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THE IMPERATIVES OF DIALOGUE

By
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(Archbishop of AbujaDiocese, Nigeria)

Introduction
Since the

tragic

events

of 11

September 2001,

Islam has

come to

the forefront of world attention. There have been, of course, many
vigorous denials, both within and outside Islam that the terrorist

attacks had

to do with Islam. These denials may be
but
they are hardly convincing. In any case,
politically correct,
many of those who sympathize with the atrocities have often

anything

Islam. Whatever may have been the level
of involvement of the now famous Osama Bin Laden, one thing is
claimed to be

inspired by

very obvious: his rhetoric is clearly Islamic. It is therefore no
wonder that the West is now showing an unprecedented interest in,

perhaps even fear of Islam. We hear that books on Islam are
selling like hot cakes in the bookshops of Rome and Milan. We all

and

need to watch with extreme attention where the present trends are
leading the world. 1 am hoping that the moment of truth is

approaching, when the world and those who rule the world will no
longer be able to continue to play games with reality.
In Nigeria, and other parts of the world where the presence of
Islam is a fact to be reckoned with on a daily basis, we have been
looking this reality squarely in the face, and have been coping with
it.

The

Nigerian Situation

For the purposes of our discussion, let me mention a few relevant
facts about Nigeria. In terms of population, it is the most populous
nation in Africa. With its almost 120 million inhabitants, at least
Africans is a Nigerian. Of particular
one out of every five

r

,
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significance for our discussion is the fact that this population is
about equally divided between Muslims and Christians. We
therefore pride ourselves with being "the greatest Islamo-Christian
nation in the world". By this we mean to draw attention to the fact
that there is
Where there

no

nation in the world with the

were more

Muslims in

some

same

national frontier.

countries than in

Nigeria,

e.g. Indonesia, the Christians would be a weak minority. It is
noteworthy too that there are more Muslims in our country than in
many of the so-called great Islamic nations, like Saudi Arabia, Iraq,

Algeria, Libya, perhaps with the exception of Egypt. We shall later
point out the implication of these statistical facts for
Christian/Muslim dialogue in Nigeria.
From the point of view of history, Islam is much older than
Christianity in Nigeria. It is said that the Bomu Kingdom, in North
Eastern Nigeria, had received Islam as early as the eighth century,
barely 200 years after Mohammed. Other Northen cities embraced
Islam in subsequent centuries, including the now famous "Sokoto
Caliphate". The European explorers who first visited these lands,
and the colonial conquerors who came after them, often met well
organised Islamic societies, with long standing trade and
connections

diplomatic

with

Islamic

centres

the

across

Sahara

desert. In many places, the Sharia as the law of the land, now major
bone of contention in contemporary Nigeria, dates back to these

pre-colonial days.
Christianity, on
scene.

migrant
with

the other hand is

a

relatively

latc arrival

unconfi rrncd reports of the vi sit
Franciscan to Bornu and Kano around the

There

no

are

permanent
in

impact.

The

first

serious

0

f

an

on

the

Itali an

121h century,
presence

of

Nigeria was the brief but significant Poriugucsc
Kingdoms of Warri and Benin ill the late 16111
and early 17th centuries. That enterprise fizzled out with the waning
and ultimate collapse of Portuguese influence in the international
arena, leaving behind only exotic vestiges and melancholic
memories. The present Christian presence in Nigeria can be traced
to the missionary endeavours, both Protestant and Catholic, of the
19th and zo" centuries. In the space of about 150 years, Christianity

Christianity

encounter with the
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has made

phenomenal progress in our country, catching up with
overtaking Islam that has been around for many
This fact partly explains the sense of keen and urgent

almost

and

centuries.

rivalry that now often characterises Christian-Muslim relations in
Nigeria.
The history briefly outlined above also partly explains the
geography of the two regions in Nigeria, with Islam being
relatively strong in the North and the South being largely Christian.
It should be noted however that it is only by broad approximation
that one can speak of "the Muslim North and the Christian South".
strong Muslim presence in some parts of the South,
especially among the Yorubas, and many parts of the North, e.g.
Plateau, Kaduna, Adamawa, have areas of strong Christian
There is

presence. The Middle Belt area is largely Muslim towards the West
(Ilorin, Borgu) but predominantly Christian towards the East, (Tiv,

Idoma, and Jukun).
An

important key

to

understanding

much

of the

present

Christian-Muslim interaction and conflict, especially in the middle
belt area, is the history of the Fulani expansionist movement,
inspired by Islamic fervour, often referred to as "the Fulani Jihad".

military/spiritual leadership of
early part of the 19th century. What
started as a movement to purify Islam among the Northern Rausa
Muslims, later developed or degenerated into a full-scale war of
conquest against non-Muslim, peoples further south. This caused
major socio-political upheavals in much of the middle belt
throughout the second part of the 19th century. This Jihad met stiff
opposition among many of the ethnic groups. The arrival of British

This

movement

was

under the

Uthman dan Fodio, in the

colonial domination at the
wars.

stable

of the century put an end to the
But it also consolidated a situation that was anything but
at

tum

the time. In fact, in line with the

perfidious imperialist

doctrine of "indirect rule", the colonial masters confirmed the rule
of some Muslim rulers over non-Muslim peoples. Britain is now
blamed

by

both sides:

some

accuse

her of

halting

the victorious

march of Islam to the sea, while others blame her for holding up
and delaying the liberation of many ethnic nationalities from
Muslim rulers imposed on them by the jihad. These contrasting

64

Muslims and Christians in

Nigeria

very much at play in the political currents which
often feed the violent conflicts we have been witnessing in recent

perspectives

are

times. Southern Kaduna is

in

point, especially the area
around Kafanchan, where the sovereignty of a Fulani Emir, who
went under the title of the "Emir of J ama 'a", was forcefully
maintained over non-Muslim peoples, not only by the British but
also by the Nigerian State until a couple of years ago.

Peaceful

Despite

a

case

Normality
the

often

image

projected by

the

mass

media, the fact is

that most of the time Christians and Muslims li ve
in

Nigeria. They

are

in peace
in the markets and business houses, in

together

together

the offices and work camps, in the armed forces and the police, in
the political parties and social clubs. The children and youth study
in the

and live

together

learning.

Often members of the

same

schools and institutes of
same

family

higher

include adherents of

both faiths.
But

Nigerians
they also

are

have

generally
a

It is understood and

fervent in their

accepted

make different choices in this

religious

differences

religious convictions.
religious differences.

broad-minded attitude to

are

that

people

area.

and should be free to

can

Therefore,

taken for

granted.

most of the

It is

more

time,

than

our

mere

mutual acceptance that gladly says "Amen" to one
another's prayers. This comes out in public gatherings and official

tolerance: it is

a

occasions of the

highest

order. God must be invoked and the

prayers of a Christian and a Muslim, religious leader are a regular
first item on the programme of events. We celebrate each other's

religious

festivals. The

ram or cow

the

Archbishop

of

from the Government not

Abuja
only at

recei ves the

gift

of

a

Christmas but also at

Islamic feast of Eid-il-Fitr.

major
Perhaps

because of this state of

generally good relations, there
feeling
inter-religious
dialogue between Nigerian Christians and Muslims. It is only
recently that a Nigerian inter-religious Council (NIREC) was set up
by the leaders of the two groups, at the initiative of the Christians,
has not been much

with

the

firm

for the need for formal

and generous

support of the government. The
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motivation for this kind of initiative

frequent

occurrence

When Conflicts

of conflicts with

precisely because
religious colouring.
was

of the

Explode

peaceful living together described above is
by occasional outbursts of conflict,
sometimes violent and bloody. As these occur more and more
often, the nation is gradually deserving the image of a hotbed of
Christian-Muslim conflict. This rather recent phenomenon has been
agitating the minds of many in our country. Why these senseless
and unnecessary conflicts? Why does it seem to be escalating in

The

general picture
unfortunately often

of

disturbed

recent limes?

important to note that rarely do these
purely religious reasons. At times, problems
break out because of the unguarded public statements of some
fanatical preacher, which someone else judges to be provocative
and insulting. But these are rather rare. I have often wondered that
we have never quarrelled over the religious points of doctrine that
most divide us, like the divinity of Christ, or the prophet-hood of
Mohammed. And yet, we preach and proclaim these doctrines
freely in public. We must therefore look elsewhere for the root
cause of these problems.
At this

point,

it is

conflicts arise for

I believe the root

politics,

in

all

its

cause

should be looked for in the

area

ethnic, social, economic,

of

etc.

expressions:
long period of bad government, Nigerian society is
very unstable and prone to upheavals. Rivalry for access to limited
resources, and feelings of exclusion and unjust treatment, cause
deep dissatisfaction that build up tension. All that is needed is a
little spark to detonate a dangerous social explosion. At times, the
spark is some disagreement between contesting ethnic groups or
local communities. There are the examples of the Ife-Modakeke
war, the Aguleri-Umuleri conflict, both within the same ethnic
groups. Sometimes it is religion, whenever the rival parties are
identified with the two religions. I will soon give examples to
demonstrate this thesis of the nonreligious basis of apparently
religious conflicts. Politicians are adept at the game of

Because of the
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manipulation. Religious and ethnic identities generate strong
feelings among our people. The political warlords, who lose out in
the rough battle for political and economic advantage, do not
hesitate to seek cheap allegiance and easy support by rolling out the
drums of religious or ethnic war. This is a very insidious dirty
game. On the one hand, they try to force one into a partisan
pigeonhole, over which one has no choice. On the other hand,
many people, out of ignorance, fervently answer the call for a "holy
war" unaware of the selfish motives of those calling the faithful or
"tribesmen" for battle.
A

complementary

fanatics

both sides.

is the utterances and activities of

cause

They
easy pawns in the hands of those
who manipulate religious sentiment. They are generally honest in
their convictions, though misguided in their zeal. The surprising
th
amount of support for the terrorists of 11
September 2001 in some
parts of

on

our

are

for great concern for all
It should be clear to government that to

country should be

a cause

loving Nigerians.
encourage such people in any way at all would be the highest
degree of political irresponsibility. If there are any such fanatics on
the Christian side, they too should be disarmed and disbanded.
It has been noted that we are seeing religious conflicts more
often now under democratic rule than when we were under military
rule. That is ironically true and logical. The military rulers kept a
tight lid on every form of social agitation. They would not tolerate
any form of civil protest, for fear it might degenerate into a popular
revolt against military rule. They treated religious tensions with
extreme care, and no one was allowed to use religion to create any
unrest. In fact, the more notorious fanatics were simply put behind
bars, under decrees by which the military dictators gave themselves
the right to detain "legally" anyone, without trial, for as long as
they wished. Now with democracy and freedom, pent-up anger and
tensions left long un-addressed are now being let out, with the
peace

consequences that

price
that

we are

we now see

having

government

to

will

pay for

way, it is part of the
democratic freedoms. We hope

around
our

gradually

us.

learn

maintain law and order, contain irrational

In

a

how

to

eruptions

democratically
firmly deal

and
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with troublemakers,
of

even

when these

operating

are

under the mask

religion.

Some

areas

of contention

making, I will now give
a few examples of areas of apparently religious conflict. In these
matters, there is a basic ambiguity as regards the relationship
between the State and religion in Nigeria, an ambiguity that is still
waiting to be cleared up. On the one hand, the Nigerian constitution
takes the clear position that "the government of a State or of the
federation shall not adopt any religion as State religion". This
formulation was arrived at after very long debate in the
constitutional conference of 1977. The draft proposed a clause
stating that Nigeria shall be "a secular state". The Islamic lobby
vehemently opposed the concept of "secular State" on the grounds
that such a term could be interpreted to tum Nigeria into a godless
State. The above formulation was adopted as an explanation of
what the original drafters meant by "secular". Both sides claimed
victory, but the deep ambiguity has remained.
Despite the prohibition of State religion, government is
involved in religious matters in a variety of ways. The constitution
did not specify how far this can go, or what would constitute
"adopting a religion as State religion". Nigerians have been
admitting the legitimacy of government involvement in issues like
religion in schools, chaplaincies in universities and the armed
forces formations, and the financing of pilgrimages to Mecca and
Jerusalem. But there is almost always a problem as each side
claims it is not getting a fair deal. More problematic are two issues
that have been causing disaffection: the membership of Nigeria in
the Organisation of Islamic Conference (OIC), and the now raging
To illustrate the

matter

As

points

of the Sharia

regards

as

we

have

so

far been

State criminal law

.

the OIC, its defenders claim that it does not make
They argue that any nation that has an

Islamic nation.

Nigeria
appreciable number of Muslims is eligible not only for
membership, but also for the advantages that they claim go with
membership. They cite examples of member nations with a clear
an

68

Muslims and Christians in Nigeria

minority

of Muslims, e.g.

not convinced its

into the

dragged
citizens

the

on

membership

Uganda, Cameroon and Gabon. This has
opponents who point out that these nations were
ole by dictator rulers, who never consulted their
matter. They insist we should terminate our
to leave no one in

as

so

doubt about the "secular

Nigerian State". The other side retort that the concept
of "secular" should not be invoked since it was rejected and

nature of the

dropped

from the constitution after

continues, while

problematic
The Sharia

Nigeria

issue is the

remains

long

debate. The

ambiguity

member of the Ole. The

a

Sharia, and

we

need to say

more

more

about it.

Controversy

The issue of the Sharia in

misunderstanding.

Nigeria

It is the clearest

is very complex, and full of
of the ambiguity that we

case

mentioned above. Christians, and some Muslims too, insist that it
violates the constitution of Nigeria, because it is tantamount to

adopting

Islam

as a

State

religion

in the States where it has become

the basis for criminal law. Its proponents claim that what they have
done is compatible with the Nigerian constitution. There is no
middle

ground.

In

draw attention to

(a)

about the Sharia in

As

have noted the

we

Northern

Nigeria
Empire
-

Nigeria,

we

need to

not

new

few considerations.

We should recall that the

Nigeria.
Fulani

a

talking

were

ruled

the Sokoto

Sharia,

as

pre-colonial

by
Caliphate
some

such, is

to

Islamic societies of

form of the Sharia. The
-

had

an

elaborate

legal

system based on the Sharia. The British by and large retained it,
except for clauses that were considered "inhuman" e.g. cutting off
-

independence, Nigeria retained a form of the Sharia,
which was restricted largely to issues of personal law. Criminal
offences were handled under a special code, which incorporated
certain provisions of the old Sharia code. This arrangement was
worked out by the northern political leaders of the day, including
of hands. At

the famous Sir Ahmadu Bello, the Sardauna of Sakata. With the
benefit of hindsight, we can now say that this was a reasonable

compromise

which ensured

some measure

of peace for many years.
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major point of debate during the
constitutional conference ushering in civil rule in 1977 as
mentioned above. The main problem was not about extending it to
(b) The Sharia

was

a

include criminal cases, but rather whether, and how far it should be
Supreme Court of the land. After a mighty show

reflected at the

down, and

president of
assembly by the
Nigeria, compromise
military government led by General Obasanjo, who is today our
president. Afterwards, there have been attempts by various later
military governments to tinker with this aspect of our constitution,
by way of amendment decrees, e.g. under Babangida, and last of all
a

walkout led

under Abubakar.

gradually

by Alhaji

Shehu

Shagari,

was, it seems, forced

a

The thrust of all

on

later

the

those amendments

was

to

enhance the status of the Sharia in the constitution. But

extending the Sharia to
include criminal matters, it was a qualitative jump, which could not
but provoke a strong reaction. All this is happening because of the
when Zamfara State announced that it

was

rather fluid nature of the Sharia law itself.

(c) In itself, the Sharia is

not

a

definite code that is there to be

like the Code of Canon Law. Rather, every nation has its
version of the Sharia, basing it on some principles of the
Islamic legal system. A near parallel could be when Christians

adopted,

own

speak of "the law of the Gospel". On this point, there is a lot of
ignorance among both Christians and Muslims in Nigeria. We have
already seen in Nigeria different forms of the Sharia.
(d)

It is in line with this fact that each of the States that have

adopted

the' Sharia has had to draft its

in the State

legislature.

The

own

Attorney

code, which

was

passed

General of Zamfara State,

whose government was the first to take this move, explained that
they had made sure that the version of the Sharia that they

presented for legislation was designed in such a way that it would
not go against the Nigerian constitution. Thus while the provision
for the cutting off of the hands of thieves was included, they
carefully excluded those relating to apostasy as punishable by
death, since the Nigerian constitution clearly guarantees freedom to
change one's religion. When challenged on this apparent "picking
and choosing". He said: "We did not intend to commit
constitutional suicide". Of course, the

position

that the present
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Zamfara Sharia code is
still

an

compatible

with the

unresolved matter and calls for great

Nigeria

Nigerian constitution is
legal and constitutional

debate.

(e) The Sharia is

perfect example of a political agenda
parading as religion. The tragedy is that the ruse has worked with
devastating effectiveness. Of course, the Sharia is presented as the
religious law of the Muslim community, and many people believe
it is so. Christians oppose it saying there is already a legal code for
all Nigerians. Muslims insist that it is their "religious right" to have
the Sharia. There is no doubt that there is a religious dimension to
the problem. But it is quite clear to any discerning mind that the
main motivation for the move is political. In the first place, these
laws were introduced not by the Mullahs or religious leaders, but
by the governors. These are politicians elected by the people on the
platform of political parties, none of which however included the
a

Sharia in its manifesto.

(f) But we may ask: why did they embark on this adventure,
which has caused so many problems? In my view, the answer is
political manipulation. We have to recall the socio-economic
climate in

Nigeria

days. There is deep economic malaise.
poorly maintained, having kicked out the

these

Law and order is very
soldiers and their friends. The gap between the rich and the poor
keeps widening. Corruption is rife in the highest places. Besides,

politicians have been betraying the hopes and aspirations of the
people. The frustrated people are waiting for a messiah, who will
put things right. Governor Ahmed Sanni of Zamfara State and his
friends have cashed in on this malaise. The people were told that
they are in this mess because the Islamic way of life has been
the

abandoned. "Let

have the Sharia, and there will be order, the
poor will be relieved, corruption will recede". And the people shout
"Allahu Akbar" in acclamation. We are all still waiting for the
rulers to

keep

us

this

promise.
popularity of the governor soared high
among a predominantly Muslim citizenry. Things have turned out
much better than he ever imagined. Even if he wanted to go back, it
was
no
longer politically expedient or even possible. Other
But meanwhile, the
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governors

what

saw

was

happening

in Zamfara and

Those who tried it in the States with

bandwagon.
population got

their

Gombe States

are

fingers
boiling

long,

we

on

the

strong Christian
badly burnt, e.g. Kaduna, Bauchi and
and burning in tension. Some other

States, e.g. Sakata and Kebbi,
For how

jumped

a

far to have got away with it.

seem so

don't know.

reeling in crisis. Instead of
towards consolidating national unity across religious lines,
the nation is being polarised along those lines. Fanatics are being
encouraged to be even more intolerant. After all, they claim, we are
But meanwhile, the nation is

(g)
working

in

now

an

Islamic

fundamentalists
this

on

State,

or

shall

soon

the other end of the

of islamisation shall

project
word is interpreted in the light of
surprising that incidents of conflict

be. The fanatics and

religious spectrum vow
prevail. Every move

never

that
and

this confrontation. It is not

caused

by intolerance

have

increased since the Sharia started.
In the Sharia States, Christians and other non-Muslims

(h)

complain, and they are told to respect the
is begging the question. Is this the law

have relocated elsewhere. But there

are many who
those
too
start
life all over
to
anywhere:
poor
somewhere else; and those who are indigenes of the State and

cannot stand it
cannot

again

law of the State. But this

of the land? Those who

relocate to

other homes. The governments continue to claim that the
Sharia would not affect non-Muslims. But we have many reports of
have

no

harassment

vigilante groups, especially in the rural areas.
There is no visible way of distinguishing on the streets between a
Muslim and a non-Muslim. And how many can uphold their rights
if unlawfully dragged to an Islamic court? Thus, there is a matter of
respecting fundamental human rights here.
(i) As for our image abroad, this has cancelled almost all the
respect we gained after military rule. And the recent news about
pro-Bin Laden processions in the streets of some Northern cities is
hardly a good advertisement for our nation. One wonders when the
by

Sharia

government will finally realise that this is
the States to do
We

hope

as

they please,
long.

it will not be too

not a matter to

be left to

at the expense of the whole nation.
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U)
some

We should not

basic

forget,

nor

overlook the fact that there

of the Sharia which

principles

Christians and Muslims. These

Nigeria

can

are

common

to

are

both

form the much-needed

for the necessary rapprochement between both sides. For
both faiths accept the principle that we must be guided in

bridge
example,
our daily

by the dictates of our faith, and furthermore, that God's will
ought to influence and guide public morality. For these principles
effectively to promote unity and harmony, there must be, at the
same time, a recognition of legitimate freedom in our perception of
life

the dictates of the faith
God in
before

a

us

we

embrace, and how

mixed

religiously
Nigeria.

society.

discern the will of

we

This is the great

challenge

in

Conclusion
Let

few considerations about the way forward.
I continue to be optimistic that we shall win the battle for a
me

conclude with

a

peaceful and united nation where every Nigerian will be able to
practice his or her religion, for the glory of God and the good of all.
The fact that we are so many together, and have been together for
many years in the same nation means that we really have no other
option but to remain together. The option of partition is not
practicable: where do you draw the boundary line? Besides, the
example of India and Pakistan shows that partition is no easy
solution to the problem of living together. What then is the way
forward?
We need to resolve

ambiguities,

so as to

need to look

put

carefully
that

as
an

soon

end to

at our

possible our constitutional
mutual misunderstanding. We

as

constitution,

so

as

to remove

and

vague. In particular, we should seriously
of
one, nation, one law. Whatever may have
principle
been the advantage of the latest form of the Sharia it is obvious that

clarify

areas

are

return to the

it has caused

a

lot of

problems

for the nation. Do

we

really

have to

continue with it? After all, there are many good Muslims in Nigeria
who are living happily in the States without the Sharia. Let each

religion

take

will take

care

care

of its

of

all.

us

own

religious laws,

and the law of the land
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All

Nigerians

should imbibe the

of the

principle

equality

of all

religion before the law, and the freedom of everyone in the matters
of religion. It is the true way to peaceful living together.
Those who

are

bent

Their

troublemakers.

on not

activities

respecting

the

should be

rights of others are
carefully monitored.

Those who disturb law and order should be dealt with
even

the

if

they fraudulently

and

blasphemously

as

criminals,

claim to be

acting

in

of God. God is for peace based on justice.
Finally, we should continue to seek avenues and forums for

name

formal

and

informal

leaders. It makes
human

beings

dialogue

between

lot of difference when

and fellow citizens of the

I believe that

the world has

a

a

Christian
we

same

and

Muslim

know each other

as

nation.

the greatest Islamo-Christian nation in
Nigeria,
destiny to show the world how the two greatest
as

religions
today can li ve together in mutual respect and
equality. In Nigeria, each group is quite at home. We demand and
enjoy our rights, without apologies to anyone. No one is at
anybody's mercy. We do not "tolerate" each other: we accept one
another, as children and worshippers of God. That is how it should
be everywhere
even here one religion happens to be dominant. In
a world moving towards ever-greater globalisation, that is the only
way to peace and harmony among people of all faiths.
in the world

-
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