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Theology at the

Service of the

People"

by
George Ehusani

1.

Sociological Context: A
in

Nigeria,

the most

Creator with

a

traumatised people
distressed land

populous country

in

Africa, is endowed by the

The country is blessed
with vast arable land that stretches between the delta region of the
enormous

natural

resources.

deep south, through the tropical rain forest of the south west to the
savannah region of the north. There are abundant water resources
only in the south, but also in the north. The climate is mild,
favourable to an all-year-round production of food and cash crops.
not

In terms of mineral resources, Nigeria could be said to have more
than its fair share of nature's endowment. They include petroleum,

natural gas, iron ore, lime stone, and tin. The country is also
abundantly blessed with human resources. It is the most populous

country in Africa, with 88.5 million people, and

an

overwhelming

of them young people. Nigeria has been blessed with
intellectual giants in the field of Medicine, Engineering, Law,

majority

Theology and Literature, including a Nobel laureate for literature.
By God's endowment, Nigeria is supposed to be a land flowing with
milk and honey.
Yet, the mass of Nigerians have been stripped naked by a corrupt
and callous elite. The mass of Nigerians have suffered in the hands
of a succession of despotic, decadent, vision-less and reckless
leadership. They have been humiliated, pauperised and reduced to a
state of destitution by combined forces of military dictatorship,
political subterfuge and economic profligacy. Nigerians have lost
their individual and collective pride to, the excesses of autochthonous
conquerors who recognise no order expect that established by
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and

women are

dying of starvation and otherwise curable diseases.
Nigerians have today turned scavengers, as thousands of them
could be seen daily, rummaging through garbage dumps for sour
food, rotten fruits and used clothes. Our streets are lined up with
young people, who, ever before they know what life is, .must put up
with the indignity of begging for a living. Nigeria is today putting up
with the ugly sight of young boys and girls, some of them graduates
of secondary schools, polytechnics and universities, dangerously
running after moving vehicles, to sell some miserable wares. Now
and again, they get knocked down by the fast moving vehicles. The
educational system in Nigeria has virtually collapsed. While the
children of the rich and powerful are sent to elite schools and
colleges at home and abroad, those of the lowly class are left to
roam the streets, with no access to knowledge nor promise to gainful
employment.
Yet side by side with this state of near-destitution of the majority,
is the affluence and conspicuous consumption of a few super-rich
Nigerians whose wealth and privilege have multiplied to about the
same degree as the misery of the masses. Millions of naira are
squandered daily in a life of vanity and debauchery by our military
dictators, political chieftains and economic fraudsters. The
indigenous conquerors of our land surround themselves with
sycophants and praise singers. In the fashion of primitive feudalism
they take chieftaincy titles and buy honorary doctorates, and get the
poor to amuse them with reckless abandon.
Nigerians have no
freedom, even to complain about their condition, as their best
Newspapers have been proscribed for venturing to write the truth.
Labour Unions have lost their autonomy. The oppressive
government now dictates what happens in many of the Unions, so
they can hardly negotiate better conditions for the distressed
workers. When they attempt to stage peaceful demonstration against
their oppressors, they are confronted with deadly harassment by a
brutal police force. Today, thousands of people who are mere
suspects languish in jail under sub-human conditions, some for
upward of five or ten years. Many of them have never been
formally charged to court for any offence. A number of these
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detainees die in prison of abuse and neglect, and hardly any
is taken of them. The extent of

police brutality

and

2

killings in our land is mind boggling.
A consequence of this structural

the

injustice,

account

extra-judicial

corruption,

the

abuse of power and the impoverishment of the people is the
prevalence today in our land of violent crimes, the breakdown of

law and order, the widespread resort to
secret cults, and the near total loss of
values. In December 1994

we

Gideon Akaluka in Kano. In

January

heard

drug abuse, the menace of
spiritual, moral and family
of the brutal beheading of

1995

we

heard of Bosede, the

three year old girl, into whose head a six inch nail was driven at
Ibadan. And at the beginning 01 April 1995, we heard of the
barbaric murder of an Irish
These

nun

difficult times in

at Wani.

people, Nigerians
going through
prolonged nightmare. In the
Communique issued at the end of their September 1994 meeJing,
the Catholic Bishops' Conference of Nigeria declared itself "moved
by the misery and agony of the individuals and families in Nigeria,
who are unable to live worthwhile lives and fulfil their obligations
and aspirations." They expressed their conviction that "this misery
and agony is not God's design
And in the communique issued at
of
the end
their last meeting in March 1995, the Conference noted
that the Nigerian people were "profoundly distressed, even
traumatised, as they live in a patently dysfunctional society that gives
the impression that there is no governance." They recognised the
Church's role as the conscience of society, and pledged their
commitment to a type of education that will promote people's
freedom, empowennent and integral human development.
have

are

our

been

country. As

a

a

"

....

2. The Task before

The

foregoing

Nigerian Theologians

is the

sociological

context in which the christian

minister is called to cany out the task of evangelization and pastoral
care, and in which the theologian is called to carry out his divine
discourse.

is defined

faith

seeking understanding (St.
Nigerian Christian today seeks
Anselm).
understanding within the above dismal context.' Thus, in doing their
Theology
The

faith

of

the

as
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a

socio

Bishops' Conference describes as
experience
of those to whom the Christian faith is being preached in Nigeria,
and who must find-meaning for their religious preoccupation is one
of poverty, disease, oppression, widespread abuse of human rights,
structural
injustice,
dictatorship,
large-scale
corruption,
violence
and
death.
unemployment, ignorance,
Nigerian theologians are confronted with the task of defending or
explaining the hope that is in them (1 Peter 3:15) in the midst of a
people held under siege by an abusive, exploitative, fraudulent,
callous, and greedy elite. Theology in our land should be much
more than rhetoric. It should be a dynamic engagement in the
pr�ess of seeing, judging and acting, armed with the gospel of
Jesus Christ. Nigeria needs a theology that challenges the status quo
'and those who are satisfied with it. We need a theology for the
oppressed and marginalized people, and for those who s1ruggle for
justice. We need a theology for those who hunger for bread as weD
as those who hunger for justice in solidarity with those hungering
for bread. What should be most important for Nigerian theology is
not only its scientific profimdity, but its service to the people. What
should be most important is not its fidelity to any particular
philosophical system, but the ecclesial Jife ("communio") it
cultural matrix

not

or

locus that the

only distressed, but

even

traumatised! The historical

generates.
The

majority of Nigerians, who are today abused,
marginalized, and consigned to the fiinge of life, will hardly
embrace a religion solely for its intellectual content, no matter how
profoundly formulated, Nor will they embrace a religion that only
vast

offers salvation for the soul after

a

miserable existence in this world.

edge of society" is a matter of
people
satisfaction or hunger, freedom or slavery, safety or fear, prosperity
or disaster, life or death. Those on the. "edge" have no time for
abstract theories. Intellectual abstractions are a lUXUtY that they
cannot afford. Only incarnate truths, dogmas and doctrines would
make meaning to them. The truth about a good, just, loving,
compassionate, all-knowing and all-powerful God, as weD as the
Religion

for the

on

"the

102

George Ehusani BETH 7: 1-2,

1995

truth of Divine

Revelation, of the Trinity, of the Incarnation, and of
Resurrection, will only make sense to a suffering people if such
truths take flesh and offer hope of some reprieve in this world, with
a promise of ultimate victory in the next.
Nigerian theologians are today challenged to formulate the
Christian message in such a way that it brings hope to a despairing
people. They are challenged to present the message of Jesus Christ
as Good News to the agonising people of Nigeria, who, like the
children of Israel in Egypt or Babylon, are going through a
prolonged nightmare under a succession of merciless taskmasters.
Nigerian theologians are challenged to provide soothing answers to
the many questions arising from the hearts of our distressed people.
Only in this way shall their preoccupation be at the service of, on
behalf of, and for the benefit of the anawim (poor) of Yahweh in
Nigeria. If, however, they keep their heads in the clouds, and settle
for abstract theories and sterile formulas that are largely dis
incarnate, then their preoccupation shall be worthless in the eyes of
the "wretched of the earth." As long as their misery lasts, the people
on the fringe. of society shall consider all dis-incarnate theology (i.e.,
"God-talk" that is devoid of practical liberating dimensions) as a
bourgeois enterprise that further alienates them, an enterprise which
will provoke their resentment. Of what use is a theology that
generates books, but does not generate life? Do we improve the lot
of poor, hungry people by simply reading kitchen recipes to their
hearing?
What the poor, humiliated, oppressed, and marginalized people of
Nigeria are yearning for is a "God-talk" that is consoling, re
assuring, empowering and promising. They want to hear of an all
powerful God that is both capable and willing to remove from their

the

shoulders the awful burden of the oppressor that' crushes them.
They want to hear of an almighty God that breaks loose the slave
/

They want to hear of a just
God that dethrones the powerful despot and elevates the lowly
victim. They want to hear of a loving God that provides food for the
hungry, health for the sick, deliverance for the demonized, joy for
the sorrowing and peace for the troubled. Christian theology must
help the poor in their quest for life, for bread, and for dignity.
master's chains and sets the bonded free.
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3. The Christian God: A God Of Well-Bemg,

Liberation, and Salvation.

Holy Scripture reveals that the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob,
develops an intimate relationship with his people, and takes a caring
interest in the day to day life of his people here on earth. For a
pilgrim people, He is a pilgrim God, who travels with them and
shows them the way. He establishes a covenant with Abraham in
which he promises prosperity to him and his descendants. He
commits himself to be
and

a

foe of those who

friend of those who treat Abraham

a

curse

Now the Lord said

to

well,

Him.

Abraham,

"Go from your country

and your kindred and your fathers house to the land that I
will show you. And I will make you a great nation, and I
will bless and make your name great, so that you will be a
blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and curse him
that curses you; and by you an the families of the earth
shall bless themselves"

(Genesis

1: 1-3)

The God of Moses, Joshua and the Judges is a compassionate God
who hears the cry of his oppressed people and is moved to action to

free His

dignity.

people

from

oppression,

and to

give

them back their

He says to Moses:

the affliction of my people in Egypt and have
heard their cty of complaint against their slave drivers, so I
I have

seen

suffering. Therefore

know well what

they

down to

them from the hands of the

rescue

are

I have

come

Egyptians

....

Indeed the cry of the Israelites has reached me, and I have
truly noted that the Egyptians are oppressing them. Come
now! I will send you to Pharaoh to lead my

Israelites,

out

of Egypt

(Exodus

3:7-10).3

people,

the
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As stubborn Pharaoh would not let the

Yahweh intervened with

suffering people go,
brought them out
Egyptians, and made

hand. He

powerful
plagues on the
them cross the red sea on dty ground, while their enemies who gave
them a chase perished in the sea (Exodus 8,9,10,12; Exodus 14:2631 ).
In their long road to freedom, Yahweh accompanied the
people in the form of a pillar of cloud by day, and a pillar of fire by
night. When in hunger and thirst they cried to him in the desert,
Yahweh intervened by providing manna and quail, and water from
the rock of Massah and Meribah (Exodus 16: 17).
The God of Samuel, David and Solomon, lives as king among his
people, showing them the way. He is the conscience of the nation
who defends the weak and lowly against the excesses of the rich and
powerful. A good example of this is the story of David's sin against
Uriah, the assignment of the prophet Nathan, the repentance of
David, and the death of the child born to David on account of the
sin (2 Samuel 11 and 12).
The God of Elijah, Isaiah and Amos, is the God of holiness and
justice. He is the defender of the poor and the weak, and the
protector of the widow and the orphan. Through the prophets, he
exposes the injustice in the political and economic structures of the
society, and denounces the hypocrisy of the religious leaders who
not only fail in their duty as shepherds, but are also often a tool in
the hands of the kings for the maintenance of unjust structures." The
God of the prophets is a God who provides food for the poor
widow of Zeraphtah, and who removes the shame of leprosy from
Naaman the Syrian army commander (1 Kings 17; 2 Kings 5).
The God of the Virgin Mary, of John the Baptist and of Simon
after

inflicting

Peter, is

people.

one

a

a

number of

who in Jesus Christ takes flesh and lives among his

In the eyes of the

He has shown

Virgin Mary,

strength with his arm, He has scattered the
proud
imagination of their hearts, He has put down
the mighty from their thrones, and exalted the lowly; He
has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich
empty away (Luke 1:51-55)
in the

...
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In John the

Baptist the Lord confronts the powerful but COD1lpt
Herod who unjustly takes his brother Philip's wife. He confronts the
soldiers, the tax collectors, and religious bigots who cheat, defraud
and intimidate the people (See Matthew 3)
In Jesus Christ God

comes:

preach the good news to the poor
proclaim release to captives
and recovery of sight to the blind
to set at Jiberty those who are oppressed,
to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord
...

...

to
to

...

(Luke 4:18)

people might have life, and have
it to the full (John 10:10). For the sick, he brings comfort by
performing miracles of healing; for the possessed or demonized he
brings freedom by performing exorcism; for the hungry he brings
satisfaction by multiplying loaves and fish; and for' the oppressed
and marginalized in society he brings relief by challenging the power
structures that perpetuate the injustices against them. He does not
rationalise their material or physical condition, nor does he
encourage blind resignation to their suffering. He does not abandon
them to their plight, nor does he simply prepare them for heaven.
Rather, in each case, he does something concrete to alleviate the
pains of those who suffer, while promising full and definitive victory
in the Kingdom of God. He gives the poor, oppressed and
marginalized people of today reason to hope, when he tells them:
In Jesus

Christ, God

Blessed

are

Blessed

are

But

woe

comes

that his

you that hunger now for you shall be satisfied.
you that weep now, for you shall laugh
...

to you that are

rich,

for you have received your

consolation.
Woe to you that
Woe to you that
...

full now, for you shall hunger.
laugh now, for you shall mourn and weep
are

(Luke 6:2026)

In Jesus

Christ, God demonstrates a special love for, and affinity
lowly, the stranger, and the sick. He goes as far as

with the poor, the
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to say that our
we

admission into the

treat these classes of

people,

Kingdom
for what

1995

of God

we

do to

depends on how
them, we do to

him:

Then the king will say to those

at his

right hand," Come, 0
blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you
from the foundation of the world; for I was hungry and
you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I
naked and you
clothed me, I was sick and you visited me, I was in prison
and you came to me
"Truly I say to you, as you did it

was a

stranger and you welcomed

me, I

was

"

....

to one

of the least of these my

brethren,

you did it to me"

(Matthew 25:31-45)
4. "The Word Became Flesh":

Theology As

Incarnate "God-Talk"

survey sought to demonstrate that biblical theology
is neither abstract nor esoteric. It is a thoroughly incarnate "God

The

foregoing

talk." The

Patriarchs, Prophets, and the New Testament Evangelists
and Writers engaged in theology as a lived experience., not the
preoccupation of an arm-chair theorist. Some of the most
theologically profound writings in the Scriptures emerged in an
attempt to communicate to others the experience of God breaking
into human history, at a particular time, and among a particular
people, rather than a conscious attempt to apply philosophical
systems to explain a certain "deposit of faith.
The central message of the Gospel of John, and indeed of the
entire Christian Scriptures, that, "The Word Became Flesh And
Dwelt Among Us" (John 1:1-18) is not to be understood as a
metaphor. It is a real historical experience. The implication of the
Incarnation therefore is that the timeless God relates in history with
a particular people, and assumes or takes into serious consideration
their conceptual frameworks, their linguistic categories, and their
general socio-political and cultural matrix, which now become the
"

locus of divine discourse. This is
humankind

can

only

fmd

so

expression

because God's visitation of
in human

form, culture and
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people where they are. Since the mystery
inexpressible, theology must be about people,
experiences and ideas they have of God and the

for God meets

of God itself remains

their

faith, and the

world.

5

Thus, the revelation of God's power and might, the
and justice, the truth about. God's

God's holiness

message of
mercy and

goodness, and the mystery of God's love and compassion, are to
find expression not only in human language and the linguistic
categories of a particular people, but also these truths must find
expression within a certain sociological context. The truths are
bound to mean different things to different people, in accordance
to, or in consonance with the particular age, historical experience,
and the socio-political and economic state or circumstances, of the
bearers and recipients. The truth about God's holiness and justice,
cannot provoke the same feelings in the slave and the slave driver at
the same time, just as the-truth about God's love and compassion
cannot evince the same reaction in the oppressor and the oppressed
at the same time. We find this position illustrated in the reaction of
different categories of people to the person and message of the
prophets of old, and of Jesus Christ,"
What constitutes theological discourse is a "God-talk" whose
formulation and expression are always historically contingent. The
particular historical,
sociological,
political and economic
circumstances of a people are a necessary mediating context for the
people's theology. Only a dis-incarnate theology would attempt a
"God-talk" among people of diverse socio-cultural contexts using
the same linguistic and philosophical categories. Yet the whole
system is understood by some as universal theology. But from the
foregoing discussion, we dare say that the notion of a universal
theology runs counter to the logic of the Incarnation. When the
Word took flesh, it did not become a universal human person. It
assumed the flesh of a particular person, who lived in a particular
place at a particular time. This Word that became human not only
spoke the language of the particular people among whom He took
flesh, but he also used the historical experience, the world view and
the culture of those people as the medium of his divine discourse.
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Theology therefore fails to fulfil itself as "faith seeking
understanding," when the faith-response of a particular people in a
particular milieu is imposed on others living at different times, and
under different circumstances. It is from this point of view that
serious questions may be raised about what many orthodox catholic
theologians call "Universal Catholic Theology." Much of what we
study and teach in our Theological Institutes and Seminaries today
are truths about God developed within the socio-cultural context of
post-Enlightenment Europe, and mediated by the categories of Neo
Thomism. The particular "God-talk" which satisfied the ultimate
yearnings of post-Enlightenment Europe may not satisfy the ultimate
yearnings of post-Colonial Africa, because the cultural matrix of the
one

is different from the other.

While God is the

same

for all times and

neither post
has such a claim to

places,

Enlightenment Europe nor Neo- Thomism,
universality. Yet theology loses its quality as "God-talk by hur=ns"
if it is not mediated by human language. Much of what we teach in
our Seminaries and Institutes as theology may be the outcome of the
faith experience of a particular people that lived at a particular time,
but

it

may

not

represent

the

African's

contemporary

faith

experience. Indeed, much of what constitute the text of the
theological discourse in our Seminaries and Institutes today may be
answers to specific questions a particular people raised at a
particular time, but questions which today's Nigerian believers may
not be asking. As I have written elsewhere,
...

some

of the contents of the

imparted in

Africa

are

theological knowledge

irrelevant for the African context. A

lot of the doctrines and

pastoral programmes of missionary
answers to questions that are not being

Christianity are
asked by African Christians of the twentieth century, but
they are answers to questions asked by generation after
generation of European Christians. Meanwhile, the
Africans have their own questions, such as those about the
place of ancestors, the phenomenon of spirit possession,
the menace of evil spirits especially in the form of
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hardly

ever
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addressed in

theological

discourse.

people have questions concerning what to do with fruitless
marriages, or when exactly maniage assumes the status of
indissolubility. They have questions about mandatory celibacy for
the ministerial priesthood. And in the context of the mass
impoverishment and marginalization of the Afiican peoples under
despotic and repressive post-colonial regimes, our people 'are raising
serious questions about God's goodness and his justice, and what
Christian salvation consists in. They are asking seriously whether the
promises of Christ for freedom, liberation, and salvation are just a
matter of a pie in the sky, or whether there are existential
dimensions to these promises that can improve their circumstances
Our

here below.

These fundamental

questions of the contemporary

Afiican believer

receive very little attention in the curriculum of our Theological
Institutes. Every year we produce graduates of Theology who are

expected

to minister to the

African believer. We

now

profound

needs and

aspirations

of the

have hundreds of "PhD" holders in

in Biblical

Dogmatic Theology,
Theology, in Moral Theology, in
Pastoral Theology and in Spiritual Theology. Yet after years of
training in Philosophy and Theology, many Catholic Pastors who
are also Theologians are rendered redundant in their parishes and
chaplaincies while the unlettered village medium, oracle woman/man
and priest-healer perform the real task of "feeding the sheep" and
"tending the flock." Now, if the Theology we are studying and
teaching is, as it were, "scratching where our people are not itching";
if, in other words, we are doing a theology that is not inculturated or
contextualized, then we may ask: whose interest is such a theology
serving?
Bernard Lonergan says that theology consists in conscious
reflection upon the message of the gospel in a specific situation, in
terms of history and the human spirit. He says that "theology
mediates between a cultural matrix and the role of religion in that
,,7
matrix.
Indeed antecedent to every theology is a locus and an
orientation. In a complex world such as ours, in a world .of plural
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cultures and

a

makes

hardly
Theology

diversity

of contexts, the idea of

a

universal

theology

sense.

should be

a

reflection of the truths of God within the

people. It is supposed to be
genuinely and truly an ecclesial enterprise. It is not the exclusive
preserve of theologians. It does not belong to professional
theologians. Theology is supposed to. belong to the people of God,
or the community of faith. But over time, we seem to have hijacked
this divine discourse, this "thinking about God," this "thinking about
life in the light of the gospel of Christ," away from the people, and
constituted it into a specialised science, available only to a few egg
heads. We seem to have quarantined the language of divine
discourse which belongs to all believers to the library or lecture hall
where only "experts" are admitted. In this way we seem to have
alienated the vast majority of our people from that holy
preoccupation by which their experience of God in history and the
work of God in their midst, is interpreted and expressed. In this way
we have robbed theology of its dynamism, and consigned it to a safe
but irrelevant pigeon-hole. But theological language needs to be
liberated from its bondage to "elitism" on the one hand, and
"Eurocentrism" on the other. The locus of christian theological
endeavour must be shifted from the academy to the church
community where it truly belongs. Otherwise christian theology will
context of the faith

experience

of

a

..

come

to be seen

as

another instrument of

alienation, rather than the

vehicle of salvation which it is meant to be.
s.

Theology as Prophetic Ministry within

the Church

Theology as divine discourse is not meant to be an intellectual
pastime. Rather it is a religious enterprise that has practical
repercussions for society. The Church's theological enterprise
therefore should in itself be

human

an

agent for the transformation of the

When liberated from its

society.
bondage to elitism, theology
can be adequately utilised for the realisation of the prophetic
ministry of the church. When liberated from its captivity to the
world view of post-Enlightenment Europe (with its tendency to
rationalise everything), theology can once again become a veritable
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emancipation

spiritual bondage,

but also from all the forces that

on

of the

people
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of God not

only from
subjugate them

social, economic, political, and intellectual levels. This is
theology was for Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. This is what

the

what

constituted divine discourse for the children of Israel under Moses
and Aaron. This is what "God-talk" meant for the

knew God

closely.

And this is part of the

logic

prophets

who

of the Incarnation.

the visionaries of their time. When all others

are
Prophets
blind, prophets are the ones granted to see the handwriting on the
wall, to interpret the signs of the times, and to see the light beyond
the tunnel. Prophets analyse the situation on the ground in the light
of God's wisdom and commandments. They possess the vision of
the life as it ought to be, and with this vision they can give the much
needed hope to a suffering people. Prophets speak for God under
different circumstances. They are endowed with rare courage not
only to denounce evil in general, but also to name the specific
human agents of evil in society. They remind society that our God is
a God of justice, and warn evil doers of the inevitability of nemesis.
They tell the poor and oppressed or the victim of injustice not to
despair, because God is capable of intervening and turning things
around. Prophets give reason for the poor to hope. They assure
are

"the remnant of Yahweh" that all is not lost. The poor on the other
see prophets as those who formulate their desperate cry into a

hand

divine

discourse, which will

liberation.

soon

win for them freedom and

8

Theology must assume this prophetic role for and on behalf of the
suffering people of God in Nigeria. Our people are traditionally a
very religious people. They often tum to God at times of crisis,
disaster or epidemic, and seek His intervention. They often look up
to the ministers of God
the priests, the mediums, and the chief
custodians of their religious beliefs, for explanation or interpretation
of what is happening to them, and through the agents of God, they
seek for liberation from the spiritual and material forces that oppress
them. The distressed and traumatised people of Nigeria today are
looking up to Christian theology for answers to the many pressing
questions of their hearts. The dire circumstances of today challenge
the Nigerian Theologian to let his "God-talk" take flesh in the lives
-
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ground can for what some
writers describe as "incarnational discipleship" on the part of the
theologians a discipleship whose passion for justice, equity, well
being, liberation and salvation, will provoke not only powerful
statements, but also concrete prophetic action towards realising the
h'beration of the oppressed, the conversion of the oppressor, the
empowerment of the poor, the practice of authentic religion, and
ultimately, the salvation of all,"
of

our

The situation

people.

on

the

-

6. The Church

-

Called to be

a

"Wounded Healer"

Like Jesus Christ, the Church is called upon to carry out its
prophetic ministry in the world as a wounded healer. The kind of
power which Jesus Christ exercised is the kind which shines through
weakness. It is the power of the beatitudes, the power of the cross.
It is the power rooted in love,
vulnerability. However, since the

Christian

compassion, forgiveness
era

and

of Constantine when the

legal in Europe, the Church has had the
of assuming worldly power and privilege, and it
constant
has very often fallen into this temptation. Whenever this happens the
became

religion
temptation

Church misses its chance of witness to the true power of Christ.
When this happens, the Church loses its real power, and often its

transforming the existing order of the
by the powerful, the Church has often
adapted itself to the order, and provided a sacred ideology that
sustains the status-quo. Hatvey Cox notes that when the leaders of
the empire joined the church, rather than a "christianization of
paganism", what sometimes took place was a "paganisation of
Christianity." He says that the Church took up the empire's
institutions, its laws, its bureaucratic centralisation, its ranks, and its
real

people.

Rather than

domination of the weak

.

titles.

to

In circumstances of grave
disparity of privilege for

majority,

we

injustice, especially that of a gargantuan
a tiny class and misery for the vast

cannot be effective instruments for the

poor, the oppressed and the marginalized when
posture of power. Where social injustice is

associates with the poor, the weak, the

lowly,

the

liberation. of the

we

operate :from

prevalent, Jesus
marginalized, and
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the abandoned. The Church will not be faithful to Jesus Christ its
head when it allies itself with material

(political)

power. The

pursuit

of material power (Latin ''potestas''
power of domination, wealth
and privilege), robs the Church of its real power (Greek "exousia"
spiritual and moral authority, the type Jesus Christ exercised).
-

-

"Potestas"
cancer

the power of domination, wealth and privilege, is a
Body of Christ, the Church. The logic of material

-

in the

power is malignant. It cripples the Church's mission. It divides the
ruler from the ruled. It imposes a gulf between the clergy (in whose

hands

"power" is vested),

and the

ordinary laity (who

are

passive

of the power the clergy exercises. In this way "potestas"
squeezes out the charismatic essence of the Church in which

objects

gift to offer. Cox believes that worldly wealth and
privilege, especially when it seeps into the church is not only unjust
but also rots the fibre of those who hold it, thus depriving them of
11
the joy of salvation.
To be truly prophetic, an alternative vision of the Church, which is
not rooted in. power, wealth and privilege is needed. There is need
for conversion in the self-perception of the institutional Church in
many parts of the world including Nigeria. Bishops, priests, nuns,
and theologians, need to abandon the perception of Church in terms
of power and privilege, and begin to assume their posture of
weakness and vulnerability through sharing the life of the powerless
Christians in the slums and shanty towns, the detention cells and
prisons, the factories and plantations, the dirty neighbourhoods and
crime-ridden alley, where people live, suffer and die. When this
happens they will begin to see the work of God with new eyes, and
hear the gospel of Christ with new ears. The Nigerian theologian
everyone has

a

process of "de-clericalization" of the Church in such a
way that the entire "people of God" in our land (who are largely
abused, oppressed and marginalized today) may blossom within the

must

initiate

a

context of their

When the
new

particular faith experience in the light of the gospel.
theologian does his divine discourse from this "locus", a

orientation would emerge. Leonardo Boff says that
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Christianity will surely find its roots when it takes its
position on the margin and creates its theory and practice
from that margin. After all, Jesus, the apostles and the first
Christians lived on the margin of the powerful society of
their time. The gospel as good news is heard with all its
impact only by those who are (actually or by option) on the
margin of society. There that gospel rings forth as
liberation for the oppressed, justice for the impoverished,
and a political voice for the marinalized."
Westmoreland-\Vhite and

companions put it this

way:

We need incamational

solidarity with the poor and others
who are discriminated against, those who suffer, those who
are different from us. They teach us about where our
securities are and reveal the deeper dimensions of our
calling. Without such ongoing contact we lose this essential
vision.!3
7.

Theological Training as Education/or the Promotion of
Integral Human Development

The Lord Jesus Christ says that he has come so that human beings
may have life and have it to the full (Matthew 10:10). He says he
has been anointed to

proclaim release to captives, recovery of sight
to the blind, and to set at liberty those who are oppressed (Luke
4:18). He says he is the light of the world, and anyone who follows
him will never walk in darkness (John 8:12). He says he is the way,
the truth and the life, and that no one comes to the Father except
through him (John 14:6). He tells all those who labour and are over
burdened to come and he will give them rest (Matthew 11 :28). He
assures his followers that when the Son sets you free, you shall be
free indeed (John 8:36). He teaches the way of the Kingdom of
God, he cures the sick, he liberates the demonized, he feeds the
hungry, he forgives sinners, and promises eternal life to those who
follow him faithfully. So Jesus is the way to integral (human)

Theology at the Service of

development. The
forgives sins, feeds
of the

blind,

salvation which he offers is
the

hungry,

in

that

to all who

come

he

cures

the
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all-embracing:

he

sick, he opens the eyes

ignorant,
challenges the sinful
some
push
people into sub-human
to captives, and he bestows eternal life

he teaches the

society
existence, he gives freedom

structures

the People

he

to him.

Theological training should therefore be seen as education for the
promotion of life in abundance. It is to be seen as education for the
promotion of human development in its most, comprehensive and
elevated form, Theological training should promote freedom from
all forms of bondage and captivity on the spiritual, social, economic,
political, and intellectual levels. What makes the Christian message
Good News is that Christ makes possible abundant life here and
now, and eternal life in the hereafter. With the coming of Jesus
Christ, the kingdom of God has been inaugurated. Its final
fulfilment is at the end of time. But for

now

the agents of the
be passionately

kingdom, including Catholic Theologians
involved in the promotion of the values of the kingdom, including
love, forgiveness, justice, freedom from all the forces that hold
human beings captive. Theological training for ministers and agents
of evangelization should therefore include the dynamics of social
transformation, including education in social analysis, education in
fundamental human rights, education for justice and peace,
education in the techniques of mass conscientization, and education
in the methods of empowering the poor, the weak, and the
marginalized. In this way theology shan become a veritable
instrument for the realisation of integral human development.
Our Seminaries and Theological Institutes must not be perceived
as centres for indoctrination. Nor should the training of future
ministers be perceived as the taming process to facilitate the
assimilation of the oppressed into the prevailing system. On the
contrary, these institutions should be seen as centres for the practice
of freedom, liberation and salvation. They should be seen as centres
of hope that keep the dream of freedom alive, even as we journey
through the valley of tears. In this way the theological enterprise
shall assume the status of a sacrament, a saving act, for the people.
must

'
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Nigeria today perishes for lack of knowledge. There is an absence
rigour and critical thinking even in academic circles.
What appears to be in place is the cult of mediocrity, whereby
professors of political science for whom democracy is an article of
faith, legallwninaries who hold the title of "Senior Advocate of
Nigeria, and who have sworn to defend the rule of law, and highly
respected religious prelates, who are expected to hold truth as
sacred, now bow before ruthless feudal lords and callous military
despots. Many of those whom Nigerians look up to for a sense of
direction, have become sycophants, praise singers and propagandists
for the oppressors of the Nigerian people. Their action is a serious
betrayal of their education and the mission they owe to succeeding
generations of Nigerians.
In the face of this national embarrassment, Nigeria is in dire need
of theologians who are visionaries, to liberate people from bondage,
and open the way for justice, peace, and the abundant life which the
Lord promises his people. Our people have never in history
witnessed this degree of impoverishment, oppression, enslavement
and betrayal. This is why we need theologians, endowed with the
wisdom that comes from God, equipped with the vision that comes
from Jesus Christ the Light of the world, and moved by the passion
that comes from the Holy Spirit, to make a powerful intervention in
God's name now on behalf of the distressed people of our land. We
need patriotic but fearless theologians who will demonstrate to the
of intellectual

"

.

men

and

women

of this land that:

pa1riot is one who cares deeply about the happiness
well-being of his country and all its people; not one
who says he loves his countIy... A true patriot will always
demand the highest standards of his country and accept
nothing but the best for and from his people. He will be
outspoken in condemnation of their shortcomings without
giving way to superiority, despair or cynicism."
A true

and
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we

What the above reflections
at various

of the
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do?

mean

for the

levels, and for theologians, is

leadership

a more

ardent

of the Church amidst

prophetic ministry
people. The situation

distressed

on

of the Church

an

appreciation
oppressed and

the

ground presents a great
of keeping hope alive among

challenge to the Church that
people. Our people have heard many fine statements from the
Church. They have heard the Fathers of the Second Vatiean
Council proclaim that "the joy and hope, the grief and anguish of
the men of our time, especially those who are poor or afflicted in
any way, are the joy and hope, the grief and anguish of the
followers of Christ as wen.,,15 They heard the Fathers of the 1971
Synod say: "Action on beha1f of justice and participation in the
transformation of the world fully appears to us as a constillltive
,,16
dimension of the preaching of the gospel.
They have heard
statements
from
John
Paul
n
on global justice,
many powerful
Pope
on the fundamental rights of the human person, and on solidarity.
The latest of these statements is the encyclical letter "Evangelium
Vitae" issued in March 1995.17
The Nigerian Bishops themselves have issued several powerful
moral

-

our

..

statements in the last few years in defence of truth and for the

promotion of justice in our land. They include "The Theologian
And the Challenge Of the Third Republic," April 1992; "A Nation
Adrift," July 1993; and the communiques of the Bishops'
Conference of September 1993, September 1994, and March 1995.
These powerful statements however need to take flesh in the life and
work of the Nigerian theologian. They need to be accompanied by
prophetic gestures, inspired by theological reflections that are
pregnant with the promise of freedom, justice, liberation, peace and
reconciliation. What our people need today are prophetic gestures,
emanating from theological reflections, that will break the yoke of
oppression while offering a healing balm to the deep wounds of our
people.
Our theologians must now get to work, and as a matter of utmost
urgency, fonnulate a methodology for "incamational discipleship,"
by which the truths and mysteries of the Christian faith, along with
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Magisterium, will take flesh for the
oppressed masses of contemporary
Nigeria. When David took Uriah's wife, and had him killed at war,
(an act of grave injustice), the prophet Nathan confronted him with
the truth and told him to his face "you are the man." When King
Ahab killed Naboth and confiscated his vineyard, Elijah confronted
the

powerful

statements of the

liberation and salvation of the

him with the truth and said "1 have found you, because you have
sold yourself to do what is evil in the sight of the Lord" (1 Kings
21 :20). John the

These

Baptist did the

same

when Herod took

Philip's

wife

of n.on-violent confrontation undertaken

unjustly.
by men of God who were acting by the inspiration of God. Beyond
the powerful statements we issue now and again in denunciation of
injustice and the abuse of human rights, what specific acts can we
engage in
our

as

society?

were acts

Christians in confrontation with the agents of 'evil in
If it is true that evil persists in the world and in our

country because good people refuse
for

to

act, then, what is

Christian in herlhis bid to resist evil in the

permissible

Nigerian society?
We know that violence is out of the question for a Christian. Any
resort to violence in the bid to overcome evil is in itself already
tinted with evil. But the world has seen many forms of peaceful
resistance that are efficacious. We know of peaceful demonstrations
and protest marches by which a group of people that has been
denied its rights, along with sympathisers, make a public outcry
against the authorities on the streets, flashing protest placards and
singing protest songs. This method was used very much by the
oppressed Blacks of the United States under the dynamic leadership
of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. who was a Baptist minister. It proved
to be a very effective method too in apartheid South Africa under
the leadership of people like Bishop Desmond Tutu. In the heat of
the crisis over the annulment of the June 12 election, some of the
civil rights organisations in Nigeria attempted to use this method to
bring an end to military rule, but they never recorded the desired
success, largely because the call for such protest marches did not
receive a nation-wide response. What can the Christian theologian
do to give religious legitimacy or moral authority, and, indeed,
popularise this method of civil resistance? In Nigeria, the
government of the day seems to know how efficacious peaceful
a

Theology at the Service of the People

119

demonstrations and protest marches are, and that is why at various
now rent crowds to march out along the streets

levels the officials

and into government houses, with pro-government posters and
placards. In this way the authorities have hijacked one of the few
avenues

for protest available to

Shall the

oppressed people.

good

people of this country sit back and watch this fraudulent display by
the agents of evil? What can the Church do to retrieve this method
from government and give it back to the masses?
Conscientious objection, hunger strike and workers' strikes
in Catholic Social

recognised
legitimate means

since the

are

of Leo XIII

as
Teachings
or
an
laws
resisting unjust
protesting
injustice
done to a group within the society. In what ways can the theologian
develop and make widely known these methods of civil resistance
for use by Christians, in addition to prayer and fasting, towards
bringing about change in society? These methods were used very
much in pre-independence India under the inspiring leadership of
era

of

Mahatma Gandhi. Has the time not

come

in

our

country for the

leadership of the Church to promote these methods among the
faithful nation-wide, as part of the ways of bringing about social
change?
Chief Gani Fawehinmi is a foremost defender of civil rights in our
society. He has been harassed, assaulted anddetained several times
for his protest activities. As a lawyer, he institutes several charges in
court against the government wherever he comes across cases of
gross violation of human rights. In recent times he launched a
political party which he called "National Conscience," in defiance of
a government which had rolled out a decree banning political
parties. His action was an act of civil disobedience against an unjust
regime. Of course he immediately lost his freedom. He was detained
by government agents. But he has made a point. Today if Chief
F awehimnin stands up to talk, Nigerians will listen, because they
know he fights and suffers on their behalf. Will the leadership of
the Church sit back and have
the nation? Shall Christian

a

Muslim become the conscience of

theologians

sit and

watch, while

a

champions the movement of national conscience. What
about forming a strong 'Catholic Lawyers' Association of Nigeria',

Muslim

fully sponsored by

the Church to

constantly challenge unjust
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regimes

and their laws in the nation's courts?

contributions

can

priests

and

religious

women

What

and

men

specific
who

are

lawyers make under the present circumstances of Nigeria?
The Catholic Secretariat of Nigeria has a Justice and Peace

department, All the dioceses
co-ordinators.

There'

Committees

on

Beyond the

mere

are

are

supposed to have

Justice

national, provincial,

and Peace

diocesan and

Justice and Peace

Commissions
even

parish
agencies

distribution of financial. aid from such
and

Caritas, in what ways
Missio, Misereor,
department involved in the struggle for justice in

are

and

levels.
as

those in this

Nigeria?

It is true

that in many 'dioceses the co-ordinators have succeeded in doing a
lot of developmental projects for their people, but should they not

engaged in the struggle to rid Nigeria of the evil structures in
our society that have made the majority of our people so poor, so
ignorant, so vulnerable and so dependent?
As the Catholic Theological Association of Nigeria marks its tenth
anniversary this year, the task before the Association, and before
each member is enormous, because it is the theological arm of the
Church that must supply answers to most of the above questions.
After ten years of existence and at least four major conferences
dealing with social issues, if CATHAN has not made much impact
on the socio-economic and political environment, then perhaps it is
time to examine our orientation,' change our focus, plan new
strategies, draw out new plans of action, and formulate new
methodologies for the Church's involvement in the social
transformation of Nigeria. Indeed the challenges are many, but with
God on our side, all things are possible.
also be

.
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