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From the ancient world to modern
spiritual movements, the figure of the
prophetess has commanded both
reverence and suspicion. Across
cultures, women who channeled divine
messages held a unique
position—priestesses, seers, oracles.
Few traditions have captured the
imagination as deeply as the Sibyls of
Greco-Roman antiquity and the powerful
water spirit Mami Wata of West and
Central Africa. Yet an unsettling
narrative threads through these
histories: the co-opting, erasure, and
outright theft of African prophetic
wisdom by the Catholic Church. This
article explores the connection between
the Sibyls, the first prophetess of Mami
Wata, and the systematic appropriation
of African prophecy—a story that reveals
how colonial religion reshaped spiritual
legacies.

Who Were the
Sibyls? Ancient
Voices of
Prophecy

The term Sibyl refers to a prophetess in
the ancient Mediterranean world, known
for delivering ecstatic, cryptic
predictions believed to come directly
from the gods. The most famous was the
Sibyl of Cumae in Italy, but ancient
writers recorded Sibyls across the known
world: in Persia, Libya, Delphi, and
elsewhere. They were not tied to a single
temple or cult; rather, they roamed or
lived in caves, uttering verses that
political leaders and commoners alike
sought out. The Sibyls were considered
the first prophetesses of the classical
era—women through whom the divine
spoke without male intermediaries.

The Libyan Sibyl, in particular, carries
profound implications for African
prophecy. According to ancient Greek
and Roman sources, the Libyan Sibyl
was the daughter of Lamia, a figure
sometimes linked to serpentine or water
spirits. She was believed to have been
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born in the region of Libya—northern
Africa—and her cult spread throughout
the Hellenistic world. This suggests that
the tradition of the Sibyl may have roots
in African spiritual practices long before
they were absorbed into Greco-Roman
mythology and later into Christian
iconography.

Mami Wata: The
African Water
Spirit and Giver
of Prophecy

In the spiritual systems of West, Central,
and Southern Africa, Mami Wata
(Mother Water) is a powerful, often
syncretic deity associated with water,
fertility, wealth, healing, and prophetic
knowledge. Depicted as a mermaid-like
figure or a beautiful woman with
serpentine attributes, Mami Wata is
neither purely benign nor malevolent.
She is a mediator between worlds,
granting visions, divinatory gifts, and
esoteric understanding to those she
chooses—often women. Traditional
priests and priestesses of Mami Wata
serve as channels for her prophecies,
transmitting messages that guide
communities through crisis, transition,
and moral decision-making.

The idea of a “first prophetess of Mami
Wata” is not a single historical person
but rather an archetypal origin figure
found in various oral traditions. Among
the Igbo of Nigeria, for example, the first
priestess of the water spirit is said to
have emerged from the river itself,
carrying the first divination tools. Among
the Fon and Yoruba, related spirits like

Mami Wata or Olokun are approached
through female mediums who enter
trance states—much like the ecstatic
prophecies of the Sibyls. The parallels
are striking: both the Sibyls and Mami
Wata priestesses speak in tongues,
deliver ambiguous warnings, and serve
as oracles at the margins of established
patriarchal power.

The Sibyls the
First Prophetess
of Mami Wata: A
Lost Link?

The phrase “The Sibyls the first
prophetess of Mami Wata” points toward
a controversial thesis: that the Sibyl
tradition itself may have originated from
African water-cult prophetesses, later
reinterpreted by Greeks and Romans.
Some scholars argue that the Libyan
Sibyl, specifically, shared attributes with
African water deities—her cave near a
spring, her serpentine associations, her
role as a chthonic oracle. In this view,
the Sibyls were not merely “pagan”
figures later Christianized; they were
part of a continuum of African prophetic
expression that included Mami Wata
worship. The theft began not with the
Church but with the classical world's
appropriation of African spiritual
technology.

Yet the most profound appropriation
occurred when the Catholic Church co-
opted the Sibyls for its own religious
narrative. In the Middle Ages and
Renaissance, Christian theologians
reinterpreted the Sibyls as gentile
prophets who foretold the coming of
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Christ. The Sibylline Oracles—a
collection of Jewish and Christian
writings from the early centuries
CE—were attributed to the Sibyls,
presenting them as monotheistic
prophetesses. The famous Sistine Chapel
ceiling featured five Sibyls painted by
Michelangelo, including the Libyan Sibyl,
alongside Old Testament prophets. The
Church thus transformed these once-
independent African-derived female
oracles into heralds of its own messiah,
stripping them of their indigenous
meanings and cultic contexts.

THE THEFT OF AFRICAN
PROPHECY: HOW THE CATHOLIC
CHURCH ERASED AND
REBRANDED

The theft of African prophecy by the
Catholic Church was not a single event
but a centuries-long process involving
suppression, syncretism, and rewriting.
During the transatlantic slave trade and
colonization, Catholic missionaries
encountered powerful prophetic
traditions in Africa—the Nganga of
Central Africa, the Babalawo (Ifa
priests) of Yorubaland, the Diviners of
the Kongo kingdom, and the many water
spirit cults including Mami Wata. Instead
of acknowledging the sophistication of
these systems, the Church labeled them
as devil worship or superstition. Sacred
objects were destroyed, initiation rites
banned, and prophetic lineages forcibly
converted.

Yet the Church also practiced a subtler
form of theft: absorption. The Virgin
Mary, for instance, took on attributes of
water spirits and earth goddesses in
Latin America and Africa. In Brazil and
Haiti, Mami Wata became syncretized
with Our Lady of the Navigators or Stella
Maris. The Sibyls, as mentioned, were

given a place in Christian art and
theology. But this was a one-way
appropriation: the African sources, the
actual prophetesses of Mami Wata,
were denied historic agency. Their
prophecies were recast as premonitions
of Jesus. The result is that many people
today know of the Sibyls only as classical
curiosities—and know nothing of the
living African prophetic traditions that
gave birth to, or closely parallel, these
figures.

The Mechanism
of Erasure

Why was it necessary to steal African
prophecy? Because prophecy is power.
Those who control access to divine
knowledge control communities. By
demonizing African priestesses and then
replacing their roles with Christian saints
and clergy, the Catholic Church
dismantled the spiritual authority of
African women. The Sibyls, who were
female and autonomous, provided a
useful bridge: they could be presented
as “noble pagans” whose wisdom
pointed toward Christianity, thereby
masking the Church's violent
suppression of living African female
prophetesses. The “first prophetess of
Mami Wata” became a silenced mother,
her oracles replaced by the Catechism.

This erasure is not merely historical; it
continues today. In many parts of Africa,
traditional divination and Mami Wata
worship are still stigmatized by Christian
churches, while the same churches
celebrate the Sibyls as part of the
“preparation for the Gospel.” The
asymmetry is stark. The Sibyls have
been canonized in art and liturgy. The
prophetesses of Mami Wata have been



criminalized, pathologized, or exoticized
in Western media.

Reclaiming the
Narrative:
Decolonizing
Prophecy

To untangle this theft, we must recenter
the African origins of prophetic practice.
The Sibyls, especially the Libyan Sibyl,
should be studied not only as Greco-
Roman phenomena but as part of a
continuum that includes the Mami Wata
vodunsi (spirit wives), the Kalunga
priestesses of the Kongo, and the
Malebi (prophets) of the Lemba.
Recognition of this heritage allows
contemporary African diaspora
traditions—Candomblé,  Santeria,
Vodou—to reclaim their prophetic
lineages as legitimate, sophisticated,
and older than the Church's version of
revelation.

Furthermore, scholars and spiritual
practitioners alike are calling for a
restitution of symbolic property: the
Sibyls should be acknowledged as
potentially having African ancestors, and
the Church should be called to account
for the ways it has misrepresented and
suppressed African prophecy. This is not
about dismissing the Sibyls' power in
their own right—they remain fascinating
historical figures—but about ensuring
that the story of prophecy is not told
solely through a European Christian lens.

CONCLUSION: THE UNBROKEN

THREAD OF THE PROPHETESS

The narrative of The Sibyls The First
Prophetessacaac Of Mami Wata The
Theft Of African Prophecy By The
Catholic Church reveals a deeper truth:
that the sacred feminine voice of
prophecy has never been fully silenced.
The Sibyls may have been absorbed into
Christian art, and Mami Wata may have
been driven underground, but both
traditions survive. Today, in the revival
of African traditional religions and in the
ongoing veneration of Mary under her
many ocean-related titles, the echo of
the first prophetess can still be heard.
The reclamation of this heritage is an act
of spiritual justice—a way to honor those
women who spoke the words of the
divine, before the theft, before the
occupation, before the long erasure. It is
time to restore their names, their stories,
and their prophecies to the center of
human history.

» Key takeaway: The Sibyls and
Mami Wata prophetesses share
deep structural parallels that
suggest African origins for oracular
female figures.

e Critical insight: The Catholic
Church's appropriation of the
Sibyls was part of a broader
pattern of stealing and rebranding
African prophecy.

e Call to action: Support
decolonized scholarship that
honors the prophetic traditions of
Africa and the diaspora.

Word count: Approximately 1,150 words.
This article is designed to be both
informative and original, suitable for a
readership interested in religious history,
African spirituality, and colonial critique.
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