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Whelan Research

Culture and

anniversary of the inception of the
Theological
Nigeria (CATHAN) and its
the
Journal
of
journal,
Nigerian
Theology, I am proud to be called
upon to gi ve the conference keynote address. Even though I was
personally involved with those beginnings, I do not quite know
what this assignment could signify and what expectations are
awaited of me. But I will resist the temptation to presume to assess
the work of CATHAN and its journal in the last twenty years. I will
also resist the temptation to prescribe for them what proposals or
projects or direction they should have for their immediate or long
On the occasion of the twentieth

Association of

Catholic

term

future.

just take a cue from
year's
Cooperative Ministry in the
context of inculturation
and take the liberty granted me by the
President to range as relevantly as I want the subject. The President
indicated that part of the concern pushing this theme into the
forefront is the frightening prospect of clergy acting as sole
administrators in their various domains and particularly in their
relations with lay people. Well then, I would like to argue here that
the problem in the clergy/laity relations is only a partial symptom
of a more generalized malaise that runs right from the top of the
Church's edifice to the bottom. And it has dogged the Church,
assuredly not from its very beginning, but from early in its infancy.
A solution to this problem might have been possible if the Church
did not continue' to deepen the hole it had dug for itself by
habitually endowing merely historical facts with divine
My subject

for this

the theme of this

keynote

address will

conference

-

-

1

Keynote

Memorial

Address at the CATHAN 2005 Conference, held at Blessed Tansi
Seminary Onitsha, Nigeria, March 30th 2005. Original title "Church

Organisation

as

the Root Cause of Anti-clericalism"
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constitutional status,
facts into doctrinaire
process, it
even when

turning ecclesial, historical and contingent
ecclesiology of the rank of divine law. In the
often precludes a priori any considerations of change
this would be clearly for the "up building of the church

of God" for the salvation of souls.
Political Power within the structure of the Christian Church
If

we are to

understand

our concerns

and

perhaps get

a

real

cure

to

need to go back to the past and we need to look
problems,
for remedies within our own reach. I would like to argue that the
our

we

of the conundrum which has built up a structural tension
within the church resulting in perceptions of class division on a

root

master/slave basis, and in recurrent cycles of anti-clerical outbursts,
has come not from the will and command of the founder of

Christianity but rather from the example of Caesar.
Our problem may have begun with the introduction of political
power in the structure and running of the Christian church. Political
power was early put in the place of spiritual power which in itself
would need neither structures

nor

hierarchies

or at

least such

as we

have learned to know them and borrow them from the

princes of
this world. There was no administrative blueprint left by Jesus for
what was clearly intended as a church in the sense of a spiritual
community leading a spiritual movement in the world.
In a very perceptive study on the fluidity and pluriformity of
titles, roles and functions in the New Testament Church, John
McKenzie shows
fixed

convincingly

of nomenclature

that

a

lot of claims made about

Church functions and offices

meanings
regarded as unbiblical. For the governing of the Christian
community McKenzie says bluntly "the one thing that the New
Testament apostle does not do and has no commission to do is
govern the Church". '.'The letters of Paul are not fragments of a vast
lost
collection
of
administration
but
of
documents
by
to
"There
is
clear
commission
no
correspondence".
anyone
given
as to

must be

to govern the New Testament Church". With some sarcasm he

writes that "The
the rock and the

exegesis which found the
keys of the kingdom does

power of jurisdiction in
not even reach the level

of midrashic" Further he says that the New Testament does not
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think of government as a form of ministry, the word which comes
from the Latin ministerium and the Greek diakonia. Finally he
says: "The structure of decision in the New Testament is not so
much monarchic or democratic as unformed and unsophisticated".
Even the decision of Acts 15 is in

and it is

certainly

an

no

represented as monarchic
speak of a hierarchy at this

way

anachronism to

stage of development. The decision to select the Seven and the
selection itself were made by the twelve and "all the disciples"

(Acts 6.) As

Paul, "the Pastoral epistles still know

hierarchy
monarchy. They
repudiate
suggested by the decisions reached in the book of Acts".2
Only first in Rome after Constantine did church leadership
begin the cultivation and exercise of power as political power.
Gradually the pope became a sort of spiritual emperor claiming in
the name of Christ and religion, full powers over all, over all states,
over all peoples. The document "The Donation of Constantine"
admittedly later unmasked as an 8th century forgery shows what the
reality of papal power had become, and with what devious means
claims can be made or justified. Purporting to record a vision in
which the Apostles Peter and Paul enjoined Constantine, as an act
of gratitude for the cure of leprosy, to endow the then Pope
Sylvester and his successors in perpetuity with imperial splendour,
powers and dignity. The Emperor Constantine relinquishes Rome
to the Popes as he goes to found Constantinople, because "where
the chief priest and the head of the Christian religion has been
constituted by the heavenly Emperor, it would be unjust for the
worldly emperor to exercise jurisdiction"? Monarchy and imperial
rule had surreptitiously entered the Church.
The local authorities, the patriarchs and bishops patterned their
exercise of power from that of the pope. They became the local
and

popes and

2

to

do not

no

were

no

the democratic feature

therefore endowed with absolute powers and stood

See John McKenzie, "Ministerial Structures in the New Testament" In The
Edited by H.

Plurality of Ministries New Concilium, Religion in the Seventies,
KUng and Walter Kasper, Herder and Herder, New York 1972.
3

Donation

of

Constantine

Or

Constitutum

http:/www.thelatinlibrary.com/donation.html

Constantini

in

Latin
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parish priests could also pattern their own local
bishops.
Meanwhile, democracy which, as in our own time becomes all
the rage, did not easily shed the bad reputation, really closer to mob
rule, which it had acquired since Plat04 and Aristotle, while today
above the law. The

powers after that of the diocesan

imperial monarchy the obvious and most natural thing in
yesteryears is no longer the model of government. We all assume
that democracy is the ideal form of government and that if Christ
were to establish the church now or give it a constitution today,
democracy might have had a great chance of furnishing or
underpinning the constitution of Holy Mother the Church. But by
the time of Christ both Alexander the Great
Julius and

Caesar

on

the

one

hand and

the other hand had

happened: men
of violence, but men whose extraordinary genius for organizing and
governing handed them down to posterity as great benefactors of
humanity and the world. The pax Alexandrina carried great culture
and arts

Augustus

and science to

repercussions lasting

till

on

the entire Mediterranean

today.

and Roman administration and

"civilized",

that

nourished the
and

infancy

force

The pax Romana consolidated it
governing genius spread it to the

is, the Romanised world. Both civilizations
of

ambivalence and "Greek
order

world with

in

the

Christianity and bequeathed to it their
gifts" of freedom in fear and of law and
service

of

government. The Roman

EmperorlEmpire set up the blueprint of culture and civilization and
the church copied this blueprint. The age of empire in Europe
eventually led to the age of feudalism and the church also copied it.
With imperialism and feudalism now internalised, the church's
hierarchy, its bureaucracy and administration absorbed the spirit of
feudalism in a world now populated by masters and servants,
monarchs and subjects, Lords and commons, clergy and laity, in a
rigid dualism that also accommodated briefly for us the
phenomenon of white and black, rulers and ruled.
Regime

of Sole Administrator

All this nursed in all those concerned, a penchant for ruling from
on top, the true highway to dictatorship, to totalitarianism, to
4

Plato, The Republic, Penguin Classics

trans. H.D.P. Lee 1955.
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to

autocracy,

Administrator"

the

sole

appeared
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The

for the first time in

expression "sole
Nigeria in the time of

rule and indeed to

military
designate one of the most abominable
jobs in Nigerian history that of Anthony Ukpabi Asika hero to
Nigerians but seen by fellow Igbo as a renegade and traitor to his
as a
own Igbo people, appointed as a post Biafran war pro consul
Petain of Vichy fame to continue and perfect the defeat and
humiliation of his own people on behalf of the Nigerian
-

-

government.
What Sole Administrator
checks

or

checks,

balances,

no

freedom to

means

is this: full powers, with no
no hindrances, no democratic

helps, no lets,
accountability, no obligation to consult and
play God in the governance of the people.
no

indeed total

Playing God and Political Monotheism'
Playing God is an apt description. Theologically monotheism
emphasized the idea of a sole power, omnipotent/omniscient,
pantocrator. It took the Jews, stiff-necked and uncircumcised of
heart

they were, a lot of coaching and thousands of years to be
shaped to reluctantly accept monotheism. But the purely religious
belief in monotheism could not forever remain politically neutral.
Rather it became the reigning, overruling, overriding ideology.
Relating the monotheistic God to governance is one easy step to
consecrating the ideal of monarchy, autocracy and apex rule. When
we imbibe this ideology we can begin to act God, beginning with
the adoption of appropriate nomenclatures such as "Vicar of
Christ," "superior", "supremus pontifex"
as

.

.

Impact on Ministry

Participation and Collaboration:
ministry? Jesus remains the one
high priest. All of us, priest and bishop are his

-

How does all this affect the
mediator and the

one

helpers,
co-operators or collaborators. Our work, itself
essentially spiritual, is to be done under the spiritual leadership of
Jesus following his mind rather using the methods and means of
and

5

See Yves M.

Revue

Congar. "Le
Theologique 103, no.

Montheisme
1

Politique

(1981): 3-17.

Et Le Diell Trinite." Nouvelle
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worldly power he denounced. All of us participate in Christ's work.
Participation is essentially platonic, that is meant to express how
the eternal ideas relate to their material realization. Earthly realities
are like shadow to reality itself, they participate vaguely in the
fullness of being that is the idea.
We too, as earthly priests, participate in Christ's priestly
ministry. He is the source of our ministry. The great commission,
given as Christ ascended into heaven,
"going therefore teach
meant that he wanted that his work, though in a way already
accomplished, was to be continued by the disciples. Mission
accomplished but also the new beginning of mission! Those now
commissioned to continue his work throughout the rest of time, his
disciples, were to be his collaborators.
Recent articulation especially since Vatican II emphasizes that
it was the bishops, the true successors of apostles, who alone were
meant as the "commissioners", that somehow priests are at the
margins, only helpers or collaborators of the bishops as the Jewish
elders to Moses (cf. the ordinal). Of course, apostles were the first
bishops, though, as we have seen from McKenzie that the
distinction and hierarchization between bishop and priest is late and
"

...

unclear in the New Testament. But at whatever level, whether
Episcopal or merely priestly, our job definition is that of

proclaiming the good news and bringing Christ to
supplementary to Christ's but complementary to
each other's
priests', and bishops' and pope's.
Thus the organization of this ministry should model itself not
necessarily with monotheism and monarchy in mind but perhaps
better with the Trinity and democracy in mind. In the Athanasian
Creed, the Quicumque, we read that each of the three persons is
equal and is equally coetemal, uncreated, immense, omnipotent etc.
In modem terms one would say there is perfect democracy in the
Trinity. The only difference is in personality and division of work
in total equality of rank and power and in mutual love. This is the
Christian and divine prototype of cooperative ministry. Cooperative
ministry is not always easy, but it seems to be the way out of our
present explosi ve set up.
collaborating

in

the world. It is
-

Theophilus
In

being

other. We

collaborators of Christ

are

subordinate

of

Context

complimentary

to Christ not to

to
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we are

collaborators with each

each other. Our

ministry

is

only

any others.

inculturation

-

Igbo

Egalitarianism

within

Communitarianism
Culture is

often in flux than

more

we

would like to think but

a

stability is necessary for its very identity. If every thing
changed then nothing would ever be itself and everything would be
everything else and, therefore nothing at all. Certain core
elements/ingredients must remain within the flux to guarantee and
for the Igbo
retain the identity of each culture. I venture to say
that egalitarianism within communitarianism would be part of the
core of Igbo social culture. But both have been eroded by colony
and mission, by urbanization and the imposition of hierarchies and
rulers by force or the bending of the will by vows and promises of
obedience not necessarily to God, but "to me and my successors".
certain

-

What

a

difference it could make if

egalitarianism
governance?
We
least

can

to

and
the

impact

on

our

-

could get our core culture of
Christian structures of church

we

should try to let egalitarianism supersede or at
imported and unchristian feudal spirit that gave us
we

modify
obsequious "My

"monsignors" in church structures
significantly, the arrogance and insolence of
office. Enhanced by the theology and spirituality of "God's will,"
meaning actually the human will of the superior, a tradition was
nurtured of appealing to the ultimate in the name and for causes
often less than spiritual and blackmailing honest Christians to win
obedience and compliance often no more than calling God's name
in vain and not respecting the sacredness of the person whose
freedom is being violated.
Inculturation and culture have always tended to call back the
past. For us here in Africa it is not only the past of Euro-African
slave trade, colonization,
history of the tragic interaction
imperialism, imprisonment, dependency and loss of freedom,
economic exploitation and underdevelopment, marginalization.
More emphatically, the past has tended to be evoked in terms of
the

and attitude and

Lords" and

more

-
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our very own pre-white past when we were our authentic selves,
naked and unashamed, illiterate, oral, rural, bucolic and ignorant.

"the way we lived".
That was, in the phrase of Umeasiegbu
Inculturation cannot be real today unless we study, criticize
-

and

assess some

basic

religious

ideas and

practices

of

our

African

Traditional

Religion (ATR). How was/is prayer conceived and
what forms did it take? Will all these continue to remain anathema'?

Why does current African
theology
granted than seriously? Why
does it refuse to come to grips with the fact of widespread practice
of a certain polytheism in Africa? Why is there no serious critique
of Karl Barth's oracular statements on revelation and religions?
Why do we-totally ignore the non-canonical books? If they are not
inspired, is there nothing to learn from them? Is the pneumatology
of the Eastern orthodox tradition, totally useless? Even if only to
dilute the overwhelming one-sidedness and silences of traditional
western Theology and even if only to find some sanity amidst the
"Storm and Stress" of the Holy Ghost Fire Movement that is
overwhelming our Christian communities?

Libation,

prayers, OIo?
take monotheism more for

morning

Collaborative

Ministry

and

inculturation

-

dismantling

Hierarchy
The term collaborative in the title, refers to the job division and
working relations between bishops and priests and between them

lay people in the work of the apostolate. The term,
collaborative ministry, represents an effort in remodelling the
overly hierarchical mentality that is proving an obstacle to the work
of the church. For one thing, people are too .shy to criticize much
less to demystify, or demythologise hierarchy.
Hierarchy may at times have been useful for administrative
convenience but it has given rise to anti-clericalism from without
among the laity as well as led to rivalry and inordinate ambition in
quest of office from within. It has promoted unprecedented levels
of personality cult often akin to the deification of Roman emperors.
It has led to sycophancy as people unduly vie for favours from the
exalted one ("prelatus" or prelate, the elevated or preferred one). It
induces in the people a dependency syndrome as they flatter and
and

Theophilus

Okere
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bribe and fawn their way in desperate, shameless obsequiousness
towards the seat of power and favour. It has corrupted otherwise
with power and arrogance leading them to wield
like
"the
Kings of the Gentiles" and to treat the people of
power
God not as fellow pilgrim Christians but as underlings. It is this

good people

hierarchical structure and its

history

of the church. It

spirit that have
has history on its

determined most of the

side. It has also

on

its

side all the

ecclesiology of the past. This has been our reality in the
pope/bishop, bishop/priest and priest/laity relations. The promise
and

project

of collaborative

collaborate rather than have
God. The

ministry is to get all the baptized
subjugate others in the name

some

to

of

Igbo sing,

Onye

suwa

Let

suwa

Onye akpola

ibe ya onye

ikoni,
Eze

suo

One cuts grass, another cuts,
none
call the other a

achara, Onye

prisoner
When

a

palaver

ends

achara, ikpe ala

king

cuts

grass,

ministry is the realization that the
vast vineyard, with more than enough

Behind the idea of collaborative

ministry,

the

apostolate

is

a

work for all, with a division of labour, with different charisms "for
the up-building of the Church of God". It is the body of Christ,

complex and
with each one's role crucial even if it seems negligible. As the Igbo
say, nwa gwere OSO, kwu na nri, "a little child that only pounds or
grinds the pepper is part of the cooking team." I am suggesting that
we consider democratising a little, by finding a place for our
republican spirit, our egalitarian and communitarian heritage. The
problem now is how can we inject some of this spirit in order to
blunt the edge of the ideology of hierarchy, without rocking the
boat and without stirring the hornet's nest in our church? This
with each

representing only

a

part

would need the greatest boldness
Luckily the Pauline analogy of the

or

fraction of the

as

well

mystical

the greatest tact.
body can be pressed

as

into service here to calm the anxieties of those who with

deeply

entrenched interests in

for the

good

of the church.

a

status quo that must

be

changed
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Democratisation in the Church!
After

tracing the genesis and the history of the monarchical,
authoritarian spirit that has marked church organization from early
in its own history, a spirit that manifests itself today in our own
local churches and specifically in our relations
bishop/priests,
and
relations
we
shall
parish priest/curate
priest/laity
go on to
and
that
associated
to
the
problems
suggest
only viable
explore
solution is to democratise our structure in line with early church
practice and spirit and in line with our own traditional pre-white
social organization and also in line with the demands of
contemporary democratic aspirations of most of humanity.
One major problem of our traditional church organization is
the overemphasis on the power of one of us over the rest of us and
overemphasis on the obedience of the rest of us to monarchical
authority as of servant to master. Buttressing and underpinning this
is the will-of-God theology where it is the superior who assumes
-

-

the role of God.
This has nursed the corruption of power and dehumanised the
victims of power through the abuse of the ideology of obedience as
veritable opium. The resentment and revolt resulting from this and
the clash with

our

primordial

democratic instincts and often with

consciences is part of the problem. Luckily this is the age of
democracy. All over the world the democratic spirit is afoot. It is
our

also the

one

equality

and

that best suits

organization

that

preaches liberty,
fraternity,
the divine sonship/daughtership of all, the universal salvific will of
God. Of all the historic options in governance, democracy is the
one that seems to better suit the needs and spirit and cultures of
Africa, despite a bad reputation the continent has gained recently
for sprouting despots and tin-gods.
But the fact remains that only force, often externally induced,
has been able to oblige Africa to tolerate despotism. In the really
native African tradition, no one was so rich or so powerful as to
sustain a despotism over the rest. And the rest were too republican
and independent minded to acquiesce to it.
The spirit of Christianity itself is democratic while the main
thrust of democracy is Christian. The Demos of democracy is the
an

the universal brotherhood/sisterhood of all,

Theophilus
laos

tou

Okere
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theou, the people for whose welfare, Amos, Micah, Isaiah

and Jeremiah

and blind and

spoke out
prisoners

name. They are the majority poor
whose liberation defined Christ's mission.

in God's

It is strange that the Ecclesia regens et regnans is often more eager
to applaud democracy in secular rule rather than to apply it to its
own

internal
Until

organization.

we see

church life

only

this done

the

we

repetition

shall continue to

see at

of the model of the

all levels of

monarchy

and the

sole administrator, the sup remus

legislator qui a nemine iudicatur
one). The clergy claim before the
(supreme legislator judged by
laity that they are the new apostles and ordained rulers. Before
priests, the bishops claim that they are only responsible to Rome.
And Popes claim that they are responsible to God alone, that is, not
even responsible to God's people. In the 1917 Code of Canon Law
this was explicit in Canon 1556. The new code does not contain it
in so many words but its spirit is clearly still valid and in force. So,
with such a legacy, why not for once try justice and love rather than
power as our principle of organization.
no

Power: It says

a

lot of

our

omnipotent, almighty

and

refrain "who Ii ves and

reigns

preferred characterization

of God

as

everlasting God, and the concluding
for

ever

and ever." It

was

in

pursuit

of

the monarchical ideal that the church lost its first and earliest half
reformation.

the great schism and arguably the next half at the
Having justice and love as principle of our church

organization

would at least reduce

to

orthodoxy

minimize

at

some

our

some

of

our

problems

and

conflicts and contradictions and the wounds

spirit of Christ in his name. But the most
justice and love is to democratise our
administrative institutions and give them a more horizontal thrust.
It is time to abandon the imperial and medieval feudal
principles of power and force to embrace the more Christian and
theologically more orthodox principles of justice and love, of care
and respect for the person of each and embrace persuasion as the
means of winning over people and living with them Christianly.
Still ringing in our ears from the narrative of St. John's passion on
Good Friday is the, "My kingdom is not from this world" (John 18:
daily
practical
we

inflict

of
on

way to

the

realize
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not think it

applies

to us in

the

of

running

business in the church?

What else could the imitation of Christ

mean

for the church

itself? "You know that among the Gentiles those whom they
recognize as their rulers lord it over them, and their great ones are

tyrants

them. But it is not

over

to become

so

among you; but whoever wishes
be your servant, and whoever

must

great among you
wishes to be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of
Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a
ransom

for

contrast

from

many" (Mark
our reality?

To salve
to power

our

a

distance and what

monarchy

contravening this attitude of Jesus
dignity we take refuge behind
church is of divine law based on an

in the

the Petrine office. But without any
doctrine of the primacy or to that of infallibility,
on

the office of Peter is not

to a

constitution

threatened

nor

a

human

on

of Mathew 16

interpretation
prejudice to the

42-45). What

consciences in

and its assault

the claim that

10:

necessarily attached
necessarily opposed to or

monarchical

by

a

democratic arrangement in church governance. Christ could not
mean to petrify in Peter the contemporary Roman constitutional

setup just recently inaugurated by Caesar Augustus. Rome had just
ended its constitutional

Republic,
Anthony

experiments

that started with

kings,

the

the consuls, the triumvirate and the duumvirate of
and Octavius which ended in 31 BCE at the battle of

Actium. The coincidence of the

being contemporary

imperial monarchy

of the Caesars

with Christ would not of itself guarantee that
was to be the preferred choice of Christ

this form of government
for his church.

This

is

reason

why

all

continues to scratch the surface

Christian

our
so

talk of inculturation

long

as

it remains silent

merely
on

the

of power within the church itself. The structure of
governance, because of its strategic position in affecting every
aspect of the life and being of a people, must become the dominant
use

issue in any society including the Christian Church. We need to be
fair to the Church and the message it brings and of course honest to

ourselves in
its

day

assessing the role of a system that has served well in
perhaps today is counterproductive or even

but

Okere
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dysfunctional. The task is even how to dare to think the impossible,
that is, of replacing or modifying hierarchy as a way of doing
God's business. But if we had not lived at this period of the history
of monarchy in Europe, we might never have thought it possible to
have the rather weakened versions

the constitutional monarchies

exist in Britain, the Low Countries and in Scandinavia
and theorists, theologians and other advocates of theocracy might

such
-

-

as now

waxing eloquent singing the praises of Absolutism and of
the Divine Right of Kings.
For the collaborative principle to replace the reigning
hierarchy principle it cannot be reduced to the rather dubious
strategy of now and then demoting the clergy to lay status or
promoting the laity to the ministerial priesthood or worse still
driving some wedges between them. The tension in-built in
hierarchy cannot be made into a duel, a permanent quarrel between
priests and lay people with the higher clergy, the real hierarchy,
staying out of the fray and saving their special apartness and
still be

in smug aloofness between those lesser mortals at lower
rungs of the hierarchical ladder. Those tensions may never go
away. The priest or bishop sole administrator is a son of the

arbitrating

hierarchy principle. The layperson enviously eyeing the power of
priest and intriguing with the bishop to put the uppity young
priest in his proper place is the boomerang offspring of the
hierarchy principle. The principle of hierarchy has become the
principle of high tension in the Church and is bound to drive a
wedge between the artificial classes it has created in the church.
Most of our cultures and peoples of Africa have not learnt to deal
with these tensions and we need not try since mercifully we do
have
the
countervailing principles of egalitarianism and
communitarianism to tap from and to make the necessary changes
and adjustments. They are also Christian, New Testament values,
more amenable to the essential values of justice and love, more
capable of rallying all God's people to the common pursuit and of
helping to focus their attention away from the distractions,
ambitions and rivalries as well as the divisions and injustices
the

102
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into the idea of

ministry

hierarchy.

The business of Christ

of Love would be better

served."

See A. Echema, A., "Collaborative

Ministry in the church family, in Church
Leadership
Message", Proceedings of the 17th and 18th
Catholic
conferences of
Theological Association of Nigeria (CATHAN), edited
F.
A.
2004,
Adedara,
by
pp. 88-102; and Ferdinard Nwaigbo, "Leadership in the
church as a family of God," in Nigerian Jou mal of Theology Volume 17 June
and the Christian

,

2003, pp. 11

-

26.

