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Introduction
letter of invitation

My

vocation

to

the

use

speak on the Church's
dialogue. To accomplish this

multidimensional

a

and to

objective,
[irma, I intend

that I

requested

ensure

that

we

locate

discourse

our

on

a

terra

to examine some of the

complex issues involved in
dialogue provided by both the
concrete terms, I will be referring to

of instruments that facilitate

Church and the

In

society.

Church documents such

as

John XXIII's Pacem in Terns, and Paul

VI's

Apostolic Exhortation
World, Evangelii Nuntiandi,
account

some

on

Evangelisation

in

the

Modern

among others. I will also take into
instruments
provided by the international

community, such as the United Nation's Declaration on Human
Rights and other conventions and agreements to which Nigeria has
appended signature.
The paper is divided into four parts. In the first part, I will
examine the theme and focus of mission. In the second part, I will

address the nature of mission in

a

pluralistic society

such

as

Nigeria. In the third part, I will look at the theological and political
dimensions of dialogue. Finally, in the third part, I will proffer
some

suggestions

for

more

effective

dialogue.

Theme and Focus of Mission
In the last two and
in

a

Africa, the thrust

salvation

to

half centuries of intense
was

on

bringing

the

missionary activities
good news of God's

the dark continent of Africa.

engagement has been

an

object

The nature of the

of intense debate which

we

shall
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Nigeria

here. Suffice it to say, however, that missionary
on providing Africans with all the apparatus that

enter into

not

Mission in

activities centred

they

needed to get themselves out of darkness into light: literacy,
services to improve health and longevity, the Bible, the

social

Sacraments and

wrapped

so on.

in

The life of the white
Even

man as

missionary

was

when, much later, the doors of

mythology.
finally opened and Africans woke up to the fact
that they too could become priests, clerical celibacy and the very
long period of training a priest added to the myth. Over a hundred
seminaries

were

years later, with

so

many African faces within the

dimensions have all vanished and

Church, the

the brink of
mythical
even wondering whether, local priests, like home made goods are
cheaper or can attract the kind of respect that they deserve.
we are on

Now, for many reasons, the themes and context of mission are
changing. First of all, way back in 1969, Pope Paul VI enjoined us
to be our own missionaries. But we

quickly.
too

As

a

result,

in many

keen to take initiatives,

areas

did not

of

ostensibly

our

seem

lives,

grasp this so
have not been

to

we

because of the social cost of

.

being independent! Being our own missionaries presents both a
dilemma and a promise. It is a dilemma because it is easy for us to
consider one another as being ordinary, coming now with nothing
to give: no medicines, no schools, no roads, no scholarships, no
social services. Since our people got used to these goodies or fruits
of mission and defined themselves by them, the inability of the
local clergy to meet these expectations is part of the dilemma. As
we see from studies of the missionary enterprise in eastern
Nigeria,
the fight over missionaries was not based on the anxiety to hear the
Word of God, but largely on the fruits that the missionaries brought
along with them, namely, education and social services. The second
dilemma lies in the fact that we could lapse into extant ethnic
prejudices. If our communities have traditionally been at war with
one another, how can the missionary negotiate his way? Moreover,
in Nigeria in particular, and Africa in general, the location of
various missionary enterprises coincided with the geopolitical
boundaries of the various western interests. Thus, in many parts of
Africa, friction between the Irish and the British played themselves
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between the Germans, Belgians or Dutch. It is
understand these contexts because just as we cannot

out as well as that

important

to

understand the

of Africa

history

without

today

looking

at

the

problems of colonialism, in the same way, we cannot understand
the sources of many of our frictions today unless we come to grips
The issue here has very little to do with looking
for a scapegoat. It is not a question of right or wrong strategy. It is
rather an appreciation of the realities of that period, and it also
with

our

helps

history.

to

us

because
At

we

understand that very little has
are human.

in real

changed

life

many of the issues that preoccupied the
taken over by the state. The nature and the

independence,

missionaries

were

development have
of such implications

of this

implications
today. An example

been with

in

Nigeria
long and protracted
debate over the return of schools which, in my opinion, has been a
bit unnecessary. The debate exemplifies our inability to quickly and
sufficiently readjust so as to be able to face the same challenges in
changing times. It should be clear to us by now that since we are
not of the world, the world would always love its own. So, it is too
us

is the

much for the Church to expect too many favours from the state.
Nigeria, although we are seldom accused of collaborating

Here in
with
the

foreign
Church

interests-we heard
in

a

bit of this

during

countries

these

the war, but
accusations

experienced
especially under Marxism-we are constantly accused of delaying
the project and gospel of patriotism and reverence for the state. But
did Jesus not emphasize that He came precisely to overturn our
perceptions of what constitutes a Kingdom in human and spiritual
terms and thus be a sign of contradiction among us? In the face of
similar accusations in antiquity, St. Augustine argued in his City of
God

states

fall

contradictions within them than

as a

ideals

that

some

by

nations

and

more

as

result

a

result of the

betrayal

of

the

of their

Christians.

Whatever may have been the reasons for the take-over of
schools, there were a lot of other alternatives which we should have

aggressively pursued
of the endless debate
a

lot of

men

rather than
was

and women,

staring

at a

locked door. The result

that the Church wasted much time whi Ie

largely

driven

by

business

entrepreneurial
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instincts, moved in

offer what

to

they

called

Mission in

quality

Nigeria

education.

now flooded every nook and comer are schools that
locate their fame in the number of foreign teachers and syllabi that

What have

they

have. The

schools

result, of
below

remains

and

proprietors
what they do

course, is that the moral content

standard.

proprietresses they

of these

then, in fairness

But

are not

to

in the business of

the

giving

many of them, their projects are set up
to achieve economic success for the owners, not to install moral
not have. For

dioceses in northern states like Kaduna

standards.

Many

moved

and built

on

on

new

schools with

emphasis
imagination

It is this kind of

community participation.

simply

and concentration
that

we

because it is too much for the Church to expect that
put
she will be without enemies.

must

to use

The Church needs to realize that she

can no

longer

continue to

do what she

thought she had to do when the state was very distant
from the citizens. Thus, the new thrust of the mission of the Church
today is, on the one hand, how to compel the state to respond to the
needs of the citizens, and,

the other hand, how to help clarify the
role that the citizens must play in struggling for these rights. Thus,
the focus

on

education, health, and other services that the Church

on

offered to her children in the

educating

the chi ldren of God to

their duties

as

citizens of

a

early days should
fight for their rights

now

shift to

and to

assume

state. It seems that the Church has

duty of caring for her flock beyond
expectations of the moment. Considering the realities of post
independence politics, the Church ought to change her strategy.
continued to

assume

This

then

should

specialization

and

her

free the

pastoral

Church

relevance

to
even

go into other areas of
within the framework of

economics, politics and education at a higher level.
In Ev angelii Nuntiandi, the theme of liberation is used
underscore the

elastic

than

evangelising

those

which

mission of the Church in terms

traditional

boundaries

Christianity anticipated. Making specific
World, Pope Paul II noted:

of

to

more

missionary

reference to the Third

Peoples, as we know, engage with all their energy in the effort
and struggle to overcome everything which condemns them to
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margin of life: famine, chronic disease, illiteracy,
poverty injustices in international relations and especially ill
commercial exchanges, situations of economic and cultural
neocolonialism sometimes ax cruel as old political colonialism.
The Chllrch has the duty to proclaim the liberation o] 177 illions of
human beings, many of who are her own children, the duty o]
assisting the birth of this liberation, of giving witness to it, oj'
I
ensuring that it is complete.
remain

on

the

fascinating is the consistency with which the
Church captures the dynamic texture of the message of Christ and
the imperati ve of liberation as a dimension of the Gospel of our
salvation. The crucial challenge here is what the Church interprets
What is most

as

liberation and also how this liberation is to be achieved. This

challenge,
politics, is

which

places us at
challenge that the

a

the intersection of
Church in Africa

religion and
has consistently

shied away from. We have often found it convenient to take cover
by evoking the principle that religion and politics do not mix, and
that there is

no

relationship

between Caesar and God! This is

why
boldly assert her strength
Nigeria where a significant

the Catholic Church has not been able to

in parts of Africa or
percentage of the population is Catholic. Is it not strange that to
date, Catholics remain in the background of the political life of our

and character

even

nation? This is where
are

always proud

we must

locate

to talk about the

major lapse. Although we
prophetic mission of the Church,
our

there is need to address the nature and context of this mission

against the added backdrop of engagement and involvement. When
Fr. George Ehusani published a little book on the Church's
prophetic mission, although he drew extensively from the Catholic
Church's teachings, the official reaction in some quarters was
indeed curious. What exactly should the Church be doing in
pursuing the theme of liberation?
One needs to emphasise that it is impossible to seek liberation
unless one is captive to some higher forces and needs to be helped.
Liberation

is

the

action

of

external

agency. Liberation
presupposes that a weaker person is under the spe II and capture of a
stronger force. Can liberation come about by moral persuasion,

preaching,

statements and

an

documentations?

Dialogue
Let

us

take

an

example

that

and the Church's Mission in

we are

Nigeria

all familiar with. Take the

story of the image of that lovely personality that we have come to
refer to as the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:29-37). Jesus himself did not
call the
an

good. The
judgment

man

editorial

word

"good"

of the

man's

has been inserted

action.

But

I

by

am

way of

always

cornpe lied to ask, what would this Samaritan have done if he had
.uri vcd

one

and beaten

would

he

or

by

our

hours earlier and met the

the armed bandits who

have

said

had the

and

how

pounced

would

he

being

man

on

have

attacked

him? What
acted?

Or,

who fell among thieves been travelling
friend the Good Samaritan, would bandits have attacked

alternatively,
with

two

man

security in numbers? But again, back to the
imagine that he arrived and found the man being
physically attacked, would he have spent time castigating the
Roman politicians, the Minister of Transport, or the Commissioner
of Police for not providing good roads and security for its citizens?
Or, would he have blamed the man for travelling that dangerous
road alone? Would he have given a long sermon on the threat of
armed robbers or would he have wailed and run to find help? We
may never know. But from the text itself, I can deduce one thing: 1
believe that this Samaritan would have physically intervened to
stop the armed bandits. He was obviously a man who was keen on
taking risk. He was a man ready to share (he shared his donkey and
them since there is

Good Samaritan;

spent money with the victim), he
be considered

guilty by

was a man

association

(he

who

took the

was not

man

to the

afraid to

inn). He

come back, not to collect his change, but to pay up if
the need arose! This story is important for me because it captures in
a very dramatic way the daily realities of our lives here in
Nigeria.

said he would

dangerous Lagos-Ibadan road would be
ready to stop to help anyone? The more dangerous things become
in real life, the less ready we are to do our duty as Christians, and
the more we are ready to make excuses: "what will the Police say?
They wi II say I was responsible for the crime or accident. "I no wan
police wahala,,2 we would say.
As we can see, a proper understanding of what constitutes the
structure of injustice is fundamental to our willingness, readiness
How many of

us

on

the
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and

ability to
history

of the

intervene. If

and mission will remain

definitely

not

when

do not

we

acceptable
seem

do not have

we

and culture of

a proper
the task of

people,
largely ephemeral.

that

to be

our

we

What is more, it is

continue to talk

prepared

understanding
evangelisation

against injustice

to do somethi ng concrete to

deal with the issues that perpetrate injustice. The reality is that
there is need for us to seriously consider how deep our faith really
is in
or

daily

our

on

lives. Like the seeds that fell

shallow

afoot

trampled

these

seeds

on

the

edge

of the farm

either eaten

ground,
by birds,
lack
to
withstand
the
strain
and
the capacity
they
weather (Matthew l3:4ff). Agents of mission that
are

or

pressure of the
wish to engage the structures of the state may have a proper
grounding in theology. But without a grounding in the culture,
and arts of its

critically intervene to
effect change. We run the risk of appealing and appeasing the
powers that be who can hear without listening. Here, we can see
two examples worthy of emulation, that of Cardinal Karol Wojtyla
(Pope John Paul II) and Communism in Poland, and that of
Cardinal Sin and the dictatorship of President Marcos in the
Philippines. In both cases, two princes of the Church used their
grounding and knowledge of their culture and history to become
spark plugs for the changes that terminated dictatorships in their
history

people, they

can never

countries.

Karol

Wojtyla's teachings had been translated into concrete
political reality with the formation of Solidarity, first as a labour
movement, and then as a political party, culminating in the election
of Lech Walesa

throwing
Walesa,

her

one

President of Poland. The Church intervened,
weight behind the movement, nurturing it with
as

of her

transformation

of

sons
a

Communist Poland.

whom she had trained. The result

Labourer

the

first

President

was

of

the

post

Philippines, Cardinal Sin and the
Catholic Church led other civil society groups to overthrow Mr.
Marcos and in the process, its teaching became the framework for
defining People Power. In the end, please permit the pun, an
ordinary housewife, because President. In both cases, we know that
ordinarily, it is almost inconceivable that a dictatorship wou1d be
succeeded by such lowly citizens largely held in contempt
In

the

to
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such

politically

as

a

labourer and

a

Mission ill

Nigeria

housewife. But what all this

shows is that with the Church's

hierarchy cooperating with God by
making
right
training her personnel, politically
speaking, most things are possible. Had Cardinal Wojtyla and
Cardinal Sin continued their prophetic mission by issuing
statements, all the paper mills in the world would not have changed
anything in Poland and, by extension, the Soviet Union or the
Philippines. Communism and Marcos would still have been in
force today.
intervention and

the

There is therefore the need for

of
is

our

mission and

important

So,

evangelisation

to note that

ask: is it

we can

us

to understand this

both countries

possible

to

dimension

within the context of
are

replicate

politics. It
predominantly Catholic.

the

same

scenarios in

non

Catholic environments? And, how does this address the situation in

Nigeria

where

and ethnic

always

that the

can

be

precisely
that

our

Islam

an

why
or

come to
now

and Mission in

we are

as

is it

a

refer to

religious

as

tum our attention.

Plurnlistic

it has become

Society

common

in

Nigeria,

not very effecti ve in our mission

ethnicity.

asset or

have

shall

an

In which case, the

obstacle to

our

is the

question

here is: is

mission and

dialogue?

argued that indeed, dialogue has become imperative now
because of the complexity of our societies. The result is
dialogue has tended to focus on dialogue with
Traditional Religions. We have tended to reduce
to a form of dialogue. To me the issues are far more

discourse

and

ecumcnism

complex
dialogue

we

easy to argue,

of Islam

It

we

To this

Dialogue

reason

problem
pluralism

have what

problems?

The Nature of
It is

we

than

we

on

often make them to look. We have narrowed

talking and rubbing of
minds such as seminars, conferences, meetings, roundtables, or
ecumenical prayer sessions. Apart from the regimentation that
these initiatives engage in, I feel that they seriously limit the
context and content of dialogue. This is because of their artificiality
and the fact that they are always more or less state induced. We
were summoned to come and pray in Abuja to save Abacha's life,
we

to

mean

creating platforms

for

tend to be summoned to pray because October 1

st

is here,

or

the
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Armed

Remembrance

Forces

Day

is

here

and

so

on.

always tell us that the days for prayers are Friday
I feel uncomfortable about all these because I believe

Announcements

and

Sundays.

that there is need to
see

dialogue

as

expand

the frontiers of

the realities that characterise

our
our

understanding
living.

and

act of

problem that these initiatives tend to be
largely episodic
seemingly limiting. When we read about these
we
hear
initiatives,
something like this: Christians and Muslims
met in Abuja. At the meeting, the Christian delegation was led by
Rev. Sunday Mbang, while the Muslim delegation was led by the
Sultan of Sokoto, Alhaji Maccido. But we forget that in the market,
in the buses, in business, in politics, in economics, everywhere,
Nigerians are daily involved in dialogue.
Unless we understand dialogue in its dynamic form, that is, as a
process in which we are all involved daily and across the board, we
shall continue to see more obstacles everywhere we turn. Apart
There is the other

and

from the fact that
Muslims limits

a

division of

our

of

citizens into Christians and

challenges as citizens, we
have ended up
of these relationships by
the
tensions
as
these
identities
become strategies of
deepening
struggle for access to resources, political and economic space. For
example, if we take ourselves within the framework of the realities
on the ground, an ordinary Nigerian is in constant dialogue at many
levels. Let me take my humble self as an example so as to avoid
causing offence to anyone.
I come from an ethnic group called Ikulu in Zangon Kataf Local
Government Area of Kaduna State. If I want evidence of my place
understanding
changing the pattern

our

our

of birth, I have to ask the Local Government Chairman of my
Council, Mrs. Lawrencia Mal1am to provide me with a letter. If she

busy or tries to give me a hard time, I will appeal to her sense of
judgment as a member of the Catholic Women's Organisation. If
she does not budge, I will order her as her priest! If, on the other
hand, I wanted an endorsement of my citizenship in Kaduna State, I
would have to seek the approval of the Governor of my state.
Alhaji Muhammadu Makarfi. If, on the other hand, I want a letter
of introduction to an embassy so as to be issued a visa, I would
have to collect a letter from my local Ordinary, Archbishop Peter
is
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Nigeria

the

other hand, I want an endorsement of my
application as a teacher at the University of Ibadan, it will be nice
to have a letter from the Warden of St. Anthony's College, Oxford
Jatau.

on

University
individuals

respects. I

where I

presently reside. So, here am I, with a gamut of
variously feeling responsible to me and for me in many
am answerable to them in various stages and I negotiate

my life for now, within this context. And at every twist and tum, I
am involved in dialogue without formally thinking about it. The
.

point I want to illustrate is that every day of our li ves, we are
constantly negotiating, exchanging and interchanging our identities
as part of our business, work or daily living. These identities are
not fixed. Indeed, in pursuit of all the endeavours above, not a
single Ikulu man is involved in the process. Yet, I am supposed to
consider that a primary form of my identity. This rich tapestry of
identities is fundamental to our existence and we do not necessarily
use these identities consciously. They are the realities and indeed,
none of them is permanent in any respect. For example, although
many of us would have preferred to have a Catholic elected
President during the June 12, 1993 elections, how many of us, even
in the south eastern states, voted for the ticket of Alhaji Tofa and
Dr. Sylvester Ugoh despite Dr. Ugoh being a Catholic? Why did
we all so massively vote for Chief Abiola and Alhaji Kingibe? We
all knew after all that they were Muslims. We did not get any letter
from the Bishops instructing Catholics to vote for two Muslims.
When

we

discourse to

look at these realities

we see

the need to elevate the

higher level, away from such ethnically induced
hegemonic cleavages such as the A rewa Consultative Forum,
Afenifere, or Ohane:e N di-Igbo. It will then be important to
appreciate the fact that our people are far more sophisticated in
making their judgment than they are often given credit for. I have
consistently argued that for all their posturing, the persistence of
these ethnic hegemonies is an antithesis of democracy. They freeze
the political space and create ethnic Bantustans, thus limiting the
frontiers of national integration. Am I denying the reality of
ethnicity? The answer is no. The challenge is to subordinate our
various identities to the realization of the common good.
a
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might we undertake dialogue in a pluralistic society
with a view to achieving the common good? What I have said
above are largely unstructured initiatives. How can the Church
design strategies for enhancing this dialogue which is already
occurring at different levels? The same women may be members of
the Catholic Women's Organisation. But when it comes to
membership of their Market Associations, the dynamics change.
How then

-

Catholics may be members of a Parish Council, and may
be from the same ethnic group. But when it comes to the election of

The

a

same

President of the

would

they prefer

Medical Council,
to vote for the member of their Church council,

Nigerian

Bar Association

or

the person who is of their ethnic group, or the one who went to
the same medical or law school? Which ties would be stronger? We
or

say, well it depends. But that is the reality of
lives. We need to return to the Church's documents.

can

only

Official Church

our

daily

Teachings

One of my favourite encyclicals remains Pacem in terris. It is here
that the notion of the common good is very well articulated.
Whereas the encyclical argues that the attainment of the common

good

is the basis for the

on to

argue:

legitimacy

of the

public authorities,

it goes

ssuredly, the ethnic characteristics of the various human groups
be respected as constituent elements of the common good,
but these values and characteristics by no means exhaust the
content of the common good. For the common good, since it is
intimately bound up with human nature, cannot therefore exist
fully and completely unless the human person is taken into
consideration and the essential nature and realization of the
common good be kept in mind:�
A

are to

might the Church hammer out the issues that relate to the
good? This should ordinarily not be difficult because if
look essentially, we shall discover that there is a wide range of

How

common
we

all in agreement across the lines. Such
themes as poverty alleviation, value of human life, threats to the
environment, human rights, food security, social security, dignity
areas

over

which

we

are

"
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of the human person, sanctity of life, justice, etc, all these are
themes around which we can find consensus. As John XXIII noted
in Pacem in Terris:

society, if it is to be well ordered and productive,
as a foundation, this principle, namely, that every
lay
human being is a person. Indeed, precisely because he is a
person, he has rights and obligations flow ing directly and
4
simultaneously from his very nature.
A ny human

down

must

Indeed, it is because the Church has
tested

them

the

hammer

not

put these words

practice

to

of

that

our
daily experience
membership of the Body of Christ remains largely secondary to
other forms of identity. It is when our people cannot find this
umbrella of protection and security that they fall back on their
ethno-regional hegemonic cleavages. It is a clarification of the
ambiguities surrounding these themes that produced the powerful
message of Solidarity, and People Power which had the
overarching influence of going beyond gender, religion and
ideology. How then can we create a social, political and theological
economy of these challenges? Facing these challenges means
pulling together the various strands of our collective experiences,
culture and history. Around these, we can find common values and,
in the process, find a platform for speaking one common language
when we speak of justice, love, freedom, themes that are common
to all. Let us now tum our attention to a practical dimension of
or

on

these themes.

A

Social,

Political and

Theological Economy of Dialogue

How may dialogue take place in a pluralistic society? I have tried
to show that the various shades of identities that make up a
pluralistic society need not be obstacles to dialogue in themselves. I

have also tied to

explain

that

encounter with one another.

illiteracy

and

used towards

dialogue

beings, why
words, what

are

we

not rise

place

in

our

day-to-day

I have tried to argue, poverty,
in our society, why is dialogue not

If,

as

injustice persist
overcoming them?
can

takes

If

we

suffer

injustice

as

human

above these limitations? In order

the obstacles, factors that stand in the way of
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dialogue

across

these human mini mountains? I think this is where

sin and salvation

in.

By sin,

I

here

straining or breaking
relationship with God manifest in straining or breaking relationship
with one's neighbour in prejudices and biases. This is symptomatic
of the inner struggle that St. Paul talks about in Romans 7: 14-25. In
summary, here, St. Paul talks about this conflict between good and
evil. He finds himself moving between the two despite his love of
the good and his aversion for evil. But he is unable to help himself
and, as he finally succumbs, he says: "What a wretched man that I
am. Who will rescue me from this body doomed to death?" This is
all who listen to their conscience experience after any bloodletting,
be it Rwanda, Ife-Modakeke, Zangon-Kataf, Ogoni-Anodoni or
Aguleri-Umuleri. In the end, whether we locate it as a conflict
between religions, or communities, the fact is that we find
ourselves asking, the morning after, what happened, what got into
us? Then we find ourselves blaming the devil and so on. Despite
my earlier statement about our various shades of informal dialogue,
I made the point that this form of dialogue, not being structured, is
largely a sign that we can make it, but we have to consciously
structure the ideas. We must identify factors that make dialogue
come

mean

difficult.
There are many obstacles to interpersonal relationships and, as I
have tried to show, we must never reduce dialogue to the merely
ceremonial or the merely formal. The things that obstruct relations

among friends, families
will obstruct dialogue at
that

come

to

my

or
a

mind

communities

higher
are:

are

the

same

things

that

Among the many obstacles
Jealousy, Prejudice, Ignorance,

level.

Anger/Frustration, Suspicion, Fear.
Although the list is not exhaustive, the point needs to be made
that alone or together with other factors, they make dialogue
difficult. For example, when we speak of jealousy, in a pluralistic
society we can see that the various communities in Nigeria tend to
relate with one another almost like wives in a polygamous
household. If

places

becomes
one

one

obstacles
an

another.

group feels that the other has been favoured, it
the path of dialogue. This is when jealousy

on

issue.

They

Prejudice

and

affect the way

ignorance

we

think and

sometimes reinforce

percei ve

others and,
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than

not,

For

,

Nigeria

physical basis beyond the
example,
imagination.
speak of knowing the Igbo
man, the Y oruba or the Rausa man, the resonance and the meaning
these words convey vary. But they are a product of what we have
accumulated inside us for a long time. Anger and frustration feed
from these too. When we perceive, even if wrongly that we have
been unjustly treated or that one party has been better treated, the
response could be anger leading to frustration. Suspicion and fear
lead to aggression and they restrict dialogue. Briefly, the point here
is that although these all function at different levels, we need to
take cognisance of them when we are exploring the frontiers of
dialogue.
There is, to my mind, a spiritual dimension to many of the issues
more

that
the

we

battle with. When

have

Mission in

no

when

we

we

cannot

and other dimensions of

find the connection between

lives, we can ascribe our
spiritual
problems to purely institutional failures. To be sure, there is a
problem of structural deficiencies and the persistence of injustice
based on certain human structures. But the solution to our problems
does not lie necessarily in dealing superficially with these
problems. Why and how has dialogue been such a big problem
among religions, communities and regions in Nigeria? Row is it
that the only people who strategically seem to dialogue are
businessmen, politicians and members of societies, clubs, cults, and
our

associations? It is to underscore the need to understand these

problems that I propose what I call a social, theological, and
political economy of dialogue. If we study and reflect very
.carefully on why and how dialogue succeeds at certain levels and
fails at others, then it will help us come to an appreciation of the
nature and complexity of the problems. When we mistakenly think
that our problems have to do with merely changing visible
structures, we miss the point. A good example is the way we have
approached the problems of constitution making in Nigeria. As at
.the last count, post-colonial Nigerians have experimented with at
least four attempts at finding a constitutional framework for
governance; and we are still searching. Despite falling back on the
1 �79 Constitution, we still have one of the most uninspiring
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constitutions in the world. We have
that

constitution

propositions.
constitution

makes

verbose and rather incoherent
but

sweeping

largely

open-ended

Most of the crucial aspects and guarantees of the
are
not justiciable. But more importantly, despite

changing constitutions,
framework for justice.
parliamentary system
system

a

what

was

we

we

have not

come

We tried and
and

dropped

the

thought

closer to

American

presidential

our

after

twenty years of recklessness and devastation,

on

the

path

political

democracy.

to

what next? We

are

a

needed. Then, after almost unanimously
class unfit to rule, the military came and,

declaring
over

finding

the Westminster

But

even

interested in

that is

quick fixes,

already
not

in

we are now

danger.

So

sacrifice. This is

why we had such dubious and rather superfluous attempts at
wrestling with very difficult problems by falling back on rather
meaningless expressions such as, power shift, resource control,
northern oligarchy, Ohane:e Ndi-Igbo, Afenifere, minorities (North
and South), Hausa-Fulani, sovereign national conference, military
rule. When we use any of these concepts, we just assume that every
Nigerian knows what we are speaking about.
When we say that Afenifere, Ohanez.e Ndi-Igbo or the A rewa
Consultative Forum are speaking for the Yorubas, Igbos and
Northerners, what do

we

say that the Christian
the Supreme Council for Islamic

mean? When

Association of

we

Nigeria (CAN) or
(SCIA) both speak for Christians and Muslims, what do we
mean? The sad thing, and the reason why dialogue is so difficult
and complicated or even impossible, is that these organizations are
largely self-serving and in many respects obstruct dialogue most of
the times. In defending what they consider as the interests of their
constituencies, they sometimes delay national integration. If
Affairs

Christians have to defend their interest, then an enemy has to be
found. The enemy will have to be some one outside the Christian

faith, hence, the tensions between Christians and Muslims. The
Muslims

now

believe that Christians

are

those behind their

own

When

problems.
a polygamous

they struggle with government, each, like wives in
household, accuse the state of favouring one at the

expense of the other. This is
the role it ought to play

why religion
in Nigeria.

has not been able to
What

is

more,

play

in

an
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unrepresentative State such as we had under the military, the
temptation was for the dictatorships to deal with those they claim to
represent. The result is that conflicts still persist between Christians
and Muslims, or between the various ethnic groups. Sadly, these

persisted into our democratic world.
interesting to note that these organizations are largely
considered as glorified public complaints associations. Thus, their
time is mostly taken up with negotiating favourable deals for their
constituents whom they consider to be marginalized from contract
awards to pilgrimages. Thus, Afenifere, Ohane:e Ndi-Igbo and
A rewa spend time ensuring that their sons and daughters get good
appointments, what they call juicy appointments, in government.
They ensure that, as Ohane:e once said, their sons and daughters,
even when they have managed to secure appointments, do not end
up with yeye ministries or yeye parastatals. Thus, since self
improvement is the essence of this game, and since human greed is
insatiable, if we continue on this path, dialogue will be impossible
because what masquerades as dialogue is largely consistent and
persistent ambush tactics and a degree of hostage taking. So, the
threat of confusion becomes basis for the negotiation. Translated,
these organizations tell government: if you do not do well for us,
we shall let our people loose, but if you do well for us, we shall
ensure that we tum our people over to you.
I believe that there is need for the Church to plough its way
through these self-limiting institutions and build bridges across the
trends have
It is

various divisions that

Nigeria.
resource

we

have. This is the mission of the Church in

this process, the Church can broaden the base of
generation and allocation. For the path that has been

In

by ethno-regional hegemonies will lead to the
perpetuation
family cliques and dynasties as these old men and
women will continue to recycle their children and grandchildren on
the grounds that they are speaking on our behalf. After crying for
their people, when the appointments come, they go to their children
or their immediate families and cronies and they tum around to say
that their people have been pacified.
marked

out

of
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How many

bishops

ever

ministers, special advisers

get consulted about the appointment of
or

assistants

special

Of course,

members of

or

chairmen and

need to

negotiate ourselves
parastata1s?
to that position before we come into contention. We keep waiting
for people to get appointments and then we turn around to say that
they are Catholics and we expect them to defend the Church. There
is evidence that

policy

we

still way outside the circles of power and
formulation and design in Nigeria. This is not good for the
we are

Church in

Nigeria. We cannot continue complaining all the time.
Merely changing indi viduals will only recycle our frustrations. So,
all the talk

now

about who will remain

house misses the

point

if

we

remain in government
do not fundamentally address the basis
or not

representation and governance based on the Gospel and the
teachings of the Church in terms of the generation and allocation of
of

the

This is what I

resources.

political
ensure

and

that

teachings

theo]ogical
people,

our

mean

when I talk of the social,

economy of dialogue; namely, how do we
all lines and boundaries, grasp the

across

of the Church and then

proceed

to engage the state as

economists, politicians and good and successful businessmen?

by way of summary and conclusion look at the main
again against the background of the nature of some of our
international legal obligations towards the attainment of justice and
equality for the children of God.
Let

us

now,

issues

Towards Effective Mission in
We call the
we

family

Dialogue

into which Jesus

born the

Holy Family. But
Holy Family was crisis free.

was

must not create the illusion that the

This will undermine the whole concept of the many dimensions of
the incarnation. Even before the family life got started things were

nearly

marred

by suspicion

of matrimonial

infidelity.

As with all

who trust in Him, the Lord intervened to restore order in his divine
plan (Matthew 1: 19-22). Then poverty took its toll as the young
bride had to suffer the humiliation of having nowhere to have her

baby (Luke 2:6-7). Poverty dogs even his formal presentation in the
Temple as the parents presented the least that was demanded by
law (Luke 2:240). Then the Baby and the parents became refugees.
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As the child grew up, he showed traits of adolescence. His parents
could not find him (Luke 2:41-5). Or, think about the good old

couple,

Zachariah and Elizabeth, the Blessed Mother's cousin of

whom the
God

and

Holy Scriptures say:
impeccably carried

observances of the Lord. But
barren and both

"both
out

they

the

were

advanced in years
We would expect the family of a
were

upright

were

all

"
...

in the

sight

of

commandments

and

childless. Elizabeth

was

(Luke

holy

man

1

:6-7).
like the

Prophet

holy family. It did not tum out that way. For God
asked him to marry a prostitute (Hosea 1 :2). The nature of the

Hosea to be

a

crisis in the cas� of the Parable of the Prodigal Son is lost on
if we focus merely on the return of the prodigal son (Luke 15:

family
us

11-32). We lose sight of the trials and the strain that the family

through in the months preceding the young man's departure
subsequent decision to break with the family by physically
leaving home. It is important when we read the Scriptures to reflect
not only on what we find in writing, but let our minds wonder a bit
went

and his

outside what is not written. The story does not make mention of the
mother of the prodigal son. But we can imagine what she had to go

through.
the

We often fail to grasp the import of the silent presence of
But it is a mark of its constancy that it does not get

woman.

mentioned. Can

we

imagine

where their

the humiliation of

a

son

is, in

a

society

that

mother and father

placed such a high
a son? With these and related questions in
mind we can pause and think of the implications of the image of
the Church as family. What are the roles of each member of the
family? What does the family do to its strong and weak members?
How does the head of the family treat the boys in the family? How
does it treat the bright boys in the family or those who have a
reputation for excellence, those who bring pride to the family?
What of the girls in the family? Are they merely faces with no
names who cannot speak when men are speaking, who become
important if they happen to be brighter than the boys, or who are a
pride to the family? What of those whom the family would rather
not talk about openly because they have brought shame to the
family? Those drop outs, those who get pregnant, those who are
knowing
premium on having
not
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family? Are they in the
background? What kind of attention do they get from the family?
These are the questions that we should think about when we speak
of the Church as family. It is obvious in the Church that some are
more gifted than others, some can run faster than others, some are
disabled

more

and

a

cause

strain

on

handsome than others. But

in

the

as a

Church, how do those who
those in Bomadi, Sokoto,

Lagos, Onitsha, or Abuja see
Ogoja, Otukpo, Maiduguri, Jalingo or Yola? The Catholic Church
falls behind a lot of other organisations such as Muslims and the
new ecclesial communities in caring for her weak members. We
are

know

so

little of

one

of the east

another, whereas the few Muslims in

a

remote

their brethren. This is

why
forgotten by
internationally, a small Muslim population in a place like
Mindanao in the Philippines can make more noise and enjoy
solidarity around the Muslim world in a way that Christians in the
Gambia or Senegal for example cannot. These thoughts should
occupy our minds when we think of ourselves as being members of
one Family.
In a book published some three years ago by the American
political scientist, Francis Fukuyama titled The Great Disruption,
the author talked about the collapse of the family and related it to
the failure or depletion of what he called human capital. As
comer

are

not

even

governments

have

failed

communities have become

to

deliver

of solace.

across

Africa,

faith
life is

Interestingly,
becoming more and more difficult, men and women are looking for
security with a greater sense of urgency. They want a God that can
deliver the fruits of that security or prosperity now.
In our prisons, detention centres, and hospitals, it is becoming
evident that many merchants of generosity are having a field day.
Very often, our members in these places are not being well
attended to. The priest might visit to anoint the sick, or give
communion. But it is clear that our lay organizations must sit up
and take up this challenge of presenting the Catholic faith to many
of our brethren and those who are in these conditions. Beyond
dealing with people's sacramental needs, it is important for the
Catholic community to realise that the needs of our people are now
a bit beyond merely the administration of the sacraments. The
sources

as

56

Dialogue

Bible has taken

a new

on
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dynamism

that

we

must

Nigeria

address. It has

been proven that it is here that many men and women lose their
faith or strengthen it. There has been a very noticeable rise now in
the involvement of the Muslim community in works of charity.

Interestingly,
charity is in
attempt

allover the world,

from

this

new

revivalism

in

response to what the Muslims consider to be an
people from the Christians. But I use two

to rescue their

examples.
It

was

interesting

to note

that

Sharia proponents in Zamfara

one

was

of the initiati ves taken

in the

the rehabilitation of

area

by

the

of care, money for

of

prostitutes, provision
public transportation,
example, between 1980 and 2000, a study
of Non-Governmental Organisations in Africa shows that Islam is
moving very quickly in the area of setting up Islamic NGOs at a
time we are in recession. In 1980, a sample of a few countries,
show the following details: Burkina Faso (55), Gambia (17), Mali
(33), Mozambique (14) Nigeria (1350), Senegal (50) and Siena
Leone (65). Now, it is very interesting to see what the changes have
become in twenty years. For by 2000, figures for the same
countries show the results as follows: Burkina Faso (171), Gambia
(81), Mali (74), Mozambique (154), Nigeria (4028), Senegal (112),
Sierra-Leone (80). These figures speak for themselves and they
should tell us a thing or two. For us in the Catholic Church, we

housing

and

seem to

be of the view that

so on.

For

our

Diocesan, Provincial and National

single platform for dealing
with all the problems regarding society and change. This is just not
enough in a country that has become so dynamic. What we have of
course are what we might call NGOs that are run by Christians but
whose agenda have nothing to do with the programme of
evangelization and mission as espoused by the Church. In Oxford, I
stumbled on a study being undertaken by a young doctoral student
on the changing patterns of religious affi liation in South Africa.
Now, Islam has hardly been considered a religion of significance in
South Africa. The population of Muslims is largely around the
Cape Town area and it is almost totally made up of Asian
immigrants. Although they have been there for the last two hundred
Justice and Peace Commissions

are

the
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they never made any significant inroads among the
population. Now, according to this study and findings, there
are significant numbers of young black women who are now
converting to Islam and marrying Muslims. Reasons? Those
interviewed said they found Muslim men more stable, reliable,
sincere, more disciplined and caring}!' They feel a greater sense of
security among Muslim families despite their polygamous status!
or

so

years,

black

Some of the

claimed that Islam does

converts

new

financial

pressures
financial and other

on

them,

as

obligations.
worthy of note.

not

exert

the Churches do with

I consider this

Sunday
development very

significant and
In the light of all these, how best should the Church redefine her
role and design a cutting edge strategy for effecti ve and efficient
evangelisation? There arc many legal instruments on the ground to
ensure the realization of some of the policies the Church has been
articulating. With no law courts, Police Force and security agencies
of its own, the Church must address herself to the realities of the
institutions on the ground by which her chi Idren must contest their
freedom. With the
no

longer

a

legal ambiguities

matter of whether or not

Sharia law is constitutional

or

enunciated

by

Sharia Law, it is

Christians have

rights,

not. It is more a matter

whether

of how best it

approximates our national and international obligations and how
position ourselves and our people to take advantage of even
the provisions that are there. For example, Section 36 (l2) of the
we can

1999 Constitution, the extant Law of the land states:

o] a crimina! oj[encc unless that
offence
definer!
penalty therefore is prescribed in
written law, and in this sub-section, (I written law refers to all Act
of the N ational A ssetnbly or the Law o] ([ state.
a

person slial! not be convicted

and the

is

Secondly,
non-Muslims,

beyond

there is the claim that the Sharia does not
But

even

if

we

were

to

the boundaries of the Muslim

accept its

community,

apply to
applications

how do

we

square the circle between international laws that we have signed
and our duties, rights and obligations under the Constitution, the
linchpin of our national unity? I think, more than the laws of the

land, it is these international

obligations

that

we

should

be
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with the issues under review. For

dealing

34( 1) of the Constitution

Nigeria

example,

states:

Every individual is entitled to respect for the dignity of his
accordingly, no person shall be subjected to torture
or inhuman and degrading treatment.

person, and

is

Nigeria

signatory
of All

Elimination

the United Nation's Convention

to

Forms

of Discrimination

Against

on

the

Women

(CEDA W). Again, Nigeria has signed although not ratified the
Treaty on the' Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman

Nigeria
watch

Degrading

or

to li ve

Amina

an

being

his limbs cut off at

These

are

Treatment

Punishment. Is it

the

stoned to death

some comer

questions

or a

possible for
obligation and

Mallam Ahmadu have

of Zamfara, Sokoto of Kano?

that

reflect upon. We do not
degrading or inhuman treatment.

we must

need to be told what constitutes
As for

or

up to her domestic and international

to li ve

beyond some levels of poverty amidst our
signatory to United Nations Convention on
Civil and Political Rights and the International Convention on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Nigeria has at least ratified
the Convention on the Rights of the Child, Convention on the
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women,

right
wealth, Nigeria
our

Convention

is

a

the

on

of

Elimination

Discrimination, Convention

on

All

Forms

of

Racial

the Prevention and Punishment of

Genocide, Convention Against Slavery, the Slave Trade and
Institution and Practices Similar to

Slavery, African Charter on
Peoples Rights. Nigeria has signed although not
ratified the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman
and Degrading Treatment and Punishment. It is important to note
that it is through appeal to some of these conventions that citizens
Human

and

of the

world

continue

to

draw

international

attention

to

the

peoples. These are the benefits of globalisation
rights. When people are faced with a crisis
guilty of gross human rights violations, the United

conditions of their
of

justice

and

a

and human

state

is

Nations becomes the international voice of
conscience. For

back

on

the

reason

and the world's

example, civil society groups in Nigeria had to fall
Special Rapporteur on Torture, Inhuman or

UN
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Treatment

Degrading

crisis here in

Punishment to intervene in the

or

country. Our

Ogoni

Bar Association and the

Nigerian
looking the other way for
political and economic reasons. Again, it was through the UN
Working Group on Arbitrary Detention that Chief Gani
Fawehinmi, Femi Falana and Dr. Beko Ransome Kuti gained their
freedom from Abacha's gulags.
Law Courts

our

were

playing

games and

Conclusion
There is need for

us

to educate

ourselves

and li ves because

the main issues that

on

regulate
ignorance is not an
rights
excuse. Many individuals and organizations are falling back on the
European Parliament to contest rights that their countries do not yet
apply. With the transmutation of the Organisation of African Unity,
our

now

our

OAU, into the African Union, AU, Africans stand

contesting

their

,rights

now

beyond

their

a

chance of

immediate

national

boundaries. In conclusion, I believe that the Catholic Church is

being called upon to face the new millennium in a much more
forceful way. This was the thrust by which Pope John Paul II
ushered in the new millennium. The thrust of this very beautiful
document is summed up in the words that Jesus uttered to His
night and caught nothing. When He
again, they did and they netted a big
catch. In this document, the Holy Father sent out the message to
everyone loud and clear to the effect that all of us are being called
to evangelisation with renewed enthusiasm. Said the Holy Father:
friends who had

struggled

all

told them to cast their nets

"Now is the time for each local Church to

assess

itself and find

fresh enthusiasm for its

reflecting
Christians
live

the

on

spiritual and pastoral responsibilities by
Spirit has been saying to the people of God."
encouraged to "Remember the past with gratitude,

what the

are

present
confi dence?"

with

enthusiasm

and

look

forward

with

long time, many of us have been blinded by all forms of
prejudice. We must put all these behind us and surge forward.
Talking about what prejudice can do, I leave you with the account
of an incident which I found very moving. In Scarborough, Canada,
For

a
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a young couple moved to a new house and they discovered that
their neighbour was an elderly man living alone. They noticed that

their

fond of

looking over their fence. They
probably a paedophile and was
staring at their young children with intent to harm them. So they
called the Police. The Police arrived and interrogated the old man
in the presence of his neighbours who had never spoken to him.
After being quizzed about why he was so fond of staring at the
neighbours' children, he looked at the Policeman and the strangers
standing before him with shock. He answered them:
neighbour

always

was

believed that the old

man was

most

I have been

suj[crins; from diabetes for v ears and my sight is no
longer good. Things have gotten worse for me since my wife died. I
am not aware that I have llew neighbours and that they have young
children. M.,,· sight has fallen so badlv and I can hardly see beyond a
fell) feet from where I stand.'
As I

pointed

out

above, ignorance, fear and prejudice

combinations. Let

fully appreciate

our

us

reflect

diversity

more
as

carefully

on

are

dangerous

how best

members of God's

family.
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