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Abstract:
The article deals with the issue of customary marriage among the Baganda (sing. Muganda), 
the largest ethnic group in Uganda, in contradistinction to religious wedding within the Or-
thodox community. It describes the customary marriage process within that particular ethnic-

It notes the attitude of the faithful towards the religious marriage and problems related to 
their perception of it. It concludes with some suggestions on the aim of the Church to deal 
respectfully with the African traditions and discusses how the customary marriage could be 
an event united with or absorbed in the sacrament of marriage.

-

part of the Orthodox Church under the Patriarchate of Alexandria.
-

toms, rites and understandings surrounding marriage remain in full force, such 

such a case, however, the man will almost certainly already have his own family, 
and everyone in the community will know him as married, since he will already 

-

-
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onance with him or her. The word , which refers to a wedding in a Church, 
is never used among the Baganda people to denote the status of ‘being married.’

-

be embraced by the Church and used as a stepping stone to lead to a sacramental 
understanding of the matrimonial bond.

should be noted that the bride is not included in this process. The bride, like her 
mother, are mute and passive onlookers. On the contrary, the rest of the family, 

the proceedings. Each phase of the marriage process is characterised by a series of 

Before any move is made, it is necessary for the two young people to establish 

emerges that the clan of a parent of the one party is the same as the clan of a par-

be joined in marriage. Every male and female muganda knows the clan to which 
they belong.

acquainted with the bride-to-be and it is highly likely, if not absolutely certain, that 

before. Sexual intercourse between two young people in love begins at a very early 
stage. Refusal of intercourse is perceived by the other as an absence of love and 

-

okukyala

woman will already have met with her aunt, her father’s sister, and will have made 

her. She will also have told her mother. None of the three women would ever di-
vulge this secret to the father. In other cases, the man may start the whole process 
without the girl’s knowledge.
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The young man then arranges to visit the aunt (senga

is close to the girl’s family and who will play the role of the aunt-senga. The aunt 

At this point, the main role is transferred to the aunt. She has to act quickly and 

will expand to include a search into any history of illness in the aspiring groom’s 
family and into the family’s general standing. She will learn how the community 
perceives the suitor and will evaluate his wealth and income. She will discover if 

eye ailments, if anyone has heard that he has a disability, if all his family members 

all further discussion is immediately brought to a halt. Marriage with the young 
man is ruled out.

The young man himself will already have done his own research prior to be-

for the process. He will calculate how much he can raise and who will help him and 

must not know the purpose for which he is lending his money. If he knows the pur-

-
est secrecy if borrowing funds.

request from the young man but also informs him of everything she has found 
out, always disclosing the clan to which the suitor belongs. No other members of 

a reply himself, in which he not only accepts the proposed date but also gives an 

this is some common item, such as a photo of the groom’s clan symbol (totem
it might be a water storage tank or a rocking chair or even a motor-cycle. Equally, 
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-
ganda

.
via the aunt-senga

-
derstood and expected. These are a white robe (

muko

mwenge -
al casks (endeku

The second and decisive stage (okwanjula

his own father and brother sit in armchairs beneath a large canopy in the courtyard 

the girl herself watch from the door or from inside the house. Thus they all await 
-

tors are on hand to lead the dialogue between the two families. 
-
-

ber are present on the bride’s side. They stay standing at some distance from the 
bride’s group. The young man’s parents are absent. They have stayed at home, 

on behalf of the bride’s family welcomes the company of the groom with lots of 
good wishes and various speeches take place, since speeches are very common 

turns to the bride’s company and asks “And who is the man that is asking for ... 

aunt raises her hand and shouts out, “I know him”. The speaker then invites her 

approaches the group on the other side. Then, grasping the groom by the hand 

he is formally introduced. The young man is accompanied by his best man and his 



[301]

Andonis Liaskos 

. Thereupon, she sits on 

mother watches from the house door.
The young groom, dressed in his white  with his black suit, stands up, 

approaches the girl’s father, kneels down and asks him for the young woman to be 

be brought forward and he places them in front of the woman’s father. The father 

Baganda marriage” is completed through this Blood-Pact (okuta omukago
A rich meal follows. In the past, a curtain would separate the members of the 

two families to avoid someone being exposed to an accident caused by a mem-
ber of the other family, for example, for food to stain clothing as they were eat-

-

At this juncture, someone calls the groom’s parents to let them know that the 
okuta omukago -

leaves. The bride takes nothing from her home, apart from her personal belongings.
-

weds in the morning to see the wedding sheet (

I have presented these details of the customary marriage process among the 
Baganda people, not for ethnographic or anthropological reasons, but to show 

-

important to note that in the Bagandan ritual, there is an absence of any concept 
of the person
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-
-

the clan and not an inexperienced and irresponsible youngster. The high status ac-

-
ing to the apostolic call: “husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the 

It is quite impossible for a Mugandan not to follow the customary marriage pro-
cedure. In contrast, the overwhelming majority of church believers will not have 
celebrated the sacrament of marriage in Church, even when they have grandchil-
dren. In this light it is somewhat surprising that Bagandans, who have had experi-

-

-
ing. There is already an academic discipline focused on dealing with such juxta-

  I do not know, whether any higher ecclesi-

Catholic Church and the Protestant Confessions have convoked Councils on the 

history of their missions.3

-

as well as on the part of the clergy in overcoming the issues raised by the local 

 (Nairobi: Heinemann 

3
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-

-

(
 

-
 argued that the main cause is a reluctance on the part 

of the African to commit to the words of the Church sacrament. I believe that 
-

from further study. 
The fact that the faithful do not easily enter into the sacrament of marriage has 

Africans, like other peoples, do not easily accept something that does not be-
-

is very evident in the outward appearance of everyone at the sacrament of mar-
-

and in a manner more foreign to the ways of the tribe. Moreover, the emphasis is 
not so much on the essence of the ceremony, that is, on the presence of the couple 
before God and on the prayers of the people of God for the persons about to be 

Accordingly, the Bishop, the spiritual father or the catechist has to insist on 

 (Lon-
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the point that the sacrament is much more a presence of the “two persons in one 

-

in the community. All these things, however, come on top of the already burdened 
-

-

sacrament of marriage. The catechist in the Orthodox faith and the Priest who 
addresses the community, have to show to their believers how to reject European 

-

In the case of Baganda, the approach on the part of the clergy could very well 
start with the important fact that nothing in the matrimonial ceremony in the tribe 

thus has the opportunity to explain about the bond of the two people, namely, 
that just as they express it before the members of the family and the clan, so they 

of God for the path they have both chosen to walk together. The invisible world 

-
ates an excellent opportunity for catechism about the sacrament of marriage. This 

uncertain terms, since at the entrance to the Church, before the sacrament be-

means has everything been done as dictated by the customary law of the Baganda 

does the couple enter the Church, with the bishop leading the couple in and the 
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icon to the newlyweds at the conclusion of the ceremony, so that they can display 

It would be a mistake, however, to think that this process is easy. Marriage in 

-

-

priests and catechists, but also teachers who will not simply teach rules and doc-
trines, but who can inspire the people with words of faith, and manifest the way of 
Christ and of his Saints.  Our priests need to show to their people that the eccle-

the real life of the people. They have to set aside lifeless ritual and show forth the 
living water of the marital prayers of the Church. 

The economic factor, however, is of no less importance. The future bride and 
groom remain Africans in every way, regardless of any ideological or religious man-
tle. The missionary is always called upon to touch upon and approach precisely 

his own life in Christ, in the way of the Eastern Orthodox Church, with something 

meaningfulness, transparency, superiority and uniqueness, then it is pointless to 
suggest that on the economic level Church marriage should focus on simplifying 

-

a chapel followed by a meal for close family only. Any Greek would laugh any such 

-

-
 (Brookline Mass. and Geneva:  Holy Cross and 
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be perceived not only as a teacher but also as a shepherd and father (tata

of course, at this point, we return to the major problem of the Orthodox mission-

are aware that there is distance between the path of the Eastern Church and the 

-

is lacking. The presence of Protestants and Roman Catholics does Orthodoxy a 
great disservice. It distorts the original teaching, the Orthodox ethos. Part of them 
always stays in their previous Church.”

okuta umukago could possibly be replaced with something more modest, in ex-

-
-

memories that belong to the past than a current reality. This change is due both to 

polygamy has been replaced by adultery, where people have no commitments or 

-

been treated with considerable laxity. In fact, the extra economic burdens that the 

Panta 
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modern way of life brought with it made it easier to slip into adultery and abandon 

-

-

It is a major issue that the man who is guilty of polygamy is excluded from the 

them to the local priests to deal with.
Polygamy and adultery are a major problem in the reality of the African mis-

-

many debates on the subject over the years make clear that the issue is compli-
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