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Introduction
This article will

explore ethnicity

and

a

new

image

of

Nigeria

within the framework of the economy of creation and the Church.
Its aim is to discover a new image for new generations of

recognizes the rights and dignity of all
Nigeria. The image carries with it theological
and cultural nuances that make special demands on dialogue. The
theology used for our understanding of ethnicity within the

Nigerians;

an

image

that

ethnic nationalities of

framework of the economy of creation is the human person as
image of God. The image of God becomes a countersign to our

disunity, division and distrust. Equally, the theology calls for a full
recognition of the gifts of creation embedded in each ethnic group
and for making use of these gifts to build a united Nigeria or a new
Nigeria through collaborati ve effort.
Two points will determine the mode of our reflection. The first
one is properly theological. Ethnicity must be transformed by the
image of God. The second point is missiological and cultural.
Ethnicity must be unceasingly evangelised by the Church, so as not
to degenerate into ethnocentrism or 'ethnicism.' The Church can
fulfil this task through authentic education. The Church is an
invitation to each individual to a life of community and is thereby
the proclamation of the victory of God taking place in the entire
creation.

Nigeria
Nigeria

and the Ethnic Conundrum

complex and multi-ethnic nation. The divisive and
corroborative images of rnultiethnicity are manifested both in her
internal and external structures. What stands as Nigeria today was a
conglomeration of distinctive sovereign states which existed as
autonomous kingdoms, ethnic nationalities, empires and emirates
before British colonial rule. Some of these states and empires were
is

a

Ethnicity
mono-ethnic

in

their

and

a

New

structures

Image of Nigeria
with

a

particular system
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of

government, and rulers who wielded great power and exercised
over religion, trade, politics, education, law and order.
There existed such kingdoms as Ijaw, Opobo, Bonny, Urhobo,
Calabar, Itsekiri, Bini and Oyo to the south. To the north there were
Kanem Borno and Sokoto empires as well as Kano, Katsina and
control

Zaria emirates. There

many ethnic nationalities as the Igbo,
Efik, Ibibio, Igala, Jukun, Tiv, Nupe and Idoma. Instigated by
political chauvinism and economic domination of human and
were

material resources, the British colonial

authority packed all these
ethnic groups together under the one umbrella, Nigeria, irrespective
of natural and geographical boundaries. But the amalgamation
refused to take into consideration the heterogeneity of Nigeria.
Nigeria is a pluralistic society. A diversity of ethnic groups,
cultures, customs, languages and religions exists in the vast
landmass of about 923,768 square kilometres. This plurality would
have been a source of pride for the country if a unity in diversityis
maintained, but unfortunately, this plurality has failed in uniting the
people of Nigeria and in shaping them as a single nation. Now, this
plurality is always prone to social problems and conflicts,
characterized by frictions and inter-ethnic wars. Ethnicity is the
most sensitive issue behind our social problems. Ethnicity is
sometimes used to incite conflicts and at other times it is deployed
as a medium to divide adherents of different religions. Ethnicity is
used in Nigeria to sharpen primordial prejudices and divisions. A
series of violent clashes since 1966 has been closely related to the
problem of ethnicity. This ugly situation has destroyed our socio
political-economic systems, structures and human conscience and
dignity.
Ethnicity creates the problem of stigmatisation that leads to
marginalization, harassment and discrimination. This is expressly
indicated in (a) Personal terms: a person or an individual is given a
bad name because he/she comes from a particular group or belongs
to a particular ethnic origin. (b) Territorial terms: a section of the
country is neglected and given a negative mark because it is located
in a particular place. (a) Identity: a person or group of people lose
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privileges because of their ethnic origin. Sometimes
job opportunities, unemployment, and denial of
promotions in ecclesiastical institutions. The image of Nigeria is
certainly burdened by ethnic structures and mind-sets. Nigeria
contains about 126 million people, and consists of more than 250
ethnic groups that appear as obstacles to the unity of the nation, and
potentially harmful to human co-existence.
their

rights

and

it leads to loss of

Ethnicity and Identity
origin of ethnicity

The

can

be attributed in part, at least, to

socialization process of a group or a community. Individuals are
not viewed as solitary creatures in artificial relationships with a

physical world or with a group.
Ethnicity is a socio-cultural reality that has bearing on an
individual's psychological and spiritual growth. Thus, the impact of
one's socialization process, education and personality development,
peer group and family background are necessary for interpreting
the experience of ethnicity in any given context. On that primary
assumption ethnologists trace the origin of ethnicity to shared
behavioural
pattern, identical mentality, similar ideologies,
conventional religious beliefs and lifestyle peculiar to a group of
people or community. Basically, succeeding. generations are
negatively or positively influenced by these ideologies, lifestyle,
tenets and behaviours, which invariably build the personality traits
of members of a community.
Ethnicity is not something absolutely negative, it is to be
recognized as something positive. Anthropologists see in it a
cultural treasure of inestimable worth accumulated by a people in
the course of their history and human development. Ethnicity has
roots which go deep down into the souls of individuals and of
whole nations and offers real help for discovering identity and for
coping with the world around us. However, ethnicity professed by
many Nigerians is being experienced as something, negative, as an
art of original sin. Ethnicity is to be cleared from debilitating
accretions in order to lay bare anew the essentials of humanity.

Ethnicity

and

a

New

Image of Nigeria
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Created in the
aim of

Image of God:
analysing ethnicity

is to

its

strengths and
meaningfully
ensuing
light of the variety of meanings
assigned to ethnicity, I suggest that we broaden the meaning within
the context of theology of image of God. Ethnicity is to be pruned
away from what is regarded as morbid growth and then embraced
under the eagle eyes of image of God.
The theology of image of God possesses a normati ve character
for all peoples and all times. In our context, it describes the basic
principles of life and how we can cope with ethnicity and make it
acceptable to Nigerians. The doctrine is rooted in the very nature of
God. Nations, cultures and religions have won new self-awareness
and new identity through its theological flavour. Given these
presuppositions, we can make some basic observations on the
relationship between the image of God and likeness of God.
There are a number of interpretations within which the image
and likeness of God can be defined. In recent years, theologians
have differed over whether image and likeness should be
considered as separate concepts or identical realities. Majority
argues that the terms are different nuances of one reality, while
My

weaknesses and to present it
theological reflection. In the

assess

in the

more

others maintain that both terms connote different levels of ideas.

Others have differed

over

the

meaning

of the two terms

God and likeness of God. In the final

however,

to

think of the two terms

Some scholars

cling

analysis,

it

-

image

of

best,

seems

as

synonyms.
to the term image of God and

posit

that it

complement the role of one
society.
image of God has more
to do with personality, spirituality, or rationality of a human person.
We are going to combine the two positions by understanding that
because human persons are created in the image of God, they
possess rationality, spirituality, personality and dignity and,
enables

us to

relate to each other and to

another in the

therefore

can

Others adduce that

relate to God and to

The definition of
the

identity

of

a

image

one

another.

of God involves its

inseparability

from

human person. The image of God in a human
or her identity. The image of God in a human

person is linked to his
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person is not extrinsic, that is, historical and contingent, but
intrinsic, flowing from the very nature of the CreMQf. God created

human

beings

facie, this

in His

own

image

and likeness

statement may seem to

that

reflect that

1:26-27).

(Gen
we

Prima

resemble God in

take after God

physical outfits,
physically, as a son
takes physically after his father. On the contrary, this is not
theologically what is implied here when we use the term image of
God. Theologically speaking, what is involved is a vital
participation in God without being God; a deep sense of
relationship. The expression of the image of God is an expression
of relationship and not subjection, and a key building block of
complementarity and not compartmentalization.
Theologically, the image of God is a relation of implication.
God alone, and not human beings, is the measure of the
relationship, and its fecundity depends on the human subjects,
inasmuch as they are beneficiaries that spread in their tum the
grace of this image around them. Fundamentally and essentially,
image of God is one of divine and human relationship. This
relationship is complementary and mutually enriching. This implies
that each human person in the image of God must always be seen
in relationship with the others. A proper understanding of this
relationship can be of immense advantage to the very equilibrium
of our lives, and a means of resolving ethnic conflicts in day-to-day
our

we

free and rational interaction in
of

our

country.

image of
theology
places justice at the centre of
human relationship. The relationship shows itself in the actual life
in human society, and is accomplished in any economy of justice.
In articulating the import of relationship, it is very important to root
it in the framework of justice, "every possible relation between
is
God and human persons
redemption, revelation, creation
subordinated to the institution of a society where Justice, rather
being a hope of individual piety, is forceful enough to be extended
to all in its realization."] Justice demands that there be a
community, which is capable of providing justice a community
which can make justice effecti vee An adequate theology of justice
The

God

-

-

-

1

E. Levinas, Difficile Liberte

(Paris: Gallimard, 1976), p.36,
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and

a
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reposes in the communal life of the society. According to Plato in
his Republic Book IV, a good and healthy community is a

community of justice. The possibility of building this community
can be expressed in theological terms.
Theologically speaking, human beings are connected with
each other, through the image of God in them, and in tum, the
image of God in each human person is connected with the Life of
God breathed by the Spirit on creation. Each individual person
carries the image of God in him or her and because we are created
in the image of God, we are linked with each and build one family
of God through the law of connection. By its nature, "connection is
a creation cxpericncc.:" The law of connection helps to create a
community of justice where each ethnic group, each individual
person and people are given what is due to them in justice and
respect. It is a common picture in Nigerian society to observe that
ethnic groups dominate others and refuse them the full
enjoyments of their rights and dignity as human persons created in
some

the

image of God.
The expression in the image of God gives human beings the
right of sacredness and inviolability which no other form of life
possesses. Human life is distinguished from other animal life
because of its particular relation to God. In creating human persons
in His own image and likeness, God gives them their dignity, in
order to help them fulfil their human destiny. When the rights of
minority groups or voiceless individuals are not respected or heard,
antagonisms arise in the form of ethnic conflicts and violence. The
primary and fundamental right of a human person is right to life
and basic existence. No

reason can induce any ethnic segment in
the
life of the other groups in the form of
terminate
Nigeria
ethnic cleansing. This truth leads to the search of what Africans or

to

Nigerians

understand

Africa, life is

so

is the task of
2

as

central

life.

as

"religious

According

to

Bujo,

in Sub-Saharan

to be considered somewhat

and

political

sacred, and it

leaders to preserve and

John Maxwell, The 21 Most Powerful Minutes in
Spirit and

a

Leader's

Day.

Revitalize

Your

Empower Your Leadership (Nashville:

Thomas Nelson Publishers,

1991), p.154.

Ferdinand

76

Nwaigbo

life.,,3 Africans understand life as a gift of God, "life
ultimately is God's gift.,,4
All sovereignty belongs to God. God is supreme, but God had
endowed human beings with a natural inclination towards
leadership, and invested in people the sovereignty that is prior to
that accorded by an institutional government or constitutional rights
of a country. Leadership takes its origin in a beyond. Human beings
are endowed with the image of God, and this is reflected in the
relationship between leaders and the people, in terms of social
justice. In the context of this present reflection, a civil or religious
transmit

leader is not
who

person

challenges

person who has an official function alone, but a
breaks into the enclosed walls of ethnicity, and
a

attitudes and actions

invites all to travel
this

relationship

herself from the
human life and

along

opposed

the road of social

demands that

a

to

social

justice.

and

national leader is to free himself

ethnic structures that

contingent
to be "open

justice,

The nature of

to the

are

universal in the

oppressive
experience

or

to

of

life."s
The

Trinity

as

diversity

reflects

a

a

divine

model

community that combines unity and
of community life which can be fruitful
Nigeria. In the Trinitarian perspective of

diversity of
theology, "it is as

for the ethnic

Father that the First Person creates, as
the Father's eternal Word that the Second Person mediates the

Christian

creative act of God, and
Person

guides

process."?

as

the

Spirit

of the Father that the Third

the life that is elicited from matter in the creative

The divine communitas is

sphere where diversity is
recognized
promoted
resulting to a division and
confusion. The experience of the divine community is related to the
experience of the human community. God is a community of
Persons who live in solidarity of grace. The three Persons in God
and

a

without it

-

3

Benezet

Bujo, African Theology

in Its Social Context

(New York: Orbis Books,

1992), p.22.
4
Ibid, p.23.
5

My Faith as an African (New York: Orbis Books, 1989), p.15.
George Tavard, The Church, Community of Salvation. An Ecumenical
Ecclesiology (Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 1992), p.175.
6

lean-Marc Ela,

Ethnicity and a
Father, Son and Holy Spirit
neither the Son
in

a

nor

the

communion of life

Spirit,
or

The

in

people of Nigeria
community of persons who
the

in

nature

of

God,

a

New
are

-
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distinct Persons. The Father is

but the three

are

related to each other

Triune

are
are

we
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community.
strongly urged to see themselves
created in the image of God. Just

have

distinction

of Persons,

as

as

and

differences in roles, nonetheless, these distinctions and differences
do not destroy their substantial unity or community life. In a similar

despite

manner,

history,

our

share

we

build

a

differences in culture,

life of communitas

-

language, religion, and
family of God
sons and daughters of the
we are one

of God, and are
us to share His di vine life of grace. The
action of grace in the daily activities of people is a matter of
becoming like God, having been made in the divine image and

-

we

one

one

family

God, who created

likeness.

Creation in

Image of God Implications for Ethnicity
The theology of image of God has implications for ethnicity. This
means experiencing the other as a transcendence; a liberating
experience which frees one from one's own closed circle. It is an
experience which frees one at least partially from ethnic mimesis,
violence, and victimisation of those who do not belong to one's
ethnic group.
Two points

-

of interest in

implications

of creation

theology
ethnicity. First, ethnicity must be transformed by the image of
God. The image of God reveals itself primarily where, "goodness is
promoted and evil is fought against for the healing of the society.'"
The image of God constitutes us to be agents of God in our
troubled societies. Second, ethnicity must be unceasingly
evangelised. The cultural diversity in which we are living compels
us to produce the new from the old
a new Nigeria from the old.
The result is a theology that unites us to a Nigeria and does not
are

for

-

separate

7

us

from it.

Edward Schillebeeckx, Jesus in Our Western Culture.
(London: SCM Press, 1987), p.9.

Politics

:

Mysticism, Ethics,

and
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image of Nigeria in the economy of creation and the Church
theology of image of God is an opening experience which
invites one into the divine community and introduces one into the
dimension of transcendence in one's existence. In Nigerian context,
what is most appropriate is the development of a culture of
dialogue, where God and the person of Jesus Christ remain the
essential focal points. The African idea of God and of our
relationship to Him have been firmly maintained by Africans in the
experience of creation as a gift of the Creator. Among the Igbo of
Nigeria, just like other ethnic segments of Nigerian society, God is
visible and
regarded as the creator of all things that exists
invisible. This concept of God is the fruit of existential experience,
and not of speculation or intellectual exercise. To summarize their
experience of God's universal act of creation, God is Chineke that
New

The

-

-

is God who creates. In this name, God is concei ved as source and
sustainer of all things. He created all geographical boundaries
all
-

Him and He preserves and supports
them. There is immanence and transcendence of God embedded in

things
this

were

made

conception.

through

God is conceived outside and

(transcendent) and simultaneously God

beyond His creation
personally and directly is

involved in His creation, so that His creation does not exist outside
Him or out of His reach (immanent).
From the

reality
never

perspective

of God is crucial:
be

simply

one

issue

of Christian

theology the experience or
"in theology, the concept of God can
among others.t" It is the central issue.

God's creation is part of what men and women can experience, or
see or hear. It is a fact of human life that human beings can

experience God through what is heard, and seen. Seeing and
hearing are metaphors which explain our traditional concept of God
of the universe in concrete ways which are not difficult
to understand. These words invite us to reconsider ethnicity as a
as creator

respected and nurtured. God
created the world and His powers and sovereignty are manifested in
nature. This understanding "is closely bound up with the fact that
God-given reality

8

Wolfahrt

T&T Clark,

which should be

Pannenberg,
1991), p.21.

An Introduction

to Systematic Theology (Edinburgh:

Ethnicity and a
God reveals Himself in

identity

New

Ethnicity as Gift of God
Ethnicity is a gift of God,
world and human beings

reality.':" Ethnicity

created

of every created human
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is part of

being.

design of God who creates the
assigns them their respective
homes among the nations. We belong to an ethnic group by grace.
In reality, "we do not make or design ourselves or position
ourselves historically and geographically. The context of our life
knows

a

which

we

we are

not alone. There

before and after, to which we stand in relation and from
cannot separate ourselves without harm. Ontologically

wholeness,
been

being

it is the

in it and

a

goal."!"

is,

we

unity to the world, a
special gift of God which has
it is a general possession. Our

must

Ethnicity

is

believe,

a

a

every human, and
born does not lie in our hands, it is not under

given

to

regard

creation

if for

other

it

as

design.

willed,

The third element

perception that
person is good;

control. It is

regard the world as a creation
planned, as good."!'
in the theology of creation relates to the
is good, "creation is good, and the human

under God's creative
means to

our

no

"To

as

reason

than that God has created and

bom.,,}2 At this point, we name one of the
features of ethnicity which belongs to the goodness of creation.
Ethnic identity belongs to the goodness of creation, and the
richness of God's gift. Nobody chooses his or her own parents,
family, clan or town, and in the same way no one chooses his or her
loved

us

before

we were

ethnic group. The truth that

we are

born somewhere, and among a
personal identity. It is along

particular community belongs
these lines that the Symposium of Episcopal
and Madagascar decisively says
to our

9

Conferences of Africa

G.C. Berkouwer, Studies in Dogmatics. General Revelation
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1983), p.296.

(Grand Rapids,

Michigan:
10
11

12

Dorothee Soelle,

Theology

for

Sceptics (London: Mowbray, 1995), p.30.

Ibid, p.31.
Tad Guzie, The Book of Sacramental Basics (New York: Paulist Press, 1981),

p.85.
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in itself does not connote

the contrary, ethnicity indicates a
us different one from the other for
is God who makes each
our

social and cultural

individual

finds

his

one

negative

attitude. On

gift

of God which makes

our

mutual enrichment. It

what he is.

identity
roots

a

as

and

well

Ethnicity gives us
security. The

as our

values

in

his

ethnic

What is wrong and must be rectified without delay
group
is the perversion of this God-given gift into an instrument of
...

contempt, rejection and exclusion of others.

Ethnicity

is founded

13

the reasonable nature of human

beings,
good, but because of subjective
simply
interests of human beings the corruption of the human nature is
directed against the good purpose of God.
On the sixth day, God saw that everything which He created
was good. God calls into existence the things that do not exist
(Rom 4:7), and calls them good and intends them for the good of
humanity. God's choice in proclaiming everything good proceeds
from life. Life calls us to participate in life in a thankfulness which
does not cease (even in the darkness of conflicts) to perceive life as
gift and as grace. We cannot experience life in the midst of bombs,
poisonous gasses, and dangerous weapons with which we have
surrounded ourselves in the name of fighting for our ethnic identity.
We are involved with the God of life. It is at the point of life that
our experience of God and the contamination of the gift of God in
ethnicity are to be duly gauged by a theological hermeneutic. Our
theological reflection is concerned with the life of those who are
deprived of happiness, joy, dignity, rights, and justice on account of
their ethnic origin. We need a language which is empirical to sketch
the deterioration of ethnicity as gift of life. There are those who
have been depri ved of their job and means of Ii velihood because of
their ethnic origin. There are those who have been deprived of their
rights because they come from a particular ethnic group. There are
those who are denied their promotions in some of our academic
on

which cannot but

13

Message

rest

of the SECAM

of Africa and

strive for

Bishops to the Churches of the
Madagascar (Nairobi, Kenya: 18.4.1997).

Great Lakes and the

Ethnicity
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a
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opportunities to serve the wider community
because they belong to a definite ethnic group. There are the
homeless who need a place, a home to live, but cannot find it,
simply because of their ethnic origin. Above all, ethnicity has been
institutions

and

inserted into the structures of power and made the instrument of
destruction of life and property of innocent citizens.
The relationship between man and woman, old and young,
rich and poor, authority and subject, Christian and Muslim, Hausa
and Igbo, Yoruba and Efik, Idoma and Igala are established by the

experience tasks us to see ethnicity as
endowment of God's graciousness and implicitly obliges us to
accept one another as richness of God's gift. Under this experience,
ethnicity occupies not only the position of the gift given by God,
but also that of the return-gift given by the human subject. Every
gift obligates. The significant human action bears the unfolding
creative work of God. For us Nigerians it follows that our
act

of creation. The creation

fundamental attitude before the world and

one

another is that of

respect and reverence.
This follows the law of incarnation. Since God became human,
all flesh becomes not just good, but holy and sacred. "We must not
think of the Incarnation

as an event that occurs two thousand years
of
which
the
effects
ceased when Christ ascended into heaven.
ago,
On the contrary, when Christ became man a new relationship was

established between

and God, a relationship which is eternal.
It is necessary to recall that when Christ came on earth to do
something, namely, to reveal the Father to us and to redeem us, He
man

by permanently taking up His abode with US.,,14 The
of
incarnation is an extension of the creator-creature
mystery
relationship, the coming together of God and humans in Jesus of
did this

Nazareth,
The
to

an

instance of divine-human

question

dialogue.
relationship to incarnation is likely
meaning and purpose of the Church. Two

of creation's

become clearer in the

theological orientations emerge. First, the work of the incarnation
is not opposed to creation, rather creation is restored and elevated,
14

John McDonald, The Sacraments in the Christian Life (Middlegreen: St. Paul
Publications, 1981), p.66.
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design, "to sum up all things in Christ"
Him to reconcile all things for Him" (Col

in accordance with God's

(Eph

1:

and

10)

"through

1 :2). In Jesus Christ all

image.

There is

a

humanity is united together, as a
relationship between the Church
a part of God's creation, and just

radical

creation. The Church is

Christ, the Church stands in the midst of creation
came

to

serve

continuing
sisterhood

new

and

like

servant, she
The Church,

as a

the world and not to be served.

the mission of Christ, serves creation by promoting the
and brotherhood of all. The servant Church, as

sacrament, is the image of Christ, who is the first born of all
creation. In essence, the Church is related to creation and to the
whole world. By and large, one can agree with Wolfgang Beinert
that "in the biblical way of seeing things, the reality of creation is
the revelation of God and is made known in history in different

phases

and in different

grades

of

intensity.

This is what

man

must

open himself to.,,15 And, "the doctrine of the Incarnation suggests
that the very reality of the only true and transcendent God took the
risk of contextualization in a very human, very concrete, very
contextual person. And this doctrine is paralleled by the notion that
the Church, as the Body of Christ, is the incarnate presence of the

living Christ, taking many shapes and forms in the multiple
contexts of the world.,,16 The Church takes flesh in the lives of
human

beings

in

a

community.

The Church touches the lives of the

people in their social, cultural, economic and political situations,
particularly in terms of justice and improvements in the condition
of their li ves.

The Church in the economy of salvation Sign of New Creation
The significant place of the Church in the economy of salvation
concerns both the spiritual and the practical aspect of human
-

community.
15

The Church is both event and

institution, Christ-

Wolfgang Beinert, Die Sakramentalitaet Der Kirche im theologischen
Gespraech, in: Theologische Berichte 9: Kirche und Sakrament, Zuerich
Einsiedeln-Koeln, 1980, p.53.
16
Ruy Costa, One Faith, Many Cultures. Inculturation, Indigenization and
Contextualization(Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1998), p.4.
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her divine

Trinitarian life of God is involved in social

control, for the Church
maintained not

a

too

is

religion

and

religion can "be
a plausibility

in the framework of

such but

only
structure.v'{ The basic root of the "mission of the Church is that,
having accepted a share in the life of the Trinitarian community,
she proclaims the new reality it experiences in this life and invites
all of humanity to join in the experience.?" The Church presents
herself in social contexts and involvement. It is certainly in her
social dimension that the Church is sign of the new creation.
The Church needs to understand its existence theologically in
the framework of its total life in the midst oj creation. The situation
of glaring injustice in Nigeria today calls for the action of the
Church, that is, a spirituality of involvement in the world rather
than separation from it. The Church in Nigeria can provide a
framework for dialogue-oj-communion between the ethnic groups
in the country. Of course, such a dialogue will be problematic and
could raise serious questions concerning the unity of Nigeria. It
will certainly call for re-evaluation and reformulation of a new
agenda for Sovereign National Conference or National Dialogue.
The appreciation of the value of dialogue-of-communion between
ethnic groups in taking decision on issues both on state and
national levels cannot be overestimated. The dialogue itself cannot
be avoided if Nigerians have to co-operate in the task of bringing
about greater justice and peace among themselves. Dialogue will
19
take up questions concerning "patterns of marriage" (for instance,
marriage between an Edo man and Ibibio woman), exclusion of
individuals and groups from working in a particular region or
offices, fundamental rights of all Nigerians irrespective of ethnic
as
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P.L.Berger, The Sacred Canopy. Elements of a Sociological Theory
(New York: Doubleday & Company Inc., Garden City, 1967), p.48.
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John Coleman, "Mission of the Church and Justice," in James Provost,
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serious issues that divide

Nigerians

such

engaging all Nigerians in
dialogue through a positive education. Dialogue concerns all of us,
in our current way of speaking, hearing, judging and seeing and it
excludes intolerance and discrimination and helps us to succeed in
living together peacefully as new Nigerians. Dialogue as joint
participation of individuals and communities is possible only
through education. Nigerians need educational journey out of their
caves
and shadows of ethnicism, For example, seeing as an
educational task is the main antidote against illusion and
ethnocentrism. To learn to see the goodness, the beauty and value
of other ethnic groups is an educational journey and struggle out of
illusion. Learning to listen to other ethnic groups strengthens
Nigerians against the noise, the violence, the slogans and half
truths of our multi-ethnic nationalities. Speaking, too, like seeing
and hearing is an educational process. Education helps one to speak
The Church is

about what

one

a

framework of

has heard and

seen.

If education does not take

adequate account of the nature of a Nigerian person, the distortion
image of Nigerian society will be inevitable.
Dialogue reveals the most common values of African culture
and is essentially important for a meaningful inculturation and
evangelization. In a truly African family, joys and sorrows, fears
and anguish, difficulties and problems are shared in a trusting
dialogue. The image of Nigeria as a family-in-dialogue cuts across
and unites our multi-ethnic nation, and expresses our solidarity
with each other in the midst of pains and joys, fears and hope,
poverty and riches, difficulties and prosperity. Socially, dialogue
prevents wounds from recurring, and brings all Nigerians to the
awareness and realization that we are children of the same family,
made in the image of God.
Dialogue is the essential meaning of evangelization and
inculturation. Such a dialogue has to be inspired by love of truth,
goodness and beauty in God's creation and in all human beings,
and in all people and ethnic nationalities as image of God. The
image of God is not for the sake of individuals or persons, but for
of
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a
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85

relationship together, which gives meaning to the
life of the community. In a general sort of way this means that
inculturation and evangelization are the framework of the Church
through which ethnicity in Nigeria can wear a new image.
The family is the centre from which inculturation and
evangelization of ethnicity must begin and from which they must
be nurtured. The family is a clearer framework for locating the
mission of the Church and for giving a new meaning to ethnicity in
Nigeria. This takes place in two ways.
the sake of their

Education and

The

Training of Future Nigerians
the first and society's primary experience of

is

family
community-in-dialogue. The primary means of assuring that the
aims and aspirations of the community are fostered and developed
is by the process of education and training in the family. In the
process of education of our children to the advantage of the future
of the society, the family occupies a central place. In the Nigerian
context the human family is the major contributor to the education
and formation of children, and for pruning the dead-wood of
ethnicity. The family ought to prune ethnicity so that something
new can grow in the society.
In the first place, education is gradually exercising power over
people, and is becoming a context of conscious critique in which
people ask themselves how they can be healed from the poisoning
effect of ethnicity. Basically, education designates the formative
learning (of an individual) that leads to changes in a person's
attitude, character, belief, emotion, skills, values, and dispositions
to act and experience. These changes are usually described as the
effects of nurture

or

formation of

an

individual.

process, which enables individuals to attain a
certain self-understanding and understanding of the aspirations,
Education is

goals

and

a

objectives

of the

education is to enhance the

community.
development

principal aim of
human beings in a

The
of

integral way within the context of the values of the
human community. Education prepares people for adult life in the
holistic and

society

which include the creation of sustainable life support
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system of justice, openness to people of other cultures, and
of life with those outside one's ethnic zones.
Parents

as

sharing

leaders and heads of human families occupy the
grades of what social scientists call "our

within the

first

place
significant others.,,2o Parents, usually educate their children by
parenting, that is by nurturing meaning and culti vating social,
religious, and ethical values in the life of the young ones. The
family is the basic instrument and organ of co-creation of citizens
who will easily cope with the wider community outside their ethnic
circumference. The family must teach the children openness to
the non-family members and the non-kin and non
strangers
kindred. In a pluralistic Nigeria in which we live, parents need to
educate their children into an awareness of plurality of cultures and
ethnic groups, and help them to cope with the vertigo of relativity
that such awareness often brings, and to inculcate in them the
attitudes, dispositions and skills for mastering difficulties of life.
The family is the first instrument of creating a good community
a
new Nigeria.
In this approach, it is more functional that the family which is
the primary cell of creation of good citizens be strengthened by
-

-

wider communities, like the Church which possesses
characters, features, depths and permanence of the
human

needs

role

the

some

of the

family.

of the

The

Church

family
complementary
community to ensure a proper education of children and the youths.
Correlatively, "the first family of every Christian is the Church,
where we learn fidelity and love in a community that is sustained
by a faithful God.,,21 The family needs a good Church community
to play its role in Christian education and formation.
Education and

Training Programmes for

Christian Church Leaders

process which makes
self-critical of one's historical origin, cultural heritage,

The nature of education includes

a

one more

religious

experience, attitudes, values, actions and perspectives of looking at
life. Many meaningful clerical, ecclesiastical and civil leaders have
20
21

John M. Hull, Studies in Religion and Education (Lews: Palmer,
Elli-s Nelson, Where Faith Begins To Grow (Atlanta: John Knox,

1994), p.221.
1967), p.37.
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failed to

recognize the ways of thinking and the value systems of
particular ethnic groups among whom they are working, and
some have even gone to the extent of blocking their developments,
progress and promotion. A lot of damage has been done through
such experiences, and the spirit of team work has been hindered in
some

those kind of unfortunate situations, which

are very common in
ecclesiastical
institutions
in
The
fact that ethnicity
many
Nigeria.
presents the image of a broken-Nigeria to outsiders and Nigerians

apparently not aware of it, makes the situation even more
depressing.
The theology of image of God understood as involving divine
and human relationships is the beginning of a new Nigeria or new
generation. This implies that whenever we meet people, we meet
are

them not

as

shocks

or

threats, but

we

encounter them as revelation

ongoing epiphany of God's grace. This
epiphany is communicated to pilgrim men and women and in the
horizontal level of human relationship. In this attitude the vertical
dimension of God's revelation becomes thereby visible in the
horizontal relationship, in such a way that the vertical finds its
experience in the horizontal.
of God's creation and

as

The evil forces of ethnicism that separate
either by education or training programmes

Education and

us

of

break down

can

the

be killed

Church.

lot of walls

training programmes
and barriers that separate ethnic groups from one another, and
Christians from one another. Education and training programmes in
Christian

leadership

can

can

draw at

a

deeper

a

level all Christians from

different ethnic groups into an experience of oneness as the Body
of Christ in a profound experience of fellowship. In the process of

education and formation, organizations, activities, and committees
play a necessary part in the life of individual. Initiatives might
include the

following: (1) Opening

centres in the Church where

people can meet for conscientization and education on the socially
prescribed meaning of ethnicity (2) Using the universities and other
tertiary institutions as resource avenues for actions and information
on the changing role of a human person in the community.
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Conclusion

Nigeria means to relate the
experience and culture. Ethnicity is a
shared cultural heritage consisting of distinctiveness and identity
peculiar to groups of people or a nation. Ethnicity is to the
humanity of Nigeria what weeds are to the fields of the earth. The
danger of ethnicity always lies in recognising and responding only
to those who inhabit the same world as I do, and in rejecting those
who do not share the same physical world, geographical enclave,
language group, inherited conventions, social history and laver of
cultural norms as I do. Ethnicity is full of ambivalence. Ethnicity is
a gift that rewards, encourages, nurtures and brings a rich harvest to
humanity. The reward is twofold: humanity is blessed and
stabilized. At the same time, ethnicity embodies prejudice, hatred,
delusion and craving for material identity, which like weeds destroy
To

reflect

theologically

foundation of faith to

about

our own

the fertile field of human endeavour, that is, the rich harvest which
human nature might yield. The implication of a new image of

Nigeria for a future generation is that one should uproot the vices
or negative weeds of ethnicity. The image of God in a human
person is a tool for shaping Nigeria into a new image, and for
weeding all ambiguities of ethnicity out of Nigeria. The theology of
image of God gives human beings a special place and prerogative
in God's creation. Through the image of God in human beings they
share in the gift of creation, and they have proper task in the world,
as co-creators. They should work together with each other in a
spirit of collaboration. Finally, the relationship that exists between
people and the visions of unity that bind a nation together are given
by God alone.

