The Wala of Ghana and Burkina Faso

“Wala” (WAH-lah) signifies a general name for a people group that is primarily centered in and around the town of Wa (WAH) in the Upper West Region of Ghana.  Several names have been used to speak of this people, and it can be argued that the ‘Kantosi’ of Ghana, the ‘Dagaari-Jula’ of Burkina Faso and the Wala are all the same people.  If not the same people group, they are very closely related in religion, culture, and in language.  Altogether, the Wala people number about 160,000 in Ghana and Burkina Faso.

The name “Wa” comes from a word which means “come.”  The name “Wala” comes from this word ‘wa’ and the word ‘lah’, which means “people”.  Thus, the Wala are the ‘come people.’  Tradition about the Wala people says that a people originally came from Mali and settled in the area of Ghana that is now known as Wa.  These people were teachers in the Muslim religion and were powerful in prayer.  They were invited by the Kantosi people (the original land owners in that area) to teach them, though they were already Muslim, and so there was a relationship that was established early on that still exists today.

Many of the Wala people trade for their living.  In the past there were also a number of them known to be weavers.  However, the majority of Wala people today are farmers, cultivating primarily subsistence crops such as corn, millet, and sorghum.  Some grow cash crops as well, such as peanuts and yams.

Adherence to Islam stands out as the predominant trait of the Wala people.  Traditionally, they have resisted Christianity and have been known to “chase evangelists out of their courtyard.”  Recent interviews with key leaders, however, show that there is an openness that seems to be developing among the Wala.  They are open to talk about Isa (Jesus) who is mentioned and even lauded in the Koran (their most ‘Holy Scripture’).  

Missionaries believe that God wants to do something big among the Wala people.  God will use the prayers of His people to cultivate the soil of the Wala peoples’ hearts so that the gospel seed will find a fertile place to produce much fruit.  Please pray to this end!

Bridges:  The natural bridges of the gospel to the Wala, surprisingly enough, come from their religious beliefs.  The fact that one can talk about the Koran; the prophets that Islam and Christianity share; that Jesus is lauded in the Koran as virgin-born, sinless, sent from God, died and returned to life, and returned to God; and the fact that there is one God who is Creator of all things – all these things make up a pretty strong bridge for the gospel to cross.

Barriers:  The barriers to reaching the Wala also tie into their religious beliefs, but are more related to how the truths of the gospel are shared.  One must be aware of common false notions that Islam propagates; such as, saying that the Ingil speaks of another prophet (Mohammed) who was to come after Christ, saying that Jesus didn’t really die on the cross, and their notion that to say that Jesus was the Son of God is to somehow blasphemously say that God had immoral relations with Mary in order to bring Jesus into the world.  These things are intolerable or perhaps inconceivable to a Wala Muslim who daily professes that there is “One God whose name is Allah, and Mohammed is His Prophet.”  If one understands these common misconceptions and is armed with Koranic Scriptures and Biblical Scriptures, one can disarm the Muslim and at the same time find open doors to share the Gospel.
