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Ikenga R.A. Ozigboh
Introduction:
On 2 April, 1991, the writer received a telephone call from the
Editor of the Nigerian Bulletin of Ecumenical Theology re
questing him to do a review of Desmond Forristal's book: The
Second Burial of Bishop Shanahan, which appeared in
Ireland in 1990. Desmond Forristal is a priest of the Archdiocese

of Dublin. He was invited to write the book by the congregation
of the Missionary Sisters of the Holy Rosary, which bishop
Shanahan had founded in Ireland in 1924.
Father Forristal's book became an instant success and went
into reprint in under a year of its publication. Incidentally, the
book was launched at Enugu on 23 March, 1991 but, for some
undisclosed reason, the authorities of the catholic Archdiocese
of Onitsha banned the major launching of the book scheduled
for 29 March, 1991, at Onitsha. The ban naturally excited much
curiosity about the book.
This review article dwells on several key issues raised in the
book. It advances a general observation on the book and
highlights its main thesis, particularly the enriched and updated
information on bishop Shanahan's early life and missionary
apostolate in Nigeria. It thereafter examines the bishop's pro
blernaticretirernent and the title of the book that is largely based
on a misrepresentation of Igbo mortuary tradition and custom.
Finally, it examines the traditional misunderstanding of Igbo
traditional religion which the book repeats and propagates.
ii. About the book:
an
The book is an updated biography of bishop Shanahan
Irish missionary priest of the Holy Ghost Congregation who ar
rived at Onitsha in November, 1902.
He rose to the leadership of the catholic mission in Eastern
Nigeria in September 1905; became the bishop of Southern
-
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194_O; resigned his office in May 1931 and left the
for
Ireland in April, 1932. The book is a true life story
country
that candidly X-rays the joys and pains of the bishop's rather
chequered life and career. It seeks to answer and clarify a
number of curious, but often suppressed, questions about the
bishop which previous accounts of him had striven to avoid. It
is, indeed, a complex story of a complex man who, in several
respects, was some generations ahead of the religious men and
women of his day. It portrays in broad light the shades in the life
of the great bishop Shanahan.
The book is incisive, perceptive and down to earth. It is well
researched, properly edited and beautifully printed. It has twen
ty chapters and a total of 329 pages. It costs ten pounds in
Ireland but is being sold in Nigeria at the subsidized rate of a

Nigeria

in

..

.

hundred naira per copy.
Internal evidence. reveals that the book was written primarily
for the Irish audience. The book betrays too the author's defec
tive knowledge of Igboland which a few months' field-work in
Nigeria could easily have remedied. Many Igbo towns and
words in the book are mis-spelt, though the printer's devil would
appear to have had a hand in some. Some of the mistakes were
probably lifted from Father Jordan's "Bishop Shanahan of
Southern Nigeria" (1949) on which Father Forristal obviously
leaned. A few samples of the mistakes, are: Okidja for Okija;
Uberu for Uburu; Nsude for Nsugbe; Ibariam for Igbariam;
Awaba for Oba and Ekwenzu/Ekwenze for Ekwensu. lboro and
Isingwu are not Igbo towns, as the book suggests, but villages
of Oraifite.

Furthermore, the white man's inability to manage the Igbo
diphthongs (gb, kp, nw etc.) has been largely responsible for the
author'S use of Ibo and Iboland for
pear about 91 times in the book.

Apart from

Igbo

and

Igboland

which ap

the above linguistic aberrations, the book contains
of fact or interpretation. Shanahan's Great Trek of
1908 did not take place in Western Igboland (p. 78). Western 19boland lies west of the river Niger. On page 86, the author
writes: "In the Ajalli area, he (Shanahan) found a mixture of
tribes with a considerable number of non-Igbo people". There is
no such thing in the Ajalli area. The Arc colonies in and around
AjalJi are alllgbo. The Aro arelqbo.
some errors
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as

devils

(p. 56).

It has

a

poor understanding of Igbo marriage and family life. It believes
that Igbo wives are sold and bought and, as a result, are owned

by their husbands (p. 114). It offers a curious and contradictory
explanation for the transfer of the Cluny sisters from Onitsha to
Calabar in 1908 (p. 114). The author treats his readers to the
usual European over-spiced diet on Africa which is alleged to be
the land of human sacrifice and cannibalism; lithe white man's
grave"; the Darkest Continent and God's forsakan land. The
author's dependence on sources, largely outdated on African
studies, is probably responsible for the over-statements." He

repeats the usual missionary propaganda stunts which were
meant for the ears of their supporters in Europe. He alleges
without comparative evidence that the early catholic. mission in
Eastern Nigeria was lithe most difficult and the most
dangerous" (p. 63).
The book throws into clear relief the faith, vision, courage and
endurance of the expatriate missionaries in Easten! Nigeria, who
stood the enervating heat, legions of mosquitoes, unfamiliar

foods, endless trekkings and the ubiquitous malaria. It highlights
the conflicts and tensions, jealousies and discontents, oersonal
weaknesses and moral short-comings of the expatriate mis

missionary historiography, the book
expatriate agency while de
the
and
role in the development of
African
factor
emphasizing
the catholic mission in Eastern Nigeria. Impression is created
that it was the expatriate staff together with their home-base
supporters who wrought the missionary wonder in Eastern
Nigeria. The legions of Igbo teachers, catechists and other local
helpers, Who receive some praise and mention in the book, re
main largely an anonymous mass.
sionary personnel. True

stresses

and

to

eulogizes

the

iii. Shanahan's Early Life and Student Days:
The first two chapters of the book on bishop Shanahan's early
years and student days are largely fresh contributions to our
knowledge of the bishop. The first chapter reveals that the
bishop was born on 4 June rather than on 6 June, 1871, as has
up until now been believed. His parents were Daniel Shanahan
and Margaret Walsh. It would appear that Irish wives, like tradi
tional Igbo wives, did not change their maiden surnames at mar-
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riage.

The

labourer in

child, Joseph Shanahan, was born to a poor farm
a little thatched cottage in Glankeen village in the

county of Tipperary, Southeast Ireland. He
third

day of his birth and

was

was baptised on the
the third of Daniel Shanahan's ten

children.

Joseph, like his brothers and sisters, received his primary
education at the state National school in Tipperary.2 At 15
(1886), young and penniless Joseph was fortunate to be invited
to France to do his secondary education. The good fortune was,
in fact, not entirely fortuitous. His uncle, Rev. Brother Adelm of
the Holy Ghost Congregation, was at the time working in the
Holy Ghost College at Beauvais, some fifty miles north of Paris.3
Brother Adelm requested the principal of the college, Rev. Fr.
Amet Limbour, to offer his nephew admission as a non-fee pay
ing student.
It is welcome information that Joseph Shanahan left for
France in August 1886 at the age of fifteen. We have hitherto
believed, largely on the evidence-of Father Jordan, that he went
to France in 1883 at the age of thlrteen+lt is also not factual that
he was in Rockwell College in Ireland before leaving for France
in 1886.5 In fact, Joseph Shanahan did not enter the Holy Ghost
Juniorate until 1889 at Cellule in France and was received into
the Holv Ghost Congregation in 1890.6
Joseph Shanahan completed his secondary education suc
cessfully and began his studies for the priesthood in 1894. In his
theological studies in the senior scholasticate, he proved he was
intelligent but not an intellectual.
In his early twenties in both the Senior Scholasticate and the
Novitiate, he began to have understandable problems with his
sexual life, the practice of meditation and community life
qeneranv. From April 1897, he started to keep a spiritual journal
on the advice of his Spiritual Director. The journal openly noted
his faults and dominant passion but does not reveal anything in
criminating. At the end of his Novitiate in France, in August
1897, he was posted home to Ireland to complete his theological
studies in Rockwell College. That was his first time of returning
to Ireland since he left it eleven years earlier in 1886. it was in
Rockwell that he made his first vows in Easter 1898.
At Rockwell, he helped with the teaching and school games
while studying his theology. He was ordained priest in April
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retained at Rockwell as teacher and Dean of
He
at the job till August 1902 when he was
remained
Discipline.
the
Onitshamlssion.
to
posted
1900 and

was

iv. Prefect Apostolic of the Lower Niger (1905-1920)
The· Holy Ghost Fathers' Mission at Onitsha, begun in 1885 by
Father Joseph Lutz and his men, was raised to the status of a
Prefecture in July 1889.7 The incumbent Prefect Apostolic,
when Father Shanahan arrived at Onitsha in 1902, was Father

Leon Alexander Lejeune (1860-1905) who was. posted to Onitsha
in JuJy 1900 as Prefect. He had been a missionary in Gabon for
14 years (1885-1899). His attempts to drastically reform and
reorganise the Onitsha-based Prefecture and his frequent
references to his former mission in Gabon won for him much op
position and the unsavoury name "Father Gabon".
It

Father Lejeune who, sensing the new possibilities arising
from the British conquest and reorganisation of Eastern Nigeria,
initiated the dynamic school apostolate which later characteris
ed Father Shanahan's regime. �t Ogboli, Onitsha waterside and
Calabar (1903-1905), the school had already become the prin
cipal work of the mission. The school eventually became the key
was

I

to the conversion of

Igbo people to christianity.
In all this, the revolutionary situation created by the British
conquest of Igboland and the introduction of the warrant chief
taincy system must not be underestimated as Father Forristal's
and Father Jordan's accounts appear to have done.8 Without
the colonial situation, the Igbo demand for school education,
and with it christianity, after 1903, cannot be explained. The
position was totallv different in the pre conquest years
(1857-1902). Without the colonial situation, the missionary drive
into the Igbo interior would also not have been possible. The
British brought about a transport revolution in Igboland. Under
them, roads and new transportation facilities (bicycles, motor
cycles, motor cars and later railways and aeroplanes) emerged
on the Igbo scene.9.The catholic mission had its first bicycle in
1909, its first motor-cycle in 1915 and its first motor car in 1920.
Father Shanahan received his practical missionary initiation
under Lejune who took great interest in him and eventually
recommended him to the Spiritan authorities as his possible sue
cessor.P Shanahan's experience in Ogboli village, Onitsha,
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,greatly influenced his future ministry in Igboland.
With the opening.up ofthe country, long tedious and perilous
treks through the. vast territory of Eastern Niger.ia became
necessary in the years between 1907 and 1917 to gain accurate
geographical and .dernoqraphlc knowledge of the area and to
make contacts with the towns. By 1908, Shanahan had become
tolerably familiar with Northern Igboland but the great popula
tion centres of Southern Igboland still remained a closed book to
him. The first catholic mission there (Emekuku) was not planted
until 1912.
The gradual

spread of the catholic mission from Onitsha and
Calabar during the years 1905 to 1920 points to the absence of
any catholic missionary masterplan. Even though coal was
discovered at Udi in 1909 and the railway had linked Enugu with
Port Harcourt by 1916, no catholic residential' station was open
ed in the environs (Eke) until 1918 or in Enugu itself until 1932
despite its bustling and growing population.
The Igbo gave ready reception to every christian missionary
Roman Catholic, Anglican, Methodist etc. In fact, what
group
was taking place in the catholic mission under Father Shanahan
was being re-dramatised in other christian missions, especially
those able and willing to offer the needed school education.U
�

That was the characteristic mark of the years 1905-1920. In all
the missions, the emphasis was on children rather than on adult!
whose minds and opinions were already formed.

Men of influence, like the warrant chiefs, did not usually seek
conversion to christianity despite their warm patronage of the
missions and their schools. Only a handful of such chiefs
(Ezekoli of Nnobi, Walter Amobi of Ogidi, Michael Onyiuke of
the son of chief Idigo of Aguleri fame
etc.)
Nimo, Idigo II
became christians. The chiefs that loomed so large in the mis
sion history of the Igbo people were the warrant chiefs of British
creation. Their egotism, rapacity and exploitativeness led to the
abolition of the warrant chieftaincy system early in the 1930'5.12
They were not the traditional rulers of the Igbo society which
-

�

largely Republican.13
1920, there was acuteshortaqe of mission
hands, particularly priests and Rev. brothers and sisters. Father
Shanahan endeavoured to secure more expatriate personnel and
local teacher-Catechists but he did not seriously exploit the

was

In the years before

The Rehabilitation of Bishoo Shanahan

127

possiblility of raising a local clergy until the 1920s.
Father Lejeune had begun to think of a local seminary by
1904. Shanahan could, in fact, have started Cl seminary in 1906,
with the high schools at Onitsha and Calabar as a leverage. The
General Spiritan Chapter of that year (1906) urged the various
spiritan missions to foster and encourage local vocations,
especially from among the catechists. Shanahan did not believe
it was yet judicious and opportune to embark on such a project.
He was convinced that first generation christians could not-take
-

to

celibate priesthood. Yet, the catechist-teachers

were

effec

tivefy performing many of the functions of the clergy. They
conducted Sunday services, preached, baptised, taught
the schools and went

home vi.sitations. It is
known that village priests, in the European middle Ages, were
not able to preach to their people. Shanahan had great admira
tion for his catechists, but he did not think they could be priests.
A lay missionary helper (Joseph Dalaney) was ordained a
priest at Onitsha in July 1919. The first Igbo catholic priest (Paul
Emechete) was ordained in the neighbouring SMA mission at
Asaba in 1920. Paul Emechete was, in fact, a catechist. He did
not spend one day in any seminary.14 Furthermore, Shanahan's
total withdrawal of the Cluny sisters from Onitsha in 1908 and
their subsequent confinement in Calabar was detrimental to the
development of both women education and religious sisterhood
in Igboland. It is not surprising that the first local sisterhood (the
Handmaids) came from Calabar.
The years 1905-1920, were important for the development of
Roman Catholicism in Igboland. The greatest theatre of the mis
sion was in the Onitsha axis. Even there, a piece-meal approach
remained the rule during the period. In spite of the acclaimed
Great Trek of 1908, the administrative reorganisation of the
Prefecture between 1907 and 1909 appears amateurish and
unimaginative. The two new residential stations (Nteje 1907 and
19bariam 1909) were, geographically and demographically
speaking, disastrous miscalculations. Both residential stations
had to be closed down in 1924 and 1928 respectively.
In spite of Fr. Victor Duhaze's calculations, the Ozubulu
residential station (1908) should have been sited at Nnewi and
the removal of the Ozubulu residency to Ihiala in 1927 should
have been made from Ozubulu to Orlu instead, for greater effect.

catechism,

ran

on
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Southern Igboland was largely neglected during the 1905-1920
period. The Nsukka, Nkanu and Abakaliki areas of northern 19boland remained practically untouched till the 1920s. The first
and only residential station in what is today Akwa Ibom State
was opened at Anua in 1914. Given the meagre human and
material resources available to Father Shanahan at the time, they
could have been

more

judiciously deployed.

In terms of strategy, the rival Church Missionary Society
(CMS) appeared to have been more imaginative. The eMS mov
ed into Awka in

1904; into Southern Igboland (Egbu) in 1906 and

into Udi in 1914.
The largely unfortunate Pastoral Conference at Onitsha in
1915, whose bitter harvests were reaped by the mission up until
the 1960s; the 1918 influenza with its numerous death-bed bap
tisms and the herculean Adamawa tour (December 1918
March 1919) brought to a close the first 15 years of Shanahan's
regime. The next twelve years (1920-1931) were even more
epochal and explosive for the mission.
-

Vicar Apostolic of Southern Nigeria, 1920-1931:
This was a period of great and lasting institutional
developments and of distressing conflicts for Bishop Shanahan,
amidst failing health. It was a period of unabated confrontations.
v.

The number of converts, schools, teachers and mission sta
tions tripled during the decade. New teachers were produced in
their hundreds; a powerful network of central schools was
created and more adult catechumens opted for the catholic
faith. Fresh expansions were initiated in Ahoada, Ogoja and
·Tivland. New and more expatriate missionaries (Maynooth
secular priests, lay Irish girls, Holy Rosary Sisters and Spiritan
priests and brothers) joined the Vicariate during the period. The
first indigenous priest (Father John Cross Anyogu) was ordained
in December 1930. Above all, Bishop Shanahan was given a
Coadjutor bishop (Charles Heerey) in February 1927 to give him
necessary administrative assistance. New missionary residences
(Ogoja, Aba, Umuahia, Port Harcourt, Nsu, Ifuho, Oron, Essene)
were

created and the old

fectiveness.
St. Paul's

ones were

reorganised for greater ef

Seminary was opened at Igbariam in July 1924. The
Congregation of the Missionary Sisters of the Holy Rosary was
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started in

February 1924 at Killeshandra (.Ireland) to work in the
vicariate. Its first products began to arrive in the mission in 1928.
The Government Education Code of 1926 insisted on improved
quality of school teachers. The demand led to the opening of St.
Charles Teacher Training College at Onitsha in 1928. In the
following year, Rome despatched bishop Arthur Hinsley to
Nigeria to investigate the education question. The initiative led
greater emphasis and commitment of the Vicariate to secu1ar
education that was to become the hallmark of the catholic mis
sion in the decades to come. The Maynooth secular priests, who
began to come to Eastern Nigeria in 1920, were constituted into
the missionary society of St. Patrick in 1930.
These developments exacerbated the rivalry and tension bet
ween the French-Alsatian priests and the Irish missionaries in
the Vicariate. The Irish eventually secured the control of the
Vicariate. Bishop Shanahan himself increasingly disagreed with
the Paris-based Congregation of the Holy Ghost for his decision
to introduce non-Holy Ghost missionaries into the Vicariate
which had been confided to the congregation by Rome. The
congregation had also insisted that bishop Shanahan should not
create a new and separate congregation of sisters but should in
tegrate his plans with that of the new sisterhood (the Holy Ghost
Sisters) being planned by the congregation. Bishop Shanahan
insisted on going his own way. The disenchantment with him
escalated when he supported the creation of the missionary
society of St. Patrick for the Maynooth secular priests.
Bishop Hinsley who had been to Nigeria in 1929 as Apostolic
Visitor became the Apostolic Delegate for the British colonies of
Africa in 1930. He had recommended to Rome the resignation
and retirement of Bishop Shanahan so as to enable Bishop
Heerey to take over full control and to tie up the many loose
ends and pieces in the Vicariate. The resignation was effected in
May 1931. The decision to split the Vicariate was also taken in
1930. Calabar and Ogoja provinces were to go to the mis
sionaries of St. Patrick; the Benue province to the German pro
vince of the Holy Ghost Fathers and the Vicariate was to be
restricted to Onitsha and Owerri provinces. The division took ef
fect in 1934.12
to
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Retirement: Double Ordeal, 1932-1943:
A double ordeal trailed the retirement of Bishop Shanahan: he
was denied the expected comfort of passing the rest of his life in
vi.

Nigeria where he had laboured for 30 years; he was denied by
congregation of the missionary sisters of the Holy Rosary in
whose Novitiate he had hoped to stay after leaving Nigeria.
the

As for the first ordeal, his crime

was

that he had worked

so

hard among the Igbo and had come to endear himself very
much to the people. He had become a popular institution known

throughout the land as "Fada Onye-isi" (the leading priest) of the
Vicariate. As a result, bishop Heerey believed that bishop
Shanahan should be kept out of Nigeria. Father Forristal stated
the reason very succinctly:
Bishop Heerey felt his authority is threatened by Shanahan's
by the people as their
was living among them.

presence. He could never be accepted
spiritual leader as long as Father Onye-isi

Shanahan must

go.16

Some Irish priests and sisters, then and since, accused Bishop
Heerey of pettiness and jealousy. Others agreed with Bishop
Heerey. Bishop Shanahan, uncomfortably retired in Ireland, con
tinued to look forward to getting Bishop Heerey's letter inviting
him to return to Nigeria. He was invited to return for the Golden
Jubilee celebration of the catholic mission in Eastern Nigeria in
December 1935 but, he was required to return to Ireland in
January 1936. The rousing reception he received everywhere he
went confirmed Bishop Heerey's fears. It was then that Bishop
Shanahan knew that he was finally rejected in Nigeria. The pain
of that rejection was indeed grinding. He openly lamented: .111
shall never see Nigeria again
It is the last great sacrifice that
God asks of me'" .17
As if that was not enough, he realised too that Ireland did not
want him. The Superior of the Holv Rosary Novitiate at
Killeshandra (Mother Xavier) had been suspecting the sexual
weakness of Bishop Shanahan. A nervous and sick sister who
travelled with t3is�op Shanahan from Onitsha to Ireland in 1929
had reported to her that the bishop was in love with her. Mother
Xavier reported the matter to Bishop Finegan in whose diocese
Killeshandra was situated and also to Father Edward Lean, the
Spiritual Director of the Novitiate. Both believed her.
...
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When Bishop Shanahan returned to Ireland on retirement,
Mother Xavier barred him from the Novitiate, believing his in
fluence was bad on the novices and the sisters. She took great
pains to educate the novices about the Bishop and the need to
avoid him. Vague and insinuatory accusations were circulated
against the bishop. They were all the more damaging since the
true' nature of the bishop's misdemeanour was not stated.
Bishop Shanahan was not informed. He knew he was not
wanted. He repeatedly asked what the matter was but none told
him. It was one Sister Sophie whom the bishop went to see in
hospital in 1937 that told him, for the first time, all the accusa
tions that were being peddled against him. The story caused
him enormous pain but he did not seek to protest.his innocence.
It will be recalled that Pope John XXIII was accused too of over
expressing his natural emotions.18 Pope John Paul II shares his
kisses with children, men and women too, but he is lucky to be
living in post Vatican II era.
Bishop Shanahan suffered in silence, abandoned and
neglected in a one-bed sitting room at Blackrock, Dublin. The
financial arrangements for his retirement were lousy. He travell
ed by public bus after 1935. Bishop Heffernan of the Vicariate of
Zanzibar came to the rescue by inviting bishop Shanahan out to
East Africa in 1938. It was there that he died in 1943.
In the light of the two ordeals, one easily appreciates the irony
and significance of both the second burial of Bishop Shanahan
at Onitsha in January 1956 and the present book by Father For
ristal which the Holy Rosary Sisters commissioned as an act of
reparation to Bishop Shanahan.
When Bishop Shanahan's innocence was seriously suspected
after his death, a number of measures were initiated to
rehabilitate his name and memory. In 1949, Father Jordan pro
duced his classic memoir of the bishop which stressed his public
image as an intrepid missionary. In 1956, Bishop Heereyordered
the return and reburial of the remains of bishop Shanahan at
Onitsha. By that act, he accorded him in death the honours he
denied him in life. In the 1960's and 70s, Holy Rosary Sisters
who knew the bishop produced recollections of him which
revealed that the accusations against him were totally unfound
ed. To rehabilitate him fully and finally, the present book was
commissioned by the Holy Rosary Sisters. They opened their ar-
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chives to Father Forristal and, gave him all available information
on the bishop. As Father Forristal noted:
It is at their

request-that this book has been written. They asked

have the full story told- and nothing held back. It is meant as
filial piety, a righting of wrongs, aA exorcism ofqhosts, an

to

an ect ot

acknowledgment of mistakes, a plea for forgiveness. It is the final
completes the second burial of bishop Shanahan.19

act

that

The openness and candour of Father Forristal's book has, in

deed, redeemed the private image of Bishop Shanahan.
vii. The Book's Title:
It is not true that the Igbo people had a custom known as "Se_
cond burial". The Igbo did not rebury their dead. They did not
have a "first burial" for a deceased person and thereafter ex
humed him for reburial (second burial) as Father Forristal, Father
jordan and, indeed, generations of expatriate missionaries
would seem to suggest. That erroneous bel.ief was a serious mis
sionary misrepresentation of Igbo tradition and custom. The last
chapter of Father jordan's "Bishop Shanahan of Southern
Nigeria" (1971 edition) is titled "The Second Burial of Bishop
Shanahan". Indeed, Father jordan claims that it was Bishop

Shanahan himself who suggested the title.2o The reburial of the
Bishop Shanahan was, indeed, a "Second burial".
The Igbo buried their dead (in! ozu) and later performed
funeral obsequies (ikwa ozu) for the deceased that had already
been buried. As will be shown later, the linguistic aberration on
the part of the expatriate missionaries brought about a lot of
confusion and distortion to the understanding of 19bo traditional
religion. The missionaries styled the Igbo funeral rites as "se
cond burial" but by the 1950s, they had realised their error and
had dropped the use of the term "ikwa ozu nkwa abua"
(duplication of funeral obsequies) which they had translated as
"second burial". In its place, they substituted the expression
"ikw e ozu ka ndi ogo-mmuo" (celebrating the funeral rites as
non-christians do). What they called second burial was not se
cond burial at all.
There was, in fact, a compound aberration in suggesting that
the Igbo duplicated their funeral rites. The �bo never duplicated
remains of
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their funeral rites for any dead person. They celebrated no mon
th's mind or anniversaries of the dead. They held the burial rites
first (inhumation) and thereafter the funeral rites (final com
memoration and commendation of the dead). Since a corpse
could not be kept for days or weeks in a tropical environment, it
had to be buried usually a day after the expiration of life. That
allowed the bereaved family necessary time to assemble the
elaborate materials required for the tuneral obsequies, which
were celebrated some months or vears after the burial.
The burial was an extremely sorrowful and painful affair. The
pain of loss and separation was too fresh and unbearable. The
the contrary, was a celebration a real rousing send
off party of feasting, music and dancing for the deceased. In Ig
bo culture, not everyone had the right to funeral rites. Children,

funeral,

on

-

adolescents and adults who died (traditionally recognised) bad
deaths were not accorded funeral rites.
Today, it has become customary to combine the burial with
the funeral, on account of the availability of refrigeratory mor
tuary services. It is possible these days to keep a corpse in the
mortuary for up to a month or more.
For about a week, the Igbo catholics celebrated the return of
the remains of bishop Shanahan to their land. It is arguable
whether they regarded the celebration as another "ikwa OZU"
for him. That celebration abnormally preceded the burial
(reburial). However, as the bones of the bishop were encased in
a full sized coffin and some concrete blocks were added to give
the necessary weight, it is likely the people saw the reburial as
"ini OZU".21 It is, therefore, strange that one of the alleged
reasons for banning the launching of Father Forristal's book at

Onitsha

the possible recrudescence of the long-abandoned
belief in second burial. If that was so, it was unfor

was

erroneous

ignorance.
likely, too, that the people did not know the reason for br
inging back the bishop's remains to Nigeria. The missionary
politics that removed the retired Bishop Shanahan from Nigeria
was a tightly kept .secret which the expatriate missionaries did
not readily share with their Igbo catholics. They did everything
to camouflage the truth about Bishop Shanahan's withdrawal
from Nigeria. Fr. Jordan, indeed, suggested in his "Bishop
Shanahan of Southern Nigeria" (1949) that there was something

tunate
It is

134

Ikenga

R.A.

Ozigboh

fishy about the bishop's depature but he nicely papered up the
cracks. Speaking about Joseph Shanahan's eleven years' so
journ in France for his studies (1886-1897) Jordan observed:
It

was

would

his first taste of exile

love ,would

though

not his most bitter one. That

years later (1936) when the Africa he had grown to
be closed to him owing to i/l health and his apostolic

come

soul would be

fifty

obliged

to stifle its

yearnings

Understandably, bishop Heerey

in

Ireland.22

was

still

on

the saddle when

Father Jordan wrote his book (1949) and prudence demanded
that the whole truth be not exposed. It was another matter in

1990. It has been said that a man has right to privacy during his
lifetime but after death, he becomes part of history. So was
Bishop Heerey. Contrary to what Father Forristal believed, it is
unlikely that Bishop Shanahan's reburial at Onitsha was inter
preted by many (if by many, he meant the Igbo people) as the
righting of a historic wrong.23
Furthermore, the esoteric soliloquy of Bishop Shanahan after
his reburial and the allegation that he had then realised how
welcome and loved he was by the Igbo people are largely
poetic. The Igbo truly loved Bishop Shanahan and he knew it.
They were pained at missing him in 1932. They welcomed him
back with effusive enthusiasm when he returned in 1935 for the
golden jubilee celebration of the Catholic Mission in Eastern
Nigeria. They did not know why he -had to leave again for
Ireland but Bishop Heerey and his Irish people knew. In fact,
readers of Father Forristal's "Second Burial" realise
only now that "other ghosts needed to be appeased", even after
the reburial of the bishop in 1956, before the bishop's spirit
could- finally rest in peace.24 Again, all this talk of ghost and its
many

Igbo

appeasement is pious metaphor.
The reader, after going through Father Forristal's book, may
wonder if the title, The Second Burial of Bishop Shanahan,
rhymes with the general thrust of the book. The account of the
Second Burial of bishop Shanahan appears only in chapter 20
which covers a mere 9 pages of the 329-page book. Apart from
the two-page Introduction to the book (pages 7 8), no mention
is made of the second burial until the 302nd page of the book.
As the story unfolds, the reader gets the impression that the
book is not on the second .burial of Bishop Shananhan. The
-
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reader feels that the book is simply a new and more detailed
biography of the bishop. That, in fact, is what it is.
It would not be right, however, to dismiss the title as a
misnomer. As Sister Philomena FoX' maintained in the book's
foreword, the title, "Second Burial of Bishop Shanahan", is lithe
key that unlocks the understanding as to why the book needed
to be written"
.

viii. Caricature of Igbo Traditional Cosmology and Religion:
Father Forristal's book is replete with false and provocative
statements about Igbo traditional religion which need to be
redressed. There are jujus, idols, minor gods and minor deities in
Igboland (pages 51 and 60). The book regards "Ekw ensu" as
the evil spirit of lqbo belief (p. 72). Its chapter six is titled "Gods
and Demons in Igboland". It compares well with chapter twenty
of Father Jordan's "Bishop Shanahan of Southern Niqeria"
which is captioned "Satan in lqboland". Both authors conceive
the devil as an active and living force in Igboland. It is consoling

Bishop Shanahan recognised the power of "juju"
and "fetish" in Igbo life. Lejeune's classic Igbo Catechism (1'903)
which has been the bible of the catholic mission in Eastern
Nigeria pronounced them (the Alusi) "life-less, dumb and
to learn that

useless" .25 That was a specimen of missioanry chauvinism and
ethnocentrism. The author is right in affirming that the Igbo, in
the esteemed words of Eusebius of Caesarea have "a naturally
christian soul" (p. 51). Their religion is, in fact, much closer to

christianity. than the missionaries ever suspected.
Igbo traditional religion is not paganism,. heathenism,
animism, fetishism, jujuism, idolatry or ancestor worship as has
been bandied about by expatriate writers. As will be shown
shortly, there were really no pagans or devils (in the Judeo
Christian sense) in Igboland.
Igbo traditional religion hangs on the belief on One and only
"Great Spirit" which is variously named in the various sub
cultural units of Igboland. The familiar names for him are
CHUKWU, CHINEKE, EZECHITOKE, OBASI, OLiSA etc.
Chukwu is the source of all life and on him all spirits, all life
(human and vegetable) and all inanimate things depend. He
ALONE is God and enjoys DIVINE ATTRIBUTES. He is AB
SOLUTELY good; nothing evil comes from him. He is worship-
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ped in prayer but has no shrines,
ship, no icons (images, carvings

no
or
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priests, no corporate wor
paintiAg). No one knows

what Chukwu looks like. His true residence is unknown to
human beings since, unlike the other spirits, he is unlocalised.

Igbo people recognise Chukwu's existence and pre
eminence but they do not sufficiently understand him to relate
directly with him. Consequently, they concentrate on the spirits.
From the above-stated conception of Chukwu, the IM
PORTED concepts like gods, goddesses, divinities, deities are
foreign to Igbo-traditional thought and religion. Like the im
ported word love" these terminologies or their equivalents do
not exist in Igbo religious language. A close study of Igbo
religious thought and language reveals that the Igbo traditional
religion is MONOTHEISTIC. There are no "gods" because only
Chukwu enjoys divine attributes. Chukwu is closest to the
The

II

,

iota of evil in him. He cannot
get angry. Traditionallgbo morality is not founded on

.Judeo-Christian God but there is

punish

or

no

him.

Chukwu is served by

a

countless number of

spirits. (ndi muo)

who mediate between Chukwu and men and are charged by
Chukwu with specific functions. These spirits are of two kinds:
a)

The ALUSI

(non-corporeal spirits) which have localised presence in the
phenomena of nature such as land (Ala), sky (lgwe), thunder
(Amadioha), rivers, streams and lakes, hills and mountains, trees, stones
etc. These non-corporeal spirits (alusi) have icons, shrines, priests. They

various

receive both

b)

prayers and sacrifice (worship).

The Ndichie (disembodied human spirits) who are the ancestors or the
dead. They have images and receive reverential, worship (hyper
dulia) that is not unlike what Roman Catholics accord to Mary.

living

Christian missionaries did not bring the knowledge of God
Igbo people. What they did was to enrich their understan
of
Chukwu with the teachings on the incarnation of Jesus,
ding
the Blessed Trinity etc. They amplified too the Igbo understan
ding of the eschatology (heaven and hell).
As for Chukwu, there are ways in which christian teaching
impoverished the Igbo traditional concept of him. For example,
christianity regards God as the guardian of morality, the ultimate
judge and rewarder of eternal damnation or salvation. He can be
angry or jealous. He is father etc. These expressions are foreign
to the

to

Igbo concept of Chukwu.
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As for the devil, it is largely a christian importation into Ig
boland. No spirit in Igbo religious thought and religion is totally

evil.

Ekwensu

which

is

usually translated

as

"devil"

is

Alusi. Like other Alusi, it can be both good and
on people's moral disposition. Like Agwu, "ndi

Igbo
simply
depending
Akala" and Amadioha, it can be more irascible, erratic and un
predictable than the other Alusi. But, it is not totally evil or an
adversary of Chukwu or man perse, as the biblical devil is
esteemed to be. It is strange irony that European missionaries
who, in fact, fathered the devil in Igboland, found devils and
demons at every nook and corner of the land. Thev succeeded
too well in selling the belief in the devil to their IJbo converts.
an

evil

..

The mission school

wac

their ideal forum.

Listen to Father Jordan;
In the school,
the

ix.

essence

of

they (the children) could be given a christian outlook on what constituted
Igbo paganism juju worship, cannibalism, slavery and polygamy.26
-

Conclusion:

Bishop Shanahan

was, indeed, a great man. He was, in many
multi-faceted and complex individual. He was eminently
natural and effusive in his ways while at the same time remain
ing supernatural and recollected. He was a man of faith, convic
tion, idealism and action. As Father Jordan once said of him, he
had a fine sense of balance towards things human and fine in
sight into things divine. He was kind and generous; a lover of the
missionaries under his charge. He was a committed ad
ministrator who gave his subordinates ample latitude for in
itiative and personal assertiveness. He must rank with the
greatest missionaries of a II time.

ways, a

His humane and affectionate nature won for him many friends
brought him too a good deal of misunderstan
and
pain. The aggregation of these strengths and
ding, suffering
were
disadvantages
largely responsible for his untlrnelv exclu
sion from the Nigerian mission and subsequent exile in Ireland
and Kenya. They caused his misjudgement by some emotionally
unstable nuns and the consequent painful estrangement from
the Holy Rosary Sisters, the ghost of which is only being fully
exorcised. With that and his earlier reburial at Onitsha, his full
and final rehabilitation is now assured. Father Desmond Forristal
and admirers. It

Ikenga R.A. Ozigboh

138

_has, indeed, performed

Bishop

Shanahan's

a

good

fine

job by putting

a

lasting seal

on

name.
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