
 

 

Introduction and context of the Zione religion in Mozambique 

 

There are several works published on the Zione religion, both in Mozambique and in 

other geographies of the planet, addressing various themes associated with it. In the 

context of this study, which results from fieldwork carried out in the region of Canda, 

province of Inhambane, southern Mozambique, we focus our analysis on the 

testimonies of a member of the community of Canda, here identified as Sarafina, 

who presents us with the context of the practice of this religion in her local 

community. 

 

The Zion religion in Mozambique is introduced by Mozambican mining workers in 

South Africa during the colonial period. According to historian Antônio Rita Ferreira, 

at the end of this period, the Zion religion was already installed in the Mozambican 

religious scene (Rita-Ferreira, 1967), in the south of the country, more specifically in 

the province of Inhambane, where, according to (Sambo, 2014) was where the first 

Protestant movement emerged, when in 1908 Muti Munene Sicobele abandoned the 

American Methodist mission in Morrumbene. 

 

Also, according to this scholar, in 1975, there was a growth of zion churches despite 

an unfavorable attitude from the FRELIMO government in relation to religious beliefs 

and practices. The combination of atheism and nationalism characterizes the 

ideological atmosphere of the post-colonial decade (Sambo, 2014), in which Zionism 

was inserted. 

 

The vast literature on Zionism refers to it as being a social safety net, solidarity and 

hospitality in many urban and peri-urban areas in independent African states. It 

arises as a response to socio-cultural and socio-economic requirements, but also as 

a search for new directions (Alfredson, 2000), in other words, people have found 

concrete systems of symbols and practices capable of giving them a deep meaning 

in the life of suffering and conquest (Ana, 1985). 

 

Therefore, the zion church is a community located within the community and, being 

an integral part of community social life, its members represent an amorphous social 

mass and are mostly residents of suburban areas, very occupied by migrants from 

areas basically constituted by communities with low levels of education, living in 

poverty and without space in the urban labor market (Agadjanian, 1999). Authors 

such as (Mahumane, 2004) mention that the members of this community are people 

with a low level of education, needy people, people without formal employment and 

with difficulties in accessing basic services. 

 

 



The concept of religion, history, and the logics of communities practicing 

Zionism 

 

The concept of religion is associated with therapeutic practices and their interfaces 

with socio-economic and political factors that interfere in different ways in the lives of 

communities that practice this religion. Zionism is considered within the framework of 

African independence churches, as a provider of health services for the populations 

of southern Mozambique. Historically contextualized, it assumes itself as an agency 

of believers and communities that shaped traditions, canons and practices. As a 

social phenomenon, it is a product of the history of its actors, of the experiences and 

needs expressed by the believers. It reveals a pluralism, a religious mobility that 

obeys the agency of the believers themselves and the answers they find for their 

own daily experiences. The understanding of several Zionism scholars, and that the 

constant reconfiguration of the cult phenomenon and of the curative practices 

associated with it, occurs in a context of globalization of transnational religious 

organizations, of the reaffirmation of the genesis of independent African churches 

and of the Africanization of the churches of the missionary Christian churches. 

 

Historically, the religious and spiritual dimension of African populations is associated 

with their well-being and health. African societies sought to ensure the maintenance 

of harmony, order and prosperity of their lineage through the performance of rituals 

and ceremonies for their ancestors, as well as compliance with the social rules of the 

group. Therefore, worldview was based on relationships with nature, with their peers 

and with ancestors in which the balance of forces and compliance with social rules 

gave rise to harmony, prosperity and well-being of the elements of the lineage. 

 

Identity, ethics and morals, values, rights and duties implicit in the Zion 

religion: Testimonials by Sarafina Zango 

 

In one of the passages of this text, we indicate the syncretic nature of the Zion 

religion, and the way in which its practitioners relate to it, whether as a spiritual and 

therapeutic exercise in healing, or as a social cohesion, economic satisfaction, as 

well as the strengthening of identity ties of the practicing community. The therapeutic 

issue is also associated with relationships with ancestral entities, configured at some 

point in the idea of the image of a protective and provider God. 

 

The testimonies of Ms. Sarafina Zango, interviewed in Canda, Inhambane province 

in southern Mozambique, offers us a clear view of this relationship. For example, the 

interviewee associates the meaning of the cross as a symbolic element representing 

the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, to save the carnal man, it means, the death of Christ on 

the cross represents an act of awareness and sacrifice to generate a new spiritual 

life. 

 



We are thus underlining the moralizing role of religion, as an important element in 

guaranteeing moral stability, but above all, guaranteeing order and social cohesion, 

through the laws that religion itself organizes to maintain its dynamics. It is common 

that, in the child's education processes, regardless of the society where they are 

inserted, they are taught that stealing is against the rules of society, as well as 

adultery, which is considered a sin. 

 

The therapeutic element of healing the religious phenomenon, as indicated in the 

first paragraphs of this text, finds in the words of the interviewee another evidence 

that characterizes African religious practice, in particular, in the Zion version when it 

refers to the idea that “(. ..) if the person has any disease, or some problems in his 

life, these are delivered into the hands of God, surely this person will find the cure for 

his pain, or, for any illness in life (... ). 

 

The cure in this context, can be understood in several aspects of the spiritual life, but 

also, in the moral and ethical aspect in the community where the individual is 

inserted, where the moral, ethical values, the identity of the individuals creates the 

logic of union from that event, insofar as a behavioral pattern is generated that will 

guarantee that the rules of coexistence in the community are legislated in this way. 

 

Issues of freedom of expression, are somehow called here, if we consider a turning 

in the interpretive logic of the bible, moving from the old to the new testament that is 

symbolically demarcated with the birth of Jesus Christ. For Sarafina Zango, the 

death of Christ is somehow related to the refusal of the established religious power 

to accept the new paradigms of religious interpretation of the sacred scriptures. That 

is to say, in announcing the salvation of man, Christ called into question the power, 

hence, Christ was considered an imposter and condemned to death. 

 

Symbols, accessories and their meanings in the Zione religious ritual 

In the ceremonies, we can see a set of objects, such as the cross that symbolizes 

the place where Christ was crucified, the knives, the threads with their very bright 

colors, the cloths and handkerchiefs that the believers brought with them. The colors, 

red, yellow, blue, green, white and more rarely brown, are common colors depending 

on the place (urban environment, rural environment), and the possibility of exposing 

communities to globalization and consequent new trends. 

As a rule, the six colors, which are usually combined two by two, are associated with 

different types of powers associated with them. For example, the colors of the 

strings, often intertwined, can combine combinations of green-yellow, green-white, 

yellow-red, green-blue, although there is no fixed pattern or general rule of 

reference, as this combination depends of prophecies and the request of the spirits. 

Once again, it is important to contextualize these nuances, according to the lineage 

of the community leader who, in one way or another, seeks an identity of its own. 



As a rule, the blue coat is for the death to unite with God; the red coat is for 

separating the demons; the yellow smock serves to unite maternal grandparents, the 

brown smock serves to prevent problems that could arise from the maternal 

grandmother, which therefore serves to unite the death. It should be noted that not 

all zione communities have the same economic and social conditions to rigorously 

compose all the necessary clothing. 

Crossing other sources, we reinforce the idea that there are variations of clothing 

and practices, according to the community, however, a common aspect in almost all 

communities and that the choice of a certain color was associated, first of all, with 

the universe of spirits. 

The yellow color symbolizes money, while the red color means blood that helps to 

win; the color green/white: peace; In other words, it brings families together. A 

particularity that is interesting to note is that, this color refers to the book of the bible 

Numbers 19:18, and helps to expel demons; blue is the clothing of the dead. It 

serves so that the death do not create problems when a person says a prayer; the 

brown color prevents health problems, such as asthma, and is used during the 

treatment of a specific disease” (Interview 12/14/2010, cit in Giullia, 2013). 

Therefore, as a general rule, colors are used to embody certain deceased relatives, 

which are thus incorporated into robes, ropes and objects, or to assist specific 

actions such as the appeasement of spirits, their expulsion or conversion. In the 

same way, clothing, ropes and colors can protect and together act actively on bodies 

and spiritual entities. Patients and church members often do not know, or know only 

approximately, the meaning of colors, and there are not many questions about it. 

In the case of the Canda communities analyzed in this text, the issue of colors is also 

addressed, with reference to gowns with crosses in the middle of the clothes. It is a 

practice that depends on the prophet, but above all, it depends on how their spirits 

would like to see him/her dressed to heal or treat the sick. Usually he/her has several 

uniforms in such a way that not all uniforms are dressed alike. 

The zion songs sung in church have all meanings. For example, when someone 

does good on earth there are always people who will be against it, so in general their 

songs portray this type of situations. Each believer can sing a song to his life , 

because within their families they have their concerns, so these songs portray just 

that, that is, they are not dances and songs for cultural manifestation, they are totally 

different. 

 

They use threads of various colors when they are in church and they use these 

threads for the treatment of unique people. They work with breath and the air they 



breathe so they prophesy people who want their help to show that they belong to 

God. 

The accounts of the believers about the wheel around the wooden cross, say that 

Jesus told them to look at the prophesying, that there is no need to perform miracles, 

but just dance around the cross, because this is the place where the believers will 

find Jesus Christ to evoke negative spirits and leave believers with positive spirits. 

In the Chopi tradition, to coordinate songs, the musician who plays the drum or the 

ngoma ya txizione, must play standing up and, well coordinated with the other 

musicians, because in total there are three percussionists who combine and 

distribute the melodies. Since the dance is strong and very dynamic, as you sing and 

dance in movement, a lot happens. If the musician is seated, it will not help in the 

dynamics of several things that happen in that one, therefore, it is mandatory to be 

standing when they play because they are people of God, and it is important that 

everyone is standing, then they sit down when they read the bible.  

In the church there are no secrets, each believer talks about his home problems and 

confesses his mistakes. In the Zion church, according to the believers, the word of 

Jesus is followed. The Zione religious ritual is very different from the Catholic ritual, 

because they only sing in church, they don't use lines like the Zionis do. 

Specialists of these matters report that most of the biblical references concerning 

colors are found in the Book of Revelations. However, this meaning is continually 

renewed and improvised according to circumstances, if in one prophecy white can 

help to create peace, in another it can serve different purposes. More than the 

intrinsic meaning of colors, what prevails here is the logic that accompanies this type 

of practices. Whether they are blue, white or red, colors are means to be able to 

carry out a certain type of action in the world of the living and, above all, of the dead, 

uniting these two universes. 

Therefore, all the symbology described above is based on an idea of seeking 

understanding, harmony, healing and elimination of hidden forces. A space for 

religious practice, as we have already mentioned, and a place for children to 

socialize, through the passing of the witness, the values of the community, where 

come to learn many things about local traditions, in this case, the Nzanguine region 

The drawing of a lamp in the sand inside a backyard of the community, shows that 

the family that the zion church has already entered the house, therefore, it is 

common to carry out visits to families for spiritual treatments. On that occasion, a 

cross is also drawn on the sand floor at the entrance of the house, always looking for 

situations that in the bible portray our reality, or, something we have done wrong. 

With a passage from the bible, something that has happened that deserves to be 

confessed to be forgiven is mentioned. 
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