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INTRODUCTION 

The Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria in all its versions and revisions, always had the statement that the people of Nigeria have decided to live together in “one nation under God”.  The recognition of presence of God in our nation is all pervasive, even though this one God is worshipped in a diversity of creeds. So much has been said about the place of religion in our nation.  Unfortunately, there is not enough serious thinking and reflection on many of those issues.  The result is that there is often confusion of various factors and everybody claims to be an expert on the issue of religion in our land.  Worse still, the mass media both local and foreign give an often simplistic view of things thereby projecting the place of religion in our nation often in negative terms.  My intention in this lecture is not to give an academic discussion on religion in Nigeria but rather to survey a wide range of issues and themes well familiar with everyone but I imagine particularly of interest to the Department of Religions which is sponsoring this lecture.  I hope that at the end issues will be raised and may be some light also thrown on those issues.

PART I: GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS.

CHAPTER ONE:  NIGERIA, A RELIGIOUS NATION
Some years ago, the BBC announced that it had carried out a survey of the nations of the world and arrived at the conclusion that Nigeria was the most religious nation in the world.  It did not explain the details of the criteria used to arrive at this conclusion.  About the same time, other public opinion polls arrived at another conclusion with regard to our country Nigeria that it was the most corrupt nation in the world.  How we combine these two records is a matter for deep reflection.  Incidentally about the same time, it was also said that Nigeria was the happiest nation in the world.  Whether this is in any way related to the fact that we are both the most religious and the most corrupt is not too clear.  What is clear is that our nation is a nation of superlatives. We manage to keep in tension various conflicting and ambivalent factors within our national life and religion is one of them.  
Any casual look at our country obviously shows the all pervading presence of religion. We only need to note, for example, the number of places of worship, the volume of holy noises that are emitted everywhere, the array of religious leaders with various titles and robes and the fervor with which we not only practice our faith but at times violently confront one another.  Some are wondering whether our reputation as a religious nation is something to be proud of. They suspect that there is something dubious about this record.  
I believe firmly that we need not be ashamed of the fact that we are a religious nation.  If there is massive corruption in our land, we ought not to be also the most irreligious nation in the world.  We cannot be bad in everything.  It is sometimes said that our being religious has no impact whatsoever on the life of our people especially in the light of the endemic corruption in our land.  But we cannot too quickly jump to the conclusion that religion in Nigeria makes no positive impact on the people.  Many Nigerians are guided in their daily lives on the bases of the dictates of their faiths and many have been motivated and empowered to go against the general current of corruption to live a good life, thanks to religious conviction.  Not every such effort is documented for all to see.  One could say that if things are like this, with all our religion, who knows what things would have been like were it not for the fact that many Nigerians are praying and praying hard. As Jesus once said, “If things are like this in the green wood, what will happen in the dry?” I believe therefore that we need not apologize to anybody that we are a religious nation.  What is important is that we do our best to project the image of true religion as that which brings us close to God the author of all that is good and beautiful.  
CHAPTER TWO:  DEMOGRAPHY OF RELIGION IN NIGERIA
Religion in Nigeria takes many forms.  We generally acknowledge three main religions in Nigeria: The African Traditional Religion, (ATR) Islam and Christianity.  Each of them has its own history and its own forms.  
1. THE AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION: (ATR). Every ethnic group in Nigeria at some point had the Traditional Religion of their people.  Both Islam and Christianity came into our land at various points in history.  Of course in some places, the arrival of one or the other of these two religions has changed very much the outlook of the people, so much that there is little remembrance of the religious climate that preceded them.  We must however recognize two facts. First, there are still a good number of our people who live according to the religion of their forefathers and they still maintain the practices and the rituals of the Nigerian Traditional Religions.  Secondly and more importantly, every Nigerian whether he is Christian or Muslim retains within him some basic elements of the Traditional Religions of our people, since there are many aspects of our traditional religion that is reflected in both Christianity and Islam.  We tend to underestimate this but the fact is that this is the situation.  Our faith in one God, our belief in a set of moral norms, the conviction that there will be sanctions in another world, the necessity of prayer and sacrifice in our lives; all these are basic elements of our traditional religions which we have carried over into our newly acquired creeds.
2. ISLAM: Islam arrived in present day Nigeria much earlier than Christianity.  The history of the origin of Islam in the Northern States of Nigeria is well documented elsewhere, and all that we need say here is that it is already over a thousand years old.  The Borno kingdom is said to have embraced Islam before any other group in the country. The spread of Islam to Southern Nigeria especially Yoruba land is also well documented elsewhere.  It is important to remark here that it predates colonialism. Today, as Nigerians move freely all over the nation, Islam is all over Nigeria even though its presence is more intensive in some places than others.  
3. CHRISTIANITY: Christianity has a rather uneven history in our country.  The first efforts to preach Christianity in the ancient kingdoms of Warri and Benin by Portuguese missionaries in the 16th Century did not leave much lasting effect.  However, as from the late 18th century, other missionaries came again, mainly from different European nations but also from the USA. They brought to Nigeria different versions of the Christian message.  Thus we had not only Anglican Missionaries and Methodists but also Catholics and Baptists before the end of the 19th century. These Christian missionaries came largely through the sea, both on the Badagry – Lagos – Abeokuta axis as well as the Niger – Delta – Calabar axis.  The 20th century was the golden age of vigorous missionary activities for the spread of Christianity in Nigeria.  Again like Islam, Christianity is present everywhere in our country.  Those who speak of the “Muslim North” and the “Christian South” often do not appreciate that the reality on the ground is much more complex than that.  We do know that there is an appreciable presence of Muslims in the South and of Christians in the North.  We all have to admit now that we are neighbours with one another and that diversity of faith is a reality wherever we are.  

CHAPTER THREE:  IN DIVERSITY WE STAND!
As already mentioned above, there are inter-faith diversities in the three broad forms of African Traditional Religion, Islam and Christianity. 
There is the need to acknowledge these differences. To do so, effort needs to be made to understand one another and what each group stands for. We may not all need to do a degree in comparative religion. But it is necessary to open our hearts to the way of life of the other so as to understand him or her better.  More needs to be done along these lines.  
It is only then that we can respect one another in our differences.  Respect does not mean that we accept what the other believes or says. But it certainly means that we respect his freedom to follow whatever religion he proposes for himself.  This respect is far more than what people often call tolerance. The concept of tolerance is negative in this regard.  You tolerate what you do not like but about which you cannot do much.  I do not want anybody to tolerate me. I want to be understood and respected.  We tolerate a stench coming from a neighbour’s premises if we can do nothing about it.  Toleration presupposes that we are dealing with something that is unwanted.  We must go beyond toleration to mutual respect.  Then, we might be able to start celebrating one another’s joys and sorrows.
Whatever the case, the differences exist not only between our religions but within each of our religions. There is always the need to device ways and means of managing these differences.  It would be dangerous if we underestimate the importance of our intra-religious differences, especially as they affect our attitudes to other creeds. Intra-religious differences exist within each of the three religions.
It is clear enough in the African Traditional Religion because every ethnic group has its own way of dealing with this matter.  Indeed very often, the African Traditional Religion in a particular place is restricted only to members of the group and non initiates and strangers are kept out.  The question of whether we can talk of African Traditional Religion in the singular or in plural still remains to be resolved.  The fact remains that almost every ethnic group has its own Traditional Religion and its own specific ways of practicing these religions.  
In the case of Islam, different currents have had their impacts on Nigeria. As we can see today, we do not have a uniform way of practicing Islam in our country.  However, the differences are not as conspicuous as in the case of Christianity.  One very important factor is the fact that generally, all Muslims can worship in the same Mosque on Friday. But we cannot ignore the presence of different sects some with very strong ideas and positions.  The Boko Haram group is a tragic and clamorous example of an extremist religious group that claims to be Islamic.  
It is however in Christianity that we witness the largest form of diversity.  The Christian faith came to Nigeria already divided, preached by missionaries coming from a divided church. That division has remained until today.  Furthermore, Nigerian Christians have themselves started different churches already since the beginning of the 20th century. Thus we have the range between the African Instituted Churches sometimes called the Aludura group of churches and the more recent Pentecostal groups with their Founders and General Overseers.  This diversity is expressed within the Christian Association of Nigeria which is made up of five church groups.  The five groups are an attempt to put some order into what is a veritable tower of Babel. 

CHAPTER FOUR: INTER-RELIGIOUS DIALOGUE

Dialogue is perhaps the best way to describe what we understand by management of our religious diversities. 
a. Seeking Common Grounds:  The concept of dialogue is based on the assumption that we can actually talk to one another and understand one another; that we can device a common language to communicate with each other.  It is based on the conviction that we have common grounds, despite the differences of the way we practice our religions and sometimes also the way the tenets of our faiths are formulated and proclaimed.  
These common grounds tend to be forgotten when we are concentrating very much on our differences.  One of the reasons why we tend to forget our common grounds is precisely when we are in stiff competition for membership and adherents, either from one another or from those who are neither Christians nor Muslims.  The temptation is very strong to try and give the impression that our religion is better than the other; that while the others are that way, we are this way.  We tend not to want to emphasise the many things that we share because that is not likely to make people change where they are.  
And yet these common grounds are very important as we have mentioned above.  Greatest among these is a belief not only in God but in one God, Creator of heaven and earth, Controller of the Universe, Final Judge of all human beings.  
Dialogue also aims at speaking together and acting together.  Indeed if we do not have common grounds, we would not be able to act together.  Finally when we are able to act together, it is only then that we can face the many challenges which afflict everybody irrespective of creed or religious affiliation.
Thus, dialogue in my view is to be seen not first and foremost as debates and arguments over our differences. Rather it should be seen as a gentle listening to each other so as to discover those things which we hold in common so that on the basis of this common ground we can face together our common challenges.  We all know what these challenges are in our country.  We all lament the level of corruption in our land and we are all worried that despite the talk of democracy, we are still far from establishing a system of good governance in our land.  We are also greatly concerned that in the name of religion, many of our adherents are sometimes doing terrible things to one another, things that are completely contrary to the tenets of our faiths.  
Therefore, it is important that we acknowledge the common challenges that are before us and address them, armed with the common spiritual and moral resources that our different faiths provide. It is this that makes the project of inter-religious dialogue a positive and dynamic project.  
b) Informal Dialogue:
It is important to acknowledge that this concept of dialogue is already on ground among our people.  It is their normal living conditions.  One of the most beautiful things about Nigeria is that with the huge number of Christians and Muslims living side by side all over the country, we have managed to live together in relative peace and tranquility. The occasional moments of madness which unfortunately receive wide publicity at home and abroad do not in any way reduce the importance of the normal desire and efforts of ordinary Nigerians – Christian and Muslim - to live together in peace. We should not underestimate the importance of the fact that Nigerians of all faiths are carrying on their daily lives, facing their common challenges, making friends across religious divide and generally working together in the different spheres of national activities.  In the offices of government, within the Armed Forces, in the political parties, in the markets and even at times within the same family, Nigerians are working together often rejoicing with those who rejoice and mourning with those who mourn.  What our inter-religious dialogue should be doing is precisely to build on this firm, broad based foundation, so that we can continue to promote it as a normal way of life of our people.  It is only this that makes it possible and worthwhile.
c) Formal Structures for Dialogue: There are efforts at creating formal structures for dialogue. On the Christian side, we have set up the Christian Association of Nigeria as an instrument for bringing the different churches together.  The motto of CAN is That they may be One.   When CAN was established, it was largely in order to protect Christian interests against perceived common enemies.  But as we grow and mature, it becomes more and more clear that our search for Christian unity must not be primarily against anybody but rather for a positive purpose.  The greatest purpose is so that the will of Christ may be done, who prayed before he died that they may all be one.  We have also realized that if we do not link hands more and more among ourselves, we would not be able to contribute our quota as Christians in the affairs that concern the general good of our national community. The challenges are not easy within the Christian Association itself.  At times, we do not agree not only on what we believe but also on how to deal with issues beyond our faith.  
We have had to work consciously to forge a common attitude for example about our relationship with our Muslim brothers and sisters.  This is where for example the seminar organized some one month ago under the leadership of the Anglican Bishop of Kaduna, Rt. Rev. Josaiah Idowu-Fearon, for the leadership of CAN was a step in the very right direction.  That seminar at which the Sultan of Sokoto not only spoke but made himself available for a very lively interaction has opened the way for similar programmes.  The Sultan has already promised that the Muslim community will soon plan a similar seminar for Muslim leadership.  This is because if we do not agree among ourselves about who our Muslim neighbours are, we cannot work with them on a common agenda.  Recent events in the Plateau have unfortunately exposed the great challenges in this regard.  
I am not sufficiently familiar with the Islamic community and how it is addressing the issues of differences within their ranks. But I am sure that efforts are being made in that direction, which has sustained the umbrella organization we know as the Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs, (SCIA).  
d) The Nigerian Inter-religious Council, NIREC. The most well-known forum for Interreligious dialogue in Nigeria is of course the Nigerian Interreligious Council (NIREC).  This is a forum where 25 delegates gather from each of the umbrella organizations of our two major faith communities; the Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs, (SCIA) for Muslims and the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) for Christians.  It is useful to digress a bit to tell the story of NIREC and take the opportunity to clarify certain confusion in this regard.  
The story of NIREC:  The Nigerian Interreligious Council started in the year 1999 at the initiative of the National Executive Committee of the Christian Association of Nigeria then under the Presidency of His Eminence, Sunday Mbang.  At that time, I was the Vice President. At that time, there was a lot of complaints in Christian circles about how Muslims are alleged to be taking advantage of Christians in many areas of national life. There was even a perceived sense of persecution of Christians in communities that are predominantly Muslim.  It was suggested that, rather than continue to sulk and complain, we might try to reach out to the leadership of Islam and create a forum for discussion and mutual negotiation.  We were aware that forums of Christian and Muslim leaders had been brought together earlier on by government generally under circumstances of crisis. An example was during the crisis that followed the announcement of Nigeria’s membership of the OIC.  We felt however that such a forum would be more effective if it was at the instance of the two groups themselves, and not created by government, even though we expected government to show not only interest and commitment but support as well.  This was passed as a resolution of CAN and a delegation was composed to reach out to the Muslim leadership.  
As we were planning to meet the Muslim leadership in the Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs headed by the Sultan, then the late Maccido, the President of CAN, Prelate Mbang, on a visit to the State House, Abuja, mentioned our plan to the then President, Olusegun Obasanjo. Mr. President immediately showed great enthusiasm for our plan.  He promptly took concrete steps to facilitate our meeting in Sokoto.  I remember he immediately asked the Villa Chaplain at that time, Prof Obaje, to take charge of the logistics.  In no time, a government plane was made available. The Governor of Sokoto State was informed. The Sultan was alerted and we were on our way to Sokoto.  We arrived and met a good group of the leadership of the Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs. The Sultan received us very warmly. We presented to him our mission asking whether he and the SCIA might consider that we have a joint forum of leaders.  He immediately responded that this corresponds very much with the wishes and desires of the Muslim leadership. He further asked that we do not delay any further. And so, the Nigerian Interreligious Council was born right there in the palace of the Sultan.  The actual name NIREC was coined by Prof Obaje and it was agreeable to all.  We decided also on the same spot to fix a date for the official inauguration. Looking through our agenda, the 29 September was chosen. I remarked that it was a very auspicious date since it was the feast of St Michael the Archangel who would be a good patron for our laudable project.  I remember that an Islamic scholar retorted that the date was also meaningful in the Islamic calendar. We then flew back to Abuja and from there dispersed each to his own place.  
Soon, things moved so fast that when we met at the next National Executive Council of CAN, we faced queries as to why we had moved beyond our mandate.  We were only supposed to go and find out whether such a forum was possible not to take final decisions.  We had to tell them that given the climate that we met, there was no way we could begin to appear as if we were hesitating. The CAN-NEC unanimously approved of what had happened. That is how on the 29 September 1999, we gathered at the big occasion in National Christian Centre, Abuja and President Obasanjo inaugurated the NIREC with great joy and with great expectations. 
Since then, NIREC has been meeting on a fairly regular basis, except for a short space of lack of activity immediately after Prof Obaje was no longer in the Villa.  The late President, Yar’ Adua immediately took up the issue on assuming office, and insisted that we should resume activities in full vigour. He appointed Prof Oloyede, the present Vice Chancellor of this great University of Ilorin, as the National Coordinator, in succession to Prof. Obaje.  That is where we are now and NIREC has been meeting four times a year regularly since then.  

Let me for clarity sake make a few points about NIREC:

1. NIREC is not a parastatal of government and has not been founded by government.  It was founded on the free decision of the leaders of the umbrella organizations of the Christian and Muslim communities in Nigeria.

2. From the very beginning, drawing from the experience of such groups elsewhere in the world, we decided that representation would be on equal basis irrespective of the claims of any of the two parties for dominance or bigger numbers of adherents. And so without any argument, we all agreed that NIREC will be made up of 25 members from each of the two groups.  It was also left to the leadership of each of the groups to compose their membership according to their own different arrangement.  In CAN, we had no difficulty arriving at the conclusion that the 25 members would be chosen 5 each from the 5 Church groups of CAN.  I do not know what criteria the Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs used but I know that effort was made to reflect the different currents within Islam in Nigeria in NIREC.
3. On the leadership of NIREC, after a brief debate, a gentle intervention of the great Sultan Maccido facilitated a quick agreement on the system of Co-Chairmanship. 
4. Although NIREC is not a government agency, we also agreed and insisted that since we are carrying out a service for the tranquility and the peace of our nation, we deserve the support of government in terms of funding. That is how until now, our meetings have been funded both by the Federal Government and also by State Governments when we move from one State to the other.  But all the time, NIREC continues to insist on its own autonomy since we believe that government funding cannot mean that we must say what government wants us to say.  This is especially important because governments come and go. They may have different opinions of what NIREC is doing. But NIREC ought to be in a position to work autonomously and independently for the good of the nation in line with the objectives that we have set out in our constitution.
5.   May I add too that our Nigerian Interreligious Council is only one out of many such Interreligious Councils in many countries of Africa and that many of those countries are looking up to Nigeria as a good model to follow in this regard.  An African Council of Religious Leaders has been founded which is like a NIREC on the continental level.  That organization was inaugurated in Abuja in the year 2002 again by the Nigerian President, Olusegun Obasanjo.  A meeting of that body with representatives of the African Union has been scheduled for Abuja in the month of June.  This shows how far things have moved even on the continental level.  
To complete the picture, there is a world body called the World Conference for Religions for Peace which actually provided the basic concepts for the establishment of the Interreligious Councils not only in Nigeria but in many parts of the world.  We are in a way affiliated to that world body and it has provided for us opportunities to compare notes with similar organizations as ours, learning from them while they too are learning from what we are doing.
6. The work of NIREC has not been easy.  There have been those who wonder whether it is serving any good purpose. I know that some in Christian circles have even suggested that interreligious violence and conflicts have increased since NIREC started. They have gone further to suggest that in NIREC, Christian leaders are deceived into thinking that everything is well while the Muslims are busy planning how best to dismantle Christianity in Nigeria.  This is what, as the President of CAN, I am hearing every now and again, from certain quarters. Although this is certainly not the mainstream opinion within CAN, we need to take seriously such criticisms wherever they come from.  I am also aware that the Sultan and his fellow members of NIREC are receiving similar complaints and criticisms from certain segments of the Islamic community in Nigeria. But I believe the essence of leadership is precisely to know the right course and pursue it with all vigour, despite distractions from fringe groups and extremists. That is what we are doing.
7.   The formal structure of NIREC deals largely with relationship between Christians and Muslim, not only in terms of reducing conflicts but also and above all in working together on our common challenges.  We are for example right now involved in action against malaria and HIV/AIDS. We have also been working as hard as we can to spread the message of free and fair elections, good governance, the fight against corruption and generally promoting peace and harmony in our land.  The success of such moves will depend also largely on the sense of responsibility of those who rule the nation.  NIREC does not control the security agencies, nor does it have any political power. It wields only moral authority and I believe those who criticize NIREC often forget this fact.  
8. By way of appendix, we have received some complaints from certain quarters that NIREC has unjustly excluded the ATR. In theory, it is not impossible to include another group in the council. But we have to be sure of who is coming and what and who they represent.
e) Theological Dialogue: Finally, dialogue also entails the specific area of theological discussions between the religions in Nigeria, not only between Christianity and Islam but also between the two major religions and the remnants of our African Traditional Religion.  Such discussions are useful especially because they provide a forum for the cool headed and dispassionate discussion of issues which out there in the market place can turn rowdy.  I had very useful and enriching experience of the activities of the Nigerian Association for the Study of Religions (NASR) in the late 70s and early 80s and I do hope that the organization is still active.  I have every now and again strongly suggested that associations like NASR ought to be more directly integrated into the programmes and projects of NIREC. For example, when it comes to issues of theological discussion, even on finding the common grounds we have, an association like NASR can be charged with the duty to work this out in an academic atmosphere.  I take this opportunity to commend any member of NASR still active and plead that they bring their work into the mainstream of Christian-Muslim dialogue in Nigeria.

PART II: SOME PRESSING ISSUES:

At this point, we shall now look at certain concrete issues which also serve as the demonstration of some of the broad points we had been making until now. 

CHAPTER FIVE: RELIGION AND POLITICS:

Perhaps the most important issue as regards relationship between the religious bodies in our country today is the age old debate between religion and politics.  This takes different forms but the bottom line is what position if any does religion have in politics?  Or put differently, in what way does politics affect our religion?  Here we can analyze the situation in terms of different positions that are possible.

1. Theocracy: There is the position that can be described as theocracy, for want of a better word.  Theoretically, theocracy means governing the people on the basis of God and his laws.  It means that power is acknowledged as belonging to God. But since God hardly ever comes down on earth in visible form, it boils down to governance by those who claim to represent God.  This of course takes different forms.  I think it is true to say that for the greatest portion of human history, this has been the most frequent form of governance.  

Coming home to Nigeria, it is clear that all our ethnic groups have always made religion and the awareness of religious laws part and parcel of the political arrangement within the ethnic group.  This is expressed in ways which means that all political authority has religious foundation underpinning and sanction.  In Yoruba land, for example, the Oba or king is generally and normally acknowledged as the chief Priest of the community.  Other ritual personnel perform their duties but always under the general supervision of the king of the land.  This is to such an extent that the Yorubas often consider their kings as second in command to the Almighty God himself.  But this also has the implication that he is expected to indeed operate like a divine ruler.  Strict limits are placed on what he can do or cannot do. He is not expected to go against the taboos of the land lest he “spoils the ground” and has to face the consequence.  This is because whereas he embodies in himself the spirit of the God of the land, that spirit does not belong to him as a person and can pass from him to anybody else if he proves himself unworthy of it.  And this affects every other aspects of life such that even the calendar of farming and other aspects of social life are integrated with the calendar of worship of the land.  I believe what I have just described is true of most traditional religions in Nigeria.  One of the problems we have right now is how to reconcile this concept of the traditional ruler with the modern day when the traditional ruler has accepted one of the two religions – Christianity or Islam.  This is an issue for another lecture.

In Islam, which is the next religion by order of arrival in Nigeria, there is great emphasis on the rule of God in the life of the people. We see this for example in the Jihad of Usman Danfodio, which gave rise to the Caliphate that today still persists under the emirates. Is this not why even today the Sultan is considered the spiritual head of all Muslims within the Caliphate, while the local Emir is also considered the spiritual head of Muslims within his domain? The issue of the Sharia law in certain parts of Northern Nigeria refers back to this scenario although other issues emerge which we hope to talk about later.  

In this discussion, it is often said today that while Islam insists on God being part of politics, Christianity is for the separation of Church and State.  This unfortunately is a misconception and a historical error.  The fact is that Christianity for most of its history has also held the same kind of views. We have heard of the “divine right of kings”, and there were times when the Pope enjoyed supreme authority over the kings within Christian Europe.  And even today, it is not true that in Christianity religion has nothing to do with politics.  We still insist that the people are not only citizens of the state but also creatures of God who must live according to his will. The could also be members of the Church whose guidance they are expected to follow.  The emphasis in Christianity today is perhaps no longer as strong as it was in past centuries. But it is important for us not to imagine that there is anything terribly unchristian about a theocratic system of government.  We have had it in Christianity for many centuries. Even today, there are still many nations  where Christianity in one form or the other is the official religion of the State, with consequences in various aspects of national life.  

b) The Secularity Debate:

This brings us to the other position namely: Religion should have nothing to do with politics. Thus we keep hearing of separation of Church and State and by extension that there ought to be a separation of the mosque from the State.  It leads us too to the famous debate over secularity, whether Nigeria is secular or not. The secularity debate unfortunately became difficult because there was no agreement on the meaning of words.  In my own view, looking through what happened all through the past years, it seems clear now that the word secular meant different things for different people.  

There were those who understood secular to mean that the State would not be ruled on the basis of religious norms and doctrines but rather on purely democratic will of the people.  There were those however who understood secularity to mean a state that is godless.  As it turned out, it was mostly from Muslim circles that we hear the insistence on the fact that Nigeria cannot be ruled as a godless State.  As a Christian leader, I must say that looking back now, I believe that Christians ought not to have allowed themselves to appear to be sponsoring “a godless state”. That would in fact be unchristian. Luckily, the drafters of the Nigerian Constitution arrived at a formulation that in my opinion gave the right kind of emphasis where it says, the government of the Federation or of any State in Nigeria shall not adopt any religion as State Religion.  That formulation itself is ambiguous as we have seen in our experience during the last 50 years.  We need still to continue further to clarify what do we mean when we say:  No State can adopt a particular religion as a State Religion.  Does endorsement of religious projects by government amount to adopting a particular religion as a State religion? Above all, does the adoption of the religious laws of a particular religion amount to such adoption and therefore contrary to the Constitution?  Unfortunately the discussion over the Sharia generated more heat than light.  And as I shall later show, I believe more light still needs to be generated.  

Here it is important to note that even those countries where we believe they have been practicing separation of Church and State, most of them have not completely removed religion from their State affairs. A good example is Britain where even the Head of State, the Queen doubles also the head of the Church of England.  We have similar situation in some of the Scandinavian countries.  Even United States which could be considered the bastion of secularism still has on the dollar the powerful expression “in God we Trust,” meaning that God is much involved.  

c. Plotting our own course: I therefore believe that we need not waste our time and dissipate our energy on fruitless debate. Rather, we should note the reality on the ground, build a consensus on what role religion will play in our political and national life and on this I believe we can make progress.  We ought to be able to admit that politics and religion are distinct but that they are both inter-related and both should be seen as very important resources for the good management of the people.  Politics requires religious guidance and religion itself must be submitted to good order that can only be guaranteed by the State. How this works out in practice and in each individual case is a constant challenge that we should be able to face and face successfully.  
d) Religious Political Parties: Connected with the question of secularity is the issue of political parties in the name of religion. The rule in force is that no political parties will be registered if it carries a religious name.  I personally do not see why people cannot decide to form a political party on the basis of their religion.  The fact is that religion is already very much involved in political parties whether you admit it or not.  Probably if those who want religious parties are allowed to form their own, things will be clearer and masks will be removed.  I know for sure that if anyone founds a Christian Party of Nigeria, there is no guaranttee that all Christians will flock into that political party. Similarly, I believe that anyone who forms an Islamic Party of Nigeria might be disappointed to find that many Muslims have not become part of his party.  It may indeed be the best way to isolate all those extremists who are destabilizing our political environment.  I believe again in this case, it should be possible to make rules regulating the activities of Political Parties in such a way that they actually do the right thing and promote positive values in the community.  
I know for example that in Europe for many years after the 2nd World War, many Western European Countries especially Italy and Germany had a party called the Christian Democratic Party. They ruled those countries for more than 30 years after the 2nd World War. Of course because of political changes in those countries, those parties have had their day and most of them have actually dissolved.  But for as long as they were there, they served a good purpose.  I am not by this advocating that political parties be set up on religious grounds.  All I am saying is that freedom to associate should not be denied on the basis of religion unless there is good reason for it and I do not believe that there is good reason for this particular restriction.

CHAPTER SIX: GOVERNMENT PATRONAGE: 

Issues often arise in matters that are seen as patronage given by government to religious bodies. I will mention a few here.

a) Chaplaincies:  Starting from the colonial era, there have been the custom of having three chaplaincies in all the barracks of the armed forces, Protestant, Catholic and Muslims.  This has continued in many other areas of our public institutions especially universities and colleges and now also within the police.  I believe that government does well to establish, fund and support such chaplaincies. They have been carrying out their duties in a way that religion is properly integrated into the lives of those public institutions.  I am aware of course that there are complains among certain groups who claim that they do not fall within any of the three chaplaincies. But I honestly believe that with a little effort, we can manage.  The alternative to create a thousand and one chaplaincies is obviously not a solution in the right direction.  I believe that the different religious organizations should continue to show keen interest in what happens in these chaplaincies so as to make sure that they do their work according to their mission.  We should congratulate the Nigerian government for having these institutions.  
b) Pilgrimages: 
Perhaps more controversial is the issue of pilgrimages.  Government involvement in pilgrimages has been a matter of debate for some time. Much of the debate has been due largely to fact that very often, government patronage in pilgrimages has become more of political patronage than religious injunction.  Furthermore, a sense of equity has been found lacking.  I know for example Christians in some Northern States who claim that the government investment in pilgrimages is almost entirely for Muslims and nothing done for Christians.  Probably because of this, many people have strongly recommended that pilgrimages should be left entirely to the responsibilities of religious organizations.  My own position has always been that too.  I believe that in no religion is pilgrimage an obligation that must be fulfilled.  I understand from my Muslim friends that only those who can afford the pilgrimage to Mecca are obliged to go.  It means therefore that the religious injunction can be fully fulfilled in a situation where government does not fund pilgrimages.  As for Christianity, the situation is quite clear.  No one is obliged to go on pilgrimage but those who want to go will be blessed by God especially when they go at great expense to themselves.  Considering the level of poverty in the land, and the difficulty of government serving the needs of the people, there will continue to be many who will be asking whether indeed government ought to spend money on pilgrimages rather than on other areas of social welfare. Indeed, I would strongly suggest that the money government wishes to spend on pilgrimages should be made available to religious organizations to carry out their social services to the people so that the poor may be assisted.  The rich can go on pilgrimage and maybe also sponsor the poor to go with them.  Those who cannot will pray at home and God will hear the prayers of all who are faithful to him.
 
However for as long as there are pilgrimage commissions and for as long as government continues to support some pilgrimages, it must necessarily face the challenge of equity and fairness and also make sure it does not become simply a jamboree or tourism.  This is a challenge for the Nigerian Christian Pilgrims Commission. I imagine the same thing is valid for the Pilgrims Commission of the Muslims.
c) Places of Worship:  
Another issue of major concern is with regard to places of worship. As President of CAN, I receive several serious complaints from Christians from some parts of the North that they are hardly ever officially allocated suitable plots to build places of worship for their members.  On the contrary, all around are mosques springing up with or without government authorization.  The perception then is that the relevant government authorities do not consider places of worship as a right of Christians living among them.  This perception is further confirmed when we have government agencies allocating lands to people with the proviso that the plot shall not be used for “church, drinking house or brothel”.  A land allocation paper issued by a local government authority in Kano State specifies textually: “Ba chochi, ba gidangiya, ba loggin”. This obviously indicates that churches are placed on the same level as brothels and drinking houses.  Naturally, this is offensive to Christians. More seriously, it seems to explain why there has been the system of reluctance to grant permission for places of worship for Christians in these parts.  I believe the time has come to make it clear to all who represent government in these places that it is the right for every Nigerian to have a place of worship wherever he/she is. What we say about Christians in the North is also true of mosques for Muslims in any part of Southern Nigeria. In many parts of the south, mosques are freely standing. But I hear that there are places in Southern Nigeria where the entire community rises up to oppose any attempt to build a mosque within their domain.  Nigeria should move beyond that.   

Having said this however, permit me to add three brief remarks:

1. By the nature of demography in Nigeria, there are far more Christians from Southern Nigeria living among the Muslim communities of the North than there are Muslims living among Christian sections of the South.  It means therefore that naturally there will be more demands in the North for churches than there will be for mosques in the South.  This I believe is a matter simply of the reality on ground.  It is not difficult to ascertain the consistency of the Christian population in any part of Nigeria and government should be there to address the legitimate demand of everyone.

2. The second observations is specifically with regards to the Christian faith and I say this with all due sense of responsibility as the President of CAN.  A situation where there are hundreds of applications for places of Christian worship in one little section of a town is obviously difficult to handle.  I am told that there are over 500 applications for different Cathedrals in Abuja, given the proliferation of churches among us Christians. Obviously the lands office can hardly handle this kind of situation. The Islamic community is much luckier than this since they often can worship in the same mosque.  I believe it is about time that we Christians too seriously consider putting our heads together so that those who can actually worship together should be able to join hands to reduce the number of applications that we make.  That way it will be possible to deal with the genuine needs of the Christian community for places of worship. 
3. I wish to stress however that what I have just said should in no way be construed as justifying the unjust policy of denial of land allocation for any Church that clearly needs and deserves it.
 d) Positions in government:
Another area of complaints is about positions in government offices. I know that every time there is a new Executive Council, people will be watching how many Christians are in it, how many Muslims are Ministers.  We count also who is Christian and who is Muslim in all key positions in government. Of course the perception is that if there are too many Muslims, it means that things will be done to the detriment of Christianity and in favour of Islam.  This makes it difficult for those who have to take these decisions.  It also means that the question of putting the right person in the right place becomes secondary.  I hope we shall be able to deemphasize these complaints. We should insist that competence plays the major role in appointments. Furthermore, once appointed, everybody should do his work with absolute integrity and impartiality.  When that happens, there will be no ground for complaints.  It also means that whoever is in a position of trust in government is a servant of all and cannot see his position as being there to promote  his/her own sectional interest.  Obviously he should not be there either to damage the interest of anybody including his religious community. The bottom line here is putting the right people in the right position who will also do the right thing.  

e) The Sharia Debate:
Almost twenty years ago, I had the opportunity to speak to a Congress of Muslim Graduates Association in the University of Ibadan way back in 1984 on the Sharia in Nigeria, a Christian Perspective.  Much of what I said on that occasion I have repeated several times later and I still hold to the basic points made  there.  Here I will only give a few summary considerations.

1) The objectives of Sharia that Muslims should be guided in their daily lives on the basis of their religious injuctions is a legitimate demand that they have right to pursue. I also add however that the same thing is valid for Christians.  Every Christian is expected to guide every aspect of his/her life in accordance with the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Therefore, in this matter, there is really no major big difference between Christians and Muslims.  If there is any difficulty at all, it is precisely because this religious injunction is being made a law of the land funded by public resources and sustained and enforced by public officials. Many Christians demanded for Christian Canon Law Courts as a balance for the Sharia Court. But this is not a suggestion in the right direction.  I believe that the Muslim can fully follow the demands of his faith with or without a government sponsored and supported Sharia legal system.  Afterall, millions of very good Muslims are carrying out their daily lives without Sharia and yet living their lives fully as Muslims.  
I believe it is dangerous to imagine that the debate over the Sharia is over.  A lot still needs to be addressed.  The matter is not over and there are many people who are complaining that they are being unjustly and negatively affected by the Sharia.   The basic assertion that the Sharia in the Northern States affects only Muslims have been proved to be utterly futile.  There is no way that you can run a system that we now have that there will not affect the lives of those who normally ought not to be affected.  We know for sure that many, who are not Muslims, have had their legitimate businesses folded up because of the Sharia. I am thinkingof those who made their living selling alcohol. We ought not to take this for granted. And it is not a good answer to say that this is how it is in Saudi Arabia or in Libya.  I believe that Nigeria ought to be able to stand up on its own and evolved a system that suits our own conditions provided the basic elements of our different faiths are maintained.
2. A major consideration too is in the whole area of national integration and unity.  One of the major challenges of our nation is how to build one nation united under God.  The more we divide ourselves into Christians and Muslims or worse still into Muslims and non-Muslims the more we are driving a wedge between ourselves, and between our children and the future generations.  I believe that the future of our country is in a united nation and we should start looking in the direction whereby all unnecessary divisions are gradually and systematically dissolved and removed.  This way probably take time but it is good that we have a project at hand.  
3. If there are aspects of Sharia Law which are an improvement on our general law, these should be incorporated into the law of our land, for the benefit of all Nigerians. But there should be one nation under one law.  We have an on-going process for the revision of our legal system. We even have a National Institute of Legal Studies. The expertise is there to carry out any necessary revision. This I believe is possible and we might even show good example to the rest of the world.
4. As far as religious and State laws are concerned, I believe all we need to observed are two major principles. First, the law of the land should not command what my religious law forbids.  And secondly, the law of the land should not forbid what my religious law demands. In between, there is a wide range cases which the state can leave to the free management ofr individuals and groups. The law of the land can permit what my religious law forbids. It is up to me not to do what my religious law forbids and I suffer no liability from that regard.  Similarly, the law of the land need not command what my religious law demands. All that should be expected of the state is to ensure basic norms required for a peaceful and orderly nation on the basis of our common agreement.  This is what exists in most countries of the world today.  The nations where there are multiple laws are certainly not good examples for us to follow.  
Thus for example, as a Catholic, the law of my church forbids polygamy and divorce but the law of my land allows it.  That does not prevent me from being faithful to my church law on polygamy and divorce.  In the same way, if the Sharia law forbids alcohol, it is not necessary that the state law must also forbid alcohol for Muslims to abstain from it.  They have their religious injunction to follow and nobody is forcing anybody to drink alcohol just as nobody can force a Catholic to take a second wife.  I believe if we work in this direction, we will be able to respect one another and there will be less ground for complaints. We cannot forget the terrible repercussions of riots and massive communal violence that erupted in the trail of the introduction of Sharia in many Northern States.  If we think that the story is over and the hundreds or maybe thousands who lost their lives in the fracas have died for nothing, then we will be threading a dangerous path.  Now that the issue of how Nigerians can live together in one country is being seriously raised, we avoid these issues at our own risk.
CHAPTER SEVEN: RELIGIOUS CONFLICTS:
Another issue related that we cannot but talk about  is that of religious conflicts in Nigeria.  All over the world, people keep talking of religious conflicts in Nigeria.  Some of us have looked at the situation and have come to the conviction that what often goes as religious conflicts are often caused by not only religion but other factors that come into play.  In my own experience, we have very rarely had occasions when communities go into violent conflict on the basis of real theological or doctrinal issues.  People have never been fighting over whether Jesus is God or whether Mohammed is a true Prophet.  Rather people quarrel over issues like who owns the land, who occupies what position in government, who is getting more money than others, who is better placed for social mobility in the community.  These of course can have a religious dimension in the sense that equity and justice is a religious imperative. But we also know that these are issues which need to be addressed at their proper forum by those who need to address it.  I believe that when conflicts are cast in religious terms, when they are more complex than that, we may be dealing with a situation where a disease is being wrongly diagnosed.  The result is that the remedies we proffer will never solve the problem.  Furthermore, when religion is dragged into conflicts that have other causes, it has the negative and unfortunate consequence that the real force and positive power of religion to bring about peace and reconciliation are compromised, jeopardized and subverted.  The result is that religious leaders become not only part of the problem but may even find themselves cast in the figure of warlords.  I believe this requires careful attention on the sides of all concerned beginning from religious leaders. They ought to be constantly aware that they are liable to be drafted into battles that are not God’s own.  We know of course that politicians will always try any factor in the community that will work in their favour. Thus we can never exclude the fact that politicians will try to use religious sensitivities in their favour. But we can definitely alert the people to this fact so that they do not make themselves available to be used by others.  Above all, religious leaders should be indeed leaders in this regard.
CHAPTER EIGHT: FREEDOM OF RELIGION:  

Another issue is freedom of religion.  One of the most beautiful things in our country is that there is freedom of religion.  The constitution clearly states that every Nigerian is not only free to practice the religion of his choice. He is also free to change his religion.  This freedom must be respected by all and sundry.  It is my honest view that those who try to abbreviate or eliminate this freedom on the bases of what they consider their own religious injunctions are not doing the nation any good nor do I believe that they are doing their religion any good.  I believe that religion ought to be able to stand on its own and survive the regime of freedom.  I am told that the Islamic faith also condemns imposition of religion, just as in Christianity we always say; we propose the faith, we do not impose it.  This must be a standing rule for all in Nigeria wherever we may be.  
Having said that, the question is still raised; is there no limit to this freedom?  Obviously, every freedom has limits because my freedom stops where your own begins and here I believe there is still a lot of work to do. Let us raise some practical cases.  Does freedom of religion include the freedom to disturb the sleep of everyone throughout the night under the guise of revival or general preaching and doing that every day of the year? At times, freedom of religion seems to clash with the freedom of citizens to use the highways. Spiritual revival is very good, especially for those taking oart in it. But when it blocks the highway for several hours, and even traps people in their cars and buses for a whole night, then there is need for some effective intervention.   Does freedom of religion allow anyone to preach whatever he likes, including inciting people to violence?  I think the law of the land should be adequate and effective enough to ensure that every citizen has a minimum of right atmosphere to live his/her life while guaranteeing the basic freedom to practice ones faith and to propagate it to others as well as the freedom to change ones religion or to retain it.  
In the recent events on the Plateau, this issue has come again in the frontline of our discussion.  Some are talking of special laws to be enacted which religious leaders would be expected to enforce in respect of their members.  I am skeptical about that kind of approach.  I would support that general laws be enacted for everybody and I believe that in these matters, the differences of our faith do not really matter.  Indeed I believe there is enough within our laws, for example, to stop anyone from inciting people to violence under any pretence including religious.  There are also laws about public nuisance which can be drafted in such a way that basic freedom of worship is still respected.  Religious leaders might come in when there is need for some kind of negotiation on how to balance freedom of religion with the rights of others around.  I think here we can learn from other nations and how they deal with these matters.  

CHAPTER NINE: SOCIAL AUTONOMY OF RELIGION.

Another issue is the social autonomy of religious bodies.  Following the law of Nigeria, most religious organizations are registered with government and registered as religious bodies with the Corporate Affairs Commission..  Somehow it is understood that religious bodies have some kind of special status.  However, this has not been sufficiently standardized especially as the face of religion in Nigerian in the last decade has become more and more complicated.  It seems to me that more efforts need to be made to not only standardize but clarify what is the status of religious bodies within our nation.  Many countries have laws, for example on tax exemption for religious bodies. Even when they make money, they have strict rules to guide such arrangements.  There is also the practice of supporting the social activities and services of religious organizations. Sometimes, even religious activities themselves receive public funding according to well agreed criteria.  These are areas where rivalries and complaints often develop leading to sense of marginalization or even outright injustice.  I believe that with goodwill, solutions can be found for this kind of problems.  

In all this, we make a plea for greater cooperation between the state and religious organizations, especially in the social services that the latter run. There are good examples to follow from our past history and from what many other countries are doing eeven today.

Health and education are the classical areas of activities of religious bodies, especially the Christian churches. Greater encouragement from the state woulod put them in a better way to render more service. It is all for the good of our people.

At times, it seems that obstacles are being put in their way by the state. Two examples will illustrate what I mean here.

The first is our experience in starting Church owned universities. There are so many hurdles to scale, most of them unnecessary. There are also rules that have no clear justification. It is said that no university should bearthe name of a religious body. Our Catholic University of Nigeria, Abuja (CUNA) had to change its name to Veritas University. We were informed that they had also similarly rejected names from Muslim University of Katsina, Methodist University, Anglican University.  We have raised the issue of the rational behind such rejection and it seemed that there was a policy that the private universities should not be seen to belonging to any religious body.  Meanwhile individuals can set up universities and name them after their mother and or their grandfather and we cannot set up a university named Catholic University of Nigeria.  I cannot see any valid reason whatsoever why we cannot have a Catholic University of Nigeria or a Methodist University of Abeokuta, or Islamic University of Shagamu.  All over Africa and all over the world, such Universities exist. What is so special about our situation?

The second example is about the mass media. We were told that religious bodies are not allowed to own radio and television stations. This regulation probably came in the time of military rule when the military felt that it was their duty to protect Nigerians from every form of mass media except the ones that they control.  To say that religious organizations cannot own and run a media outfit is completely retrograde and does not in any way project Nigeria in a good light.  Again all over Africa and all over the world, there are religious Radio Stations rendering valuable services for their communities.  I believe that our laws should change in this matter.  There ought to be and there can be simple rules and laws guiding the use of public media, to make sure that no media whether religious or otherwise will be used to destabilize the nation. Government, on its part, should have effective means to check any misuse of the media and close down any one that runs foul of the law.  We expect the National Assembly to take this matter up as a matter of urgency because these are negative remnants of the period of dictatorial military rule.  

CONCLUSION:

Dear friends, the title of my talk is the dividends of religion in Nigeria.  Politicians often talk of the dividends of democracy. My paper presupposes that religion is a positive factor in our national life from which we ought to enjoy certain dividends: good dividends of peace, prosperity, and good governance.  However, in order that this may happen, religion needs to be properly understood, practiced with sincerity and conviction, and liberated from undue external manipulation..  In particular, the relationship between government and religious bodies, between religion and politics requires very careful attention in our country. This is important since most of the problems we have in terms of communal conflicts has to do with how the state handles issues that involve religion or perceived to have religious factors.  I also tried to open up issues that we often do not want to talk about.  I believe we have reached a stage in Nigeria where we ought to be courageous enough to say things the way they are, name the issues that hurt people so that the proper solution may be sought and applied.  I am proud to be a Nigerian. And wherever I go, I proudly tell them that I live in the greatest Islamo-Christian nation in the world.  I say this because there is no country in the world which has so many Christians and Muslims living within the same nation - and living in relative peace with one another.  I think as Nigerians, we should congratulate ourselves that we have not done badly at all but we can do much better and be the model which we ought to be to the world around us.


Our nation has many problems. But we also have the resources to deal with them. In our project of building a stable, just, peaceful and prosperous nation, religion should be one of our most valuable resources on which our nation can draw upon to move our country forward. It is a great honour and privilege to be part of this project. By God’s grace, we shall get there.
May God bless us all, Amen.
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