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1.

Integral and Dynamic

Universe of Man as

Subject of Rights.

Thus there was a covenant between earth and man
The earth produces the food that man eats. The
earth becomes the greatest supernatural force
(alusi). Eri controlled yam and other food and the
earth that grows them. No person should defile the
earth by spilling human blood in violence on it.
This is the covenant. It must be kept. We Nri

keep it. We told other Igbo to whom we gave yam
keep it. (Nwakoye Odenigbo; Nri Myth Of Origin).'

to

In Africa the individual

human, who is the subject of rights,
of
composite
relationships. The African experience of per
son takes in one fell swoop the community (human and spiritual)
and the individual. This notion of person has been described as
"coherent pluralism": the self is related to the spiritual world
to an ancestor or a non-corporeal spirit as manifested
(bonded
by the individual's characteristics and potentialities), is related to
is

a

certain fundamental pre-natal choices (destiny from which free
acts emerge but limiting free acts), and is tending towards com

pletion through relationships (for example in initiation rites

-

the social definition of the person -, through marriage and
through self-exertion in society). The self is thus composite and
unfinished, and is tending towards cornpletion.Z
When one therefore talks about human rights in Africa one
is dealing with the art of relationship. When one does the right
or infringes upon the right of another it is not just one person or
one group which is concerned rather the whole environment
(spiritual, human and physical) rejoices or is aggrieved. Since
man's cosmic location is implicated in the definition of person,
rights involve the totality of man's cosmos. In effect African
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religious experience confesses divinities and ancestors as guar
morality. As the Nri (lgbo) experience suggests, there is
a Covenant relationship between the community and Ala (the
earth diety). Bloodshed which is the highest infringement on the
right of a person, is an attack on the divinity. The divinity is the
source of sanctions imposed on offenders. This African universe
in which physical elements, like the land, may assume dynamic
mystical characteristics is a moral universe. Nothing happens by
chance, And all segments of the universe, according to their
kind and grade, co-act for the benefit of human life integrally
perceived.
This. African vision of man's universe in which his rights and
freedoms are circumscribed is certainly non-scientific. But it is
not too distant from what the physical and biological sciences
have been trying to demonstrate about man and the origin of the
dians of

universe

-

i.e. the naturalistic

And the

sense·

of man's cosmic location.
religion, which

between science and

on-going dialogue
gradually excluding the extremes of creationism and evolu
tionism, appreciates the benefits for humankind of this sense of
man's natural place in the universe.
is

As J.S. Wicken says:
to human self-identity
created in the relatively recent
past by divine fiat but are instead linked to a tree
of life whose roots extend billions of years into
the history of the cosmos. It makes a difference
too if we see ourselves as involved in this ongoing
with respect
process of creation in a basic way
to the responsibility we have for the rest of life
than it we feel ourselves as spectators to a

It makes

that

a

huge difference

we were not

-

-

deterrnlnlstlc

unfolding of

things.3

Man, a historical being, originating from and prospering
within the universe has the primary responsibility of tending the
universe to ensure his very survival and the enjoyment of his
freedoms. This is the starting point of our theological meditation
on human rights. For although we must acknowledge the
primacy of man's self-consciousness in whatever he may claim
to know about or create in the universe, although man may
realise that he is, in the words of Paul Tllllch, "a stranger in the
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world" and thus "that he himself is the door to the deeper levels
of reality, that in his own existence he has the only possible ap
proach to existence itself",4 yet man's existence is intimately
linked to all the dimensions of being in the universe. For it is the
constellations of ecological conditions which made it possible
for the organic to appear in the inorganic realm, and similar con
ditions (while not excluding an outside intervention) made it
possible for the dimensions of self-awareness and spirit to leap
into actualitv. 5
This mteqral vision of the universe presented both in the
African world-view and the physical and biological sciences car
ries for African religions a moral imperative. No action of man on
planet earth or in the universe is an indifferent act. We are thus
persuaded by the science of nature and the African vision of the
world to adopt an integral (cosmic) approach to human rights
beginning with earth-keepinq.f

aggressive attitude of man towards nature on planet ear
th, especially through industrialisation, has led to the situation
where man is replacing nature as the engine of climate change.7
By "making the world an oven", man is responsible for the
global warming or greenhouse effect through releasing into the
atmosphere gases that capture too much warmth. The daily flar
ing of gas in Nigeria's oil producing areas, bush burning,
disposal of human, chemical and toxic waste, nuclear explosions
like Chernobyl and Bhopal, the carnage of war as happened in
the Gulf, are ways in which man shirks his responsibility of
earth-keeping. If the process continues unchecked, the United
Nations Environment Programme projects a rise in average
temperature by between 1.5c. and 4.5c. by the middle of the
The

century. While other species may adapt
temperatures the human species may face extinction''.
next

to

such

It thus becomes evident that the survival (destiny) of the
human species is linked to man respecting the various dimen
sions of life in the universe (a universe which is a subject of
rights). This point is aptly made by Seattle (the Suquamish
North American Indian Chief), and his views sum up the

theological viewpoint of traditional religion on the issue of
rights in a universe integrally perceived. While transfering
ancestral lands to the U.S. government he said:
I will make

one

condition: the white

man must treat
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the beasts of this land as his brothers and sisters,
I· am a savage and I do not understand any other way,
I have seen a thousand rotting buffaloes on the

prairie, left by the whiteman who shot them from a
passing train. I am a savage and do not understand
how the smoking iron horse can be more important than
the buffalo we kill only to stay alive. Every part
of this earth is sacred to my people. Every shining
pine needle
every mist in the dark woods
every
The sap which courses through
humming insect
the trees carries the memories of the red (people)
This shining water that moves in the streams
and rivers is not just water but the blood of our
ancestorsf
...

...

....

.

...

Most traditional societies consider the land

as sacred.
Australia
sacred
sites
assume
of
Aboriginal peoples
Among
dynamic-mystical sense: "it is peopled in spirit form by the
ancestors who originated in the Dreaming, the creative period of
time immemorial" And to violate the land is as immoral as rape:

the

.

When the land is

love her but

we

raped

we

feel like

feel ashamed that

we

a man

whose wife has been raped. We still

could not protect her ,10

The process of industrialisation especially in terms of
Western modernisation is in a way a rape of the earth. This rape
which the theology of traditional religion condemns as morally

reprehensible opens the floodgates for the dehumanisation of all
that inhabits the earth (mineral, plant, animals, and humans).
Taking our example again from Nigeria where industrialisation is
only beginning, one sees how an arrogant expropriation of the
land and whatever it contains (especially minerals) without the
corresponding' responsibility of earth-keeping leads to an en
vironmental chain-reaction. Crude oil is tapped with the most
modern equipment in petroleum technology but our Delta
regions become despoiled of farmlands and fishing waters.
Diseases of all descriptions compound the suffering of the wret
ched of the earth who have been deprived of the means of their
livelihood. From the abuse of the earth to the disregard of the
human dignity of its inhabitants. The earth has become hot (i.e.
ritually polluted) because of man's wickedness; it needs to be
ritually purified in order to remove the environmental hostility
which destroys both the earth and its inhabitants."
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While not denying the great achievements of Western
technology which have benefitted humankind as a whole (for ex
ample in the area of medicine) one may not ignore the tragic
consequences of its pattern of domination. Marcuse's denuncia
tion of this technology as cultural, non-neutral, and a technique
of domination appears to be proven by historical evidence. Ac
cording to Marcuse this technology sets up "a political
universe" which is the "Iatest stage in the realization of a
namely, the experience, transforma
specific historical project
tion, and organisation of nature as the mere stuff of domina
tion" .12 One does not fail to notice the application to non
Western peoples.of the same ruthless and repressive policy
directed against nature: forceful occupation of alien lands,
genocide against Australian aborigines and American Indians,
black slavery, exportation of terror (through wars or through the
support of dictators to protect Western economic and political
interest). These and many more, are aspects of the ruthlessness
a West which, paradoxical
of Western technological culture
ly, is the champion of human rights. The musings of Rubem
-

-

Alves

are

There

apposite:

that demand fewer sacrifices than
that do not eat openly
the bodies of those who are near; they find it safer
to eat the flesh of those who are far off. There
are good states and bad states. One state can even
are states

others. There

are states

wave the flag of human rights against other states.
This sedates it and its worshipers with the perfume
of self-righteousness.13

What
tional

learn about human rights from the theology of tradi
religion, whether read from African, Australian or
American Indian perspective is instructive for the world of to
day. This theology is incarnational and earthy: the body is the
a relationship which integrates the
gateway to relationships
mineral, plant, animal, and human dimensions. Rights are about
humanization, and humanization is about integrating the
universe into a dynamic whole. The Jewish-christian Scriptures
do not really say a different thing, though the dualism introduc
ed into christian theology through classical Greek philosophy
(especially Neo-Platonism) and strenghtened by Cartesianism
we

-

produced

a

discordant note.
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2.

Man

as

the

Image

of God.

The great achievements of the science of astronomy have
our planet earth and the sun from the centre of the

moved

one of the galaxies (the Milkyway
the reduction of our earth to a speck in the
on earth is still proclaimed by most systems of

universe to the suburbs of

galaxy). Despite
universe,

thought

man

and

religions

as

the centre of the universe. As Vatican II

observed:
to the almost unanimous opinion of
believers and unbelievers alike, all things on earth
should be related to man as their centre and crown.

According

This is

an

affirmation of the primacy of man's self consciousness

in what he claims to know or create in the universe.
The Hebrew Bible in the two accounts of creation (Gen 1
and 2) recognises the bond between man and the earth, man
and the creatures of the earth, and man and the creator in whose
image he is created. The earlier Yahwistic account describes
as naturalistic- the work of the divine architect
breath
whose
gave life to man: "then the Lord formed man of
dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath

man's

origin

of life; and man became a living being" (Gen 2:7).
Endowed with the breath of God without being the less a
thing of the earth, the "Lord God took the man and put him in
the

garden to till it and keep it" (Gen 2:15). The narrator con
ceives the earth in the idyllic sense of a garden, and sees the

primary
earth

-

purpose of man's presence on earth as working the
being involved in the on-going process of creation.

i.e.

Furthermore, the need of this first creature of God to live in rela
tionship is expressed. The narrator describes the forming of
animals (from the same dust of the earth) in terms of companion

ship for man; and man expressed his insight into the purpose of
being (or indeed bestowed on them their purpose) in the
naming ceremony:

their

Then the Lord God said lilt is not

good that

the

man

should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for
him". So out of the ground the Lord God formed every
beast of the field and every bird of the air, and

brought them

to the man to see what he would call
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and whatever the man called every

creature, that

was

its

name.

living

(Gen 2:18-19).

Full companionship for man is realised in woman who is drawn
from him and complements him.
The later Priestly account of creation lays emphasis on order
and harmony in the universe. Man, the last and crown of crea
tion, is created in the image of God" (Gen 1 :27); and thus, in
the first instance, he replicates the harmony in God ("Iet us
make man"
Gen 1 :26) in his own nature: "male and female he
created them" (Gen 1 :28). Vatican II recognises human sexuality
as manifesting in his very nature man's likeness to God (thus set
II

-

ting aside the

dualism inherited from Neo-Platonism):

man a solitary. For from the
and
female he created them"
Their
"male
beginning
companionship produces the primary form of interpersonal
communion. For by his innermost nature man is a social
being, and unless he relates himself to others he can
neither live nor develop his potential.U'

God did not create

....

In this way all discrimination based on sex is outlawed .16
In the second instance man's likeness to God is realised in his
having dominion over the animal world (Gen 1 :27-28); a likeness
to God which appears to be located at that point where man dif
fered from animals: man is to increase and multiply like the

image of God, he takes over from God the task
the
animals which received God's command to eat
controlling
and
thus not to devour one another.l? Psalm 8
grass (Gen 1 :30);

animals, but,

as

of

pictures

man as

dominated by the stars of heaven, but as image
thing is put under his

of God (little less than God) every other

feet:
Yet thou hast made him little less than God, and dost
crown him with glory and honour. Thou hast given him
dominion over the works of thy hands; thou hast put
all things under his feet, all sheep and oxen and
also the beasts of the field, the birds of the air,

and the fish of the sea, whatever passes
paths of the sea. (Ps 8:5..a).

along

the

This reference to God and to animals in talking about man's
place in the universe appears to be the crucial point where
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religion (in myth and poetry) defines man. History
shows that man is not really different from animals-animals
Hebrew

devour

one

another, and

and the Psalms in

so

do

proclaiming

men.

the

But the book of Genesis

lordship of

man

project the

ideal which was the situation in mythical time: man/ the crown
of creation, assumes all levels of being into divinity, and in
troduces divinity into all levels of being. Instead of regarding
creation as an adversary to be bullied or exploited 18 man is
shown to be a creature which occupies a middle position bet
ween the God who creates and other creatures. His behaviour
pattern affects all creation. Thus when man succumbed to the
possibility of defection present in the Yahwistic narrative of
creation (Gen 2:17
interdiction from eating from the tree of
of
and
evil), his fall affected all creation. Biblical
knowtedge
good
religion interprets the Fall as a loss of the image of God. This
loss introduced confusion into creation. Man lost the power of
-

the gentle word received from God to command animals and to
prevent them from devouring one another. The legend of Cain
and Abel shows how

another. This is the

men

imitated animals and devoured

one

enormity of the loss of the image of God. As

Beauchamp aptly puts it:
If

imitate animals which by nature devour
they no longer command them.
Since men imitate them, men resemble them. And if
men resemble animals it is a clear sign that men
have lost their resemblance to God on which their

today

one

men

another it shows

power is

based.19

prophetic religion takes a clear stand against man play
to man. The covenanted people of God which guards
wolf
ing
the Exodus experience as its foundational story must not op
press the poor and the stranger (Dt 14:28-29; 15:14). Faced with
the scandal of oppression and living in a situation which ap
peared hopeless Isaiah in his third book proclaimed the libera
tion and consolation of the poor, and the restoration of their
dignity as goodnews (lsa 61 :1-3).'When God finally brings heal
ings to man and removes from him the scourge of war and op·
pression, an eschatological peace and harmony will reign: the
Hebrew

lion shall eat straw like cattle, the calf and the young lion Ihall
grow up together and a little child shill Illd thlm UI. 1 1 :1 -9"
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This is the ideal (messianic) age which the Priestly creation nar
rative recounted as the way it was in the beginning.
The New Testament Scriptures see in Jesus of Nazareth
the realisation of this messianic hope. However these writings
have little to tell us about nature, perhaps because of the city
setting of the primitive christian .communities. In effect some
books contain a thorough going pessimistic view of the earth.
This pessimism sometimes fails to get beyond Hellenistic and
Gnostic dualism. It climaxes in apocalypticism which sees a new
heaven and a new earth unconnected with our universe as the
end of christian hope (Rev. 21.1). However, as in many other
theological themes, the New Testament does not have a
uniform stand. First of all, the incarnation of Jesus and the doc
trine of bodily resurrection show clearly that christian faith is
world affirming. Indeed the' geneologies of' Matthew and Luke
(Mtt 1:1-17; Lk 3:23-38) suggest that divine sonship which
crystallized sharply in Jesus the son of God was lived in a real
way in Jesus' ancestors despite the distortions and contradic
tions of human history. Luke who traced Jesus' origin back to
Adam (the son of God- Lk. 3:38) appears to suggest the dawn
of a new creation in Jesus- for the Spirit of God was present at
Jesus' conception and baptism just as It brooded over the
waters at creation. In addition, some books of the New Testa
ment written from a background of contact with non-Jewish
cultures drew their imagery from creation where the Christ is
given a primary role (In 1:1-4; Col 1:6-20; Eph 4:10; etc)20.
Above all, the memory of the action and words of Jesus in the
Gospels show that the coming of the reign of God means put
ting an end to man's inhumanity to man; a call on man to start
the recovery of peace and harmony in creation through the
recovery, in himself, of the image of God lost in the Fall. The
followers of Jesus, converted to his way, gentle as doves but
wise as serpents, proclaim this new dispensation in word and
deed. The importance of the new social image of man, which
restores dignity and rights to man, is brought out by Luke's
Gospel which put into the mouth of Jesus, at the beginning of

his ministry, the words of Isaiah 61 :1-2:
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has
anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has
sent me to proclaim release to the captives and
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recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty
are oppressed, to proclaim the acceptable

those who

year of the Lord. (Lk_. 4:18-19).

Christian theology thus sees in the incarnation of Jesus the
restoration to man of the image of God lost through sin. And in
Jesus man learns what it is to be man. As Vatican II teaches:
The truth is that only in the mystery of the incarnate
Word does the mystery of man take on light� For Adam,
the first man, was a figure of him who was to come.
namely, Christ the Lord. Christ, the final Adam,
by the revelation of the mystery of the Father and
His love, fully reveals man to man himself and makes
his supreme

calling clear.21

The calling of man as shown in the Hebrew Scriptures and
in the memory of Jesus is to be image of God. An imitation of
God which integrally humanizes the universe in gentleness and
non-violence. This vision of the place of man in the universe re
joins the African ideal where the totality of the universe is a sub
ject of rights. Today, in the global village, more than ever before,
the test of the truth of the christian way lies in nurturing the en
vironment for the inteqral realisation by man of his likeness to
God.

3.

a.

The Church and the Struggle for Integral Human
Rights in the Global Vii/age.

Learning from Experience.

Our reflections so far indicate that man is a subject of
rights in a universe where he lives in dynamic (life enhancing)
relationships. He is a subject of rights because God has bestow
ed his breath on him, made him in his image to share in the work
of creation. The restoration to man of the lost image of God in
to concentrate attention on the task of
the
human
of
family which is the starting point of
healing
the
universe.
The
church, the bearer of this message
recreating
of reconciliation has, through history, lived this Gospel with the
greatest difficulty. Neither in its ranks nor in the world of men to
which this news is addressed has the ideal been realised.

Christ invites the christian

the
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The

early christianity of the Fathers of the Church was
beseiged by the Roman empire intolerant of religious liberty.
The Roman state which arrogated to itself (like all states
ac
cording to Max Weber) the monopoly of lithe legitimate use of
physical force" within its territory22 sucked the blood of chris
tians. Christians bravely bore witness to their faith And in their
position of weakness, they denounced their persecution as in
human, they resisted the identification by the state of possess
ing political power with being in the right; and some, like Ter
an inalienable
tullian, proclaimed the value of religious liberty
of
all
humans
the
for
recreation
of
the
universe:
right
-

.

-

It is

right, a privilege of nature,
beings should worship according to
their own convictions; one human person's religion
neither harms nor helps another. It is not proper
to force religion. It must be undertaken freedly,
not under pressure .23
a

fundamental human

that all human

Tertullian's defence of religious liberty was within a church
was weak. When Constantine decreed freedom of wor
for
christians (Edict of Mltan
313 A.D), and when chris
ship
became
the
state
Theodosius (decree of
under
tianity
religion
the
380 A.D.),
language changed: "pagan" practices were
outlawed, and the death penalty was imposed on non-christians.
This situation whereby the church was effectively abducted by
the state or willingly fell into its embrace prevailed from
Theodosius to the French revolution (1789). State violence was
available to enforce belief. It is paradoxical that Augustine who,
in the City of God, called states or kingdoms "qreat robberies"
should exert the greatest influence in the use of state power to
which

-

enforce belief. Augustinian pessimism (possibly encouraged by
spirit of the time) denied to the human subject the capacity
to govern himself because of the devastating effect of "original
sin". Government, even a tyrannical government, is a necessary
the

against sin. The rule of one man over others, of master
slave, is a necessity. Coercion is a necessary evil to be used
not only against "pagans" but also against christians (he applied
this with rigour against his Donatist and Pelagain opponents).24
defence
over

This alliance between the church and the state to create the
christian society
one people, one king, one faith, one 'law
the
have
christianization of Western Europe, but it
may
helped
-

-
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denied to the church that critical reserve, the prophetic voice
needed to defend the voiceless, to nurture the environment for
the recreation of the universe.

Being practically part of the

state

religion became an instrument of oppres
Man
sion/exploitation.
played wolf to man in such an un
precedented way that the context for understanding the social
rights of the weak (women, Jews, Moslems, serfs, slaves, etc)
was either very limited or non-existent. Of course there were ex
ceptions (like Thomas Aquinas who stood for liberty of cons
cience), but these proved the rule. However, as Aubert insists,
Medieval society was a different kind of society (totally hierar
apparatus the christian

so preoccupied with unanimi
the
became
that
heretic
a
social
deviant who must be saved
ty
as
was
means
torture
customary with the inquisi
by all
including

chized, structurally immobile, and

tion)25.
When the foibles of Medieval christendom

were

exported

non-European socio-cultural areas they sent forth shock
waves whose sad effects persist in our global village. The inva
sion of Latin America, motivated by greed for "qold" led to the
plunder of Aztec and Inca treasuries and to the subjection of the
inhabitants of those lands to slave tabour in gold and silver
mines. It was characteristic of the spirit of christendom to justify
the conquest by reasons of evangelization. After all was it not
the pleasure of "God our Lord" to bestow dominion over the
world to the kings of Spain and Portugal?26 Medieval and
Renaissance christian society wounded by plagues and especial
ly torn apart by wars had made great advances in military
technology and used this to great advantage in imposing its lust
for wealth in Africa, Asia and America. Augustine rightly called
such states "great robberies" where impunity is added to
to

covetousness·

.

apt and true reply which was given
Great by a pirate who had been seized.
For when that king had asked the man what he meant
by keeping .hostile possession of the sea, he answered
with bold pride, "What thou meanest by seizing the
whole earth; but because I do it with a petty ship,
I am called a robber, whilst thou who dost it with
a great fleet art styled an emperor" _27
.

Indeed, that

was an

to Alexander the

There

were

dissenting voices

to the use

of the christian

religion
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basis for the construction of these "great robberies"
the
Jesuits in Latin America, "converted" theologians like Bar
toleme de Las Casas
but they constituted a minority in
the
current.
However in that tragedy of
of
capable
changing
as a

-

-

Black Slavery
great
tragedies which befell the human race
Las
Casas
and
the
christian society
like
de
whole
theologians
were in agreement that by their very nature slavery befits the
black race. The inhumanity they suffered was theologically ex
plained as the result of the curse of Noah on the descendants of
his son, Ham (Gen. 9 and 10). Whether this racial interpretation
-

-

of Genesis is to be traced to Luther's commentary or even to the
was taken for granted all over Europe that the suffer
ing of Africans was an act of God. Daniel Camboni, founder of
the Sons of the Sacrea Heart of Jesus, prayed the First Vatican
Council in June 1870 to make a solemn declaration releasing
Africans from this curse. For:

Talmud, it

No other curse has operated with such cruelty and
for such a duration in the human race as this pitiless
and painful curse with which the Most High condemned
th,e sons of Ham .28

One may in this way understand the feeling of Europeans of this
period that they were doing good to Africans by making them
slaves
thus the cursed and damned are snatched away from
the clutches of the devil29 (while their christian liberators obtain
-

their hundredfold
the fruit of slave labour which contributed
the essential "capital" for the European industrial revolution).
This ideological use of religion to justify evil while salving a
society's conscience is characteristic of the "ideal of christen
dom" where defending the faith against infidels, winning
honour and acquiring wealth were simultaneous motivations30.
The French Revolution (1789) put an end to this pact between
the church and the state and robbed the church of its power in
1795). This violent
society (separation of church and state
revolution which was directed against the crown, the nobility
and the church proclaimed liberties which were denounced by
the catholic church as monstrous and as the ruin of the catholic
1791; Gregory XVI: Mirari
religion (Pius VI: Quod Allquanturn
and
Vos
thus
the
catholic
1832);
religion may no longer be us
in
to
France,
ed, especially
justify inhumanity.
-

-

-

-
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The altered social conditions which reduced the church to

a

rediscover,
helped
though a
In
modern
vocation.
the
period, the in
prophetic
dustrial revolution, with its ideology of liberalism, brought in its
wake social evils which reduced the urban proletariat to squalor
and other indignities like malnutrition, congestion in town life,
child labour, absence of security in factories. This drew the at
of weakness

position
partial way,

it to

even

in

its

tention of the church (as also the communists). Leo XIII in
Rerum Novarum (1891) denounced these injustices of in

dustrialised

by

society;

and this marked the first clear

the church of its

responsibility

assumption

to defend -the weak in a

dechristianized society where it has lost power and privilege and
is reduced to a minority status.U This defence at the social
rights of the urban proletariat (which included a rejection of the
socialist ideology) did not mean that the church no longer look
ed at religious liberty and other liberties of the individual with
horror (as the modernist crisis showed).
The learning process of the catholic church on the issue of
rights reached a certain maturity during the pontificate of John
XXIII, and rapidly developed with the Second Vatican Council.
John XXIII is recognised as having influenced the tenor of the
United Nations "Universal Declaration of Human Rights" (1948)
when he was papal nuncio in Parris.32 It is then not surprising
that his major encyclical on human rights (Pacem in Terris
1963) emphasised the right to worship according to the dictates
of one's conscience and roots human "universal and inviolable".
rights in the very nature of the human person (Pacem in Terris, nn. 6 and 9). This use of the notion of "human nature" and
"natural law" as the widest (universal) concept to defend human
rights, which was first propsed in defence of the Indians in the
16th century by the Dominican Vitoria, but fell on deaf ears,
formed the basis of the French Declaration des Oroits de
l'Homme et du Citoyen (1789) and the U.N. Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948).33 With the fundamental
shift, at Vatican II, in the church's understanding of
its social and institutional place in a pluralistic world, the nor
mative stance of the church towards human rights appears to be
set on an irreversible course.34 The defence of the fundamental
human rights ( in the individual, social and economic spheres)
has assumed a place of preeminence in the church's mission to
-
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world.35 From 1965, when Paul VI addressed the United Na
tions, to the pontificate of John Paul II, the catholic church has
not only joined men of good will to defend human rights but has
the

through its social teachings (Populorum Pro
gressio. Redemptoris Hominis, Laborem Exercens, and the
recent Centesimus Annus) its position about man's place in
also clarified

the universe and the forces which enhance

or

diminish human

dignity. But the church may not remain on the level of doctrine
alone, it has to demonstrate through concrete actions its com
mitiment to human rights: for those who (pro-) claim riqhts and
forget their duties or fulfil these imperfectly run 1he risk of
destroying with one hand what they have built with the other .36
b

The Church's Role in the

Struggle

for Human

Rights in

Africa.
once learnt to see the great events of world history from below, from
perspective of the outcast, the suspects, the maltreated, the powerless, the
oppressed, the reviled,- in short, from the perspective of those who suffer We
have to learn that personal suffering is a more effective key, a more rewarding
principle for exploring the world in thought and action than personal good fortune

We have for
the

...

(Bonhoeffer).

In

15th century account of the beginnings of slave raiding
in the Guinea coast, one of the raiders, Zurara (La Chronique de
Guiniie) described how the arrival of the Portuguese implanted
terror in villages: mothers abandoned their children, husbands
their wives, each trying to flee as quickly as possible; some
a

drowned in the sea, others sought refuge in their huts, while
others hid their children in sea-weed believing that they are out
of danger little knowing that they will be discoverd later. "From
that time", concludes Metinhoue, "at the sight of a European,
no matter how insignificant, the black African, however strong
he is, is obliged to face the issue of his personal security" 37 This
insecurity of life in the African world planted from the period of

slavery appears to have increased with the passage of time. In
the colonial period the Europeans plundered the wealth of Africa
with local cheap labour; at independence, the structures of ex
ploitation set up by the coloniser assured the continued servic
ing of the metropolis by the blackman's sweat supervised by a
local leadership. The whole state apparatus constitutes a threat
to the dignity of the African to the point that neither the police
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government inspires the or
they all constitute patterns of

not even an elected

dinary African with confidence
exploitation. To compound it all the "debt trap" becomes a
means whereby the poor in Africa subsidize the economies
of Western Europe and the United States; they are left suffi
ciently alive (or rather in a coma) to keep on servicing such
economies.38 The issue of the struggle for human rights and
-

in Africa

dimensions.
discussed
in our pluralistic world
rights
we are not always saying the same thing. For the Western
capitalist world the focus is the individual person who must re
'main unfettered to act, speak, worship, associate or accumulate
wealth; for the erstwhile socialist republics, rights are about
satisfying social and economic needs (mainly work and material
security like housing, education, health); but for the brutalized
nations of the Third World, the focus is on the right to human

dignity

assumes

When human

bewildering
are

survival and liberation in a world where they are manipulated by
the first and second worlds.39 It is within this context of survival
and liberation that the catholic church and other christian chur
ches in Africa see their commitment to human rights and dignity

evangelization.
One of the outspoken catholic bishops of Nigeria, John
Onaiyekan, observed in a recent paper that for Africa and the
Third World human rights issues are "a matter of life and
death" .40 This appears to be the conviction of the Symposium of
Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar (SECAM).
Following the initiative of Vatican II, John XXIII and Paul VI,
SECAM has, since its inception in 1969, made declarations rele
vant to development, human promotion and human rights, all in
timately linked with evangelization. SECAM sees its vocation to
preach the good news as deep identification with the poor, the
captive, the blind, those oppressed (cf Lk 4:18-19). At Kampala
in 1969 the bishops insisted that it would be a betrayal of their
mission if they ignored to voice their concern about lithe want,
the hunger, the ills, the ignorance, the blows struck against liber
ty, the tragic consequences of racial discrimination, the ravages
of war and oppression which burden so many hurnanbeinqs in
the third world". In 1978 SECAM general assembly renewed its
call for peace, social justice and human rights "because in many
countries of Africa human rights are flouted and trampled under
as
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foot". Then the assembly went ahead to "denounce" and
"condemn" all that which constitutes a "violation of human in
tegrity ", all crimes committed in the name of the "security of
the state" ,all political systems "based on falsehoods, as we" as
intolerance". In 1981 SECAM published a treatise on Justice
and Evangelization the biblical background, the African contex
t, the external forces impinging on this context, and the pastoral
programmes for promoting justice were all treated in depth.
...

-

in 1984 and 1985 SECAM published resolutions, recom
mendations and exhortations on Human Promotion in Africa. 41
The disfiguring of man and his universe in Africa has
assumed such proportions that declarations of a continental

Again

association like SECAM (or its Protestant counterpart
the
the
insuffi
World
of
are
Council
Churches)
AACC, supported by
cient to restore manto God's image. The declarations, it is true,
are a fruit of an analytical understanding of the conditions of the
struggling Africans. But there must be a way to demonstrate in a
concrete way the
commitment to the struggle against
42
and
marginalization
suffering. SECAM's view is that the chris
tian community, where man is being recreated in God's image,
should be the centre of concrete action for justice.P
It is at this level of concrete action where reflection on the
experienced dehumanizing condition leaves no christian indiff
ferent that the courage of the Church in Africa is tested. Pro
nouncements may be easy but concrete involvement is a dif
ferent matter. The Catholic Bishops' Conference of Nigeria
which feels that its suggestions are not heeded to continues to
warn that the nation is still in jeopardy: the deteriorating
economic conditions, the unclear political climate, the long en
trenched social problems like violent crimes, endemic corruption
at all levels, blatant misuse of power and position, ethnic and
religious disturbances, neglect and oppression of the poor and
powerless, are all a concern for the church. Thus it calls on all
Nigerians to insist on their right to participate actively in the pro
cess of decisions affecting their daily lives. And catholics "have
not only a right but a duty to work for and ensure the establish
ment of a just and moral social order in our nation" in order lito
rescue our land from endemic moral corruption, political in
-

stability and unjust socio-economic systems and tJo1icies".44 The
Southern Africa regional Bishops' Conference (lMBISA) after
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reflecting on the oppression of the poor by governments of the
region and on how the countries of the region are held captive
by creditors who take between ten and seventy times the
amount of the original debt, reaffirms the necessity of maintain
ing its prophetic mission even if the church is accused of playing
politics; and it also renewed its adoption of the model of basic
communities where reflection and social analysis will lead to
right decisions in the light of the gospel. 45 The Kairos
theologians repudiated a "church theology" which employs
principles like reconciliation, negotiation, non-violence, and
peaceful solutions without the necessary soclal analysis, and
opted for a prophetic theology which through social analysis
adopts a christian way of approaching political solutions to pro
blems of South Africa. They stated in clear terms their option for
the political struggle:
Christians, if they are not doing so already, must quite simply
participate in the struggle for liberation and for a just society.
The campaigns of the people, from consumer boycotts to
stayaways, need to be supported and encouraged by the Chur
ch. Criticism will sometimes be necessary but encouragement
and support will also be necessary. In other words the present
crisis challenges the whole Church to move beyond a mere
'ambulance ministry' to a ministry of involvement and participa

tion.46

examples of how the church leadership and
theologians have "descended to the deep trenches of the arena
of struggle where commitment is given flesh and bones" .47
But the struggle is against "principalities and powers". Dic
tatorial regimes, apartheid, trans-national corporations, stop at
nothing to maintain their exploitation of the masses. Their draco
nian reactions to strikes, demonstrations, and civil disobedience,
may create a worse situation for the poor. A church with a long
tradition of an other-wordly spirituality may feel convinced that it
should counsel peaceful negotiation instead of confrontation.
Within a committed church the problem of discernment is pos
ed at every turn. The on-going violence in South Africa projects
the dilemma facing the church leadership. The New Kairos
These

sums

are

up the situation:
the more the church

appeals for

peace, the more the violence
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continues; and the more the church condemns the savagery of
killings, the more savage they become; and the more the
church speaks about reconciliation, the more the people plead
for arms to defend themselves against attack.48
the

quiet resignation to a known structural
evil not be better for the poor than challenging the state Beast
which reserves limitless possibilities of violence in its arsenal?
Theologians like Mofokeng and those of the Institute of Contex
tual Theology in South Africa insist that sustained challenge of
the State is the correct reading of the signs of the times: liThe
primary task of the Church at this moment, then, is not to call for
peace' but to call for justice". 49
The spiral of violence continues. However, one will not fail
The

problem is

real. Will

to marvel at the courage of the masses who bear the brunt of

State institutionalized violence along with the poverty of their
(e.g. the May/June 1989 anti-SAP riots in Nigeria, the
struggle by workers and the youth in South Africa, the
pro-democracy movements in Zaire, Kenya, Togo, and so on).
This determination all over Africa in the rural areas and in urban
centres, in schools and in factories to fight for goals which are
noble, because they enthrone justice which alone brings peace,
is the sign of the emergence of the new man in Africa. The
church leadership and theologians must support and nurture this
emerging image of man i"n the struggle' for human rights in
Africa. The suffering masses actively bear the cross, identify
with the suffering Jesus, repudiate through insurrection the in
humanity assigned to them by the oppressor, so that the earth
where they live and work may be recreated.w
A theological reflection on human r.ights in Africa may con
clude with this insistence on a positive image of man where suf
fering endured in resisting oppression is seen as part of man's
involvement in his universe in order to transform it. The aim of
the struggle is not simply the destitution of the oppressor who
creates a hostile environment for the masses
this may only
the
the
the
and
hates,
violence,
reproduce
corruption of the op
Rather
the
the
of
empowerment
pressor.
poor is to transform,
and thus to humanize, the earth. Christian theology needs to
provide for the freedom movements a spirituality which in
tegrates the cosmos into its orbit. This is based not on the anger
aroused by the inventory of the wounds inflicted but on the
condition
sustained

.

-
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hope of the realisation of a new humanity which emerges in the
struggle. This saves the struggle from what Pieris calls
"pathological messianism" which attacks existing evils in such a
ruthless and reckless way as not to respect the human ideal.51
Mofokeng sees such a spirituality already developing in the

popular religiosity born on the terrain of struggle in South Africa.
religion is practised on soccer fields, huge stadia, in the
open air and commuter trains which ferry industrial workers to

This

work:
a

religion

that

brings together and merges elements
religious practices like dancing

of traditional African

high emotional spirituality, liberative elements
of African culture, such as a strong sense of solidari
ty and sharing and a theology with a distinct
political, economic and social agenda.52
and

a

religion has been tapped both
by the weak and the strong throughout history. While it may
have served as the last place of repose for the oppressed, it has
been manipulated by the strong for economic and political
gains. A prophetic theology which maintains a critical reserve
vis-a-vis any man-made system should not only deplore and re
ject oppressive regimes but must also challenge revolutionary or
The

enormous

radical movements

potential

on

of

the humanist ideal which motivated their

In the midst of the

this ideal should be
celebrated in song and dance. In christian terms this is the
foretaste of the resurrection realised in Jesus a transformation

struggle.

struggle

-

of the universe where death and its ugly agents
up in victory (1 Cor 16:54).

are

swallowed
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