culture have made African religions a mission field for Christians to conquer. 

Lately, this fear, anger and suspicion have even taken more violent forms. To cite 

just one example, Yalorixá Dulce left the Assembly of God to become a mother of 

saint (a spiritual leader, a kind of pastor) in Candomblé. She told me that 

Christians came to her house, where her terreiro (worship space) is located, sang 

Christians songs loudly and even threw stones to interrupt and destroy the 

Candomblé worship celebration.4 This attack, I might add, was not out of step 

with Brazil‟s history of racism and Christian theological reasoning.   
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Finally, Candomblé has become a radical religious other hovering around 

the Christian faith in Brazil. Once Prof. John Makransky asked the following 

question to a group of scholars who were doing inter-religious dialogue: “What is 

your (personal) fundamental motivation for doing this work and how does that 

influence your theology? Is it related to your predilections or is it something else 

deeper in you?”5  My faith can only be understood when I look back and see that 

most of what I affirmed was grounded in a negation and denial of other people 

and other beliefs, including African religions. At school, church and on the 

streets of São Paulo, I learned that Candomblé was a religion dominated by 

demons and controlled by the Devil.  I could not cross the front door of a terreiro, 

a Candomblé worship place lest taken captive by those demons. Very early in life 

I became a fervent evangelist and my mission was to convert these demonized 

people who were made captives by the Devil and were going to hell.  

It was much later that I started to learn that Candomblé people were not 

people of the Devil but my brothers and sisters. The movement away from fear 

and into a space of trust and admiration was neither quick nor easy.  I had to 

meet them, I had to visit their own worship spaces, I had to invest myself, I had 

to see their rituals, I had to eat their food, I had to invite them to be part of my 

own life. Thus, engaging new forms of relation here, I want to find and foster a 

somewhat safe space where Christians can connect with Candomblé people and 

through practical movements, create a process of restitution for Candomblé 

people and a space of shared joy, care, respect and hospitality.  

This article holds the belief that by searching for sacramental possibilities 

through interreligious dialogue/praxis and by exploring the relationship between 

Christianity and Candomblé, we can find a space for dialogue, reconciliation, 

connection, dismantling of racism, healing peace and hospitality. Thus, my initial 

questions are: given the Brazilian history of slavery and racism, can we provide a 

space of reconciliation and hospitality through common rituals of eating, praying 

and dancing? Can we offer sacred food to each other and can we eat together? 

Can the Eucharistic table carry food offered to Orixás (gods of the Candomblé)? 

Can the Orixás allow Christians to eat their food? How can do such things while 

respecting our own limits and expanding our possibilities?  

One might ask why we must bring the history of colonization and slavery 

to the Eucharistic table? As we have also seen, the Eucharistic table establishes 
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not only theological, liturgical and ecclesiastical boundaries but also 

social/economic /political borders which delimit the ways in which a community 

defines itself, engages issues of power, and determines the norms and standards 

of its own identity and worth. In one word, the Eucharistic table offers a certain 

understanding of humanness. By taping into the ways in which Christianity in 

Brazil dealt with black people and their religion, the question of what it means to 

be human is open again. We, who are at the table, are also responsible not only 

for ourselves but also for those who are not there and for what is going on in our 

society. 

 

1. Inter-religious dialogical praxis 

In Latin America there has been a great movement of theologians working 

on “Intercontinental Plural Liberation Theologies.”6  These theologians are aware 

of the need to expand the dialogue and create opportunities for theological 

conversation and sharing life together. As a result, they are trying to expand the 

discourse of liberation theology into the field of religious pluralism and engage 

indigenous and Afro-descent religions, spiritualities and worldviews. This new 

way of engaging theology has been called “new and positive look,” “pluralism as 

principle,” “new compassion,” and  “macro-ecumenism, a new word to replicate a 

new reality and a new consciousness.”7 This liberation inter-religious dialogue is 

challenging us to engage ecology issues affecting the life and beliefs of the poor 

and to include women.8 At the core of this Christian work, says Teixeira, “there is 

a convocation to hospitality, to courtesy and acceptance to alterity.”9 As we all 

engage into this project, Marcelo Barros calls our attention to an important 

aspect of its methodology.  

Why, all of sudden theologians and anthropologists start to see 

positively what was called syncretism that historically, authorities 
and intellectuals always saw as negative what once was so 

negative? The only explanation we have is that such an opening 

happens when we are able to look at this question not with 

confessional eyes or from the perspective of the institution, but 

rather, with an eye of love towards the people, worrying about 

their life and liberation.”10  

 

 This call is very important since intellectual thinking without emotions 

and feelings and the body being involved, as obvious as it might be, cannot entail 

a full inter-religious dialogue. Love is a fundamental presupposition for 

http://dx.doi.org/10.18328/2179-0019/plura.v6n1p157-183


162 

 PLURA, Revista de Estudos de Religião, ISSN 2179-0019, vol. 6, nº 1, 2015, p. 157-183. 
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.18328/2179-0019/plura.v6n1p157-183  

C. Carvalhaes – Christians and Yorubá people eating together… 

Christians and worrying about people‟s life conditions and possibilities of 

liberation is more important than any methodological tool we choose to work 

with.   

This present project hopes to contribute to this field by expanding what 

liberation theologians have been thinking about inter-religious dialogue in Latin 

America by bringing into the heart of this dialogue the need of radical hospitality 

described in previous articles. In so doing, the relation between Christians and 

Candomblé people becomes grounded in practical ways to welcome each other. 

Starting from the gospel‟s love commandment as requiring radical hospitality to 

one another, this way of understanding inter-religious relationships hopes to 

move beyond detached dialogues to provide down-to-earth tools that can 

possibly, give practical shapes and forms to the notions of multiplicity, plurality 

and infinite love as envisioned by Gebara, Barros and many other inter-religious 

thinkers.  

Theologies of religious pluralism and comparative theologies are based on 

reflection and practice.  From a Latin American perspective, we must return to 

Antonio Gramsci‟s notion of the “organic intellectual.”11 Liberation theologians in 

Latin America have viewed the notion of the “organic intellectual” as a facilitator, 

one who gathers information hidden by ideologies, connecting it with the formal 

knowledge that can serve as critical tools, and engaging the pulsing reality and 

wisdom of the poor in order to create a different praxis that will transform the 

social situation and bring about liberation.12  

The organic theologian assumes the need to change Brazil‟s social threads, 

especially those of Christian hatred that endanger the living and the religious 

reliefs of Yorubá people. Thus, starting from our “religious-inter-religious” 

perspective, we must assume that the organic theologian must take a step ahead 

and enter other‟s religious communities in order help facilitate the dialogue and 

the sharing of life together. In addition to the organic theologian, the organic 

liturgical-theologian in particular must take steps as she/he is the one who 

considers rituals and performances, gestures, body postures, prayers, voice, 

hearing, vision, touch, taste, dancing and songs as key “texts” for inter-religious 

dialogue.  

Since Yorubá religions do not have a sacred text but is grounded in non-

structured orality, the organic liturgical theologian must learn how to best engage 
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this dialogue through religious and non-religious practices. Thus, ritual theories, 

liturgical reasoning, performance studies, everyday life theories, affect theories, 

constructive inter-religious theologies, and so on can and must engage dance, 

songs, bodily movements in order to help frame this inter-religious dialogue. In 

Christianity, the law of prayer/lex orandi is what helps the law of belief/theology-

lex credendi. In this dialogue, the law of dancing, drumming, dancing and eating 

in the Axé, along with the law of prayer and singing and eating in the Christian 

services are the lex-agendi, that is, the laws of respectful ethical living. As a 

result, a lex-vivendi is constantly re-formed, a life where spaces of generosity, 

commitment, love and care are fully lived.  

It is the doing of religion that is at stake here.  As J. Edgar Bruns puts it 

theologically, “God is the doing of something.”13 How can we understand each 

other from our religious practices, or, our very doing of God? What methodology, 

what journey, path or road, is the organic liturgical theologian to take here?14  

Gebara suggests what the articulating point might be: “the recognition of 

the pluralistic founding principles of our existence and life itself, invite us not 

only to understand ourselves, again, as human beings, but also, to create politics 

of dialogue that will help us get once again, to that which we call common 

good.”15 Moreover, according to Diego Irarrázaval, this process includes the 

ability to be open to and to appreciate the symbols of salvation that are present 

in other‟s religious search. From a Christian point of view, this process involves a  

recognition of the sacramentality of somebody else‟s religion and how the sense 

of the sacred is fluid and permeable in our living together.  

Sacramentality (according to the Catholic perspective) runs 

through the veins of the Latin American population. However, it 

does not limit itself to this or that church. So much of Latin 

American ritualism shows the importance of symbols that 
configures the spirituality and praxis of the daily life of people. 

God is loved in the everyday life and concrete realities that always 

carry symbolic value.16 

 

Irarrázaval sees the notion of symbiosis as a perspective to approach the 

systems of symbols of Black people, which engage “different elements that 

conjugated, make space for a bigger life.”17 It is through a symbiotic process of 

dealing with opposing forces without dichotomy or contradictions that Africans 

and their beliefs and practices have engaged the new land, Brazil. Christians 
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could learn from this symbiotic movement.18 We don‟t start with orthodoxy but 

with orthopraxis.  Everyday life is the criterion of religious truth, and in that 

regard every religion might carry the possibility of holding a sacrament, that 

which is vital, important and necessary for the living of one‟s life. Thus, while 

Candomblé has its own set of beliefs and sacraments, it does not need to undo 

some other faith structure, or sacrament, in order to relate or engage in dialogue; 

it respects and engages somebody else‟s sacrament for everything belongs to 

everybody.  

Irarrázaval ends his work by offering four main points of dialogue in the 

Christian-African religions:19 1) to celebrate and to think, meaning that the 

celebratory way of the African religions are ways of thinking, of constructing their 

lives, and recreating the world; 2) to identify ourselves and our continent as 

African-American, calling ourselves Africans so as to help us embrace the life, 

history and the religious elements of the African religion as common to us all. 3) 

to celebrate the mystery of the African way, which is the celebration of the sacred 

in our bodies, and to realize that the body is a privileged foci for the revelation of 

the sacred; and 4) wrestle with syncretism and belongings. While Irarrázaval does 

not explicate what belonging means, he quotes Maria Cristian Ventura to say 

that Afro religiosity has the power to recreate their worlds from the available 

religions that they have at hand. Thus, a disposition to this form of syncretism, 

of recreating our worlds from each other religious wisdom and tools, is a way of 

relating with the African religions in Latin America.  

One point not mentioned by Irarrázaval but fundamental in this process is 

the connection with the earth. Ecology is a central aspect of this dialogue since 

the African religious practices are markedly steeped in elements of the earth.  

Every Orixá has a connection to some aspect of the mineral, vegetal and animal 

world and every terreiro is always around earth, trees and plants. Without the 

eco-system, Africans would not be able to live their religions. (Neither would 

Christians for that matter.) For a pluralistic theology of liberation to happen in 

Latin America between Christians and Yourubá religions, the commitment to 

peace and justice must accompany the commitment to the defense of the 

environment. “This is the ground from which we try to build a true communion 

between different religious communities with their own doctrinal, ethnic, 

linguistic and ideological elements.”20  
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2. Christianity-Candomblé: Movements and Challenges 

The opening to an-other in Christianity is neither a new thing nor a 

choice. Rather, it is a demand built into the core of the gospels and grounded in 

love. As Sharon V. Betcher says, using Jean Luc Nancy, Christianity has “an 

obligation „the great open.‟”21 As part of this obligation to the „great open,‟ which 

is an unknown, unforeseen space, Christians must always learn again the ability 

to offer a radical hospitality, and eating together with strangers and expanding 

the table of Jesus Christ must be a common practice. Again, this “great open” 

does not mean doing away with Christian beliefs, for the Eucharist must always 

carry the powerful message of the revolutionary memory/anamnesis of Jesus 

Christ given, broken and shed for all, food for the world. For Candomblé people 

in Brazil, these theological claims are not foreign. They have been listening to it 

throughout their history in Brazil, and will not taken offensive at them. On the 

other hand, Christians could learn the claims Candomblé people make and 

honor their faith. At this crossroads, Christians will have the opportunity to live 

the gospel as a culture of hospitality, embrace and healing. How we deal with 

each other‟s theological claims will be decided along the way. The only demand is 

that we must be near each other, preferentially at the Eucharist/food offering 

table(s). What than, should we consider for a possible dialogical praxis?   

 

2.1. Holy Spirit / Axé 

Every beginning depends upon the Spirit, both for Candomblé and for 

Protestants. For Christian Reformed people, we cannot start anything if not first 

deeply moved by the Holy Spirit. Our acts of praise and work to God are always a 

response to God‟s love, generosity and demand. For Candomblé, the Orixás and 

entities move the energies and make us respond to their calls and demands. 

For Reformed people, the emphasis on the Eucharist is not the table or the 

elements but rather the Christian assembly called by the Holy Spirit. At the table 

there is common food/common good and under the power of the Holy Spirit, we 

gather as strangers and become a family. At table, we engage God‟s sources of 

power and healing that invite mutual conversation and transformation. Reformed 

people are able to say boldly that “Through „eating Christ‟ in the meal, this 
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community is strengthened and preserved in its task to be the body of Christ in 

and for the world. With these meanings foregrounded, the meal becomes a 

central symbol for this new community.”22  

A radical trust in the work of the Holy Spirit is issued so that the table of 

Jesus Christ becomes open, breaking down walls of self-enclosed religious 

membership and sameness. The presence of the Spirit at the table calls us to live 

radically in an egalitarian manner, sharing food, wisdom, resources, love and 

care for the world. The table of Jesus Christ, empowered by the presence of the 

Holy Spirit, offers forgiveness, healing and reconciliation, even if continuously 

interrupted by fear, hatred, anxiety, injustice, death and the perils and conflicts 

of the world.  

Since God is the one who manifests Godself where God wants, and makes 

a covenant with whomever God wants, we are the ones, inspired by the Holy 

Spirit, to create channels for God‟s grace to be experienced in ways that we may 

not yet have been able to experience.  Here we are trying to find ways in which 

the covenant of God can be expanded and offer hospitality to people of other 

faiths. We are the ones who become channels of God‟s incarnation. 

Around the table, Christians have their Bibles, their food, their songs and 

their prayers praying “Come Spirit Come.” However, in this dangerous prayer, the 

coming of the Spirit can become the coming of a stranger, a guest, one whom we 

were not expecting or even desiring. Once we pray “Come Spirit Come,” the move 

of the Spirit cannot be controlled any longer. Perhaps, after our prayer we might 

have to welcome Candomblé people dressed in their white dresses, dancing and 

singing, asking for the Orixás to come and move energies through the primal 

energy Axé. 23 Once the Holy Spirit takes over, we must follow. At the table, we 

share food and struggle together to find balance in the life of individuals, of our 

communities, and of the world.   

The Holy Spirit and the Axé are the moving forces that establish, shift and 

balance the world and all of our respective universes. The Holy Spirit and Axé 

can transform whatever it want and are the very source of life. Christians and 

Yourubá people are totally dependent on their movement and they are the 

sources we tap into so that we can engage each other around the table and 

become able to expand our religious horizons.  
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The engagement with Axé and Holy Spirit can become a vital theological 

response to the globalized world we live in. The increasing sense of dislocation 

marked by the growing flow of people around the globe, the hybridity of 

immigration, the accumulation of capital in the hands of less than 500 people 

around the world, the trafficking of people, the brutality against women, the 

shifting markets of labor and the growing new diverse local neighborhoods are 

just some of the signs that demand our theologies and communities to deal with 

the constant flow of identities and “mobile personalities.”24 The force, potency 

and agency of the Holy Spirit/Axé can help us engage challenges and dismantle 

deadly world realities. 

The Holy Spirit/Axé can also help us find plural identities not in the de-

ritualizing of our religions rituals but rather, in the renewing processes of the 

ritualization (the expansion of our rituals) of our beliefs as we encounter others 

along the way. In a lecture given at Union Theological Seminary after the 

beginning of the Iraq war, Professor Janet R. Walton asked us: “Would your 

service be the same if a person from Iraq enters our churches?” For some people, 

this question must be answered immediately with a “no,” since what we do is 

who we are and we cannot change who we are.  Nonetheless, if we could 

entertain the possibility of a “yes,” we would need to change our worship. We can 

become better with the presence of an-other who talks about his/her own 

experiences and we can start attending to the words and gestures we use in our 

communities. If a person from Iraq is with us, we can learn about ourselves and 

wrestle with ways to live out our faith in more expansive, powerful and 

welcoming ways. This attention to someone else does not mean to silence 

ourselves to shy away from who we are or what we believe, but rather the 

presence of an-other can be an opportunity to expand who we are. The Scottish 

Council of Churches said: “We become human through our relationships – with 

ourselves, others, creation, and God. Reformed spirituality is first and foremost 

about being grounded in what holds us in common with one another and 

grounded in what it means to be human.” While concerned with Christian unity, 

this message can be help us to broad our own liturgies and theologies as well as 

help us embrace those who differ from us in large or small ways. 

The Spirit of God shows itself through movements of unfolding openness 

and alterity, movements marked by dis/placements of generosities. The Spirit of 

God must be seen in my responsibility to myself, but always in relation to some-
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body else, even if this some-body-else throws me at an abyss of inescapable inner 

and outer workings and challenges. The presence of some-body-else at the table 

of Jesus Christ connects me to unexpected obligations towards this other and 

that person‟s people, a people that I might not have paid attention to until that 

moment. Thus, the movement of the Spirit in us can be a call to us to pay 

attention to some-body-else. 

From this place of unexpected openness given by the Spirit, Christians can 

find a common ground to welcome Candomblé people. There are common 

elements for a theology of the Spirit in Christianity and Candomblé . Some of 

them are: 1) the Holy Spirit/Axé have a deep connection with the body and 

without our bodies there is no community. In both religions the Spirit/Orixás 

can possess bodies. 2) The Holy Spirit and the Axé/Orixás help us not only deal 

with our daily life, our struggles, our wounds, but also give us strength, wisdom 

and vision to go through life. 3) The Holy Spirit/Axé always make us engage with 

a guest or visitor; 4) The Holy Spirit/Axé are deeply connected with creation; 5) It 

is the Holy Spirit/Axé who create and sustain the gathered communities; and 6) 

The manifestation of the presence of the Spirit/Axé is both worship and work.  

In Candomblé, the relation between the Spirit and human bodies is seen 

in the possessions that occur during the public and private festivities, when the 

Orixás choose some of the initiated people in order to “ride” on their bodies as if 

the Orixás were mounting on horses. Believers become horses of the entities. In 

Christian communities, prayer for the Holy Spirit to come and take our bodies, 

and control our minds, mouth, and gestures are common. The surrendering to 

the Holy Spirit is something that Christians search for while worshiping God. In 

Pentecostal churches, bodies are literally taken and they shake, dance, move, 

and are at the mercy of the leading of the Holy Spirit. The possession of the 

bodies seen in both Pentecostal Christian and Yorubá gatherings have almost the 

same body postures, gesturing and general movements. 

Candomblé and Christian believers pray for the Holy Spirit and entities for 

guidance and wisdom in their daily lives. They bless the Spirit, they walk in their 

daily life in ways pleasing to the Holy Spirit/Entities. Both religions have a deep 

commitment to the transformation of society through their beliefs and practices. 

For both religions, God is always doing something through us. Or, using J. Edgar 

Bruns words, “God is the doing of something”25 in our religions. 
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It is in, under, through and around the Spirit/entities in our diverse 

bodies and rituals that we can re-create our daily and common life within and 

among ourselves. In both religions, God/Orixás are doing something in and 

through us and we are also doing something in and through our 

liturgies/worship recreating the world, recreating life. As Maraschin says, “It is in 

the body that we are spirit especially when our bodies are ready to recreate life. 

Let us, then, make of our bodies our main instrument of worship.”26 Open to the 

unknown movements of the Spirit and the Axé, we move along together. 

 

2.2. Being at the table / Eating Feijoada for Ogum 

The gathering of Candomblé and Christian people around the Eucharistic 

table can issue a powerful call to that part of Brazilian culture which hates and 

fears Candomblé, which continues to demonize them as a “Godly” way to destroy 

them. Gathering together and sharing each other‟s food is a way of offering a 

version of the Christian gospel that is committed to keeping each other alive, in 

love and care, with the right to live and share faith fully. This is a gospel that 

continues to require us to love, day and night, God and our neighbors, no matter 

what faith these neighbors profess and live. 

Each community will be open to the Spirit and to the calls both going 

around the table and inside their minds and hearts. Baptism will always be a call 

to the Candomblé people to engage more fully in the Christian faith. And the Axé 

people will invite Christians to eat feijoada for Ogum and offer oferendas in the 

waters of Iemanjá. Orixás might also invite Christians to “make their head,” 

which is the initiation ritual to become a Candomblé believer. These calls should 

never be understood as threats but as loving offerings of our best to our friends, 

as circular movements of the Spirit/Orixás to each other to expand our hearts 

and minds. And each one of us will decide what to do. Than, the words of 

institution or Christian prayers and songs will be carefully and powerfully 

said/sung as will as the sacred words and songs of Candomblé spoken by the 

Babalorixás and Yalorixás.   

For the Candomblé people, the ability to make their own theological claims 

freely at such a central Christian event can represent a Christian request for 

forgiveness, a historical restitution of the Candomblé‟s own worthiness, as well 

as the undoing of the historical stereotype of Candomblé people as the Devil‟s 
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presence in Brazil. For Christians, the Devil has no place at the table of God, and 

it is always undone there by claims of truth, life, justice and hope. By being at 

Jesus‟ table offering gifts to the Orixás, Candomblé people and Candomblé 

theological beliefs gain a new and privileged place, both religiously and 

culturally, expelling a complex misunderstanding and demonization of their faith 

within the Christian circles and the larger culture, because at the Jesus table, 

they are deeply honored by those who worship the God of Christianity. 

 

2.3. Eucharist and Food Offerings 

Part of this mutual knowledge has to do with our respective 

understandings of food and od how we should engage each other through our 

sacred food. Most religious discourses around food have to do with the 

delimitations of others and ourselves. Food establishes the distinctiveness of our 

faith and creates boundaries that can present mixture and impurity or, in other 

words, to impede some relationships from occurring.  Notions of foreignness and 

otherness are very explicit in the inner definitions of sacred food and we must 

pay attention to it.27 In 1 Corinthians 8:1-13, the apostle Paul discussed eating 

food sacrificed to idols. He argued that the freedom we receive from God does not 

prevent us from eating that kind of food. As we grow into knowledge of God‟s 

freedom, we slowly lose our fear to face the difficulties involved in accepting food 

that is marked as beyond our customs or religious regulations. Thus, we must be 

careful with those in both Christian and other communities, who cannot 

understand this freedom and prefer the freedom of sticking to their norms. Each 

community should discuss these regulations and delve into the reasons of their 

own and other‟s belief system‟s regarding food and identity. As Paul said, “food 

will not bring us close to God,”28 but certainly, it can bring us closer to each 

other. God‟s call to us comes before our gathering, laying down the very ground 

for our gathering and demanding that we figure out how this love should be lived, 

our of practice. Once we have welcomed each other to our common 

tables/ground, we can start to lose the fear that the other re-presents to us. 

As the apostle Peter received God‟s command to eat everything he saw, we 

are also commanded to be open to attend to our neighbor‟s food through and 

beyond our regulations: “The voice said to Peter again, a second time, „What God 

has made clean, you must not call profane.”29 If Paul tells us to be open, Peter‟s 
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dreams show God demanding him to eat. How can we move around Paul to Peter 

as we ponder about the precious food of Candomblé? An honest conversation 

between these two communities will help us dispel the notion that Candomblé 

people eat food prepared for the devil.  To be religious-interreligious is not only to 

deal with intellectual religious differences but also, to eat one another‟s food. The 

aphorism “we are what we eat” is especially true with regards to religion and to 

be religious-interreligious life. Moreover, we become what we eat and it is 

precisely because of that possibility of becoming that people of saint and 

Christians need to eat together: to establish connections of love and care, to 

dispel hatred, to recreate Brazil into a more welcoming religiously diverse 

country. At the end, as Paul again said, “love builds up.”30  

Eating together has to do with creating love, building community, sharing 

memories, and acceptance of the other‟s as God‟s gift to me. As we gather 

together we start to see the theological as well as the social, political and cultural 

possibilities that this gathering, this eating together, can create among our 

people. I believe that a whole new article in Brazil‟s history would be 

inaugurated. Forgiveness and reconciliation would be worked out not by state 

authority as in South Africa, but by two religious groups showing themselves to 

each other, finding ways of mutual reconciliation, asking for ongoing forgiveness, 

engaging our cordial racism, and learning to honor each other‟s faith.  

Since the central questions of this book asks how the borders of the 

eucharist might be negotiated so that other people who are not used to being 

part of it can participate, we believe that occasions of generosity are possible for 

these different peoples of faith. When we start the conversation, Babalorixá 

Aragão tells me that we need to return to the original Eucharist which was a 

meal, a whole meal. As a former Roman Catholic seminarian he knows well what 

he is talking about. Christian meals at the beginning were not about the blood 

and flesh of Christ but about memory. He says: “God makes Godself food, food 

for the community. It is not the mythic element that counts at the beginning of 

the meal, but the way that Christ chooses to be remembered. From all of the 

possible ways that the disciples can use to remember Jesus, they choose the 

sharing of the bread.  The most divine part of Jesus, the most powerful moment 

that Jesus manifested as a Messiah, as a divine being was his sharing and his 

sharing of a meal. Later on, it was around a meal that they remembered Jesus 
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stories.  The most original Christianity, the most charismatic, the most 

Pentecostal is exactly it: the sharing of bread and life.”  

In Candomblé however, there is not the same type of remembrance of that 

Christians have of Jesus Christ, since the entity is there, present at the service. 

For Candomblé, the presence of the entities does not point back to a primal 

event, as Christians do with the Last Supper in the Upper Room. However, the 

possibility of the presence of the entities and the presence of Christ in a worship 

service where there is sharing of food is a common theological aspect for both 

religions.  

The blood and sacrifice in Candomblé, the slaughter of the animals has to 

do with the scapegoat, can be compared to the Jewish Day of Atonement, when a 

goat was offered to cover people‟ sins. In Candomblé, the animal is offered for the 

sake of the community and in this process, the animal has to want to offer itself 

to the community. If the animal doesn‟t eat the leaves it is given, it is not ready to 

offer itself and the celebration can only happen when the animal offers itself to 

bless the community. This ritual is important because it keeps the energy flowing 

and moving, and it continues the encircling of the relations humans and animals 

and entities have. Animals are messengers to the entities and they serve as 

connections.  

Babalorixá Aragão reminds me that Africans do not have problems with 

blood. It is not dirty or impure as some of us believe. Everything is sacred in the 

African worldview. Blood is food and a precious food, the best offering we have. 

When the animal dies, he transfers the energy of the blood to the stones and 

reinforces the connection between the entities. Blood is a channel for deep 

communion, energy that gives life to the relation between animal-entities-

community. In this process, the interconnectedness of life is assumed, the inter-

related participation deeply connected with honor and respect. Each sacrifice is 

done with care, devotion, libations, ritual objects properly consecrated, an follows 

a ritual order. 

Each entity has some kind of food prohibition. There are two types of food: 

dry (grains) and wet (blood) food.  Food offerings are offered to the Orixás and are 

eaten by the initiated. The food that is offered and is not eaten is given to nature: 

to the river, sea, or earth, where the entities live, encircling the movement of life. 

We can offer our simple food and the Orixá will receive it. The places prepared for 
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Orixás at terreros called assentamentos and these places have a heightened 

sense of the sacred. We could say that these assentamentos do not symbolize the 

Orixás but instead, they are the Orixás. In the same way, the bread and blood in 

the Eucharist for Catholics do not symbolize the Eucharist but are the Eucharist. 

The Christian God is present in the bread and the wine, and in the Candomblé, 

the stone, the house, the place prepared for the Orixás are assentamento, are the 

Orixás. For instance, the bowl and the food that are offered to the Orixá are not 

containers of the Orixá but are the Orixás themselves.  

 

2.4 Expanding each other‟s faith, practices and theologies through commensality  

Food and drink are precious liturgical-theological elements in the life of 

these two communities. Both celebrate God‟s creation and providence. The entire 

cosmogony of Candomblé is grounded on the meaning and importance of earth. 

God‟s and Orixás are deeply related to the earth and herbs, plants, food, drink, 

etc, all things from the earth, do the connections between this and the outer 

world. Moreover, the elements that mark the liturgical objects and worship in 

Candomblé all come from nature.  Both rituals need food and they have deep 

connections with creation, ecology and can only be sustainable if understood as 

part of a larger eco-system where life is lived at the table and on the floor, in 

gatherings and in rivers and forests, in the air and in every part of God‟s 

creation. Together, we can fight for our common good, the ecosystems and the 

biodiversity which is a powerful way of working for peace. 

 The sacredness of these worshiping events is a common mark in both 

religions. Through this food, God is manifested through Jesus/Holy Spirit, and 

Olodumarê through the many Orixás and other entities. The doing of the 

sacrament of Eucharist is a way of worshiping God by obeying God‟s command to 

do this in memory of Jesus Christ. As for Candomblé, food offerings are carrying 

out promises and works of praise to please the Orixás so they will continue to 

bless the lives of the  community.  

It is interesting to see how women are at the center of the preparation of 

these sacred foods. The worship can happen only if the food is properly prepared. 

I remember my mother preparing herself in order to prepare the food for the 

Eucharistic table. Jan Rudolph, s student of mine at Louisville Seminary once 

mentioned in class how her African American grandmother used to literally iron 
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all of the breads the day before Communion Sunday. In Bahia, I participated in a 

ceremony to the Orixá Ogum and the women carefully prepared the food many 

days before. Good and well prepared food and drinks are key to make the 

festivities efficacious.  

Both the Eucharist and the Candomblé worship are rites of passage and 

political acts. Historically, while in Brazil we can say that the Eucharist, since it 

was attached to the powers that be, it was more attuned to a rite of imperial 

reinforcement, in Candomblé, the food offerings were liturgical acts of resistance 

and resilience. In any circumstance, both rituals enact ongoing passages in the 

life of the individual, larger community and the country.  

Christian Eucharist is grounded in the ecclesial understanding of a cloud 

of witness that surrounds this community of faith. The presence of the ancestors 

can also be related to the presence of Christ in history. As for Candomblé, the 

belief in the ancestry offers the assurance that this community of believers is 

continuously empowered by the presence of the ancestors who have prepared the 

way for them. Both religions can share these commonalities of their cloud of 

witness and ancestry.  

Eucharist is celebrated around the table and food offerings are done 

around a table or on the floor. For Christians from Reformed traditions, the table 

reminds them of the place that Jesus had the last supper with his disciples. For 

Candomblé people food on the ground emphasizes the deep relation of the food 

with the earth, and to those places of nature that are related to each Orixá.  The 

sharing of each one‟s food around the table and on the floor can be a powerful 

way to engage each other rituals and experience the differences and 

commonalities between their rituals.  

At the common table/floor Christians will have their sacred book, the 

Bible, and the Yoruba people will have their oral culture. Each group can share 

their stories of faith and transformation in different ways. 

Candomblé has way more theological connections with the Eucharist 

where the Eucharist is understood as a sacrifice, as the Roman Catholic Church. 

The shedding of blood and the expiatory event of Jesus can be related to the 

animals sacrificed in Candomblé. If the Christian sacrifice brings forgiveness, the 

Candomblé sacrifice brings protection.  Some Protestant understandings of Jesus 
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death as a ransom can also relate to the animal slaughter and food offerings that 

honor/pay/negotiate with the Orixás.   

Perhaps, Candomblé people can teach Christians how to engage more 

deeply with the cooking and the relation between food, preparation and the 

sources of its food. For Reformed people, the Eucharist is not often thought of as 

an open table with enough real food for all. Instead, it is a reminder of a full 

meal, a memory of a feast and not necessarily a joyful celebration. People don„t 

actually eat the food from the Eucharistic table but join in sharing a meager 

piece of bread and a tiny sip of wine/grape juice. Candomblé people can also 

help Christians to have a sense of commensality around sacred foods. The food 

offerings are always plentiful in worship services and are offered not only to the 

Orixás but also to the community.  For Reformed people, the Eucharist is not 

often thought of as an open table with enough real food for all. Instead, it is a 

reminder of a full meal, a memory of a feast and not necessarily a joyful 

celebration. People don„t actually eat the food from the Eucharistic table but join 

in sharing a meager piece of bread and a tiny sip of wine/grape juice. Perhaps 

Candomblé people could learn with Reformed people about the Protestant 

principle that confronts power, hierarchical unbalanced religious structures and 

works for social change.  

At the end of our conversation I blatantly asked Babalorixá Aragão if it is 

possible to place food for the Orixá at the Eucharistic table/altar? And he 

answered with a loud “yes!” and continued: “We gather the food of our extended 

family and everything belong to God. Or better said, is it not everything God?” 

Aragão‟s answer affirms the conditions of the possibilities for this dialogue, 

connections and relationships.  

 

3. Reformed/Candomblé people eating together – a practical itinerary  

If Christianity works around the spiritualization of the body through acts 

of sanctity such as Eucharist, penitence, fasting, privation, etc; Afro-religions 

works around is the embodiment of the spirit through the coming of the entities 

that possess the bodies and dance, eat, celebrate, talk, laugh, etc. These different 

forms of movement around the sacred are both a challenge and a blessing and 

must be considered as we plan this dialogical-praxis. 
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Both religions have embraced foreign elements into their structures of 

faith and practices, adapting themselves to their surroundings through different 

processes. Neither Christianity nor Candomblé are pure, autonomous, culture-

free and homogeneous religions. Moreover, it was the presence of each other that 

ended up defining their ways of being in Brazil. After living together for almost 

500 yeas, offering an open table to share the Eucharistic food with Candomblé 

brothers and sisters and having Christians eat at a Candomblé festivity should 

not be a strange move or an act of infidelity form both parts but instead, a 

mutual offering of a blessing and a gift.  

This movement of mutually going after each other must be carefully 

crafted and created according to the conditions of possibilities that this 

impossible gathering might be. The itinerary has to be done by the two 

communities once they have established a bond of trust and accept that this 

dialogue/engagement entails a great amount of vulnerability. Christians should 

be reminded by what Paul Knitter said: “to be loyal to Christ, one must be 

vulnerable to others.”31 

As we ponder about possibilities of dialogue and life together, we must 

consider strategies that come up from practice through and across the folding of 

differences. Starting points, movements of the sacred, and end results are 

completely different. What can we learn from each other? Around the relation 

spirit/body body/spirit, we can expand the possibilities and understandings, 

practices  and of faith. 

In order for this dialogue to happen, a lot of misunderstanding will 

happen. Our theological work is to help each other undo, as much as we can, 

these misunderstandings, knowing however, that the incommensurability of each 

religion will always remind us of this impossible dialogue.  

From the Reformed traditions perspectives, this impossible dialogue must 

carry that aspect of the Protestant principle which is to call into question any and 

every aspect of the Christian faith so it does not run the risk of becoming an 

idolatrous worshiping community and continue the perpetual movement “to be” 

reformed: ecclesia reformata semper reformanda.  

This itinerary imagines God coming after,32 as after us helping us to get 

together, but coming after as showing up later, after we have gone through the 

hardships of a possible dialogue and engagement. Concrete steps might attend to 
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the following: first, we visit each other‟s sacred spaces to see each other in our 

own worship services. Than, we gather to eat a common non-religious meal 

together and bring about questions on our practices thus initiating the 

conversation. For this gathering we start by greeting each other and kissing each 

other‟s cheeks. Then, when we eat together again. Before we eat, the Yoruba 

people explain why and how they do what they do, especially their food offerings. 

Then Christians explain why they do what they do and explain the Eucharist. 

Both show each other what is at stake in their celebrations and the living of their 

faith. Then we decide what we can or cannot do/eat together for now and try to 

formulate possibilities within these fundamentally different rituals. Than we go 

back again to each other‟s worship services and try to participate as we are 

allowed. Songs, prayers and passing of the loving kiss of peace are shared. Then 

we eat again and we bring the elements of our celebrations to show people how 

we do it. Then we allow those who want to take a step further to participate at 

each other‟s tables.  We start with the hospitality of the Eucharistic table, writing 

a Eucharistic prayer that welcomes our brothers and sisters from Candomblé 

and evoke Axé and the powerful history of Candomblé in Brazil to make who we 

are. As we continue, the next time at an Eucharistic table, Candomblé people are 

invited to talk and bring foods offered to the Orixás. Every time we celebrate the 

Eucharist we eat a whole meal at the table. 

Within this process asking questions is fundamental: Besides the 

questions about practices we, as Christians, must engage questions regarding 

our own involvement and mutual knowledge: 1) if we are to eat together how 

should we to do it? 2) if I participate in the Yoruba meal, what and how will this 

participation change in my own view and practice of the Christian Eucharist? 3) 

What might the Yoruba meal change in my own understanding of community, 

resistance, memory, ancestry, commensality, thanksgiving, possession of the 

Spirit? 4) Can we share prayers and songs together? 5) What is community for 

me as a Christian after that experience? 6) What is the memory process here and 

how does it affect my own understanding of memory here? 7) As a Christian, if I 

participate in the Yoruba meal, what does this participation change in the 

Christian Eucharist? 8) What does the Yoruba meal/food offering change in my 

own understanding of memory, of resistance, of community? 9) what is the 

sharing of the meal invested with? 10) What are the theological aspects of it? 

Learning form religious others engages our total being. Emotions, feelings, body, 
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mind and spirit are all intertwined in this process. How can we be informed and 

re-formed in this bodily engagement?   

In this process, we might educate each other by teaching each other about 

the history of our faith and practices. Both communities could search the history 

of Christianity/African Religions in Brazil, face the “cordial racism” in the 

Brazilian culture, and find places where connections between Christianity and 

Candomblé were not only about destruction but also about help, protection and 

mutual care. In other words, look for ways in which reality supplanted what the 

official rhetoric proposed and how Africans, Europeans and indigenous people 

constructed small harmonies and communal experiences. Zumbi dos Palmares 

can be a beginning. What were the accommodations made between Christianity 

and Candomblé? Find where the connections, symmetries, commonalities and 

sound parallels were and arae. As a theological process, a more socially and 

historically oriented research could be done to foment a solid theological ground.  

We are feeding each other here not only because we are morally obligated 

to do so. We are gathering together and feeding each other because we must 

create not only a possible new world but a necessary one, one that will expand 

our possibilities and make our lives and our country bigger and better for us and 

for the future generations. We are feeding each other because we must heal the 

wounds of our common history, and turn to each other in respect and honor. We 

are learning and practicing and gathering because it is God‟s demand that we 

love and care for each other. We are eating together around our tables/floors 

because we are offering a radical hospitality to each other and this hospitality 

can only come if we are bounded by the Spirit. 

 

Conclusion 

It is impossible to offer a lucid and honest introduction to Candomblé in 

these pages. However, the idea here is for us to have a glimpse of this religion so 

we can honor the people of the Candomblé and start to think why such inter-

religious dialogical praxis is not only possible but truly necessary.  

Symbiosis and Phagocytosis can be key theological elements to be 

developed in this dialogue. Also the notion of ritualizing/ritualization as proposed 

by Catherine Bell and Ronald Grimmes and explained in the next article, is also 
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an important element of this dialogue as we welcome each other into our rituals 

and invent other common rituals to enhance our dialogue and mutual care. We 

have also learned from ritual theorist Jonathan Z. Smith that rituals are also 

forms of engagement with that which we hope to see happening. When we create 

our rituals, we are struggling between the reality we live and the reality we strive 

for, the reality we want to see happening. In this inter-religious dialogical 

liturgical praxis, we also struggle between a reality that puts these two religious 

groups at odds and a reality that see them eating, drinking, praying and dancing 

together.33 

As we are able to explore some of the history of slavery and Yorubá 

religion and raise new challenges related to the so-called Brazilian religious 

diversity and its “cordial racism,” also engage the hospitality of the Eucharistic 

table and the sharing of a holy kiss, we can find a common space to transform 

this history and break down historical alienation and religious hatred. The hopes 

continues as we try to foster dialogue and rituals between Candomblé and 

Christianity as a way to stop violence, engage in deep appreciation of each other‟s 

religious choices and enable each other to be fully humans in and through our 

deepest religious callings. 

At the end, we must remember that our commitment is grounded in love. 

Marcelo Barros reminds us once again:  

Evidently, every spiritual path is an itinerary of love and cannot 

be explained intellectually. It is a mystagogy. It is a mystery that 
can only be explained through an intimate relation of life… We 

can be lovers that offer ourselves to serve. From what is divine, 

there is title of property. Access is free to all to search what makes 

our hearts alive. No mortal can tame the wild wind. Mystery, is 

our peace and the religious paths, our parables of love.”34 

 

 And as Ivone Gebara says,  

the question of pluralism invites us, again, to the thinking, to the 

proximity to wisdom, to the friendship with the different, with 

those who are close by and afar as expressions of this amazing 

complexity of life. And that is the same for our theologies, 

because, at the end, its certainties have to do with the weak, 
uncertain, plural and always renewable trust in this love that 

sustains us: “Where there is love, Go will be there…”35 
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So this love lived around food and communities. Christians and 

Candomblé people creating a space of care and love and welcome that there isn‟t 

one yet in society. A place where people is what they hope to be, where their 

identities are forged, developed, transformed. Like the early Christian churches 

or the Quilombo dos Palmares. A place to be not what society wants us to be 

necessarily but place for free exploration of one‟s hopes, beliefs and dreams. 

Spaces where respect and protection are intrinsic to it and where we reimagine 

our lives and our world. A space to dance samba and sing hymns and Yorubá 

songs. A rather impossible space for sure. However, we will never know if that is 

possible or not if we don‟t try, practically, moving near each other. 
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