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Introduction
The admission of

guilt

is the most difficult

armed conflict. This has been
Second
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thing
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more
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fifty

case

.major
of the

years, the
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to terms

holocaust, displaced persons, and the recovery of

abandoned

properties,

As the

case

of South Africa has

recentl y demonstrated, there is an important nexus between truth
and reconciliation, and the commission that goes by that name in
this African country will forever remain a model for all nations of
the world. Guilt admission and a complete and unfalsified
exposure of the truth not only opens the way for a lasting national
reconciliation, but also brings about a psychological liberation to

individual hearts.

generally known that horrendous' acts
proportions took place during the NigeriaiBiafra
It is

of

unimaginable

War. There

were

forensic experts around at the time to discover and analyse the
contents of mass graves, and no war-crime tribunals were set up to

no

the perpetrators of the widely publicised
both sides of the war. Consequently, rrobody knows

seek out and
atrocities

on

punish

estimate of the. number of persons who lost their lives and
under what circumstances. What wedo know, however, is that the
even an

scars

of the

war are

still written

boldly in

the

minds

and hearts of

individuals, communities and tribes, and while thereis a general
talk of national reconciliation after decades of political crisis, the
scars of the civil war seem to have been' relegated to the

background.
The purpose of this paper is to call attention to some unresolved
issues of the civil war that should be rectified in the new
.
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millennium. In any effort towards national reconciliation, the
Church, by virtue of its mission towards the people of God, has the

obligation

to

provide

unbiased

leadership.

After

more

than 50

War, shocking details
Swiss' collaboration with the Nazi
to disinherit the Jews, especially in the banking sector.

years since the end of the Second World

began
regime

to emerge in 1998 of

Amidst international outcry and indignation, the Swiss Bishops'
Conference, in a pastoral letter emphasised that the exposure and
,

condemnation of these crimes

was

their

duty.

"We have to do all

that is

humanly possible," they said, "to. make reparations for these
"1
mistakes.
The Swiss banks have since agreed to pay billions of

compensation to the survivors of the Holocaust.
The action of the bishops was informed by the conviction that faith
should �ot remain a mere individual option: it also should involve
political and social responsibility.
We have in our society citizens who have suffered, and are still
suffering, many: wrongs as a result of the civil war. Almost 30
years after the civil war, the path of the marginalization of the Igbo
has continued to be carefully charted and sustained. Can a truly
united Nigeria become a reality in this atmosphere? This is a
question that should concern every Nigerian in the new
millennium. It is not late for the church leadership in Nigeria to
borrow a leaf from the Swiss bishops and add their collective voice
to the exposure and condemnation of the crimes committed against
a
section of the Nigerian populace. Unfortunately, frequent
Swiss Franks

as

.

discussions and interaction among clerics have revealed that on the
thorny question of war guilt, for instance, opinions have been

ethnic lines, and. these are anything but
unbiased. Criticism, as Wole Soyinka would say, is like charity it
must begin at home. As we search our souls for the things that

expressed strictly

on

-

divide

us as a

slate in the

nation with

new

a

view to

millennium, it is

records of the church:

writing our history' on a clean
important to look also at the
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The Polarisation of Church and

Society
of-Tribal Loyalty and Sympathy
Ethnic hatred and rivalry has "remained the greatest danger to the
survival of Nigeria as a nation, and nowhere did this become more
apparent than during the civil war when tribal forces and emotions
were given full reign. As the late Bishop Moynagh of Calabar
predicted at the time., "these tribal forces can and do enter into the
church since the church is made up of men, and priests and bishops
belong to various tribal loyalties and sympathies." He warned that
there was. "a grave danger here that the Episcopal Conference
could be split and broken under the pressure of tribalism.'? As an
expatriate missionary, Bishop Moynagh would be regarded as an
impartial observer, and as a Bishop he ought to have known what
he was talking about. The Episcopal Conference was split and
broken. during the Nigerian civil war and in the end we. had the
"Nigerian Bishops," and the "Biafran Bishops." The repercussions
The Dark Side

of that unfortunate

polarisation of the church are still very much
around for those who have the courage to see and frown at them.
The declaration of the Republic of- Biafra on 30 May 1967
presented

serious dilemma to the

a

of the old Onitsha

they continue to regard and style
Nigerian church hierarchy and risk the
wrath of the Biafran people and government, or should they show
solidarity with the new state at the expense of church unity?
Anybody familiar with the political atmosphere inside the
breakaway region would agree that the church leaders in Biafra
had in fact no choice in the matter. Yet, in identifying themselves
with the new political dispensation., they proceeded with caution
and studied prudence. At a meeting held at the Bishop's house
Ikot-Ekpene on 24 November 1967, six months after the
declaration of the Republic of Biafra, they recorded their
deliberations as "Minutes of the meeting of the Bishops of Onitsha
Ecclesiastical Province." In other words, they still regarded
themselves as part of the Nigerian hierarchy and de facto did not
recognise the existence of another political entity. It was not until
February 1968 that they began, albeit reluctantly, to call
ecclesiastical

themselves

province.

as a

Should

bishops

unit of the
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of

Biafra,"" and following the mass killings
populace inside the enclave, they also
to
the
cause
of bringing relief to the people. They
began
champion
justified their active role in the conflict on the grounds of their duty
and

mass

"Bishops

starvation of the

to "rescue their flock from

and

were

namely,

"

danger to both soul and body,"
convinced that two things were at stake at the time,
the survival of the church and the survival of the people
obvious

of Biafra."4
The

Bishops

things

at

on

the

Nigerian

side would

equally

have

seen two

stake at the time-the survival of the church and the

of the nation. Therein

lay

unity

the dilemma and vicious circle in which

the church leaders found themselves.

Nigerian side in
particular, the survival of the church was perceived to depend
inextricably on the sensiti-ve issue of Nigerian unity. The military
government was fighting a bitter war "to keep Nigeria one" and the
church was under fierce attack for undermining that effort. The
Holy See and Caritas in particular were daily castigated in the
On the

press, radio and television for their involvement in

the.

war.

done and said in favour of the secessionists

result

As

a

anything
making life unbearable for the church and missionaries
who were loyal to the federal cause. It was against this
background, for instance, that a delegation of Nigerian Bishops
seen

was

as

in Rome in December 1968 "to present the true story of the
conflict;" and to "lobby the Curia against the activities of Caritas
was

Intemationalis.:" However, rather than converting the Holy See

Bishops came back enlightened and emboldened.
Nigeria, a bishops' conference was quickly held
and the critics courageously rebuffed in a press release that made it
clear that the Pope's intervention was purely humanitarian." But in
Rome the Bishops had presented the picture of an intimidated and
frightened Church. One of them even demanded that -Caritas hand
over its entire relief operation -in Biafra to the Red Cross and there
and Caritas, the
On returning to

doubt that the massive press attacks on the Church made
him nervous. "Ifthe Caritas relief to Biafra does not stop," he said,
was no

...

"my windows will be smashed."?
On the other hand, the insistence

on

the

unity of Nigeria

in the
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of 1967, and indeed throughout the war, was an issue,
inevitably brought about a division in the church. The

summer

which

church leaders

belonged

to

various tribal

and their failure to arrive at

a

loyalties

and

consensus on some

sympathies,

controversial

safely be ascribed to the tribal forces and
emotions that pervaded the Nigerian civil war. This, more than the
physical obstacles caused by the armed conflict, was largely
responsible for the lack of communication between the church
leaders on both sides of the war. Consequently, they could not, on
their own, come out with a joint statement on an aspect of the war
which had shocked the conscience of the world, namely, the mass
killings of innocent civilians and wanton destruction of property in
the former Eastern Nigeria. They needed the inducement of the
Holy See to produce such a statement in far away Rome in
February 1969. In his letter of invitation to the Rome meeting,
Cardinal Cicognani of the Council for the Public Affairs of the
Church had said that the meeting should serve above all "to show
forth the unity of the Episcopate in spite of the sad division from
which those regions are suffering."! It was no wonder that the
communique at the end of that meeting was entitled: "Unity of the
Hierarchy: Bishops' Statement from Rome."
issues of the

war can

Question of Genocide
By May 1966, when the first wave of pogroms that eventually
claimed the lives of over 30,000 of mostly Igbo citizens of Eastern
Nigeria, genocide was a word whose true meaning was not known
The

to

the

of

generality

manifestations

were

Nigerians,

obvious

to

the

but

whose

wider

horrors

world.

and

When the

wreathing under the pain inflicted on
by
began to raise alarm over the
strange happenings in Nigeria, something bizarre made its debut in
Nigerian history-the determination by the civil and church
leaders not to allow the stigma of the charge of genocide to hang
over the head of the peoples and regions that perpetrated it.
Today, after the killings in Rwanda and East Timor, and the
horrors of ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia, people have
civilised world that

their conscience

was

still

the holocaust
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realise that a systematic mass killing of a people simply on
grounds of their ethnic origin is a crime against humanity.

come

the

Nigerian

to

Those indicted in these cases have either been incarcerated
hunted down for

being
or military,
cases

of crimes

shortly

against humanity

after the civil

There is

prosecution.

has been indicted in

even a

Not

one

Nigeria

or are

person, civilian
the many known

single

over

committed before,

during

and

war.

concerted effort

by Nigerian historians to conceal
magnitude of the mass killings that

play down the
place
Nigeria. Thus for some the pogrom of 1966 was an
event in which "some Igbos lost their lives in Northern Nigeria."

the evidence and
took

in

Since the word "some" in this context

means a

"few" it is doubtful

if it is used to convey to posterity the fact that of the estimated one
million Igbos living in Northern Nigeria by 1966; as many as

30,000 lost their lives. Some Nazi historians have in the past made
several attempts to deny that the holocaust ever took place, a move
that

prompted the German government to make such abjuration
punishable under German law. For a genuine reconciliation to
happen in NIgeria there is need to tell the whole story of the
unfortunate episode in our national history.
When the Nigerian Church hierarchy finally came together in
Rome in February 1969, the whole world was eager to hear the
truth about an issue that had divided world opinion at all levels.
While the Biafran Bishops saw some elements of genocide in the
war both in intent and in practice, the Nigerian Bishops saw the
use of the word "genocide" as untoward. Mindful of public opinion
back home, the latter acquiesced to a most revealing compromise,
which reads

as

While

follows:
refrain" from

ascribing to any one people the
exterminating another whole people, yet
as the religious leaders of the Church, we feel not only
justified, but bound in conscience, to condemn the killing
of innocent peopie, the looting and deliberate destruction of
we

nefarious intent of

property,

and

vindictiveness.

10
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can say that the Nigerian

Bishops stood vindicated in their assessment of the genocide
controversy: there was no extermination of another whole -people
at the

end of the civil

war.

However, given the evidence of

and

organised mass killings of Igbo nationals all over the
during the conflict, and the fact that byApril 1968 tens
of thousands of people were dying daily as a result of the blockade
that purported to use starvation as a weapon of war, the charge of
genocide was not only real, but also understandable. It is not our
intention to enumerate here all the known cases of genocidal
killings of Igbos. But to appreciate the general feeling of the
victims and their leaders, it is paramount to refresh our memories
with just one incident described graphically by one Irish nun after
the recapture of the Midwest by federal troops:
sporadic

federation

I must tell you a little about here. It would fill a large book
to write it all.... First the Biafrans took over.... Actually

and not many lives were lost.. Later
the Federal army came and overthrew the Biafrans, That
occasion we shall never forget.
They accused us of hiding

they

were

gentlemen

..

...

Ibos.

They

wanted to kill all Ibos. The streets

were

lined

with the bodies of innocent Ibo unarmed civilians.

They
nearly all Christians mostly Catholic, They were tied,
stripped, beaten and shot and some burned alive. Worse
than the persecution ofthe Jews. N () priest was allowed to
were

attend them.
The

Bishop

soldier
bullets

came once to a

dying

Ibo

on

the street and

a

in his presence and fired two additional
through the man's head to make sure that he'd died.
came

They came in gangs with
sticks and guns to kill our Ibo nursing students. We saved
11
them at the risk of our lives. Poor girls.
The tribal hatred is terrible

This

...

independently corroborated elsewhere by
missionary who reported that some of them were "in

account

was

-

another
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Sapele

because of

"12

In the light of all the
their efforts to protect Ibo refugees.
evidence to the contrary, therefore, any claim that there was no

and

of

Igbo civilians, especially in
Ogoj a, Calabar and
Bonny, must be regarded as "a willing suspension of disbelief.'?"
it stands out as remarkable that given the nature of
the NigeriaiBiafra conflict only a few atrocities were committed at
the end of the war. The anticipated large scale "genocide" did not
materialise, thanks in no small measure to the pre-emptive outcry
of the Christian world led by the Holy Father, Pope Paul VI. On
the eve of Biafra's capitulation in January 1970 the Pope made his
famous appeal "on bended knees" during .his public address in St.
Peter's Square urging the Nigerians "to avoid genocide." That
appeal sparked off violent protests in several major cities in
Nigeria. The Pope had ignored the advice of Vatican diplomats not
to use that dreaded word, but he trusted, with success, "the
�'14
The federal government and the
humanity of Gowon and others.
the
Third
Marine
Commando led by Olusegun
army, especially
Obasanjo, were very much aware that the world was watching, and
they made sure that no further genocide took place after the war.
While we celebrate that victory, we must admit, openly and
privately, that crimes against humanity took place in our country
Nigeria. Ethnic hatred and violence are still bedevilling our nation
and what we require most for a corporate existence is not so much
the fear and cover up of a stigma as the avoidance of it.
systematic

the "liberated"

organised slaughter

areas

of the Mid-West, N sukka,

N�vertheless,

Religion and Politics
Religious Propaganda

Instrument

of War
Assembly of 1977, religion did not
feature prominently in the national debate. During that first
as

Until the National Constituent

national democratic exercise since the end of the civil war,
witnessed first hand the damaging effect on civil society of the
instrument of

we
use

during the
religious propaganda
At
conflict.
both
ends
of
the
Nigeria-Biafra
propagandist spectrum
were the Northern Islamic oligarchy and the Biafran government
of

as

an

war
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and its Christian allies.

the Christians

on

Caught between
the Nigerian side.

the pogroms of 1966,

Following
give the slaughter

a

religious

North" and "Christian East"
and radio and

some

the

debilitating

11

web

were

deliberate attempt was made to
colouring. The handy terms "Moslem
a

began

to

make their way into press
appeal to Islam's

Northern leaders set out to

military traditions and spoke of a Holy war against the East. That
was an irresponsible strategy, which unfortunately received instant
solidarity from some Moslem African countries. Inflammatory
broadcasts-began to be beamed daily to the Northern Moslems by a
IS
government radio from North Africa. The second wave of killings
in September 1966 was in fact triggered off by a false radio
announcement
from Cotonu that Northerners were being
massacred in Eastern Nigeria. Thus the tone was set for the most
devastating religious propaganda which marred the conduct of the
ensuing armed conflict.
The beleaguered Biafran government and peoples found the
religious propaganda a handy tool in their struggle for survival. In
the words of Emeka Odumegwu Ojukwu, the secessionist leader,
the Biafrans were a terrified and frustrated people who used every
16
They therefore fell back on
opportunity to secure sympathy.
to
in
order
achieve
a dual purpose, namely, to
religious propaganda
galvanise a feeling of a common identity internally and to secure
the sympathy and recognition of the outside world. It was alleged,
for instance, that it would be "a disservice to Christianity if the
whole world stood by and watched how Russia and Britain helped
Islam to establish itself in Christian Biafran.''" As the
bloodier and the effects of the blockade
became

more

war

became

devastating,

the

categorical. "If the world,
us," it was alleged, "we shall

religious propaganda
especially the churches, do not help
all die and Christianity in Nigeria shall die with us. "18 While
kind of talk certainly had an enormous influence on
more

this
the

humanitarian intervention of the Christian world, which was not
immune from sectarian loyalty and anti-Islamic feelings, it also
infuriated the Christians on the other side of the conflict.
Church leaders in Nigeria, especially the Nigerian Catholic
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hierarchy, on many occasions strongly condemned the use of
religious propaganda as an instrument of war. They did this for two
main reasons. Firstly. the argument that the war was between Islam
and Christianity was flawed in many respects. Apart from the fact
that Gowon. the Head of State,

was

himself a Christian, and that "a
Federal Armed Forces is

of the

insignificant proportion
Christian.'?" there were three ecclesiastical provinces in Nigeria at
the time out of which Biafra was only one. albeit the largest, part.
Emeka Ojukwu was aware of this when he stated that Biafra could
not make full use of the religious propaganda because that would
have pitted Christianity clearly against Islam and there was no such
dichotomy on the Nigerian side. That, he said, explained the
indecision and lack of co-operation from the Christians on the
other side." They were, to say the least, indignant over a strategy
not

that did not take them and their convictions into consideration.
The second, and by far the most important, reason behind their

condemnation of

perceived

religious propaganda

threats to the Christian faith in

was

the actual and the

Nigeria.

That threat had

both internal and external dimensions. In the first instance, many
Catholics, already weak in faith, were beginning "to choose
"21

between the love for their country and the Catholic faith.
The
from
Christian
world
one-sided
the
helped many
perceived
support
to make that vital internal decision. Externally, the massive and

unrelenting

attacks

Intemationalis,

propaganda.

on

were

the Vatican and its relief agency, Caritas
rather exacerbated
by the religious

The church

was

indirect colonialism" and calls

accused of

were

pursuing

a

policy

of

made for the establishment of a

Nigerian national church independent of the Pope. This latter call
was suggested by no less a personality than Chief Anthony
Enahoro, the then information minister and himself a Catholic.

tragic episode in Nigeria's history that religion was
accorded a dominant pla.ce in national politics. The Christians were
generally regarded as enemies of .the nation by their Moslem
brothers, and the frustrated military government accused them of
prolonging the war by giving relief aid to Biafra. These charges
and the religious debates they generated became so intense that the
It

was

at

this
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Protestant World Council of Churches made

a

dramatic

13

policy

reversal towards the tail end of the war. At a meeting of the Joint
Church Aid at Sandefjord, Norway, in December 1969, delegates

utterly surprised

were

to

read

a

statement from the wee that the

"massive relief air lift had saved many lives, but the political side
effects had placed Christians, churches and agencies in an

ambiguous- position.?" When attempts to get the Joint Church Aid,
body that was responsible for the airlift, to halt the
relief operation failed, the WCC issued an order to its
representatives in Biafra to desist from giving aid in its name.
Caritas and the. other Catholic relief agencies continued their
operations till the very end with disastrous consequences.

the ecumenical

The

Expulsion

of Missionaries

Perhaps you feel you have lived in vain
That you have failed somehow;
But if you have touched one human heart,
Or

kept one Solemn vow,
Or brought to one sad stricken soul
The hope to live again,
Why then no matter how you feel
You have not lived in vain. (Hazel Aiken)
It is remarkable that the

faced

a

only

tribunal at the end of

persons
a

war

or

that

group of persons that
was as bitter as the

Nigeria- Biafra conflict were the foreign missionaries, most of them
Irish. In order "to bind its wounds, quieten the hawks, reunite its
people," the Nigerian nation used the missionaries as
"23
They were captured, tried, imprisoned and deported
scapegoats.
Europe in the middle of a bitter cold winter without the chance
of taking even warm clothing.
The charges brought against the" missionaries in Port Harcourt
reflect the comic twist that is inherent in human history When the
verdict of the trial was finally read, the missionaries were accused
not of giving "military and other help to the rebel regime," as
to

The
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charged by the prosecuting counsel, but of "illegal entry" and
"unlawful employment" in Nigeria." Of the 105 Sisters, Brothers,
Fathers and a Bishop that were in all deported, some had worked in
Nigeria for more than 30 years, but the authorities needed a crime
that was punishable under' Nigerian law. They found two and the
missionaries
account.
were

were

After

sentenced to six months' hard labour

week in

a

'prison

on

each

fines, they

released and

deported.
foreign missionaries

That the

many at the time. As far back
not

and the payment of

yet

were

expelled

did

not

surprise

1967, when the missionaries had
themselves with political activities, the

involved

as

"resolution" had

already been made by the Northern Chamber of
Commerce to expel them from the country." By the beginning of
1968 their movements and activities on the Nigerian side were
"26
closely and regularly monitored "for security reasons. There was
no. doubt that the new power brokers in Nigeria, the Islamic
Northern Oligarchy, would use the relief controversy to achieve a
long-standing objective. Nobody, not even Gowen, the Christian
Head of State, was capable of stopping that. The Commander in
Chief gave Bishop Okoye the assurance that the deported
missionaries would be allowed to
did not

provided they
happened.
The speed with

"engage

themselves,

as

political

was

what

whose

only

came

great surprise.

a

crime

was

back after

activities,

"27

some

time,

That has not

'

were

bundled

to many, even

together

the victims

It underscored the

level of

group of
to have saved innocent lives. If there

antagonism. that had arisen in the
people

come

which the missionaries

and shown the way out
-

in

Nigerian

nation for

a

in church and state, it was that the foreign
any
"deceived?"
the Pope and the world about the
church workers

was

consensus

Consequently, they had to be sacrificed in order to
gods of Nigerian unity and to facilitate the
appease
Africanization of the Nigerian church. Accordingly, there was no
official protest or popular outcry from either church or state against
their deportation. The only authoritative voice against the
expulsion came from an Anglican Bishop, the Rt. Rev. G. E.

Nigerian

crisis.
the

The

Cochin,

Nigerian .Civil

one

time

of

expulsion
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of Owerri. He described the

missionaries

"unfortunate," and their imprisonment

as not

as

"unfair"

"honourable.

and

"29

The group of foreign missionaries that worked in Biafra ought to
be associated with fame, honour and dignity not just for, their
achievements in the enclave, but most importantly because of what
they gave to the whole world and to our century. This special gift

has been described thus:

episode in modern times stands out as a formative
experience in .contemporary humanitarianism- Biafra. An
entire generation of NGO relief workers was moulded .by
Biafra, and several agencies were either born from the
relief operation or forever changed by it. Biafra is totemic
for contemporary relief, it was an unsurpassed effort in
terms
of logistical achievement and sheer physical
One'

courage."
The talk here is about the

pioneer

relief efforts initiated and

by the foreign missionaries that Nigeria did not want. For
Biafra, they formed the Joint Church Aid, the most dynamic
ecumenical movement of the twentieth century., and when they
sustained

function in

Nigeria, the die-hards among them
quickly got over the deportation shock and immediately put their
experiences at the disposal of the world. Some moved into
development programming, while others founded new NOOs,
some of which, like Concern and Medcins Sans Frontieres, have
become world renowned. Put differently, Nigeria'S loss has
could

no

become

longer

"everyone else's gain.'?'
However, the majority of the deported missionaries were
dislocated for life. They called Biafra "home," and although they
accepted their expulsion bravely and in Christian spirit, their only
"32
These
regret in retrospect was "having to leave our people.
no
"emotional"
one
infuriated
were
as
outbursts,
expressions
church dignitary described them, They represented the genuine
feelings of people who had volunteered for life for the missions

\

The
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perfect union with the people they
forceful separation and the circumstance

live in

surrounding it have led to many broken hearts and lives of
despondency. The Nigerian nation has a moral obligation to
acknowledge the sacrifices and sufferings of the former
missionaries. Now that they are no longer a threat to anybody, the
church should plead for a general amnesty and official
rehabilitation for the deported missionaries, dead or alive.
Issues of Rehabilitation, Reconstruction and Reconciliation

Nigerian Military Government under General Gowon won
the praise and admiration of the world by the way it demonstrated
that "while the black man has little to teach about making war, he
"33
has a real contribution to offer in making peace.
It showed a rare
in
which
even
victory,
surprised
magnanimity
Maj. General Philip
Efiong, the man who signed Biafra's unconditional surrender on 15
January 1970.34 Today, thirty years on, the charge of
marginalization of the Igbo has replaced the optimism generated
by the promise of rehabilitation, reconstruction and reconciliation.
Top on the list of Igbo grievances is the question of "abandoned"
properties. Nigerian citizens who, through no fault of theirs, had to
The

...

flee in their thousands, had their houses and landed assets declared
abandoned by official policy. In spite of the promise of

reintegration, those properties, especially in Port
Lagos, have not been given back to -their rightful

Harcourt and
owners.

Then

follows the issue of frozen assets in banks. Bank accounts of
Easterners held in other parts of

Nigeria

were

frozen

the creation of states in 1967 and the declaration of the

shortly after
Republic of

year. This was in addition to the destruction of
many bank records in the rioting that let to the pogroms in
Northern Nigeria in 1966. Furthermore, by decree 46 of 1970,
B iafra in the

some

4000

alleged

same

Igbo policemen

were

dismissed from service for their

roles in the defunct Biafra. In the

same

vein,

tens

of

nationals lost their jobs in the civil service

thousands of other

Igbo

and in the-

private

sector as a result

policemen

and women, these workers

of the
are

war.

Like the former

asking for

a

formal
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of service to

the nation.

for the

Nigerian society, without any exclusion,
to see the noble "tasks of peace?" promised by church and state at
the end of the civil war fully implemented. The principle of "no
victor no vanquished" will remain a farce as long as the legitimate
grievances of the Igbo, or of any other group, are not addressed.
Recently, the German government set aside $5billion as
compensation to Nazi slave labourers. If a government can work
out such a rehabilitation scheme for foreigners almost sixty years
Time has

come

after the crime was committed, and if more than 54,000 bank
accounts of Nazi victims have been identified in Swiss banks and
are

being processed for restoration to

and their

the survivors of the holocaust

descendants, then it becomes all the

more

inconceivable

that the
or

Nigerian government should continue to regard properties
assets belonging to Nigerians as "abandoned" or "frozen".

The church itself has

a

moral

obligation

to address .the unfinished

business of rehabilitation, reconstruction and reconciliation. The
Catholic Bishops committed themselves to these ideals shortly
after the end of the

vanguard of the first
real reconstruction and rehabilitation efforts in the war-ravaged
former Eastern Nigeria .The Welfare Department of the Catholic
Secretariat effectively co ordinated, at the end of the Civil War, the
largest relief and rehabilitation project ever carried out on the
African continent. Besides, during and after the war, Hopeville,' the
war

and indeed

were

at

the

..

rehabilitation centre at Uturu for amputee victims of the war,
became a household name nationally and internationally.

Technically speaking, however, both the Welfare Department and
Hopeville, the village of hope, have ceased to exist. It will serve a
useful purpose to review why this failure came about.
The need for institutionalised social welfare departments in every
diocese

was a

outside

as a

were

child of circumstance, conceived and sustained from

result of the

imposed

on

tragic

civil

war.

the local church and

As it were, the structures
not establishments that

were

had evolved out of solid conviction that the provision of welfare is
an integral part of the spreading of the Kingdom of God on earth.

The
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Consequently,

when

War:

foreign

Outstanding
aid

and

Unspoken

Taboos

withdrawn in the

early 1970s,
a matter of fact, the

was

all the rehabilitation centres folded up. As
Secretary General of the Catholic Secretariat at the time described
national

the

.

rehabilitation

"36

The co-,
longer urgent.
ordinators of the various diocesan welfare departments were
promptly reassigned, and the Welfare Department at the centre was
re-baptised -the 'Social Development Department.' Presently, it
bears the name 'Department of Justice and Peace. In effect,
Caritas as an independent institution has been abolished, especially
at the centre. Much of what is left 'of the original institution is now

merely

academic.

commentary

on

This

as

"no

conspicuous.

omission

the humanitarian mission of

the

is

a

sordid

local church in

Nigeria. The poor, the oppressed and the marginalised would want
to experience the solidarity of the church in concrete structures, not
in intellectual seminars and
It is

workshops.

therefore of paramount importance that the local church

reverts to

the

after the civil

sterling

level of social
local church I

ministry
the

achieved

during

and

of God's

By
community
people in Nigeria. It has a divine injunction to make a preferential
option for the poor and the needy. National rehabilitation is a
perennial exercise and not an. ad hoc activity, and as such it
requires an institutionalised welfare provision. The church, by
virtue of its social mission, and by virtue of its humanitarian
experience, can and should provide leadership in the task of peace
envisaged in the call for national rehabilitation. reconstruction and
war.

mean

rehabilitation.
Conclusion

Nigerian Civil War will remain for a long time to come the
episode in our national history. The bitter memories it still
elicits generally stand in the way of open discussion and dialogue.
The

darkest
As

a

result, the call for

true national

reconciliation also continues

postponed. Many groups in Nigeria have seen in the Igbo
eclipse their own opportunity to rise and shine. The postponement
of an, eq uitable integration may seem to serve their interest. But
recent developments in Nigeria, especially in the Niger Delta, have

to

be
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unspoken taboos can, and do, lead to violent reactions.
Thirty years is enough time to wait before addressing the
grievances nursed by the victims of the civil war. Recently, a new
group calling itself the Movement for the Actualisation of the
Sovereign State of Biafra, MASSOB� has emerged and though its
objective may be visionary, its formation underscores the general
feeling of frustration that exists among those who now regard
themselves as truly vanquished. A national reconciliation in the
new millennium is necessary to make Nigeria truly one.
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