
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

The Responses of the Church in Nigeria to Socio-Economic, Political and Religious 
Problems in Nigeria: A Case Study of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN). 
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Mentor: Derek H. Davis, Ph.D. 

 
 

 This dissertation evaluates the activities of the church in Nigeria and its 

contribution to national development.  Christianity came to Nigeria through missionary 

activities of various parts of the western world and South Africa and was firmly 

established in the late eighteen century.  Today, Christianity is one of the major religions 

in Nigeria with a significant numerical strength as well as a profound social, economical, 

political, and religious influence both inside and outside Nigeria.  Since its establishment, 

Christianity has made great achievements in the areas of education, healthcare, and rural 

development.   

 This study aims to: first, show that the church in Nigeria has been part of nation 

building and in some areas has been ahead even the government.  Second, to unveil the 

social, economic, political, and religious problems in Nigeria, and discuss their 

interconnection, intensity, as well as how they impede development in Nigeria.  Third, to 

investigate the motivations or philosophy responsible for the emergence of Christian 

religious organizations, especially the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN), the 

umbrella of Christian churches in Nigeria.  Fourth, to identify and analyze the approaches 



of the church to socio-economic, political, and religious problems, and unveil the 

implications of these responses on the church and the Nigerian society in general.   

 This study demonstrates that the responses of the church in Nigeria have more to 

do with socio-economic, political and religious realities than a theological and 

philosophical conviction.  The responses of the church are situationally motivated and 

compelled.  The socio-economic and political realities in Europe and Africa played a 

major role in the coming of missionaries to Nigeria.  In fact, the Nigerian church and its 

organizations are pragmatic in their activities and approaches to socio-economic, 

political, and religious issues.  In some cases, the approaches taken by the church to 

address societal problems have created more problems than they have solved.   

Nevertheless, the church acting through (CAN) has made notable achievement.
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction 
 
 

Background 
 

Africans are very religious.  Every religion seems to be doing well in Africa.  

Most religions and churches flourish in Africa better than their places of origin.  Islam, 

for example, is doing well in many African nations.  The number of Muslims in Nigeria 

is far greater than the number of Muslims in any Arab nation, including Egypt.  Nigeria 

usually presents the largest or second largest of pilgrim contingents.1  On the other hand, 

Christianity has grown tremendously in Africa.  Philip Jenkins notes that Africa will soon 

become the center of Christianity.  There are several examples that confirm this assertion. 

First, the Anglican Church has more members in Nigeria than anywhere else in the world.  

Second, the number of Catholics in Nigeria will soon outnumber those in Brazil.  Third, 

the rate at which Pentecostalism is growing in Africa is faster than in any other area.  The 

Redeemed Christian Church of God into Nigeria now boasts of sending missionaries in 

most of the west.2 

                                                 
1Ali A. Mazuri, “Religion and Political Culture in Africa,” Journal of American 

Academy of Religion 53 (Dec 1985): 820. 
 

2The Redeemed Christian Church began in 1952 in Lagos.  It was started by Rev. 
Josiah Akindayamin who claimed to have received a special revelation from God to start 
a church.  This church has sent missionaries and established churches in 34 African 
nations, 30 churches in United Kingdom and 70 churches in the United States of America 
and Canada.  It has churches in far lands like Australia and New Zealand, and in many 
Eastern and Western Europe.  It also has missionaries in Muslin nations like Pakistan and 
Kuwait.  See International Directory, 2005-2006 Edition of the Redeemed Christian 
Church of God. What is said of the Redeemed Church is also true of Living Faith Church 
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 Before the arrival of foreign religions, Africans were no less religious.  Even 

though scholars consider the religion at that time as primitive, that religion nevertheless 

played a significant role in African cultural, social, economic, and political life.  Every 

facet of life was associated or defined in religious terms.  Religiously, pre-colonial 

Nigeria was considered monolithic; the people did not artificially bifurcate the sacred and 

the secular.  It has been said, “Every adventure of life, as well as instruments of 

governance and survival, was clothed in rituals, language and symbolism.”3  Each tribe 

had its own gods and each family or clan its god.  The people believed that the gods were 

responsible for the prosperity or decline of the society.  Both the tribe and the family 

worshipped and sacrificed together to their gods with the belief that these gods would 

give them wealth and happiness.  The success of a tribe or family was associated with 

how well it treated its god or gods.  Success was followed by popularity and power.  The 

tribal leaders also got the credit for leading the people to do the right things and such 

leaders gained political power over the people.4 

 The cultic nature of the political order involved daily rituals, veneration of 

symbols, both publicly and privately, and sacralization of public symbols.  Laws 

functioned to protect sacred objects, direct worship, and educate the tribe on matters of 

justice, self-restraint, and morality.  There were even laws to protect animals and the 

                                                                                                                                                 
and the Deeper Life Bible Church.  On this, I interviewed the Benue State Overseer of the 
Deeper Life Bible Church and the State Superintend of the Living Faith Church in 
Makurdi on November 7, 2005. 

 
3Cited in Simeon Ilesanmi, Religious Pluralism and the Nigerian State (Athens: 

Center for International Studies, Ohio University, 1997), xx. 
 

4Sir Alan Burns, History of Nigeria (London:  George Allen & Unwin LTD, 
1951), 235-236. 
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environment. .For example, some forests were considered homes of the spirits and no one 

could cut trees from them.  Killing of some wild animals was also prohibited because 

such animals were thought to be inhabitant of human souls and the death of the animal 

would result in the death of an important person.5  For these reasons, forests and animals 

were preserved.  Virtue was associated with participation in the rituals of the cult.  Rites 

and ceremonies brought the individuals and the whole tribe to the cosmic sphere and, by 

extension, the natural order.  In this religion, the society found its unity and progress.  

Simeon argues that the beliefs, rituals, and symbols of tradition that religion regulated 

throughout the diverse spheres of African life were apparatus for social cohesion.6  It is 

also interesting to note that even though tribes and families had their own gods, the 

existence of a Supreme Being was appreciated throughout the country.  The Supreme 

Being was invisible and remote.  He was the creator and had little to do with individual 

affairs.  Because of this, more attention was given to the minor deities who were more 

concerned with human affairs. 

 Africa has three main religious traditions—African Traditional Religion, 

Christianity, and Islam.  The Christian religion has distinguished itself from the others in 

many ways and has played crucial political and socio-economic roles in many African 

nations.  African scholars such as Isaac Phiri have observed that the church in Africa has 

played and continues to play a vital role in bringing and maintaining democracy in many 

nations.  The church is able to do so because it is the most competent institution with the 

organizational capacities to challenge the authoritarian governments in Africa since civil 

                                                 
5Ibid. 

 
6Ilesanmi, Religious Pluralism and the Nigerian State, 120. 
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society is virtually none existent in most African nations.7  A cursory survey of Africa 

will reveal that areas that were receptive to the Christian religion are more developed 

than those that held to Islam and African Traditional Religion.  Christianity has 

distinguished itself in the areas of health care, education, the development and inspiration 

of African nationalism, and social relationships.  What was not explicitly encouraged was 

active Christian participation in partisan politics.  However, the missionaries laid the 

foundation for the church to oppose governmental polices that deprived citizens of their 

rights.  The intimate relationship that missionaries had with the colonial masters did not 

stop them from opposing inhumane policies.  In some ways, the lack of explicit Christian 

interest in politics was alleviated by its focus on the implicit socio-political emphasis in 

the Gospel. 

 The influence of African Christianity is not limited to the continent.  Andrew F. 

Walls contends, “what happens within African churches in the next generation will 

determine the whole shape of the church history for centuries to come.”  In the same 

chapter he observes, “A high proposition of the world’s serious theological thinking and 

writing will have to be done in Africa if it is to be done at all.”8  In line with this 

assertion, Philip Jenkins points out that the center of gravity of Christianity has moved to  

 

 

 

                                                 
7Isaac Phiri, Proclaiming Political Pluralism:  Churches and Political Transitions 

in Africa (Westport:  Praeger, 2001), 2. 
 
8Andrew F. Walls “Towards Understanding Africa’s Place in Christian History” 

taken from John Pobee. Religion in Pluralistic Society (New York: E. J. Brill, 1976), 
182-184. 
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Africa, where Christianity is playing significant political and socio-economic roles in  

Africa.  He sees the shift to Africa as a sort of homecoming.9 

 One peculiar characteristic of African Christianity is indigenization.10  Africans 

have indigenized their Christian faith to address their impoverished condition.  Churches 

that preach healing, denounce attacks of the devil and witchcraft, and preach prosperity 

magnetize more members. Africans often embrace Christianity with the idea that it will 

help them out of their predicament.  To this Kwame Bediako proclaims, “The Christian 

churches in Africa are now being recognized as institutions with genuine commitment to 

African concerns, coupled with a deep understanding of African problems from an 

African perspectives, which arises out of their Christian convictions.”11 

The religious climate in Nigeria is equally vivacious. Nigeria is the most populous 

country in Africa and in most cases the story of Nigeria is the story of Africa.  About 

Christianity in Nigeria, H. Olufemi Awoniyi, director for Centre for Applied Religion 

and Education at the University of Ibadan, reiterates: 

                                                 
9In this book Philip Jenkins has reiterated that the center of gravity of Christianity 

has shifted from the west to Africa and the east.  To him Christianity is more vibrant in 
these areas now than in the west.  This is because Christians in Africa and the east have 
similar experiences as the Christians in the first centuries.  Jenkins even predicts that 
African Christianity will soon influence Western Christianity.  Presently, he sees the west 
making use of the social approach that Christians in the east and Africa have adopted.  He 
posits that Christianity is growing faster in Africa than any other place in the world today. 
See Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom (New York:  Oxford University Press, 2002).  
 

10African scholars use “Indigenization of Christianity,” which refers to making 
the Christian faith relevant to the lived experiences of the Africans.  According to 
Gwinyai H. Muzorewa, it is a careful and innovative adaptation of the Christian faith and 
practice to their African milieus.  See The Origins and Development of the African 
Theology (Maryknoll: Orbis Books1985), 45-46. 

 
11Kwame Bediako, Christianity in Africa: The Renewal of a Non-Western 

Religion (Maryknoll:  Orbis Books, 1995), 249.   
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The Nigerian Christian community is one of the major institutions in Nigeria. In 
numerical terms, it is bigger than any political party, trade union, or the rank and 
file of the Nigerian Army.  So favorable have been the demographic changes in the 
post-civil war period that respectable projections rate Christianity as the faith with 
the greatest following in Nigeria.12 
 

The church is an institution which is part and parcel of the struggle to build 

Nigeria.  Thus, one of the purposes of this dissertation is to explore the role of the church 

in Nigeria in nation-building.  Nation-building in this context is not just the struggle to 

attain complete political and economic independence or democracy.  It is more 

consequential when its focus is the well-being of citizens.  Nation-building is attained 

when citizens of a nation have unimpeded opportunities to education, commerce, jobs, 

the availability of health care, and facilities to develop their talents.  It must include the 

protection of human rights, property, and religious freedom.  The history of Nigeria 

indicates that the church has helped shaped the social, economic, political, as well as 

religious climate in Nigeria, as this dissertation will argue.  It will develop and expand on 

such statements like that of George Ethusani and Akpeenpuun Dzurgba.  Commenting on 

the importance of the church in Nigeria, the general secretary of the Catholic Secretariat 

of Nigeria, Fr. George Omaku Ehusani, says “One of the most effective vehicles for 

social change has been the Church.  One of the reasons for it is that it has numbers. 

Millions and millions of Nigerians are Christians.  The Church accepts as a cardinal role 

that it must resist the kind of bad government that abuses human rights and indulges in  

                                                 
12H. Olufemi Awoniyi, Government Subsidy of Christian Pilgrimage is a Bribe 

(Ibadan:  Centre for Applied Religion and Education, 1998), 11.  The implication of this 
statement is that the Church in Nigeria has the capacity of influence and is a contending 
force in the Nigerian society. 
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corrupt practices.”13  Dr. Apkenpuun Dzurgba of the University of Ibadan also notes the 

importance of the role of the church to national development.  He states, “the missions 

provided the major intellectual inspiration to Nigerian activists who formed local 

associations out of which Nigerian Nationalism emerged as an independence movement.”  

He continues that the church laid the foundations for socio-economic development of 

modern Nigeria.14  

Purpose 

 An understanding of the Nigerian church’s role in the attainment of justice and 

equity is the motivation of this study.  These two are the bases for an African sense of 

family and community.15  African tradition demands recognition of and respect for 

others.  Everyone has a position in the community and has the right to be treated well.  It 

is believed that failure to treat others well and respect their positions will bring calamity 

on the community, and it is because of this that sacrifices are offered to ancestors.16  

                                                 
13George Omaku Ehusani, A Prophetic Church (Ede, Nigeria:  Provincial Pastoral 

Institute Publications, 1996), 2, 3.   
 
14Apenkpuun Dzurgba. “A History of Christian Missions in Nigeria: A 

Developmental Approach,” Asia Journal of Theology 5 (April 1991):  190.  Dr Dzurgba 
is a professor of Ethics at the famous University of Ibadan.  He has written much on the 
ethics of politics in Nigeria. 
 

15John Mbiti writes that in African an individual does not exist apart from the 
community. “What happens to the individual happens to the whole group, and what 
happens to the whole group happens to the individual.  The individual can only say:  ‘I 
am, because we are; and since we are, therefore I am.’  This is a cardinal point in the 
understanding of the African view of man.”  See African Religion and Philosophy 
(Ibadan:  Heinemann, 1980), 108-109. 
 

16In African tradition, the dead are part of the family or the community.  They are 
the guardians of the family.  It is believed that they have the power to avert evil and to 
also bring evil on the living.  To treat them and others well is to invite blessing on the 
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Samuel Kobia17 notes that any political system in Africa that is not in line with this 

tradition will fail.  Consequently, he calls on Africans to, first, develop a political system 

that brings integrity and wholeness, relational dimensions of democracy, and consensus-

building as ways of reaching decisions and bringing equality to democracy.  His second 

challenge is to develop an economic system that avoids social and ecological evils.  

Respect for African tradition in governance will instill justice and halt corruption. 

African Christians believe that justice, love, and freedom are related.  The God of 

justice is also the God of love.  Loving relationships and peace would exist in a given 

nation only when justice is practiced.  The church’s obligation to speak against societal 

ills arises out of a biblical mandate.  In the Old Testament, the prophets as spiritual 

leaders felt compelled to speak against the oppression of the poor; the treatment of 

orphans, widows, slaves, sojourners, and domestic animals; the abuse of the land; the 

mischievous activities of businessmen; and the sometimes ugly relationship between 

citizens.  It was clear in the prophets’ ministry that God was concerned with injustices in 

the political, economic, and social relationships of all humankind.  They opposed kings 

taking bribes and called upon them to live under the law.  A committee of the Christian 

Council of Nigeria affirms this mandate: 

The social message of the Old Testament Prophets is an incisive mandate to the 
Nigerian Church and to us as Christians to accept a standard of social justice which 
is, at the absolute minimum, no lower than the highest standards of the Old 

                                                                                                                                                 
community.  The departed members of the family are called the living-dead.  See John S. 
Mbiti, African Religion and Philosophy (Ibadan: Heinemann, 1980), 83-87. 

 
17Samuel Kobia is an African theologian from Kenya.  Presently he is the general 

secretary of the World Council of Churches.  He reflects on the importance of African 
tradition to African soco-economic and political life in his recent book, The Courage to 
Hope:  The Roots for a New Vision and Calling of the Church in Africa (Geneva: WCC 
Publications, 2003).  See the third and fourth chapters. 
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Testament.  It is a mandate to tackle the problems of land tenure, of honesty and 
efficiency in government, of the need for improved standards of sanitation and 
health, and the lack of a proper social and recreational opportunities in the urban 
areas, to list only a few of the hindrances to abundant life.18  

 
Jesus followed the prophetic tradition by speaking on issues affecting human well 

being and the whole of creation.  He was a foremost social revolutionary leader in his 

day.  In his ministry, he chose to fight for outcasts and instructed his disciples not to 

imitate gentile rulers who lorded it over their subjects.  Jesus acknowledged in his prayers 

that his disciples are part of this world and that they will be affected by what goes on 

around them.  Now as then, He prays for them as they face daily mayhems. 

In the same fashion, Calvinists believe in the idea of a “cultural mandate.”  They 

teach the obligation of Christians to redeem the whole creation.  For them, Christians are 

to address and be involved in improving the socio-economic, ecological, and political 

well being of the populace.  As Reverend Paul Murphy, a renowned preacher and 

founding leader of the Unity Reformed denomination once said, “The Church is the only 

institution that exits for its non-members.”  By this he meant that the ministry of the 

church is to seek the welfare of all people.  Dutch Calvinist scholar Jan Boer notes, “The 

human race is appointed as God’s vice-gerent.  Humanity represents God in this world 

and is expected to develop it.  Christians know this command as the cultural mandate.  

Most varieties of Christianity have unfortunately downplayed this biblical teaching and  

 

 

                                                 
18Taken from an extensive report prepared for the Christian Council of Nigeria, 

Christian Responsibility in an Independent Nigeria (1970), 14.  The report was written by 
a committee comprised of prominent church leaders, university professors, missionaries, 
and businessmen. 
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separated the cultural mandate from the great commission—a separation that has 

encouraged the trivialization of their religion.”19 

The Nigerian citizenry, Christians and non-Christians alike, continue to be 

besieged by various problems that make life miserable and impede national development, 

attainment of democracy, and national unity.  The yearning of everyone, even those who 

are participants in thwarting development efforts, is to attain a better socio-economic and 

political situation.  The international community and Nigerians themselves are concerned 

about the destiny of Nigeria.  Different groups throughout history have made various 

efforts to address the numerous problems that the Nigerian people face.  The church in 

Nigeria, beginning with the missionaries and various church institutions, has been a 

significant part of this effort. 

It is the effort that the church in Nigeria has made over the years to respond to the 

various problems in Nigeria that this work seeks to address, bring to light, and evaluate. 

The main thesis of this dissertation is that the responses of the church in Nigeria have 

more to do with socio-economic, political and religious realities than a theological and 

philosophical conviction.  The responses are situationally motivated and compelled. 

This work will also show that socio-economic and political realities played a major role 

in the coming of missionaries in Nigeria.  I seek to demonstrate that the Nigerian church 

and its organizations are pragmatic in their activities and approaches to socio-economic, 

                                                 
19Jan Boer, Nigeria’s Decades of Blood: Studies in the Christian-Muslim 

Relations (Jos: African Christian Textbooks, 2003), 20-21.  Dr. Boer belongs to the 
Dutch Calvinist theologians who seek to promote the Dutch Calvinist tradition and 
practice Kuyperian ideals.  Boer is a scholar, teacher, and long-time missionary in 
Nigeria where he worked and wrote for the Church and Society of the Christian Council 
of Nigeria. 
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political, and religious issues.  This work will also look at the implication of the activities 

done out of pragmatic drive. 

 This dissertation is mainly about the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) 

which can be appropriately called the “church” in Nigeria.  As such, this dissertation will 

offer a critique of the Christian Association of Nigeria.  It will evaluate its method of 

responding to societal ills and the problems generated by such responses.  Additionally, 

the dissertation will comment on CAN’s preoccupation with the Muslim agenda to the 

detriment of other societal problems, its political approach, and its tendency to address 

too many issues.  CAN is a very large organization representing many denominations 

with diverse doctrinal positions, multiple understandings and approaches to societal 

issues, and different cultures and leadership styles.  To this end, this project will also 

evaluate the effectiveness of such a large organization with many internal differences.    

The active involvement of the church in politics is taken for granted in Nigeria.  

Every government program or activity is usually influenced or affected by religious 

considerations.  It is unfortunate that while the church in Nigeria has never been without 

a voice and has always made significant progress in addressing the ills of the country, not 

many people acknowledge the worthiness of her contributions to the betterment of social, 

economic, and political conditions of the nation and its people.  Consequently, not many 

writers have addressed the responses of the church.  This may be because people do not 

normally assign to the church such a role.  Also, many Nigerians are, paradoxically, still 

of the view that the church should limit its activities to spiritual matters and abstain from 

political activism. 
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Consequently, many authors limit their analysis of the church in Nigeria to the 

church’s response to religious conflicts.  Apart from the fact that the church does actually 

respond constructively to secular issues, it is important to understand that it is difficult to 

separate religious problems from social, economic, and political problems in Nigeria.  

This is not to say that all these problems are identical but it means they are 

interconnected.  This work will also argue that the causes for religious, social, economic, 

and political problems are often the same.  Economic and political problems usually lead 

to religious and social problems and vice-versa.  Conflicts in Nigeria have reverberating 

effects and, because of this, it becomes difficult to identify the nature of a conflict.  The 

essence of this dissertation is to place the role of the church in a socio-economic and 

political context.  The author will focus upon the Nigerian situation. 

There is need for a coherent, comprehensive, and contemporary work on the 

responses to the problems in Nigeria.  An update of what others have scantily 

documented will help the church to know where it is heading and what it needs to do.  

This work will also offer suggestions on how best the church can respond to these 

problems.  Before the formation of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) in 1976 to 

be the principal representative of the church in Nigeria, the church responded to these 

problems through various churches and organizations.  This work will account for the 

attempts by different churches and organizations to engage these problems before CAN, 

and then address attempts by CAN to represent the entire church in Nigeria.  It is 

interesting to note that two of CAN’s objectives are to address various problems of the 

Nigerian society and to act as a watchman over the moral welfare of the nation.  Of 

CAN’s five departments, three of these deal with social, economic, and political issues. 
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Its activities since its formation will be evaluated with the aim of suggesting the best 

approach such a Christian organization could adopt in addressing political, social, 

economic, and religious problems in Nigeria 

In essence, this study will pay attention to the following questions:  (1) What was 

the main motivation for the formation of Christian organizations before CAN?  (2) What 

were the main activities of these Christian organizations?  (3) How and why did CAN 

emerge?  (4) What approaches does CAN employ in addressing societal ills and 

government policies or actions?  (5) What are the societal problems that CAN addresses 

and what is its their roots? and (6) How effective is CAN or, in other words, what impact 

has CAN made so far?  The aim of this project is to investigate the role of the church in 

nation-building and to show that in order to appreciate the role of the church in Nigeria it 

is necessary to consider its religious, political, social, and economic roles. 

Scope and Structure 

This work is also a reflection on the interaction of the Nigerian church with 

various social and political problems as well as its conflicts in relation to Islam.  It is not 

about fault finding but a critical analysis of the role of the church in nation building.  This 

study does not limit itself to religious and political matters.  It is the author’s hope that 

this study will bring to light the holistic role the church in Nigeria has played and should 

continue to play to create a better society and improve governance.  In the end, this study 

will aid in the understanding of the relationship between church, society, and the state in 

Nigeria.  The aim is not to find out whether the church in Nigeria is living in accordance 

with its prophetic call but to recollect its attempts to be prophetic. 
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Even though this study is about the church in Nigeria, the discussion will not be 

limited to Christianity.  Islam will not be left out.  Islam is a major religion in Nigeria and 

is the main rival to the Christian religion.  This dissertation will also discuss the 

responses of the church to religious conflicts and problems associated with these 

conflicts.  An analysis of the church’s role would not be complete without an 

examination of Islam, since CAN emerged partly as a response to Muslim-Christian 

conflicts and political marginalization of Christian by the Muslim leaders who ruled 

Nigeria for years.  With this perspective, this study will discuss the history of Islam and 

the activities of some of its leading organizations. 

To achieve the purpose of this study, this work is divided into eight chapters.  

These chapters will discus issues pertinent to the responses of the church in Nigeria to 

societal ills.  This introductory chapter will review some of the available literature on 

religion and politics in Nigeria and the Christian Association of Nigeria in order to reveal 

what others have written about the role of the church in Nigeria or the role of religion 

generally. 

Because this work is written also for benefit of an audience outside of Nigeria, a 

historical background will be relevant to help readers understand the Nigerian situation.  

To that end, chapters two through four will deal with circumstances surrounding the birth 

of Nigeria, and the socio-economic, political, and religious climate in Nigeria in general 

in order to unveil the root causes of Nigerian societal problems and the difficulty 

involved in dealing with these problems.  This history will help us see the long history 

behind these problems and how any attempt to solve these problems must be well 
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articulated.  Additionally, these chapters will divulge the circumstances that led to the 

formation of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN).  

Thus, chapter two will be an examination of some of the aspects of history and 

social setting of Nigeria that are relevant to the topic.  The discussion will include the 

political activities of the colonial administration and the general impact on colonialism on 

the Nigerian religious and political institutions as well as its implications on the social 

and economic development of Nigeria.  We will also examine the policy of indirect rule, 

the problem of ethnicity, and the North-South dichotomy.  In relation to ethnicity, this 

chapter will also at the recent problem branded as indigenous, i.e., the settlers’ conflict.  

This chapter will also deal with the interaction between the church as represented by 

different missionary organizations and the colonial government’s policies.  The purpose 

of this chapter is to show that there is a relationship between colonialism and the roots of 

Nigerian societal problems. 

Chapter three will focus on the general religious climate of Nigeria.  The chapter 

will discuss the origins and establishment of Islam and Christianity and the perspective of 

each of the two on social, economic, and political issues.  It will also look at the 

advantages and disadvantages each of these religions experience in their attempts to 

spread their faith.  Their views on African Traditional Religion will also be considered. 

The aim of the chapter is to examine the roots of the religious conflicts in Nigeria. 

Chapter four will look at the most prominent Muslim organizations such as the 

Jama’at Nasril Islam, Muslim Students Society, and the Supreme Council of Islamic 

Affairs.  It will also examine the motives for the establishment of Sharia and Nigerian 

membership in the Organization of Islamic Conference.  Christian counterpart 
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organizations such as the Christian Council of Nigeria and the Northern Christian 

Association of Nigeria will also be examined.  In addition, the chapter will look at roles 

the government, the media, and the general public has played in aiding the two religions 

in their progress and conflicts and the machineries the two religions have used to achieve 

their economic, political, and religious objectives. 

The aim of the chapter is to establish the reasons for the emergence of religious 

organizations in Nigeria and how these organizations are used by their founding 

religions.  It also seeks to determine whether the religious problems in Nigeria stem from 

a politicization or manipulation of religion. 

Chapter five will deal exclusively with CAN and will be descriptive.  It will 

review the history of CAN, its constitution, organizational structure, its various 

departments, and its methods of dealing with social, economic, political, and religious 

issues.  The aim is to discover the reasons for the formation of CAN.  The chapter will 

also investigate the ecumenical effort of CAN in Nigeria in order to ascertain whether 

CAN has effectively united all the Christians in Nigeria and if it represents the Nigerian 

Christian community. 

Chapter six will discuss the Nigerian social, economic, political, and religious 

problems and evaluate the church’s responses to these problems.  Issues to be discussed 

will include A.I.D.S, malaria, corruption, poverty, education, and religious conflicts.  

This chapter will also look at the lack of respect for the constitution and human rights, 

and the governmental involvement in religious programs such as pilgrimages and 

building of worship houses.  Some of the issues to be treated in this chapter are in fact the 

root causes of Nigerian societal problems. 
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 In the seventh chapter, we will look at the church’s/CAN’s achievements, 

failures, and prospects in the twenty-first century.  The discussion here will bring to light 

the departments of CAN that are more effective in responding to issues.  The activities 

surrounding the construction of the Christian Ecumenical Centre will also be considered.  

The chapter will address the problems that CAN faces with the aim of identifying the 

sources of the problems.  It will also point out the effects of the problems on CAN’s 

attempts to respond to societal ills. 

The concluding chapter will offer a general synthesis and will suggest the best 

approaches to socio-economic, political, and religious issues in Nigeria.  It will bring 

together the insights drawn from the entire study and will also demonstrate that a 

Nigerian understanding of church-state relations differs from a Western one. 

Several factors complicate the project undertaken.  First, the various Christian 

denominations do not hold monolithic theological views regarding how to approach 

political, social, and economic activity.  For this reason, this study will deal with 

individual denominations only when it is necessary.  Furthermore, the author confesses 

that different regions of the country experience different problems and to different 

degrees.  Thus, the response of the church often does and, perhaps should, vary. 

Methodology 

Because of the diversity of the issues to be addressed, this study will adopt an 

interdisciplinary approach.  An interdisciplinary approach will help to provide a more 

integrated understanding of the issues involved and explain why the church in Nigeria is 

so intimately involved with and at the forefront of the struggle for social justice. 



 18

Because the church responds to a diversity of issues, this study will engage the 

disciplines of theology, sociology, history, political science, religion, and church-state 

relations.  This study will employ a theological methodology because the church by its 

nature is under obligation to respond to human suffering and societal injustices.  It is 

difficult to find the theological and biblical bases for the social ministry of the church.  

The Bible lay stress on the sovereignty of God, community living, love of neighbor, 

justice, and peace.  The church can only live out its call when it is prophetic and takes its 

social ministry seriously.  A church that tries to separate its spiritual ministry from its 

social ministry is dead.  This is part of what James meant when he said, “So faith by 

itself, if it has no works, is dead.”20  Yet a sociological approach is also pertinent because 

the study deals with social relationships between citizens, ethnic, and religious groups.  

This endeavor will help to determine the practical affects of the Nigerian church at the 

local, state and national levels relying on my own direct experience as a pastor and 

church leader as well as through the research conclusions of scholars and religious 

practitioners in Nigeria and scholars of this important subject.  A historical approach is 

also necessary in that this dissertation requires an extensive understanding of how 

colonialism affected the social, economic, political, and religious problems of Nigeria.  

Thus through this interdisciplinary approach the facts and the roots causes of the Nigerian 

societal problems will be identified.  Finally, a political methodology is relevant because 

governmental polices, constitutional matters, justice, and law are all political issues. 

                                                 
20James 2:17 (RSV). 
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The Nigerian church has influence beyond its boundaries.  Many Nigerian 

churches have sent missionaries around the world and even into western countries21 and 

have established schools and hospitals in neighboring countries.  The church in Nigeria is 

an influential member in international organizations such as the World Council of 

Churches, All Africa Conference of Churches, Pan-African Christian Leadership 

Assembly, Catholic Bishops of Africa, Pan-African Conference of Third World 

Theologians, and Symposium of Episcopal Conference of Africa and Madagascar 

(SECAM). 

However, this study will be confined to the activities of the Nigerian church as it 

struggles to attain social, religious, economic and political emancipation from the evil 

forces that thwart Nigerian development.  I focus upon Nigeria because this is my 

country and place of birth.  In addition, I am an ordained minister of the largest reformed 

church in Nigeria and have been personally involved in the activities of the Christian 

Association of Nigeria (CAN) at local government and state levels.  This involvement 

exposed me to the role of the church in national development.  Finally, I have taught a 

course Reformed Political Thought from a Nigerian perspective at the Reformed 

Theological Seminary of Nigeria and lectured to church leaders in different 

denominations on “Christians and Politics in Nigeria.” 

It is pertinent to understand that Nigeria is the most populous nation in Africa.  It 

has been described variously as the giant of Africa, African representative, and African 

lord.  Nigeria is richly blessed with natural and human resources.  Nigerians dominate 

African businesses, schools, entertainment industry, African Arts, and African 

                                                 
21See note on the Redeemed Christian Church of God.    
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organizations.  What happens in Nigeria has some kind of effect on most of Africa and 

the situation in Nigeria is generally reflective of the situation in Africa.  In essence, the 

importance of this project goes beyond Nigerian borders.  It can help other African 

nations, churches, and church organizations to evaluate their church-state relations. 

Concepts 

Africans live under the influence of indigenous African culture and imposed or 

adopted Western culture.  European missionaries and colonial masters considered Africa 

as primitive, animistic, and uncivilized.  Their aim was to destroy African culture and 

introduce European culture in its place.  To become a Christian or civilized person was to 

accept European culture.  Consequently, Europeans introduced or imposed many foreign 

concepts on Africa that did not reflect African reality.  Today Africans are struggling to 

correct this mistake.  This dissertation will employ the African rather than European 

meanings and concepts. 

One of the concepts which this dissertation will use is ethnicity.  Ethnicity best 

describes the various groups in Africa that Europeans call tribe.  Tribe is a concept that is 

anthropologically based and is deemed pejorative nowadays.  It connotes lack of 

civilization and inferiority to the Europeans.  But ethnicity is a social science concept.  

For this reason and others, the term is often ambiguous.  It is sometimes used as a 

synonym of religion.  As Nigerian political scientist Ugbana Okpu contends, “Ethnicity is 

synonymous with ethnic identity, or ethnic separatism, the attributes of which are radical 

origin, language, and material culture.”22  An ethnic group for Africans is “an organized 

group of people or related clans usually speaking a common language who have a sense 
                                                 

22Ugbana Okpu, Ethnic Minority Problem in Nigerian Politics 1960-1965 
(Department of History, Uppsala University, 1977), 6-7.   
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of group identity, pride and cultural solidarity.”23  The latter definition for ethnicity will 

be employed in this dissertation. An ethnic group is not just people who share some 

fundamental cultural values but people intimately related. 

Ethnicity is an important concept in this work because of the role it plays in the 

Nigerian body politic and the influence it has on political behavior as well as social 

relationships in Nigeria.  Ethnicity is employed to support religious agenda, gain 

economic advantage, and is a good device for political legitimization and 

delegitimization.  Conflicts in Nigeria rarely exclude ethnic affinities. 

This work will also use the word church in a restrictive manner, due to the 

religious climate of Nigeria.  In the west, church can be used to refer to any religious 

group.  On the contrary, in Nigeria and most African nations where there is a 

recognizable Islamic presence, the name church is usually associated with Christianity 

only.  Consequently, this dissertation will use church to mean the Christian church. 

To be true to Nigerian culture, this study will use Nigerian proverbs, adages, 

pigeon English, and sayings in any Nigerian language that best capture the thought I 

intend to convey.  The study will use chieftaincy titles like zaki for lower class traditional 

rulers, chief for first class traditional rulers and distinguished individuals honored by 

traditional councils.  Nigerians across the board relish titles and are offended when their 

titles are not recognized.  Nigerians claim to have inherited this from their British 

colonial masters.  Since this study also deals with religious leaders, religious titles 

peculiar to Nigeria will also be used.  The Muslim titles of Alahji and Hajia, for a man 

                                                 
23This is taken from “Distinction of Religion, Ethnicity and Politics in Nigeria,” 

(1983), an unpublished paper by Dr. Agber Dimah of Political Science Department of the 
Chicago State University. 
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and woman who participate in Muslim pilgrimage, will also be used.  Indigenous names 

for people and places will also be used because they have a story to tell about a person or 

the place.  Names in Africa usually have meanings and history behind them.  Phrases 

such as national cake, meaning national resources, will be used to best convey the 

Nigerian story. 

Literature 

It is unfortunate that while the church in Nigeria has never been without a voice 

and has always made significant progress in addressing the ills of the country, not many 

people acknowledge the worthiness of her contributions to the betterment of social, 

economic, and political conditions of the nation and its people.  Consequently, not many 

writers have addressed the responses of the church.  Enwerem is correct to observe, “The 

relationship between religion and politics has received minimal attention.”24  This may be 

because people do not normally assign to the church such a role.  Also, many Nigerians 

continue to believe that the church should limit its activities to spiritual matters and 

abstain from political activism.  Consequently, many authors limit their attempts to 

address the church’s response to religious conflicts.  Another obstacle to holistic 

scholarship is that the Nigerian academic community tends to link Christianity too 

closely with colonization.  The hatred attitude toward colonialism is transferred to 

Christianity so that scholars show no interest in its activities and believe it has no role in 

national development. 

There are few eminent and articulate scholars who have written on religion and 

politics in Nigeria.  The historiography of the religious phenomenon in Nigeria shows 
                                                 

24Iheanyi Enwerem, A Dangerous Awakening: the Politicization of Religion in 
Nigeria (Ibadan:  (FRA, 1995), xi. 
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that previous scholars wrote on the history of Islam and Christianity separately.  Later, 

the literature that appeared on religion had to do with church growth and Islamic 

expansion.  Literature on religion and politics appeared only as Nigeria began to witness 

religious and political violence.  It was apparent that politicians were using religion to 

their political advantages.  Thus Yusufu Bala Usman wrote The Manipulation of Religion 

in Nigeria 1977-1989, which was basically a collection of lectures he had presented on 

the topic.  Like a few others, Usman limits his work to post-independence politics. 

Most recent works on this subject were done by persons who occupied church 

leadership positions and have been involved in some political activism.  Matthew Kukah 

was once secretary of the Catholic Secretariat in Lagos, a newspaper commentator, and 

secretary of the recent concluded national conference.  Father Peter Tanko was once 

accused of and detained for radical political behavior by the military government.25  

Iheanyi Emweren, a scholar of national and international recognition, once headed the 

famous Dominican Institute in Ibadan and has lectured and taught in many universities 

around the world. 

A classic work in the area of religion and politics is that of Matthew Kukah, 

Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria.  Kukah addresses the political 

domination of Northern Muslim elites and contends that Muslim political elites have the 

advantage to control and dictate the politics of Nigeria.  They use their political 

advantage to advance their religious agenda.  He believes that Muslim elites have 

succeeded in building an Islamic hegemony by locating, defining and grounding their 

politics within Islamic cultural discourse.  He posits, “It is easier to hold polity together 

                                                 
25Toyin Falola, Violence in Nigeria: The Crisis of Religious Politics and Secular 

Ideologies (Rochester:  University of Rochester Press, 1998), 9. 
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by depicting political opponents, not as politicians with different views, but as being bad 

Muslims.”26  This political advantage is at the root of religious conflicts.  

In this regard Kukah believes Christians need a similar hegemony to combat 

Islam and attain political control.  CAN is thus seen as the most concrete effort by 

Christians to combat Islamic domination and organize political impact.  Through CAN, 

Christians are “seeking to shape the direction and the content of Nigeria politics.”27  The 

shortcoming of Kukah’s work is that it limits CAN’s role to that of competition with 

Islam.  This work will go beyond this by looking at the social and economic activities of 

CAN.  It will also consider the religious and political activities of CAN not as a means to 

control and dictate politics but as a way to bring social and economic justice to Nigerians. 

Another work of importance here is Father Peter Tanko’s The Christian 

Association of Nigeria and the Challenge of the Ecumenical Imperative, which 

concentrates on evaluating the ecumenical nature of CAN based on CAN’s motto- 

“THAT THEY ALL MAY BE ONE.”  His book can be classified as a theological work 

written in a Catholic style.  He uses Catholic ecumenical documents as his basis for 

evaluating the activities of CAN.  The focus of the work is on the unity of the Christian 

church in Nigeria and his audience is conspicuously Christian.  Tanko believes that the 

unity of the Christian church is very important in its battle with its common enemy, 

Islam.  Dialogue must happen in the pluralistic religious and political context of the 

Nigerian society.  CAN’s dialogue can bring about religious unity in the nation.  He also 

examines the internal dynamics of CAN, its weaknesses and strengths but only in the 

                                                 
26Matthew Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria (Ibadan, 

Nigeria:  Spectrum Books, 1993), 4  
 
27Ibid. 
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light of “ecumenical imperatives.”  The limitation of Tanko’s work is that it fails to 

consider the activities of CAN that affect the society, which is the main objective of 

CAN.  CAN unites churches in Nigeria in order to respond to societal ills.  This work will 

show that CAN responds to all kinds of issues in Nigeria that affect the common man.  

As it is said, “The church exists for its non-members.”  Tanko’s shortcoming is that he 

fails to link this ecumenical unity with CAN’s struggle for social justice.  This work will 

resolve that shortcoming by showing how that ecumenical unity has helped CAN to 

respond to societal ills.  Religious dialogue and ecumenical unity will be beneficial only 

when they affect the lives of the common persons. 

Iheanyi Enwerem, in his book A Dangerous Awakening: the Politicization of 

Religion in Nigeria, limits himself to the political activities of CAN and how politicians 

have always used religion for their political advantage.  Thus he goes beyond responses 

to religious conflicts and the political marginalization of Christians.  In his works, he 

evaluates the place of religion in different political epochs especially as this relates to the 

struggle between Islam and Christianity.  Even though Enwerem looks at the origins and 

organizational structure of CAN, he does so only in the light of CAN’s struggle for 

political power among the competing parties.  Enwerem’s interest is to identify the why 

and how of CAN’s politicization.  He reveals that since CAN is involved in the political 

struggle, it faces opposition from Muslims, the government, and sometimes from other 

sectors of the Nigerian polity. 

The deficiency of Enwerem’s work is that he does not deal with the efforts of the 

Christian organizations that were before CAN and CAN’s efforts to respond to a cross-

section of issues affecting the common man and good governance nor the motivations for 
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these responses.  Politicization of CAN will help the common man only if it is to bring 

about social, political, and economic change.  Thus, this work will focus on CAN’s social 

and economic roles.  Further, it will evaluate the political role of CAN in light of its 

effort to respond to the total societal problems.  In addition, this study will argue that the 

social, economic, and religious roles of CAN are more important than its political role.  

CAN emerged from Christian organizations that were primarily formed to respond to 

socio-economic and religious issues and to protest government polices that deprived 

citizens of better life.  This is not to say that is the past Christians were not aware of their 

political marginalization.  Rather, it is to say that they fought against that marginalization 

through other political and social organizations.  All of these will help to show that 

CAN’s responses are from a pragmatic drive.  Important in this work too is to look at the 

implications of activities done from a pragmatic drive. 

Because no thorough and up-to-date analysis of CAN’s social, economic, and 

political activities has been undertaken, this study seeks to supply what has been lacking.  

It is the author’s hope that the findings will not only demonstrate the viability of CAN but 

will also present a model for Nigerian church-state relations. 

One major problem this dissertation faces is a scarcity of original sources from 

the Christian organizations under consideration.  A celebrated problem in Nigeria, 

including Christian organizations, is record-keeping.  In my research, I met great 

disappointment trying to collect the materials that I needed.  The Christian Association of 

Nigeria (CAN) in particular has done a poor job in this area.  Its current national 

secretariat in Abuja has virtually no single file that contains minutes or other documents 

of the association.  For many years, CAN’s national office was in Lagos at the Catholic 
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secretariat.  That office, which is supposed to have CAN’s archives, has very few files 

with few minutes and no important document of the association.  These few files are also 

poorly kept.  The irony of this problem is that nobody thinks this is a problem.   

 Minutes and other documents used in this work were collected mostly from the 

hands of various individuals and from the office of Kaduna state branch of CAN.  It is 

unfortunate that apart from Kaduna state, no other state branch has an office or fulltime 

staff.  For this reason it was not possible to obtain any records of the activities of CAN at 

the state or local government levels.  This problem has compelled me to rely on verbal 

interviews for several crucial issues.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

The Historical and Social Setting of Nigeria 
 
 

Introduction 

It is not unusual to find out that the problems experienced at present are a result of 

the past.  Naturally a foundation with faults will result in a problematic building.  One 

can formulate better solutions to her problems when she knows what causes them, which 

means that correct diagnosis is the first and most important step of curing a disease.  

CAN will respond more efficiently to Nigerian societal ills if she knows the roots of these 

problems.  Also, without knowing the roots of Nigeria’s problems CAN will have 

problems advising the government how to construct a socio-political system relevant to 

Nigeria.  I am of the opinion that many of the societal problems in Nigeria today can be 

traced back to the founding period of the nation and the activities of the British colonial 

administration.  However, this is not to say that colonialization is the cause of every 

problem the nation faces.  But “the colonial period, though relatively brief, was of crucial 

importance in terms of its impact on the institutions and ethos of governance that would 

guide Nigeria after independence.”1  A British colonial officer, Mary Kindsley, foresaw 

that colonialism would affect the lives of Africans as she says, “Whatever we do in 

Africa today, a thousand years hence there will be Africans to thieve or suffer from it.”2  

                                                 
1Report of the Political Bureau (Abuja: Reproduced for Mass Distribution by the 

Directorate for Social Mobilisation MAMSER,” 1987), 26.  
  

2Cited in I. F. Nicolson, The Administration of Nigeria 1900 to 1960: Men, 
Methods, and Myths (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), IV. 
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Dr. S. S. Iwe of the College of Education, Port Harcourt, Nigeria, becomes more precise 

by saying: 

It remains undeniable that colonialism as a concrete historical phase and experience 
has left its indelible imprint and impact on Africa and the Africans.  Colonial 
incursions into all the major spheres of our life and polity are in evidence and 
palpable—culturally and institutionally, socially and politically, religiously and 
ethically, educationally, economically and diplomatically.3 
 

Colonialism has both negative and positive impacts.  It is a two-edged sword.  As a 

human and socio-political institution it has creditable accomplishments on the one hand 

and despicable failures and idiosyncrasies on the other. 

Zaccheus Sunday Ali has described colonialization in terms pertinent to the 

purpose of this project.  According to him, colonialization constitutes: 

(1) The physical takeover and ultimate control of the economy, polity, society, (2) 
the systematic, often violent transformation of extant values and preferences, and 
their replacement with new, albeit alien, alternatives, and (3) the institutionalization 
of new modes of social and productive existence, through the nurturing and 
sustenance of an indigenous class of notables evolves who share similar objective 
interest with the colonizer in the maintenance of the status quo.4 
 

By implication colonialization consisted of exploitation, partnership and 

assimilation.  In this regard, Stephen Neill, professor of Missions at the University of 

Hamburg, argues that the “aim of colonial rule has been the exploitation and 

impoverishment of weaker and defenseless peoples, and that its only results has been the 

destruction of what was good in ancient civilization and the multiplication of measureless 

                                                 
3S.S. Iwe, Christianity, Culture and Colonialism in Africa (Port Harcourt, 

Nigeria: Department of Religious Studies, College of Education, 1985), 197. Iwe makes 
it clear that contact between human beings evoke mutual responses and Africans have 
responded to the incursions of colonial power in every aspect of their lives.  
 

4Zaccheus Sunday Ali,  African Traditional Political Thought and Institutions 
(Lagos: Centre for Black and African Arts and Civilization, 1989), 261. 
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evils.”5  Looking at colonialization from this perspective, it is bound to have an indelible 

effect on Nigerian society.  Ali believes that colonialization did not end when African 

nations gained political independence; “on the contrary, colonialism generated social 

structures and processes that are transcendent of the individual strategic or non-strategic 

actor, and that accordingly establish the limits of the collective capacities and 

possibilities.”6  I also think it is appropriate to begin with the colonial activities because 

without them there would have never been a nation like Nigeria or any other nation in 

Africa. 

To achieve the purpose of this chapter, I will examine some of the aspects of 

history and social setting of Nigeria that are relevant to the topic.  The discussion will 

include the political activities of the colonial administration and the general impact of 

colonialism on the Nigerian religious and political institutions as well as their 

implications on the social and economic development of Nigeria.  We will also examine 

the policy of indirect rule, the problem of ethnicity, indigenes versa settlers, and the 

North-South dichotomy.  This chapter will also deal with the interaction between the 

church as represented by different missionary organizations and the colonial 

government’s policies.  The purpose of this chapter is to show that there is a relationship 

between colonialism and the roots of Nigerian societal problems. 

 

                                                 
5Stephen Neill, Colonialism and the Christian Missions (London: McGraw-Hill 

Book Company, 1966), 11.  
 

6Ali, 261.  Also B. A. T. Balewa, Governing Nigeria: History, Problems and 
Prospects (Lagos: Malthouse Press Limited, 1994), 15-17. Balewa reiterates that the 
British colonial legacy and policy have combined to directly shape and mold the fabric of 
the existing Nigerian polity.  This is a fact just as colonialism is part of Nigerian history. 
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The Birth of Nigeria 

It will not be incorrect to say that Nigeria was created with a faulty foundation.  

The interest of its creators was not to build a nation, but to find an area for exploitation.  

The administrative, political, social, and economic system they adopted and employed 

was to facilitate this one goal. 

Nigeria was born as a result of the scramble and partition for Africa by imperial 

Europe.  In 1884, leading European nations met in Berlin and divided Africa into nations 

to end territorial struggle among them.  Unfortunately, there was no African represented 

at this meeting and Africans were in no way consulted.  The partition was solely based on 

the economic interest of the European nations and did not reflect African social or 

geographical reality.  One ethnic group with close blood relation was divided into many 

nations. 

 Following the Berlin partition, the area now called Nigeria and Southern 

Cameroon fell in the hands of Britain.  But before this, Britain annexed Lagos in 1851 

which marked the beginning of British colonial rule in Nigeria.  From here they 

proceeded with the conquest of Southern and Northern territories.  When the conquest 

was completed in 1903 they divided the nation into North and South Protectorates and the 

Colony of Lagos.  In 1906 the Lagos colony was amalgamated with the Southern 

Protectorate to become the Southern Protectorate.  Nigeria evolved as a nation when the 

Southern and Northern Protectorates were amalgamated in 1914 by Lord Frederick 

Lugard who also became the first Governor General of Nigeria.  In 1939 the British 

colonial administration introduced regionalization and divided the South into Eastern and 

Western regions but the North remained untouched.  The North was dominated by the 
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Hausa-Fulani ethic group while the West was dominated by the Yoruba and the East by 

the Ibos. 

 The amalgamation had many problems and I will argue that it marked the 

beginning of many societal problems in Nigeria, especially socio-political and religious.  

Many Nigerians still call the amalgamation a “time bomb.”  The amalgamation included 

many mistakes and many of these continue to affect the Nigerian society today. 

 The amalgamation brought together various ethnic groups with distinctive 

traditions, histories, religion, and culture and from different racial backgrounds.7  The 

Europeans had no knowledge of the histories and relationships of the ethnic groups they 

brought together under one political unit.  “It is not quite certain how many nationalities 

or ethnic groups are found in the country but these are estimated at between a minimum 

of 250 and a maximum of 400.  Each has its own language and customs.”8  The people 

brought together were diverse in countless ways.  Most of the ethnic groups or kingdoms 

brought together were not friendly with one another.  The different groups brought 

together were not willing to live together for religious and socio-economic reasons.  The 

various groups were at different stages of economic and political development.  Thus it 

was protested and there were numerous succession threats before and after the 

independence.9 

                                                 
7The differences between the Northern and Southern peoples is found in the 

ho\histories of these peoples before the amalgamation.  Sir Alan Burns, a colonial officer 
who worked in Nigeria since 1912 has provided the genealogies of the Southern and 
Northern peoples to show the differences.  See his History of Nigeria. (London: Ruskin 
House, 1972), 46-58.  
 

8Report of the Political Bureau, 19. 

9The Northern Emirs staged the first protest.  Their refusal to submit to the British 
as well as to join at ethnic groups was mostly religious and political.  Ugbana Okpu, 
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 As stated earlier, the amalgamation was motivated by economic interest.  The 

creation of Nigeria was purely for the benefit of the British government.  A Nigerian 

historian, Onwuka Dike, argues that trade was the main driving force for the British 

occupation of Nigeria.  “When Richard and John Lander made their momentous 

discovery of the month of the Niger in 1830, British traders looked upon the Niger as the 

highway to the treasures of the Nigerian interior.”10  Dike also recollects that it was the 

British traders that led the exploitation and conquest of the colonies.  In another 

paragraph he states: 

 Lugard left Northern Nigeria in 1906, but was recalled to organize the 
amalgamation of Northern and Southern Nigeria (1912-1914).  He saw the reasons 
for amalgamation as mainly financial and economic….  The need for a central 
economic control—especially in railway policy and the fair appointment of customs 
revenue—therefore, compelled the amalgamation of the 1st January, 1914.11  

 
The colonial rulers were not interested in the unity of the nation; as such they did not 

attempt any cultural or political orientation.  Rather their interest was to preserve the 

distinctiveness of each group.  Sir Alan Burns reiterates, “Each tribe was permitted and 

                                                                                                                                                 
writing of the problem of ethnicity contends that the north had right from the beginning 
questioned joining the south.  He quotes from Tekena Tamuno, “Separatist Agitations in 
Nigeria since 1914,” The Journal of African Studies 8, No 4 (Dec., 1970).  The first threat 
was carried out immediately following the amalgamation led by the Northerners Emirs.  
Their secession attempt was based on religious and cultural diversity.  The next threat 
followed the new constitutional and party political rivalries in the 1950s.  The North 
again threatened to secede unless the North was allotted half of the seats in the senate.  
Many other attempts took place in the 1950s just before independence.  The major one 
was the on Biafiran war of 1967-1970. See Ugbana Okpu, Ethnic Minority Problems in 
Nigerian Politics 1960-1965(Uppsala: Department of History Uppsala University, 1977).  
Others include the Oduduwa Republic and the Niger Delta Republic all for the fear of the 
Northern domination.  
 

10Onwuka Dike, “Trade and the Opening up of Nigeria” in Nigeria 1960: A 
Special Independence Issue of the Nigeria Magazine October 1960 (Lagos: Federal 
Ministry of Information, 1960), 45-56.   
 

11Ibid., 60-61.  
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encourage to preserve such of its customs and ideas as were not repugnant to natural 

justice and humanity.”12 

 Another mistake of the amalgamation was that the regions were not equal.  The 

north was bigger than the east and west put together.  This posed many political and 

economic problems such as the north dominating in elections because of heavier 

population and the problem of sharing the national cake.  The result of the attempt to 

maintain ethnic distinctiveness and unbalanced federation was ethnic consciousness 

rather than national unity.  “At independence in 1960, Nigeria inherited a weak social-

political structure, a defective and unbalanced federation, an intensification of ethnic 

consciousness and rivalries, a subverted indigenous ethos of government and culture and, 

above all, an inexperienced leadership.”13  Apart from this, the level of development was 

also uneven.  The three regions were different socially, economically, and educationally.  

While the South had benefited from western education, the North had not.  This social, 

economic and educational variation became the foundation for a political development 

which is responsible for the North-South polarization.  All these differences are sufficient 

to nurture anger, hatred, and distrust among the various groups.  Societies with these 

differences can only exist together if there are forces extraneous to the cultural groups 

acting to hold them together.14  This was lacking in the colonial rule. 

 

                                                 
12Alan Burns, History of Nigeria (London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1972), 

309. 
 

13Report of the Political Bureau, 31. 
 

14K. W. J. Post and Michael Victor, Structure and Conflict in Nigeria 1960-1965 
(London: Heinemann, 1973), 6. 
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Colonial Administration 

Colonial administration did not help to unite Nigerians; instead it widened the gap 

and increased hostility among the various ethnic groups while exaggerating the north and 

south dichotomy.  The Report of the Political Bureau again reiterates, “It should be 

stressed that British colonialism in Nigeria, as elsewhere, was motivated by the desire for 

economic exploitation of the peoples and resources of the era with minimum cost to the 

British.”15  Colonial administration was an imposed rule that followed a military 

conquest.  Executive, legislative, and judicial powers were concentrated in the hands of 

the colonial rulers who were responsible only to the imperial British government and 

ruled the people without their consent.  In this way colonial rule can be described as 

“administocracy, a dictatorship, and an authoritarian system of government.”16  The 

British did not study or make use of the political and administrative system that existed 

before they arrived.  

 African societies have two systems of government.  Some societies have a 

centralized government while others have segmentary government.  Centralized societies 

usually have a well organized central authority, administrative machinery, and judicial 

institutions.  These are stratified with a wealthier ruling class.  The opposite is usually the 

case of segmentary societies, which tend to be more democratic.  On the other hand, they  

                                                 
15Ibid., 26. 

 
16Ladipo Adamolekum, Politics and Administration in Nigeria (Ibadan: Spectrum 

Books Limited, 1986), 34. 
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are more democratic.17  Unfortunately, the British considered the later primitive, 

uncivilized, and inferior.  It is interesting to note that in Nigeria, Muslim societies had a 

centralized system while most non-Muslims had a segmentary system.18  The centralized 

system was closer to what the colonial masters knew and, unfortunately, for their 

personal advantage, they venerated this system above the segmentary.  They used the 

centralized to impose their system and forceful rule over the non-centralized thereby 

creating more hostility and an attitude of superiority and inferiority among the different 

ethnic groups. 

Indirect Rule 

 The main administrative system adopted by the British colonial masters was 

known as indirect rule.  Indirect rule can be described as a system of political control by a 

foreign power through indigenous authority.  The foreign power relentlessly exercises 

control, directs and improves the indigenous authority.  Indirect rule was introduced in 

Nigeria by Lord Lugard; however, indirect rule was not his invention.  Dike argues that 

the Roman Empire employed it and the British had used it earlier in Fuji and India.  Even 

in Nigeria Sir Henry McCallum, governor of the Lagos colony, had used it among the 

Yorubas.  What is idiosyncratic about Lugard is that “he not only believed in it and 

planned a practicable system, but also built up a theory of Indirect Rule that has been  

                                                 
17Yusfu Turaki, The British Colonial Legacy in Northern Nigeria: A Social 

Ethical Analysis of the Colonial and Post-Colonial Society and Politics in Nigeria (Jos, 
Nigeria: Challenge Press, 1993), 26.  
 

18Ethnic groups with the centralized system include Hausa/Fulani, Kanuri, Yoruba 
and Edo, while the segmentary are Ibo, Ibilbio, Efik, Tiv, and Ekoi. 
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applied in other African territories.”19  It is because of this that the introduction of the 

system in Nigeria is attributed to Lugard.  The indirect rule was an effective 

administrative tool for political and economic control of the vast Nigerian territory.  

Lugard introduced it in the north between 1900-1913.  As Ngozi Ojiakor and G. C. 

Unachukwu contend, “The objective was to simultaneously maintain tight military and 

political controls while economically exploiting the regions they were occupying for the 

European maximum benefit, i.e., to get money from Nigeria and spend less money on the 

people.”20  The British claimed that indirect rule was necessary because of the few 

colonial leaders, lack of finances and inadequate clerical or technical staff.  When 

indirect rule worked in the North, Lugard introduced it in the South and then in then East.  

By 1937, Nigeria was engulfed in the system.  In Northern Nigeria, the British used the 

centralized Muslims administrative system and in the South the Yoruba system.  Ojiakor 

and Unachukwu describe how the system was organized.  They write: 

Under the system, Nigeria was governed by a Governor General who was advised 
by the Executive and Legislative Councils.  There were Resident Officers in charge 
of provinces and each province was divided into districts under the district 
commissioner or district officer.  Each district was divided into emirates and each 
administrated by the Emirs.  There were then village heads.21 
 

                                                 
19Onwuka Dike, 60. 

 
20Ngozi Ojiakor and G.C. Unachukwu, Nigerian Socio-Political Development: 

Issues and Problems (Enugu, Nigeria: John Jacobs Classic Publishers, 1997), 47.  Also B. 
A. T. Balewa in Governing Nigeria, writes , Indirect rule “offered an economical use of 
the scarce resources available for the governance of the colony by the use of relatively 
few colonial administrative officials, and, where possible, the existing local and regional 
institutions.”  He continues that the main objective of Lord Lugard who introduced this 
system was to interfere as little as possible with the customs, traditions and religion of the 
people consequently, protect and preserve their culture.  See p. 16. 
  

21Ibid. 
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What is described above is more of what happened in the North. In the South they created 

a series of native courts which were run by warrant chiefs.  These were called warrant 

chiefs because they received warrants to preside over the native courts.  The warrant 

chiefs were empowered by the British not just to judge but also to control forced labor 

and take care of local taxes.22  They were very powerful and were imposed on people— 

even those outside their immediate ethnic group.  Warrant chiefs were rude, arrogant, and 

became corrupt in their administration of justice and use of their powers.  They were used 

by the colonial government to stop or retaliate mostly with bloody reprisals, riots, or 

refusals or inability to pay taxes.  Their duty was to make sure that natives enabled the 

colonial officers and the money needed was realized.  They did this through direct 

taxation, increasing prices of imported goods, and lowering the prices of raw materials. 

 In the North, the British made use of Muslim emirs.  Their centralized 

administrative system gave them this advantage.  The Northern emirs based their 

administrative system on Islamic religion.  The British used them as agents of 

colonialism not just over Muslims but non-Muslims as well.  The emirs were charged 

with collecting taxes, local administration, and justice.  For effective administration, the 

North was divided into emirates, and not just the Muslims areas.  The so-called 

“independent pagan” areas were also incorporated in the indirect rule.  Consequently, 

Muslim leaders ruled over non-Muslims.  This whole system can be best described as 

joint British-Hausa/Fulani rule and political control over the North.  In other words, 

                                                 
22Ibid., 47-48. 
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indirect rule was an Anglo-African government.23  Guy Arnold, a British journalist who 

specialized in African affairs, writes that the main purpose of indirect rule was for the 

subjugation of the country.24  The British used Muslims leaders to capture and subdue 

non-Muslims.  Beginning with the 1803 Usuman Danfodio Jihad, Muslims have nursed 

the idea of subjugating many ethnic groups under their rule.  They made false claims that 

some territories had belonged to them and the British supported these false claims and 

falsely brought these groups under the Muslim rule.  Ethnic groups that Muslims were 

not able to conquer through violence were now taken with ease through the colonial 

machinery of indirect rule.25  Wearing the colonial prestigious garments of indirect rule, 

Muslim rulers infiltrated many ethnic groups and exercised power over them that they 

never had before.  It must be understood that even in the extreme North not every ethnic 

group was Muslim.  By 1965 there is a report of massive pagan groups in Kano, which is 

the main Muslim city in the North.26  Opposition to Muslim rule was regarded as 

opposition to the British rule.  In this way the British protected, supported, and helped the 

spread of Islam. 

 The non-Muslim groups in the north did not consider indirect rule as British rule 

but rather as an imposition of Muslim leaders and Islamic religion on them.  This was so 

                                                 
23Ladipo Adamolekum, 37. Adamolekum acknowledges that even though 

Africans were involved, the colonial officials were undoubtedly in control at every stage.  
They directed, instructed and controlled.  They were the sole executive and 
administrators.   

 
24Guy Arnold, Modern Nigeria (London: Longman Group Limited, 1977), IX.  

 
25Jan H. Boer, Christianity and Islam Under Colonialism in Northern Nigeria 

(Jos, Nigeria: Institute of Church and Society, 1988), 9 
 

26E. P. T. Crampton, Christianity in Northern Nigeria (Zaria, Nigeria: Gaskiya 
Corperation Ltd., 1975), 55. 
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because the emirs ruled through Islamic laws.  The non-Muslims considered this the 

continuation of the Dan Fodio’s jihad now aided by the British.  Indirect rule sparked 

discontent and many revolts from the ruled groups.  The ethnic groups that collaborated 

with the colonizers naturally assumed superior status over the ruled.  This created 

inequality and conflicts not just between Muslims and non-Muslim groups but also 

among all the ethnic groups involved in the systems, thus souring social and political 

relations among Nigerians.  It is important too that in the pre-colonial period conflicts 

already existed between many ethnic groups in Nigeria.  A notable impact of the colonial 

administration on this was that it institutionalized the conflicts and the inequalities.27  

Later the other ethnic groups began to gain new identities and political consciousness 

which led to the rejection of imposed rule and their inferior status and position 

perpetuated by the colonial masters.  On the other hand, the colonial masters helped their 

collaborators not only to maintain the status quo but also to contain any uprising and 

political self-determination of the ruled.  Turaki reports that the British took side with 

Muslims to war against, capture, and subdue non-Muslim groups.28  One other reason 

why the British subdued non-Muslims groups under the Muslim Emirs was that they 

considered the pagans uncivilized, primitive, and savage.  This promoted the superiority 

of other ethnic groups and later the claim that the British entrusted the governance of the 

nation into their hands.  “The colonial administration had continued to doubt the ability 

of the non-Muslim groups to manage their own affairs.  It was for this reason that the 

                                                 
27Yusufu Kuraki, 97. 

 
28Ibid., 98. 
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colonial administration subordinated some ethnic groups to Fulani rule based upon some 

illegitimate pre-colonial claims of sovereignty.”29 

 This type of administration introduced rule by force in the Nigerian political 

culture.  Among other punitive measures, the British had an armed force which was 

involved in conquests, massive destruction of property, and human life.  They employed 

collective punishment on rebelling, hostile groups and also in cases where the culprit was 

not identified.  Turaki reports that Lugard instructed his army “to inflict sufficiently 

deterrent punishment” for “uncivilized man regrettably only recognizes force, and 

measures its potency by his own losses.”30 

While indirect rule was greeted by protest from the non-Muslim groups, the 

Muslims celebrated it.  A Muslim leader and the Premier of Northern Nigeria, Alhaji 

Ahmadu Bello, is reported as saying, “The imposition of the British colonial domination 

was an expression of the grace of Allah.”31  Indirect rule gave Muslims the time to 

consolidate and develop a religious hegemony which became an instrument of oppression 

of non-Muslim groups and political marginalization.  When the Southerners were 

advocating for independence, the Northern leaders were unprepared to join them; rather 

they were looking forward to a handover of power to them as they had worked closely 

with the British.  They understood independence as “freedom from the rule of non-

                                                 
29Ibid. 

 
30Taken from Turaki, 58. 

 
31Matthew Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria (Ibadan: 

Spectrum Books Limited, 1993), 2. 
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Muslims and the establishment of an ideal Muslim state.”32  Indirect rule made some 

people feel it was their birthright to always rule, so that once they were not in power they 

generated trouble. 

Ethnicity 

 Another problem that has continued to plague Nigeria is ethnicity.  This problem 

is experienced in the religious, political, and economic circles and it is harmful to any 

kind of meaningful development.  It is an issue which CAN should address with all 

seriousness as it affects the Christian community which CAN represents and the 

generality of Nigerians.  Ethnicity per se is not the problem of British colonialism and it 

is not unique to Nigeria, but its manifestations in Nigerian society are peculiar.  Before 

the advent of the Europeans, ethnic groups within this region that became Nigeria lived at 

war with one another.  However, in this section I would like to argue that the problem of 

ethnicity experienced today in Nigeria is the product of European colonialism.  I would 

argue that the British institutionalized ethnicity through their administrative system and 

because of their economic interest in ruling Nigeria.  Human Rights Monitor in Nigeria 

also attributes ethnic and religious problems in Nigeria to “divide and rule” legacy of the 

colonial administration.33  Ethnicity is so important to the Nigerian scene that Human 

Rights Monitor says, “As a matter of fact, the (ethnicity and religion) are often blamed 

for the inability to routinise democratic practices, and indeed, as obstacles to 

                                                 
32Taken from F. U. Okafor, New Strategies for Curbing Ethnic and Religious 

Conflicts in Nigeria (Enugu: Fourth Dimension Publishers, 1997), 157. 
 
33Human Rights Monitor usually discusses ethnic and religious conflicts together.  

It is difficult to draw boundaries between the two.  Religion has become the central issue 
in the discussion of ethnic conflicts  Festus Okoye, Ethnic and Religious Rights in 
Nigeria (Kaduna: Human Rights Monitor, 1998), 3. 
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development in Nigeria’s post-colonial history.  Virtually all of the country’s problems 

are blamed on ethnicity and religion.”34 

 It is not difficult to discover that ethnicity, or what Chinua Achebe calls 

tribalism,35 has eaten deeply in the fabric of the Nigerian society.  Nigerians identify and 

give more loyalty to their ethnic groups than to the nation.  They see themselves first as 

members of their ethnic group before they see themselves as Nigerians.  Consequently, 

ethnic interest comes before national interest in political, religious, and economic matters.  

This ethnic sentiment affects national unity, meaningful development, equal and fair 

distribution of natural resources, and equitable justice for the citizens.  Each ethnic group 

seeks to promote and protect its interest and struggles to find a place in the Nigerian 

socio-economic and political setting on the determent of others.  It is to this end that 

Achebe defines tribalism as “discrimination against a citizen because of his place of 

birth.”36  It is the interactions between members of different groups.  Ethnicity in Nigeria 

influences political and economic behaviors and it is used by politicians to gain political 

and economic powers.  According to Agber Dimah of the Chicago State University, 

ethnicity “poses a more dangerous threat to national unity than religion.”37  Some 

                                                 
34Ibid., 18. 
 
35Chinua Achebe, The Trouble with Nigeria (Enugu: Fourth Dimension 

Publishers, 1983), 5-7.  Achebe adopts the word tribe instead of ethnicity.  At the time he 
wrote tribalism was used and African scholars were still working at dropping the word 
tribe.  

36Ibid., 7 
 

37Agber Dimah, 18. 
 



 42

Nigerians argue that the first coup-d’etat was a radical and nationalist protest of ethnic 

politics and the corruptions that were associated with it.38  

 Scholars on ethnicity in Nigeria have proposed two ways to show how ethnicity 

infiltrated the Nigerian body politic.  A less popular view is that ethnicity is a product of 

political evolution. Obaro Ikime, one of the proponents of this view, argues that ethnicity 

was not a problem in the colonial era.  It became a major problem in the national life 

when Nigerians became involved in politics after decolonization.39  The most popular 

view is that ethnicity is the product of colonialism “which brought new forms of political 

and economic competition, for which ethnic appeals became most capable of provoking 

strongest passions among ethnic groups.”40  To me this view makes more sense and has 

more support. 

 As already mentioned, Nigeria has over 400 different ethnic groups.  Nigeria is 

described in terms of ethnic origin as different ethnic groups were brought together.  

Because of the nature of amalgamation, Nigeria was called a “mere geographical 

expression.”  To this Achebe adds that the British colonial administration wanted to keep 

it that way.  The Nigerian nationalists also wanted it like that when it supported their 

                                                 
38Pamtaleon Iroegbu, The Kpim of Politics Communalism: Towards Justice in 

Africa (Owerri, Nigeria: International University Press Ltd., 1996), 37. 
 

39Obaro Ikime, “Religion and Ethnicity as a Means if Maintaining the Status Quo 
in Nigerian Politics,” in Sam Babs Mala, ed., Religion and National Unity (Ibadan: Orita 
Publication, 1988), 20.  Obaro argues that under colonial rule inter-ethnic conflict were 
less fierce and that the colonial government treated ethnic groups with more uniformity.  
He however agrees that they favored other ethnic groups more.  Obaro adds that the first 
political organization, the Nigeria Youth Movement, that was founded in the colonial era 
was multi-ethnic in composition and was devoid of regionalization.  Also see Agber 
Dimah, “Ethnicity,” 2.  
 

40Dimah, 2. 
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interest.41  Even by 1947, a Northern nationalist who became the first Prime Minister of 

Nigeria, Alhaji Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, said, “since the amalgamation of Southern and 

Northern Provinces in 1914, Nigeria has existed as one country only on paper.  It is still 

far from being united.”42  The arrangement of the colonial administration to preserve 

ethnic distinctiveness compounded the problem of ethnicity in Nigeria.  This has 

hampered national integration.  The result of this is the continuous promotion of ethnic 

dresses, ethnic marks, festivals, music, language, associations, churches, etc.  People who 

live in big cities gather according to their ethnic groups, conduct things peculiar to their 

ethnic group, and remind themselves of the allegiances they owe to their ethnic group.  

There is hardly any ethnic group without an ethnic or hometown association, ethnic 

solidarity movement, cultural organization, or community developmental association.43  

The main purpose of these associations is to represent the interest of their groups.  

 As we have already seen under indirect rule, the colonial British had 

administrative policies that favored other ethnic groups more and gave them superior 

status over others thereby creating relational gaps between them. 

                                                 
41Achebe, 5. 
 
42James-Michael Okpalaonwuka, Morality and Politics in Nigeria (New York: 

Peter Lang, 1997), 24. 
 

43In Nigeria each ethnic group has an association that brings members of that 
group together, promotes and fights for the agenda of that group.  These associations are 
usually very powerful and do lobby for positions in government and allocation of 
national resources.  They operate at national, state, local government levels and have 
branches in foreign countries.  Examples of such associations include, Ogoni, for 
minority ethnic groups in Rivers State, Oduduwa for the Yoruba people, the Hausa-
Fulani have Jasawa Development Association, the Educational and cultural Organization 
exists for the Berom people, Mzough u Tiv for the Tiv people, Biafra for the Ibo people, 
etc.  Each ethnic group has a ethnic leader in town and cities.  For example there is the 
Eze Igbo in Jos, Kaduna, Lagos and Oba in Kano, Sokoto, etc.  See Festus Okoye, Ethnic 
and Religious Rights in Nigeria (Kaduna: Human Rights Monitor, 1998), 46. 
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 Numerous efforts have been made to address ethnicity but much still remain.   

To me such efforts have not addressed the fundamental issues.  Unfortunately, Nigeria is 

a country without a national philosophy or vision.  Its children do not know its dreams, if  

it has any.  The children are deprived of things necessary for national assimilation, 

orientation to live together, and things that de-emphasize ethnic identity. 

 Missionaries did not help the ethnic problem in Nigeria.  The problem was mainly 

with their method of planting churches.  They preferred to plant churches along ethnic 

lines.  The reason was that this would make translations of the Bible and other religious 

materials to languages of the people easier.  To this end, each mission was attached to a 

particular ethnic group to work with it and translate the Bible into its language.  Mission 

societies or organizations like the Sudan United Missions had different churches from 

different countries that worked under its shadow.  These were called branches of the 

Sudan United Missions.44  With this system, denominations became identical to ethnic 

groups.  Nigerians have a saying, Anyam moughun undun tsa ga, which means, “A loin 

carries its tail along wherever it goes.”  The implication of this is that missionaries 

imported their denominational differences to Nigeria.  Consequently, denominational 

differences and conflicts were translated into ethnic differences and conflicts.  

Denominationalism became another factor to divide ethnic groups.  The decision to work 

with ethnic groups distinctively was the approach of the entire missions body in Nigeria.  

                                                 
44This was the way the Sudan United Missions apportioned the work to different 

branches.  The Christian Reformed Church branched worked among the Jukum, the 
Dutch Reformed Church Missions branch work with the Tiv, the Danish Lutheran branch 
with the Numan, the British branch with the Angas and Berom and part of it with the 
Wurukum- Mumuye, South African branch with the Mada people.  Edgar H. Smith, 
TEKAS Fellowship of Churches: Its Origin and Growth (Jos, Nigeria: Tekas Literature 
Committee, 1969). 
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At an Interdenomination Missionary Conference in Lokoja in 1910, members resolved, 

“It is the opinion of the conference that it is not desirable except under exceptional 

circumstances, with an eye to the translation of the Bible, to start work among a tribe 

where the population do not exceed 50,000.”45 

Indigenes versa Settlers 

 This is something that has evolved from the settlement pattern adopted by the 

colonial administration.  Even though this concept of indigenes and settlers seems to be 

more pronounced recently it has its roots in colonialism.  African scholars attribute 

European settlement patterns to their conception that there were superior and inferior 

races and their racist ideologies.  Samuel Kobia refers to the whole phenomenon of 

colonialism as a racist activity of the Europeans.  Thus it is natural that colonialization 

followed slave trade—clearly a more racist act.46  It is important to note that the 

settlement pattern in West Africa generally was not as bad as the one in East and South 

Africa where people were completely displaced from their land and the Africans seeking 

jobs had to live in special hostels or segregated homes.  However, the segregated 

settlement of the colonialism in Nigeria also drastically affected the socio-political 

climate of Nigeria.  Initially, the colonial government restricted this act to towns and 

cities, but later it spread to rural areas as well.  The Europeans never wanted to live 

among the natives.  They had their quarters, usually called the European quarters.  They 

encouraged missionaries who wanted to live among the people to also do so.  The early 

                                                 
45E. N. Casaleggio, The Land Will Yield Its Fruits: Fifty Years of Mission Work in 

the Sudan (The Dutch Reformed Church in the Republic of South Africa, 1964), 34. 
 

46Samuel Kobia, Courage to Hope: The Roots for a New Vision and the Calling of 
the Church in Africa (Geneva: WCC Publication, 2003), 65. 
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Nigerian elite were invited to join them in such quarters.  Later these areas where the rich 

and the educated lived were called Government Reserved Areas (GRA).  This has 

continued to be the case even today.  To get a plot in such areas you have to attain some 

position in society and such plots are more expensive.  The result of this is the creation of 

the class of the rich who are expected to distance themselves in many ways from the 

poor. 

 It is usually hoped that cities will be places of ethnic integration, but this was not 

the case in Nigeria because of the settlement pattern designed by colonialism.  This 

started in the North.  The immigrants were asked to settle in a designated part of the 

town.  These are called Sabon-Gari or Tudun-Wada.  The literal meaning is “new 

development” and “place of messengers (or laborers),” respectively.  The stigma attached 

to them is that they are strangers’ quarters.  These quarters even today suffer structural 

discrimination in many ways.  Development plans of the cities rarely cover such areas 

because the people living there are not part of the original community.  Consequently, 

they should not enjoy the share of the national resources allocated to that part of the 

country.  These so-called strangers can not be elected to any political position and usually 

have no political representation.  It does not matter how long they have stayed in such 

places. 

 What has evolved out of this idea that engulfs the whole of the Nigeria is the 

concept of “indigenes and settlers.”  Recent political, ethnic, and religious crises in 

Lagos, Jos, Kano, Plateau, Nasarrawa, Benue, and Taraba were all related to this issue.  

This form of conflict easily translates into religious crisis because the settlers in the North 

are Christians while settlers in the South are Muslims.  The violence in Jos began when a 
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Muslim, a settler, was given a political appointment by the Plateau State government.  

Conflicts along this line are easier since it is usually not difficult to identify the home of 

the enemy.  It is not an exaggeration to say that this is one of things responsible for much 

unrest in Nigeria. 

 In Nigeria, the word indigene means the original inhabitant of a given 

geographical area.47  The fact that one is born in a place or his forefathers lived in that 

place for many generations does not make one an indigene.  It has to be the land of one’s 

ancestors.  This concept carries the stigma of discrimination and has the idea of the “us” 

and “them,” the “insiders” and the “outsiders.”  Unfortunately, the Nigerian government 

encourages this and, worst still, has entrenched it in the nation’s constitution.48  Human 

Rights Monitor has shown how this violates section 42 of the constitution which forbids 

discrimination against any citizen on the bases of one’s place of birth, race, religion, 

ethnic group, or community.49  Human Rights Watch, on the other hand complains that 

this discriminatory concept of “indigeneship” “constitutes a violation of Nigeria’s 

obligation under the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR).”50 

 The Nigerian government requires one to carry a “Certificate of State of Origin” 

given by local authorities to show where they belong.  This must be presented for any 

official dealing with the government or school.  Indigenes have privileges such as lower 

                                                 
47“Revenge in the Name of Religion: The Cycle of Violence in Plateau and Kano 

States,”  special edition of Human Rights Watch (May 2005), 8. 
 
48See the 1999 Constitution Section 25 (a) and 173 (3).  

 
49Abdulkadir Balarabe Musa, “Between Indigene and Settlers,” Ethnic and 

Religious Rights: A Quarterly Publication of Human Rights Monitor  3, No.15 (Oct., 
2004), 24-28. 
 

50Human Rights Watch, May 2005, 8. 
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school fees, state scholarships, political positions, government employment and 

retirement benefits.  What qualifies one for these things is not citizenship, though 

citizenship should qualify anyone to enjoy all specific and inalienable rights no matter 

where they come from.  As Abdulkadir Musa well explains, indigene and settlers are 

products of social change and can affect anyone anytime or for anything having to do 

with employment or school.51  From the Nigerian historical perspective we are all 

immigrants—some just older immigrants than others.  Politicians love this because it is 

easily manipulated for personal political benefits and it is easy to use to incite trouble.  

This is an issue that can be addressed constitutionally and through education of the 

masses. 

North-South Dichotomy 

 Related to the issue of ethnicity is the North-South dichotomy or regionalism.  In 

1914, the British brought the Northern and Southern regions together into one political 

unit.  However, they adopted different administrative systems for each region.52  Nigeria 

was not given a chance to grow into a unified nation.  While the South was governed by 

laws enacted by a legislative council, the North was governed by edicts passed by the 

governor.  The South was introduced to some form of democracy while the North 

remained authoritarian.  In 1939, the South, a smaller unit, was divided into two, but the 

North remained intact.  Though the creation of states ended the physical dichotomy, in 

practice the dichotomy was never halted.  These regions are still alive, well, very strong, 

and have continued to manifest themselves in many ways.  The recent political zoning  

                                                 
51Abdulkadir Balarabe Musa, 24-28 
 
52Pamtaleon Iroegbu,  31. 
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system53 is a clear manifestation of the promotion of the dichotomy.  There are today 

many associations formed on regional bases.54  All these continue to promote regional 

interests and, consequently, work against national unity. 

 Even though the British colonial officers made Nigeria into a nation, they did not 

teach Nigerian politicians to act as nationals or on the national level.  They were never 

involved in national issues but restricted to regional issues.  Regionalism was all they 

knew.  More than that, they were not known nationally, so they were bound to appeal to 

the people they knew and with whom they could establish rapport.  We can say that we 

had no nationalists in the truest sense of it.  “Up to the time of independence different 

sections of the population had not worked together as a nation.  They perceived each 

other as strangers, sometimes as aliens, as rivals and potential enemies.”55  It is 

interesting to note that the first political parties founded under the guardianship of the 

colonial masters were regionally based.  For example, the Northern People’s Congress 

(NPC) and the Northern Elements Progressive Union (NEPU) were political parties in the 

                                                 
53This is an action taken by the political community that political powers will be 

shared and rotated among all the zones in Nigeria.  For example, in the present regime the 
president is from the South; his vice is from the North.  The President of the Senate is 
from the South; his deputy is from the North.  The Speaker of the House of 
Representatives is from the North; his deputy is from the South.  From the religious side 
the president is a Christian; his deputy is a Muslim.  The President of the Senate a 
Christian; his deputy is a Muslim.  The Speaker is a Muslim; his deputy is a Christian. 
The key positions are divided are follows: the South has the president, the East senate 
president, the North the speaker, while the middle belt has the chairman of the party.  
 

54Nigeria has the Arewa Consultative Forum, a political organization representing 
the North and the Northern Governors.  In the South is the South-South, and the Southern 
Minorities, while in the Middle Belt are the Joint Action Committee and the Middle Belt 
People’s Forum.  
 

55D. A. Oyeshola. “Religious Obstacles to Development in Africa,” Orita Journal 
of Religious Studies XXIII/1-2 (June- Dec., 1991): 35-48. 
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North.  These two had Islamic sentiments and because of that the Non-Muslim League 

(NML) was founded as an opposition to Muslim domination in the North.  In the Middle 

Belt there was the United Middle Belt Congress (UMBC).  The Eastern party was the 

National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC) while the Southern one was the 

Action Group (AG).  Each party was led by a member of the dominant ethnic group in 

that region.  In the election, each party won from the region it represented.  The political 

slogan in the pre-independence election was “West for the westerners, east for the 

easterners and north for the northerners.”56  As a result of this regionalism, no political 

party was able to form a national government by itself.  Also, political parties were 

strongest at their home base even though they had national character.  The North-South 

dichotomy is also responsible for the two different political ideologies competing in the 

nation.  Because of the influence of western civilization, education and more contact with 

the west, the South tends toward Western bourgeois nationalism and the North toward 

conservative feudal traditionalism.57  Robert Levine simplifies the conflict in the 

following words:  “It is not simply Hausa versus the ethnic groups of Southern Nigeria, 

but Conservatism versus Modernism, Authoritarianism versus democratic ideology, and 

Islamic obedience versus Christian individualism.”58  Educational gap and differences in 

educational approach were responsible for this complicated relationship.  It should be 

noted that the North was interested in Koranic education and had embraced Arabic 

culture through Islam. 

                                                 
56Taken from Agber Dimah, 15. 
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 Another colonial policy that created dissonance between the North and South was 

their policy on education and missionary activities.  This will be discussed in more detail 

later.  What is important now is to mention that colonial policy gave more educational 

opportunities to the Southern region.  The policy of non-interference was responsible for 

this deep educational inequality and the desire to preserve the Muslim institutions, for 

they knew religion and education were powerful agents of social change.59  The South 

accepted western education and embraced western civilization.  The North refused 

western education for Arabic education.  Dan Agbase, a renowned Nigerian journalist, 

reports that Sarduna, the leader of Muslims in Nigeria, wanted to proscribe western 

education and promote Koranic education.  For the Muslim leaders “a line of Arabic in an 

article, a quotation from the Hadith, or even from a Muslim Shaikh, is more effective 

than any amount of logic in convincing any Hausa Muslim that the writer’s opinions are 

sound.”60  Because of the educational advantage and acceptance of western civilization, 

the South soon dominated the job market and particularly the Ibos took over trade.  This 

educational gap and its resultant advantages for the South developed complex 

relationships and enmity between the North and South.  The fight over job domination 

was the only thing that forced the Northern Muslims to consider western education, but 

the gap in education, employment, commerce, and power opportunities still remains. 

 Regionalism was part of the colonial constitutions.  In the Report of the Political 

Bureau we read, “During the colonial period, there were important constitutional 

developments, being the Clifford Constitution of 1922, the Richards Constitution of 
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1946, and the Macpherson.”  A common feature of all these colonial constitutions was 

that they were not designed to build a Nigerian state.”61  The institutionalization of 

provincial and regional autonomy led to near disintegration rather than unification.  The 

Biafra war is an example of this.  Colonialism introduced structural disunity 

administratively and legally in Nigeria.62  It is the opinion of others that colonial Britain 

made a conscious effort to encourage regional thinking.  The colonial constitutions, 

especially that of 1951, made regionalism the most important focus or loci of political 

life.  In addition, each region had the power to control the resources found in it. 63  As a 

result, politics in Nigeria became ethnic in all forms.  Iroegbu thinks regionalism was a 

colonial device to thwart the effort of Nigerians to come together and demand 

independence.  He describes regionalism as a loaded gun powder of ethnic politics of 

bitterness set to explode and which exploded in the Biafran war.64  Regionalism was a 

divide-and- rule tactic.  Today regionalism is as strong as it has ever been in the history 

of Nigeria.  Other vices that regionalism has left on the Nigerian scene include 

chauvinism, jealousy, and fear, difficulties in free movement of goods and ideas, and 

regional based political consciousness and constituencies, just to mention a few. 

The Colonial Government and Christian Missionaries 

This later sections of this chapter will deal with the activities of Christian 

missionaries.  In this section we will only look at the relationship between the colonial 
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administration and the Christian missionaries.  The objective is to examine whether that 

relationship was passed to the Nigerian church and the Nigerian civil government.  It will 

also examine whether or not that relationship compounded the social, economic, political, 

and religious problems of Nigeria.  Just as colonialism had an impact on the Nigerian 

political society, Missionary Christianity equally had an impact on the Nigerian 

Christianity.  It will also help us to see what issues the missionaries responded to and 

their approach in responding to such issues. 

 It is undoubtedly true that the colonial administration and the Christian 

missionaries were closely related.  Many Nigerians see the Christian missionaries as 

another aspect of colonialism with the aim to soften the minds of the people for colonial 

activities.  Stephen Neill argues that “it is now widely taken for granted that, whatever 

may have been the beneficent intentions of the missionaries, they were in fact the tools of 

governments, and that missions can be classed as one of the instruments of western 

infiltration and control.”65  Clergy were always members of the Expeditions.  Their initial 

responsibility was to be chaplains to the European trade settlers and then missionaries to 

the natives.  Missionary and commerce activities went together.  Missionaries were also 

involved in the military expeditions.  These expeditions which brought missionaries to 

                                                 
65Stephen Neill, Colonialism and Christian Missions, 11-12.  In this book Neill 

adopts a historical perspective and argues that this is not a new phenomenon.  This can be 
seen in the Greek and Roman colonizations to some extent and it appears very clear in the 
history of the church as one looks at the relationship between church and state.  The 
popes and the emperors worked together to subdue non-Christians rulers. The main claim 
was that the pope as the Vicar of Christ has power over Christians as well as unbelievers 
since Christ has power over all men.  This is also what we see in Bartolome de Las Casas.  
The European occupation of the West Indians was based on the above argument.  See 
Gustavo Gutierrez, Las Casas: In Search of the Poor of Jesus Christ, trans. Robert R. 
Barr (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1993). 
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Africa were financed by the imperial civil government.66  Colonialization and the advent 

of Christianity took place simultaneously.  So to Africans, missionaries “were as much a 

part of the colonizing forces of the explorers, traders, and soldiers…they were agents of 

colonialism in the practical sense, whether or not they saw themselves in that light, each 

mission station is an exercise in colonization.”67  In fact there was a thin line between the 

activities, relationship, and intentions of the colonizers and the missionaries. 

 This judgment partly had to do with the way Europeans used Christianity and 

interpreted its societal role.  At times the colonial government paid the mission staff or 

gave the mission financial grants.  The general belief was that Christianity was capable of 

establishing the necessary virtues for good society.  This, in and of itself, is factual.  In 

this regard, Galloway reiterates the belief of the Europeans: 

In order to have legitimate trade, one must have a people of developed culture, 
reliable and industrious habits, and amenable to instruction in new skills.  
Christianity was confidently regarded as a necessary foundation for all of these and 
other virtues of social and commercial intercourse.  Thus the integration of Nigeria 
into world economy was believed to be dependent upon the evangelization of the 
country.68 

 

In this regard, one always hears this claim: “The missionaries made the African soil 

fertile for the plantation and growth of imperialism.”  There is no denial of the fact that 

missions helped in the planting of colonialism in Africa.  Words from a missionary 

confirm, “the case with which the white man has implanted himself in Africa is due more 
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to the work of missionary societies than the use of machine-guns.”69  On the field 

missionaries helped the colonial government in many ways, and they sometimes even 

lived in the same quarters.  It was more of a team effort.  Professor Akpenuun Dzurgba of 

the University of Ibadan says:  

Missionaries worked as the fellow-agents of the colonial administration.  For law 
and order, missions had to rely on military conquests by the colonial soldiers.  In 
the colonial structure, missionaries worked as economic entrepreneurs, teachers, 
doctors, technicians, carpenters, administrators and even nominated members of the 
legislative assemblies.  The colonial rulers and the missions had a pride in the 
British Empire and therefore sought to promote the policies of enslavement and 
exploitation.70  
 

It would also be correct to argue that the relationship was necessitated by the 

circumstances of the time.  In this period, the natives were hostile to the Europeans and 

the missionaries needed security which was provided by the colonial administration who 

had control of the gun powder.  Also, when one looks at the other side of the missionary 

activities, it would not be wrong to conclude that some of the negative roles were 

incidental.  In the actual sense the relationship between the colonial government and the 

missionaries was that of friendliness and enmity.  The church collaborated with the 

colonial government only when it was for its benefit and vice-visa.  In the colonies, the 

colonial civil government had more powers, but the missionaries also felt they had the 

right to complain and protest when the inhumane decisions of the colonial administration 

affected their work.  Conflicts existed between the missionaries and the colonial 
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70Apenpuun Dzurgba, “A History of Christian Missions in Nigeria:  A 
Developmental Approach,” Asian Journal of Theology 5, No. 1 (April 1991): 189. Also 
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administration on many issues, since missionaries came from different countries with 

different understandings of the relationship between church and state.  There were 

missionaries from Boston, some who even belonged to the Tea Party,71 and because of 

their experience had less respect for the British colonial authorities.  It is very important 

to remember that the primary interests of the colonial administration and the missionaries 

were different despite the similarities that existed between them. 

One question that one would usually ask is why would the colonial officers who 

came from Christian nations oppose Christian missions?  I think a look at the religious 

background of the colonial administrators will provide an answer to this perplexing 

question.  Many of them were not devoted Christians and, therefore, had less interest or 

opposed some form of Christianity that missionaries sought to plant in Nigeria.  Lugard 

himself was not a devoted Christian and the colonial secretary during his reign; Joseph 

Chamberlain, was a Unitarian.72  Some scholars think that Lugard was a good Christian 

because one of the missionaries, Walter Miller, leader of the C.M.S., was his closest 

friend and counselor and he allowed him to preach everywhere in the North.  They even 

argue that Lugard himself did not mean to exclude missionaries from the North; it was 

other colonial officers who interpreted the promise to exclude missionaries.73  What we 

can say about Lugard is that he was a pragmatic person.  Most of his policies seemed to 

be based on expediency rather than philosophical convictions.  Boer himself said one of 
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the reasons that Lugard would not want conflict with Muslims was that he believed they 

were potentially dangerous.74  Furthermore, Boer says Lugard’s moral views were in 

agreement with Christian morality.  Mission was necessary for the formation of character.  

He wanted religion to be taught in school but not a particular creed and his aim again was 

for character formation.75 

Another person in the colonial administration with anti-mission sentiment was 

Giroaurd, successor of Lugrad and a Canadian Catholic who hated Protestant missions.  

Kukah argues that Catholics were less aggressive to missions, particularly missions to 

Muslims.76  This may explain Girouard’s position.  He complained that missions were 

only fighting Muslims and it would be better to do without them.  In reacting to one of 

the activities of the missions, he submitted: 

Personally I should like to see the mission retire entirely from the Northern States, 
for the best missionary for the present will be the high-minded, clean-living British 
Resident.  The opinion of Residents is absolutely unanimous in considering the 
presence of the Mission as a menace to the peace of the country.  It is a very sad 
fact that the missions, as constituted, are not of the slightest assistance in 
administering the country: on the contrary a constant source of worry.  They say 
that their religion and common sense bear no relation to each other.77 
 

The last person to be addressed here is Charles Temples.  He worked in the 

colonial office.  Temples was in love with traditional institutions and was against 

anything destructive of them.  He believed that Christianity was in the forefront of this 

destruction and that it brought disloyalty to traditional rulers.  To him, missionaries 
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should not be allowed even to enter pagan areas.  He would veto any permission for the 

establishment of mission stations.78  The make-up of the colonial officers was already a 

drawback to the church.  This explains why the colonial office vetoed any agenda that 

was to the advantage of Christianity.  Later the colonial administration began to oppose 

expansion in pagan areas and by 1916 grants to mission schools were suspended.79 

The first issue of contention was the colonial policy of “non-interference.”  This 

was a policy of expediency on the part of the colonial administration.  At the beginning 

of the colonial era in Nigeria, Muslims were opposed to colonial rule.  Their opposition 

was mainly on religious grounds.  It is right to think that the colonial administrators were 

aware of the aggressiveness of the Muslims and were afraid of too many areas of 

conflicts with them.  Additionally, the Islamic empire was fully organized in Northern 

Nigeria.  In order to convince and use them effectively the imperial powers adopted the 

policy of non-interference.  Under this policy the colonial government would not 

interfere with its traditional political system and religion provided they were submissive 

and accountable to the colonial government.80  This promise was made by Lord Lugard at 

the installation of the newly appointed Sultan of Sokoto in March of 1903.  In his speech 

at the installation ceremony he contended that all men would be allowed to worship the 

God they chose and the government would not interfere with the Muslim religion.81  The 

                                                 
78Ibid. 

 
79Crampton, 80. 
 
80R. I. Gofwen, 59. 
 
81Crampton, 46. 



 59

Muslims received the promise with approval and delight and it also won their confidence.  

In trying to defend his position on the issue, Lugard, the architect of the policy, said: 

I hold that it would be a misuse of the power and authority of the government if that 
power were used to compel natives of the country to accept a mission which they 
resented and which they would not accept unless compelled by superior force…..I 
myself am of the opinion that it is unwise and unjust to force missions upon the 
Mohammedan population for it must be remembered that without the moral support 
of the government these missions would not be tolerated.  And if they were 
established by order of the Government the people have some cause to disbelieve 
the emphatic pledges I have given that their religion shall in no way be interfered 
with.82 

 
For the colonial administration this policy was also adopted for security reasons as 

Muslims were not ready to welcome Christianity.  Lugard believed this was a cautious 

approach. 

 The policy of non-interference brought an unpleasant relationship between the 

missionaries and the colonial administration.  Under this policy, the spread of Christianity 

and missions activities were barred in the Muslim controlled areas.  The policy allowed 

missions activities only in pagan areas.  The Christian missions saw the policy as a boost 

to Islam.  They thought the colonial government was pro-Islamic and had become the 

custodian of Islam.83  This was a political as well as a social policy that favored the 

Muslims from the beginning of the colonial era.  Missionaries resisted this policy with 

little success. 

 Jan Boer lists other colonial policies that led to conflict between the colonial 

government and the missions.  (1) The 18-year restriction.  This policy prohibited 

missionaries from teaching or inculcating the Christian faith to Muslim children under the 
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age of 18.  (2) Single missionary ladies.  Missions recruited single ladies as well as the 

colonial government.  Single ladies working with the government would travel alone or 

with another male European.  This same government opposed missions employing single 

ladies.  The reason given was for propriety, but why only for missions’ staff?  (3) 

Settlement policy.  The colonial government felt they had the responsibility of protecting 

every white man in Nigeria.  Consequently, they assumed the role of advising 

missionaries about where it was safe to settle.  Unsafe areas were simply described as 

unsettled.  These were usually areas that had refused to submit to Muslim rule.  They 

used this policy to restrict the movements and activities of the missions where they had 

interest.  (4) The 440-yard rule.  By this rule Europeans could not build residences within 

440 yards from a Nigerian settlement.  The colonial government explained that this was 

for health reasons— that the rule was to prevent the Europeans from contracting the 

deadly yellow fever disease transmitted by mosquitoes.  It was believed that mosquitoes 

would not operate beyond this distance.  However, Boer believes that Christians were the 

main target of this rule.  The aim of the colonial administration was to restrict missionary 

influence and the scope of fellowship with the people.  The missionaries protested and 

succeeded in removing the law since it did not apply to other Europeans.  (5) Renewal of 

leases for mission stations.  This policy discouraged missionaries from building 

permanent and solid structures with the aim of reducing their influence in their areas of 

operation.  They were to hire government property, and the lease was granted on short-

term basis.  Since it was not their property, the owner of the property had the right to 
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determine what they could do on it.84  Many of these rules meant that missionaries had to 

obtain permission from the British administration before commencing operations.  

 Other areas of conflict concerned freed slaves and education.  The colonial 

government had a policy to handover freed slaves to Muslims only.  Missionaries were 

discouraged from opening homes for the freed slaves though missionaries felt it was part 

of their benevolent work to look after freed slaves.  Latter missions were allowed to open 

Freed Slaves Homes.85  In the beginning, education was only in the hands of the 

missions.  The colonial government had to turn to the missions to train Muslim leaders 

that the colonial administrators were using.  In 1900 Lugard had asked a leader of the C. 

M. S. to start a school in Zaria to train Muslim children.  Later the colonial government 

became suspicious of Miller’s school, assuming that Miller would be teaching them the 

Christian faith.86  Through education, missionaries were exerting considerable influence 

on the natives including Muslims.  To curtail this influence especially in the North, the 

colonial government began establishing government schools where Christian influence 

was excluded.  The colonial office in the North also changed the Educational Ordinance 

and Grant Code Regulations that Lugard had drafted to the disadvantage of Christian  
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education.87  The colonial government paid the salaries of Islamic teachers to teach Islam 

in government schools while the teaching of the Christian religion was disallowed.  

Students in these schools were also forced to learn Islam with the backing of the colonial 

officers. 88 

 In all this one would ask, why would colonialism coming from Christian nations 

get into this unholy alliance with Islam?  Kraemer argues that the two are closely related.  

They are all imperialist powers.  “Islam is a consistent form of imperialism, and hence 

may strongly resent when itself is subjected to an imperialism by peoples of a foreign 

religion.” 89  It can also be observed that ruling methods of colonialism and Islam are 

alike.  The two are a violent rule so it was easy for colonialism to adopt Islam to continue 

its violent rule.  What Akpenpuun Dzurgba says of colonialism is applicable to Islamic 

rule in Nigeria.  “The colonial society was never a consensual society.  Its authorities had 

the monopoly of the means of violence.  The colonial system of rule was paternalistic, 

authoritarian, and dictatorial in character and functions.” 90  

 The colonial officers claimed that the exclusion of the missionaries from the 

Muslim areas was to avoid the development of religious fanaticism.  They also claimed 

that the emirs had never agreed that the missionaries should operate in the emirates.  

They added that they would not want the missionaries to be embarrassed, for the 
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embarrassment of a European was their own embarrassment.91  Missionaries on the other 

hand felt the colonial officers were only using the emirs as a scapegoat.  Their policies 

were for their own interest and not for the emirs.  The Anglican Bishop of Lagos in 1920 

made it clear that some chiefs were refusing the entry of missionaries in their domains 

because the colonial policies had determined that emirs should not allow missionaries.  

The missionaries made this accusation because they were receiving invitations from some 

of the chiefs to establish schools and mission stations in their domains.92 

 Apart from a few reasons mentioned earlier, there were other reasons that led the 

colonial government to oppose or restrict the activities of missionaries.  The obvious one 

was that Christianity is a forceful agent for social change.  The colonial government was 

afraid that Christianity and its educational activities would break Anglo-Fulani hegemony 

and develop nationalism.  There was some truth in this suspicion.  Kukah reports that the 

intention of the missions was to educate pagans so that they would take over the control 

of the nation through education.93  Because when it came to determine who would hold 

what position in the government, it was through western education.  Education then 

became an important factor in the colonial era.  For this reason the colonial government 

did not want to have its hands off the education of the people. 

Crampton attempts to suggest a few reasons why the colonial administrators 

wanted to keep missionaries aloof, especially at local levels.  (1) The presence of 

missionaries was an embarrassment to some of the officers because of the kind of life 
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they lived.  Many missionaries could not refrain from speaking against these petty 

gaucheries.  (2) The missions teaching about equality of all men contradicted the class 

stratification of the colonial government.  The colonial officer felt this was premature and 

might have unfortunate consequences.  This was the problem of both colonial officers 

and traditional rulers with western education.  They felt it was not inculcating respect for 

the traditional institutions.  Western education was making the poor class to be critical of 

the emirates administration.  Lugard complained, “The preaching of equality of 

Europeans and natives, however true from a doctrinal point of view, is apt to be 

misapplied by people in a low stage of development, and interpreted as an abolition of 

class distinction.”94  Alhaji Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, who later became the prime 

minister of Nigeria complained, “In pre-British days, it was impossible for a commoner 

to attack a natural ruler directly…now you find even some illiterate people, who for one 

reason or the other were trained by some evil people not to respect authority…. I will 

even go far as to say not to respect religion.”95  There was fear of the uprising of the 

poorer class.  Missionaries also directly opposed the victimization of their members by 

the colonial officers of the Muslims leaders.  (3) At that time missionaries constituted the 

only rival influence on the traditional rulers and the natives.  While colonial officers 

never stayed long in one station, missionaries stayed longer and were involved in 

programs that dealt directly with the people such as education, health care, and 

orphanages.  (4) Missionaries stood the chance and had the capability of bringing to the 

attention of the British government and people the injustices and corruptions of the 

                                                 
94Boer, Missionary Messengers of Liberation, 75. 

 
95Matthew Hassan Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria, 7. 
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colonial officers.96  All these brought fear in the colonial officers so they employed every 

means possible to restrict missionary influence. 

 It is important however, to note that some of the colonial policies were not 

necessarily meant to oppose Christianity.  Such policies like indirect rule unintentionally 

affected Christianity.  The main purpose of indirect rule was economic but it affected 

Christianity in that it placed pagan groups under Muslim rule and that affected the 

expansion of Christianity to these groups.  Also, the colonial use of Muslim institution 

added prestige to the Muslims. 

 From what has been said so far, one can conclude that in the colonial era there 

was no clear stand taken by either the government or the church on the desired 

relationship between church and state.  This lack of a clear stand was responsible for the 

sour relationship that existed between the colonial government and the missionaries.  

Like father, like son; the Nigerian government and the Nigerian church have not taken a 

clear stand on this issue.  Still today, the churches continue to seek and receive various 

grants from the government for religious programs.  That is to say that despite these 

conflicts there were still many areas of cooperation between the missions and colonial 

administration.  It can best be described as ‘a marriage of convenience.’  The missions 

continued to supplement government efforts in provision of benevolent services such as 

medical care.  The missionaries on the other hand enjoyed the road and rail systems of 

the colonial government without which their work would have been very difficult. 

 It is unfortunate that these conflicts were transmitted in one form or another to 

adherents of Islam and Christianity.  The Nigerian church today continues to believe that 

                                                 
96All these are a summary of Crampton’s views. See 61-63. 
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the government is pro-Islam and anti-Christian and that her programs boost Islam.  For 

this reason any government decision that tilts toward religion is viewed with suspicion by 

Christians.  The colonial government introduced the practice that permission for religious 

activities has to be sought from the government and traditional rulers.  Both the 

government and traditional rulers, taking the cue from the colonial government, used this 

opportunity to exclude and persecute unwanted religious groups.  The issue of land 

acquisition for religious purposes has become a major issue in Nigeria today.  

Government usually earmarks land for religious purposes and in many cities any activity 

held outside such areas receives disapproval from the government.  Colonialism 

inculcated the practice of government having a hand and assuming control over religion, 

even to the point of dictating what should be done. 

Responses of the Missionaries to Colonial Policies 

Attempts to restrict missions’ activities created more friction.  The obvious way 

was to call for prayers.  But this was not the end.  The responses came from individuals, 

mission organizations within and outside the country, and individual missions. I do not 

have the intention to deal extensively with the responses here but just to establish that the 

church was not silent over these unhealthy policies.  It is also a difficult task to give a 

good account of these responses since there were too many and in different forms.  They 

opposed and issued statements against these policies at missions’ conferences.  

Missionaries wrote and operated newspapers and magazines.  These were widely 

circulated since missionaries came from different countries.  For example, the Sudan 

United Missionaries had missionaries from Britain, America, Canada, French, Swiss, 
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South Africa, Denmark, Norway, Australia and New Zealand.97  Missionaries approached 

the chiefs and the Muslim leaders and were able to provide practical examples of the 

acceptance given to them by the natives.  These missionaries carried news of the progress 

as well as problems of the missions.  Missions made known to the world the injustices 

and the mal-political activities of the colonial rulers.  One notable example was The 

Lightbearer, a monthly magazine of the S.U.M.98  The Church Missionary Society had a 

newspaper, Iwe Irohin, with the same purpose of intimating the public on the activities of 

the missionaries and their views or comments on social, economic, and political issues.99  

Missionaries held international or national conferences in which every missionary 

organization was represented.  In these conferences they addressed and responded to 

these issues of conflict.  The aims of these conferences were to present a collective 

response which would carry more weight and to devise ways to respond.  For example, 

Boer reports that at one time the Sudan United Missions decided that no missionary 

should correspond directly with the colonial administrators over conflict issues so as to 

avoid inflating the conflicts.  It was only the General Secretary who could correspond 

with them on the behalf of the missions.100 

 Apart from ecumenical missions organizations there were also regional missions 

organizations such as the Northern Mission Advisory Council and the Conference of 

Missions of Northern Provinces.  They also advised individual missions, confronted the 

                                                 
97Edgar Smith, TEKAS Fellowship of Churches, 6. 

 
98Jan Boer, Missionary Messengers of Liberation in a Colonial Context, 111. 

 
99Akpenpuun Dzurgba, 191. 
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government, and protested disadvantageous policies.  Through these organizations, 

missionaries fought for constitutional change in areas that prohibited religious freedom.  

Missionaries fought vigorously for the promotion and inclusion of religious freedom in 

the constitutions and political policies of the nation.101  Missionaries also fought against 

taxation and the practices associated with it, forced labor, and the oppressive activities of 

the colonial masters, chiefs, and emirs. 

 All these not withstanding, the missions continued to seek cooperation with the 

colonial government in areas that improved the living conditions of the natives and 

abolished the inhumane practices of the natives such as slave trade, human sacrifices and 

dangerous rituals that involved the killing of people.  They also sought government 

assistance in health care, education, orphanages, rehabilitation of freed slaves, and 

building an honest society. 

 As I have already suggested, colonialism was a two-way traffic.  Despite its odds, 

it laid the foundations for a number of good things.  We can find even the foundation of 

national unity in something like amalgamation.  The reason to expose all these 

deficiencies is in order to correct and improve on them.  If we know our problems and we 

are not able to solve them we stand to be blamed.  Let us continue to struggle against 

these societal ills.  As S. O. Ilesanmi has rightly said about the history of Nigeria, the 

“post-independence history is more or less the story of how it has tried and will continue

                                                 
101Boer, Christianity and Islam under Colonialism in Northern Nigeria, 29-30. 
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to grapple with its problems of apparent lack of unity and how best to accommodate the 

competing socio-political and ethno-cultural problems of its people.” 102 

                                                 
102S. O. Ilesanmi, “Religion and Politics in Independent Nigeria,” Orita Journal 

of Religious Studies XXII/1-2 (June-Dec., 1991):  49-69. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

The Religious Climate of Nigeria 
 
 

Introduction 
 

In international news coverage Nigeria is next to the Middle East.  While the 

news in the Middle East centers on the Israel-Arabs conflicts, war against Iraq and the 

involvement of the Western nations in those conflicts, the news about Nigeria centers 

on the issue of religious violence and related crimes against humanity and society.  

Everything in Nigeria seems to have religious implications and this explains why it is 

necessary to look at the histories of the various religions in Nigeria.  Religion 

occupies a central role in the life of Nigeria. 

Every individual has something to do with religion.  One either denies it or 

appropriates it.  Consequently, religion is an indispensable variable in any society, 

with both positive and negative sides.  Religion can work for the good of a society or 

bring problems to a society.  I do not intend to delve into the problem of the definition 

of religion here, for such will be a task beyond this project.  Usually, scholars tend to 

define religion from the perspective of their academic disciplines.  However, I like 

part of Emma Ekpunobi’s definition that, “Religion is belief in the other-than-man 

which influences people’s relationship with others.”1  An analysis of most definitions 

demonstrates that religion affects one’s behaviors, worldview and relationships.  

Thus, religion is related to philosophy, history, psychology, and sociology.  The 

implication of this is that religion does mold one’s socio-political and economic 

                                                 
1Emma Ekpunobi, “Rationale and Approaches to the Comparative Study of 

Religion,” in Essays in Comparative Religion, ed. Emaa Ekpunobi   (New York:  
Doxa Academic Productions, 1993), 9. 
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behavior.  Such influence might come from personal conviction, religious leaders or 

political leaders who manipulate religion to achieve ambitious goals. 

This chapter analyzes the general religious situation in Nigeria with the aim to 

discover the socio-political and economic implications of the religious history of 

Nigeria.  This will be achieved by discussing the origins and establishment of 

Christianity and Islam and their perspectives on social, economic, and political issues.  

Familiarity with the religious history of Nigeria will help us to understand more 

clearly contemporary religious issues.  Additionally, we will look at advantages and 

disadvantages each of these religions experienced in their attempts to spread their 

faith.  As the chapter is concerned with the general religious situation, we will also 

discuss African Traditional Religion and the attitudes of Christians and Muslims 

toward it.  It is hoped that the roots of religious conflicts will be discovered. 

The saying that Nigerians are very religious is true in many ways, and that 

religiosity of Nigerians is reflected in many ways.  The preamble of the Constitution 

of the Federal Republic of Nigeria states that it is “one indivisible and indissoluble 

Sovereign Nation under God.”  This language testifies that Nigeria realizes that a 

nation is not an end in itself but that the nation “stands under the transcendent 

judgment of God and has value only in so far as it is realized, particularly and 

fragmentarily, at best a higher law.”2  The Nigerian Coat of Arms carries the motto, 

“Unity and Faith,” demonstrating that we want and work for a united country, and that 

we want and strive to be a people of faith.  In this way we proclaim that we have faith 

in God that our nation is going to survive, faith in ourselves and faith in one another.  

It is a prayer that faith—religion—will unite us.  In the same way the National 

                                                 
2Simeon Ilesanmi, Religious Pluralism and the Nigerian State (Athens:  

Center for International Studies, Ohio University, 1997), 161. 
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Anthem is an acknowledgment to God as the creator of mankind and a prayer to God 

to direct our cause, direct our leaders to do what is right, and help our youth to be 

better citizens.  The words of the second stanza capture this religious spirit best: 

O God of creation, direct our noble cause, 
Guide our leaders right, 
Help our youth the truth to know 
In love and honesty to grow 
And living just and true 
Grant lofty heights to attain 
To build a nation where peace and justice shall reign. 

 
The National Anthem also follows a Christian tune and music. 

 The National Pledge employs biblical language to describe how we are to 

serve our nation.  It concludes that it is with the help of God that we will be able to 

serve our nation with all our strength and be honest and faithful in our service.  Thus 

the words: 

I pledge to Nigeria my country 
To be faithful, loyal and honest 
To serve Nigeria with all my strength 
To defend her unity and uphold her honor and glory 
So help me God. 
 

It is interesting to also note that all the oaths of allegiance and oaths of office end with 

the prayer, “So help me God.”  The Nigerian currencies have Islamic inscriptions, and 

the most conspicuous buildings in the national capital are the Central Mosque and the 

Christian Ecumenical Central built from government funds.  There is a mosque and a 

church in all government houses, schools, and army and police barracks standing in 

strategic places, also built with public funds. Additionally, the architectural plans and 

designs for most national structures are Islamic.  Religious writings are found 

everywhere including names of schools, hospitals, stores, and most of the inscriptions 

on Lorries are complete sermons. 
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Things and events easily get religious interpretation even when the designer 

has no religious intention.  For example, in the 1978 elections there were two major 

political parties of influence.  The National Party of Nigeria (NPN) had a stronger 

base in the North with a Muslim as its presidential candidate and the Unity Part of 

Nigeria (UPN) had a stronger base in the South with a Christian as a presidential 

candidate.  The NPN adopted one raised finger as a symbol for their party, meaning 

“one nation.”  Non-Muslims who did not belong to NPN said the sign meant Muslims 

want only one religion for Nigeria so if they win election they are going to Islamize 

Nigeria. The UPN adopt the “V” symbol for “victory.”  Muslims said this was a sign 

for polytheism.  If UPN wins they will do away with religion and introduce 

communism.  

 At any given time the nation is dealing with one religious issue or the other.  

These range from religious conflicts, commissions dealing with religious issues, 

pilgrim issues, OIC or Sharia debates, diplomatic relationship with Islamic or 

Christian nations, and various religious bodies confronting or commenting on 

government policies or actions from a religious point of view.  Other issues that come 

up daily include activities of religious fundamentalists, Jehovah Witnesses and the 

recitation of the National Anthem, Visas for foreign missionaries, and government use 

of public funds for religious activities.  Political polarization usually occurs along 

religious lines. 

 The religious landscape of Nigeria is diverse and Nigerians acknowledge and 

respect religious pluralism.  Historically, there are three major religions in Nigeria: 

African Traditional Religion, Christianity, and Islam.  It is difficult to identify the 

exact population percentage of the different religions in Nigeria, so the issue of the 

percentage is a matter of continuous debate.  This is so because of a lack of accurate 
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census figures.  The figures of the past census on this are controverted.  Islam and 

Christianity want to use the population figures to claim political dominance, and the 

political implications attached to population figures have made it a politically charged 

issue.  When the National Population Commission recently announced the removal of 

the religious clause from the questionnaires both Christians and Muslims countered 

by claming they will not participate in the census.  They both accused the president of 

having a hidden agenda.  In the same news article, the Muslims accused the president 

of regularly deceiving the world that Christians and Muslims are 50-50 in terms of 

population.  The Muslims also complained that the constitution of the National 

Population Commission does not reflect the federal character in terms of religious 

beliefs of Nigerians.  Muslims claim that there are more Christians represented on the  

Commission than there were Muslims.3 

 A search for the percentages reveals different results.  Apparently, the result 

depends on who is conducting the census or poll.  One led by a Muslim ascribes a 

higher percentage to Muslims and one led by a Christian does the same.  Recently, the 

national chairman of the Supreme Council for Sharia in Nigeria claimed Muslims  

 

                                                 
3Agaju Madugba, “CAN Threatens to Boycott 2006 Census,” This Day 

(March 14, 2005), 34. In this article, the Northern CAN Secretary, Elder Saidu Dogo, 
insisted that “the National Population Commission should without delay, include 
ethnicity and religion in the forthcoming national head count so that Nigerians and the 
world over will know the rue position of the number of adherents of the different 
religions in Nigeria, as it is done all over the world.”  Muslims took side with 
Christians on this in another publication.  See Aliyu Haruna, “Confab: Sharia Body 
Threatens to Withdraw Muslim Delegates,” Daily Trust (April 5, 2005), 28.  The 
national chairman of the Supreme Council for Sharia in Nigeria, Dr. Ibrahim Ahmad 
Datti, said, “Muslims all over the federation will not participate if the clause on 
religion is removed, adding that recent statements issued by the Christian Association 
of Nigeria, is a welcomed development in the right direction, adding that if 
Obasanjo’s administration does not have a hidden agenda, why is the religious clause 
removed?” 
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constitute 70 -75 percent of the Nigerian population.4  A recent statistic shows 

Christians leading with 52 percent, Muslims with 43 and African Traditional Religion 

with 5 percent.5  However, in the North Muslims constitute more than half of the 

population.  It is myth to say that the North is all Islam.  There is also a number of 

Muslims among the Yoruba and other southern ethnic groups.  It is equally a myth to 

say that the South is virtually Christian or untouched by Islam. 

Apart from these three one can also find almost every other religion in 

Nigeria.  Apparently, Nigerians travel all over the world in search of education and 

employment and when they come back, they bring new religious ideas and 

connections.  Consequently, today there are a considerable range of spiritual science 

adherents usually Eastern-related, esoteric and metaphysical movements, such as the 

Rosicrucian, Eckankar, Holy Grail, and the Aetherius society.6  There are other 

groups which are distinctively Nigerian and are spreading fast, like the Olumba 

Olumba, and the Aladura groups.  Secret societies still exist even though they were 

officially banned in 1975.  There are a few Hindus, Buddhists, Baha’is, Rastafarians, 

and a sizeable number of Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

African Traditional Religion 

In order to help us see the unique characteristics of the three major religions in 

Nigeria, I will look at their history and relationships with one another.  African 

Traditional Religion is the precursor of Islam and Christianity.  Both Bolaji Idowu 

                                                 
4Agaju Madugba, “Census: Muslims Give Conditions,” This Day (April 5, 

2005), 23. 
 

5“Basic Facts About Nigeria,” http://www.nigeria 
today.com/basic_facts_about_nigeria.htm, accessed on 2/17/2006. 
 

6“The Sharia Debate: Religion and Politics in Nigeria,” Interview with 
Rosalind Hackett, http://web.utk.edu/rhackett. accessed on 15/10/2005. 
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and John Mbiti argue that Africans knew God before the coming of Christianity.  

Consequently, African Traditional Religion was a good foundation upon which 

Christianity was built.  Also it has shaped the ways that Africans have adopted 

Christianity and Islam.  Nigerians are known for some form of religious syncretism.  

There is a dual religious practice of combining traditional religion with Islam or 

Christianity.  African Traditional Religion which is the original religion for most 

Nigerians is on the decline.  Its adherents are the target of mission activities and are 

fast being converted to Islam and Christianity.  Traditional religion is declining 

because of the social and political advantages that come with Islam and Christianity.  

In spite of this, African Traditional Religion has not disappeared.  Modernity has not 

succeeded in kicking it off the stage. 

Traditional religion predates both Islam and Christianity in Nigeria.  In its era, 

the religious and secular societies were not differentiated, and the spiritual and the 

secular lives and activities were never separated. Simeon Ilesanmi describes pre-

colonial Nigeria as monolithic.  For Nigerians, “every adventure of life, as well as 

instruments of governance and survival, were clothed in rituals, language and 

religious symbolism.”7  Even now to most Nigerians the bifurcation of the sacred and 

the secular is artificial, principia, and foreign.  Each ethnic group, clan or family had 

its own gods.  The people believed that the gods were responsible for the prosperity or 

decline of the society.  The gods were worshiped and sacrifice offered to them with 

the belief that these gods would give them wealth, happiness, and protection.  The 

success of an ethnic group, clan, or family was associated with how well it treated its 

god or gods.  Success was usually followed by popularity and power.  The leaders 

also got the credit for leading the people to do the right things and such leaders had 

                                                 
7Simeon Ilesanmi, XX. 
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more political power over the people.8  In African Traditional Religion, religious and 

political authorities were interdependent.  The king promoted religion, built places of 

worship, and enforced doctrines and ritual observances.  He led religious festivals; he 

was the leader of the priests.  The king together with the chiefs, priests, and doctors 

were the custodians of the customs and traditions.  They also played a crucial role in 

the socio-economic and political life of the society.  Religion legitimized politics and 

politics legitimized religion.  People in political positions and those with special 

talents were regarded as sacred. 

 The cultic nature of the political order involved daily rituals, veneration of 

symbols, both publicly and privately, and sacralization of public symbols.  Laws 

functioned to protect sacred objects, direct worship, educate the tribe on matters of 

justice, self-restraint, and morality.  There were laws to protect animals and the 

environment.  For example, some forests were considered homes of the spirits and no 

one could cut trees from them.  Killing of some wild animals was also prohibited 

because such animals were thought to be inhabited by human souls and killing would 

result in the death of some important person.9  For these reasons, forests and animals 

were preserved.  Virtue was associated with participation in the rituals of the cult.  

Rites and ceremonies brought the individuals and the whole ethnic group to the 

cosmic sphere, thus, the natural order.  In this religion, the society found its unity and 

ways of moving forward.  Ilesanmi argues that because beliefs, rituals, and symbols of 

traditional religion regulated the diverse spheres of African life it was an apparatus for  

                                                 
8Sir Alan Burns, History of Nigeria (London:  George Allen & Unwin LTD, 

1951), 235-236. 
 

9Ibid. 
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social cohesion.10  It is also interesting to note that even though ethnic groups and 

families had their own gods, the existence of a Supreme Being was appreciated 

throughout the country.  The Supreme Being was invisible and remote.  He was the 

creator but had little to do individual affairs.  Because of this, more attention was 

given to the minor deities who were more concerned with human affairs. 

 The society under African Traditional Religion was free of religious conflicts.  

Religious conflicts came with the introduction of foreign religions.  Proselytization 

and competition for membership were none-issues in African Traditional Religion.  

What characterized African Traditional Religion was respect and toleration of the 

views and practices of others.  In most cases rituals, festivals, dances, ceremonies, and 

even gods were adopted from other groups.  An essential character of traditional 

religion worth mentioning again is justice and communal harmony.  This is best 

expressed in an Ibo saying, Egbe lelu, Uo elu – Let the kite perch and the eagle perch. 

 Despite these tolerant and justice seeking attitudes of traditional religion, the 

attitudes of the government, Islam, and Christianity towards it is rather one of 

hostility.  Both the missionaries and the colonial masters considered traditional 

religion as barbaric, primitive, and tragic.  Even though they did not take time to study 

it they condemned it together with the practices and values attached to it—

incidentally, the practice and values most important to Africans— and replaced the 

rituals, symbols, language, and the sacred space and time with foreign cultures.  The 

colonial attitude to religion was that of respect for the dominant religions and 

religions that were more likely to be used for their advantage.  From the beginning 

there was an attitude of disrespect for traditional religion.  Christianity and Islam have 

continued to show contemptuous and intolerant attitudes to beliefs, symbols, images, 

                                                 
10Simeon O. Ilesanmi, 120.  



 

 

79

and places of worship of traditional religion, forgetting that Nigeria is a pluralistic 

nation. Colonial masters, Christians and Muslims have often broken into and looted 

traditional shrines of their valuable sacred objects and images and have destroyed or 

sold them to different museums all over the world.  Religious intolerance at all levels 

affects the socio-economic and political life of a nation as a certain group is deprived 

of its contribution to nation building.  It is important, however, to note that Catholics 

had more respect for witchcraft. 

The Coming and Spread of Islam 

 Of the foreign religions, Islam is the oldest in Nigeria.  Most scholars claim 

that Islam came to Nigeria in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, and by the fifteenth 

century it was well established.  Before the coming of colonialism, Islam had already 

taken root in most parts of Nigeria with the exception of the Ibo and some ethnic 

groups in the Middle Belt.  Islam came through Kanem Empire and spread into 

Borno, northeast of Nigeria, and then spread to the Hausa states in the fifteenth 

century.11  By 1591 Borno was the most powerful state in the western Sudan. Its 

political, economic, and military might were felt in the entire region.  The spread of 

Islam was through the activities of merchants and Islamic scholars.  As early as 

eleventh century there existed trans-Sahara trade between West Africa and Arab 

nations.  As the traders came they also carried out missionary activities.  The Wangera 

or Malian traders went south as far as Lagos.  By the sixteenth century many converts 

were made in the Yuroba land.  There are others who suggest that Islam came to the 

                                                 
11The detailed history of Islam in Kanem and Borno is provided by Peter B. 

Clarke, West Africa and Islam: A Study of Religious Development from 8th to the 20th 
Century (London:  Edward Arnold, 1982), 66-71. 
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Yuroba land first through Mali and Sonhgai before traders from Northern Nigeria.12  

In this early phrase Islam reached the Old Oyo, Ikoyi, Ogbomoso, Iseyin, Igboho, 

Ketu, and Lagos.  The Islamic scholars, on the other hand undertook the spread of 

Arabic education, Islamic culture, and the principles of Islamic law.  Their aim was to 

establish Islamic communities.13  Another scholar also observes, “The standard 

pattern for the introduction and dissemination of Islam in Africa has been with the 

establishment of Quran schools where little boys and girls are taught to learn by rote 

the elementary portions of the sacred book.”14  As far back as in the thirteenth 

century, Dunama Dibbalemi, the king of Borno who led many jihads was involved in 

sending students to study in Egypt and in making contact with other Arab nations 

through pilgrimages.  Also by the seventeenth century major towns and cities became 

identified as Islamic cities.  Leaders of these cities with the help of merchants 

established Koranic schools and employed Islamic scholars in their courts.15 

 The spread of Islam was interwoven with political, social, and economic 

interests.  In the early phrase Islamic clerics and traders spread Islam through peaceful 

means.  Patrick J. Ryan, professor at Fordham University, claims that in the past many 

West African Muslims lived comfortably in a pluralistic religious environment and 

tolerated traditional religions.  He adds that North African traders were not able to 

impose their political and religious fanaticism on West African Muslims.  Muslim 

                                                 
12E. O. Babalola, Muslim-Christian Encounter in Nigeria (Lagos:  Eternal 

Communication Ltd, 2002), 43.  
 

13John Onaiyekan, “The Challenge of Islamic Expansion in Nigeria: 
Suggestions for a Christian Response” Islamochristiana 14 (1988), 219-235. 
 

14Lamin Sanneh, “The Encounter of Islam and Christianity in Africa: 
Pentecost and Hijrah,” Journal of the I. T. C. 3, No.4 (1997): 181. 
 

15Toyin Falola, Violence in Nigeria: The Crisis of Religious Politics and 
Secular Ideologies (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 1998), 24-25. 
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religious and political attitudes changed because of the influence from Arab nations 

and Pakistan.16  Catholic bishop and theologian John Onaiyekan identifies three 

patterns of the spread of Islam in Nigeria:  (1) contact through trade and commerce, 

(2) conversion of the ruling class, and (3) gradual Islamisation of the society.  He 

thinks that military conquest as a method for the expansion of Islam is often 

exaggerated.  The use of force in Islam has been an act of politicians rather than 

Islamic missionaries.17  A prominent Nigerian scholar, R. D. Abubakre, also identifies 

three stages of the expansion of Islam but what is different in his stages is that he sees 

Islam in the end become a militant religion.  “Islam began as a religion of aliens, then 

becoming the religion of an influential or ruling elites before it finally got accepted by 

the masses and became popular and later a militant religion.”18 

Uthman dan Fodio’s Jihad 

Islamic expansion experienced some stagnation from the sixteenth century 

until the jihad of Uthman dan Fodio in 1803 and 1804.  There were a number of 

jihads but the one that furthered the cause of Islam was the one led by a young Fulani 

Muslim leader and scholar, Shehu Uthman dan Fodio.  The jihad lasted for six years. 

His jihad was not just religious but also political because it was also directed against 

Muslim rulers as well as pagan rulers who had not submitted to the Fulani rule.  It 

helped the expansion of Islam more than any other thing.  One of the aims of the jihad 

was to purify the Muslim faith which they believed was corrupted by the Hausa states.  

                                                 
16Patrick J. Ryan, “Islam and Politics in West Africa: Minority and Majority 

Models.” Muslim World   77, No.1 (Jan 1987): 5-6. 
 

17John Onaiyekan, 221. 
 

18M. O. Adeniyi, “Religion and Politics:  An Eye-Bird’s View of Development 
in Nigeria,” in Religion and Politics in Nigeria, ed. R. D. Abubakre (Ibadan: Nigeria 
Association for the Study of Religion, 1993), 101. 
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He also wanted to revive the faith, remove all the syncretist beliefs and rituals and all 

the innovations contrary to the Quran and Sharia and encourage more devotion to 

Islam.19  Through this jihad dan Fodio transformed the North into an Islamic religio-

political community where the legal system, education, administration, and social life 

were “based on Muslim concepts, ideas and values.”20  The dan Fodio jihad also took 

Islam to the South and established a Caliphate there with the headquarters at Ilorin.  

From there Islam disseminated to other parts of Yoruba lands.  Contrary to the desires 

of dan Fodio, Islam in the south was syncretic.  It adopted and accommodated many 

traditional beliefs and practices.  Additionally, in the South, Islam was not able to 

destroy the existing traditional administration and the indigenous religions, rather 

these influenced Islamic practices.  The Imams were not able to displace the Obas nor 

did the Sharia subvert the local laws.  This characteristic of Islam in the South may be 

responsible for the minimal religious violence in the South.  There were two things 

that helped consolidate Islam in Yoruba land.  One was the return of the liberated 

Yoruba Muslims slaves from Europe via Sierra Leone.  The other was the activities of 

the itinerant scholars and flag bearers from Sokoto Caliphate who came through the 

Ilorin emirate and influenced the area.21 

Islam was able to penetrate the Middle Belt during the colonial era when the 

Middle Belt was put under the Northern region and partitioned into various emirates 

under Muslim rulers.  The spread of Islam in the Middle Belt was very slow.  By 

                                                 
19Muhib O. Opeloye, “Religious Factor in Nigerian Politics: Implications for 

Christian-Muslim Relations in Nigeria,” Journal Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs 
10, No.1 (July 1989): 352. 
 

20Cyril Imo, Religion and Unity of Nigerian Nation (Tryck: Procetalen, HSC, 
Uppsala, 1995), 17. 
 

21M. O. Adeniyi, 101. 
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1931, Muslims constituted only 6 percent of the population while in 1952 the 

percentage only rose to 10.22  There is a higher population of Muslims in cities while 

in the rural areas one can find small packets of Muslims scattered in many villages 

mostly among the cattle-Fulani.  Muslims traders also settled in the East as far back as 

the 1900s. Islamic centers were established in cities like Enugu, Onitsha, Owerri, 

Umuahia, Nsukka, and Awka.  Both in the Middle Belt in the East, Muslims usually 

settled in one section of the town.  

The aim of the jihad was to conquer and Islamize all of Nigeria.  Muslims 

claim that it was colonialism that prevented them from realizing their dream.23  The 

jihad achieved many things for the Muslims in Nigeria and scholars usually consider 

it the most important single event in the history of Islam in the nation.24  It is so 

important to Muslims that they fought for many years for the immortalization of the 

name of Uthman dan Fodio.  Finally, the federal government renamed the University 

of Sokoto, Uthman dan Fodio University. 

The dan Fodio jihad united the Hausa states so that all the Hausa dynasties 

became part of the Islamic state or Sokoto Caliphate under the Sharia law.  It was this 

jihad that led to the establishment of the first Caliphate in Nigeria which was divided  

                                                 
22Peter B. Clarke, West Africa and Islam: A Study of Religious Development 

from 8th to the 20th Century (London: Edward Arnold, 1982), 228.   
 

23John Onaiyekan this is a hypothesis which may or may not have been 
verified.  To him the British role in this is ambiguous.  On the other hand they 
maintained the status quo by upholding and supporting the authority of the Muslim 
leaders and help them subdue other groups formally not under their control, and on 
the other they stopped the regular harassment and looting of the Muslim raiders.  P. 
224. 
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into emirates.25  Emirs were placed in charge of the emirates.  The Sultan of Sokoto 

was a religious and political leader.  Everything and everyone in the Caliphate was 

under his autocratic rule and all socio-economic, political and religious decisions were 

brought to him for approval.  This was the beginning of Islamic theocracy in Nigeria. 

The jihad also made social contributions to Nigeria. E. O. Babalola notes about the 

jihad: 

It stimulated learning, education, and spread of Islam, scholars wrote books 
(over two hundred known works of Dan Fodio, Abdullah and Bello alone), to 
educate administrators about the kind of society they should aim at creating and 
to explain Islamic laws to the judges.  Literacy became necessary for high 
office, and the Hausa language spread in many areas as the lingua franca among 
people of different languages.26 
 

The dan Fodio’s jihad is very important in that it was the essence of the 

political and legal system and all the structures established by the jihad that were 

retained and used by the British colonial administration as we saw in the indirect rule.  

The jihad improved the socio-economic and political life of the people.  Most people 

supported the jihad because it fought against the oppression and injustices of the 

Hausa Sates.  The leader of the jihad was preaching that oppression and injustice were 

against Islamic faith.27 

General Features of Islam in Nigeria 

 Islam is an influential religion and easily noticeable in Nigeria.  It is a religion 

as well as a way of life for its adherents.  In Nigeria, is it not difficult to identify a 

Muslim.  People usually change their life system when they embrace Islam.  They 
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change their dressing and sitting styles, eating habits, home arrangement, occupation, 

behavior towards women and children, and toward other social activities.  This does 

not mean that Islam was not influenced by Nigerian culture and African traditional 

religion. 

Most Muslims in Nigeria are suuni and belong to the Malakite school of law.  

The number of shi’ite is small and comprised mostly of foreigners.  One important 

feature of Islam is the tariqa, the Sufi brotherhoods, the Qadiriyya, and the Tijaniyya 

tariqa.28  These were very popular and influential politically and religiously in the 

1950s and 1960s.  Each of these was associated with a political party in the first 

republic.  The Tijaniyya was associated with the NEPU while the Qadiriyya was 

associated with the ruling party Northern Peoples Congress ( NPC).  The two were 

revival movements and lived in hostile relationship.  The Qadiriyya is the oldest 

brotherhood in Nigeria.  It is stronger in Sokoto and is associated with Uthman dan 

Fodio and Ahmad Bello.29  Conversion of non-Muslims is its main objective.  The 

Tijaniyya was founded in Egypt by Ahmad al-Tijani and was imported to Nigeria by 

Sheikh Ibrahim Niass.  The most important objectives of this brotherhood are to 

spread Islam to all of West Africa and educate West Africans on Islamic law. It is 

most influential in Kano.  It is from the North that these brotherhoods spread to other 

parts of Nigeria.  Despite their religious and ideological differences they usually come 

together to fight a common enemy—Christianity. 

 Islam in Nigeria is characterized by different organizations, movements, sects, 

and societies each with its own unique ethos, interests, and programs but all working 

towards the progress of Islam.  Some of these include fanatics, and reformed and 
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revivalist movements.  Fanaticism is an important feature in Nigerian Islam.  It is as 

old as the religion itself and appears in various forms.  Some rise up against 

Christianity while others target Muslims of different beliefs or practices.  The most 

disturbing fanatical movement in the recent years was the Maitatsine.  The word 

means the one who continues to curse.30  The leader of the movement was a Muslim 

preacher, Mahammad Marwa, a Cameroonian by nationality but long time resident in 

Nigeria.  He mobilized the unemployed and students for his war against other 

Muslims and had more than 10,000 followers.  It began in Kano but spread to other 

places like Kaduna, Jimeta Yola, and Gombe.  It was believed that Libya was behind 

this riot and that led Nigeria to break diplomatic relations with Libya.31  He employed 

force to impose his religious and social models on Muslims.  All the rich were 

regarded as unbelievers.  Most people consider Maitatsine a social revolution.  

Fundamentalism comes from external influence.  In support of this, in 1985 the late 

Tunde Idiagbon, a Yoruba Muslim and Chief of General Staff, posited, “A new group 

of Iranian and Lebanese Mullahs have tried to introduce fundamentalist and 

revolutionary doctrines to corrupt Nigerian Islamic culture and way of worship.”32 

 The most recent one, the Nigerian Muslim Brothers, was led by one Ibrahim 

Zakzaky.  This group is also influenced by Iranians and Egyptians.  The group rejects 

the Nigerian constitution, flag, and legal system and recognizes only the Sharia as the 

law binding on them.33  In 1991, they became violent as they attacked emirs, 
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mosques, and government establishments.  Globally speaking Islam is identified with 

violence more than Christianity, and many Nigerian Christians believe that Muslims 

are responsible for all interreligious violence in Nigeria.  For most people the name 

Islam is associated with violence, although this is an assertion that can be debated. 

 There are also indigenous Islamic reformed movements in Nigeria that seek to 

correct the corruptions of Islam or enforce Islamic practices and beliefs.  The most 

influential one, the Izalat al-Bida wa-Igamat as-Sunna, is usually called Izala which 

literally means “Society for the Removal of Innovations.”34  They target youths in the 

universities and urban areas.  Additionally, Izala’s “basic aim is to practice Islam 

according to sharia, to purify Islam, abolish innovation (ibid’a) and practice Islam 

strictly in accordance with the precepts of the Koran and Sunna.  Izala is essentially 

an anti-sufi movement committed to the eradication of what it perceives to be 

innovations that are heretical and therefore unIslamic.”35  In the past, Izala had 

nothing to do with Christianity but of late it is beginning to launch attacks on 

Christianity.  Another reformed movement is the Bamidele movement.  Its main 

contribution is the imposition of Purdah and seclusion of women.  It attempts to 

compel men to imitate the Prophet by wearing the turban and riga while shaving their 

heads but wearing beards.36  Throughout the history of Islam in Nigeria various 

groups have arisen to oppose injustice of the ruling class or the emirates.  As early as 

the 1850s, a group arose known as Isawa (the Children of Israelites)—which is still 

alive—to fight the injustices of the emirates.37  All these efforts have not made Islam 
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a pure religion. Muslims in Nigeria have adopted and incorporated many of African 

customs.  Because of this most scholars think Islam is more compatible with the 

African way of life than Christianity.38 

 The Muslim community in Nigeria can be said to be trans-ethnic in some 

sense.  When it comes to enjoying some benefits of being a Muslim the Hausa-Fulani 

tends to discriminate against Muslims who are not from what they call the original 

Muslim family which is the Sokoto caliphate.  No one outside this can become a 

Sultan or head an important Islamic organization.  The term used for the original 

Muslim is manya while for the others is arena.  In some religious crises, Muslims 

from the South and Middle Belt living in the North were also attacked just like non-

Muslims.  In this way there is a superior and inferior class in the Muslim community 

in Nigeria. 

 Islam is the oldest foreign religion in Nigeria, although Muslims in Nigeria 

consider Islam to be a “traditional religion.”  Because of their long history they 

consider Christianity an “intruder” and oppose Christianity having equal rights.  Islam 

is also a major religion and political force in Nigeria.  This was the case during the 

colonial era and it has been that way throughout the history of Nigeria.  For this 

reason and the fact that Islam is usually associated with violence, every administration 

is afraid of irrational treatment of the religion because that would be disastrous to 

achieving its objectives.  As we saw earlier, colonialism helped Islam to consolidate 

and spread to new areas under the indirect rule system.  Muslims controlled the 
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political power and they were an early part of the bureaucratic class, especially the 

emirs.  From the colonial era emirs were paid from the public fund39 a privilege they 

enjoy over their Christian counterparts.  In a nutshell the colonial protection of Islam 

and the enforcement of the sharia law was effectively transferred to the Nigerian 

government. 

 Muslims in Nigeria are mostly traders and often do well in the trading 

business.  They control a number of trades in Nigeria like cattle and kola nut trade 

which gives them the opportunity to reach and influence a wider audience and 

consequently influence the society.  Because of trade they are found everywhere in 

Nigeria even in the rural areas. 

 The Nigerian Muslims also believe in the universality of the umma.  As such 

they do not live in isolation from the rest of the Islamic world.  From its very 

beginnings Nigerian Muslims have maintained political, religious, social, and 

economic contact with other Islamic nations and organizations while seeking to be 

involved in Muslim world affairs.  The first Islamic missionaries to Nigeria were from 

the Arab nations.  They brought with them and planted Arab culture together with 

Islam.  Muslims in Nigeria dress like Arabs and speak the Arabic language.  The 

Koranic schools were conducted in Arabic since Muslims believe that the Koran is the 

word of Allah only when read in Arabic.  Muslims as far back as in the sixteenth 

century were bringing scholars from Arab nations to teach and work in their courts.  

In the 1970s, Nigeria experienced a proliferation of expatriate staff from many 

Muslim countries.  Simultaneously, there was lack of manpower in Nigeria and the 

Muslim controlled government took advantage of this situation and brought teachers 

and factory staff from Islamic countries such as India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh.  
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These people brought various versions of Islam in the country.  Nigerian, especially 

states controlled by Muslims, give study scholarships to enable Muslim students to 

study in Muslim nations and universities such as Libya, Tunisia, Egypt and Saudi 

Arabia.  These people come in contact with different Islamic ideologies which they 

import back to Nigeria.  Some Islamic schools in Nigeria are affiliated with 

universities in Islamic nations.40  Muslim politicians have always sought to maintain 

contact with other Islamic nations. 

The Muslim world also has keen interest in Islamic development in Nigeria.  

Islamic nations and organizations struggle by all means to influence government 

policies in Nigeria, supporting various programs in the country.  For example, the 

Nigerian Muslim community receives religious books, teachers, missionaries, and 

financial support from Saudi Arabia, Iran, Iraq, Libya, and Sudan.  These nations 

support and encourage the introduction of the Sharia law in Nigeria.41 

 Pilgrimage is another avenue that brings Nigerian Muslims in contact with 

other Muslims all over the world.  Nigeria presents over 100, 000 pilgrims and spends 

over N20 million on haji every year.42  Most Muslims who perform the haji return 

with reforming zeal and Islamic literature.  It is said that the influence of the reformed 

movements like the Mahdists and the Wahhabi and their literature is because of 

contact made through haji. 

Muslim politicians have established important links with many Muslim 

countries and organizations.  This is very important for the Muslim politicians as 
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these countries or organizations support them in their political careers.  In the 1950s 

Ahmadu Bello appealed to the International World Islamic Congress to help Muslim 

politicians in Nigeria and significant donations were made.  Toyin Falola confirms, 

“In the 1950s, the NPC was accused of creating alliance with Egypt and the Islamic 

League in order to establish a Muslim empire in Nigeria.  External Islamic 

organizations reciprocally tried to penetrate Islam and to strengthen diplomatic ties.”43  

They also seek support for the dissemination of Islam.  At a meeting of the World 

Islamic League in 1964, Ahmad Bello told his audience that Christian nations were 

donating money to Nigerian Christians and Muslim nations needed to do the same.  

According to him Nigeria stands a good chance of disseminating Islam to all of West 

Africa.44 

 Beginning with the jihads, the desire of the Nigerian Muslim community has 

been to Islamize Nigeria and establish an Islamic state.  The zeal for an Islamic state 

has been expressed by individuals and organizations and various attempts have also 

been made to realize this dream.  Muslims in Nigeria think that the adaptation of an 

Islamic state with its principles will solve the problems of Nigeria.  In the 1940s when 

the South invited the Muslim North to join them to fight for self-government, they 

replied, “Holding this country together is not possible except by means of the religion 

of the prophet. If they want unity let them follow our religion.”45  Muslims in Nigeria 

put Islamic interests above state interests.  Muslim political theory is based on the 

understanding that God is sovereign and he alone is the Law-Giver.  They believe 
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Islamic governments are political agents to enforce God’s laws.  Prophet Muhammad 

is an example of one who operated this kind of government.46  

Muslims in Nigeria feel they are under obligation to continue the objective of 

the jihad of Islamizing Nigeria that was not completed by Uthman dan Fodio.  After 

the jihads, a more vibrant zeal to Islamize Nigeria was expressed by Sardauna of 

Sokoto and the Premier of Northern Nigeria, Sir Ahmadu Bello.  He personally 

undertook conversion tours in some cities and provinces in the North and Middle Belt 

and recorded huge successes.  It was the 1966 coup that halted his Islamization 

program but he had already made significant progress.  He is quoted as saying, “My 

desire is to dip the Koran in the shore of Lagos.”47  His aspirations were inspired by 

his belief that the British were going to hand over power to the Hausa-Fulani ruling 

class.  At another time he said:  

I have never sought the political limelight or a leading position.  But I could not 
avoid the obligation of my birth and destiny.  My great-great-grandfather built 
an Empire in the Western Sudan.  It has fallen to my lot to play a not 
inconsiderable part in building a new nation.  My ancestor was chosen to lead a 
holy war which set up his Empire.  I have been chosen by free electorate to help 
build a modern state…. This, then, is the story of my life.  The attempt of a 
Northern Nigerian to do his duty by his people and the principles of his religion. 
48 

 
Bello propagated the myth that the North was wholly Islamic.  He wanted to make 

Nigeria an Islamic world power or at least, black Africa’s Islamic power, with himself 

as its unquestionable leader.49 
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After independence, Bello used his political position to establish and fund the 

Jama’tu Nasril Islam (Society for the victory of Islam) with public funds.  One of the 

aims of JNI was to create an Islamic state.50  This organization trains and sends 

missionaries all over Nigeria.  The Muslim Students Organization (MSS) influenced 

by Libya, Iran and Sudan has been agitating for the establishment of an Islamic state. 

Nigeria has had nine rulers since independence and seven of them were Muslim.  

Most of the time they want to keep their desire to Islamize Nigeria in secret but their 

religious and political policies do not hide their intentions.  They even make claims 

that Nigeria is an Islamic state.  This came out into the open when in 1976, a Muslim 

President, Ibrahim Babangida secretly registered Nigeria as a member of the 

Organization of Islamic Countries (OIC).  Nigerian membership in the OIC was a 

public announcement that Nigeria is an Islamic nation.  Muslims in Nigeria struggle 

to realize this aspiration.  Even though this is a secret agenda, on the eve of the 1979 

election, Sheikh Abubakr Gumi, Grand Qadi of Northern Nigeria, one identified as 

symbol and leader and extremely anti-Christian, announced in a national radio 

broadcast that Muslims should not allow a non-Muslim to rule them.  He instructed all 

Muslims not to vote for non-Muslims.  The promotion of Islamic causes is not left to 

religious leaders alone.  Every Muslim is exhorted to use his influence to promote the 

Islamic religion wherever he finds himself.51   

Muslim military leaders also subscribe to the theory that Nigeria should be 

Islamic.  They do so through their policies that favor the political dominance of Islam.  

The Muslim leaders also continue to make them understand they have an obligation to 
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their religion.  D. A. Oyeshola of the University of Ibadan agues that since 

independence the federation has been run from the Sokoto axis.  The Prime Minister 

of Nigeria, being a Muslim, “saw himself as a Muslims who must first and foremost 

owe allegiance to the Sokoto Caliphate.”52 

Muslims are keenly interested in Nigerian politics and watch every 

government action with their interest in mind.  Any government action or policy that 

does not favor them is criticized.  They watch and take note of who is in positions of 

authority.  Recently the President of the Supreme Council of Sharia for Nigeria 

complained in a news article that President Obasanjo has planned to annihilate 

Muslims from the armed forces and security services.  He gave an example that out of 

the fifth four top positions in the country only four are Muslims and out of the thirty-

two commissioners of police only twelve are Muslims.53  Muslims in Nigeria do not 

recognize African traditional religion. Anyone who is not a Muslim is a Christian.  

For them the only other religion of political influence is Christianity. 

Muslims in Nigeria want and fight for political domination, and in fact they 

have dominated national politics since independence.54  Even when a non-Muslim is 

the president they still have a strong voice in politics.  They work through what is 

popularly known as the “Kaduna Mafia.”  Also at independence Muslims had a 

political advantage partly because of the larger population of the Northern region.  In 

the first republic The Northern Peoples Congress (NPC) was dominated by the Hausa-
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Fulani controlled government as it was the majority in the federal legislature.55  Since 

then the NPC has been very influential in the government and politics of Nigeria. 

 Nigerian Muslims struggle with the concept of secularization which is part of 

the Nigerian constitution.  The Nigerian constitution clearly states that Nigeria is a 

secular state and the state shall not establish religion.  Without going into the debate, I 

would only like to mention that most Muslims believe that religion and state cannot 

be separated.  There are Muslims who accept the concept of secularity and others who 

do not.  There is also a middle group that reinterprets what they think secularity 

means in the Nigerian context.  Secularity is an issue that Nigeria as a whole has 

continued to struggle with.  Issues like the introduction of the sharia in some states 

makes the issue of secularity in Nigeria more complicated.  On the whole Muslims 

have a problem with the American understanding of a secular state. 

Islam is a religion with a comprehensive worldview.  Muslims in Nigeria have 

various ways of helping their members cope with the modern world.  Islam educates 

her members against moral vices, although this is sometimes done in a crude way.  

They have various programs that help them deal with hardships and with the growing 

industrialization.  There are societies or organizations that help women improve 

themselves and fight for their rights in what is clearly a patriarchal society.56  

Muslims in Nigeria have the Red Crescent just like the Red Cross as a way to respond 

to social services.  It serves in Mosques, festivals, and on local haji. 

In the early part of the colonial era Muslims despised western education, 

which they considered to be an instrument of the Christian missionaries to convert 

people to Christianity.  Because of less interest in western education there is a high 
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rate of unemployment among Muslim youth in Nigeria.  These youth are ever ready to 

participate in any violence which they usually consider an opportunity for them to 

loot other people’s property for a living.  They are called Almajirai.57  Later they were 

compelled by the socio-economic and political advantages attached to western 

education to embrace it.  Seeing western education as an avenue for political and 

economic progress, Muslim leaders invited Christian missionaries to start schools in 

their domain, and they started sending their children to Christian schools.  In the 

South more Muslim children attended Christian schools than in the North, but they 

were worried over the influence of the Christian faith on their children.  To provide 

western education for the Muslim without the influence of the Christian, Muslim 

societies in the South such as the Ahmadiyya, Ansar-ud-deen, started opening Muslim 

schools in which western education was combined with Islamic education.58  Ansar-

ud-deen was especially dedicated to providing education for girls and for that reason 

it established schools for girls only.  A very important effort was the formation of 

Ijebu-Ode Muslims Friendly Society founded in 1927.  This was formed to rescue 

fellow Muslims from backwardness, educationally and socially.  The group organized 

football and tennis clubs as well as drama societies.  It encouraged Muslims to at least 
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attain primary education.  As we saw in the previous chapter, in the North, 

government schools mostly provided education for Muslims.  The drive for western 

education was to meet up with the Christian challenges, help Muslims face the various 

challenges of modernity by acquiring the necessary skills needed to participate in 

politics and the social order.59  Muslims felt through western education Christians 

were dominating many aspects of the national life.  When Sir Ahmad Bello realized 

this he began inviting  Christian missionaries to establish primary and post- primary 

schools in the North and he also gave them grants to facilitate the progress of 

education in the North.60 

Generally Muslims in Nigeria were against women’s education, though there 

are some who support female education at all levels.  Emirs and other Muslim leaders 

of this persuasion use the example of Uthman dan Fodio to support their program.  

They point out that Fofio’s daughters, Khadija and Asma, were highly educated.61  

Western education does not stop Muslim women from observing religious rules.  

Muslims are divided over the issue of dress codes for women, but generally most 

groups seek to enforce them even in schools.  Muslims have made conservative 

efforts to improve the educational situation of the Muslims.  As early as the 1930s 

they established printing presses to educate Muslims on social order, Muslim culture, 

and personal belief system.  They also publish many newspapers and magazines 

written in the common language of the people in order to provide them with 

rudiments of Islamic teaching.  They employ radio programs to reach their audience.   
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Islam has an influence on non-Muslim communities as well.  This has been possible 

because of neighborhood relations, contact in the social, political, and business world, 

and because most ethnic groups because they were under Islamic rule for a long time. 

Christianity and Its Spread in Nigeria 

There are scholars who believe that Nigeria came in contact with Christianity 

in the Middle Ages.  There is evidence that the Nubian and the Coptic Christians 

came to the Benin Kingdom around the fifteenth century via North of Nigeria and Ida.  

The evidence for this is the formee cross which is believed to have been derived from 

Nubia.  Also John Kenny writes, “Written documentation is available for 

evangelization of the Benin area beginning in 1486 and four missionary journeys 

across the Sahara to the North of Nigeria in 1688, 1719 and 1850.”62 

However, Christianity did not take root in Nigeria until the eighteenth and 

nineteeth centuries.  As we saw before, it is impossible to talk about Christianity in 

Nigeria without making reference to European trade and exploitation.  In the previous 

chapter we saw that Christianity was closely linked with European trade and 

colonialism; chaplains accompanied traders not just to minister to them but to also 

convert Africans.  These missionaries established mission stations at trading posts.  

The conversion of Africans to Christianity was a speedway for the establishment of 

colonialism and honest trade. 

The first European groups to make contact with Nigeria were the Portuguese 

who monopolized trade on the coast of Africa until 1650 when the Dutch, English, 

and French traders broke the monopoly.63  The Portuguese expedition to Nigeria was 
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led by Henry John under King John II.  King John was in correspondence with the 

king of Benin who also showed signs of willingness to accept the Christian faith.  The 

Portuguese brought the Catholic faith, and it is said they established churches and 

monasteries in the Benin and Warri areas in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.64  

However, this effort did not yield any fruits. Most of the bronze and ivory carvings in 

Benin which date to the sixteenth century were of Portuguese warriors.  This shows 

how much the Portuguese influenced the Nigerians in that area.  This shows that the 

Portuguese had great impact on the people of Benin.  Portuguese joined commerce 

with missionary activities so that commerce would support the missionary enterprise.  

No distinction was made between the two.  The civil rulers led in the sponsoring of 

missionary activities and these acts were closely linked with state politics and 

economic benefits.65 

In 1655 a group of Spanish friars started work in Benin and were recording 

some success.  Unfortunately, they sooner or later entered into conflict with the 

Portuguese who were jealous of their success and because the Portuguese had lived 

longer here, they compelled the Spanish to withdraw. 

Christianity became established in Nigeria by the various efforts made in the 

nineteenth century.  There were many things happening in Europe at that time that 

created interest in mission work.  Things like the Industrial Revolution in Europe, the 

Great Evangelized Revival in Europe and America,66 and the end of slave trade 

which, in one way or the other, contributed to the beginning of mission work in Africa 
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and Nigeria in particular.  Sociology Professor Gofwen reiterates, “Socio-political and 

economic development in Europe this time gave birth to the growth in missionaries’ 

activities, exploratory expeditions and a conscious effort by missionaries to reach out 

as part of these expeditions.”  He continues that Evangelical revival in Europe was 

responsible for the modern planting of Christianity in Africa.67  Dzurgba of the 

University of Ibadan contends, “With the advent of Industrial Revolution in Europe, 

there was massive production of industrial goods and Europeans needed big markets 

and plenty of raw materials.  It became necessary for European countries to create 

empires in Africa and elsewhere in the world.”68 

The coming of Christianity to Nigeria was not just the work of European 

missionaries.  Nigerians who had embraced Christianity outside their country brought 

it back to their homelands as did those who went for further studies.  The Prince of 

Itsekiri went to Portugal and received training there in the 1840s.  He embraced 

Christianity while he was there and upon his return and after becoming the king of his 

area, he encouraged and assisted the dissemination of the gospel in his area.69  The 

formation of the Scottish mission can be attributed to the Nigerian Christians living in 

Jamaica.70  The liberated slaves made a significant contribution in bringing the gospel 

back to their homelands.  Many of them had embraced Christianity while in Europe 

and America.  When they returned they introduced this new faith to their people.  

These liberated slaves invited missionaries to many parts and encouraged the kings 

and the people to accept this new faith.  The pioneer missionaries who made wider 
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impact were freed slaves.  Caleb Oladipo also writes, “As early as 1792, Christianity 

arrived in Africa through many groups of Christians of African birth or descent who 

had come to faith in Christ as plantation slaves or soldiers in the British army during 

the American war of independence, or as farmers or squatters in Nova Scotia after 

it.”71  This is against those who think that only Islam had African missionaries.  

Without the role played by the Africans, Christianity would have not come at the time 

it came nor would it would have come to the places it came. 

The first missionary effort was made by Wesleyan Methodists.  They were led 

by Thomas Birch Freeman, a liberated slave who arrived in Badagry in 1842 and went 

inland as far as Abeokuta.  The next effort was made in 1843 by Reverend Henry 

Townsend, who was also a liberated slave sent by the Church Missionary Society 

(C.M.S.).72  However, the most important efforts were associated with the Niger 

Expeditions.  Though the main objective of the Expedition was not mission work, 

mission work was one of the motives for the Expeditions.  They were organized by 

the British government to introduce cultural, medical, social and agricultural aid and 

advice to interior Nigeria.  The aim of the Church Missionary Society on these 

expeditions was to discover opportunities of missionary settlement in the interior.  

Missionaries from CMS who accompanied the first ship were J.F. Schon, a linguist, 

Samuel Adjai Crowther, a liberated slave from Nigeria who later got united with his 

family in Nigeria, Rev. & Mrs. Townsend, and Rev. & Mrs. Andrew Gollmer.  There 
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were also other liberated slaves and African helpers.73  The first expedition was a 

failure, but those of 1844, 1845, and 1857 were hugely successful. 

The CMS was the first mission to penetrate the interior of Nigeria.  Because of 

its relation with the British Colonial government, it was able to work everywhere in 

Nigeria, even in the North.  In the beginning years Badagary was the entry point and 

headquarters of most missionaries.  The reason for this was that Badagary was the 

notorious slave post that was most known.  It was from here that Christianity spread 

to other parts of Nigeria.74 

The Methodist missionaries came in greater number in the 1850s.  They came 

on the invitation of the liberated slaves.  They concentrated their efforts in the South, 

but began to move toward the North in the 1880s.  In 1893 another Methodist group 

joined the mission in Nigeria.  The group known as the Primitive Methodists had been 

working on the Island of Fernando Po, but had to leave because of Roman Catholic 

opposition to their work.  The Primitive Methodists worked in the Eastern part of 

Nigeria among the Efik people. 

The American Southern Baptist Convention, known in Nigeria as the 

American Baptist mission, made its way into Nigeria through Badagary in 1850.  The 

first missionary was Thomas J. Bowen of Georgia.  The Baptists in Nigeria named 

their denominational University after him.  This mission worked mostly among the 

Yoruba people and had its headquarters at Ogbomosho.  The steady progress of this 

mission was affected by the American Civil War (1861 – 1865). 

When the early attempts of the Portuguese Catholics to establish a mission 

failed, no further attempts were made until the 1860s and 1870s.  This second attempt 
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was by the French Roman Catholics and they were able to make speedy progress.  

Even though they came through Abeakuta and started work among the Yorubas they 

were more successful among the Ibos of the East.  They also quickly penetrated the 

North to encounter the hostility of the Muslims and restrictions of the colonial 

government.  The Roman Catholics were less aggressive in the conversion of 

Muslims and adopted more African customs.  Unlike many other missions, numerical 

strength was more important to the Roman Catholic mission than spiritual conviction. 

Another group of missionaries that came to Nigeria were from the United 

Presbyterian Church in Jamaica.  The group led by Atope Masterton Waddell arrived 

in the Calabar— Eastern part of Nigeria— area in 1846.  They were invited by the 

king and chiefs of the area.  Their hope was that missionaries would teach their 

children English.  They gave the mission land and welcomed it enthusiastically.  Later 

they were joined by the Baptist and the Scottish Presbyterians.  A person of greater 

significance in the Calabar work and the Presbyterian mission was Mary Slessor.  She 

had the greatest influence.  She was respected by the colonial government, missions, 

and the local people.  She even served as representative of the natives before the 

colonial administration.  They started two schools in the area which contributed in 

various ways to the progress of education in the area.  They had to teach, provide 

training in crafts, typing, book-binding and printing. 

Mary Slessor is considered a heroic missionary who worked for 38 years, 

improving the status of women and children, and helping the Calabar people to 

overcome the fear of witchcraft and diseases.75  One of the unique characters of 

Nigerian Christianity in the missionary era is that women played heroic roles.  Apart 
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from Slessor, we have Mammy Sutherland who also worked in the Calabar area; 

Anna Hinderer in Ibadan; Sarah Townsend in Abeoukuta; and Johanese Veenstra who 

single-handedly started and pioneered mission work among the Jukuns and Kutebs.  

These women had more intimate relationships with women and children and made a 

greater impact on them, culturally, socially, religiously and economically. 

The Kwa Ibo Mission was founded by S.A. Bill who took the name of the 

mission from the Kwa Ibo River.  The mission had its staff from Protestant Ireland.  

This newly formed mission began work in Nigeria in 1890 and evangelized the Niger 

Delta people and the Ibo.  By 1905 they were able to reach all the major towns in Ibo 

land. 

Among the mission bodies there were few that had the Northern part of 

Nigeria as their main target.  The Sudan Interior Mission was the largest Protestant 

mission in the North and made great impact there.  It had its beginnings in 1893 and 

drew its missionaries and financial support from United Kingdom, United States, 

Canada, Australia, and  New Zealand.  Their work was restricted to non-Muslim 

areas.  The SIM ended up establishing only one church for Nigeria known as the 

Association of Evangelical Churches of West Africa (E.C.W.A). 

Next to the SIM was the Sudan United Mission (SUM) whose beginnings and 

operations are attributed to the zeal and work of Dr. Karl Kumm of England.  He 

traveled to many countries preaching the need for mission in the Sudan, seeking 

financial support and recruiting personnel for the work.  1895 is the year known as the 

real beginning of this mission.  Its first name was the Sudan Pioneer Mission but in 

1904 its name was changed to the Sudan United Mission to reflect the constitution of 
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the mission.76  The Sudan United Mission allowed various denominations from 

overseas to work under it as independent branches and raise funds and recruit 

personnel for themselves.  Unlike the SIM, the SUM established different Churches 

but created an association which brought these churches together in ecclesiastic 

fellowship known as TEKAN.  

On the whole there were three mission groups that came to Nigeria—namely, 

Catholics, Protestants, and nondenominational or fundamentalists/Pentecostals.  There 

were more missions than we have mentioned here, but the ones mentioned are the 

pioneer missions.  Many others came later, and almost every denomination 

represented in Nigeria came because of missionary activities.  Christianity came to 

Nigeria in three stages.  The first stage was through the Nubian or Christian Berbers 

while the second one was through the Portuguese, and the final one which came to 

stay was English-speaking freed slaves returning to their ancestral lands.77    

General Features of Christianity in Nigeria 

Christianity came to Nigeria when Islam was already established.  Unlike 

Islam, Christianity had to spread by confronting an already established religion and 

African Traditional Religion.  Apart from this, the British colonial government had 

many policies that hindered or slowed the spread of Christianity in many areas in 

Nigeria.  Additionally, Christianity was not spread through the use of force, so it 

faced stronger opposition from Africans.  At the time Christianity was beginning its 

expansion (1841 – 1900), African kingdoms were at war with each other especially in 

the Southern part of Nigeria.  The pride associated with these wars was to get 
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domestic slaves and keep war prisoners.  These wars affected the work of 

missionaries in various ways.  Other times they were also kidnapped, killed, or 

detained for a long period of time. 

Christianity was spread mostly by white missionaries who were not used to the 

African weather and tropical diseases.  These two things killed many of them, thus 

Africa was soon called “the white man’s grave.”  A visit to a missionary graveyard 

shows that many died a few weeks or months after their arrival.  Wild animals and 

hostile Africans killed many more.  There were other Africans who were just hostile 

to white people generally.  Others hated them because the white man was associated 

with inhumane practices like slavery, war, and forced labor.  Missionaries died from 

overwork, poor nourishment and bad living conditions.  Ellen Thorp reports that 

missionaries did not have enough money to buy food so they depended on the charity 

of the people for their survival.78 

Christianity has been an oppressed religion in Nigeria.  The oppression was 

begun by the colonial administration and has been continued by the Muslims who do 

it through organized violence and government machinery.  The Nigerian Christian 

lives in continuous fear of Muslim aggression and suspicion of attempts to Islamize 

them.  The life of the Church is that of constant struggle with hostile forces.  The 

church has to struggle to acquire land—which is often denied in most Northern states.  

There is also the struggle to disseminate its faith and teach it in schools.  Generally 

speaking, Nigeria is characterized by religious tensions.  Comments of the various 

religious bodies on national issues, government acts of patronage and preference for 

some religions, attempts by one religion to proselytize others, suspicions that other 

                                                 
78Ellen Thorp, 44 



 

 

107

religions seek to dominate or influence Nigerian life, and on and on, are responsible 

for this religious tension. 

Christianity does not come to a people without affecting their way of life in a 

significant way.  It transforms cultures.  Christianity affected the culture of Africans 

in a significant way.  This is usually considered by others as the negative effect of 

Christianity— African Independent Churches emerged as a result of this.  Many 

African scholars consider Christianity the greatest negative influence on African 

society.79  Just like other Africans, Nigerians in a very significant way have 

Africanized Christianity.  A more clear aspect of this is to be seen in the African 

Independent Churches.  African Christianity is different.  Mainline churches have 

indigenized their Christianity and given it new meanings and expressions.  For most 

people it is becoming a traditional religion.  It is because of this Africanization of 

Christianity that it is meaningful to Africans, and it attracts many followers.  The 

practices of African Independent Churches show the yearning of African Christians. 

African Independent Churches are more radical in their approach to political 

issues and cultural issues.  Most of them lack the resources to provide the needed 

social services.  To fill up the gap they have adopted communal living in which the 

individual’s problem is considered the problem of the whole community and 

addressed as such. 

For most Nigerian Christians today, Christianity is a total way of life.  “One is 

not a Christian on Sundays only, or in the seclusion of one’s private life.  The 

separation of one’s private life, or of one’s religious life from secular life, is foreign to  
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the Christian religion.”80  Religion is generally associated with every facet of life in 

Nigeria.  Gofwen says, “Religion was neatly woven into the political, social and 

economic facets of most pre-colonial Nigeria societies.  Within this context, social 

reality and phenomena were interpreted in religious terms.”81 

The aim of the missions was to provide social civilization for Africans; as 

such, they destroyed every thing African which they considered opposed to the type 

of civilization they knew.  They changed things like the methods of marriage, 

marriage ceremonies, and norms.  Things like native medicine and medical care by 

the native doctors, rituals and festivals, dances, dresses, and music were condemned.  

Christianity replaced these with Western civilization.  Converts became Europeans in 

their way of life but not color.  Galloway testifies that missionaries were the vehicles 

“who first established true cultural contact.  They lived nearer the people, sharing 

many of their hardships, entering into their homes, learning their language, sharing 

their burdens.” 82  Missionaries sought to rescue Africans from what they called 

dangerous paganism and Islam and bring them to the saving grace of western 

civilization.  Their understanding of Islam was mostly negative and they also wanted 

to suppress it as much as possible.  They taught that Islam was inferior, uncivilized, 

associated with immorality and social problems, the creation of the devil, and that 

only Christianity was capable of bringing liberty, justice, and freedom in Africa.  

One of the prominent church leaders in Nigeria, Rev. J.E. I. Sai, said that 

missionaries came to Tiv land with four boxes and each of these boxes was a ministry 
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of its own.  When considering the development of mission in Nigeria all the ministries 

associated with these must be considered.  One box had the Bible and other books in 

it, which represented evangelism and education.  The second box contained drugs and 

some medical equipment and it stood for medical or social services.  The third box 

carried working tools such as hammers, cutlasses, saws, spade, nails, and other tools 

to help them construct their residences.  It represented craft and engineering works.  

The last box had various kinds of fruits and seeds and this represented the agricultural 

ministry.83 

Most of the social, economic, and political influence or benefits came as part 

of a natural process.  It must be remembered that the primary interest of the 

missionaries was not economic but they unavoidably inculcated economic and 

technological skills to their adherents.  The training they wanted to give to the natives 

was a limited one as can be seen in the warning given to the field missionaries.  The 

warning was “not to go too fast about promoting Africans to positions of 

responsibility on the grounds that there were limitations to their capabilities, weakness 

to their character, and defect to their Christianity.” 84  They had little trust to give the 

African the training and the responsibility he needed.  They wanted to keep him in a 

servant position.  However, there came a time that this restriction could not work. 

Missionaries established several institutions to aid them in their work.  

Unintentionally, many of these institutions like printing presses, hospitals, schools 

and garages became revenue bases and training grounds for the churches.  The 

Nigerian church also learned things like fund-raising techniques from the missionaries 

since their existence too dependant on this form of revenue.  There were other 
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segments of the missions which were directly aimed at providing specific skills to the 

natives.  Galloway reports that in the 1900s missionary societies in the United 

Kingdom sent farm implements and other technical tools for the development of the 

African.85  The statement to the credit of missionaries and the Church in Nigeria 

regarding social services is that “the beginnings of modern social services were made 

by the missions.”86  Missionaries promoted development through leprosaria, markets, 

postal agencies, water supply, electricity, radio stations, telephone services, airways, 

rehabilitation centers, and hostels.87   Christian missionaries wanted a capitalist 

economy for Africans.  For them it was the only way to cure African problems.88  

They had many ways of preparing the natives to cope with modernity.  Mission 

schools were boarding to give them the opportunity to train the Christian in various 

ways.  They trained Nigerians in constitutional matters.  Dzurgba reports that their 

aim was that of the “native Church becoming self-propagating, self-expansion, self-

supporting and self-governing.”89  Through this Christians became acquainted with 

administrative skills and bureaucratic procedures that inspired them to feel qualified 

to ask for political self-government.  They trained Nigerians in all areas of life from 

clerks to doctors, and the way of life was changed too. 

Missions and Churches were and are more devoted to the development of the 

rural areas.  They go everywhere human beings are found.  Christianity is known to 

be responsible for opening up rural areas for development.  Nigeria’s civil 
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government has shown less interest in the development of rural areas.  Signs of 

development found in Nigerian rural areas are provided by the church. 

It is no exaggeration to say that Christianity contributed more than any other 

organization to education and health care as well as social welfare development in 

Nigeria—not just for the church, but also for the African government.  What D.A. 

Oyeshola said generally about Africa is very true of Nigerian situation:  “On 

independence African states inherited the educational, medical and social institutions 

that were formerly the preserve of missionaries.” 90  For a long time western 

education was solely in the hands of missionaries.  The mission established the first 

primary school in 1843 and government opened the first one 1899, forty six years 

after.91  Apart from the religious motivations, the aim of the education was to train 

clerks, teachers, and administrators, offering many work opportunities thereby 

increasing their income and raising their standard of living.  The CMS was more 

progressive in providing education and was followed by the Catholics.  As far back as 

the 1850s these missions were training Nigerians in overseas schools. 

They sometimes received grants from the government to run these schools, but 

the administration and curriculum was their design.  In the 1970s the government took 

over schools and medical institutions of the church.  In the 1980s, some state 

governments returned these institutions to the churches.  Even with this takeover, 

churches are still involved in a significant way in the educational, medical, and social 

development of this nation.  With the recent permit to establish private universities, 

the church in Nigeria has again shown that provision of education is still her priority.  
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Out of the thirteen newly approved universities last year, eight belong to different 

churches. 

One major objective of the missions was to enable the natives to read the word 

of God themselves and in their own languages.  To achieve this they embarked on 

translation of the Bible and Christian literature into the native languages.  

Missionaries always came with linguists who developed the native languages.  

Through the effort to translate the Scriptures and Christian literature in the languages 

of the people, missionaries did not only help develop these languages but also 

cultivated and inspired vernacular pride in Nigerian culture.  Language is important in 

many ways.  Language serves as a medium of communication and a vehicle for 

humans to express their hopes, aspirations, and purposes.  Relationships and 

understanding of others are made possible through language.  Ethics professor 

Dzurgba posits that language “is a medium of dissemination and reception of cultural, 

social, economic, political and theological ideas.”92  Looking at language from this 

perspective one would appreciate the efforts of missionaries to develop Nigerian 

languages. 

To provide holistic education for members and the general public, 

missionaries/churches operated newspapers and magazines.  Printing presses were 

established by the churches to make possible availability of Christian literature for 

members.  Through these communication media, the church educated its members in 

all areas of life and developed their consciousness. 

Educated Christians dominated the civil service and the economic arm of the 

government.93  Christianity has done so much in the area of western education that 
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education is usually identified with Christianity.  This education affected all facets of 

Nigerian life.  Education gave Christians the key to trade, politics, and a number of 

careers.  As one person rightly said, “Education is the only viable industry for the 

Nigerian Christian.”  It is through education that Christians have dominated the civil 

services and trade in Nigeria.  Missionaries laid the foundation for the modern 

educational system.  Education produced an elite class that could challenge both the 

government and Islamic religion.  Apart from these, education and trade introduced 

Africans to the modern world and the global community. 

Through education Christians became rivals of traditional leadership and 

authority and European authority.  People were able to escape the narrow village 

world and farm to the wider world of different professions and urban life.  Education 

helped them see the injustices of colonial and European Christianity.  This attitude 

gave birth to nationalism – “educated Christians were in fact, the first real African  

nationalists.” 94  Their education directly or fundamentally fought against what 

colonialism stood for, especially the Christian principle of self-government. 

Christianity in Nigeria was and is marked by diversity.  There were different 

mission organizations working in Nigeria and these missions established different 

churches.  Apart from the normal denominational squabbles, missions or Christian 

churches got involved in some competitions.  In the missions era it was competition 

over territories and influence over areas.  Missions were also involved in the struggle 

of trying to win the influence of as many areas as possible for their home 

governments.  There was also envy and jealousy among them, especially when a 

neighboring mission was making more progress.  Mainline churches or dominant 

churches tried to claim superiority over Pentecostal churches and smaller groups.  
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Intra-Christian differences are an important factor of Nigerian Christianity.  History 

shows that Catholics and Protestants are always fighting each other.  The number of 

denominations present in Nigeria has not yet been determined.  For a church to be 

recognized it has to register with the Nigerian Corporate Affairs Commission.  There 

are many that have not registered and operate illegally.  CAN does not have the record 

of all the denominations either.  The number of denominations is a debatable matter 

and it depends upon whether one is dealing with the registered churches only or is 

dealing with what he sees physically.  However, the figure is not less than 4,000.95  

Thus, pluralism is part of the ethos of Nigerian Christianity.  Churches emphasized 

their difference and spent their resources to show their superiority over others.  

Babalola reports, “Right from the advent of Christianity in Nigeria, dissension and 

disunity were common among the Christian missions and the Africans were surprised 

that one white Christian mission could so discredit another in an attempt to win 

converts.”96  This kind of divisiveness affects the unity of the church in Nigeria and 

consequently, thwarts the effort of the church to present a common opinion on issues 

affecting the society.  The largest Christian groups are the Catholics, Anglican or the 

Church of Nigeria, Methodist, and the various Baptists.  

With all these, the Nigerian church is never without an attempt to bring unity 

among Christians in Nigeria.  We will come to these later, but I will here mention that 

there are numerous Christian organizations in this country that aim to bring 

ecclesiastical unity.  Some are formed specifically to provide some particular kind of 

social service to the people.  These are either on a denominational level or an 
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interdenominational level.  There are those that target a specific group and work to 

improve the status of such a group.  Various churches have associations for women.  

There is the Women’s Fellowship (Zumuntar Mata), Girls Life Brigade for girls 

which provides women with elementary education, maternity education, child 

welfare, various crafts, and hygienic rules.  The Girls Life Brigade organizes camps 

for girls and young women in general.  Churches have primary and post-secondary 

education for girls only.  At girls’ schools, they are taught domestic sciences which 

included cooking etc. 

The Nigerian Christendom is presently dominated by Pentecostal 

fundamentalists who insist on a narrow interpretation of scriptures, public loud street 

preaching, denunciation of other religions or opposing views, and in most cases direct 

condemnation of Muslims.  They are not afraid of open confrontation.  Their 

preaching is usually provocative. 

Religious fundamentalism is not peculiar to Islam.  It is a general feature of 

religion in Nigeria.  Adamolekun contends, “The religious atmosphere in Nigeria was 

tense and charged as fanaticism and fundamentalism developed and were practiced 

among the Christians and Muslim adherents.  Both Moslem and Christians were very 

aggressive in their preaching.”97 

Adamolekun is particularly referring to the situation of the 1980s.  The only 

difference between Muslim and Christian fundamentalism is that Muslims tend to be 

more inclined to violence and the use of force in their proselytization.  In the recent 

past, Christians too have decided not to fold their hands and watch Muslims kill them 

and burn their churches. 
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Christians recognize that they are not expected to agitate for violence but they 

claim that they also have a human obligation to defend and protect themselves.  It 

looks like there are a few Christian pacifists in Nigeria.  This shows that the influence 

of Mennonites and other pacifists groups is negligible.  In the recent Muslim and 

Christian crisis in Plateau State, Christians responded in a drastic manner.98  CAN is 

fond of issuing statements that Christians are no longer prepared to sit and watch 

Muslims kill them.99  It is also clear that the Nigerian church is employing ideas of 

liberation theology to address its problems.  Some of these ideas are radical.  CAN 

teaches, “Liberation theology is concerned with the concrete praxis of liberating the 

poor.  Christianity should be a ministry of liberation beyond the limit of ontology and 

dialection.”100  Church leaders like Cardinal Okogie, onetime national President of 

CAN, considered by many a liberation theologian, have already called for open 

confrontation with the Muslims. 

Missionary participation in politics was consequential and—looking at the 

history of Christianity in Nigeria—I am tempted to make an assertion that this has 

continued to be the trend of the Nigerian church.  The church is usually compelled to 
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the attack was spontaneous but evidences suggest it was well organized and fighters 
came from distant places and it lasted for two days.  See “Revenge in the Name of 
Religion:  The Cycle of Violence in Plateau and Kano states,” Human Rights Watch 
(May 2005), 19-26. 
 

99In reaction to the religious in Makarfi  Local Government, CAN officers 
said, “enough is enough.”  CAN would not allow such a thing to happen to its 
members again.  They said that if the government is unable to protect Christians in 
this nation Christians will find ways of protecting themselves from Muslim fanatics. 
See Emeka Mamah, “CAN, JNI Trade Accusation Over Makarfi Riots, National News 
(Friday, April 9, 2004), 29. 
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enter politics.  There were many reasons that compelled the missions to be involved in 

politics.  The missionaries needed the protection and financial support of the colonial 

government.  They were involved in order that they would use the government 

machinery to remove obstacles of gospel dissemination.  This was one of the ways 

that they could fight injustices of the government and traditional rulers.  When they 

were involved in military expeditions, it was to help remove or subjugate anti-

missionary traditional rulers and peoples. 

It was by employing government services that missionaries were able to stop 

inhumane practices like human sacrifices.  One missionary remarked: “War is often a 

means of opening a door for the gospel to enter a country.  A sword of steel often 

goes before a sword of the spirit.”101  I can say that the church in Nigeria is never 

interested in policies in and of itself but it is involved so that it can influence policies, 

fight injustices and corruption.  D.A. Galloway described the attitudes of missionaries 

in the following interesting way: “In spite of their pietistic theology, the early 

missionaries came from a culture which kept only one eye fixed on heaven, while the 

other was focused quite firmly on the earth.”102  They brought this attitude to Nigeria 

and employed it in their work.  They were concerned with the plight of the masses. 

Generally, the church teaches that Christians should distance themselves from 

politics.  Many Christians teach that we should “give to Caesar what is Caesar” and 

that “politics is a dirty game.”  They teach and believe that the Christian religion must 

only occupy itself with spiritual things, and hold to high esteem the song , “this world 

is not my home I am just passing through.”  Missionaries did not want Christians to 

participate in politics for various religious and social reasons.  Concerning politics we 
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can say the missionaries taught a double standard over this issue of religion and 

politics.  They maintained a close relationship with the colonial government and 

worked with and for them.  Many were involved in the political bureaucracy of the 

time as we saw in the previous chapter.  Turning to the natives they discouraged 

political involvement.  On the other hand the education and spirit of Christianity 

breeded nationalism.  The first Nigerian nationalists were all Christians.  They were 

the ones who invited the Muslims to join in the demand for independence.  Lamin 

Sanneh of Yale University observes that Dr. William Miller, Pioneer leader of the 

Church Missionary Society, played an important role in the founding of a mass 

political party, the Northern People’s Congress (NPC), and also inspired other  

Muslim politicians always attempt to challenge the British rule and to galvanize 

Muslim opinion.103 

In the colonial era and the first few years following independence, the 

Anglican Church or the CSM was more active politically.  That has changed over the 

years.  The Catholic Church with its numerical strength has become the most active, 

especially through the Nigerian Conference of Bishops.  Also there are lone voices 

but outspoken persons in the Catholic Church like Cardinal Okogie who cries out loud 

against injustices and corruption in the government.  The CSM had the advantage of 

being close to the government and it was easier for it to lobby and put pressure of the 

government.  In the colonial era they would put pressure on the government to depose 

uncompromising kings.104 

The political understanding of most Christians in Nigeria is affected by the 

Western conception of secularity.  Christians in Nigeria have different conceptions as 
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to what this means and how it should be applied in the Nigerian context; Christians 

promote the idea of a secular state more than Muslims.  Many would want the church 

to limit its role to speaking for and against government policies.  One of the Nigerian 

nationalists, Chief Obafemi Awolowo, wanted the church to limit itself to a prophetic 

role in terms of politics.  At other times he spoke like he did not want any church 

involvement in politics at all.  Muslims accused him of polytheism and sometimes as 

anti-religious.  It is not unusual for good Christians to separate Christianity from 

politics and write it off as a dirty game.  The political history of Nigeria makes it 

difficult for anyone to consider politics as clean.  In Nigeria, politics is associated 

with corruption, mischief, election rigging, manipulation, and constant inciting of 

violence for personal gains.  Thus a Nigerian artist sings: 

The fault is not in religion or politics per se 
The truth is simply that in Nigeria 
We tend to prostitute. Religion is prostituted  
All our national institutions with no single exception 
In spite of popular pretensions or claims, are prostituted.105 
 

The word prostitution here is used to refer to an action that corrupts society and the 

system. 

Christians employed different methods in propagating their religion.  

Education and health were the two major baits.  “The philosophy of catch them young 

was adopted as primary and secondary schools were established.  Conversions were 

made through teaching and preaching in schools.  Hospitals and medical centers were 

established and chaplains or preachers appointed to witness to the sick people.” 106 

The Nigerian church continues to employ the services of missionaries to reach 

the unreached areas.  Each denomination has established a mission board or its 
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equivalent to carry out an outreach program.  Incidentally, Pentecostal churches seem 

to be more aggressive on this now.  They have taken their missions beyond the 

borders of Nigeria. 

Pentecostal churches are known for organizing open air crusades and revival 

meetings everywhere and inviting renowned preachers to lead them.  Emphasis is laid 

on receiving the power of the Holy Spirit, healing, casting out demons, and binding 

all forces of evil.  They preach a prosperity gospel and because poverty is a real 

problem in Nigeria many people are attracted to receive free healing from their 

sicknesses and prayers to live prosperous lives.  These preachers conduct their 

ministries in passenger trains and bong buses (luxury buses).  Another method of 

propagation is the distribution of religious tracts and literature books with enticing 

titles.  The Jehovah Witnesses are leading the Christian community in this strategy.  

Their center in Ibadan translates materials into as many languages as possible.  Many 

people use them without knowing they are produced by the Jehovah Witnesses. 

With improved technology, the Christian church now uses television, radio, 

and other electronics and mass media organs to spread the gospel.  State owned 

television and radio stations sometimes air these programs free.  Christianity has 

reached all corners through the efforts of traders and government workers, especially 

the army and the police. 

Traders and workers carried their Christianity everywhere they went preaching 

and establishing Churches to allow them worship.  Due to the interest of more people 

to live in urban areas to have access to urban development and employment, the 

Church has taken significant steps in developing urban missions.  These missions 

target youths who roam the streets and the working class. 
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It can be argued that the spread of the gospel in Nigeria was in many ways 

assisted by the European colonial administration which provided security, transport, 

and communication systems and various grants to the missionaries.  Through them 

missionaries were able to reach places that it would have been impossible to reach 

without them.  Missionaries enjoyed grants to schools and other social services which 

were the main instruments of conversion.  Churches also built roads on their own. The 

roads linked their stations, thereby also connecting various villages.  Many missions 

owned and operated aircrafts for their travel and movement of sick patients and 

medical equipment to their various stations. 

Mission work in Nigeria gave birth to a group of Christian churches, namely 

African Independent Churches.  These came particularly from the Protestant mission 

established churches.  They emerged with the aim to address African problems and 

adopt the worship style which reflects African culture and life.  In terms of 

organization and liturgy they are not far from the churches they broke away from.  

D.A. Oyeshola reiterates, “New African churches were born, largely as a protest 

against white domination and the moral impossibility of the promotion of blacks 

above a certain level.”107  The first was the Aladura in the 1920s, then the Cherubim 

and Seraphim in the 1930s, and many others followed in 1950.  Native Baptist Church 

seceded from the American Baptist while Bethel African Church seceded from the 

Anglicans in 1901.  The objectives of Independent Churches were to incorporate 

African values and traditions in Christianity.  For Africans, visions, dreams, rituals, 

classification of animals as clean and unclean, the practice of polygamy, possession of 

the spirit by prophets, healing, and excursion must be present in the church.  They saw 

all of these in the Bible among God’s people, especially in the Old Testament.  
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African Independent Churches gave birth to nationalist movements.  They were the 

first attempts by Africans to revolt against the white man’s domination. 

The Nigerian church has and maintains ties with churches in other countries. 

Most churches in Nigeria are spiritual children of overseas churches.  Today, many 

mission organizations have physically left Nigeria, but have continued to maintain 

some fraternal relationship with Nigerian churches.  Through this relationship the 

Nigerian Christianity is still influenced by Christianity from European and North 

American nations.  Churches and Christian organizations do not stand alone in terms 

of ideas, manpower, and financial resources.  They get much of their support from 

other Christian groups and organization overseas.  Pentecostal preachers like Bonnke 

from Germany, and Benny Hinn and evangelist Billy Graham from the USA have 

great influence in Nigeria.  The idea of secular state or the separation of church and 

state that Christians in Nigerian agitate is said to have come from America. 

In the early years there were not higher institutions of learning in Nigeria so 

missionaries sent their converts who needed further educational training to their home 

countries.  It was normal for the church to send these people to Christian schools.  

Those students returned influenced by the philosophies of their schools as well as of 

the nations in which they studied.  Until the mid nineties none of the seminaries in 

Nigeria offered a Master degree in theology.  Anyone seeking seminary education had 

to go overseas and study western approaches to theology rather than African. 

Christianity has affected the whole of Nigerian community in ways too 

numerous to mention.  Non-Christians of various categories have benefited from 

Christian programs such as education, healthcare, transportation and communication, 

agriculture and other social services which are provided indiscriminately.  Islam as a 

religion has also reaped the fruits of Christianity directly and indirectly—indirectly in 
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the sense that, by seeking to live up to the challenges posed by Christianity and to 

compete effectively, Muslims must get involved in western education and other social 

services. 

In conclusion, it can be argued that Islam and Christianity are the most 

influential religions in Nigeria.  The two compete for their interest and to influence 

various governments’ polices in Nigeria.  The competition to influence, dominate, and 

control results in many problems including physical violence.  Because of the 

importance of religion in Nigeria.  Nigerians turn to construct their identity around 

religion and this becomes dangerous for national unity.  The two have become very 

powerful, especially because of the government’s failure to provide the basic life 

amenities and promote and give stability to the nations.  Since the two religions turn 

to satisfy their members in these aspects, people tend to put greater allegiance to their 

religious groups rather than the government.  It is also true that these religions are 

closer to the people and seem to sympathize with the people better.  As can be seen in 

Nigeria, religion is a major disruptive force in society.  Muslims and Christian 

manifest a great deal of religious intolerance which usually leads to religious 

violence—something which has caused great havoc to the social, economic and 

political development of the nation.  It is a difficult task to quantify the damage of 

religious violence in this country over the years.  The two religions, though different 

in their political philosophies regarding the relationship between religion and state 

today do not differ in their political roles.  Matthew Kukah rightly observes, “These 

two religions are straddled across the Nigerian polity, each no longer knocking and 

pleading to be admitted but seeking to take over the architectural design and 

construction of the Nigerian polity”108  What CAN needs to know is that any religion 
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can be helpful as well as become a danger to the society but that all depends on its 

view of humanity and attitudes towards the development of the nation. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

Religious Organizations in Nigeria before the Emergence of the Christian 
Association of Nigeria (CAN) 

 
 

Introduction 
 

It is widely accepted that Africans place a high premium on community living.  

This is natural as society is divided into various units to which individuals belong.  

African society is divided into the family, kindred, clan, and ethnic groups.  Africans feel 

that life is only possible and more fulfilling within a community setting.  Community 

gives the individual strength, identity, and a sense of belonging.  Each community is 

responsible for shaping the character and ethos of its members, and for preserving and 

transmitting onward its traditions. 

This kind of feeling that one can function better within a community is not limited 

to individuals.  The importance of religious organizations in communicating this message 

can not be overemphasized.  Religion is a force for social change.  It has the power to 

shape and transform society negatively or positively.  One author says, “Religion could 

be seen as a catalyst with abundant evidence of political and socio-economic 

dynamism.”1  Though religious people often act individually, religious bodies generally 

assume that they can function better through organizations or associations with specific 

goals and objectives.  Acting collectively, Christians will make better use of the weight 

that they carry and will express more articulate and coherent ideas.  Such organizations 
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Religion, ed. Emma Epunobi (New York: Doxa Academic Productions, 1993), 129. 
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allow different groups with one faith to work together and have the capability to present a 

stronger and more thoughtful voice on matters affecting a religious faith.  A Nigerian 

saying goes, War sen tswen hule.   This is translated, “a river does not go straight because 

it flows alone.”  The implication is that when you act alone you are bound to make 

mistakes.  It is with this belief that religious bodies, despite denominational differences, 

still come together to form associations or organizations.  Religious organizations are 

defensive or offensive.  In Nigeria, the most prominent, vocal, and well organized are 

more defensive in their attitudes and approaches to issues.  This posture suggests that 

such organizations were developed to deal with particular social problems.  This is not to 

say that individual churches do not respond to societal ills independently.  Sometimes 

they even do better and sometimes they are the ones that take the lead or motivate these 

organizations in taking specific actions.  It can also be argued that religious bodies like 

Islam, Christianity or churches are themselves associations or organizations.  What Caleb 

Oladipo says about Christianity can also be said about Islam:  “The Christian faith is an 

indivisible entity unified by particular human efforts of the devoted to grasp the totality 

of their existence.  Perhaps, this explains why Christianity is a capstone of African 

existence and the cement of the fabric of their society.”2 

Nigeria as a third world nation is beleaguered with many problems that make life 

difficult.  The difficult situation in this country can be attributed to the inability or failure 

of our governments to provide for the people and control divisive elements.  Nigeria is a 

country divided ethnically, socially, economically, politically, and religiously.  One 
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divisive element affects the stability of another aspect of life.  Unavoidably, divisive 

elements breed tension, violence, intolerance, general unrest, indiscipline, and all forms 

of social vices.  Divisiveness leads to distrust, stereotype, hatred, disharmony, malice, 

and feelings of insecurity.  Religious divisiveness usually develops into suspicions.  In 

the atmosphere of divisiveness, people tend to group themselves into associations or 

organizations to protect their group, to struggle for better treatment, to achieve 

domination or have more influence on policies that affect the society.  These associations 

and organizations fight discrimination and victimization.  One is not wrong to suggest 

that divisiveness is one the most important reasons for the numerous organizations and 

associations in Nigeria.  Ugana Okpu discusses the problem of ethnicity in Nigeria and 

says that after the Nigerian civil war, many ethnic minorities organized themselves 

politically.  “The realization that Nigeria was not ‘one’ and the desire to achieve 

competitive progress through organized bodies led to separatism and to the rise of ethnic 

cultural and political bodies.”3  These associations or organizations have differing aims 

and objectives and have negatively or positively contributed to the life of the nation.  

From Okpu’s statement we can see that Nigerians believe progress can be achieved 

through organized bodies. 

This project recognizes the existence of the numerous associations in Nigeria. 

However, in the spirit of this project, I will limit myself to religious organizations and 

other associations and other that are not directly religious but profoundly infected with 

religious motives.  Since this project is dealing with interaction between Islam and 

Christianity, this chapter will discuss only a few prominent Islamic and Christian 
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organizations.  These will give us a picture of those that we will not be able to discuss 

here.  The aim of discussing these is to enable us establish the reasons for the emergence 

of religious organizations and associations in Nigeria and how these organizations are 

used by their founding religions. 

Christian and Muslim organizations had their beginnings in the colonial era. 

Christian and Muslim organizations in the beginning were formed to address social and 

religious matters which also had economic consequences rather than political issues as 

we see today.  Toyin Falola, commenting on the nature of Muslim societies and 

organizations, said they “were social in nature.  They tried to forge a strong Islamic 

community through such activities as the sponsorship of Quranic schools, and they 

demanded more secular schools that catered to Muslims.”4  Many of them turned political 

because they felt politics was the best medium to address some of the issues.  For 

Muslims this was natural as they do not separate religion from politics.  So there were 

some Muslim organizations that from the beginning had political backing 

Muslim Organizations 

I intend to begin my discussion with Muslim organizations.  In the previous 

chapter, I briefly mentioned Jama’tu Nasril Islam (JNI), the Muslim Students 

Organization (MSS) and the Supreme Council for Islam (SCI).  I discussed in more 

details those Muslims organizations with educational and social motives.  In this chapter 

we will discuss JNI, MSS, and SCI in more detail.  Generally, Muslim organizations or 
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movements were formed to reject western values, spread Islam, and oppose Christianity.5  

Some act as agencies to handle specific matters of Islamic interest, create and promote 

Islamic identity, and fight for Islamic rights.6  John Onaiyekan makes a general comment 

about these Muslim organizations: 

Both the Council (Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs) and the JNI seek to work 
closely with Muslim office holders to ensure the progress of Islam, if need be by 
using their influence and positions in office.  Muslims in office would be expected 
to espouse the position of the Sardauna never to agree to anything against the 
Islamic religion— and they would probably be readily informed as to what is 
against Islam.  Conversely, because of the influential weight of these Islamic 
bodies, they are actually in position to promote the political and professional career 
of those they consider good Muslims.7 

The Islamic Society of Nigeria 

The Islamic Society of Nigeria was the first ecumenical attempt by Muslims to 

unite Muslims in Nigeria.  This was the handwork of some Muslim elites who wanted 

education for their children.  The society was to:  

Promote the interests and well-being of the Muslims in general and of the Muslim 
community in Nigerian in particular, and in that respect, to found, build and 
maintain educational institutions, with the view to disseminating true knowledge of 
Islam; inaugurate and maintain classes, lectures and such similar activities as the 
Society may deem fit from time to time; (and) maintain libraries.8 

 

The Islamic Society of Nigeria did not last very long but made a lot of educational impact 

on the Nigerian Muslim community, especially in the Yoruba area. 

                                                 
5Ibid., 74, 75. 
 
6John Onaiyekan, “The Challenge of Islamic Expansion in Nigeria: Suggestions 
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7Ibid., 229. 
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130 

 

Jama’tu Nasril Islam (JNI). 

JNI was founded by the northern Muslim intelligentsia immediately after 

independence.  The Premier of Northern Nigeria, the Sarduna of Sokoto, Alhaji Sir 

Ahmadu Bello, used his position and public funds to start and fund the organization.  He 

did this shortly after the independence in 1961.  At the inauguration of the society, Alhaji 

Bello declared, “I will not agree to anything against our religion.”9  Bello had no problem 

with the destruction of other religions for the sake of Islam.  His position in the 

government gave Muslims an added advantage.  His aim was to unite all the different 

Muslim brotherhood in the North.10  For Bello, all Muslims belonged to this organization; 

they could be active or passive members.11  Another prominent founding member of JNI 

was Abubakar Gumi.  At the beginning all prominent Muslims across the nation were 

involved.  This Muslim umbrella organization included Muslim politicians, Muslim civil 

servants, all emirs, and other prominent Muslim leaders.  The Sultan of Sokoto was the 

president general while Ahmadu Bello was the president of the General Purpose 

Committee.12  The General Purpose Committee was the life-wire of JNI and it carried out 

most of the activities of JNI.  JNI was closely associated with the Northern Peoples 

Congress (NPC).  Some said it was a religious wing of the NPC.13  Right from the 
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beginning JNI received government and foreign support.  Apart from using the political 

machinery at his hand to further the course of JNI, Ahmadu Bello’s government gave JNI 

₤1 million for its programs.14  In addition, all the staff of JNI were paid staff of the 

government.  Foreign support came and continues to come from Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, 

and other world Muslim organizations.  Support comes by way of money, advice, and 

personnel.  The association also received many copies of the Koran from Pakistan to 

distribute free of charge to Muslims.  The Saudi Arabian government gave ₤50,000 every 

year to the organization’s educational program.  Kuwait donated money for the building 

of the headquarters and establishment of a secondary school.15  After the death of Alhaji 

Bello, the leadership of JNI fell in the hands of Alhaji Ibrahim Dasuki who was running it 

as a personal venture.16 

The initial aims of JNI were purely religious—to spread Islam and educate 

Muslims on Islam. It established many schools, including the Muslim university in 

Nigeria.  JNI has also work tirelessly for the establishment of Islamic departments at 

Nigeria universities and encourages the study of Islam.  JNI wanted to continue with the 

Uthman Fodio’s jihad and for that reason one of its objectives is to train and send 

missionaries throughout the nation.  Matthew Kukah reports that according to the 

government of Northern Nigeria, “JNI sought to encourage Islamic literature in Nigerian 

                                                                                                                                                 
Nigeria (Enugu: Fourth Dimension Publishers, 1997), 158.  According to Okafor, other 
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14Ibid., 106. 
 

15Ismaila A. Where I Stand:  Tsiga, Sheikh Abubakar Gumi with Ismaila A. Tsiga 
(Spectrum Books Limited, 2001), 106, 107. 
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vernacular languages, build mosques and encourage Islamic centers of learning.”17  Its 

vision is to establish an Islamic state in Nigeria.  It is because of this that Muslims claim 

a very high population figure in Nigeria.  If Muslims constitute a very high population 

percentage then it is unfair to deny them an Islamic state.  JNI also had a political 

dimension.  Around 1965 and 1966 it was involved in radical politics.  It presented a 

strong voice concerning the 1966 coup.  JNI described the coup as a Christian attack on 

Muslims and from there it assumed a position of opposition to Christianity.  Today JNI 

concentrates its efforts on opposing CAN which it considers to be the main Christian 

voice fighting for secularism and the very work of JNI.  JNI considers CAN as a covertly 

political association and a threat to Muslim existence and agenda.  It had fought hard 

through many regimes to outlaw CAN.  It branded CAN as evil, anti-Muslim, Zionist, led 

by bad and inconsiderate leaders, and accused CAN of destroying the Nigerian Muslim 

community and the whole of Islamic religion.18  It lobbied governments not to yield to 

Christian demands and tried to show why Islam should be favored over Christianity.  The 

focus of JNI was changed as a result of the 1966 coup and the creation of states in 1967.19  

It changed from the struggle to unite the north and became a representative voice of all 

                                                                                                                                                 
Books Limited, 1993), 43. 
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Muslims; it also expanded its activities beyond the north and the main body to fight for 

Islamic causes until the Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs was formed in 1973. 

JNI is polemic in its presentations.  It delves into pointing out any government 

activities or policy that does not favor Islam.  It claims that Islam is a disadvantaged 

religion in Nigeria.  Gofwen shows that JNI argues that Nigeria is completely a Christian 

nation. JNI says “the common law is essentially Christian law and even the spirit of the 

constitution is Christian in orientation.”20  In addition, there are too many Christian 

artifacts and the holidays and work-free days are based on Christian events.  As such, 

Muslims continue to demand a work-free day on Friday.21  JNI stands on top in making 

demands for Muslims.  It was in the forefront for the struggle to register Nigeria as a 

member of the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC).  JNI stands strong behind 

the debate, introduction, and implementation of sharia in Nigeria.  JNI speaks on national 

issues and tries to contest any Christian voice or government polices that seem to favor 

Christians.  It is very vocal on religious conflict between Muslims and Christians. 

JNI also undertakes many social projects and issues occasional releases on 

national issues.  Gumi reports that JNI took education seriously and approached the 

matter without delay.  It started schools, drew up and introduced syllabi in line with the 

requirement of the ministry of education, paid and supervised the teachers, and solicited 

grants from the government of Nigeria and Muslim nations.  It also established a 

bookshop to supply books to Muslim schools and Muslim literature to the general 
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public.22  According to Matthew Kukah, “The JNI was like a Religious Affairs 

Department in the Ministry of Education in the regional civil service.23  One of the 

programs of the JNI was to publish Islamic literature.  The government-owned Gaskiya 

Publishing Company in Zaria was used for this purpose.  JNI spoke on social issues and 

tried to discourage some traditional practices such as keeping of concubines and servants 

who were treated like slaves.  This however, was not well received by emirs and other 

Muslim kings.24  JNI was not able to unite Muslims in the way it hoped.  The southern 

Muslims viewed it with suspicion and northern Muslims looked at it as a promotion of 

the Hausa-Fulani hegemony.25  At best it united emirs and traditional mallams.  It was for 

this reason there arose a need for a more united organization. 

Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs (SCIA) 

This Islamic Council was established in 197326 in Kaduna and right from the 

beginning was closely linked with politics.  It has a very strong political voice.  JNI 

became a member of SCIA.  This came into being as a result of “the culmination of many  
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23Matthew Kukah, 44. 

 
24This form of education was done through radio and tracts.  Gumi reports that 

when they spoke against keeping concubines and slavery, the Waziri of Sokoto wrote to 
present a different interpretation on the matter of keeping concubines.  Ibid., 109. 
 

25Matthew Kukah, 48. 
 

26In researching this, I found two different dates for the beginning of this council.  
Matthew Kukah gives 1977 while Peter Carke, Jacob K. Olupona, Toyin Falola, and 
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years of tireless efforts to get Muslims in this country under one central organization.”27  

Among its objectives were to spread Islamic faith across the nation and even beyond, to 

bring different Muslims groups together to work for the common good of Islam and act 

as a bridge between these different groups, and to speak to the government with one 

united voice on Islamic matters.28  SCIA has made it possible for “Muslims at Federal 

level to debate, discuss and state their point of view on such matters as education and 

law.”  SCIA claims national character in its origination and focus.  In terms of its 

organizational structure, the council is made of representatives from each state.  These 

members form the governing council and is presided over by the Sultan of Sokoto.  It has 

a full-time Secretary General and for a long time Alhaji Ibrahim Dasuki, a renowned 

Muslim politician and one who personally fought for Nigerian membership in the OIC, 

was its general secretary.  The council wants “to serve as the only channel of contact on 

Islamic matters.”29  It claims control over all Muslims.30  The council takes educational 

issues seriously and tries to make sure that all Islamic institutions are treated fairly.31   

 

 

                                                 
27Peter Clarke, 242.  This statement is attributed to Alhaji Saka Fagbo, one of the 

founding leaders of the movements. 
 

28Ibid. 
 
29John Onaiyekan, “Islam Expansion and Christian Response in Nigeria,” 227. 

 
30During the National Conference it called on all Muslim delegates to withdraw 

from the Conference because it felt Muslims were not adequately represented. 
 

31Peter Clarke gives an example of how ICN fought on the behalf of Ijebu Muslim 
College when the Western State withdrew the Higher School Certificate course from it. 
See Peter Clarke, West African and Islam, 243.  
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Muslim Students Society (MSS) 

This movement was founded in 1954 among Yoruba Muslim students.  It quickly 

became a national organization and is politically radical.  John Onaiyekan claims that 

MSS is affiliated with the World Assembly of Muslim Youth which is supported by 

Arabs oil nations.32  The Society works among and seeks to influence students at 

secondary and tertiary levels.  This movement is closely associated with Gumi’s 

intolerant ideas.  Gumi founded a fundamentalist group known as Izala and it targets 

Muslim youth in towns and university students.33  It is very radical. It does not like the 

Nigerian constitution and rejects anything secular.  They can be described as extremist. 

Tunde Lawuyi writes about their belief.  They 

Have no belief in the Nigerian Constitution, do not recognize the existence of the 
Federal government, and abhor the sale and consumption of alcohol in the 
campuses where they exist.  MSS extremist have a firm belief in the ultimate 
attainment of an Islamic state in the country.34 

 
They leave no room for dialogue with other religious groups and are ready to employ 

violence.  Many judicial commissions of enquiries have accused them of involvement 

with religious disturbances.35  In recent years, MSS has become militant and its members 

                                                 
32John Onaiyekan, 227. World Assembly of Muslim Youth was founded in 1972 

under the auspices of the OIC. Also see John Kenny, “Sharia and Christianity in Nigeria:  
Islam and a Secular State,” 338-364. 
 

33D. A. Oyeshola,” Religious Obstacles to Development in Africa,” Orita Ibadan 
Journal of Religious Studies 23, No. 1-2 (June-Dec 1991): 36. 
 

34Tunde Lawuyi, “Nigeria in the 1980s: Religion and National Integration,” in 
Religion and Society in Nigeria : Historical and Sociological Perspective, eds. Jacob K. 
Olupona and Toyin Falola , 39. 
 

35MSS is usually accused of been behind the Kano riot of 1982. See John Kenny, 
“Sharia and Christianity in Nigeria: Islam and a ‘Secular’ State.” Journal of Religion in 
Africa 21, No.4 (Nov 1996); 336-364. 
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are always clashing with Christian fundamentalist groups on university campuses.  The 

Students Society has integrist trends and embarks on indoctrinating young Muslims.36 

The first national president of MSS, Alhaji Lateef Adegbite, claims that MSS was 

formed to fight “the gross marginalization and relegation of Muslim students by the 

colonial authorities.”37  In the same interview, Adegbite said, “The society had assisted 

Muslim students to realize their potentials and given them a sense of belonging…helped 

in reducing the incidence of cultism and juvenile delinquency among Muslim 

Students…has helped in inculcating knowledge and Islamic virtues in Students.”38 

Sharia 

There are two things associated with Islam that are most contentious— 

the sharia and the Organization of Islamic Conference (OIC).  All the prominent Muslim 

organizations fight for these to be possible and consider them top on their agenda.  These 

organizations have invested money, time, and even lives into these two issues.  John 

Kenny reiterates that the JNI and the MSS were very active in the drive to institute the 

Sharia in the 1979 Constitution.39 

Sharia in contemporary Nigeria is problematic in many respects.  One scholar 

concludes that “the apparent socio-political peace and unity of Nigeria would be hanging 

                                                 
36John Onaiyekan, 229 

 
37Charles Iyere, Why We Formed MSS-Adegbite” P. M. News, September 1, 

2004.  According to Adegbite, the formation of MSS ended discrimination against 
Muslim students and the preferential treatment given to Christian students. 
 

38Ibid.  
 

39Joseph Kenny, “Religious Movements in Nigeria: Divisive or Cohesive? Some 
Interpretative Models,” Orita Ibadan Journal of Religious Studies 16, No. 2 (Dec1984): 
111-128. 
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as long as the sharia’ question remain unresolved.”40  Every aspect of sharia—its 

introduction, scope, and application— has been contentious and has witnessed conflicts, 

riots, bloodshed, and has bred religious tension of a very high magnitude.41  Sharia is 

problematic because of the multi-religious nature of the Nigerian society.  Sharia is the 

Islamic law for the Muslim community.  Muslims understand it to be the way of Islam 

which God has established to guide his people in their worship and every aspect of life.  

By implication the law is only for Muslims and can be practiced only in an Islamic state.  

To establish sharia in Nigeria is to view Nigeria as an Islamic state.  This is one of the 

most contentious aspects of the sharia in Nigeria.  Muslims on the other hand claim that 

no one can practice Islam without the sharia.  For them sharia is necessary for true 

Islamic worship and practice.  Therefore to deny Muslims in Nigeria sharia is to deprive 

them of true Islamic worship.42  Another thorny problem of sharia in contemporary 

Nigeria is its compatibility with the secular spirit of the Nigerian constitution.  It 

contradicts the section which states that the government shall not establish religion.  

Section 10 of the Constitution says; “The government of the Federation or of the state 

shall not adopt any religion as a state Religion.”  One fundamental issue here is the role 

                                                 
40R. D. Abubakre, Religion and Politics in Nigeria, 115. 

 
41During the sharia debate many threats came from different Muslim groups that 

if sharia was not accepted they were going to make the country ungovernable.  The MSS 
at Ahmadu Bello University carried banners urging the assembly men to “stop opposition 
to sharia or take full responsibility for putting the entire nation in chaos.”  In a similar 
way protesters in Kaduna and Zaria carried banners with the stronger wordings, “No 
sharia , no peace, no sharia, no constitution, no sharia, no Muslims, no Muslims, no 
Nigeria.”  See F. U. Okafor, New Strategies for Curbing Ethnic and Religious Conflicts 
in Nigeria (Enugu: Fourth Dimension Publishers, 1997), 160. 
 

42R. I.Gofwen, Religious Conflicts in Northern Nigeria and Nation Building:  The 
Throes of Two Decades 1980-2000 (Kaduna: Human Rights Monitor, 2004), 111. 
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of the government in religion.  With sharia court the government is brought into the role 

of funding religion. 

Sharia has been in Nigeria for a long time.  It is used by Muslims to justify the 

introduction of sharia in contemporary Nigeria.  Sharia was introduced in Nigeria by the 

Uthaman Dan Fodio’s jihad and was operational in the caliphates.  Colonialism did not 

abolish it; it only restricted it by putting it under Nigeria law but was still operational in 

many places.  Sharia was recognized under “Native Laws and Custom” and the 

jurisdiction of its appeal court was limited to personal status and family law.43  The JNI 

general secretary, reacting to the sharia crisis in Kaduna, revealed that sharia had been 

part of the legal system of some parts of Nigeria for a long time without problem, even 

during the military regime.44  Ismaila Tsiga reports of the presence of a sharia court of 

appeal in Kaduna at the time of independence.  According to him the court was 

established in the colonial era and continued in the post-independence era.  The purpose 

of the court was “for the hearing of appeals from the ‘Native Courts’ in cases governed 

by Muslim personal law, and for matters ancillary thereto.”45  One fact about sharia in 

the past is that it a was regional matter and many people never knew that it existed.  Also, 

contentious issues like capital punishment were not part of sharia in the past.  The 

general secretary of JNI said, “Once you heard of sharia law only two things were added, 

ask anybody, what more apart from the punishment for adultery and punishment for theft  

                                                 
43Joseph Kenny, “Sharia and Christianity in Nigeria,” 339.  In this article Kenny 

gives a detail history of sharia in Nigeria up to independence. 
 

44R. I. Gofwen, 134. 
 

45Ismaila A. Tsiga, 76. 
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So these were the two that were not included.”46  In the past sharia lacked any 

aggression; it had no undisciplined Muslim force to enforce and monitor it.  It was a 

religious affair and had no political backing of manipulation. 

Sharia became a controversial and contentious issue when Muslims wanted it to 

become a constitutional matter.  This was the time many of us heard about sharia in 

Nigeria. Sharia took national and contested dimension during the 1978 and 1987 

Constituent Assemblies for constitution drafting.  Muslims wanted the constitution to 

make the provision for sharia law in Nigeria.  Religious tension and divide erupted 

among the assembly members and in the entire nation.  During deliberations over the 

issue, members were intemperate, offered inciting utterances, and various regions 

threatened to secede.  Muslims members of the assembly boycotted the assembly many 

times as they felt the assembly was not moving in the direction they wanted over sharia.  

They wanted the establishment of sharia in all states of the federation and not a voluntary 

thing.47  Demonstrations and peaceful rallies for and against sharia led to religious crises 

in many parts of the country over sharia.  Gofwen argues that it was the sharia campaign 

of 1977/1978 that brought about a religious crisis of national dimension.48  Sharia 

undermines the rights of adherents of other religions since under sharia only one religion 

is patronized while others are neglected.  Christians see sharia as another attempt to 

Islamize Nigeria and as an instrument of oppression and injustice.  Freedom of the 

                                                 
46Taken from R. I. Gofwen, 134. 

 
47Muhib O. Opeloye, “Religious Factor in Nigerian Politics: Implications for 

Christian-Muslim Relations in Nigeria,” Journal of Institute of Muslim Minority Affairs 
10:2 (July 1989):  356. 
 

48Gofwen, 146.   
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constitution does not exist under sharia.  For example, states that have established sharia 

have made the drinking of alcoholic beverages an offense no matter your religion.  

Muslim youth in these areas go about destroying beer parlors while state governments 

have closed down existing breweries and refuse to grant licenses to new ones.  Muslim 

fundamentalists have taken undue advantage of sharia and have become oppressive. 

They enforce sharia with violence where they have the power. 

The Muslim community was claiming it was only requesting that the constitution 

make provision for the establishment of a sharia court of appeal at the national level and 

for the sharia courts at state level where they did not already exist.49  However, the 

sharia issue was viewed more widely by other assembly members and the Christian 

community than just establishing courts.  The sharia debate centered on issues such as 

“questions of religious freedom, the nature and ethos of the Nigerian judicial and legal 

system as a whole, the question of the structure of working  week, and of the nature of 

Nigerian federation.”50  Muslims, on the other hand, argued that since half of Nigerians 

were Muslims it would be unfair not to allow them to practice their religion in fullness.  

They maintained that a federal appeal court would help Muslims throughout Nigeria to 

develop a coherent and consistent body of law applicable to all Nigerian Muslims and 

that the adaptation of the sharia law would be a solution to the Nigerian moral problem.  

For them, the absence of sharia is responsible for the backwardness of Muslims in 

Nigeria.  This point seems to contradict their earlier statement that Nigeria has always 

                                                 
49Peter Clarke, West Africa and Islam, 250. 

 
50Ibid.  
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practiced sharia law.  Muslims further claimed that the Nigerian legal system did not 

satisfy or address Muslims realities such as street begging and Muslim relief programs.51 

Despite the heated debate and tension that surrounded the sharia, Nigerian 

constitutions have a provision for the sharia.  The 1979 Constitution provides: 

Section 240 (1): There shall be for any state that requires it a sharia court of appeal 
for that state. 
 
Section 242 (1): The sharia court of appeal of a state shall in addition to such other 
jurisdiction as may be conferred upon it by the law of the state, exercise such 
appellate and supervisory jurisdiction in civil proceedings in questions of Islamic 
personal law which the court is competent to decide in accordance with the 
provision of sub-section (2) of this section. 

 
The 1988 and 1999 constitutions provide wider jurisdiction of the sharia court to include 

land and business transactions.  Christians were alert to this difference because 

acquisition of land for religious purposes was already a big problem for Christians in 

Muslim dominated areas. 

 With this provision, some states in Nigeria have adopted the sharia legal code. 

Beginning with Zamfara State in 2000 a total of thirteen states have now adopted the 

sharia.  Some states that have not officially adopted sharia have sharia courts.  There are 

sharia courts in Oyo, Edo, Lagos, and Ondo states.  Human Rights Watch has observed 

that the introduction of sharia has brought many violations of citizens’ fundamental 

human rights.  Its report contends that women have especially faced unfair discrimination 

particularly in adultery cases.52  Sharia is a clear demonstration of lack of respect for 

                                                 
51Gofwen, 251. 

 
52“Nigeria: Sharia’h  Adopted for Cheap Political gain, But Doesn’t Work, Rights 

Group Says.”  From UN Integrated Regional information Networks September 21, 2004. 
The report says, under the sharia, cases of mere pregnancy are considered adequate 
evidence of guilt and allegations of rape are never investigated by the judges.  It is 
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intentional human rights laws.  Unfortunately, sharia in Nigeria has concentrated on 

harsh aspects of Islamic law and has ignored its softer aspects like generosity and 

compassion.53  Apart from the repeated outbreaks of violence as a result of sharia, there 

are many people facing prolonged periods of uncertainty in detention while there are 

many who have lost their business, property, and live in uncertainty because of sharia.  

Human Rights Watch has correctly observed that sharia is now witnessing deteriorating 

enthusiasm.  Since the introduction of sharia about ten persons have been sentenced to 

death but only one has been actually executed.  The sharia courts have served many 

amputation sentences but only three have actually been carried out.54 

There are some people who think that this is a cheap political gain and that it has 

already failed.  Even Muslim leaders have testified to this.  Alhaji Babarabe Musa 

observed that “the northern ruling class purposely set out to use sharia debate to gain 

political advantage in the politics of the second republic.”  Another Muslim politican, 

Mahmud Tukur, reasoned:  

Certain groups with political ambition from the north and south decided to use the 
sharia debate as a means of mobilizing support, the advantage  being that either 
way, these individuals would still use the support they had earned in presenting 

                                                                                                                                                 
interesting that under sharia the male defendants have undue advantage.  The sharia 
requires four witnesses to convict a man of adultery or rape.  Another report from 
Wikkipedia says, “In practice the new Sharia courts in Nigeria have most often meant the 
re-introduction of spectacular and gruesome punishments (such as amputation of on/both 
hand(s) for theft, or stoning for adultery) without respecting much tougher rules of 
evidence and testimony.  Such measures are usually introduced to gain support of local 
ulema who are often community leaders in rural areas.  Their examples are not always 
humane or even reasonable.”  “Sharia.” Wikipedia, the Free Encyclopedia.  Taken from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharia. Accessed on 3/2/2004.  Flogging is one of the brutal 
punishments, especially alcoholics. 
 

53Ibid 
 

54Ibid.  
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themselves as the defenders of sharia or defenders of their people from the cloak of 
Islamic domination.55 

 
Okafor makes the following observations about the sharia: 

Unlike in the civil war, where religion was hiding under politics, with sharia, 
politics was now hiding under religion.  Also, with the sharia, religious conflict 
now moved from the level of cold war and war of words to the level of 
confrontation.56   

 
Sharia has not helped the economic and social division in Nigeria.  In the 

beginning many people accepted sharia, thinking it would provide a more just moral 

code for all.  The hope in sharia was because it came after decades of harsh military 

regimes which witnessed corruption, moral decay, a bureaucratic legal system, 

preferential treatment of the rich, and neglect and injustice to the poor.  Sharia has not 

proven to be different.  The rich and more privileged members of society are never 

persecuted nor brought before the courts.57  Government and party officials are not 

prosecuted when they steal government money but the poor person faces brutal 

punishment when he steals a goat or chicken.  Muslims on the other hand have claimed 

that sharia is working and has helped to curb societal ills in this country.58  Sharia has 

increased the social, political, and religious problems of Nigeria.  In many cases it has 

worsened the relationship between Muslims and Christians. 

 

                                                 
55F. U Okafor, 161. 

 
56Ibid., 162. 

 
57Dan Isaacs, “Islam in Nigeria: Simmering Tensions.” BBC Correspondent in 

Lagos, Nigeria. Wednesday, 24 September, 2003. 
 

58“Nigeria: Sharia’h  Adopted for Cheap Political gain, But Doesn’t Work, Rights 
Group Says.”   This group is important in the political history of Nigeria. 
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Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) 

Nigeria’s involvement in the OIC goes back to 1969 when the organization was 

founded in Rabat, Morocco.  At that time Alhaji Gumi represented Nigeria and was there 

on observer status.59  Jolly Tanko, a Christian leader and one of the founding members of 

CAN, blames General Gowan, a Christian Head of State for the Nigerian membership in 

OIC.  According to him Gowan allowed his political interest to supersede his Christian 

interest.  It was his approval of observer status that led to full membership in the OIC.60 

OIC has its permanent secretariat in Jedda, Saudi Arabia.  “The OIC was 

particularly concerned with help to poor Muslim countries, support for Muslims 

minorities in non-Muslim countries, and the international position of Islam and of the 

Muslim—in the words of one observer, the Islamic rights of man.”61  The organization 

now has over fifty-seven member nations and there are others on observer status.62 

Nigerian full membership took place in 1986 when the Babangida military 

administration secretly registered Nigeria after 19 years of observer status.  The 

                                                 
59Babalola, 48. 

 
60Jolly Tanko Yusuf, “It is Lawful to Give Tribute to Caesar or Not?  Shall We 

Give or shall We Not,” in A. O. Makoji and G. I. Afolabi Ojo, Religion in the Secular 
World: Proceedings of the Second Assembly of the Christian Association of Nigeria, 15-
27 November, 1988, 41. 

 
61Bernard Lewis, The Crisis of Islam (New York: Random House Trade 

Paperbacks, 2004), 14.  Lewis does not think that OIC has been effective.  According to 
him “there were and are important limits to the effectiveness of the OIC as a factor in 
international politics.”  OIC does not defend some of its members, does not seem to be 
concerned with civil wars in Sudan and Somalia, did not do anything about the war 
between Iran and Iraq, and “does not look into human rights abuses and other domestic 
problems of members states, it human rights concerns have been limited to Muslims 
living under non-Muslim rule, primarily in Palestine.”  See 15,16. 
 

62Ibid., 14. 



146 

 

application and admission were all done in secret.  While the membership brought 

tension and ill feelings in Nigeria, Muslims all over the world rejoiced in the membership 

of Nigeria.  At the Fifth Islamic Summit Conference in Kuwait in 1987 delegates 

observed that Nigerian membership “would add to the potential and capabilities of the 

Islamic organization.”63  In Nigeria religious tension erupted to a dangerous proportion.  

Christians and Muslims were drawn into a battlefield.  Christians demanded withdrawal 

from the organization, declared the membership unconstitutional and against secularism, 

described it as another attempt to Islamize and declare Nigeria a Muslim nation, charged 

Muslims with dominating Christians, and charged the government with favoritism.  

Muslims on the other hand supported the move through their various organizations.  They 

said it was part of Muslim rights and called on the government to entrench it in the 

constitution.64  Muslims said already Nigeria had shown favoritism to Christians in many 

ways.  They said if Nigeria withdraws from OIC, Nigeria will also have to cease 

diplomatic relationship with the Vatican, change the Gregorian calendar, change work-

free days, change the red cross as the sign of hospitals and clinics, and other small things 

like army salutation, academic gowns, robes for judges and lawyers, laying of wreaths of  

                                                 
63Jolly Tanko Yusuf, 41. 
 
64Agber Dimah, “Ethnicity in Nigeria.” Unpublished paper (November, 1998), 20.  

The man who spoke on the behalf of Christians with a strong voice was Cardinal 
Anthony Okogie.  He exchanged words with the then general secretary of the Nigerian 
Supreme Council of Islamic Affairs, Alhaji Ibrahim Dasuki.  Dasuki called on all 
Muslims to embark on a peaceful jihad to resist Christians demand for withdrawal from 
OIC. MSS of the University of Ibadan said that any attempt to withdraw would lead to a 
religious war between Christians and Muslims.  See Joseph Kenny, “Sharia and 
Christianity in Nigeria,” 356. 
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grave, and so forth.65  The government for its part said “OIC is only incidentally 

religious, and primarily for the purpose of economic, cultural, technical and diplomatic 

co-operation along with the pursuit of peace and justice.”66  Many other people think that 

Babangida enrolled Nigeria in the OIC to win the favor of the Muslim community since 

he was not regarded as a good Muslim by the Muslim leadership.  He was also looking 

for monetary and technical assistance.67  His other aim was that it would help Nigeria to 

rally against racism and colonialism, and he made every effort to defend his intentions.68  

One can conclude that OIC was also a political game which turned out to be very costly.  

Many riots in 1986 were associated with the OIC. 

Looking at the objectives of OIC, Christians considered the membership to be a 

very serious thing.  For this reason they mobilized their members to call for withdrawal. 

They published critiques, and preached against OIC and Muslims’ approach to religious 

issues generally. 

There are many problems associated with membership in OIC.  One of the 

problems is that it is an ‘intergovernmental organization’ of all Muslim nations.  The 

membership of Nigeria means that Nigeria is also a Muslim nation.  Another fear is that 

the Charter of the OIC implies the president and foreign minister of a member nation 

must be Muslims.  Other fundamental issues have to do with religious freedom, 

                                                 
65Joseph Kenny, “Sharia and Christianity in Nigeria,” 354- 355. 

 
66Ibid., 353.  The statement further explained that membership in the OIC was not 

different from membership in the U.N. and O.A.U.  The president also warned protesters 
to desist from inflammatory utterances.  

 
67Toyin Falola, 95. 
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government support for a particular religion, sale of economic rights to the Islamic world, 

and the threat to the nation’s peace and stability.  It is also important to understand that 

Islam itself is an alternative to a capitalist economy.  Membership into such an Islamic 

organization with economic interest poses a threat to the Nigerian economic system. 

In general, OIC and sharia are proofs that Nigeria does not respect its constitution 

and does not stand by what it professes.  The government does not seem to avoid 

contentious issues nor does it seek to stay clear of religious problems. 

Christian Organizations 

As noted, Christian organizations have emerged in Nigeria to respond to the 

various societal problems.  In chapter two we saw that Christian missionaries came 

together in missionary associations or conferences to address religious, social, economic, 

and political matters as they were affecting them and their converts.  Religious issues 

centered on strategies for the work and how to deal with obstacles that hindered the 

dissemination of the gospel.  Socially, they were looking for ways to provide education, 

health care, and other social services to the people.  In addition, they were looking for 

ways of acquiring government or overseas support for the projects they began.  Most of 

the economic benefits were the consequence of the religious and social programs.  

Education provided by missionaries with the initial aim to help converts read the Bible 

became an avenue for Christians to get paying jobs and consequently improved their 

standard of living.  As we saw earlier, missionaries produced clerks, administrators, 

nationalists, and skilled workers of all kinds.  The main motivation for missionaries 

coming together was to work together with greater force and to present a unified voice on 

issues affecting their work and natives.  Politically, these associations help them 
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challenge government policies and present their views on societal issues.  I am arguing 

that religious, socio-economic, and political conditions were directly or indirectly behind 

the emergence of many of the Christian organizations.  I further contend that Christian 

organizations too emerged to address religious, political, and socio-economic issues.  

Father Tanko gives us more reasons why Christians came together to form associations. 

At some stage, especially after the Nigerian civil war (1967-1970) there were 
various things which Christians, especially the mainline churches, had together as 
common concerns.  There were such issues as the taking over of schools, hospitals, 
suspicious over missionaries as agents of destabilization leading to the denials of 
visas to missionaries, the imposition of tax and import duties on gifts to the various 
churches from aboard which were initially tax-free, etc.  These common concerns 
added more weight to the problems Christians shared in common before the war.  
What pushed the Christians to act together was difficulties which they thought they 
could better handle if they were united.69 

 
Anyone familiar with the history of missions in Nigeria would agree with me that 

missionary bodies were more akin to associations and ecumenical bodies.  As was 

suggested before, the celebrated Sudan United Missions (SUM) was made up of many 

denominations and mission branches.  These included the Danish Branch, the Dutch 

Reformed Church, the Christian Reformed Church, the United Brethren, Presbyterians, 

and the Moravians.  Before they left they created an ecumenical body, TEKAN, which 

brought all the churches they established together.  TEKAN operates primary and 

secondary schools and a seminary which caters to the needs of the member churches.  

The story of the Sudan Interior Mission (SIM) is very close to that of the SUM.  SIM was 

the biggest Protestant mission in the North and made great impact in the whole nation.  It 

drew its missionaries and financial support from the United Kingdom, United States, 

Canada, Australia, and New Zealand.  The SIM ended up establishing only one church 
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for Nigeria, the Association of Evangelical Churches of West Africa (E.C.W.A.).  ECWA 

can rightly be called an ecumenical body.  ECWA operates one of the best hospitals, has 

clinics, a pharmaceutical industry, para-medical schools, a poultry farm which produces 

feed and birds, numerous primary and secondary schools, many rural development 

programs, and is now working on establishing a Christian university.  The Fellowship of 

Churches of Christ in Nigeria (TEKAN) and ECWA has come together to form one 

association which speaks out on local and national issues.  The group has an action 

committee made of the intellectuals and retired civil servants who alert their 

constituencies to the implications of government policies and Muslim activities.  The 

Presbyterian mission was made of Presbyterians from Jamaica, England, Scotland, and 

North America. 

Among the religious bodies in Nigeria, Islam was able to unite and form 

associations better that Christians in the early stages.  One can suggest that the universal 

spirit of Islam helped Muslims achieve unity more easily.  Despite the efforts of 

missionaries to come together Christian unity was difficult.  They did not involve the 

indigenous Christians in such cooperation efforts. Commenting on this, Yusuf Turaki 

says: 

The missionary emphasis on denominationalism in effect created many brands of 
Christianity and communication and exchange or fellowship across denominations 
was almost non-existent.  Christian identity was not formed across denominational 
lines and thus could not unite all Christians… Christian identity was rather vertical 
with parent church or mission.70 

 
                                                                                                                                                 
Ecumenical Imperative (Jos: Fab Anieh Nigeria Ltd, 1991), 125. 

 
70Yusufu Turaki, The British Colonial Legacy in Northern Nigeria:  A Social 

Ethnical Analysis of the Colonial and Post-Colonial Society and Politics in Nigeria (Jos: 
Challenge Press, 1993), 158. Turaki is a well known church leader in Nigeria. 
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One could see how it was difficult to develop Christian unity in Nigeria.  Enwerem on the 

other hand gives three reasons why Christian unity was difficult in the colonial era: 

First, there was the absence of a commonly perceived national threat.  Next, there 
was no sufficiently politicized religious leadership with a nationalist vision in any 
of the three Christian blocs.  Furthermore, there were limitations imposed by the 
colonial administration on socio-cultural interaction among Nigerians from the 
South and the North.71 
 

He continues that before the formation of CAN there was no Christian association or 

organization that brought all the Nigerian Christians or churches together; all ecumenical 

attempts then were more or less sectional.  Northern Christian Association was limited to 

the North.  Even though Christian Council of Nigeria brought together churches from the 

North too it was still considered a southern association.  There was unity among Roman 

Catholic churches but their unity, though very strong and vocal on national issues, was 

only limited to them.72 

All these notwithstanding, attempts at unity were made, at least at the regional 

level.  It is important to remember their small role and give them credit.  These efforts 

formed the foundation and gave the inspiration for the formation of these organizations. 

Sometimes they played an indirect role.  The civil administration also recognized that. E. 

P. T. Crampton reports that “The authorities usually thought that the missionaries had a 

far greater degree of control over their adherents than they actually possessed and saw the  
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hidden hand of missionaries behind any political activity.”73  Missionaries were behind 

the beginning of many associations as we saw and will see later. 

Although the factors responsible for the emergence of these associations look 

different they were in fact interwoven.  In Nigeria social, economic, political, and 

religious factors are always related.  Giving reasons for the religious crisis in Kaduna 

State, the Kaduna State Muslim Student Society deputy leader says: 

I gave you some instances of some factors that contributed to all these things, 
ignorance, poverty and ours here is a sort of multi-ethnic composition.  We have 
different tribes, different religions and there has been a sort of backlog between the 
Christians on the one side and Moslems on the other and politics played no small 
role in influencing all these problems.  People heard from the town there is an 
upheaval in the College of Education, that was all.  Christians taking Moslems, 
Moslems taking on Christians, flimsy excuses.  But at the peak of it, I’m telling you 
its just poverty, ignorance and idleness.74 

 
 In this same manner the Oputa Panel observes:  
 

It was indisputably clear, from the evidence tendered before the commission that 
citizens of Nigeria generally believe that they have suffered badly in the hands of 
successive governments in the country, since independence, although this was more 
pronounced under military rule.  However, it is clear, beyond the accusations and 
counter-accusations of the various ethno-communal, religious and other interest 
groups, the roots of bad governance in the country, historically and primarily, lie 
deep in the colonially-inherited structure and character of the post-colonial Nigerian 
State, and in the manner of its continuing incorporation into the world system.75 
 

Matthew Kukah is of the opinion that one of the reasons for the emergence of Christian 

association was the struggle for a new social order. 

                                                 
73E. P. T., Crampton,  73. 

 
74Gofwen, 100.  In this work Professor Gofwen looks at the economic, social, and 

political factors behind the religious crisis in Kano, Kaduna, Kafanchan, and Jos.  It is 
interesting to see how these played major roles in each of these crises. 

 
75Executive Summary and Recommendations of the Human Rights Violations 

Investigation Commission (Oputa Panel Report) (Lagos:  Civil Society Forum, 2005), 25. 
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Both the missionaries and indigenous Christians could see injustices and 

discrimination in government polices and activities of the Muslim leaders so the 

formation of Christians associations and organizations were to address these social, 

economic, political, and religious injustices and discriminations.  I would argue that 

Christians fought these injustices through religious and political organizations.  The 

political situation in the country dictated which way the battle was to be fought.  Muslims 

were using government and political machinery to achieve their social and economic 

struggle.  I believe that Christians also felt they too had to do the same.  Another reason 

why Christians also fought through political parties and social movements was that they 

were taught that religion and the public square were separate.  So they did not want to use 

religious organizations to fight social, economic, and political matters.  As we will see, 

the issues they fought included religious issues.  The activities of Muslims alarmed the 

Christians and they felt it necessary to combat these through any means available. 

 I will begin with Christian organizations that preceded CAN to illustrate how they 

made efforts to respond to societal ills.  I recognize that various individual churches also 

made substantive efforts to respond to societal ills but we will not delve into that now.  In 

my research, I was surprised how many of these associations have kept very little history 

or none at all of their activities. 

 

 

 

 



154 

 

Christian Council of Nigeria (CCN) 

The Christian Council of Nigeria was established with the effort of missionaries.  For a 

dozen years its leadership was mostly in the hands of missionaries.  CCN can be 

described as the first ecumenical attempt of the church in Nigeria.  It was founded in 

November, 1929.  It brought together mainline Protestant churches.  It began in the south 

but had impact all over Nigeria as churches in the south spread to the north and as 

northern churches joined.  It also made efforts to incorporate the Roman Catholic Church.  

Although the Roman Catholic Church never became a member of CCN—for they 

considered CCN a Protestant movement—the Roman Catholic Church came together to 

work with CCN in the area of education and health.  In 1971, CCN and the Catholics 

jointly established the National Institute of Moral and Religious Education known as 

‘Project Time.’76  Youth were the target of the project. Its aim was to inculcate and 

improve the moral and religious values in the lives of the Nigerian youth.  Among other 

things, the project trains Christian teachers and organizes workshops and seminars to help 

the youth appreciate Christian values.77  Another corporate project was the Christian 

Health Association of Nigeria (CHAN).78  Different churches throughout the country 

were operating health programs at various levels.  Later it became necessary to establish 

an interdenominational organization to coordinate and facilitate the medical programs of 

various churches.  This was the purpose of CHAN.  The aim of CHAN is to provide 

                                                 
76Enwerem, The Dangerous Awakening, 76. 
 
77Ibid. 

 
78I was once on the Board of Governors of CHAN when I was the chairman of my 

denominational health program. 
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medical facilities and medical staff or give advice about needed drugs for Christian 

Medical establishments and other organizations. 

The genesis of CCN is usually traced to an informal meeting of a small group of 

missionaries who met in Oyo to discuss the line of action concerning the new Educational 

law to separate religion from education.79  The missionaries were successful in 

preventing the government from enacting the law.  This success gave them the courage to 

start an association.  The power of joint action and one voice became very clear to them. 

The first name of the association which also reflected its aim was United Missionary 

Council for Education.  In 1930 the name of the association was changed to Christian 

Council of Nigeria (CCN), to give room for the new organization to address issues other 

than education.80  CCN worked closely with many international missionary and Christian 

organizations to enhance its activities.  CCN has an intimate working relationship with 

the World Council of Churches (WCC).  WCC helps CCN in its rural, medical, and 

educational programs.  Foreign governments like Germany also give scholarships to 

Nigerians through CCN.81  CCN also maintains theological and corporate relationship 

                                                 
79Deji Ayegboyin, “Rediscovering and Fostering Unity in the Body of Christ:  

The Nigerian Experience,” in Rediscovering and Fostering Unity in the Body of Christ:  
The Nigerian Experience,  eds.  Ademola Ishola and Deji Ayegboyin (Ibadan: Sceptre 
Prints Limited, 2000), 21.  Also, C. O. Williams who was for a long time the general 
secretary of the council adds that the missionaries came together to discuss and oppose 
the educational law promulgated by the British colonial administration.  He continues 
that “The opposition of the missionaries was so stiff and uncompromising that the 
government had no alternative but to refrain from passing the law.  See C. O. Williams, 
“Brief Write-Up on the Tenure of Office as Adviser on Education and, Later, General 
Secretary cum adviser on Education, vis-à-vis Financial History of Christian Council of 
Nigeria.” Unpublished ms., p. 1. 

 
80Deji Ayegboyin, 21. 

 
81Report of the Fourteenth Bianenial Assembly of the CCN held at the University 
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with All Africa Conference of Churches, TEKAN, United Mission of Africa, and various 

Pentecostal groups.82  This was in line with one of the aims of the CCN: 

CCN exists to foster and express the fellowship and unity, foster the realization of 
its oneness with the Church throughout the world and to keep in touch with the 
International Missionary Council and the World Council of Churches. 83 
 

CCN has now become one of the branches of CAN but it continues to operate many of its 

programs independently. 

CCN has undertaken and continues to undertake many social, economic, and 

religious projects many of which also have political implications.  It has also spoken on 

national issues and has achieved some success in this area too.  Records are not available 

to provide a detailed list of CCN projects.  What we have is merely the result of gleaning 

and inference from many documents.  The paramount aim of CCN was to provide 

education to the natives and as such it has many educational programs to cover various 

aspects.  It established many secondary schools, Vocational Training Schools, and 

Teachers Training schools, continues to give advice to churches on educational matters, 

set the standard of educational for Christian Schools, seeks educational grants for school, 

provide educational materials, and help students get study scholarships abroad.  CCN 

considers the training of Christian teachers to be the most important aspect of Christian 

education.  Joint effort among churches was encouraged in this area and as a result 

Women’s Training Center was established at Umuahia in 1944 by Anglican,  

                                                                                                                                                 
of Nigeria, Nsukka, July 1-10, 1964, 33.  This is part of the General Secretary’s Report. 
 

82Ibid., 23, 29, 31, 33. 
 
83Constitution of the Christian Council of Nigeria section 2 (a). 
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Presbyterian, and Methodist churches.  Others schools established through this 

effort were Yaba Protestant Teacher Training College, two Trade Schools at Abeokuta 

and Aba, and a Rural Training Center at Asaba.  There were three joint ministerial 

schools established with the aim to encourage ecumenical training, practice, and sharing 

resources.  These include Trinity College at Awka, Immanuel College of Theology at 

Ibadan, and United Missionary College.84  Article 3 (c) of the CCN Constitution which 

states the functions of CCN reads: 

To act as a consultative body whereby, chiefly through its departments, the 
Churches can work together in sponsoring projects or programmes of common 
benefits and interest. 

 
The Council operates a literature department with a library at the Institute of Church and 

Society at Ibadan.  The literature department has the famous Daystar Press and also 

publishes the Nigerian Christian monthly magazine, operates books stores, publishes and 

distributes free Christian literature and encourages churches to run newspapers to educate 

Christians on social, economic, and political issues, and produces Sunday school 

materials.  CCN Scripture Union particularly has the responsibility of producing Bible 

Study books for college and university students and producing and distributing Christian 

literature in the vernacular languages.  

 CCN plays a similar role in health care.  Apart from the CHAN project, CCN has 

a medical department that runs hospitals, health clinics, and Para-medical schools.  

During the missionary era, CCN established the Missions Medical Advisory Council to 

coordinate the activities of hospitals and mission’s medical work.  Later CCN organized  

                                                 
84Deji Ayegboyin, 23. 
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the coming together of Christian medical doctors and medical students in what is known 

as the Christian Medical Fellowship.  Nurses in the north came together to form the 

Association of Christian Nurses which later became a nation-wide organization and 

changed its name to the Fellowship of Christian Nurses.  These medical associations were 

encouraged to work together to improve the medical care of the rural people.   CCN has 

over the years given special attention to the neglected rural areas.  For this and other 

reasons CCN has a Study Center.  The Study Center is not just an academic exercise.  It 

deals with basic problems confronting the Nigerian society.  Through the center CCN is 

able to know the needs of various rural communities and the way to deal with their 

problems.  The Department of Rural Development encourages churches to invest in rural 

development, and encourages churches to make rural development part of pastors’ and 

catechists’ training.  CCN started a Rural Training Center at Asaba for the training of 

rural workers and the rural people themselves.  Home Economics is taught to women to 

improve their home keeping.  The center finds and educates people on the biblical basis 

of welfare for the rural people.  This is never done to the neglect of urban community. 

CCN has an Urban and Industrial Committee which targets factory workers.  The 

committee prepares and trains pastors and laymen to work and witness in these areas.  

Courses were designed for this purpose and were taught in the seminaries and theological 

schools.85  Particularly, CCN undertook rural projects in the east and northern regions 

and was able to bring churches in these areas together to launch community development 

programs to provide water for the people. 

                                                 
85Report of the Fourteenth Biennial Assembly, 18. 
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 Another important department of CCN was the Christian Social Action 

Department.  This department deals with social, economic, and community development 

issues.86  This department tried to infuse churches with the desire for social action and 

encourage “churches to become involved in making known in a practical way the love of 

Christ to the people in distress and need.”87  Before the Social Action Committee was set 

up CCN had a Commission on Relief and Rehabilitation.  This was set up immediately 

after the civil war to help war victims.  The Social Action Committee was set up initially 

to work among the victims of the Niger-Delta flood and arrest the malnutrition problem 

of many of the poor people.  This committee was able to secure material aids, obtain 

food, drugs, powder milk, and other protein foods from American churches and other 

foreign nations and distribute them to Nigerians, especially in the Lagos area where there 

was suffering and a high level of poverty and malnutrition.88  The CCN motto is, “We 

cannot be spiritually healthy churches until we too learn to show, in concrete ways, 

sympathy those in hardships.”89 

 Closely associated with Social Action is the Christian Home and Family Life 

Project.  This project was established in 1963 and it is mostly funded and staffed with 

money earmarked by the WCC.  The Christian Home and Family Life department has 

regional offices in order to reach every community.  Many of the activities are done on 

regional level.  The activities of the Christian Home include rehabilitation of abused 

                                                 
86Deji Ayegboyin, 23. 
 
87Report of the Fourteenth  Biannual Assembly, 28. 
 
88Ibid., 28. 

 
89Ibid., 38. 
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persons, production of marriage literature, and provision of teaching and seminars on sex-

education for boys and girls through qualified medical staff.90 

Over the years, the CCN has with spoken to and confronted the government and 

represented member churches on issues of religious freedom, politics, educational 

development, community development, and medical care.  In most cases the government 

has respected the opinion of the council.  Two notable instances were over the 

negotiation of teachers’ salaries between the government and teachers’ union and 

Detention Bill.  CCN wrote a memorandum to the Morgan Commission which was 

looking into the matter and that became the main conclusion of the Commission.  The 

view of CCN was respected and implemented.  Concerning the Detention Bill, CCN 

wrote a memorandum that it was impugning upon the freedom of Nigerians and that was 

also respected. 91  CCN has achieved success in issues like unemployment, increased 

wages, and change of wage structure and in mediating between labor unions and the 

government on various matters.  One of the most important works of CCN is the classic 

book the Christian Responsibility in an Independent Nigeria.  This report prepared by 

Christian intellectuals from different walks of life and church leaders covers issues of 

church and society, church and politics, political responsibility of the church, the problem 

of bribery and corruption, economic issues and unity of the church.92  Generally, it has 

been the desire of the CCN to help Christians understand and be educated on national and 

                                                 
90Ibid., 28. 
 
914th 32-33. 
 
92This report was prepared by the council in 1970.  The 126 page report is 

translated in many Nigerian languages.  The report calls on churches to always examine 
their roles in the light of the changing social and economic situations. 
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religious issues.  It is because of this that the Institute of Church and Society (ICS) was 

set up in 1964.  It has its headquarters in Ibadan and a branch in Jos.  ICS writes and 

collect books on social, economic, political, and Christian-Muslim relations.93 

 One of the visions of CCN is to seek peaceful co-existence between peoples of all 

faith.  CCN also wants Muslims to see Nigeria as a pluralistic society; as such CCN 

encourages dialogue between Christians and Muslims.94  CCN has been involved in 

projects that help Christians to understand Muslims and live in harmony with Muslims.  

CCN works with Christian professors in Nigerian universities to include Islamic courses 

in the department of religion.  A very important step in this area is the decision made in 

1964 to promote and encourage Islamic studies among the clergy and laity.  Churches 

were advised to conduct a one year Islamic training for all pastors to create more 

understanding of Islamic religion and educate clergy on how to witness to Muslims.  

Seminaries and theological schools were helped to begin courses in Islamic studies.95  

CCN works through two projects that deal with Islam directly.  Through the work of the 

AACC conference in Ibadan in 1958, Islam for Africa Project was started.  The project 

later established a Center for Islam and Christianity which now goes by the name Project 

                                                 
93At the time of the research the ICS office in Jos was not working.  Efforts to 

have access from the reach library there failed.  Dr. Jan Boer was in charge of the Jos 
office form many years and he personally collected and wrote many books and articles on 
various issues affecting the Nigerian community.  His areas of interest included the 
Muslim-Christian relations, Christian stewardship, and Christian social action.  Boer left 
Nigeria many years ago and efforts to contact him were not successful. 

 
94E. O. Oyelade, “Project for Christian-Muslim Relation in Africa (PROCUMRA) 

in Ecumenical Context,” in Rediscovering and Fostering Unity in the Body of Christ:  
The Nigerian Experience, eds. Ademola Ishola and Deji Ayegboyin (Ibadan:  Sceptre 
Prints Limited, 2000), 185. 

 
95Fourteen Biannual Assembly, 23. 
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for Christian-Muslim Relation (PROCMURA).  This is now directly under the control of 

CCN. Its main objective is to deepen Christian understanding of the Islamic religion.96 

 CCN has other departments like the Department of Laity and Youth Ministry.  

The department of laity educates Christians on how to live in the secular world and on 

Christian reasonability in the world generally.  It conducts seminars and workshops on 

the role of the laity in the church and the government.  The department brings laymen 

from all walks of life—business, politics, judiciary, education, and civil service— 

together in laymen’s consultation forum.  The department of laity works closely with the 

department of Urban Industrial Evangelism.  The Youth Work Department was started in 

1964 with the help of the All African Christian Youth.  It has branches all over Nigeria 

and encourages and advises churches on youth matters and organizes youth conferences.  

The Scripture Union works in cooperation with the Youth Department. 

Generally CCN is known for its commitment to fight social, economic and 

religious injustices, moral decadency, corruption, and bribery in Nigeria.  CCN does 

make the government and the general public aware of the ills associated with bribery and 

corruption in offices, courts of law, law enforcement agencies, the dangers of pool, 

lottery, gambling, betting, raffles, Sunday games and sports, and filthy movies.  It also 

warns the government and educates people on the social vices that poverty, 

unemployment, and lack of education can lead to. 
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Northern Christian Association (NCA) 

The Northern Christian Association was founded in 1964, as a reaction to the 

policies and Islamic activities of Alhaji, Sir, Ahmadu Bello, Sarduna of Sokoto and 

Premier of Northern Nigeria.  Before the formation of NCA there were other attempts to 

bring northern churches together during the missionary era.  In 1910 there was a 

conference of Protestant missionaries.  Later the different mission bodies came together 

under Northern Missions Council.  This council existed until 1960. Its main functions 

were to discuss common problems confronting the work and the people and act as a 

liaison with the government.97  The Council of Evangelical Churches of Northern Nigeria 

came into existence in 1960 and it took over the functions of the Northern Mission 

Council.  This was more indigenous and brought together more churches.98  The Council 

addressed educational, religious as well as political matters in the north.  Again this 

council did not last long.  Another very important association in the north is the Christian 

Education Advisory Council (CEAC) which was formerly known as the Northern 

Education Advisory Council.  CEAC was formed in 1947 by churches in the north which 

were proprietors of schools.  The Council has its headquarters in Kaduna with full-time 

staff. “The sole aim of CEAC is to promote Bible-based education in Primary, Post- 

 

                                                 
97E. P. T. Crampton, Christianity in Northern Nigeria, 152. 
 
98Ibid.  Almost all evangelical churches in the North were part of this council.  

National churches like the Anglican were also included but only their northern churches 
were part of the council. 
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Primary schools and Higher Institutions.”99  CEAC works with churches in the north and 

encourages and offers technical advice on the establishment of Christian schools and 

training and employment of committed Christian teachers, organizes workshops, 

seminars, refresher courses, and conferences for church leaders, teachers and principals.  

The Council operates a scholarship program in conjunction with overseas organizations.  

Beneficiaries of the scholarship study in overseas universities.  It also produces textbooks 

for Christian schools and Bible Knowledge textbooks for government schools also.  It has 

established a Textbook Endowment Fund for this purpose.  The Council runs a teaching 

program which awards various teaching certificates in Christian Religious Knowledge 

and Education.100 

There is little history on the Northern Christian Association. NCA ceased to exist 

with the emergence of CAN.  This association “was formed to watch over the interest of 

Christians in the North irrespective of their tribe, party or denomination.”101  As we saw 

earlier, Sir Ahmadu Bello was determined to use any means to Islamize Nigeria—in his 

words, “to dip the Koran in the ocean.”  After independence, Bello personally undertook 

a successful radical mass conversion campaign in the North and was ready to conduct 

more.  This conversion campaign is referred to as a “bloodless jihad.”  Strong Christian 

areas were the targets of his conversion campaign.  Bello conducted frequent pilgrimages 

to Islamic holy places and solicited funds from Arab nations and began building mosques 

                                                 
99What is CEAC? 2.  This is a small pamphlet by CEAC to explain what it stands 

for. This was prepared by the council itself for members and non-members. 
 
100Ibid., 2-3.  Also interview with the General Secretary of CEAC in Kaduna, 

Rev. C.B. Kaburuk, August 8, 2005. 
 
101E.P.T. Crampton, 89. 
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and Islamic schools everywhere.  His party, the NPC, and his government became 

instruments for the expansion of Islam and discrimination against Christians. Bello was 

openly using religion for political purposes.  His political philosophy and that of the 

Muslim north was to create policies that would develop northern identity and solidarity 

and keep their northern kingdom undivided.  Bello used government planes, vehicles, 

staff and other facilities openly and freely for his religious campaign.  The political 

climate in north was that of discrimination of the government against the Christians and 

the South.  According to Tanko Yusf this was an implant of the colonial administration.  

“The British themselves had developed the strategy of discrimination long before they 

transferred power to the Muslims in 1960.”102  Promotion was given only to those who 

cooperated with NPC and those areas that did not cooperate with NPC or his government 

were denied development or allocation.103  It was in response to all these happenings that 

Christians and non-Muslims began looking for ways to combat and resist Muslims’ 

religious and political domination.  Joseph Kenny says, “To meet strictly religious 

harassment, the Northern Christian Association was formed.  Also the Protestant 

organization, “New Life for All”, launched a counter-campaign to evangelize 

Muslims.”104  Christian responses were through political and religious machineries.  Lack 

                                                 
102Lillian V. Grssen, That We May Be One:  The Autobiography of Nigerian 

Ambassador Jolly Takno Yusuf (Grand Rapids:  William Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1995), 79. 
 

103Iheanyi Enwerem, A Dangerous Awakening, 77.  Enwerem findings show that 
Bello gave more attention to converting people to Islam than running the government.  
Also, that people were afraid to oppose him for fear that they would loss their position or 
job.  It was because of prevailing circumstances that Christian leaders in the North came 
together to form NCA in order that they might fight this together. 
 

104Joseph Kenny, “Christian-Muslim Relations in Nigeria,”176.  New Life for All 
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of united efforts among Christians thwarted the efforts of Christian organizations.  

Muslims took advantage of this and employed divide and rule to thwart Christian efforts.  

For example, two movements, the Middle Belt League and NCA, which were started for 

the same purpose, were working against each other.  It was during this time too that the 

movement for the takeover of Christian schools began.  NCA was started by Christian 

politicians who saw themselves as representatives of Christians.  Jolly Tanko Yusufu, 

who was the first president of the association, was a Provincial Commissioner for Benue 

Province.  It is interesting to note that NCA was dominated by politicians rather than 

church leaders and it identifies itself with Bello and the objectives of NPC.  Its 

achievement was that it united Christians politically no matter their denominational or 

ethnic affiliation.  Tanko used his political position to bring Bello into the association.  

He wrote a personal letter to Bello informing him of the formation of the association.  

The association was to fight against the South and promote the unity of the north.  He 

writes: 

We as beloved sons of yours in whom you have confidence, feel duty bound to 
make our contribution to safeguard the interest of our beloved mother North which 
you are destined to lead.  And it is with this objective of ‘One North, One people, 
irrespective of tribe, religion or rank’ that we decided to get all Northern Christians  
 

                                                                                                                                                 
was started by a couple, Gerard and Dorothy Frank.  It was to unite the church for the 
purpose of a combined evangelism effort.  New Life for All is considered a reaction to 
the NCA ally with NPC.  Also see Matthew Kukah, 54.  There were many reactions to 
Bello’s leadership.  In the South there was a riot when S. L Akintola was elected the 
premier of the Western region in 1965.  Though Akintola was a Baptist, he was regarded 
a tool of Bello.  The people took his leadership as an imposition of Islam on them.  
Normal life resumed in the West only after the 1966 coup.  There was another riot in Tiv 
land against all those who belonged to the NPC.  Such people were considered 
missionaries of Islam in the Tiv land and their activities had to be stopped. 
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indirectly having their separate Christian Association; in order to stop some 
Southern opportunists from wedging our age-old solidarity in the Northern Nigeria. 
105 
 

Tanko’s identification of NCA with NPC and Belo made other Christians unhappy and 

also later weakened NCA.  This directly worked against NCA.  Other church leaders 

believed this political alliance would weaken the church’s prophetic and its role as a force 

for social change.  Matthew Kukah describes this action of NCA as “sacrifice of the 

Christian religion on the altar of political interest.”106 

 Another thing that weakened NCA was the 1966 coup which led to the 

assassination of Bello.  Events preceding the death of Bello show that there were no 

vigorous or aggressive attempts by to spread the Islamic faith or persecute Christians.  

After the coup, Muslims retrieve to the barrack of their religion and thereafter worked 

through governments to create policies that favored their religion.  With the death of 

Bello, NCA had no agenda or war to fight.  Secondarily, the coup brought an end to the 

NPC with all its politicians.  The politicians lost their influence and power as the military 

took over.  Iyortyom Achineku is of the opinion that the close association of NCA and 

NPC was an unfortunate thing for the development of NCA.107  If it had not leaned on 

NPC it would have lived after the collapse of NPC.  According to Matthew Kukah , the 

creation of states in 1967 brought an end to NCA.  The creation of states was to give 

minorities their rights and to break Northern homogeny, and indeed this act weakened the 
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106Matthew Kukah, 54. 
 
107Interview with Dr. Iyortyom Achineku, January 15, 2006.  Achineku is one of 

the church leaders with an interest in Nigerian politics.  He is a member of the Board of 
Trustees of CAN and was behind the formation of ECWA/TEKAN Group. 
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North.  The creation of states was considered by others the liberation from NPC/North 

oppression and Muslim dominance.  As such, they did not want to identify with anything 

northern.  Matthew Kukah concludes that this problem of identification with the north led 

to the change of the name of NCA to the Christian Association of Nigeria.108 

 Because of the circumstances surrounding the formation of NCA, it did not 

venture into social and economic activities like starting schools or hospitals.  It 

concentrated on political and religious issues.  However, its political and religious 

activities have economic and social implications.  NCA was fighting for the freedom and 

rights Nigerians to worship and work freely and carry out whatever activities they want.  

Christians were also indirectly fighting against the use of public funds and position for 

religious purposes. 

Christian Political Parties 

As I have argued, Christians in Nigeria especially in the north, responded to societal 

problems through religious and non-religious organizations.  The reasons for the 

responses were not just for the social and economic backwardness of the Nigerian society 

and lack of government efforts to improve the living conditions of Nigerians but also 

because of the political and religious experience of Christians in the face of Isalm.  The 

experience of Christians was that of “all sorts of discrimination, ranging from various 

restrictions imposed on Christians, such as denial of land to build churches, restriction in 

the circulation of Christian literature, freedom of worship or association, degrading 

treatment to traditional rulers for not being Muslims, and other forms of cultural 
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domination, etc.”109  These threats were responsible for the reaction of Christians.  Since 

Muslims were using the political machinery to oppress Christians, Christians or non-

Muslims generally felt political action was a good way to respond.  It should also be 

remembered that at this period, Christians were not comfortable with mixing religion 

with politics.  The negative attitude of the church towards politics worked against the 

church in creating a political unity that would put pressure on the government to be just 

and fair in the participation and distribution of political rewards and services.  Christians 

in the north and even south were seeking to separate themselves from the north should 

the north seek self-government.110  S.I. Kale contends that from 1842 to 1952 the church 

was not given a chance to exercise itself and make full contribution to the life of the 

nation, but since 1952 necessity has compelled the church not to be left out. 

 The first reaction of the Christians or non-Muslim was through Non-Muslim 

League (NML), in 1949.  The main aim of NML was to oppose the political and 

economic victimization of non-Muslims by Muslims.111  NML activities were directed to 

the regional Northern government that was interfering with Christian activities.  The 

achievement of NML was that it was a public demonstration of Christian negative 

attitudes against Muslims.  Unfortunately, NML suffered lack of good organization and 

economic base.  Its name was changed in 1950 to Middle Zone League (MZL), “in order 

to emphasize the separatist predilection of its members,”112 and to remove the religious 
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110Turaki, 10. 

 
111Matthew Kukah, 8. 
 
112Ugbab Okpu, 66. 
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bias or religious sectionalism of the name.  MZL brought together different minority 

ethnic organizations under its umbrella.  Later MZL allied with NPC, a Muslim 

dominated political party.  This made some Christians to break from it and form the 

Middle Belt People’s Party (MBPP) in order to continue with the vision of fighting 

Muslim domination.  The justification for the alliance was that:  

The MZL believed that an alliance with the NPC would protect its members from 
victimization, and give it an insight into the workings of the NPC government, an 
experience which would be invaluable to the party when it succeeded in getting the 
proposed state created.113  
 

However, the alliance did not work as MZL intended.  It is also said that the SUM and 

SIM were fundamental to the formation of MZL.  This testifies to the Christian nature of 

MZL.  The league spoke on the behalf of non-Muslin groups and was a Christian political 

instrument. MZL was formed through the initiative of the chief of Kagoro and of Jos and 

these were very strong Christians who opposed Muslim rule and wanted a political 

instrument for Christian to bargain and solicit the political interest of non-Muslims.114  

Most of the leaders of the MZL were Christians. 

In 1955 MZL and MMPP joined together to form the United Middle Belt 

Congress (UMBC).  UMBC had many religious elements.  Apart from the fact that it was 

formed by Christian politicians and enjoyed the support of SUM and SIM, the president 

of UMBC, David Lot, was a pastor and leader of SUM churches.  Also key leaders of 

                                                 
113Okpu, 127. 
 
114Turaki, 164.  Turaki spends some time arguing for the origin of MZL.  One 

group is on the view that it was started by the Kagoro chief and the Christians there and 
the other is that it was started by the Birom people of Jos Plateau.  The Birom people 
were very active members of MZL. 
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MZL like pastor Patrick Dokotri continued to play key roles in the UMBC.115  Crampton 

writes about the Christian character of UMBC that meetings of the UMBC began and  

ended with prayer.116  UMBC was composed largely of Christians associated with 

Christian missions.  There was a complete absence of Muslim presence in the UMBC.  

When UMBC had to seek political alliance it only sought alliance with Action Group 

which was a Christian political party that broke away from NCNC because of NCNC 

alliance with NPC a Muslim party.  Members of UMBC were antagonistic toward 

Muslims.  Anyone who belonged to the NPC was considered a Muslim and during the 

UMBC riot members of the NPC suffered.117  

Takeover of Christian Schools 

One of the strongest events that brought more unity among Christians was the 

takeover of Christian schools by the government.  This was important because schools 

were one of the most effective instruments in the hands of Christians for making converts 

and teaching Christians the rudiments of their faith.  Churches that had schools came 

together at the state and national level to fight the takeover.  When the takeover was 

completed they fought the return of these schools to their original proprietors.  The 

government took over schools owned by individuals, churches, and communities.  

                                                 
115Turaki, 161. 
 
116E. P. T. Crampton, 88 
 
117The leader of UMBC was Joseph Tarka from the TIV ethnic group.  In 1964 a 

riot broke out in Tiv land against NPC members.  NPC members were forced to wash off 
their Islamic religion by giving a pig and eating it themselves.  Many members of NPC 
were killed for selling their Christian beliefs for political interest.  It was believed that 
Muslims will not do anything for the benefit of non-Muslims and for non-Muslims to join 
them was like seeking personal interest and denying your people.  NPC was considered a 
threat to Christian development and an instrument used to impose Islam on others. 
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Associations formed by those who established schools to fight the takeover of schools are 

known as Association of Private Proprietors.  However, the target was Christian schools.  

Muslims saw Christian schools as a threat and they knew this was one of the major 

evangelical instruments to spread the Christian faith.  They were working through the 

government to achieve their aim.  That is why when the Universal Primary Education 

(UPE) was introduced in 1975 Muslims knew how to handle the situation better.  While 

UPE took Christians unaware, Muslims were fully prepared to handle it.118 

The move to destabilize the Christian school system was made in 1929 but was 

strongly resisted by the church and failed.  A more profound movement for the takeover 

of schools began in 1965.  The one voice was a Christian one influenced by American 

secular ideas.  This group was mainly concerned with government support for religious 

education.  However, the main supporters and architect of the takeover was the Muslim 

community who felt disadvantaged throughout the whole educational system in Nigeria.  

The takeover extended to medical facilities and other social services but was not uniform.  

Some states did it earlier than others and imposed more restrictions on the role of the 

proprietor than others.  In some states, the religious communities could still provide 

religious instruction and choose the school administration and teachers; in others they had 

nothing to do with the schools.  The general rule was that religious bodies could choose 

religious teachers who were paid by the government but only worked with students who 

belonged to their faith, and religious bodies could no longer require students to take 

classes in other religions.  To control all schools the government assumed total financial 

responsibility of the schools.  Christians considered the takeover a punishment and a 

                                                 
118Joseph Kenny, “Christian-Muslim Relations in Nigeria,” 177 
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destructive move as they were not even informed of the plan.  When the takeover was 

done names of the Christian schools were changed and given Muslim names and the 

government supported Muslims schools more.119 

The takeover of schools was one of the acts that awakened Christians to see the 

need to fight together and gave Christians something to unite for.  Christians see this 

takeover as responsible for the moral decay of youth and other Nigerians.  The church in 

Nigeria has gained some success in this area.  In some states these schools have been 

returned to the original proprietors and the federal government has allowed religious 

bodies to establish religious schools even at the university level. 

 
                                                 

119Ibid., 187-88. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

The Birth of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Because it explores the emergence of CAN, this chapter must be situated within 

the context provided by the previous chapter.  CAN was born when the fullness of time 

came.  The activities of Muslims and their political leaders and the activities of different 

churches and church organizations and government policies all prepared the way for the 

birth of CAN. 

As we have seen, the Nigerian church has always considered the address of 

societal injustices to be its duty and calling.  The struggle over the years was to find the 

best way of doing this.  Christians knew they needed to act together and made attempts 

toward that end.  CAN is now the leading Christian voice and best-known Christian 

organization throughout Nigeria. 

The Birth of CAN 

 The birth of CAN may not be attributed to one event or one reason.  The 

emergence of CAN was due to an accumulation of many factors, different efforts, and a 

long chain of historical events.  To limit the emergence of CAN to a particular event or 

particular group of persons or movement is to do injustice to history.  Therefore, in this 

chapter, I will differ with those who view CAN’s formation in that way.  CAN has 

become so important that different people want to get the credit for its formation.  There 

seems to be some bias in many of the claims made.  Research shows that when a 
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Northerner is writing or speaking he or she gives credit to the North and the same thing 

happens for a Southerner. 

 Northerners claim that CAN came as a result of their effort.  Many people have 

the general feeling that the North had greater need for such an association because of the 

religio-political climate there.  The most important basis for the claim is that the North 

already had this vision and was already using the name.  It is the Northern Christian 

Association (NCA) that is now CAN.  Ambassador Jolly Tanko Yusuf, one time the 

coordinator, a vice president of CAN thinks of CAN as an expansion and revival of 

NCA.1  As I already mentioned in the previous chapter, NCA was an association of 

Christians in the North.  When Gawon created twelve states, NCA had some problems 

which led to the change of the name.  The creating of states thwarted the homogeny of 

the North.  The creation gave people different identities and many people no longer 

wanted to have anything to do with the North.  This attitude compelled NCA to change 

its name to suit the new situation.  Father Peter Tanko, a Roman Catholic scholar and a 

Northerner is another person who supports the view that the North produced CAN.  He 

writes that CAN is the “expanding and spreading of the tentacles of NCA beyond its 

northern based frontiers to other parts of the country.”  According to him, “Christians all 

over the country shared the same fears as the marginalization to a vegetable existence  

 

                                                 
1Lillian V. Grissen, That We May Be One:  The Autobiography of Nigerian 

Ambassador Jolly Tanko Yusuf (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1995), 
95. 
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became the order of the day within the operations of the Ruling Class.”2  Tanko is trying 

to say that the economic, political, and religious policies of Alhaji Sir, Ahamdu Bello 

brought about democratic misery to everyone.  This made Christians from the South to 

overlook their sectional and denominational difference, and join the North to fight for a 

Christian society.  In the same spirit, Iyortyom Achineku, a member of the CAN Board of 

Trustees, contends that the political, economic, and religious conditions in Nigeria in the 

1940s led to the formation of what is now known as CAN.  According to him one can 

trace CAN as far back as 1948 in the North.3  He writes that it was the NCA that gave 

birth to CAN.  Christian leaders from the North see CAN as a continuation of the NCA 

and contend that the origin of CAN must be traced to the days of Alhaji Bello and his 

political and religious activities.  CAN is to them what the Northern Christians were 

doing for many years.  To them, the objectives and struggles of CAN now do not differ 

from those of NCA.4  Another observation along this line was made by the formal 

General Secretary of Northern CAN now the General Secretary of CAN.  He says: 

Christian operation in the North was different from that in the South because the 
South was just mainly for Church Unionism (Meaning CCN’s attempt to form a 
Union Church) but the North saw the threat of the Sardauna’s policies of Islam 
coming.  So (the northern Christians) felt that, for anything that had to do with 
Government, the Christians of all denominations must come together and speak 
with a similar voice.  So, usually (the Christian operation) was relatively strong in 
the North and a little weak in the South because the problems were different.  

                                                 
2Peter Tanko, The Christian Association of Nigeria and the Challenge of the 

Ecumenical Imperatives (Jos: Fab Anieh Nigerian Limited, 1991), 125. 
 
3Iyortyom Achineku, “An Analytic History of Christian Association of Nigeria 

(CAN),” an unpublished paper presented at Gboko CAN Branch Convention on July 12, 
199, 5. 
 

4Interview with Elder Saidu Dogo, General Secretary, Northern States CAN, and 
a founding member of the Northern States Christian Elders Forum. August 24, 2005. 
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Christian operations in both the North and South did not actually link up properly 
until Babangida came.5 
 

 The South argues that it was behind the formation of CAN on the basis of the 

Lagos meeting and the role of NCA and the Roman Catholic Church during the early 

years of CAN.  The formal beginning of CAN was in Lagos and Southern Christian 

leaders were more vocal at the meeting.  In the beginning stages, Southern leaders 

dominated the leadership of CAN and it was run as part of CCN and Catholic Secretariat 

of Nigeria (CSN).  Williams reports that for a long time CAN made use of the offices, 

manpower, and financial support of CSN and CCN.  CAN over-relied on CSN and CCN.6  

In a memo to CCN, the director of CCN Institute of Church and Society made the 

following observations concerning the relationship between CAN and CCN: “The CCN 

bears part of the responsibility for CAN.”  He went on to say, “CAN constitution is 

basically and sometimes word for word that of CCN….CAN constitution reproduces that 

of CCN.”7  It is true then that the Catholic Church played an important role in nursing 

CAN to maturity.  For whatever reasons the first two national presidents and states’ 

chairman of CAN were Catholic bishops.  One can suggest this was because of their 

numerical strength.  This gave the Catholics some kind of primacy in CAN.  For these 

reasons Cardinal Okogie argues that CAN developed as a result of Catholic initiatives  

                                                 
5Taken from Iheanyi Enwerem, A Dangerous Awakening, 86. 
 
6C. O. Williams, “Genral Secretary’s Report,” in A. O. Makoji and G. I. Afolabi 

Ojo, Religion in a Secular State:  Proceedings of the Second Assembly of the Christian 
Association of Nigeria, 15-17 November, 1988, 10-11. 
 

7E. A. Adeolu Adegboloa, “Memo to the CCN.”  Written on 18th January, 1978. 
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and that the Catholic Church was responsible for its organizational roots.8  Most Southern 

Christians think of the meeting with the chief of staff as the only thing behind the 

formation of CAN.  Williams attributes it to the working of the Holy Spirit and claims 

that if there was any human element it was the government. 

Talking about the Lagos meeting, one can argue that the government played an 

important indirect and prophetic role in the formation of CAN.  Complaints and different 

voice, were coming from churches, Christian organizations, individuals, and other 

religious bodies in response to government policies and activities as, in the 1970s, 

religious bodies were becoming more vocal.  Still, most of these voices were isolated.  It 

was difficult for the government to know which voice represented the interest of the 

entire church.  The Lagos meeting of church leaders is a proof that the government 

wanted to have a voice that represented the entire Christian community and a forum to 

discuss and reason with representatives of the entire Christian community.9 

 There are different accounts of the Lagos meeting.  Most people I talked with do 

not support the account by Jolly TankoYusuf.  The difference with Yusuf’s account is 

that the meeting was attended by Christian and Muslims leaders.  And at the beginning 

and end of the meeting the chief of staff of the Supreme Military Headquarters who is 

like the vice president, Brigadier Musa Yar’adua, asked a Muslim to pray.  It was because 

of this that one of the Christian leaders inquired as to why he did not ask a Christian also 

to pray.  The opposite account seems more reliable because it comes from people who 

                                                 
8Enwerem, 86. 
 
9Peter Tanko, 125. 
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were present and was also confirmed by people who were present at the meeting.10  This 

account says the chief of staff called a meeting of Christian leaders at Dodan Barrack in 

Lagos for a discussion on national issues.  The meeting was attended by thirty-three 

church leaders from thirteen denominations.11  There was no opening prayer.  The chief 

of staff read his address which touched on many vital religious, political and religious 

issues.  The main issue seemed to be the new National Pledge.  The government wanted 

to know the view of the church on the Pledge designed to be recited in schools with the 

aim of instilling religious and political values in the Nigerian youth.12  From the way the 

meeting was conducted—it lasted only for forty minutes— the government was 

expecting to hear the view of the church later.  After the address the chief of staff 

declared the meeting closed.  It was at this time that one of the Christian leaders 

suggested that the meeting be closed with prayer.  The chief of staff responded cleverly 

and sarcastically that there were many Christian denominations represented and so he did 

not know which one to ask to pray.  Another Christian leader told him that he could call 

upon anyone to pray, which is what he did. 

 This meeting made Christians leaders realize how they were perceived by 

Muslims and the government and the effect.  The implication of what the chief of staff 

                                                 
10Rev. J. E. I Sai from my denomination was present, Rev. D.Dogo and C.O. 

Williams whom, I also talked with, said the meeting was attended by only Christian 
leaders and not both as Yusuf said. 
  
 11Iheanyi Enwerem, A Dangerous Awakening, 79.  Enwerem gives the list of 
churches represented at the meeting to include the Roman Catholics, Methodists, 
Baptists, Anglicans, Presbyterians, the Salvation Army, the Lutheran Church of Christ in 
Nigeria, the Apostolic Church, United African Methodists, the Evangelical Churches of 
West Africa, the Church of Christ in Nigeria, and HEKAN Churches. 
 

12Enwerem, 76. 
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was saying was that Christians do not agree with one another and have nothing in 

common.  Christian leaders at the meeting felt the pinch of this comment and took upon 

themselves a challenge; they needed to see that something was done.  They felt 

something was needed to be done to avoid future occurrence of this embarrassing 

situation.  The chief of staff inspired the minds of the Christians leaders for Christian 

unity.  He put the wood together, poured kerosene on it, and all that was left was for 

someone to light a match to ignite the fire.  That meeting created a bond among Christian 

leaders.  After the meeting the leaders went to the Catholic Secretariat to discuss issues 

raised by the Chief.  As they met together the issue of Christian unity became the focus of 

the meeting.  There a member asked, “See what has happened?  Why don’t we have a 

unity as the Muslims have?  Why don’t we have a united forum?  Aren’t we united?”13  

All the members were worried that the government would make such an observation 

about lack of unity among Christians.  Mr. C. O. Williams, one time general secretary of 

CAN and trustee member, made this important observation concerning the Lagos 

meeting: 

The Holy Spirit had another plan….The Church leaders were destined to be 
founders of a very important Association, which by the grace of God will ultimately 
bring together into one fold all those who claim the fatherhood of God through 
Jesus Christ…. And so, what for many years appeared an impossibility— the 
coming together of the Roman Catholics and different shades of Protestants— 
became, under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, a simple, spontaneous, and 
effortless achievement.14 
 

The issue of the birthday of CAN is like Pentecost and the church.  Others argue 

that the Pentecost day is not the beginning of the church but is, instead, the time when the 

                                                 
13Taken from Lillian V. Grissen, 95. 

 
14Taken from Enwerem, A Dangerous Awakening, 81. 
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church became a universal church.  Others, on the other hand, look at Pentecost as the 

date for the birth of the church.  There are some who think of this meeting as the 

beginning of CAN while others think of it as the day CAN expanded to embrace the 

whole nation.  One view claims that as the meeting was thinking of a name for this 

national association, it was informed by the Northerners that a “Christian Association of 

Nigeria” already existed.  The meeting then accepted and adopted the name.  Another 

argument is presented by Bishop John Onaiyekan of Ilorin diocese.  He argues that no 

Christian association by that name existed in Nigeria.  According to him: 

The name CAN came about when the Catholic Bishops insisted that if there has to 
be a central body for all Christians in the country then it had to have another name 
in order not to give the false impression that this organization or association joined 
the other.15 

 
As can be inferred from the above quote, the choice of a name for the association 

was not an easy matter.  If we want to attach any date to the birth of CAN we can say it 

was born on August 27, 1976, which is the date for the meeting of the chief of staff with 

Christian leaders.  It was on this day Christian leaders officially agreed to have to have a 

national Christian association.  A meeting following the first one was held at the same 

venue on September 7-8, 1976.  The meeting occupied itself with the issue of the name, 

constitution and election of pioneer officials.  A sub-committee was set up in the next 

meeting to come up with a name.  Many names were presented for consideration 

including the one suggested by the Northern Christians.  The committee presented two 

names to the general meeting the next day— the Christian Association of Nigeria and  

                                                 
15Taken from Petr Tanko, The Christian Association of Nigeria, 126. 
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Inter-denominational Christian Association of Nigeria.16  The name CAN was adopted 

since it was generally thought to be more appealing than the other.  Catholics were very 

cautious of the name and did not want any domination by one group.17  They made it 

clear that the association should never become a church. 

CAN’s first constitution is in many respects different from the current one.  The 

preamble shows that CAN was formed to respond all societal issues: 

The autonomous Churches in the service of Nigeria, MINDFUL of the challenge to 
the churches of the need for overall development in the country on the spiritual, 
moral, social, political and economic levels; 
 
DETERMIND that the Church in the nation should increase rather than decrease the 
opportunities to play a diaconal and prophetic role for the development of the 
people; 
 
CONVINCED that, without prejudice to the autonomy and freedom of action of a 
any fully constituted church group, only a massive joint church approach to national 
development issues can enable the churches to make a worthy contribution to the 
improvement of the quality of life among the people in the period that lies ahead. 

 
The preamble is completely dropped in the new editions but this spirit is still alive in 

CAN.  The aims and objectives do not differ very much.  The functions consist of a long 

list of thirteen articles dealing extensively with the issue of education and the prophetic 

role of the church.  About five articles were about CAN’s educational role.  The first, 

second, seventh, and eleventh show the diverse issues CAN was set to address: 

To promote or arrange for a research in the interest of the national unity, social 
justice, peace and progress into the economy, educational policy, medical facilities, 
moral and cultural development of the nation, and organize practical follow-up 

                                                 
16Iheanyi Enwerem, 82. 

 
17Before this time it was difficult to bring Catholics into any association.  

Additionally, the other associations that existed were dominated by Protestants and 
Catholics were not comfortable with that.  Their caution and fear were based on historical 
facts.  CCN had the desire for a church union and Catholics wanted to oppose that.  See 
Enwerem, 82. 
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action within the framework of national plans and whatever government provisions 
are made for collaboration and partnership in national development; 
 
To keep constantly before the eyes of the Christians and of the people in general in 
Nigerian a tenable definition of such terms which are used in the Nigerian 
Constitution as ideals basic to social order, namely Democracy, Freedom, Social 
Justice, Discipline, Self-reliance, Patriotism, Unity, Faith, Peace and Progress; 
 
To give positive encouragement and support to the formation of associations of 
professional  and special interest groups among Christians workers in various states 
and group of states.  

 
To watch with an active interest the development in the appointment of Public 
Complaints Commissioners and the setting up of a Corrupt Practices Investigation 
Bureau, and to play a prophetic role in the eradication of corrupt practices and 
abuse of power from our society.  
 

The new versions have dropped emphasis on education and medical care and some of the 

functions—not word for word but just the ideas— are now distributed among the 

departments as we shall see later. 

 The meeting adopted a provisional constitution and elected officers.  Election was 

done of the basis of church groups rather than individuals, and this has become the 

pattern of electing CAN officers.  Positions are shared among churches or church groups.  

The first president was His Eminence, Dominic Cardinal Ekanden, while Reverend 

Habila Aleyideno was the vice-president.  The general secretary was Reverend Dr. 

Adegbite and J. N. Ogbonna was elected treasurer.18  The group of first national trustees 

was made up of Archbishop Anthony Okogie, J. O. Ogbonna, Pastor I. G. Sapko, Mr. C.  

                                                 
18Enwerem, 83.  There is a variant here on who was the first general secretary.  

Iheanyi has Dr. Adegbite Peter Tanko has C. O. Williams as the first general secretary 
and many people I talked with think it was Williams but Williams himself says, “The first 
full-time general Secretary, a clergyman, did not actually receive a salary,” in his report 
to the second General Assembly.  He came to that Assembly as the acting general 
secretary.  Also the 1988 CAN letter headed has the name of Adegbite. 
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O. Williams, and C. M. Smith.19  The next group of officials were elected in 1988 at the 

second convention of CAN in Kaduna November 15-17.20  The remarkable thing with 

this assembly is that it elected a layman, Jolly Tanko Yusuf, to the post of the vice-

president.  Since the history of CAN only Yusuf has served in that position as a layman. 

CAN’s constitution allots this post to a clergy.  The then archbishop, now Cardinal 

Anthony Okogie, was elected national president.  C. O. Williams summaries the 

beginnings of CAN in the following words: 

On 27th August, 1976, after holding a few minutes’ discussion with the “power 
That-Be’ at Dodan Barracks, quite a number of Church leaders—spiritual and lay— 
went to the Catholic Secretariat of Nigeria, to chat over some vital issues 
concerning their cherished faith.  They did not then intend to attend to found an 
organization.  That informal meeting was followed by three other meetings, in 
quick succession.  The end result was a decision to establish an Ecumenical Body, 
which the founders ultimately christened CHRISTIAN ASSOCIATION OF 
NIGERIA (CAN).  Before the founders realized it, their mustard seed had 
developed to a huge, gigantic tree, under whose shade many Churches and church 
organizations are eagerly desiring to lodge.21 

 
 There are also two versions concerning the formal inauguration of CAN.  One 

version says Jolly Tanko Yusuf inaugurated CAN in Kaduna in 1976,22 while Iheanyi 

Enwerem says it was inaugurated in 1980, at Tafawa Balewa Square, Lagos, but the 

initial plan was to inaugurate it in 1978 on a Whit Sunday.  He suggests that the  

                                                 
19Cited from 1988 letter headed. 

 
20See Minutes of Second Plenary Assembly of CAN and communiqué of the 

Second General Assembly held in Kaduna, November 15-17, 1988. 
 
21C. O. Williams, “General Secretary’s Report” in A. O. Makoji and G. I. Afolabi 

Ojo, Religion in a Secular State: Proceedings of the Second Assembly of the Christian 
Association of Nigeria, 15-17 November, 1988, 10. 
 

22This account is from Pater Tanko.  He does not provide any details as to how it 
was done or any date.  See 127. 
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inauguration was probably delayed for that long because the leadership wanted CAN to 

take root and reach every part of the country before the august ceremony.  The leadership 

wanted the support of all Christians and wanted the ceremony to be a grand occasion to 

be attended many.23   

 Right from the start, one of the most important visions of CAN was to engulf the 

whole nation.  The first meetings discussed and encouraged and directed the 

establishment of branch CAN’s at state levels.24  In the third year of CAN’s existence, 

Lagos State through the efforts of Christian leaders like C. O. Williams, inaugurated the 

first state branch of CAN on April 23, 1978. Before the end of that year ten other states 

formed branches of CAN.25  Enwerem describes the inauguration ceremony of the Lagos 

State CAN in an interesting way: 

The entrance and recessional hymns at the inauguration— ‘Stand up, Stand up, for 
Jesus’ and ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ respectively— were prophetic 
announcements of the militant posture which CAN soon assumed against what Mr. 
Williams perceived to be the ‘principalities and powers’ whose mustered array is 
visible everywhere in this distracted universe of ours.26 

 
At most of CAN’s meetings these were the kind of songs that were sung.  In many states 

the reformation song was sung like the national anthem of CAN.  The Roman Catholics 

also sang the song with enthusiasm.  CAN’s meetings were filled with militant spirit. 

 To reach every category of citizens, CAN established the Youth and the Women’s 

wing, especially with the initiative of Jolly Tanko Yusuf.  These too exist at national and 

                                                 
23Enwerem, 84. 
 
24See the first draft of CAN’s Constitution. 

 
25Enwerem, 84. 

 
26Enwerem, 84. 
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state levels.  In the early eighties the Youth Wing of CAN was almost becoming radical 

and fundamentalist.  Unlike the mother CAN, the Youth Wing is made of mostly laity. 

Here is a statement from S. Salifu, a lay leader of CAN: 

The political activism of the laity creates suspicion in the minds of the clergy.  They 
insist, and are saying to members of CAN, please, do not drag us into politics, we 
are a Christian association.  Whereas the elderly and the clerics prefer a gradual 
solution to the problems of politics, the younger generation is impatient and insists 
that things must change.27 

 
Matthew Kukah also correctly observes, “From my personal observation and experience, 

the agitation for the increased politicization of CAN is more popular with the young 

generation.”28 

From the very beginning CAN made it clear that it is an association of churches 

and not Christians.  This strong statement has made it difficult for the admittance of other 

Christian movements in CAN.  One notable example and which is very controversial in 

CAN is the Christian Social Movement (CSM).  The CSM was launched in Lagos in the 

first week of May, 2000, by the vice president of CAN, Roman Catholic Archbishop John 

Onaiyekan of Abuja as social wing of CAN.29  CSM is to be more like a political 

organization, and its aim is to mobilize Christians to act in public affairs.30  In launching 

the movement, the vice president emphasized the need for Christians to be involved in 

Nigerian politics. He said: 

                                                 
27Taken from Amtthew Kukah, 227. 

 
28Ibid. 
 
29“Christians Launch political Organization in Nigeria.” Taken from 

http://www.worthynews.com/news-features/newsroom-nigeria-can.html accessed on 
9/17/2004. 
 

30Ibid. 
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Even when Christians are elected to political office, too many behave as if they are 
ashamed of being recognized as such and do not act according to the tenets of their 
faith.  The result, of course, is that the Christian spirit is not sufficiently felt in the 
forums where major decisions about the welfare of the nation are taken.31 
 

CSM is due to the initiation of Solomon Asemota, a lawyer who is also the 

chairman of the movement.  According to him, CSM works closely with politicians, 

helping them to understand their responsibility before the people and work for the 

common good of the society.  While CAN was established by the clergy, CSM was 

established by the laity and does not follow the tradition of separating religion from 

politics as Christian civilization usually does.32  The objectives of CSM are: 

To raise the political consciousness of Christians, mobilize and organize them for a 
common good of the society. 
 
To formulate Christian social thought, to guide private and public conduct of 
Christians of all denominations in Nigeria. 
 
To return Nigeria to an organized society capable of checking excesses of 
government, human rights violation, abuse of the rule of law and the monitoring of 
the application of the constitutional provisions for the common good.33 

 
CSM allows the formation of states and regional branches but as of now its influence has 

not yet reached many of the states.  CSM is able to educate the general public through a 

monthly magazine and a website.  Since its establishment, CSM has spoken to national 

and state issues such as OIC, National Identity Card, 2003 Elections, National Reformed 

Conference, Federal allocation of funds and political power, the dangers of a centralized 

                                                 
31Ibid. 
 
32A. S. Asemota, “Christian Social Movement.”  An Address presented at the 

meeting of the Northern Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN), Held in Kaduna, 
December 6, 2000., 1-2. 
 

33Ibid., 4. 
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government in Nigeria, amendment of the 1999 constitution, corruption and graft, and 

violence in Nigeria. 34 

 Other persons have also made attempts to establish similar movements under the 

umbrella of CAN.  In 1999, a Pentecostal pastor, Revered Moses Iloh, founded the 

Eclectic Movement of Nigeria (EMN) in Lagos.  The aim of the group is to get more 

Christians involved in politics.  EMN organizes meetings for Christians to discuss 

national issues.  The Nigerian Renaissance Movement (NRM) was started in the 1990s, 

with the aim of reviving the political spirit in Christians but has not yet achieved its aims 

on a wider scale.35 

 CSM and these movements claim to be fully part of CAN but CAN has not 

officially accepted them.  A member of the National Executive of CAN said they will not 

be accepted because they are not a church since CAN is an association of churches.  

According to him, CAN’s constitution has no provision for such bodies although CAN 

does not discourage them from operating since what they are doing is for the interest of 

the Christian church and the good of the country.36 

Ambassador Jolly Tanko Yusuf 

Before we go into the structural organization and operations of CAN it will be 

pertinent to consider at least one individual who gave his life for the takeoff of CAN.   

                                                 
34I gathered this through many issues of the CSM monthly magazine and email 

correspondence with the CSM Office in Benin.  
 
35“Christians Launch Political Organization in Nigeria.” 

 
36Interview with Rev. Joseph  J. Hayab, CAN Secretary Kaduna State. Kaduna 

State is the only state that has a full-time CAN secretary and permanent facilities.  This is 
because of the peculiar situation in Kaduna.  Interview was on August 25, 2005. 
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The individual is none other than the late Ambassador Jolly TankoYusuf, whose 

teaching and preaching on the necessity of CAN in Nigeria I was privileged to sit under 

on several occasions.  Yusuf was a prominent member of the northern government, a 

statesman and Nigerian ambassador to many countries.  Because of his Christian 

background he had an interest in Christian politics and fought Muslim domination 

throughout his political career.  He believed that Christians would fight better and 

stronger through united efforts.  He thought Nigerian Christians should mobilize 

themselves, make their grievances known and challenge the government policies that 

affect Christians.  At the time CAN emerged, Yusuf had already retired from civil service 

and had enough time to give to the services of CAN.  Especially in the early 1980s, he 

traveled throughout the nation preaching and discussing Christian unity.  He did this 

constitutionally and through peaceful demonstrations.  His enlightenment campaign was 

to both Christians and non-Christians, he preached unity in Christ above ethnic 

differences and to the non-Christians the need for a secular government in a pluralistic 

nation like Nigeria.37  Yusuf was very vocal on the issue of OIC membership.  He 

condemned it, claiming that it was impinging on religious freedom and told Christians 

they needed to protect their faith.  His campaign reached Muslim fundamentalists whom 

he told to take religion as a personal affair. 

 Yusuf felt that the battle against Muslims should also be fought through politics.  

For this reason, he went about recruiting Christians and persuading them to be involved 

in politics.  To Christians in government positions, he urged them to use their position to 

fight for the well-being of Christianity.  Through him CAN was almost sponsoring 

                                                 
37Lillian V. Grissen, 98.  
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candidates in politics.  Yusuf also played an important role in the building of the 

Christian Ecumenical Center in Abuja.  The Ecumenical Center came about through his 

efforts. Someone in the government divulged the secret plan of the government to build a 

Mosque in Abuja with government funds.  The government was working very closely 

with the Muslim community on this.  Funds for the project were also solicited from other 

Muslim nations.  When he knew the plan, he challenged the government to treat 

Christians and Muslims equally.  Because of his noise on this the government also gave 

Christians ten million Naira and a plot to build a national cathedral. 

 When CAN began there were many Christian churches or church groups that were 

not involved.  Yusuf took it as his responsibility to bring them into CAN and to make 

CAN accept them.  He was behind the formation of the Youth and Women wings of 

CAN.  Through his efforts CAN’s constitution was changed to recognize these groups.  

In few years, Yusuf toured the whole country encouraging churches to join CAN, 

organizing seminars, symposiums in churches and on university campuses to create 

awareness on Christian responsibility in the face of the Nigerian religious and political 

situation.38  

 Another issue that drew the attention of Yusuf was the introduction of sharia.  

Yusuf had worked very closely with Sir Ahmad Bello and was very influential in the 

government of Northern Nigeria.  His long service in the government helped him to know 

the religious history of Nigeria very well.  Talks about sharia compelled him to conduct 

another round of enlightenment campaigns.  In his lectures on this, he pointed out Islamic 

secret activities of the government, perpetual discrimination against Christians in federal 

                                                 
38Ibid., 101. 
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appointments, issuance of missionary visas, allocation of land, and grants to Christian 

institutions.39 

 Yusuf was able to awaken the political spirit of many Christians.  Many 

individual Christians and Christian organizations began speaking and writing on national 

issues and challenging government policies.  Soon, Yusuf and other Christian leaders 

became the target of the government and Muslims.  In 1991 he was arrested together with 

many other Christians by the Babangida administration.  He was accused of playing a 

role in the military coup of Major Gideon Orkar40 and inciting Christian fundamentalism.  

Later he was released and the federal government gave him an apology but he turned 

down the release insisting that if the other Christians were not also released he would 

continue to stay in jail. 

Organizational Structure of CAN 

The most recently revised edition of CAN’s constitution will serve as the basis for 

our discussion of the organizational structure of CAN.  From records available to me, 

CAN’s constitution has undergone many revisions.  The 2004 version which was 

unanimously passed on June 17th, 2004 by an Extra-Ordinary Meeting of the National 

Assembly of the Association41 is probably the sixth edition.  In fact, because this 

document uses the 2004 constitution, it is the most recent work on CAN.  I am of the 

opinion that the reason for this constant changing of the constitution is due to the way  

                                                 
39Jolly Tanko Yusuf, “Sharia and the Church.” Paper presented at NKST Pastors 

Refresher Course at RTS Mkar, 1982.  
 
40Lillian V. Grissen, 102. 
 
41The Constitution of Christian Association of Nigeria, 2004. 
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CAN was formed and the attempts by CCN to dominate it.  CAN was born as a 

reactionary movement.  The things it was trying to address determined its constitution. 

Since these things changed from time to time its constitution also had to change.  One can 

describe CAN as an organization driven by forces from outside instead of inside.  

Christians in Nigeria knew it was important for them to come together and had made 

many attempts, but it was the government that created the necessary atmosphere.  In 

support of the view that CAN was a reactionary movement, Bishop Alaba Job of Ibadan 

says, “The takeover of schools and other institutions of voluntary agencies by the federal 

government had already created an atmosphere of social ecumenism among churches.”42  

Also, Dr. John Orkar says that when CAN began many churches were reluctant to join.  It 

was when Muslims started burning their churches that churches saw the need to join 

CAN.43  This new constitution of CAN shows that now CAN is thinking more in the 

direction of becoming a body that sets its own agenda rather than one that is driven by 

outside forces.   

Efforts to get a well drawn organizational chart for CAN at the time of research 

failed.  However, CAN’s constitution has spelled out clearly the branches and organs of 

the association.  CAN has a national body and under it are zonal branches made of a few 

states in a given area.  As of now there are six zonal branches and the zones follow the 

political zoning of the nation.  Under this there are state and local government branches  

                                                 
42Cited in Iheanyi Enwerem, 97. 

 
43Interview with Dr. John Orkar, June 16, 2005.  Orkar was the Director of 

Christian Reformed World Relief for West Africa for many years.  He is based in Jos 
Nigeria.  He has worked with churches affected by Muslim-Christian conflicts. 
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with their administrative organs.  In CAN’s organizational structure, the National 

Assembly is the highest policy making organ of the association.  It is comprised of fifty 

members from each church block, a representative from each and the Federal Capital 

Territory, National officers of the association, past presidents and general secretaries as 

honorary members, and the presidents and general secretaries of YOWICAN and 

WOWICAN.  Next in rank of authority is the National Executive Committee (NEC) 

which is comprised ten representatives from each church group, a representative from 

zonal and state branches, National officers of the association, and the chairman persons 

of YOWICAN and WOWICAN.  NEC meets at least twice a year and is responsible for 

the decisions of the National Assembly, which meets only once every three years.  It has 

the power to set up boards, committees and sub-committees, appoint the general and 

assistant general secretaries, and approve annual budget and financial reports.  

After the NEC is the Zonal Assembly.  The zonal assembly meets once in two years 

but has an executive that meets at least twice a year to carry out the various 

responsibilities assigned to it.  In the same manner, the zonal assembly is made up of 

thirty members from each church group, zonal officers, and past chairmen and secretaries 

as honorary members while, the zonal executive is made of ten representatives from each 

church group, zonal officers, and the one representative from each state within the zone. 

Next to the zonal assembly is the State Assembly.  In most cases state branches of CAN 

are more active and vibrant than the zonal CANs.  The state assembly has twenty 

representatives from each church group, two from each local government branch, state  
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officers, and the past chairmen and secretaries as honorary members.  The state also has 

an executive body that is made up of ten representatives from each church group, the 

state officers, and one representative from each local government. 

The third level is the Local Government Assembly and executive committee.  At 

the local government level, each church group has ten representatives who together with 

the ten local government officers make up the local government assembly.  This is the 

constitutional requirement.  However, the reality differs from one state to another.  In 

most states it is not possible to get all the church groups represented because such church 

groups do not have churches there.  For instance, TEKAN churches are not found in the 

South.  This is even more difficult at the local government level.  In the rural areas it is 

possible to get only two church groups.  In such cases, the branches concerned use their 

discretion.  In this case the quorum requirement for meeting of at least three member 

church groups is not always obeyed. 

 Over the years CAN has faced many internal problems which fight against its 

striving for Christian unity and cooperation in action.  Some of these problems are now 

history but continue to affect the present life of CAN.  One such problem is the 

representative issue.  What is found in the present constitution is a result of a long 

struggle and fierce battles within CAN.  The representative issue and the qualification for 

admission into CAN have created a feeling that CCN and the Catholics want to dominate 

CAN.  It is a fact that Catholics, CCN, and other mainline Protestant groups were afraid 

of fundamentalist tendencies of these less orthodox churches. 

 The issue of representation was a contentious issue right from the beginning.  

There were more members of CCN and the Catholic Church at the early meetings than 
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other groups and so they were viewed as the main founders of the new association.  The 

two groups had a long-standing relationship of working together as we saw in the 

previous chapter and they were in fact more experienced in working as ecumenical 

bodies.  We also saw that for a long time CAN was dependent on the financial and 

administrative support of CCN and the CSN.  These led the two groups to claim 

superiority in CAN.  Their dominance manifested in the representative members that 

were allotted to them.  In the previous constitutions, CCN and CSN had 40 

representatives while all the others were given 20 persons.  The 40-40-20 percent 

continued even when the three groups were added.  Enwerem, arguing why other groups 

accepted the 40-40-20 percent, said: 

It must not be forgotten that the bulk of the national financial and administrative 
burdens of CAN have been carried by the Catholics and the CCN.  Aware of the 
political stature which the Catholics and CCN have acquired over the years, and 
having knowing that CAN without them would have little political clout in the 
country, the Others group had to accept the 40-40-20 ratio of representation.44 

 
The equal representation found in the 2004 constitution is a new development in CAN.  

The new constitution has resolved this issue but at elections CCN and CSN do come 

together in the form of an alliance.  The representative problem was more contentious at 

the national level.  At the state level the situation determined what to do.  In some states 

there is little or no presence of the CSN or CCN.  This issue of representation has been 

contentious because it is connected with leadership.  This ratio caused the CCN and CSN  

 

 

                                                 
44Enwerem, The Dangerous Awakening, 110. 
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to win most of the elections.  The first, second and third presidents were from these two 

groups.  On the state level, Catholics bishops were elected presidents all the time. 

CAN’s Departments 

 Creating departments in CAN is a recent development.  The idea was born in the 

past five years but was approved with the 2004 constitution.45  The aim was to enable 

CAN to be more effective and articulate.  The National Executive Committee is given the 

responsibility to set up the departments.  The departments work on defined functions of 

the association.  Before the creation of these departments, CAN acted through ado-hoc 

committees, standing committees, and the National Executive Committee.  As of now the 

departments exist only at the national level but they also deal with zonal and state issues. 

CAN has to aim to encourage states to also create departments.  At present, staffs of these 

departments are not yet fulltime workers.  They are called upon when issues arise.  Each 

of these departments is headed by a director who works under a board or a committee 

also set up by the National Executive.  The departments are responsible to the National 

Executive Committee and report to them directly. 

The first constitutional department, Ecumenism and Inter-Faith, has the following 

scope of influence: 

All ecumenical activities involving all the different Church groups of the 
Association. 
Promote ecumenical harmony and understanding amongst the various blocks and 
denominations of the Association. 
Mediate in all conflicts and misunderstanding involving member blocks and 
denominations. 
Ensure that member blocks maintain and promote the Historic Christian Faith and 
morals. 

 

                                                 
45Interview with CAN’s general secretary, Egnr. S. Salifu, in Abuja, July 6, 2005. 
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According to the general secretary, this department tries to bring different denominations 

to work together.  This department works closely with Bible Society of Nigeria and the 

Media Service Centre in Kaduna. 

The second department, Legal and Public Affairs, is the most active department 

and has the most work.  Most members of this department are experienced legal 

practitioners.  Its activities include: 

Take up all the Legal Matters concerning the Association. 
Draw up, vet and legally advise on all contractual documents, literature, paper, and 
publication meant for the public. 
Give publicity to the existence, affairs and activities of the Association and act as its 
Public Relations Officer. 
Produce, Promote and publicize all the publications of the Association. 
 

National Issues and Social Welfare is the third department created by CAN’s 

constitution.  This department is to: 

Be in charge of the National Issues including moral, social, economic and political 
welfare of the Nation. 
Be in charge of the welfare of the members of the Association. 
Articulate, plan, formulate and carry out broad and benefiting welfare programme 
of the Association. 
 

This department has many units that perform various functions.  At present the welfare 

unit is collecting clothes from churches to distribute to various areas affected by 

communal and religious crises.  The department is responsible for writing press 

statements and communiqués.  It also advises the national body on how to respond to 

national issues. 

This department works in cooperation with the Bible Society of Nigeria and the 

Media Service Centre in Kaduna.  The Media Service Centre is owned by the Catholic 

Church but CAN uses it to train Christian communicators of the gospel from various 

denominations.  CAN sometimes fights through the courts.  CAN has not been very 
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successful in this area because the Nigerian government does not have respect for the 

common man. 

Another important department is the Education, Youth and Women Development.  

According to the constitution, the Department for the Development of Education, Youth 

and Women is to “plan for a well balanced Christian education that protect the morality 

of the nation.”  This department collaborates with different denominations and works 

towards the department of a joint Christian syllabus for primary and post primary 

schools.46 

The fourth department is Planning, Research and Strategy.  As the title implies, 

this department is to: 

Be in charge of planning, research and strategic activities of the Association. 
Maintain a data and information bank of every necessary plan and activity. 
Be in charge of surveillance and intelligence. 
 

The director of this department works very closely with the National Executive 

Committee.  This group is responsible for organizing workshops and creating study 

groups.  Before the creation of this department there were many groups in association 

with CAN that advised CAN on actions to be taken concerning a particular issue.  One of 

them was the “Study Group.”  The group met under the guise of prayer meetings.  The 

group was made of prominent church leaders, politicians, CAN activists, and other 

invited guests.  Crucial CAN matters are discussed and strategies for actions are mapped  

                                                 
46Peter Tanko, 130. 
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and the national executive of CAN is informed appropriately.47  Another one is the Senior 

Friends Group of the Student Christian Movement of Nigeria.  This group’s meetings 

start with Christian hymns that are militant to awaken the political consciousness of  

members and from there proceed with the discussion of social, economic and political 

issues as they affect Christians and the nation. 48 

Objectives of CAN 

The objectives of CAN have not changed so much.  Even though the number of 

the objectives has been reduced to four in the 2004 constitution, the content has remained 

almost the same.  CAN’s objectives deal with issues of Christian unity, social relations 

among different people in Nigeria, CAN’s role to its member churches, and its duty to the 

nation generally. 

 The first objective states, “To serve as a basis of the response to the unity of the 

Church, especially as contained in our Lord’s pastoral prayer:  That they all may be one 

(John 17:21).”  From this objective, CAN considers itself a body fulfilling a spiritual role 

of brining all Christians in Nigeria together as was the desire of our Lord.  This prayer is 

the motto of the association.  CAN recognizes Christian unity as an obligation for the 

church—a divine mandate.  CAN’s logo reflects this desired Christian unity.  The logo 

was designed through the efforts of Bishop Ganaka of the Roman Catholic Diocese, Jos.  

The logo has two circles enclosing the map of Nigeria.  In between the circles is the name 

of the association and the motto.  There is a map of Nigeria in the inner circle and an 

open Bible is placed at the center of the map with a Cross in the background.  This logo 

                                                 
47Enwerem, 115-116. 
 
48Ibid., 116. 
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looks like it was also copied from that of the CCN.  The open Bible is the only thing that 

makes CAN’s logo different from that of the CCN.  CAN has adopted green as its color.  

This green carries the message that CAN wants to put new life in the dying Nigerian 

society.49 

 The second objective states, “To promote understanding, peace and unity among 

the various people and strata of society in Nigeria, through the propagation of the 

Gospel.”  This objective expresses belief and summaries the situation in Nigeria.  CAN 

acknowledges that the problem of Nigeria is that of lack of understanding, peace and 

unity.  This is not just among religious bodies but among the different ethnic groups and 

classes of people.  The gap between the educated and the uneducated, the rich and the 

poor, the rural and urban, and between one political group and another is a wide as the 

gap between religious and ethnic groups.  These relational problems create instability and 

lead to economic problems.  CAN believes that the Gospel is the only solution to these 

problems. 

 The third objective, “To act as a liaison committee, by means of which its 

member-churches can consult together and when necessary, make common statement and 

take common actions.”  This objective is more of the function of the association.  CAN is 

an umbrella organization of the churches in Nigeria.  It brings churches together to 

discuss their problems and work together.  It also speaks on their behalf and represents 

churches in Nigeria and to the international community.  CAN does these things through 

consultative forums, as well as the issuance of communiqués and press statements on 

                                                 
49I heard the meaning of this green sometimes ago at a CAN’s meeting and I have 

forgotten when and who said it. 
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national, state, and local issues.  In his report to the second assembly, the General 

Secretary says: 

Since CAN’s foundation, the church in Nigeria has been rocked vehemently by 
those whose sole aim is to eradicate Christians and Christianity from Nigeria.  On 
such occasions, CAN has been the rallying point for all Nigerian Christians, who 
have thus been enabled by the Holy Spirit to speak out, bodily and with one 
voice…..One can recall the very firm stand taken by national CAN on such issues 
as the obnoxious takeover of Christian schools and Christian hospitals, the 
iniquitous and unconstitutional smuggling of the entire nation into OIC; the 
reported resort to Islamic Development Bank (a serving arm of OIC) for national 
loans; the unprecedented and most sacrilegious burning and destruction of church 
buildings, the banning of prayers at assembly from schools with church foundation, 
the “religionization” of school uniforms, the move to stop Christian children from 
praying “through Jesus Christ our Lord” in institutions of leaning founded by pious 
and selfless Christian missionaries; the current determination by some Nigerian 
citizens to impose the Sharia Muslim Law on the entire nation.50 

 
 Lastly, the fourth objective, “To act as watch-man of the spiritual and moral 

welfare of the nation.”  CAN acknowledges that it has a duty to the whole nation. Nigeria 

is characterized by spiritual and moral decay.  Here CAN is assuming a prophetic role of 

warning the nation.  There is theft and armed robbery on our highways, in the villages, 

and in the urban centers.  Corruption and embezzlement are found in government and 

private sectors.  The Nigerian government apparatus is used to demand and receive 

bribes, for bribery is essentially government sanctioned.  All forms of social, economic, 

political, and religious injustices are carried out openly by governments, institutions, and 

individuals.  Poverty is at its highest peak in Nigeria today.  Over 50 percent of Nigerians 

live in poverty.  But while many suffer, politicians, top government officers and army 

officers, use public funds carelessly like water fetched from the stream.  During the  

                                                 
50C. O. William, “General Secretaries Report,” in Religion in the Secular State:  

Proceedings of the Second Assembly of the Christian Association of Nigeria, 15-17 
November, 1988, eds. A. O. Makoji and G. I. Agolabi Ojo, 11-12. 
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military government and even now human rights abuses continue to increase.  CAN 

wants to address the root causes of this endless list of societal problems.  CAN usually 

alerts the government to these problems, puts pressure on the government to arrest the 

situation, enlightens and educates Nigerians on how to deal with these issues, provides 

material aid, and works with the international community for the good of the Nigerian 

society.51 

Membership of CAN 

As I earlier said, CAN is an association of churches and not individual Christians.  

Looking at its constitution, one can say it is an association of church or Christian blocks 

rather than individual denominations.  The language of Christian blocks dominated CAN 

right from the beginning.  There were thirteen denominations that were at the founding 

meeting of CAN.  These were grouped into three blocks; the Roman Catholic Church—

referred to in CAN’s constitution as the Catholic Secretariat of Nigeria (CSN) — 

Christian Council of Nigeria and other church denominations not included in CSN and 

CAN.  The other church denominations were Anglicans, Baptists, ECWA, Methodists, 

Presbyterians, HEKAN, and so forth, most of whom were members of the Northern 

Christian Association. 

As the awareness of CAN increased more churches began to apply for 

membership.  Admission was not automatic.  Churches had to fulfill certain requirements 

to qualify for admission.  These requirements are stated in the definition of the  

association.  The definition reads: 

                                                 
51From my personal reading, what I see CAN doing and some explanations I 

heard over the years. 
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Christian Association of Nigeria is an Association of Christian churches with 
distinct identities, recognizable church structures and a system of worship of one 
God in the Trinity of the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit.  This Association makes 
Christ the center of all its works and shall promote the glory of God, by 
encouraging the growth and unity of the churches, and by helping them lead the 
nation and her people to partake of Christ’s salvation and all its fruits. 

 
CAN was dominated by mainline denominations and the definition tends to favor them 

more than Pentecostals and other groups.  It is clear from the definition that Pentecostal 

churches would have more problems with admission.  Most Pentecostals do not have 

“recognizable church structures and a system of worship” or are not Christologically 

centered.  Some Pentecostals are Holy Spirit centered and instead of emphasizing the 

fruits of Christ they emphasize the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  Enwerem reports of a case in 

Owerri, Imo State, where a Pentecostal group denied admission threatened to go to 

court.52  It looks like CAN was also more interested in admitting churches that had more 

political, social, and economic influence.  This definition completely excluded the  

 

Jehovah Witnesses, Olumba Olumba obu53 groups, and other African Independent 

churches that do not believe in the Trinity.  Another thing that made and continues to 

make membership into CAN an issue is the qualification for membership.  The 

constitution states that: 

To qualify for membership of Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN), a church 
shall have been registered under COMPANIES AND ALLIED MASTER ACT 
1990 or previous legislations. 

 
                                                 

52Enwerem, 102. 
 
53Olumba Olumba Obu is an African Independent church founded by Olumba 

Obu who claimed to be Jesus himself who has already come and is among his followers 
to lead them.  This group has a large membership.  



 204

Many Pentecostals and African Independent churches are not able to meet this 

qualification.  They operate without proper registration with the Ministry for Corporate 

Affairs.  By law such churches are illegal. 

Later, churches facing problems of admission into CAN formed a rival national 

association which was known as the “The Nigerian Association of Christian Churches” 

(NACC).  This association did not live long and created little influence on Nigerian 

society.  Things like this forced CAN to re-examine its membership policy in the light of 

its motto.  The third Christian block known as the “Other” also wanted a better 

designation.  After a long deliberation three more blocks were added to the two making 

five.  The five groups are: 

Catholic Secretariat of Nigeria (CSN) 
Christian Council of Nigeria (CCN) 
Christian Pentecostal Fellowship of Nigeria (CPFN) / Pentecostal Fellowship of 
Nigeria (PFN) 
Organization of African Instituted Churches (OIAC) 
TEKAN and ECWA Fellowship.  

 
CAN believes that this covers every Christian church.  To be accepted as a member, a 

church has to belong to one of the five church groups.  CAN has made commendable 

efforts in trying to unite all Christians.  

 Membership to CAN is extended to the Youth (YOWICAN) and Women 

(WOWICAN) Wings.  These operate at national, state and local government levels.  The  

Youth and the Women wings are under mother CAN at every level of their existence.   

Regarding these two groups, the constitution states: 

Each Branch of the Association shall establish a Youth Wing and/ or a Women’s 
Wing.  Each Wing shall forward its by-laws, to its Branch, for consideration and 
approval.  The national Executive Committee shall establish the National Y 
OWICAN and WOWICAN.  The membership of the National YOWICAN and 
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WOWICAN shall be drawn from the various Branches of YOWICAN and 
WOWICAN. 

 
Membership in CAN is voluntary and flexible enough to accommodate all the churches 

in Nigeria.  The doctrinal issues are very general and there is a very clear allowance of 

autonomy in doctrinal issues expect those issues that contradict Christianity.  The aim of 

CAN is not to organize all Christians into one church or make them to worship God in 

the same way.  The implication of this is that CAN recognizes unity in diversity.  On the 

issue of autonomy, the constitution states: 

Each member-church shall be autonomous in its internal affairs, but may receive 
advice from the Association in case of dissension and sharp disagreement within its 
fold.  Notwithstanding the autonomy, each member-church shall always be ready to 
co-operate with the other member-churches, in order to ensure the smooth running 
of the Associations. 
 

CAN is an umbrella organization for the churches in Nigeria.  As its motto implies its 

aim is to unite all Christians in Nigeria and realize the prayer of Christ that all his 

followers be one.  CAN is up to articulating the grievances of Christian community and 

speaking with one voice and leading uniform action against government policies and 

responding to Nigerian societal problems.  As we said earlier, there were a lot of things 

that have compelled Christians to come together to unite and speak with one voice.  The 

advantages of Christian unity are too numerous to mention.  This makes Christian unity 

in Nigeria very important.  The question now is whether CAN has effectively united all 

the Christians in Nigeria and is able to represent the Christian community satisfactorily.   

The answer is simply that considering different understandings among individual 

Christians and denominations on how CAN should behave in the public square it is 

impossible for CAN to represent every one adequately.  However, CAN is trying its best 
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to represent the interest of Christians in Nigeria and does not do anything to affect the 

existence of other Christians or denominations.  

 There are two types of members, each dependent on the payment of dues and 

attendance.  Those that pay their annual membership subscription and participate actively 

in CAN’s activities and attend meetings regularly have the status of “Active Members.”  

Such churches enjoy the benefits of the association including voting rights.  “Non Active 

Members” are those that do the opposite.  Such members cease to receive any benefit 

from CAN, including subsidies.  Once a member-church has resumed payment, 

participation, and attendance, its rights are restored.  The benefit that active members 

enjoy is that of general protection.  CAN plays an advocacy role on behalf of its 

members, legally or otherwise.  As a voluntary association, members have the right to 

withdraw their membership anytime.  The association also has the right to suspend or 

terminate one’s membership in CAN. 

 Before concluding this section on membership it is relevant to give a very brief 

explanation of the last three church groups of CAN.  In the last chapter I wrote on CCN 

and its activities.  Obviously, the Catholic Church does not require any explanation.  The 

only thing that needs to be said here is that the Catholic secretariat of Nigeria is the main 

coordinating and administration body of the Catholic Church and its activities in  

Nigeria.54  I came across interesting things relevant to this project when I visited the 

Secretariat.  The Catholic secretariat is where CAN started and CAN’s documents are 

still in Lagos. 

                                                 
54Interview with Father Isaac Gudu, Administrative officer, Catholic Secretary, 

Lagos. August 18th, 2005.  
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 The Catholic secretariat has the department of Church and Society.  It deals with 

and promotes human dignity democracy, justice, equity, reconciliation, and peace.  The 

department has five units.  This includes the CARITAS Desk which is concerned with 

Relief Services to the suffering areas.  The Development and Peace unit promotes a just, 

equitable, democratic, and peaceful society.  It also coordinates agricultural and rural 

development efforts and “organizes seminars and workshops for the training of church 

functionaries at various levels in social analysis, political awareness, civic education, 

prisoners’ welfare, conflict resolution and the building of a strong and virile civil 

society.”55  There is also the Health unit which coordinates and facilitates the health 

program of the Catholic Church.  It is involved with hospitals, mobile clinics, AIDS 

prevention and care, drawing of health policies for the Catholic Church, and is working 

on the National Health Insurance Scheme for Catholics.  Another unit is Family and 

Human Life.  It promotes and defends human life from conception to natural death and 

family values in conjunction with international organizations with similar visions.  Last is 

the Educational unit which coordinates and facilitates formal and informal education, the 

management and administration of Catholic schools, and plays an advocacy role on the 

behalf of the church with the Federal and State governments and educational agencies 

such as the National Union of Teachers and the National University Commission. 56  

The TEKAN/ECWA is a group of churches that were established as the result of the 

work of the Sudan Interior Mission and Sudan United Mission.  These missions initially 

worked in the Northern part of Nigeria but their churches like ECWA have expanded to 

                                                 
55Presenting the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria.  A pamphlet on the 

CBCN. 
56All these are taken from the above mentioned pamphlet. 
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engulf the whole nation.  Presently, TEKAN—Tarraya Ekkelesiyar Kristi A Nigeria— 

has thirteen member churches.  Before the formation of CAN these churches came 

together under TEKAN-ECWA Action Committee which deals with social, economic, 

and political issues affecting these churches.  The committee made up of experienced 

persons in public policies advises the church on actions to take on social, economic, and 

political matters. 

The Organization of African Instituted Churches (OIAC) represents a wide range of 

African Independent churches.  The larger and more influential ones include the United 

African Methodist Church, the Aladura Churches, Celestial Church of Christ, Salvation 

Army Churches, and the Three Stars Churches. 

The most diverse part is the Pentecostal group.  It has been difficult for the 

Pentecostals to come together under one umbrella.  There are two groups that represent 

them in CAN. The oldest is the PFN, and the CPFN is the group that broke away from the 

PFN.  Ruth Marshall reports that in the 1970s, Pentecostals in Nigeria were characterized 

by “radical anti-materialism, extremely purist personal ethics, and a withdrawal not only 

from dominant forms of popular culture, but an attempt to achieve both institutional and 

moral autonomy from the state.”57  According to her, a change in attitude took place 

when the movement expanded to include leading businessmen, professionals, military 

men, and politicians.58  Today Pentecostals are deeply involved in politics.  The PFN and 

CPFN are politically inclined and most Pentecostal churches are fundamentalist. 

                                                 
57Ruth Marshall. “God is not a Democrat: Pentecostalism and Democratisation in 

Nigeria,” in Christian Churches and the Democratisation in Africa, ed Paul Gifford (New 
York:  E. J. Brill, 1995), 253. 
 

58Ibid. 
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Christian Association of Nigeria Northern State 

 Before I leave this section on the structure of CAN it is important to say 

something about Northern CAN.  Northern States’ CAN is not found in the constitution 

but its officers insist that it is constitutional, was founded by the national officers of 

CAN, and fits well in the overall structure of CAN.59  North CAN—the short form— is a 

very powerful organization and it draws its members from eleven northern states with a 

full-time secretary and staff in Kaduna.  North CAN sounds like Northern Christian 

Association in a new form to me.  S. Salifu, Elder Saidu  Dogo and Joseph Hayab 

revealed that North CAN was formed as a result of the peculiar situation in the North.  It 

is like the national CAN but its constitution differs from that of the national CAN.  Its 

influence is also more than that of the states’ CANs but does not take the place of state 

CANs at the national level. 

 Unlike the national CAN, North CAN has the General Assembly and the  

Executive Committee.  The General Assembly is comprised of members of the executive 

committee, chairmen, secretaries, and treasurers of all the Northern states and the Federal 

Capital Territory.  The General Assembly meets three times a year.  The executive 

committee is made of the president, the coordinator, zonal secretary, the bishops, and 

leading church leaders.  North CAN has “Task Forces” or “Standing Committees.”  At 

present the ones that are active include the legal, research, church relations, finance, and 

women’s Affairs.  The leaders of all these standing committees are part of the executive 

committee.  Another way that North CAN differs with the national CAN is that North  

                                                 
59On this I spoke with S Salifu , present general secretary of CAN and one time 

zonal secretary, and the secretary of Kaduna State CAN.  Also see Enwerem 112. 
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CAN has “Fieldworkers.”  These work closely with the secretary.  They serve as a 

vigilante group and secret agents of CAN.  Their duty is to know Muslims or government 

plans against Christians and report to the secretary.  The secretary manages the daily 

operations of the Kaduna office and works under the supervision of the coordinator who 

is the most powerful officer.  On the whole the Northern voice is stronger and turns to 

dominate CAN. 

Northern States Christian Elders Forum (NOSCEF) 

Northern States Christian Elders Forum (NOSCEF) is another Christian 

organization that works in cooperation with CAN.  When asked what was the need for 

another association, the secretary of Northern CAN said it was formed to compliment the 

efforts of CAN.  According to him, Christians in Nigeria, especially in the North, have 

many problems coming from different angles and we need as many groups or bodies as 

possible to address this problem from different angles and on different levels. 

The general secretary of CAN and secretary of Kaduna State CAN said that 

NOSCEF stands behind CAN and is fully in support of CAN.  The founding members of  

this forum were all very strong members of CAN.  Some of its founding members include 

Ambassador Jolly Tanko Yusuf, Dr. James Audu, Mrs. Comfort Dikko, Dr. Christopher 

S. Abashiya, Archbishop Peter Jatua, Saidu Dogo, and many others.60 

NOSCEF membership is made up of highly experienced politicians, retired senior 

military officers, religious leaders, scholars, diplomats and retired civil servants.  The 

forum was inaugurated on April 19, 1994 and it works for the downtrodden.  Its activities 

include organizing annual conferences, creating political awareness, encouraging political 

                                                 
60Interview with Joseph John Hayab in Kaduna, June 22, 2005. 
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participation, and creating opportunities for Christians to raise their profile.  Conferences 

organized by NOSCEF are usually attended by Christians in high positions.  One of its 

dreams is to “remove the belief that politics is dirty, and immoral; inject moral sanity into 

politics; and cultivate a participant political culture.”61 

NOSCEF mobilizes the Christian community in Northern Nigeria to address its 

peculiar problems and educates Nigerians and people outside Nigeria about the problems 

confronting Christians in Northern Nigeria.  Foremost on the agenda of NOSCEF is 

addressing the problem of acquiring land for Christian schools, churches, and burial 

grounds.  NOSCEF believes that the advancement of western education will help the 

common people understand and appreciate the need for peaceful co-existence.  The gap 

between the rich and the poor is responsible for many conflicts in Nigeria. 

NOSCEF has the following aims and objectives: 

Serve as a rallying point for all Christians in an effort to ensure Justice, Equity and 
Fair-play, under the rule of law, for all Christians, irrespective of tribe, creed or 
political affiliations; 
Represent, express and give effect to the views and opinions of Christians on 
religious matters of all kinds; 
Serve as a think-tank for working out strategies for the benefit of Christians in all 
aspects of human endeavor; 
Serve as a voice of reason, commanding Christian influence in the society, whose  
opinions and stand on issues is listened to, respected and accepted by the powers 
that be; 
Serve in making clear the stand of Christians on any issue affecting their faith and 
wellbeing. 

 

 

                                                 
61The Economic, Social, and Political Status of Christians in Northern States of 

Nigeria, by Northern States Christian Elders Forum, iv. 
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Methodology of CAN 

There is no debate over the fact that CAN was formed with the aim to respond to 

social, economic, political, and religious problems in this nation.  Since its formation, 

CAN has been trying to speak, write, confront, warn, and advise various governmental 

bodies and representatives on national issues.  The problem, however, has been how to 

effectively respond to these issues especially when the government is involved.  As noted 

earlier, CAN was formed as a reactionary movement.  In most cases Muslims or 

government policies or actions set the agenda for CAN as though CAN did not have any 

agenda of its own.  This reactionary nature has largely left CAN without a clear 

methodology. 

This notwithstanding, since its establishment, CAN has adopted different 

strategies to mobilize Christians and to achieve its objectives.  Because of the nature of 

issues that CAN has to respond to, it sometimes acts like a political association.  The 

local, state, and national CAN units are usually very vigilant to detect burning political or 

religious issues.  The aim of CAN is to maintain Nigeria’s secularity and prevent 

Islamization of Nigeria, protect Christians, gain power, and seek equitable distribution of 

the country’s resources and appointments to federal offices with respect to religious and 

ethnic groups in the nation.  On some issues CAN is able to take a position, decide on the 

method of approach, and inform its constituents accordingly. 

CAN’s organization is set up in a way that the local government branches report 

burning issues to the state branches.  The states report to zonal or national bodies.  It is 

for this reason that CAN maintains a network of field workers.  Their role is very 

important during crises.  Field workers are secret agents of CAN.  They disseminate 
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confidential information for CAN and take instructions and messages from CAN to its 

members without the use of modern communication techniques.  In some cases CAN is 

stronger at the state level.  Enwerem reports that “it is at state level that CAN’s presence 

and activity is best articulate.”62  The national body does not leave local issues to states.  

When reports reach the national executive, they treat them as issues that affect the entire 

CAN.  This helps Christians in states where Christians are weak numerically. 

Most of the leaders of CAN are pastors and priests.  When issues arise, they resort 

to the strategy of making political statements in the pulpit.63  Nigerians esteem national 

holidays and religious holidays or festivals.  People attend churches on such occasions in 

large numbers.  Religious leaders use these opportunities to speak on political issues and 

criticize government policies.  The press that is usually present at such occasions is 

expected to report the opinion of the church as represented by the preacher.  The clerics 

are closely tied to the people and they do most of the underground work.  Churches 

facilitate the work of CAN at the grassroots level.  They serve as good avenues for 

awareness, educate the masses and circulate information.  During the 1978 election, one 

bishop ended his sermon with “Vote for the person who will respect your religion.”64  

Over the years CAN has used the media to make known its view on public issues.  CAN 

does not own a newspaper or magazine but it uses both secular, government media—in 

the states that are controlled by Christians— and Christian newspapers and magazines.  

The ones mostly used by CAN are Today’s Challenge, Independent Times, Guardian, 

                                                 
62Ibid., 115. 

 
63Toyin Falola, 110. 
 
64Taken in Enwerem, 117. 
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Catholic Life, The Leader, Nigeria’s Christian Digest, The Message, the Verdict, 

Zumunci, and the Nigerian Standard.  These, however, are not well defined approaches. 

Within CAN one can find different approaches.  Methods adopted at different 

times depend on the leadership, the issue at stake, and the nature of such issues.  

Opinions on these approaches differ among Christian leaders and wings.  Under the 

leadership of Cardinal Okogie, CAN was more confrontational.  The Youth Wing also 

has been more confrontational and politically radical.  CAN has sometimes been very 

critical and oppositional to the government. 

Those who adopt this confrontational approach believe that this kind of approach 

is the language that our governments understand.65  According to S. Salifu, the 

confrontational approach is necessary when Muslim policies or actions affecting 

Christians have already reached an advanced stage or have been implemented.  When this 

happens, CAN has to bark loud to deter the intruder.66  This group encourages Christians 

to defend themselves in case of Muslim–Christian conflicts and is willing to take up 

arms.  No one enters into dialogue with someone who has already taken weapons against 

them.  What is required of one at this point is to protect oneself or stop the other person 

from harming one.  The Benue State Chairman of the Youth Wing and one time National 

Publicity Secretary of Youth CAN said, “Muslims have slapped us on both cheek and 

now we have no option but to prevent them from slapping into our face.  The Lord did 

                                                 
65Peter Tanko, 36. 
 
66Interview with CAN’s Genera Secretary, Engr. S. Salifu, Abuja, July 6, 2005. 
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not say we should also allow people to slap us into the face.”67  In the same way, Cardinal 

Anthony Okogie writes: 

Christian friends, Christianity is not a docile religion.  The church here on earth is 
the church militant.  As I mentioned on one occasion, both our cheeks have been 
slapped, many times, with impunity.  We do not possess any other cheek.  It appears 
that our government, for obvious reasons, is not only afraid of the Muslim fanatics, 
but will go out of its way to pamper them.  As I see it, it is getting clearer and 
clearer that the government is not prepared to protect the Christian citizens of this 
country and ensure that they are not denied their God-given fundamental human 
rights and their constitutional rights.  If my observation is correct, Christians must 
muster all appropriate resources, including the irresistible power of prayer, and 
make sure that our cherished faith is not destroyed right under our nose.68 
 

Most Pentecostal leaders also fall under this group.  This group sometimes makes 

provocative and sometimes embarrassing statements to CAN. 

One of the problems CAN is confronting is that it does not have constitutional 

provision for a spokesperson.  It is assumed it is the responsibility of the executive but it 

does not always happen like that.  Any church leader or CAN officer can speak for and 

claim to be representing CAN.  Church leaders or other CAN officers do not always 

consult or seek the views of their constituency before they speak.  Other CAN members 

that fall under this confrontational group are Jolly Tanko Yusuf, and S. Saliful—whom  

Enwerem called the fiery secretary of North CAN 69— Bishop Jatau, Bishop Ganaka, 

Saidu Dogo, just to mention a few.  This group agitates for public demonstrations, public 

protest, litigations, and issuance of press statements.  According to Toyin Falola, the  

                                                 
67Interview with Samuel Adamgbe, July 18, 2005, at his residence in Makurdi. 
 
68Presidential Address by Anthony Olubunmi Okogie at the Third Assembly Held 

at St. Andrew’s Anglican Church, Rumuobiokani, Port Harcourt, from 20th to 22nd 
November, 1991. 

 
69Enwerem, 86.  As I talked with S. Salifu, it seems to me that he has changed 

now that he is the general secretary of CAN. 
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escalation of violence in Nigeria, increased Christian persecution, and Muslim aggressive 

efforts to turn Nigeria into an Islamic state in the 1980s and 1990s compelled CAN to 

drift away from the diplomatic approach to a militant one and occasional open 

opposition.70  At one time, the Kaduna state CAN proposed the creation of an “Ex-

servicemen’s Christian Fellowship” through which retired military persons would train 

young Christians to protect the Christian community and lead group protest.71  In the 

1990s when Muslim violence increased, there was discussion among Christians of 

establishing a Christian army.  People who supported this view argued that the 

government had failed to protect Christians; therefore, Christians needed to have an army 

to protect themselves, their churches and property.  Press statements, litigations and 

demonstrations are used to gain publicity.  Through these the entire Nigerian and the 

international community is informed of issues.  CAN usually makes sure that their 

grievances are published in as many papers as possible.  Most of these are paid for before 

publication.  The confrontational method is carried out by individuals as well as groups.  

Sometimes CAN uses government officials or traditional rulers whether Muslim or 

Christian.  This confrontational method has proven to be more successful. 

During these years, the Youth Wing and many CAN officers became fanatical, 

offering inflammatory and provocative statements.  CAN became very reactionary to 

political and religious issues.  Press statements issued by CAN at this time warned that 

Christians will look for ways of protecting themselves if the government fails to protect 

                                                 
70Toyin Falola, 110. 
 
71Ibid. 
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them. 72  CAN acts as a political arm of the church to put pressure on the government and 

challenge government on issues affecting the church. 

Another group is the sober one.  This is made up of those who hold to the 

traditional view that Christians must stay away from the public sphere and deal with 

issues spiritually.  They believe that the best approach is through prayers.  The Christian 

responsibility is to pray for governments and to seek to understand why God has given a 

particular government to a people.  This is an opposite but still extreme position from the 

first one.  

The third important group is made up of those who prefer dialogue, and 

diplomatic and peaceful interaction with politicians government and peoples of other 

faith.  Their position can be considered a moderate one.  In this regard CAN was behind 

the creation of the Nigeria Inter-Religious Council (NIREC).73  NIREC is chaired by both 

the president of CAN and the Sultan of Sokoto.  CAN represents the Christian 

community while the Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs represents the Muslim 

community.  This council discusses issues affecting Christian-Muslim relation.  Through 

this council, Catholic Archbishop John Onaiyekan attended a conference in Iran and 

presented a paper to a Muslim audience entitled “Mary of Nazareth, Model for our  

 

                                                 
72Press statement issued by the Christian Association of Nigeria on the Religious 

disturbances in Kaduna, October 25, 1995. 
 
73Interview with C. O. Williams.  Long time General Secretary of CAN in Lagos 

August 4, 2005.  William is someone who prefer dialogue to confrontation.  
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Time.”74  The council is making efforts to establish branches of NIREC in every state of 

the federation “to ensure that tolerance and amicable co-existence being advocated by 

NIREC is propagated at every nook and cranny of the Federation.”75  When this group 

disagrees with government policies, they prefer to write memoranda or send delegations 

to talk with government officers.  The dialogue approach was employed during the 

presidency of Cardinal Ekandem.  Ekandem was able to establish many lines of 

communication with the government.76  Other leaders identified with this method were 

His Eminence Sunday Mbang, former president and Archbishop Peter J. Akinola, and 

Bishop John Onaiyekan, current CAN president and vice president respectively.  This 

group prefers writing memoranda and meeting with government officials to discuss 

issues affecting the welfare of the Christians. 

Of late CAN is learning that lobbying may be the best method for fighting the 

battle.  The secretary of Kaduna State CAN revealed that the lobby method has proven to 

be more effective than confrontation and dialogue.  He said, “we have discovered that it 

is best to work behind doors in this religious and political charged nation.  We work  

without sounding the trumpet.”77  This is done by working closely with government 

officers.  In this regard CAN acts as an intelligence unit of the government.  When CAN 

learns of anything disturbing it informs the government and suggests ways of arresting  

                                                 
74Nigeria Inter-Religious Council: Highlights of a Meeting held at Nicon-Hilton 

Hotel, Abuja, on September 25, 2002. 
 
75Ibid. 

 
76Toyin Falola, 110. 
 
77Interview with the Kaduna CAN’s secretary, 22 June, 2005. 
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the situation.  For this reason, CAN seeks to establish contact with Christians and non-

Christians in government positions and who have the capability to help solve problems.  

CAN’s general secretary said CAN is using the lobby method but it can not be employed 

in all situations.  “We try the lobby method when the government is willing to listen to us 

and when we know the plan ahead of time.  When the government is not ready to listen 

we employ another method.”78  One can conclude that CAN also uses the lobby method, 

but uses it only occasionally, as the situation demands.  It is not something that has been 

accepted for all of CAN.  On the whole, the approaches CAN employs at a given time 

depends on the issues involved, the nature of such issues, and the individuals involved.  

One can also argue that the political climate in Nigeria is also responsible for CAN’s 

employing different methods.  Nigerian governments are unstable and led by selfish 

political, religious, and economic interests which make it difficult to predict their actions 

and policies.  Nigerian governments—especially the military governments— have also 

failed to create channels through which civil societies can approach matters affecting the 

society. 

                                                 
78 Interview with CAN general secretary in Abuja July 6,2005. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Selected Problems Facing Nigeria 
 
 

Introduction 
 

CAN was formed not just to respond to religious and political issues but to social 

and economic issues as well.  In fact one can not address religious and political issues 

and leave out social and economic issues because these are interconnected and religious 

problems are caused by economic problems and vice versa.  The second, third, and fourth 

objectives of CAN have to do with social, economic, religious, and political issues.  

Additionally, all the five departments of CAN are expected to address one or two of the 

societal problems that this chapter seeks to discuss.  In a sense, this chapter is a 

continuation of the exposition of what these departments were set up to address.  This 

chapter will only deal with problems that are more prominent and affect the majority of 

Nigerians.  CAN seems to expend a lot of effort dealing with political and religious issues 

to the detriment of issues that are the root causes of political and religious problems.  

Some of the issues to be treated in this chapter are in fact the root causes of Nigerian 

societal problems.  This chapter will also look at the Nigerian government in respect to its 

own constitution and its commitment to human rights, and governmental involvement in 

religious program, such as pilgrimages and the building of worship houses.  These things 

lead to other vices and unhealthy competition and tension among religious bodies. 
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HIV/AIDS 

AIDS is a late comer but is nevertheless a significant killer of Africans.  An 

expert on AIDS contends that it has taken more lives in Africa than all the wars fought in 

the last several decades.1  There is much fear about the devastation this pandemic disease 

is going to cause because no vaccine has been found to prevent it nor have medicines 

been discovered to cure the disease.  AIDS is terrifying because no method has been 

successfully implemented to prevent the spread of the disease.  AIDS affects the whole 

world and has received considerable attention, but the battle against it continues to be 

harder and the numbers marching to cemeteries is ever-increasing in Nigeria. 

The leading means for the transmission of the human immunodeficiency virus in 

Nigeria is heterosexual intercourse.2  Poverty and the high level of unemployment have 

led to an increase in prostitution among young girls.  It is estimated in Nigeria that 80-90 

percent of transmission occurs through sexual intercourse.  Because of poor health 

facilities a good percentage get it from blood transfusions, as many hospitals and clinics 

do not have adequate facilities to test blood before transfusion.  Jean Garland of the  

 

                                                 
1The expert is Dr. Danny McCain. McCain is the African Director of International 

Institute for Christian Studies, an organization that helps to develop and enhance 
academic Christian Studies Projects in Public universities and other government 
agencies.  He is a consultant on AIDS related manners to the Universal Basic Education 
Commission, the Federal Ministry of Education, and various church and religious 
organizations in Nigeria.  He is also a consultant to members of the US Congress on 
AIDS-related issues in Africa.  Most importantly, he is the person that led CAN to 
develop an AIDS program. 
 

2Adegbenga M. Sunmola, “Developing a Scale for Measuring the Barriers to 
Condom Use in Nigeria,” Bulletin of the World Health Organization:  The International 
Journal of Public Health, 79/10 (2001): 926. 
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Beacon of Hope, a writer and teacher on HIV/AIDS notes, “The state of health care in 

Nigeria is to say the least, uninspiring.  From the avalanche of fake drugs to the moribund 

healthcare infrastructure and the constant work stoppages by resident doctors, the 

healthcare system is in tatters.  It is even worse in the rural areas where doctors and 

nurses are scare.”3  A third group gets it from contaminated needles or non-sterilization 

of hospital facilities or barbering equipment.  Transmission by contamination of 

equipment is declining because of enlightenment campaigns.  A very small percentage 

contract HIV through drug users sharing needles and syringes while a very high 

percentage of infants born of infected mothers carry the virus.4  In terms of children 

infected with AIDS, Nigeria comes third after India and South Africa.5  AIDS came to 

Nigeria not very long ago, but it is spreading at an alarming rate.  The first case of 

HIV/AIDS was diagnosed in a sexually active 13-year-old girl in 1986.6  Only ten years 

after there were more than 500, 000 cases.  Ten years ago one only heard about people 

infected with the disease.  Today there is hardly any family that does not have a member 

infected with the virus. 

                                                 
3C. Jean Garland, Aids is Real and It’s in our Church (Bukuru: African Christian 

Text Books, 2003), 129. 
 

4Ibid., 98 
 

5“HIV/AIDS Report Card,” Guardian Vol. 22 (Monday 22, 2006),16. 
 

6One record says this was in 1984 but many others say 1986.  See C. Jean 
Garland, Aids is Real and It’s in our Church (Bukuru:  African Christian Text Books, 
2003), 97 and National HIV/AIDS and Reproductive Health Survey (Abuja: Federal 
Ministry of Health 2003), 1.  Adegbenga Sunmola holds that the first recorded 
HIV/AIDS case in Nigeria was  in 1984; see Bulletin of the World Health Organization:  
The International Journal of Public Health,  79 /10 (2001): 927. 
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The most accurate conclusion to make about HIV/AIDS statistics in Nigeria is 

that it is hard to obtain accurate figures.  In Nigeria many deaths are not recorded and the 

records of deaths do not always indicate it.  Due to the stigma, discrimination, and fear 

still associated with this epidemic, many people do not come forward to be tested.  

Records show that those being tested are those that come to donate blood or seek other 

medical care.  In most parts of the country, testing equipment is not available due to poor 

health care conditions affecting the nation as a whole.  In other areas, authorities do not 

allow records to be released because they fear that doing so may result in loss of 

economic and social benefits. 

A very high number of people are infected with HIV/AIDS in Nigeria.  

HIV/AIDS experts think that Nigeria comes second in Africa in the number of people 

infected with HIV/AIDS.  South Africa has the highest number of people infected with 

the virus.  Nigeria is the most populous country in Africa with a population of about 130 

million, so even though the number of people infected is high, the percentage is low.  

Worldwide, 11 people are infected with HIV every minute, one of whom is in Nigeria.7  

That means that approximately 1,440 people are newly infected with HIV everyday in 

Nigeria.  Another report estimates that approximately 800-1,000 people die daily from 

HIV/AIDS related illnesses and about 3.5 million people are living with HIV/AIDS.8 

                                                 
7HIV and AIDS Basic Facts: Rapid Spread and Biblical Issues-Urban Ministry 

and Becon of Hope Training of Trainers workshop on HIV and Health.  This material 
was used to conduct workshops in Jos, Makurdi, Abuja, Mkar, Lagos and Kuduna, just to 
mention a few.  This is a partnership ministry of TEKAN churches and the Sudan United 
Missions Christian Reformed Church branch.  It works closely with CAN and also uses 
the same materials with Faith-Base. 
 

8National HIV/AIDS and Reproductive Health Survey (Abuja: Federal Ministry of 
Health, 2003),1. 
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Nigeria reached a 5 percent prevalence rate in 2003.  Records show that the 

prevalence rate in 1991 was 1.8 %; in 1996 it rose to 4.5 %; in 2001 5 % and in 2003 it 

was between 5.3 and 5.8%.9  Recent reports show that there has been a drop in the 

number of people infected with AIDS.  The deputy director of UNICEF, Chandra 

Gautam, reported that 5.8 percent of the Nigerian population were infected in 2003, in 

2004 the percentage dropped to 5, while in 2005 it dropped to 4.4%.10  In 2005, the 

executive director of United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS, Peter Piot, made a similar 

observation.  “Africa has made much progress in HIV/AIDS and as a result there is a 

decline.  However, much effort is still needed.”  He also said that what is needed now is 

to make sure that the money and resources needed for prevention and treatment programs 

reach where it is needed.  Talking generally about Africa, he said, “Africa is still facing 

an unprecedented AIDS crisis.  The reality is that in sub-Sahara, over three million were 

newly infected with HIV in 2005—that’s 64 percent of all new infections globally and 

more than in any previous year for the region….The young people are making up half of 

these new infections.”11 

There are a number of factors that can be cited as responsible for the rapid spread 

of HIV/AIDS in Nigeria.  Young women are involved in commercial sex for economic 

gain.  The wealthy promise them a job or another privilege if they offer to have sex with 

them.  In Nigeria, poverty, hunger, idleness, unemployment, and other pressures of life  

                                                 
9Ibid. 
 
10“The HIV/AIDS Report Card,” The Guardian, Vol. 22 (Monday 22, 2006), 16. 

 
11Godwin Haruna and Juliana Twaiwo, “AIDS Devastates, Dislocates Families- 

Obasanjo,” This Day Vol.11, No.3879 (Monday, December 5, 2005), 8 
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compel many young persons to become commercial sex workers or get involved in illicit 

sexual activities.  Many of the young people drawn into cities lose the restraint from their 

parents and get involved in things that lead them to AIDS infection.  It has also been 

discovered that tourist and industrial spots have a higher rate of HIV/AIDS infection.  

The increased communal and religious crises in Nigeria are another contributing factor in 

the spread of AIDS.  These crises create many refugee camps which bring all manner of 

people together and become hot spots for sexual activities.  These crises also involve the 

movement of the police and army who also spread it.12  It is said that one out of nine  

-Nigerians who returned from the peace mission in Sierra Leone was infected with HIV.13  

Another important factor is the opposition to sex education by the Nigerian church.  

Recently, a representative of the Catholic Church, Bishop John Okoye, who claimed to be 

speaking on the behalf of the entire church in Nigeria, said the church was opposed to the 

introduction of sex education in primary and secondary schools.14  Many Nigerians refuse 

the use of condoms.  The National Action Committee on AIDS last year reported on the 

increased used of condoms.  Its target was commercial sex workers.  It said that 83% of 

commercial sex workers now use or insist on the use of condoms.  According to the 

report, 200 million condoms were used in the past four years.  Apart from that many  

                                                 
12HIV and AIDS Basic Facts: Rapid Spread and Biblical Issues-Urban Ministry 

and Beacon of Hope Training of Trainers workshop on HIV and Health. 
 
13Jean Garland, 128. 

 
14“No to Sex Education,” The Guardian, Vol. 22 No.9,903 (Wednesday, Jan 4, 

2006),12. 
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churches fight against the distribution of condoms.15  Lack of awareness on how the 

disease is transmitted makes thing more difficult.  Education and enlightenment on 

HIV/AIDS has not reached every part of the country. 

Concerning the effect of HIV/AIDS, President Obasanjo observed, “The 

HIV/AIDS pandemic, which is ravaging humanity, devastates, dislocates and distorts the 

individual, family, community and national plans and programmmes.”16  AIDS affects 

the health condition of the individual reducing his physical and mental health in some 

cases thereby rendering him or her incapable for farm or other form of labor.  By this it 

reduces productivity and work force.  It also affects the national budget.  Fight against 

HIV/AIDS attracts more allocation to the health sector which affects other areas of the 

budget.  The Nigerian government spends over N50 billion on HIV/AIDS every year 

apart from the money donated by other agencies.  The stigma towards people living with 

HIV/AIDS is still very high in Nigeria.  Recently, Obasanjo announced that he was going 

to send a bill to the National Assembly to make discrimination against people living with 

AIDS a crime.17  AIDS victims face denial of their fundamental human rights.  Many 

nations do not grant visas to AIDS victims, schools deny them admissions; places of 

work give them undue retirement, deny them promotion, and AIDS/HIV victims suffer 

many social abuses. 

                                                 
15Chuka Odittah, “200 Million Condoms Sold in Nigeria-NACA,” ThisDay, 

Vol.11 No.3878 Monday, December 5, 2005, 5. 
 

16Godwin Haruna and Juliana Taiwo, “AIDS Devastates, Dislocates Families.” 
 
17“The HIV/AIDS Report Card,” The Guardian, Vol. 22 (Monday, May 22, 

2006), 16. 
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Many organizations like the federal government, states, National Action 

Committee on AIDS, donor agencies, churches, and non-governmental organizations 

fight against this pandemic, but the battle against it is grossly inadequate.  Of the people 

infected only 50,000 are on anti-retroviral drug treatment.  It is because the drug is 

unavailable or the cost is too high for the victim.18  Hospitals where anti-retroviral and 

specialized treatment are available for people living with HIV/AIDS are few and are 

concentrated in urban areas— whereas infected persons are found equally in the urban 

and rural areas.  The National HIV/AIDS and Reproductive Health Survey reports that 

the level of ignorance and persistence of misleading myths about HIV/AIDS is still very 

high, even among educated Nigerian, and this leads to the continued indulgence of many 

in unsafe sexual behavior.  The report also lamented the neglect of rural areas in the 

HIV/AIDS programs.  While 17 cities have specialized treatment hospitals, none was 

available in the rural areas, and there are only a few counseling centers in the rural 

areas.19  

AIDS has affected all manner of people in Nigeria: Christians and non-Christians, 

rural and urban populations.  As it began to affect members of the church, the church 

gradually realized that it could not just fold its arms and allow AIDS victims to suffer but 

must get involved in the battle against this human enemy.  Danny McCain reports that the 

                                                 
18Ibid. 

 
19National HIV/AIDS and Reproductive Health Survey (Abuja: Federal Ministry 

of Health, 2003):34. 
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church got involved late but is ahead of everyone else.20  In an interview, McCain 

revealed that the reasons for late involvement of CAN were political.  Some churches 

within CAN had their individual AIDS programs, and there was fear on the part of CAN 

that it might be considered a competitor.  Also, the leaders of these churches who were in 

the leadership of CAN wanted to promote their churches’ program rather than a joint 

CAN program on AIDS.21 

Many churches within CAN have well-established AIDS programs and receive 

funding from overseas and national organizations.  CAN does not stop individual 

churches from developing their own individual programs, rather CAN makes use of them.  

According to McCain, the first group of churches within CAN to set up HIV/AIDS 

program was the Organization of African Instituted Churches.  Unfortunately, this group 

and the Pentecostals have not been as successful as the other mainline denominations.22  

Churches that have been more successful include the Roman Catholics, Anglicans, 

Methodists, Baptists, ECWA, COCIN, and the TEKAN churches.  Many of these 

churches have set up specific committees that take care of their programs.23 

                                                 
20Danny McCain, “Thought and Recommendations about Expanding the CAN 

Response to HIV/AIDS,” paper Presented to the National Executive Committee of CAN 
in Abuja, March 3, 2004. 
 

21Interview with Dr. McCain on June 8, 2005 at the University of Jos. McCain 
was the person who helped CAN developed its AIDS program. 
 

22Ibid. 
 

23The Anglican Church has the “Ecclesiastical Provincial Action Committee on 
AIDS” working under the control of archbishop.  The TEKAN/ ECWA group has the 
Urban Ministry and Beacon of Hope which helps the churches organize workshops and 
train church leaders to train their members.  
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To respond to the pandemic aggressively, CAN has set up a National Committee 

on HIV/AIDS headed by Ibironke Akinsete.  According to him, CAN has made much 

progress in this area in a short time because of its member churches’ programs.  CAN’s 

HIV/AIDS program is not set up to compete with the programs of its members churches 

but rather to help those churches and other churches within CAN that have not yet 

developed an HIV/AIDS program.  The aim of CAN is to create a united front among 

churches against AIDS.  CAN has made use of the ideas and resources of these churches 

and has created a forum where these churches share their experiences with others.  The 

work of the National Committee on HIV/AIDS includes helping churches to write 

proposals and get funds for their program.  They even have experts who advise churches 

on the best approaches to HIV/AIDS.  The committee also organizes workshops and 

training programs for church leaders and AIDS workers.24 

As a Christian organization, CAN responds to HIV/AIDS by encouraging 

members churches to concentrate their efforts on prevention, care, and orphans.  The 

single biggest means of preventing the spread of HIV/AIDS is sexual abstinence before 

marriage and faithfulness within marriage.  CAN considers itself the most competent 

body—through its member churches—to promote these practices and takes a leading role 

in preventing the spread of HIV/AIDS.  In caring for people with AIDS, CAN works 

toward developing new and better counseling techniques to deal with the dying and their 

survivors.  It also develops programs to help families involved in caring for the dying 

ones at home without infecting themselves.  Another important work of CAN is 

developing programs that focus on removing the stigma associated with HIV/AIDS.  In 

                                                 
24Interview with Ibironke Akinsete on August 15, 2005 in Lagos. 
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Africa, the extended family has usually taken care of orphans; however, the AIDS crisis 

has increased the number of orphans to a proportion bigger than families can cope.  With 

this realization, CAN is developing new strategies of dealing with the problem of orphans 

in Nigeria.25 

It must be recognized that the spread of HIV/AIDS is associated with political, 

economic, social, as well as spiritual problems which must also be addressed to help 

prevent its spread.  Any meaningful battle against AIDS must address these issues.  

Youth in urban areas, schools, and universities are most vulnerable to HIV/AIDS, so 

AIDS programs must target youth and their problems.  CAN has to urge the government 

to redirect social, political, economic, and educational policies and priorities toward 

provision of jobs to engage idle youth.  CAN has to address corruption and bad 

governance because these can hider the distribution of the needed drugs and other 

recourses that could help the AIDS patients.  AIDS programs must be designed to protect 

the fundamental rights of the victims.  Usually, AIDS victims face various discrimination 

and abuses.  The life of an AIDS’ victim can be prolonged by improving his or her living 

condition and quality of life.  People living with HIV/AIDS need good nutrition, 

sufficient rest, and social, spiritual, and psychological support from families, the church, 

and society.  Fighting AIDS in Nigeria must involve fighting against poverty, hunger, 

unemployment, and social injustice, and stopping the exploitation of the less privileged. 

 

 

                                                 
25Danny McCain, “Winning the Battle against HIV/AIDS in Nigeria with CAN 

leading the Way,”  paper presented on what CAN is doing on HIV/AIDS to CAN Prayer 
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Malaria 

Before HIV/AIDS, malaria was the leading killer of Africans, especially south of 

the Sahara.26  It is the single highest cause of death in Nigeria and a major factor in 

Africa’s high rate of infant and maternal mortality.27  It was malaria that gave Africa the 

name “White Man’s Grave.”  The infectious disease is transmitted by the female 

(anopheles) mosquito.  Anopheles infect the blood with a parasite known as the 

plasmodium which is passed from one person to another through mosquito bites. 

Statistics about malaria in Africa and Nigeria are alarming.  Malaria affects 

mostly children and pregnant women.  Poor people are more likely to be infected than the 

rich.  It is a major killer of refugees and displaced people.  In this case, a large number of 

people are exposed to it in Nigeria because of the continuous communal and religious 

conflicts that usually displace people.  People who are not killed by religious or 

communal crises are killed by mosquitoes.  It is like someone who running away from a 

leopard meets a lion.  He enters a house to hide and is bitten by a poisonous snake.  In 

Africa, malaria kills over one million people a year.  That is at the rate of three thousand 

a day.  Every thirty seconds a child dies of malaria.  Nine out of ten malaria cases in 

Africa are from south of the Sahara.  Over three million Africans suffer from malaria.28  

                                                                                                                                                 
Team on 20 August, 2004.  

 
26Some people still think that malaria is the leading killer of Africans.  They argue 

that malaria affects everyone in Sub-Sahara Africa while HIV/AIDS does not. 
 

27Dora Obi Chizea, The Nigerian Health Compendium (Lagos: Kristal Publication 
limited, 1990), 47.  See also David Alnwick, “Roll Back Malaria: What are the 
Prospects?”  The International Journal of Public Health 78, No. 12 (2002): 1377. 
 

28“Malaria Fact Sheet.” HealthCare: Nigeria’s Authoritative Health Organization, 
Vol.19, No.4 (April 2005), 8.  Also see David Alnwick. 
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The story does not differ in Nigeria.  Medical correspondents of the Vanguard report that 

90 percent of the Nigeria population is at risk.  Malaria cases constitute 66 percent of 

clinic attendance.  A child infected by malaria can die within 24 hours.  In rural and 

congested urban areas, one person gets over 100 infectious bites a year.29  What is more 

disturbing about malaria statistics is that figures have remained unchanged for over 10 

years.  For years, Africa has remained a continent with the largest number of people 

exposed to stable malaria transmission and the greatest burden of malaria morbidity and 

mortality. 

Apart from death, malaria leads to many other health, economic, and social 

problems.  Malaria infected persons are likely to develop liver problems, Haemolytic 

Jaundice, anemia—especially in the case of children and pregnant women—and kidney 

failure.  Malaria is responsible for most of the abortions or miscarriages in Nigeria.  

When it enters the brain, it can cause severe high fever, headache, permanent eye 

problem, convulsion, confusion delirium, and coma.30  Low birth weight in Africa is the 

result of malaria infection.  The economic and social impact of malaria on the individual 

and the society cannot be overemphasized.  It must be noted first that logistics and 

economic and cultural habits play major roles in the spread of malaria.  The fact is that 

malaria endemic nations are among the world’s most impoverished countries.  The 

infectious mosquito breeds where environmental and ecological conditions are very poor. 

                                                 
29Sola Ogundipe and Chioma Obinna, “10 New Malaria Cases Every Second.”  

Vanguard, Vol. 22, No. 6073 (Thursday May 18, 2006), 38.  Also see Yeya Tiemoko 
Toure and Mario Coluzzi, “The Challenges of Doing More against Malaria, Particularly 
in Africa,” Bulletin of the World Health Organization.  The International Journal of 
Public Health, Vol. 78, No.12 (2000), 1376. 
 

30Ibid. 
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Stagnant waters and unclean environment provide good breeding grounds.  Malaria is 

preventable and curable but lack of money prevents both governments and individuals 

from adopting the necessary measures.  African nations are not willing to invest money 

into malaria research.  Leaders are more interested in enriching themselves than working 

for the common good of the society.  In the African summit help in Abuja in 2000, 

African political leaders promised to mobilize financial and human resources for drug 

supply and distribution to all malaria endemic areas31 but we are yet to see the promise 

fulfilled.  Mosquito population and contact between mosquitoes and humans could be 

reduced by house spraying with insecticides, the use of impregnated bednets, mosquito 

repellents, suitable clothing, living in homes with mosquito-proof nets and keeping the 

living environment clean.  Poor families tend to cluster together thereby increasing the 

possibility of transmission.  Additionally, larviciding and removal or prevention of the 

formation of breeding sites can reduce the population of mosquitoes.32  Indoor spraying 

does not reduce the population below a critical level. Vector control measures are 

unavailable in Africa.  There is no focus on hypoendemic or epidemic prone zones.  

Unfortunately, more attention is given to curative care and not to the development of 

vaccines.  The society has not done any research or sought to understand and make an 

accurate estimate of the burden imposed by malaria.  It inflicts the poor more as they tend 

to live in areas that offer little or no protection against mosquitoes.  Thus Toure and 

Coluzzi conclude:  “Finally, it must never be forgotten that social and economic 

                                                 
31Yeya Tiemoko Toure and Mario Coluzzi, 1376. 

 
32Ibid.  
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instability has helped to perpetuate the burden of Malaria.  Where conditions are stable, 

the prospects for the disease control are greatly improved.”33 

Malaria affects many areas of human life.  By affecting people’s health and 

reducing their physical strength, malaria causes school absenteeism in school children, 

therefore tampering with their educational progress.  Most Africans depend on peasant 

farming for their livelihood and as malaria affects their health and reduces their strength, 

it slows productivity in farming and other works.  This further marginalizes and 

impoverishes them economically, and consequently, socially.  Poor people tend to 

socialize less.  Ogundipe and Obinna observe that malaria causes poor growth and 

development in children, slows economic growth and development, and perpetuates the 

vicious cycle of poverty.  Carol Bellamy, former executive director of UNICEF, says, 

“Malaria stands in the way of social progress and better standards of life at every level, 

from children’s intellectual and physical development to the growth of national 

economics.”34 

Poor economic conditions, health education, and lack of health insurance and 

better health care program, in Nigeria affect malaria treatment and control.  Lack of 

money causes many people to abstain from satisfactory medical care when affected.  

There are many cases of overdosage and underdosage.  In rural clinics, diagnosis is based 

on described symptoms rather than laboratory testing which would show the parasite, in 

the body.  For a long time Chloroquine was very effective in the treatment of malaria.  

Now certain strands of malaria are fast developing resistance to Chloroquine and it is 

                                                 
33Ibid.  

 
34Sola Ongundipe and Chioma Obinna, “10 New Malaria Cases Every Second.” 
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losing its effectiveness.  This resistance poses one of the greatest threats to malaria 

control.  Researchers have developed an alternative drug, Artemisinin Combination 

Therapy, to replace the resistant Chloroquine,35 but it is above the reach of a poor man.  

A dosage of Artemisinin costs between N750 to N1500 as against N50 for a dosage of 

Chloroquine. 

On the national level, malaria affects the economy generally.  The Nigerian 

government spends over N450 million a year on malaria control.  To be realistic with the 

gravity of the disease this huge amount is only a drop of water in the ocean.  Edith 

Oyosoro, managing director of ChurchBells Pharmaceuticals, also observes, “Due to 

malaria, the nation’s estimated losses from treatment and absenteeism from work, school 

and farms is estimated at over N132 billion…malaria treatment accounts for 40 percent 

of the public health expenditure.”36  In the same article the writer observes, “Economists 

believe that malaria is responsible for a growth penalty of up to 1.3 percent per annum in 

some African countries.  Over the years, this leads to substantial differences in the GPD 

and severely restrains economic growth.”37  Malaria is both a cause and a consequence of 

underdevelopment.  Malaria affects the productivity of civil servants and other workers 

across the nation.  Revenue yielding sectors such as tourism and foreign investments 

suffer because of the fear of malaria on the part of tourists and investors.  All these have 

economic, social, and spiritual consequences on the life of the church too. 

                                                 
35“Malaria Facts Sheet,” HealthCare: Nigeria’s Authoritative Health 

Organization.  
 

36Agha Ibiam, “For Malaria Treatment, a New Approach,” ThisDay, Vol. 11, No 
4051 (Wednesday May 24, 2006), 32. 
 

37Ibid. 
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In my research, I have discovered that CAN has not given any special attention to 

this dreadful disease.  The only thing the church has done towards malaria is an indirect 

service which is the treatment through church hospitals and clinics.  CAN cannot be 

talking of welfare and leave malaria out.  To our government, CAN has the responsibility 

of urging it to pay more attention to the endemic disease.  CAN should stand to make 

sure the government improves the living condition of the poor and rural areas and 

whatever medical care provided in this respect is distributed fairly and justly.  The church 

itself should give more attention to the training of malaria workers and equip them with 

the needed tools to combat the disease.  This will not be too difficult for the church since 

it already has the medical facilities.  It will also be easy for the church to provide health 

education on malaria through the pulpits and schools.  The control of malaria will 

eradicate a number of African problems. 

Corruption 

As earlier alluded Nigeria is one of the most corrupt countries in the world. 

Corruption is not peculiar to Nigeria.  It is one of the major problems facing the entire 

world.  In Africa, where it is a major issue in most countries, some have argued that its 

roots “can be traced to animistic beliefs where capricious tribal deities can be bribed into 

acting beneficently.”38  I consider this a wrong interpretation of not just African religious 

culture but religion in general.  Sacrifices or offerings to a deity are never meant to be 

bribes.  On the contrary, I contend that the economic system in Africa whereby the  

 

                                                 
38Darrow L. Miller with Scott Allen and the Africa Working Group, All Hope: 

Hope for Africa (Phoenix: Disciple Nations Alliance, 2005), 35. 



 237

government controls all revenue-generating apparatus is responsible for corruption in 

Africa.  Samuel Kobia, on the other hand, believes that an economic system that is in line 

with African tradition will halt corruption.  African culture of communalism demands 

recognition of and respect for others.  Everyone has a position in the community and the 

right to be treated well and to share community benefits accordingly.39  Also the Report 

of the Political Bureau makes the following observations: 

The issue of corruption was well addressed in the numerous submissions made to 
the bureau….many contributors saw it as the bedrock of Nigerian’s political failure.  
They also proffered reasons for its prevalence in the society.  These include our 
failure to uphold the traditional values of our society; our imbibing of foreign 
values, especially as a result of our colonial experience; and our failure to uphold 
our religious norms and tenets.  Some contributors perceived corruption in Nigeria 
to be essentially a product of excessive materialism generated by our individualized 
capitalist order which emphasizes the struggle to acquire wealth by individual 
without regard to the collective interest and welfare of the larger society.40 
 

It can also be suggested that the deep inequalities that exist in the distribution of 

educational, employment, and power opportunities is responsible for corruption.  These 

people callously enrich themselves dishonestly and exploit those not privileged, and they 

go unchallenged. 

The corruption perception index of Nigeria is 1:6; Bangladesh and Haiti top the 

list with 1:5.41  Corruption has eaten deeply into the entire fabric of Nigerian life.  It is a 

                                                 
39Samuel Kobia, Courage to Hope:  The Roots for a New Vision and Calling of 

the Church in Africa (Geneva:  World Council of Churches, 2003).  See chapter three.  In 
this chapter, Kobia reflects on the importance of African tradition for a better socio-
economic and political life. 
 

40Report of the Political Bureau (Abuja:  The Directorate of Social Mobilization, 
March 1987), 215. 
 

41Darrow L. Miller with Scott Allen and the Africa Working Group, 28-29.  This 
Corruption Perception Index was conducted by German-based Transparency 
International.  It measured the degree of corruption in a nation as experienced by business 
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household word and it permeates all strata of Nigerian society.  No hierarchy of 

governance is ever free from corruption.  It is customary among politicians, business 

class, the village farmer, and even in worship places.  Corruption manifests itself in 

different forms and these include: 

The inflation of government contracts in return for kickbacks; frauds and 
falsification of accounts in the public service; examination malpractices in our 
educational institutions including universities; the taking of bribes  and perversion 
of justice among police and other armed forces, the judiciary and other organs for 
administering justice; and the various heinous crimes against the state in the 
business and industrial sector of economy, in collusion with multinational 
companies such as over-invoicing of goods, foreign exchange swindling, hoarding, 
and smuggling.  At the village level, corruption manifests itself in such forms as 
adulteration of market goods or denting of measures to reduce their contents with a 
view to giving advantage to the seller.42 

 
A survey conducted in Nigeria reveals that the Power Holding Company of 

Nigeria—a national electric company—and the police force are the most corrupt 

government agencies in Nigeria.  The police force and other agencies like customs have 

brought a bad image to Nigeria.43  Nigeria is one of the oil producing nations.  It probably 

comes in seventh in terms of oil deposits.  A survey has shown that “corruption is highest 

in oil and gas producing countries.  In general, natural resources like oil, gas, diamonds, 

                                                                                                                                                 
people, academics, and risk analyst specialists.  The index is a composite of fifteen 
different surveys compiled from nine different institutions. 

 
42Report of the Political Bureau, 215. 

 
43 Yinka Kolawole, “PHCN, Police Most Corrupt Government Agencies-ICPC 

Boss, ThisDay, Vol. 11, No. 4014 (Tuesday, April 19, 2006):3.  This was revealed by the 
Justice Emmanuel Ayoola who is the Independent Corruption Practices Commission 
boss. 
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and other precious minerals breed corruption, because government cannot live off of their 

export earnings without having to ‘compromise’ with their societies.”44 

The government of Nigeria has been finding ways to fight corruption.  The 

government of Buhari and Idiagbon launched War Against Indiscipline and Corruption.  

It was effective for only a few years.  When their government was overthrown it became 

a corrupt body itself.  The present Obasanjo administration has instituted two anti-

corruption bodies to fight corruption at a higher level.  These bodies deal mostly with 

government officials and politicians in high position and leave corruption to be 

perpetuated by lower workers.  The two bodies are the Economic and Financial Crimes 

Commission (EFCC) and the Independent Corrupt Practices Commission (ICPC).  These 

two agencies are accused of dealing with only selected cases and being used by 

government to persecute political opponents.45 

One of the biggest obstacles to the battle against corruption in Nigeria is the 

immunity clause in the constitution which protects public office holders from prosecution 

while in office.  Public office holders are the most corrupt set of people in Nigeria but are 

protected.  With the immunity clause there is no transparency and accountability.  CAN 

and many other caring organizations are fighting for the removal of the clause in the 

constitution so as restore probity and accountability in governance.46  

                                                 
44Jeffery D. Sachs, “Who Beats Corruption?” The Punch, Vol.17, No. 19,515 

(Monday, Jan 9, 2006), 12. 
 
45Ike Abonyi, “3rd Term and Anti-Corruption War,” ThisDay, Vol. 11, No. 4014 

(Tuesday, April 19, 2006),18. 
 

46CAN has issued a press statement on this and has also written a memoranda to 
the National Reform Conference to remove the clause.  The press statement was issued 
on January 10, 2005, and was also carried by Vanguard on that same date. 
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Corruption must be fought at the individual as well as the societal level.  Speaking 

again on corruption, the president of CAN, Anglican Archbishop Peter Akinola said, 

“Nigeria will change when we individually change.  The root of Nigeria’s problem is 

corruption emanating from corrupt individuals.  We should have a redefinition of the 

nation’s morality, code of conduct and belief.  Righteousness exalts a nation.  Make the 

fear of God and righteousness the foundation of nationhood.”47  In every assembly, 

communiqué, and press statement CAN condemns corruption and like vices in Nigeria.  

The problem, however, is that it does not come up with any concrete ways of fighting 

corruption and other social vices.  In the communiqué of the fifth Assembly, CAN 

pledged to support president Obasanjo’s crusade against bribery, corruption, and secret 

societies, and called upon all churches to employ their spiritual resources in fighting 

societal ills.48  In one of the meetings CAN made this important observation which is like 

a summary of what I have been saying about corruption: 

Corruption today is still a deadly disease in Nigeria. Corruption has been 
responsible for the collapse of our economy, the infrastructure and the collapse of 
educational and health sectors and others areas of life.  Many Nigerians are yet to 
be free from it.  The Christian Church in Nigeria cannot claim to be free from it.  
Where is corruption not present in Nigerian society?  Is it in the Executive Arm of 
our Government, the Legislature—the Senate, House of Representative, the State 
Assemblies, Local Governments, the Judiciary—courts, the Uniformed 
establishment—Military, Police, Immigration Services, Customs, the Prison, the 
Civil and Administrative Services, the Education (schools, colleges) and Health 
Sectors and Private Sectors and Mercantile House, where?  Unless we want to 
deceive ourselves, the whole nation is sick. Our roads are bad because of it, armed 
robbers, smugglers are everywhere by the grace of corruption.  The church and all 
Nigerians must decide to eradicate corruption in Nigeria at all cost.  But first the 

                                                 
47This is contained in the sermon delivered on 44th Independence Anniversary in 

Abuja.  It was also carried in Daily Champion of October 4, 2004. 
 

48A Communiqué of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) issued at the end 
of its Fifth Assembly held at the Oba Akenzua II Cultural Centre, Benin City, on 10th and 
11th November, 1999. 



 241

physician must heal himself.  The Christian Church and her leaders must be alive to 
their responsibilities to her people.  She must avoid at all cost self-deceit, self-
propagation, self-proclamation and self-preservation.49  

 
By way of solution, Nigeria needs to create a new social order that will check 

corruption and other societal ills.  Corruption can be reduced by effective government 

programs that can provide vital and irreplaceable public services and infrastructure, and 

obedience to the law.  Governments have the powers of policing and judicial control.  

Often this power is abused.  CAN should find ways to hold governments accountable to 

the people that they serve.  Poverty and bad governance is a circle.  Bad governance 

causes poverty, and poverty causes bad governance.  CAN should work with 

Transparency International which can help to create and strengthen civil society to fight 

government corruption.  As Jeffery Sachs rightly says, “Poor countries can achieve a 

lower level of corruption when civil rights are protected.  When people have the freedom 

to assemble, to speak, and to publish their views, society benefits not only by increasing 

the range of ideas that are debated, but also keeping corruption in check.”50 

Corruption is perpetrated for economic interest, power influence, and other 

interests.  The Nigerian government has made corruption easy and a profitable business 

for those in power.  This is what makes the war against corruption more difficult.  The 

target in this war must first be the government, the social and economic order, and 

materialistic attitudes of the society. 

                                                 
49A Communiqué Issued by the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) at the end 

of the its 6th National Assembly held in Abuja on 11-13 November, 2003. 
 
50Jeffery D. Sachs, “Who Beats Corruption?”  The Punch, Vol. 17, No.19, 515 

Monday, Jan 9, 2006, 12. 
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One cannot discuss corruption in Nigeria without reference to the 419 scam.  This 

fraudulent scheme goes by various names such as Advance Fee Fraud, the Nigerian 

Connection, Nigerian Money Transfer Fraud, and Nigerian Scam—just to mention a few. 

Charles Tive contends that the scams probably began in the 1970s as a form of fraud by 

some Nigerian oil companies, government agencies, and criminal gangs.51  The name 419 

comes from the Nigerian Penal Code dealing with these and related schemes.  The scam 

is done through unsolicited letters, faxes, and emails.  The targets include heads of 

companies, institutions, private citizens, and church officials.  The aim is to extract 

money by enticing victims with false promises that they will get a sizable benefit after a 

financial transaction.  The operators use an endless list of creative and innovative 

methods to entice customers.  Although this scam is generally associated with Nigeria, it 

is also carried out in other countries such as South Africa, Ghana, Togo, Sierra Leone, 

Benin, Liberia, and Ivory Cost.  It is believed that 419 fraudsters have a large network 

with many workers found all over the world.  The base of the scam is in South Africa.  

The business is usually done in the name of a prominent politician, businessman, or a 

religious figure. 

The governments of Nigeria and many other countries have set up bodies to fight 

this crime and to educate people on the tricks of the scam.  CAN can also join the crusade 

of educating people on the activities of scam operators.  This scheme has brought a bad 

                                                 
51Charles Tive, 419 Scam: Exploits of the Nigerian Con Man (Lagos: Chica 

Favours, 2003), 8.  This book deals with the history and method of the 419 operators. 
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name to Nigeria, discouraged investments, and has caused the death of many Nigerians 

and victims of the scam—those who have lost their businesses.52  

Poverty 

Africa is usually identified with poverty and struggles with poverty.  There is 

massive poverty in Africa, and Nigeria is not excluded.  In Nigeria, about 91 million 

people live below the poverty line.  They live on less than one dollar a day.53  Poverty is 

endemic in Nigeria.  The former general secretary of the Commonwealth, Emeka 

Anyaoku, writes: 

Nigeria had moved from being the 50th nation in the league of well-off nations to 
the current ranking of 176 out of 206 nations.  Nigeria also labors under a 
controversial debt burden currently “reconciled” at about US $30 billion….. 
Today, the giant of Africa is officially classified as one of the 30 poorest nations 
on earth, with nearly 70 percent of its citizens living in poverty.54 
 

The current gross domestic product of Nigeria is 6.3.  Nigeria has always ranked very 

low in the Human Development Index.  The average worker earns less than $50 per 

month while his or her monthly bills continue to swell.  Many Nigerians are peasant 

farmers who employ hard labor to produce crops which earn them very little income.  In  

                                                 
52I read many times of the victims killing Nigerians to avert their anger.  Around 

2003, a victim in the Czech Republic killed officials of the Nigerian embassy.  Victims 
who attempt to pursue their money are often murdered.  

 
53“National Roundup,” Weekly Trust (August 30-September 5, 2003), 3.  The 

report came from Professor Joe Umo, the National Consultant of International Labour 
Organization.  Umo further contends that “poverty in Nigeria is not just material poverty 
but of leadership, poverty of justice, poverty of vision and honesty and poverty of 
integrity.  Its about poverty of patriotic zeal and sense of national duty on the part of 
leaders and the led.” 
 

54Taken from, Aids is real and it’s in our Church, C. Jean Garland ,129. 
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big cities like Lagos, many people cannot afford rent so they sleep under overhead 

bridges, in motor parks, gas stations, and abandoned buildings.  In the daytime they roam 

the streets scavenging through garbage heaps for food and clothes.  Thousands of 

Nigerians die daily of curable diseases like malaria, diarrhea, measles, and TB.  The case 

of Nigeria is that of impoverishment and not just poverty. 

Poverty in Nigeria is unfortunate when one considers what Nigeria has in natural 

resources.  As previously noted, Nigeria is blessed with everything that would have been 

used to make life comfortable for its citizens.  The main problem Nigeria faces is lack of 

good and people oriented leadership that would give direction and create avenues for 

people to have access to the abundant wealth.  As George Ehusani carefully notes, 

Nigeria has vast rich arable land for agriculture with a mild climate all year round for 

various crops.  There is abundant water and forest resources.  Fruits and vegetables—

often naturally grown or cultivated—waste away as there is no preservation process.  

Many mineral resources are found in abundance and in high quality.  Nigeria ranks 

seventh among oil producing countries and has an appreciable reservoir of natural gas, 

tin, coal, limestone, iron ore, niobium, lead, and zinc.55  In addition, since 1960, Nigeria 

has generated well over $280 million a year. 

The causes of poverty in Nigeria are attributed to rapacious, corrupt, and 

unaccountable governments.  Poverty is a sign that there are many things wrong with the 

social, economic, political, and even the religious systems.  Elitism is one of the causes of  

 

                                                 
55George Omaku Ehusani, A Prophetic Church (Ede, Nigeria: provincial Pastoral 

Institute Publications, 1996), 5-13. 
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poverty.  Class contrast is so sharp in Nigeria that while some live on the streets and in 

the least developed parts of the country, others live in highly developed areas with all the 

needed infrastructures and this group turns to exploit the poor people.  The elite are 

selfish, corrupt, callous, and greedy.  The attitudes of the elites are indications that 

poverty will likely continue for many more decades, because they have developed a 

system whereby a poor man does not have a say in what is going on, cannot have any 

savings, health insurance, jobs, money for school fees, social security, or social benefit 

for the unemployed.  The rich have monopolized education, dominated the work force, 

the business sector, politics, and fight for policies that can only benefit their group.  The 

poor are vulnerable and are ready to do anything to earn a living.  Poverty leads people to 

suppress their conscience and forget their moral obligations to the society.  Harsh 

economic conditions push them to a place from which they easily manipulate and exploit 

their misery over selfish interests.  With small payment, the rich use them as organized 

thuggery, hired assassins, and militia to fight political, ethnic, and religious wars for their 

selfish interests. 

Poverty affects the individual physically, psychologically, socially, and 

spiritually56 and creates an unsafe environment.  It makes the idle unemployed to roam 

the streets and get involved in unwanted behaviors, and makes them mentally deranged 

and destitute.  Poverty is responsible for the current massive prostitution and destitution 

among young women in Nigeria, as well as increased armed robbery, cultic activities, the 

use of drugs, as well as other related societal vices.  Because of poverty, Nigeria is fast  

                                                 
56George Ehusani, 13. 
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becoming a jungle of the survival of the fittest.  Families and traditional values that help 

bind societies together are fast disappearing as families are no longer able to provide for 

their children and keep them under family and traditional restraints.  Thus Ehusani has 

rightly described Nigeria as a society “physically crushed, emotionally demented, and 

psychologically depressed.”57  All these disrupt the economic, social, and political life of 

the nation. 

Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) increased the level of poverty in 

Nigeria.  This program of the Babangida administration led to the retrenchment of a huge 

number of workers which increased unemployment, caused many industries to close, 

increased foreign debt, and led to hyper-inflation, the gross devaluation of the Nigerian 

currency, and enriched the elite and increased their power, thereby widening the gap 

between the rich and the poor.  The increased corruption and economic crises 

commenced by SAP continues to plague Nigeria even today.  It worsened the standard of 

living of a majority of Nigerians.58  Those who opposed SAP were oppressed and 

intimidated.  Protest and demonstrations against SAP led to the build-up of a violent 

                                                 
57Ibid., 8 
 
58John Mihevc, “Theology of Structural Adjustment” Bulletin of the Ecumenical 

Theology, .5 No.1, (1993): 44-60.  Also Abubakar Momoh says, “Before SAP, the hyper 
inflationary trend in the economy could not be contained, the social hardship remained 
unmitigated, minimum wage remained at all time low.  SAP was to come with its more 
pernicious measure viz withdrawal of subsidies, cut in the provision of social services, 
trade liberation and devaluation of the Naira.”  Abubakar Momoh, “Religion and Class 
Struggle in Nigeria:  The OIC Question,” in Christianity and Social Struggles in Nigeria, 
ed S. A. Adewale (Ibadan:  The Nigerian Association for Christian Studies, 1990), 347. 
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culture.59  Lack of respect for the constitution and constitutional rights compounded the 

problem of poverty.  Governments give to the people neither the constitution nor 

economic, social and cultural rights due them.60  

Poverty can be reduced when governments place unemployment and poverty at 

the center of their development programs and policies.  Unemployment and poverty are 

responsible for increases in societal vices even more than religion and ethnicity.  Without 

poverty and unemployment there would not be idle and lawless young people to fight.  

CAN should concentrate on bridging the gap of inequalities between social classes and 

the creation of economic and social rights.  The need of many Nigerians is just to be able 

to eat properly, have a roof over their heads, find a job, send their children to school, and 

have access to decent health care. 

Education 

As we saw earlier, both Islam and Christianity have done much in the area of 

education, but Nigeria is still far from being a literate nation.  As far back as the 11th 

century, itinerant Islamic scholars and traders introduced Quranic literacy in Nigeria, and 

in the 18th century, Christian missionaries brought western education.  Despite these 

efforts and many others to educate Nigerians, illiteracy is still very high in Nigeria.  

According to recent statistics, more than 50 percent of Nigerians are illiterate, one of the 

                                                 
59Dabo F. Asaju, “Towards a Reformatory Church in Nigeria:  Reflections on an 

Epistle of Martin Luther King, Jr,” in Christianity and Social Struggles in Nigeria, ed. S. 
A. Adewale (Ibadan:  The Nigerian Association for Christian Studies, 1990), 184-185. 

 
60Agha Ibiam, “Mass Poverty, Misery,” Weekly Trust, August 30-September 5, 

2003, 18. 
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highest rates in Africa.61  Illiteracy is higher among women and in the rural areas.  The 

literacy rate of people above the age of 15 is just over 30 percent.62 

High illiteracy is not the only problem with education in Nigeria.  The most 

disturbing problem is lack of a sound and functioning educational system.  Nigeria is 

bereft of a national pragmatic philosophy of education that delivers the benefits of 

education to the educated.63  Education is a complicated issue as there is interplay 

between education, government, economics, culture, and religion.  The instability of the 

Nigerian government affects educational policies as various governments keep changing 

education systems.  The economic situation of the individual and the nation is an 

important prerequisite for any successful education system.  Cultural and religious beliefs 

also affect one’s view of education.  Many Muslims and many rural Nigerians do not 

believe in the education of girls.  Not long ago, peasant farmers believed it was a wasted 

effort to send strong male children to school as they were of better use on the farm.  In 

some societies, only the weak and lazy boys were sent to school to be “spoiled by the 

white man.”  Education in Nigeria is not revolutionary in posture or based on a 

developmental oriented curriculum.  It produces elitism rather than producing people 

capable of using their hands and brains for the common good of the society.64  Education 

                                                 
61“Basic Facts About Nigeria,” 

http://www.nigeriatoday.com/basic_facts_about_nigeria.htm, accessed on May 20, 2006. 
 

62Report of the Political Bureau, 66. 
63Towards the Right Path for Nigeria (Jos, Nigeria: TEKAN, 1987), 15. 
 
64Ibid., 16.  Also A. O. K. Noah contends that western education produced an elite 

class that turned to distinguish itself from the rest of the society.  They wore different 
clothes, lived in separate quarters, and had their own separate associations. A. O. K. 
Noah, “The Church, Education, and Class Struggle on Nigeria:  A Traditional 
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can help achieve a viable society if it helps the individual and makes him or her realizes 

the need for cooperation with others to make the society achieve technological, 

economic, and political independence. 

As one looks at what is happening, it is not out of order to say that the educational 

system in Nigeria is almost a total collapse.  Primary and secondary schools have no 

learning facilities and few qualified teachers.  Public schools have degenerated in every 

way.  In the rural areas, classes are held under trees, with no seats or books.  Schools are 

closed for nearly half the calendar year because of strikes and student rampages.  The 

academic year has been reduced to a few months, and, in between, there are numerous 

public holidays.  Conditions of service for teachers at all levels are worse when compared 

to the other professions.  The conditions make teachers show little commitment to their 

job. Students’ protests and demonstrations, which hurt the school year, are only sincere 

efforts to demand basic amenities like water, electricity, basic healthcare, and food.  

Learning in Nigeria takes place under pitiful conditions of with no libraries and no 

classrooms.  In most institutions of higher learning students stand to receive lectures 

which are usually given through loudspeakers.  Campuses are devoid of hope and 

motivation. 

Instead of being places that inculcate moral values to students, Nigerian schools 

have become centers of cultic activities.  Last year alone, over five hundred students were 

expelled from thirty nine universities for engaging in cultic activities.  Every year, at least 

five universities are closed down due to the violent activities of members of secret 

societies.  At least twenty students have been killed in the past two years due to the 

                                                                                                                                                 
perspective,” in Christianity and Social Struggles in Nigeria, ed. S. A. Adewale (Ibadan: 
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activities of these societies.  “Society members fight rival gangs and prey upon professors 

and students who are not members.  The societies have been blamed for rapes, extortion, 

assaults and arson attacks and are widely considered the most serious problem facing the 

Nigerian university system.”65  News about the activities of society cults is frightening.  

University campuses are no longer safe places.  Students continue to engage in cultic 

activities even when they leave school.  The best known cults in our higher institutions of 

learning include Black Axes, the Buccaneers, Sea Dogs, and the Eiye.66 

While others have this “golden opportunity” to go to degraded schools and study 

under harsh human conditions, more than half of Nigerians do not go to school or go 

beyond elementary schools or manipulated religious education due to lack of fees or 

availability of schools in their area.  Lack of jobs for school graduates has also 

discouraged many parents from sending their children to school, because schooling is 

seen no longer as a worthwhile investment.  The story of the rich is completely the 

opposite.  Those connected with oil money send their children to overseas schools and 

pay for them in foreign currencies.  At home they send them to special elite 

nursery/primary, secondary schools and universities, where tuition is too high for a 

common man.  These schools have all the modern educational facilities like computers, 

                                                                                                                                                 
The Nigerian Association for Christian Studies, 1990), 271. 

 
65Damkor Teghtegh, “Occultism in Universities,” Vanguard, Vol. 18, No. 243, 

February, Monday 6, 2006, 11. 
 

66Hank Hyena, When Things Fall Apart (Ibadan: Doma Press, 1999), 12 -15.  In 
this small book, Hyena gives examples of activities carried out by various cults on 
university, polytechnic campuses, and outside campuses.  According to him more that 
500 students have been slain by various gangs.  These cults also engage in various 
assaults, extortions, kidnappings, blackmails, tortures, and they often emulate the music 
and attitudes of American street-gang culture. 
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video projectors, and well-equipped libraries.  Thus education in Nigeria continues to 

widen the gap between the rich and the poor and increase gross inequalities.  Some have 

concluded that the elitist private schools “are a deliberate strategy by the ruling class 

aimed at perpetually dominating the majority of the people in this country.”67 

One other sign of the decline of the Nigerian educational system is the ever 

increasing exam malpractices.  Examination malpractices are found at all levels, from 

elementary to tertiary levels and even among politicians.  Examination frauds are found 

in class exams as well as national common exams such as the First School Leaving 

Exam, Junior Secondary School Examination, Senior Secondary School examination—

conducted by the West African Examination Council—and the Joint University 

Matriculation Examination (JAMB).  Examination fraud is endemic.  It is said that 

seventy percent of candidates who take these national exams commit one fraud or 

another.  One newspaper reporter said that the West African Examination Council 

withheld 40,000 results in 2003 due to examination malpractices.68 

High illiteracy makes people desperate and subjects them to elite manipulation.  It 

makes the society weak and hides the rise of a strong civil society, professional 

organizations, and independent media to oppose or control the government.  Without 

education, the masses lack the means to keep the government disciplined and law-

abiding.  The result is that government becomes despotic and corrupt.  In another report, 

the executive chairman of the Exam Ethics Project (a non-governmental organization), 

                                                 
67Report of the Political Bureau, 66. 
 
68Soyombo Opeyemi, “Examination Fraud in Nigeria.”  Taken from 

http://www.thisdayonline.com/archive/2004/07/22/20040722com02.html, accessed on 
May 20,2006. 
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Ike Onyechere, contended that examination malpractices have been increasing at the rate 

of forty percent yearly on average.  According to him, this practice erodes the moral  

foundation for a better society, and those who engage in it usually constitute a set-back in 

the war against corruption.  Examination fraud is an indication of poor teaching, the 

importance attached to higher scores to gain admission into the next level, and massive 

illegal admission in schools.69 

Examination fraud is an organized crime with many people involved.  

Considering the number of persons involved in conducting exams one cannot blame the 

student only for the crime.  By design or default, the blame can be attributed to parents, 

teachers, schools, invigilators, printing agencies, and the society at large.  The 

government by its inactivity towards this crime aids and abets exam fraud.  Examination 

malpractice is reflective of the attitudes of the Nigerian society—a one in which people 

are looking for a cheap and quick way of making money and excelling.  People have 

certificates that they did not work for, and this consequently affects productivity and 

erodes the trust in schooling.  This practice has reached an alarming level as people of all 

walks of life forge certificates to enable them to get jobs or secure a certain position.  In 

1999, the speaker of the Federal House of Representatives, Alhaji Salisu Buhari, was 

impeached for forging a certificate to enable him to qualify for the position.  More 

recently, the Joint University Matriculation examination has become so meaningless that 

universities have introduced a post-University matriculation exam.  Akpenpuun Dzurgba, 

chairman of the Post-University Exam at the University of Ibadan, told me that eighty  
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percent of candidates who pass JAMB never make it beyond the first semester in the 

university.70 

Christian Pilgrimage 

The issue with Christian pilgrimage has to do with church and state separation, 

government involvement in religious programs, and the ability of the church to maintain 

a prophetic voice when it allows the government to be deeply involved in its life.  

Government subsidy of religious programs has moral, religious, and economic 

implications.  The whole idea of Christian pilgrimage mitigates against the ideology of 

secularity which CAN wants to promote.  Christian pilgrimage is a contradiction of 

CAN’s vision and, in fact, the provisions of the constitution on religion and state.71  It can 

weaken both the church and the government.  Admittedly, no one is against government 

and religious organizations working together or hand in hand, but when the two collapse 

into one various types of injustices always follow, and the government becomes more and 

more corrupt with no one to challenge it.  Surely religion and politics are in some way 

interrelated and inseparable for the holistic development of the society.  The separation of 

the church and the state is needed in Nigeria to help the church promote accountability 

and transparency in governance.  A church that maintains some independence from the 

government has more courage to criticize misgovernance.  Separation of church and state 

does not mean advocating for the privatization of religion or the withdrawal of religious 

organizations from participating in the public square.  It is for this reason and others that 
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71Obaro Ikime, “Religious and Ethnicity as a Means of Maintaining the Status 

Quo in Nigerian Politics,” in Religion and National Unity, ed. Sam Babs Mala (Ibadan:  
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Olufemi Awoniyi, research and program officer for Center for Applied Religion and 

Education, at Ibadan, says:   

In the light of the interests and perspectives on pilgrimage, we have to say that 
pilgrimage is not just a journey undertaken for a religious purpose: it is business for 
tour operators and host countries; it is a stepping stone for defectors; it is bone and a 
bribe by the Nigerian government to prevent the Nigerian church from criticizing 
the government.72 

 
Pilgrimage in Nigeria is a problem because it involves the use of public funds for a 

religious program which benefits only the individual involved but not the society.  Much 

money which could have been used for the common good has been diverted to this 

program which only helps politicians gain popularity among Christians.  Worse still, 

many go many times or even twice a year.  How can a nation so underdeveloped spend so 

much money on a non profitable venture?  During the National Political Reform 

Conference, the Committee on Constituting a New Sustainable Democratic Order in 

Nigeria made very important observations on pilgrimage that CAN has to promote.  The 

committee sought a ban on the use of taxpayers’ money to fund religious activities.  The 

committee suggested that the use of taxpayers’ money to fund pilgrimage by anyone—

federal, state, and local governments, and its agencies and officials, whether elected or 

appointed—should be made criminal by law.  It continues that “government funding of 

pilgrimages is an economic waste, encourages corruption, does not promote fairness, but 

rather enthrones selectivity.  The responsibility of the government should be limited to  
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the provision of security for the pilgrims.”73  The committee also made other 

recommendations relevant to the discussion in the project.  It suggested that government 

should promote private enterprise, encourage the establishment of an organization 

independent of government, provide guidelines to coordinate pilgrimages, keep its hands 

off entirely from religion, including the responsibility of erecting worship places.  Also, it 

suggested that all mosques and churches located in public places such as the presidential 

villa, state government houses, government offices, agencies, and parastatals should be 

demolished because their presence encourages indiscipline and breed hatred and 

acrimony.74 

Pilgrimage is not just for Christians.  Muslims go on haji in larger numbers.  For 

Muslims, it is a religious obligation and one of the five pillars of the Islamic faith.  The 

government has been involved with Muslim pilgrimage since the colonial era.  As far 

back as 1975, the federal government established the Nigerian Pilgrim Board to conduct 

Muslim haji.  This name was changed in 1989 to Nigerian Pilgrim Commission, and it 

now goes by the name Nigerian Pilgrim Welfare Board.75  The number of Christian 

pilgrims and money spent on Christian pilgrimage are insignificant when compared to the 

corresponding Muslims pilgrims and money spent on the haji.  An average of 40,000 

Muslims perform the haji every year while only about 12,000 Christians go to Jerusalem.  

                                                 
73“Seeks Ban on Govt Funding of Pilgrimages.”  Taken from 

http://www.thisdayonline.com/nview.php?id=14224, accessed on 4/11/2005. 
 

74Ibid.  
 

75Kabiru S. Hanya, The Haji in Nigeria: Past, Present and Future (Kaduna:  
Gyaskia Publishing House, 1999), 2-6.  In this small book, Hanya gives the history of 
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The federal and state governments sponsor people to the pilgrimage simultaneously.  

Each intending pilgrim enjoys a number of benefits.  The government gives a personal 

traveling allowance of $500 to $1000 depending on the position of the person in the 

society.76  In some cases the governments pays their entire fare or give them a substantial 

subsidy.  In addition, pilgrims enjoy a preferential exchange rate, and the doctors, nurses, 

and administrators who accompany them are fully paid by the government to look after 

their welfare.77 

Before 1990, there was one pilgrimage board for Christians and Muslims.  In 

1990, CAN succeeded in pressurizing the federal and states government to establish a 

separate pilgrimage board for Christians.  CAN’s demand was based on the fact that 

Muslims enjoyed this privilege more than Christians.  It was out of a spirit of competition 

and confrontation that drew CAN into involving the government into religious programs.  

Consequently, it became like Islam even as it attempts to separate from it.  Most tragic is 

that CAN does not realize that this will make it lose its prophetic voice in persuading the 

government to stay away from religious matters.  From that time on, CAN became deeply 

involved Christian pilgrimage programs.  The state chairman of CAN or his 

representative is usually on the State Pilgrim Welfare Board and it is CAN’s 

responsibility to examine future members that may be included on the Pilgrim Welfare 

Board.  Every year, CAN is allotted a number of seats, and it helps in selecting and 

screening candidates and soliciting funds for the pilgrimage.  CAN has a special privilege 
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in this, but there are a number of problems that CAN may help solve for itself, the 

society, and the government by first withdrawing from this and then dissuading the 

government from getting deeply involved in religious programs. 

Religious Conflicts 

Many have written on the topic of religious conflict in Nigeria, and I have also 

made reference to it many times.  No one can be current in documenting religious 

conflicts in Nigeria because they are a daily occurrence.  Just within this first half of 2006 

Nigeria witnessed more than four religious conflicts.  Religious conflicts are found 

everywhere in Nigeria, not just in the North.  Quite a number of them have taken place in 

the South and in the East independently of, or in response to, such conflicts going on the 

North.  This said, the centers of religious conflicts are Kaduna, Kano, and Jos which are 

all found in the North.  One of the reasons advanced why these are targets is that, in each 

of these cities there is a significant presence and influence of both Muslims and 

Christians and each religious body wants to dominate and claim ownership of the cities.78  

There is much struggle for power in these cities not just between the two religious groups 

but the elites who usually tend to manipulate religion and ethnicity for their selfish ends.  

Kano and Kaduna have a long history of bad relationship between southerners and 

northerners.  The main issues here are trade domination and disparity in education which 

led southerners to dominate the civil and private sectors.  The government and CAN are 

now more alert to what is happening in these cities.  Religious conflicts are closely 

related to, or usually spill over to ethnic and political crises.  They are mostly between 

Christians and Muslims, and they are usually carried out by young people who are incited 
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to fight by older religious leaders or politicians.  It is frightening that a number of 

religious crises have taken place on campuses of higher institutions of learning.  It can be 

argued that religious conflicts are the main things that have drawn CAN into politics, 

aggressive attitudes, and the use of confrontational approach. 

Religious conflicts present many implications to the social, economic, and 

political life of Nigeria and its development in various dimensions.  Religious conflicts 

are signs of religious intolerance, a weak security system, political instability, a selfish 

elite, lawlessness, the manipulation of religion, and ignorance.  As has been said before, 

behind every religious crisis there are remote and immediate political, social, and 

economic causes.  Religious conflicts in Nigeria range from verbal exchange, attacks 

through writings, tensions, demonstrations, protests, a trade of accusations, and violent 

conflicts.  Various groups are responsible for religious conflicts.  The blame can be 

accorded to Islam and to Christianity, their fanatic wings, and the government.  

Politicians, religious leaders, and religious organizations and associations that assume the 

role of defending and protecting their religions also share the blame. 

Given the number and intensity of violent religious conflicts, one cannot quantify 

the destruction caused by them.  The destruction of property and life has been substantial. 

Commenting on the effects of violent religious conflicts, sociologist R. I Gofwen says: 

During the course of religious riots, many people have been killed, wounded and 
maimed.  There have also been widespread disruption of economic activities with 
negative effects on productivity.  Over a hundred churches and mosques, hotels and 
cinema businesses as well as vehicles, private homes etc. have been reported 
destroyed.  A conservative estimate cost of all the damages would run into billions 
of Naira.  In this process again, billions of Naira are wasted in reconstructing and 
replacement of damaged property and paying of the compensation to victims.  
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Resources sunk here would have, under normal circumstances, been ploughed into 
some other productive areas of the economy.79 

 
Religious conflicts are very dangerous especially now that Nigeria is experimenting with 

democracy.  Religious conflicts militate aganist and weaken national unity, which is a 

necessary social and political foundation for democracy.  Furthermore, elites using any 

means to be in power manipulate religion and use religious riots to help win elections.  

Thus, religious conflicts lead to manipulative elections and therefore to illegitimate 

governments.  Religious conflicts breed religious consciousness and sentiment which 

influences political decisions and actions.  Religious bias manifests itself in political and 

economic bias.  In Nigeria, most public appointments are made with reference to religion.  

Government policies and actions—and even those of individuals—are interpreted with 

reference to the religion of the person or people involved.  Obviously, religious conflicts 

breed suspicion, mistrust, abuse of human rights, discrimination, erode freedom of travel, 

of settlement, and of religion.  It leads to the polarization of people in many facets of life.  

Religious conflicts affect school attendance, work productivity, and foster unhealthy 

competition to obtain state favor.  The biggest fear and danger over religious conflicts is 

that the young generation is assuming the leading role in causing violence, destroying 

poverty, and ruining lives.  This corruption of the youth weakens hope that Nigeria will 

be peaceful in the near future.  These riots are teaching vulnerable teens that a culture of 

violence, animosity, and religious bigotry is acceptable.  Gofwen, quoting an eyewitness 

of the 1991 Kano religious riot writes: 

 The protesters who were mostly youths, numbering over ten thousand started by 
destroying handbills, posters and banners carrying inscriptions of the German-born 

                                                 
79R. I Gofwen, Religious Conflicts in Northern Nigeria and Nation Building: The 

Throes of Two Decades 1980-2000 (Kaduna:  Human Rights Monitor, 2004), 9. 
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preacher Mr. Reinhard Bonnke and thereafter, attacked people who stood on the 
way in their procession particularly in the Sabon Gari part of the town.  
Investigation showed that the multi-million naira Sabon Gari market was ransacked 
and looted during which goods worth several thousands of naira were lost as people 
were running, all over the place for their lives.80 

 
The young people were not just involved in killing but were also involving in stealing.  

Most of the times the young people are drawn into the riots because it is an opportunity 

for them to rob freely. 

All these features of Nigerian society are elements of decay.  Each one of these 

has endless implications and mitigates against the delivery of the common good to the 

society which is the vision of CAN.  Listing the social ills and problems of the Nigerian 

society will require a book-length treatment, but exposure to these few problems in this 

cursory way show how vast the problems of the Nigerian society are.  It shows also how 

much work CAN has to do, and by knowing the problems CAN can better find their root 

causes. 

                                                 
80Ibid., 104. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

CAN’s Activities and Reactions to Societal Problems and the Implications of these 
Reactions 

 
 

Introduction 
 

An African saying says you can know the strength and weakness of a man by 

what he does and not by what he says.  CAN was established to make a change in Nigeria 

and the association is now about 29 years old.  It is time to look back and see what it has 

accomplished.  The aim of this chapter is to see whether CAN has been faithful to its 

objectives as set forth in its constitution.  To that end, this chapter will discuss some of 

the most noticeable activities of CAN and see how CAN was able to mobilize Christians 

in Nigeria and its resources toward such projects.  Most of the discussions will center 

upon things considered national issues.  It is hoped that through this examination, some 

of the achievements and problems of CAN can be identified.  This chapter will lay the 

foundation for making recommendations and suggestions for CAN’s future.  Some of the 

issues that will be treated include the response to religious crises, takeover of schools and 

hospitals, CAN’s means and method of addressing issues, as well as its finances, and its 

activities such as the building of the National Ecumenical Center.  Additionally, this 

chapter will help us understand how CAN analyzes Nigerian societal problems.  This 

discussion will also show that most of CAN’s responses are prompted by social, 

economic, political, or religious of a kind of “fire brigade” type. 
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Christian Unity 

In its own assessment of its achievements and failures, CAN believes that it has 

achieved much.  The formation of CAN just by itself is an achievement.  According to 

Cardinal Ekandem, “The very inauguration of our association and its continuing 

existence for over ten years now, is a magnificent and laudable achievement.”1  During 

its time of existence CAN has faced opposition from within and without.  Various 

Muslim organizations have worked hard against its goals and they have sought various 

ways to eliminate it entirely.  Within the Christian fold many rival organizations have 

arisen, competing with CAN for membership, finances, and influence.  For these reasons, 

CAN can consider its inauguration and continuing existence an achievement.  CAN 

believes that its existence is enabled by the grace of God and that it is God who has given 

it the spiritual and moral strength to take common, united actions and to speak with one 

voice.  It is indeed an achievement to bring together Christians with diverse doctrines, 

different modes of worship, different understanding of social realities, as well as different 

approaches to social, economic, and political issues.  CAN has brought these groups not 

just to work together but even to worship together on various occasions. 

When CAN began, not every denomination joined.  However, with the relaxation 

of membership requirements, the creation of more church groups, and the establishment 

of state and local government branches, most Christian denominations are directly or 

indirectly members.  CAN itself recognizes that it has not attained maximum unity. 

                                                 
1Presidential Address to the 2nd Assembly of the Christian Association of Nigeria 

(CAN) 15-17 November, 1988. 
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Nevertheless, CAN can boast that it is the most formidable ecumenical force to be 

reckoned with inside Nigeria and outside Nigeria.2  In his report to the fifth assembly, the 

general secretary boasted of the popularity of CAN both locally and internationally.  The 

Nigerian government recognizes and respects the unity of CAN and considers it an 

indispensable ally.  Federal and state governments regularly request CAN to coordinate 

and lead the celebration of things like World Health Day, Children Day, and Armed 

Forces Remembrance Day.3  Many times the government has requested CAN to offer 

prayers for the nation, and CAN on its own organizes interdenominational divine worship 

services at national and state levels.  CAN is well known to many churches, church 

organizations, and non-church organizations, and it also works in close relationship with 

many of them. 

 The kind of unity that CAN prays for and seeks is not just limited to cooperation 

and agreement but unity of creed, code, and cults.  This kind of unity will lessen strife 

and bickering among Christians.  CAN wants dialogue among member churches.4  Since 

the establishment of CAN, it has enjoyed sharing ideas and many churches have 

benefited in many ways in this unity.  This unity has promoted fellowship among 

churches, and the sharing of music and songs.  Every year, in almost all the states and 

major cites, CAN organizes a Christmas choral festival where churches within that 

vicinity compete for singing trophies.  Also in most cities there is a CAN choir which 

                                                 
2Presidential Address to the 3rd Assembly of the Christian Association of Nigeria 

(CAN) Port-Harcourt, 20-22 November, 1991. 
 

3C.O. Williams, Report of the general secretary’s report to 5th Assembly of the 
Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) Benin City, 10-11November, 1999. 
 

4Presidential Address 2nd Assembly of the Christian Association of Nigeria 
(CAN) held in Kaduna, 15-17 November, 1988. 
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bring in members from all the denominations in the town.  According to Jolly Yusuf, one 

of the important objectives of CAN that he personally promoted was unity among 

Christians of every ethnic group.  Unity in Christ is above ethnic divisions and 

denominational squabbles.  He believes that CAN has discouraged tribalism, jealousy, 

competition, and disunity and has strengthened Christian action and cooperation.5 

The Muslim Agenda 

 CAN has been accused of excessively occupying itself with Muslim aggression. 

At the top of CAN’s is reducing the frequency of religious violence, establishing a more 

cordial relationship with Islam, and weakening the political influence of Muslims.  

Matthew Kukah calls this preoccupation with Muslim affairs “the Muslim Agenda.”  He 

sees rightly that Islam plays a major role in shaping the reactions of the Christian 

community to Nigerian political development.6  The average member of CAN would tell 

us that Muslim aggression towards Christians is the sole reason for the birth of CAN.  

Many believe that this is the one thing that has melded the Nigerian Christian churches 

together and gives CAN its strength.  Incidentally, CAN has been the best known channel 

through which Christians affected by religious violence can voice their complaints and 

seek compensation from the government.7  CAN regularly accuses the Nigerian 

                                                 
5Lillian V. Grissen, That We May Be One: The Autobiography of Nigerian 

Ambassador Jolly Tanko Yusuf (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1995), 
98, 113. 
 

6Matthew Kukah, “Christians and Nigeria’s Aborted Transition,” in The Christian 
Churches and the Democratization of Africa, ed. Paul Gifford (New York:  E. J. Brill, 
1995), 225. 
 

7As noted in chapter five, Dr. John Orkar, Director of the Christian Reformed 
World Relief for West Africa, said religious violence against Christians was the only 
compelling reason for other churches to join CAN.  
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government of pro-Islamic activities and the Islamic community of dominating the 

economic, social, and political life of Nigeria and of attempts to Islamize Nigeria and 

exterminate Christianity completely.  In the face of constant violence and provocative 

religious and political statements from the Muslims, CAN keeps a close and vigilant 

watch over every activity and move made by the Muslims, as though solving the Muslim 

problem will solve all of Nigeria’s problems.  Toyin Falola makes an important statement 

concerning the relationship between Christianity and Islam in Nigeria.  He says, 

“Christianity cannot be fully understood today without analyzing its perception of Islam, 

and the same is true of Islam in relation to Christianity.  A good Muslim is one who is 

able to withstand Christian conversion tactics and campaigns.  A good Christian is also 

one who is able to confront Islam and challenge the Quran’s authority.”8  In Nigeria, as it 

is the case in many societies, one can say that religion is a major disruptive force. 

 Islamic presence in Nigeria has always been associated with violence.  After the 

era of the jihads, most of the religious violence up to the mid-seventies was intra-

religious riots within the Muslim faith.  Within this period there were a few riots directed 

against Christians, but scholars generally think that the late seventies and eighties were 

the beginning of religious violence against Christians that were national in scope.9  For 

Sociologist R. Gofwen, the eighties marked the beginning of the economic downturn for 

Nigeria.  The economic downturn increased the number of unemployed youth who 

                                                 
8Toyin Falola, Violence in Nigeria: Crisis of Religious Politics and Secular 

Ideologies (Rochester:  University of Rochester Press, 1998), 247. 
 

9Matthew Kukah. “Christians and Nigeria’s Aborted Transition,” 225.  Also see 
R. I. Gofwen, Religious Conflicts in Northern Nigeria and Nation Building:  The Throes 
of Two Decades 1980-2000,  11. 
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presented themselves ready to be used in religious riots.10  Quoting Y. Z Yau, Gofwen 

also identifies the Structural Adjustment Program (SAP) of the 1980s as one of the causal 

factors that ignited religious conflicts.  He argues that the SAP economic crisis brought 

about a growing parochialism in public and private discourses.  Community and religious 

identities became very important and where communities were divided this easily 

exploded into violent conflicts.11 

S. Bako of the Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, similarly argues that, “there 

is a positive causal relationship between religious intolerance in Nigeria and economic 

recession.”  He continues that beginning with the seventies Nigeria has been experiencing 

a period of crises which has brought repercussions with fundamental implications for the 

economic, political, ideological, and religious structures and relations.  According to him, 

“there is a dialectical glaring correlation between the biting economic crisis and 

accompanying political repression on the other hand, and the mountain wave of religious 

intolerance and revolts on the other.”12  

Matthew Kukah advances a political reason for the increased religious violence in 

the late seventies and eighties.  He argues that beginning from 1979, the leadership of 

Nigeria was continuously in the hands of Muslims.  After the collapse of the second 

republic military officers who took over were all Muslims and pro-Islamic.  This power 

shift made Muslims think they had an opportunity to do what they wanted since the 

                                                 
10R. I. Gofwen, Religious Conflicts in Northern Nigeria and Nation Building: The 

Throes of Two Decades 1980-2000 (Kaduna: Human Rights Monitor, 2004), 68-69. 
 

11Ibid., 70-71. 
 
12S. Bako, “World Recession and Growth of Religious Intolerance in Nigeria,” in 

Religion and Peace in Multi-Faith Nigeria, ed. J.K. Olupona (Ile-Ife, Nigeria:  Obafemi 
Awolowo University, 1992), 147-149. 
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government was behind them.13  In this regard, the Kaduna state CAN made the 

following observations: 

It is our fervent belief that the present administration of president Ibrahim 
Babangida is largely responsible for the current pervasive atmosphere of religious 
intolerance in the country which has recently manifested clearly and alarmingly in 
the religious riots in Kaduna State.  This is because since the inception of the 
administration, some specific wealthy Moslems, Islamic scholars and Emirs have 
been making explosive religious utterances and even calling for an Islamic State.  In 
the face of all these what has the government done?14 

 
One can also argue that it was also this time that Nigerians had the opportunity to 

discuss national issues together and to experiment with democracy.  Issues that came up 

in the 1978 Constituency Assembly like the establishment of the sharia court incited 

religious tension.  Also, as Bala Usman argues, Nigerian politicians have found religion a 

very important agent to mobilize political support.  The Second Republic politicians and 

the military rulers after them manipulated religion and even used religious riots to 

achieve political goals.15 

No matter when they began and what causes them, religious violence between 

Muslims and Christians has become the order of the day, and it is something with which 

both religions, the government, international organizations, and various peacekeeping 

groups are dealing.  For the Christian community in Nigeria, CAN has been in the 

forefront to find a solution to religious violence and to arbitrate on the behalf of 

Christians.  Usually, Christians are the ones most affected by this violence so CAN 

                                                 
13Matthew Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in Northern Nigeria (Ibadan:  

Spectrum Books, 1993), 166-171. 
 

14CAN, Kaduna Religious Riot ’87: A Catalogue of Events (Kaduna:  CAN 
Publicity Committee, 1987), 50. 

 
15Bala Y. Usman, The Manipulation of Religion in Nigeria, 1977-1987 (Kaduna: 

Vanguard Printers and Publishers, 1987), 34-40. 
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considers it a crucial issue.  When violence happens, CAN seeks compensation from the 

government and, in most cases, the government gives some compensation to CAN which 

then distributes it among churches.16  Relatives of the victims were given an arbitrary 

amount of N102, 847.55.17  CAN has been successful in some cases and not in others. 

CAN also seeks support from relief organizations, the churches in Nigeria, and other 

organizations like Christian Reformed World Relief, which helps with money, clothes,  

and food.  Voices of the Christian Martyrs, a non-governmental organization, assists 

families of victims with money for rebuilding destroyed homes, scholarships to children 

whose parents are displaced or killed, money to start businesses, foodstuff, and other 

household items.  Voices of the Christian Martyrs has established a school in Nigeria 

specifically for children affected by religious violence.  Students at this school receive 

free tuition, feeding, and most other expenses as well.  In addition, Voices of the 

Christian Martyrs in cooperation with the Christian Association of Nigeria has 

established centers in Jos, Kaduna, and Kano that help victims of religious violence with 

the necessary skills and materials things to restart life.18  

Over the years CAN has employed many ways of trying to help victims of 

religious violence.  There is usually a Sunday set aside for a special offering for the 

                                                 
16Regarding the 1982 Kano riot in which eight churches were burnt the federal 

government gave CAN N75, 000.  See Matthew Kukah, Religion, Politics and Power in 
Northern Nigeria, 158.  For the Kaduna riot of 2000, the Kaduna state government gave 
every affected church one-third of the cost of the total damaged presented.  Information 
on this was from Rev. Kurugh Antiev, the pastor of NKST Kaduna Central, on July 25, 
2005. 
 

17Toyin Falola, Violence in Nigeria: Crisis of Religious Politics and Secular 
Ideologies (Rochester:  University of Rochester Press, 1998), 191. 

 
18Ahamefula Ogbu, “Nigeria: Christian Organization Doles Out N2.5 to Crises 

Victims,” ThisDay, June 1, 2006. 
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victims.  The money collected from the various states  is given to CAN of the state 

affected by the violence for distribution to those churches involved.  CAN also collects 

food items and clothes from member churches for those affected.  CAN has also designed 

a collection card for Christians to solicit money from individuals for the victims of 

religious violence.  The money collected is forwarded by states to the national secretariat 

who then sends it onto the affected state. 

CAN wishes that religious violence would stop in order that the people of Nigeria 

may live peacefully with one another and exercise their rights freely.  This desire leads 

CAN to employ different methods that it thinks can help put an end to religious violence.  

CAN frequently takes up the issue with the government which has the constitutional 

power and needed machinery to stop religious violence.  When religious violence takes 

place, CAN usually requests that the federal and the state government concerned set up a 

tribunal, a panel of inquiry, or a commission to punish those who were involved and to 

place sanctions on those behind the violence.  In some cases the concerned religious 

groups will not agree with the commission because of the religious composition of or the 

method the commission has employed for investigation.  For instance, Muslims disagreed 

with the juridical commission of inquiry into the Kano 1982 religious disturbances 

because it was headed by a woman judge.  Muslims had the same reaction towards Donli 

Commission for the Kafanchan crisis for the same reason.19  In 1987, the federal 

government set up the Justice Karibi-Whyte Special Tribunal on Civil Disturbances and 

empowered it to prosecute those who were guilty.  The tribunal sentenced many people to 

prison and hard labor for various terms on different charges such as: unlawful assembly; 

                                                 
19Toyin Falola, Violence in Nigeria: The Crisis of the Religious Politics and 

Secular Ideologies (Rochester:  University of Rochester Press, 1998), 189. 
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destruction of property and worship places; rioting; circulating and distributing seditious 

publications; and inciting violence in the name of religion.  The work of the tribunal was 

greeted with animosity and tension.  Muslims protested that the tribunal had shown 

favoritism to Christians, and there were many protests that followed.  The other 

recommendations which were supposed to be implemented by the federal and Kaduna 

state government were never done.20  Similarly, Christians did not accept the 

commissions of inquires set for Kano and Bauchi 1991 religious crises because that there 

were more Muslims on the commissions than Christians.   

These protests notwithstanding, most of the panels, commissions, and tribunals 

did very good jobs and gave very good recommendations, but the government did not 

issue white papers on them or implement those recommendations.21  These bodies usually 

come up with remote and immediate causes of the crises.  Many people are of the opinion 

that the failure to implement the recommendations of these tribunals, panels, and 

commissions has been responsible for the continuous religious violence.  Government 

attitudes towards these panels have been discouraging.  Christians have come to the 

conclusion that commissions are “nothing but a joke, a way for the government to seem 

concerned without actually doing anything.  Many wonder what the government had 

done with the reports of previous commissions.”22  That is to say that panels, tribunals, 

and commissions have not contributed to the reduction of religious violence in Nigeria. 

                                                 
20Ibid., 191. 

 
21The most important ones among these that gave good recommendations were 

the Justice Karibi-Whyte Special Tribunal on Civil Disturbances of 1987 and the Oputa 
Panel which dealt with issues of human rights violations. 

 
22Toyin Falola, 210. 
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This failure to implement the recommendations of the panels or take them 

seriously and the attitudes of the government to religious riots have made Christians to 

believe and accuse the government of supporting these riots.  When riots start, the police 

do not react in time, and then when the police make it known that they cannot contain the 

situation, the government does not give orders for the army to assist.  In most cases the 

police do not intervene until the second or third day and by the time they intervene, 

significant damage has been done already.  It has been proven that the security agents 

usually inform the government of the riots before they happen.23  CAN has always 

reminded the government of its mandate to “protect religious freedom and put an end to 

the sadistic and destabilizing operations of the Muslims like church-burning and property 

destruction.”24  CAN accuses the government because Muslims usually use state power 

and the media to promote religious violence.  The New Nigerian, a government owned 

newspaper, and Federal Radio Cooperation of Nigeria, Kaduna, are identified as the 

government media organizations that Muslims use for their ends.  The Nigerian 

Television Kaduna, Sokoto, City Television Kano, and Gaskiya Ta Fi Kwabo are used to 

carry offensive anti-Christian propaganda.  Government presses are used to produce 

offensive literature directed at Christians or are imported into the country with the help of 

                                                 
23There are many examples of this but an outstanding one has do with the riot in 

Kano in 1991 over the visit of a German preacher, evangelist Reinhard Bonnke.  The 
Kano state government knew that Muslims were going to riot.  Instead of preventing that, 
the governor increased the fees for the venue and later changed the venue to make it 
harder for Christians to hold the revival.  See Gofwen, 104-105.  Reporting about the 
reaction of the government to the Kano riot, Gofwen says, “Despite the fact that there 
were indications of an imminent breakdown of order, the police were quite feeble in their 
response.  Several hours after the violence started, there was no intervention.  This 
resulted in the resumption of the crisis the next day with full vigor.”  Ibid., 105. 

 
24Toyin Falola, 187. 
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government machinery and given wide circulation.25  These two and other media bodies 

have always refused to carry Christian news or advertisements.  Also, there are Muslim 

organizations that are deliberately anti-Christian that have been fermenting violence but 

the government does not stop them.  In the report CAN submitted with regard to the 

Kafanchan disturbances, the Kaduna state CAN said:  

As assertive form of Islam has long existed in many parts of the Northern states 
encouraged by the numerical and political dominant position, which Muslims have 
had in these areas.  What has happened in the recent past is the transformation of 
this assertiveness into aggressiveness and the deliberate promotion of an anti-
Christian disposition among the Moslem population by a prominent section of 
Moslem elite.  To achieve this, instruments of state power, and the media and 
specially organized Moslem organizations have been used.  In addition, massive 
propaganda has been mounted within and outside the country with the view to 
portraying Nigerian society as overwhelmingly Islamic and therefore destined to be 
transformed into an Islamic state.26 

 
CAN considers the attempt by Muslims to disrupt and eradicate Christianity in Nigeria a 

policy not just of Islam but also of the government.  In a rhetorical manner, the president 

of CAN asked, “Are you not yet convinced that the bloody attack of Moslems on 

Christians and the setting in flames on many Christian churches is a planned policy to get 

rid of the Christians religion in Nigeria?”27  In another source a member church of CAN 

reiterated that over the past years, the government of Nigeria has used state instruments 

to discriminate against Christians such as issuance of import licenses, missionary 

quarters, awards of key contracts, accessibility to credit facilities, appointments to key 

                                                 
25CAN Press Release by Kano state CAN, May 20, 1998. 

 
26See Gofwen, 93. 
 
27Presidential Address to the Second Assembly of the Christian Association of 

Nigeria November 15th to 17th, 1988. 
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positions, and the allocation of land.28  In Kano, discriminations fostered by the state 

includes “exclusion from the media, denial of land for the erection of places of worship, 

airing of programmes that denigrated Christianity by the state media, demand for return 

of church schools taken over without compensation, creation of a forum to foster 

understanding, funding for the instructions of Christian children in state schools etc.”29 

 Another method that CAN has employed to respond to religious crisis is to attack 

their enemy directly.  In some religious riots CAN has refused to fold its hands and watch 

Muslims kill Christians and destroy their churches and property.  In the Kafanchan and 

Bauchi crises, Christians proved equal to the task.30  In the Kano riot of 1991, even 

though Christians were taken by surprise, they quickly organized themselves for a 

counterattack by mounting barricades and forming vigilante groups to defend themselves.  

They also destroyed Muslim businesses, properties, and mosques.31  Similarly, during the 

2000 Kaduna riot, Christians mounted a counter attack and destroyed many businesses 

and mosques.  An eyewitness said that the operation by Christians lasted only a few hours 

but they were able to destroy many mosques and businesses of wealthy Muslims 

suspected to be sponsors of the riot, like Alhaji Chanchanji and Alhaji Dabo.  According 

to this eyewitness, Christians had an advantage over the Muslims because Christians 

were using guns while Muslims were using knives, spears, and cutlasses.  In small towns 

like Kachia and Sabo, where Muslims were in the minority, Christians killed many and 

                                                 
28TEKAN, Towards the Right Path for Nigeria (Jos: TEKAN, 1987), 24. 

 
29Matthew Kukah, 159. 

 
30Toyin falola, 204. 
 
31Gofwen, 104. 
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destroyed everything that belonged to the Muslims.32  In the recent crisis in the Plateau 

state town of Yelwa, Christians retaliated in an unprecedented way.  In February of 2004, 

Muslims attacked Christians in a church and killed about seventy people and burned the 

property, with dead bodies inside, to the ground.  Two months after that, Christians 

organized themselves and attacked Muslims in the town, killing over six hundred and 

slaughtering their cattle in a two day raid.  The incident brought President Obasanjo to 

Plateau state.  While addressing the religious leaders there, the Plateau state CAN 

chairman, Rev. Yakuku Pam, accused the president of showing concern only when 

Muslims are victims.  The chairman confronted the president by asking him why he did 

not come two months earlier when Christians were killed by Muslims.  In a 

contemptuous response the president said: 

You! What role have you played to bring about peace as CAN chairman in Plateau 
state?  CAN, my foot!  What kind of CAN chairman are you?  Did your own 
Christianity teach you about revenge?  What type of leader are you? And you are 
asking me this type of rubbish question.  You are an idiot.  A total idiot.  And I have 
no apologies for that.33 

 
Northern CAN responded through a press conference condemning the president’s actions 

and behavior as unjust.  CAN contended that the president was under Muslim pressure to 

do what he did.  Northern CAN listed all the things Muslims have done during 

Obasanjo’s regime to which he did not even say a word.  CAN posited that the 

                                                 
32Interview with Rev. Kurugh Antiev, pastor of NKST Kaduna Central,  July 25, 

2005. 
 
33Human Rights Watch, Nigeria: Revenge in the Name of Religion. Also see 

Hank Eso, “OBJ and Plateau State: Nigeria’s Democracy at Risk.”  Taken from 
http://www.kwenu.com/publications/hankeso/obj_plateau.htm accessed on May 16, 2005.  
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declaration of the state of emergency in Plateau without doing the same in more troubled 

areas like Kano and Niger Delta area was unjust and biased. 34 

It was mentioned earlier that at one point CAN was contemplating establishing a 

Christian army.  Thinking that CAN was pushed to the war and that the government was 

not protecting its members, CAN took to violence on many occasions.  Amidst this 

religious violence, CAN usually presents itself as a victim and its people as peace-loving.  

They see Muslims as errant and as pushing Christians against the wall.  This rhetoric 

becomes the justification for the use of violence.  In the name of protecting themselves, 

CAN justifies the use of violence and uses violence to make things right and to rid the 

world of evil.  In Kaduna and Kano, CAN has advised Christians to get ready for any 

attack by Muslims.35  Since the 1980s CAN has been talking about the use of violence 

openly.  In a press release, CAN Kano branch reiterated, “We have resolved and it is 

hereby resolved that we will resist and resent any ungodly human institution using unjust 

means to deny us of our rights as bonafide citizens of this country.  We have resolved and 

it is hereby resolved that we will defend our faith in Jesus Christ even if we have to shed 

the last drop of blood in our veins.”36  There are many other statements like that in 

CAN’s minutes and communiqués. 

                                                 
34Text of a world press conference by Northern States and Abuja Christian 

Association of Nigeria (CAN) in Lagos on June 1, 2004. 
 

35One of the pastors there told me, “We are no longer women.  Almost every 
Christian now is ready for an attack.  We will not start but if they start we will show them 
the worse.” 

 
36A press release by the Christian Association of Nigeria, Kano State Chapter:  “A 

Reaction to the Destruction of 17 Places of Worship Places Around Bompai Rock on 
June 21, 2001.”  In 1987 CAN wrote to the Babangida’s government, “We no longer 
stand by and see ourselves killed and our property destroyed.  Since the law and 



 276

Writing on the phenomenon of violence in Nigeria, Toyin Falola says: (1) 

Violence enhances self-esteem.  The perpetrator has an authoritarian tendency of 

discipline with the belief that the use of force will make the deviants conform.  (2) The 

perpetrator justifies violence as a means to get rid of evil in the world by destroying the 

enemies and their belongings.  The opponent is branded as evil, if not destroyed would 

destroy the religion, culture, and other rights of the good one.  (3) Violence is often 

justified as revenge.  The opponent has sinned and needs to be punished.  In the name of 

revenge the perpetrator claims blamelessness and its ends up into a cycle.  (4) “Religious 

violence is an expression of frustration with inequalities or perceived marginalization, or 

even poverty.  Under worsening economic conditions and intense political competition, 

religious violence becomes an avenue for grievances and challenges to the current 

politics of resource distributions.”37 

CAN also responds to Muslim attacks through the use of pulpits, written 

documents, and the media.  Toyin Falola has called this kind of conflict a “war of 

words.”38  Most of what CAN does here is usually in response to what Muslims have said 

or written.  Here again Muslims set the agenda.  From the 1980s when religious crises 

became rampant, individual Christians, denominations, other church organizations, and 

CAN were ever-ready to speak out about the religious situation, criticizing the 

government, the Muslims and calling on Christians to take actions against the enemy.  

                                                                                                                                                 
governments have been so incompetent to defend us we have to defend ourselves.”  See 
Toyin Falola, 283. 

 
37Ibid., 283-284. 

 
38Toyin Falola, 247.  In chapter nine he talks about how Christians and Muslims 

stereotype one another.  Christians and Muslims alike engage in what he calls “hate 
literature and verbal violence.” 
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“CAN has become very active in documenting cases of atrocities against Christians.”39  

These crimes are not only documented, they are also published for the consumption of 

the general public. 

The “war of words” takes place in the form of verbal attacks also.  In newspapers 

and on radio one hears conflicts between leaders of the two religious bodies and between 

leaders of the various associations of the two religions.  In times of crisis or religious 

tension, CAN leaders and other clerics usually use sermons, public speeches, writings in 

Christian papers and magazines, and revival meetings to launch attacks on Muslims. 

Sermons are preached from passages talking about the enmity between the children of 

promise and Ishmael or the curse on the Edomites, as well as their cruel activities.  

Militant songs are sung in churches and at CAN’s meetings.40  Toyin Falola reports that 

the Nigerian environment is polluted with the war of words and unfortunately, this is 

found in schools, colleges, homes, religious associations, and in every worship place.41   

Since the 1980s there is a proliferation of literature that attacks the other religious 

groups in Nigeria.  These are provocative, and they spread like wild fire.  The1987 

publication of Leadership in Nigeria: An Analysis by the CAN Northern Zone,42 led by 

its then secretary, Engr. S. Salifu, the present general secretary of CAN, started this 

                                                 
39Ibid., 187.  
 
40Recently, someone has composed a song which says, “Send away this woman, 

send her to go with her son Ishmael, let him not fight over the inheritance with Isaac, the 
rightful heir.  The woman and her son are not after anything but destruction.  Let her and 
her son never come near the blessed family.  His behavior is like that of a wild animal 
only ready to destroy.” 

 
41Toyin Falola, 247. 

42CAN, Leadership in Nigeria: An Analysis (Kaduna: CAN Northern Zone, 
1987).  This book is just about thirty pages. 
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proliferation of literature attack on the side of CAN.  The aim of the book was to show 

how Muslims have dominated leadership in Nigeria and how Muslim leaders have 

discriminated in their appointments.  The book was mostly a compilation of the list of 

ministers, state governors under the military regime, service chiefs, inspector generals of 

the police force, police commissioners, heads of federal parasatals, and heads of federal 

institutions.  It showed the religious background of everyone with the aim of revealing 

the religious biases of these appointments.  It revealed that most key positions like the 

minister of finance, foreign affairs, industry and petroleum—went only to Muslims while 

ministries of less value were given to Christians.  There was a special note on the issue of 

foreign affairs and petroleum.  It was noted that according to the requirements of the 

OIC, heads of these ministries and the leader of the countries that are members must be 

Muslims.  This book underwent more that five reprints in one year. 

In the same year, another book came out with the title, Kaduna Religious Riot 

’87:  A Catalogue of Events, published by CAN Publicity Committee in Kaduna.43  The 

initial plan was to compile a document to be submitted to the Justice Karibi-Whyte 

Special Tribunal on Civil Disturbances.  The document was well-prepared so that they 

published it as a book.  The book describes in detail how each religious riot took place, 

what CAN perceived as the remote and immediate causes of the riots, testimony of the 

eyewitnesses, and gave the real picture of what really happened.  It pointed out where it 

thinks the media, government, or Muslims presented distorted information, and it pointed 

out the role religious leaders, politicians, government, and religious organizations played 

                                                 
43CAN, Kaduna Religious Riot ’87: A Catologue of Events (Kaduna: CAN 

Publicity Committee, 1987).  This was a report written by Kaduna state CAN and 
submitted to the special tribunal of Justice Karibi-Whyte sitting over the Kaduna riot. 



 279

in the riots.  In this work, CAN tries to show who should be blamed in the religious crisis, 

as well as the innocence of Christians, and gives it a catalogue of policies, decrees, and 

pro-Islamic activities of various governments. 

Another interesting book that came out in 1987 was And It Came to Past:  The 

Sordid of Burning of the 113 Churches by Muslims Rioters within 20 hours in March 

1987.44  It was published by the CAN Zaria branch.  It followed the style of Leadership 

in Nigeria but concentrated more on the anti-Christian activities in Zaria town and the 

Ahmadu Bello University; it attributed the foundation of all these to the work of the late 

Sardauna of Sokoto, Sir Ahmadu Bello.  TEKAN, a member church group of CAN, was 

awakened by all these publications and set up a committee of eleven well-experienced 

persons to publish Towards the Right Path for Nigeria.  The committee came out with a 

book that spoke on every important national issue.  It dealt with the political situation in 

the country with the issues of education, indiscipline and corruption, health care, 

manipulation of the judiciary, freedom of worship, religious violence, and the behavior of 

the Nigerian security forces.  Additionally, it advocated amending the Nigerian 

constitution, pointing out the areas that need amendment and giving suggestions.  Finally, 

it drew attention to the attempts by Muslim in Nigerian leadership to Islamize Nigeria.  

The main aim of the book was to encourage Christians to continue fighting for their 

rights. 

                                                 
44Zaria CAN, And It Came to Past: The Sordid of Burning of the 113 Churches by 

Muslims Rioters with 20 hours in March 1987 (Zaria: CAN Zaria Branch, 1987).  The 
pamphlet is a report of the report of the riot in Zaria.  It goes back and gives some 
historical background and lists other violence against Christians in that city and Kaduna 
state in general.  
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More provocative was the book by G. J. O. Moshay, Who is this Allah, which 

came out in 1990.  The book was dedicated to those who died in the Kaduna religious 

violence of 1987.  The book was more explosive.  It showed the differences between the 

Christian God and the Muslim Allah, questioned the authenticity of the revelation in the 

Quran, and tried by detailing history of the origin of the Quran to refute the claim that 

Quran came from heaven.  The aim of the book was to disparage Islam, to guide Muslims 

to see the falsehood of Islam, and to cause Muslims to turn to Christianity.  Finally, 

Salman Rushside’s Satanic Verses was published in 1988.  The book came out at the time 

Christians most needed it in Nigeria. Despite the federal government ban, it was 

smuggled into the country and was reprinted for wider distribution. 

It does not seem like CAN accomplished anything positive through this method.  

This approach increases religious bigotry, poison people’s minds, and only incites further 

trouble.  Though this approach creates a stronger bond among Christians and brings 

politicians close to the Christian community, its long term effect is devastating.  Issues 

that come up here have to do with the differences between Christianity and Islam rather 

than areas of similarities which may lead to cooperation between the two religions.  This 

attitude does not show the spirit of tolerance or reconciliation.  It works against the very 

tenets of the Christian religion.  Christians are called upon to love even their enemies.  In 

this way CAN fails to promote the cardinal teaching of Christianity which is love.  This 

kind of approach fosters a culture of hate, revenge, and violence even when not done 

physically.  Painting pictures of violence in the hearts of people continually is dangerous.  

It can be recalled that this kind of approach was at least partially responsible for 

the Kafanchan religious disturbances in 1987 and in Kano in 1991.  In Kafanchan, The 
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Fellowship of Christian Students (FCS) invited Rev. Abubakr Bako for an event they 

called “1987 Mission on Campus.”  Rev. Bako is a converted Muslim.  It was usual for 

CAN and other Christian groups to invite Muslim converts to give disparaging testimony 

against Islam.  Rev. Bako’s preaching at this event consisted of quoting from the Quran 

and discrediting Islam and regularly comparing the Quran with the Bible.  The Muslims 

who heard charged him with misrepresenting the Quran and claim that his 

reinterpretations incited the riot.45  In Kano the posters that advertised the coming of 

Bonnke were provocative and showed Christian sentiments against Islam.  According to 

the posters, Bonnke was coming to transform Kano city and convert all the unbelievers.46  

The posters were everywhere, and many Muslims interpreted them as an attempt by 

Christians to take over the city and to raise the name of Jesus above Mohammed. 47  

Muslims interpreted this as a sign of the phenomenal growth of Christianity in the North, 

and this perceived growth was a threat to them. 

OIC and Sharia 

Over the years, CAN has waged war over OIC and sharia with all efforts.  The 

war is not a war against Muslims directly but against the government.  It is the 

government that enrolled Nigeria into OIC and it is the constitution of Nigeria that 

contains provisions for the introduction of sharia.   CAN also believes that the 

government can effect changes over the status of the membership of OIC and sharia.  

The OIC became an issue that sharpened the consciousness of Christians to their place in 
                                                 

45Kaduna Religious Riot  ’87: A Catalogue of Events (Kaduna: CAN Publicity 
Committee, 1987), 25-28. Also see Gofwen, 84-86.  
 

46Gofwen, 102.  
 
47Toyin Falola, 212. 
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national politics, and it was because of OIC that CAN assumed a belligerent and 

confrontational approach to government policies.48  OIC made Christians more convinced 

that the federal government was an agent of Islamizing Nigeria.  The OIC justified 

CAN’s accusations that the Babangida’s government especially was pro-Islam.  This 

realization gave CAN more justification to accuse the government of religious 

discriminations against Christians and awakened them to be more vigilant of government 

activities.  CAN’s strong objection led to the setting up of the Advisory Council for 

Religious Affairs (ACRA).  Even though this council faced numerous problems and died 

a natural death, by setting up the council, it meant that the government heard the 

grievances of CAN.  According to Iheanyi Enwerem, the council had the problem of 

agreeing on which religion should produce a chairman.  CAN also criticized the whole 

idea of the council as another way of government involvement in religious affairs, 

thereby violating the secular nature of the constitution.49  Matthew Kukah observes that 

reference to the constitution generally during the military regime did nothing to help 

CAN because once the military came into power they suspended the constitution and 

were ruling based on decrees.  OIC also helped CAN to assert the role of Christians in 

government and began finding ways to strengthen their commitment to the things of the 

Christian faith.  For whatever reason, governments after Babangida have never said 

anything concerning OIC, and there is nothing that has happened in Nigeria that one can 

say is the result of Nigerian membership in the OIC. 

                                                 
48Matthew Kukah, “Christians and Nigeria’s Aborted Transition,” in The 

Christian Churches and the Democratization of Africa, ed. Paul Gifford (New York:  E. 
J. Brill, 1995), 226. 

 
49Iheanyi Enwerem, A Dangerous Awakening: The Politicization of Religion in 

Nigeria (Ibadan:  IFRA, 1995), 141. 
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Despite daily opposition to sharia and the many problems it faces, sharia has 

come and is working in many states.  It seems to me that CAN has not made any impact 

against the introduction of the sharia law in many states of the federation.  CAN had 

more success over the issue of the constitutional provision of the sharia during the 

constitutional debates.  People who ascribe the introduction of the sharia law in the 

northern states to a political reaction of the North against southern domination see very 

little hope for CAN’s weakening the introduction of sharia.  Gofwen argues that the 

sudden shift of power to the South in 1999 did not favor the North.  The power shift was 

based on the zoning system introduced by the ruling People’s Democratic Party (PDP).  

The power shift brought a southerner, Obasanjo, to the presidency.  He retired most of the 

military generals, which affected the North greatly.  He gave less attention to the role of 

traditional rulers and placed them under the care of the state and local government, so 

that their influence on the federal government was curtailed.  During Obasanjo’s regime, 

sensitive positions like the Inspector General of Police, Army chief of staff, Senate 

president, and the like went to the South and the Middle Belt.  Obasanjo chose an 

unpopular Muslim as his vice president.  The North felt politically marginalized and 

sharia became a thing to draw attention to the North.50  All of a sudden people who never 

talked about sharia while in power like Shehu Shagari, Balarabe Musa, and Muhammadu 

Buhari began supporting it. 

 

 

                                                 
50Gofwen, 143. 
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Relationship with Others 

One of the objectives of CAN states that CAN is “To promote understanding, peace and 

unity among the various people and strata of society in Nigeria.”  The president of CAN 

once reiterated that CAN is out to promote “a kingdom of love, justice and peace, a 

spiritual and temporal welfare of our Nigerian brothers and sisters.”51  In another report, 

the general secretary contended that CAN is a corporate representative of the followers of 

the prince of peace and that CAN strongly supports any move to promote peace in 

Nigeria.52  CAN knows that it cannot make this society better just by itself.  The 

problems in Nigeria are not just caused by Christians so even if the Christians become 

good the society will not be good.  Societal vices are found across the board; economic, 

social and political problems which confront Christians confront every Nigerian.  CAN 

has been working on reconciliation with Muslims, and other organizations in and outside 

Nigeria have been helping to create a harmonious relationship between Christians and 

Muslims.  These organizations mostly seek peace between these two rival religions 

through interfaith dialogues at various levels of the society. 

The most significant move by CAN is what has come to be called Nigeria Inter-

Religious Council (NIREC) which was mentioned in the previous chapter.  Commenting 

on NIREC, the president of CAN at time, His Eminence Sunday Mbang, said: 

Many of us may not be aware that the decision to start a dialogue with Muslims in 
Nigeria was the brainchild of the Christian Association of Nigeria.  Some leaders of 
CAN worked extra-hard to bring NIREC into being.  Since her inception, NIREC 
has within this short time been able to minimize conflicts helped to bring about 

                                                 
51Presidential Address to the 2nd Assembly.  

 
52C. O. Williams, Report of the general secretary to the 5th Assembly, November 

10-11, 1999. 
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peace in some areas, and had labored behind the scene to halt turmoil in some parts 
of the nation and sometimes prevent them.53 

 
The president noted that it is impossible for the council stop every religious conflict but 

that it is nonetheless its hope.  The aim of the council is to promote fence-building and 

understanding which will lead to the containment of and finally the eradication of ethnic 

and religious conflicts in Nigeria.  He said that members of the council are very dedicated 

religious leaders and that the council is doing the best it can given the circumstances and 

realities of Nigeria.  Enumerating the achievements of the council, the president said the 

council has helped bring peace to the warring people in Taraba, Ondo, and Kwara, and 

that it has played a major role in the Jos crises.  Members of the council have acted 

promptly to prevent conflicts and misunderstandings in many places.  In that same report, 

the president stated that dialogue is the only way to achieve utopia, and he also reminded 

Christians of Christ’s injunction that Christians are to love their enemies. 54 

Return of Schools 

Another battle that CAN has fought relentlessly is the government takeover of 

schools and hospitals.  CAN was formed the same year that there was complete takeover 

of schools and hospitals.  Some have suggested that this was one of the things that 

facilitated the birth of CAN.  CAN believed that the takeover was not for educational but 

for religious interests, to satisfy the demands of the Muslims.55  In different 

communiqués, press conferences, and minutes CAN condemned the takeover as an act of 

                                                 
53CAN President’s Address to the 6th CAN National Assembly holding in Abuja 

from 11-13 November, 2003. 
 
54Ibid. 

 
55TEKAN, Towards the Right Path, 16. 
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discrimination against Christians, a denial of the rights of the Christian parent, and a main 

contributor to the moral decay of the nation.  CAN fought this battle at both national and 

state levels.  The battle faces opposition from teachers who think that churches will not 

give them a fair deal and provide equitable treatment financially.56  The takeover was not 

the same throughout the nation.  Other states like Kwara, Benue, Plateau, and Kano 

retained some church autonomy in schools and hospitals.57  Teachers’ salaries, 

employment of teachers, and fixing school fees was done by the government, but 

churches were allowed to appoint administrative staff and maintain their Christian names.  

The continued accusation that the takeover was a Muslim plot to Islamize Nigeria 

probably prevented the government from going too far with its plans.  In 1999, some state 

governments started returning schools and hospitals to churches.  CAN supported, 

endorsed, and applauded their action and called on the other states to do so without 

delay.58  Alongside the return of schools to the churches, CAN fought for a better 

educational policy in Nigeria, the lifting of the ban placed on the establishment of private 

universities, the banning of prayers at assembly in schools formerly owned by Christians, 

the ‘religionization’ of school uniforms, and the move to stop Christian children from 

                                                 
56CAN Communiqué at the End of its 5th Assembly held from 10th and 11th 

November, 1999. 
 

57John Onaiyekan, “Salvaging the Nation,” a paper presented to the 3rd Assembly 
of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) held in Part-Harcourt, 20-22 November, 
1991.  Onaiyekan noted that the takeover lowered the standard of education but only 
affected the poor, because government officials and armed forces personnel had good 
schools and hospitals that catered for their needs. 

 
58CAN Communiqué at the end of the 5th Assembly held from 10th and 11th 

November, 1999. 
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praying in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord.59  CAN can boast of some successes in the 

area of establishing private universities.  In 1999, the federal government lifted the ban 

on the establishment of private universities.  Since then many Christian denominations 

have established universities.  Others are still working on establishing them. 

Diplomatic Relations with Israel 

It looks like almost every nation has something to do with what happens in the 

Middle East, either positively or negatively.  The religious and political scenes in Nigeria 

are affected significantly by the politics in the Middle East.  The two major religions in 

Nigeria have their roots in the opposing nations of the Middle East, Israel, and Saudi 

Arabia or the Arab nations.  Each religion wants to maintain strong religious ties with the 

nation from which the religion originated.  Since independence Nigeria has had a 

diplomatic relationship with Israel.  However, the diplomatic relationship was broken in 

1973 when General Gowon, a Christian, was the head of state.  The government claimed 

that it was purely a political action.  The action was taken at the instruction of the 

Organization for African Unity (OAU) that all member nations should break diplomatic 

ties with Israel because of its treatment of the Palestinians and its relationship with 

Egypt.60  This action was not accepted by the Christian community in Nigeria.  Christians 

felt they have affinity with Israel just like Muslims have with the Arab world.  This 

action deprived them of any connection to their roots and made Christian pilgrimage to 

Jerusalem impossible.  In fighting for the restoration of the relationship, CAN contended 

that the relationship was not only religiously important for Christians but that it was also 
                                                 

59C. O. Williams, Report to the 2nd Assembly, November 15-17, 1988. 
 

60Iheanyi Enwerem, 139. 
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economically beneficial for Nigeria.  Muslims, for their part, argued that Israel was anti-

Islam, anti-Arab, and a supporter of Christians in Nigeria.61  Though the diplomatic 

relationship with Israel was broken, Israeli companies still operated in Nigeria such as 

Solel Boneh, Nicon Noga Hilton, Afro-Continental, and Dizengoff, and many Jews 

worked in construction companies in Nigeria.  Under Abacha’s regime, in 1991, 

diplomatic relations with Israel were restored.  A member of CAN interpreted this as the 

result of pressure from CAN and western nations.62 

Political Solution 

 As time went on it became more and more clear to CAN that most of the issues 

that were coming up would require a political solution.  Christians were drawn into 

politics to fight the various restrictions and discriminations against them.  During 

Babangida’s and Abacha’s time there were restrictions on public preaching, evangelism, 

setting up of Christian institutions, and building churches, but Muslims on the other hand 

did not have any restrictions.  Political solution was what Jolly Yusuf called for in the 

past.  According to Engr. Salifu, the period of President Babangida’s administration was 

the most difficult one for Christians.  CAN leaders were victimized and put into jail many 

times. Babangida allowed only the people he wanted to speak to speak.  In some cases, 

opposition was dangerous because of the policy of some military leaders to eliminate 

those who opposed them.  CAN Babangida him as a pro-Islamic and anti-Christian  

                                                 
61Toyin Falola, 174. 

 
62Interview with Iyortyom Achineku, January 15,2006, in Mkar. 
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leader.63  It is interesting to note that CAN believes that Buhari was more fair in his 

religious policies than Babangida.  According to them Buhari was the first leader to 

dismiss the myth that North was predominantly Muslim.  During his regime he appointed 

more Christians to higher positions, and he introduced the War Against Indiscipline, 

which dealt with offenders according to the law no matter their religion or rank in 

society.64  Muslims themselves confessed publicly that Babangiida was pro-Islamic.  

When Muslims turned against Babangida for imposing Ibrahim Dasuki on them as the 

Sultan of Sokoto, the secretary of the mullahs complained: 

 Look at the meeting which Christians were shouting and bragging that it should 
take place, was it not done?....Fellow Muslims what do we want Babangida to do 
for us?  Whatsoever we asked him, he has done it for us.  He stood firm on Islam 
being preached in this nation, Nigeria, therefore we must support him.65 

 
At the time of Babangida, CAN understood that the best approach was a political one.  

CAN began to encourage Christians to be involved in politics directly.  In 1987 CAN 

wrote a political manifesto which is included in the Leadership in Nigeria and has been 

used by CAN many times.  CAN leaders began making reference to the Christian 

constituency.  CAN threatened to sponsor, and sometimes indeed sponsors, political 

candidates.  The goal was to expose the pro-Islamic secrets of the government and to 

fight against them.  CAN leaders began inviting Christians in government positions to 

discuss vital national issues.  During the 1989 and 1998 constitutional reviews, CAN 

worked hard through Christian members of the Constituency Assemblies to fight the 

                                                 
63Interview with the general secretary, S. Salifu, July 6, 2005.  It is interesting to 

note that Salifu too was detained by the Babangida administration.   
 

64Leadership in Nigeria, 23- 26. 
 

65Cited in Iheanyi Enwerem, 146. 
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provision for the sharia  appeal court.  Indeed there were some Christians who fought the 

sharia issue and also those who enjoyed overwhelming support of Christians.66  But on 

the other hand, CAN increased the political manipulation of the Christian religion in 

Nigeria.  CAN can be accused of transforming the Christian religion into a political 

platform.  In times of campaigns or religious crises, CAN invites politicians to CAN’s 

meetings to discredit Muslim politicians who are political opponents by associating them 

with a Muslim religious agenda.67  CAN allows politicians to take undue advantage of the 

religious situation and to pursue their selfish goals.  This kind of attitude can contribute to 

the religious and political polarization in Nigeria and to increased religious sensitivity.  

CAN preaches secularism but invites religion to be at the center of politics.  The Nigerian 

government is not very clear on the relationship between religion and politics.  This 

confusion has led to a blur between the lines of religion and politics.  On the one hand the 

constitution prohibits the establishment of religion yet on the other it allows the 

establishment of the sharia appeal court.  Consequently, some have criticized the whole 

idea of secularism and think it is only hypocrisy.  Tunde Idowu, a political correspondent 

with the Nigerian Tribune, concludes that Nigeria has never been secular and will never 

be secular because of “the nature of Nigerian religionists.”68  If Christianity claims to be 

                                                 
66Rev. Father Adasu won election as the governor of Benue state through the 

support of CAN.  He did most of his campaign through CAN and churches using the 
name of CAN everywhere. 
 

67When I was doing my research, I met a group of Christian lawyers who were 
working with CAN to write something on Babangida and show the Christian community 
his anti-Christian activities when he was the leader of Nigeria so as to discourage 
Christians from joining him in his 2007 presidential race. 
 

68Cited from “Religion in a Secular State,” a paper presented to the 2nd Assembly 
of the Christian Association of Nigeria by Rt. Rev. E. B. Gbonigi. 
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different from Islam it must show the difference in words, actions, and ideologies.  CAN 

went very far with its political agenda.  The CAN national office would write letters to 

churches and to state CANs urging them to encourage and to educate Christians to 

participate in politics.  In preparation for to 2003 election, the general secretary of CAN 

wrote, “We consider it essential and necessary to remind all Nigerian Christians of the 

age-old decision of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN): namely, that committed 

and eligible Christians should be encouraged to participate ACTIVELY in politics.”69  

Politicians would write to churches and CAN to introduce themselves and seek the 

support of CAN.  They would also visit all important church assemblies to sell their 

candidacy.70 

 Related to this is the issue of the national constitution.  Beginning with missionary 

organizations, the Christian church has contributed to the nature of the Nigerian 

constitution, especially in the area of religious freedom and other rights issues.  This was 

done to protect Christians from Islam.  Since the establishment of CAN it has always 

spoken and sent memoranda to the government to amend and review the constitution.  

Issues that appear in these memoranda that call for review the constitution deal mostly 

with things that affect Christian welfare and freedom of worship.  What appears over and 

over again are comments on freedom, equality and justice, the provision for the sharia 

court of appeal, citizenship, and human rights.  The nature of these issues is a clear 

indication that the call for constitutional review or amendment is prompted by the 

                                                 
69C. O. Williams, “CAN and Politics,” letter to church leaders concerned and state 

branches of CAN, May 21, 2001. 
 
70One of such letters that I found is a letter written by Mfon Amana, gubernatorial 

aspirant in Akwa Ibom state, dated 15 September, 2002. 
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Muslim activities.  In fact, CAN’s press release of October 9, 2000 was in response to the 

call by JNI for the amendment of the 1999 constitution.71  CAN also has a voice in the 

just concluded National Political Reform Conference.  CAN put together a review 

committee made up of lawyers that was headed by Solomon Asemota, SAN, who worked 

together with CAN executives and wrote a memorandum to the national conference.  The 

general secretary told me this was given to Christian members of the conference and that 

many put it to maximum use.72 

 The Muslim agenda has led CAN into a narrow way of dealing with societal 

issues in Nigeria.  CAN must not forget that there are a number of things responsible for 

the societal ills in this country that need equal attention from the church.  The pragmatic 

nature of CAN makes it focus more on what is happening now as to seek a solution for 

the immediate problem rather than the root causes.  Religious conflicts in Nigeria have a 

long history that goes way back to the colonial era as was discussed in the second 

chapter.  A lot of these issues have to do with the political structure of Nigeria.  Any 

political structure that does not reflect the nature of its society fails.  A major problem in 

Nigeria is the lack of adoption of a political structure that reflects ethnic and religious 

pluralism.  Many have identified the main problem of Nigeria as lack of leadership.  

Nigeria lacks a leader that will give its people a sense of direction.73  Nigerian economic 

and social conditions are equally bad.  Nigeria has neglected the production of food crops 

                                                 
71Press Release by CAN on October, 9, 2000.  In that press release, CAN call on 

the government to stop using taxpayers’ money for the running of religious courts. 
 

72Interview with CAN’s general secretary, Engr. S. Salifu, in Abuja, July 6, 2006. 
 
73Gofwen, 181 and Chinua Achebe, The Trouble with Nigeria (Enugu:  Fourth 

Dimension Publishers, 1983), 1. 
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for cash crops, of raw materials or primary products for consumable goods, has an unjust 

distribution of income, and does not seek to embark on the development of technological 

skills which will eradicate poverty among the lower class.74  There are too many 

imbalances in Nigeria to have a stable society. 

CAN Finances 

Money is very important for the life of every organization.  The understanding of 

financial operations of an organization is very crucial in evaluating the strengths and 

weaknesses of that organization.  Money reveals the nature of the leaders, and it shows 

commitment or lack of commitment of the members to the organization.  In the case of 

CAN, finances show the commitment or lack of commitment by member churches to the 

promotion of Christian unity in Nigeria.  Unity is only possible when people involved are 

prepared to make various sacrifices that cost them. 

Records have shown that money has been one of CAN’s biggest problems.  It can 

be said that CAN was started hastily and without the proper groundwork.  It was started 

even before a name was found and before all the other details necessary for the existence 

of an organization were worked out.  One of these details was its financial sources.  For 

many years of its existence, money did not come in as expected.  As mentioned earlier, 

the association depended financially on the goodwill of the Catholic Secretariat of 

Nigeria (CSN) and the Christian Council of Nigeria (CCN).  CSN provided an office and 

allowed the use of its office facilities.  As for the sources of revenue, each member 

church group and each state branch was to pay a stipulated amount to the national 

secretariat yearly and to receive donations from individual Christians and organizations 
                                                 

74S. Olofin, “Religious Basis for a New Economic Order in Nigeria,” in Religion 
and National Unity, ed. Sam Babs Mala (Ibadan:  Orita Publication, 1988), 35-37. 
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within and outside the country.  The only dependable source was to be the dues from 

member churches and state branches.  Unfortunately, these dues came in only from CSN 

and CCN and sometimes from the Pentecostal Fellowship of Nigeria.  Very few states 

ever paid their dues.  The financial situation became so bad that in 1991 CAN had to 

adopt more stringent measures towards its member churches and state branches.  It was 

decided henceforth that defaulting member churches and state CANs would not be 

allowed to attend the national executive committee or the general assembly.  Later this 

was also entrenched into the 2004 constitution.  The constitution stipulates that those who 

do not pay their required dues for two years shall be non-active members and that these 

members shall not receive any benefits from CAN nor have the right to vote or be voted 

for.75 

To improve its funding, the executive committee decided to promote an annual 

observance of CAN’s birthday August 27th.   If this day does not fall on a Sunday then 

the observance takes place on the Sunday that immediately follows it.  Joint services and 

prayers are usually held on this day.  It is used as a means of fundraising for the national 

secretariat.  One other aim of the observance was to educate Christians of the importance 

and necessity of CAN.76  State CANs that do not pay CAN’s day collection are also not 

                                                 
75CAN Constitution Article Six section E. 

 
76C. O. Williams, Report of the General Secretary to the Fourth Assembly of the 

Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) held at Abeokuta 15th to 17th November, 1995. 
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admitted into CANs meetings.  With all these measures, CAN’s financial situation has 

not improved very much.  Payment is not coming in as needed.77 

CAN has faced and continues to face numerous problems because of this harsh 

financial situation.  In fact, CAN stands the possibility of collapsing anytime that CSN 

and CCN decide to withdraw their support.  Because of this merger income, CAN had 

only one fulltime staff for a long time.  Until CAN’s secretariat was moved to Abuja, 

there was only one clerk who worked at the office given by CSN who did all the office 

work.  CAN went without a fulltime general secretary for over five years.  Efforts to have 

a fulltime secretary failed twice.  The first fulltime general secretary had no salary but 

depended on allowances and the second general secretary was paid a meager salary with 

few allowances.  For other things, CAN depended on voluntary services.78  The poor 

financial situation is responsible for the present state of CAN’s national secretariat.  Lack 

of fulltime office staff and permanent office space has affected record-keeping and, 

consequently, follow-up on important matters.  Presently, there is nothing to show that 

this is a national secretariat of a big association.  There are only three staff there now and 

they are new.  There are no documents or even minutes.  In fact, there is no space for 

such things.  The few files in the Lagos office have not been moved to Abuja and there is 

no one in Lagos to take care of them.  Presently, only Kaduna state has a fulltime 

secretary and a permanent office.  The inability of CAN to raise money, build a 

permanent office, and to hire fulltime staff at the national and state levels has affected the 

                                                 
77The general secretary told me that they are maintaining the office now mostly 

from the money realized as rent from churches and organizations that use their chapel and 
prayer house.  CAN also gets some money for allowing people to park on its parking lots. 

 
78This information is gathered from various reports of the General Secretaries.  

See Minutes of the 2nd and 4th Assemblies. 
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meaningful and proper coordination of activities, quick response to issues, and a quick 

discharge of duties.  In one of the assemblies, the general secretary reported that the 

president and the general secretary cannot visit state branches and make the presence of 

national CAN more visible as needed.  He also said that this has affected the attendance 

of meetings because CAN cannot provide transportation and accommodation allowances 

or even feed members when they attend meetings.79 

There are few indications that sometimes money is not handled properly at the 

national and local levels.  At one time the president complained that rumors of corruption 

and misappropriation of funds meant for the building of the Ecumenical Centre have 

spread far and wide.80  

National Ecumenical Centre 

The beginning of the National Ecumenical Centre goes back to 1980 and is 

traceable to the efforts of Ambassador Jolly Tanko Yusuf.  As was said earlier, when 

Yusuf learned of the secret plan of Babangida administration to build a mosque in the 

centre of the Federal Capital Territory, Abuja (FTC), with taxpayer money, he charged 

the government with preferential treatment to the Islamic and pressured the government 

to build a cathedral for Christians.  In fear of open confrontation from the Christian 

leaders, in 1982, the government gave CAN N10 million and later added N30 million and 

donated land in the heart of town for a Christian church.  CAN officers did not like the 

                                                 
79See minutes of the 4th Assembly of the Christian Association of Nigeria. 

 
80CAN Presidential Address to the 6th CAN National Assembly Holding in Abuja 

from 11-13 November, 2003. 
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idea of a cathedral, so they proposed an Ecumenical Centre.81  Jolly Tanko Yusuf also 

said he discovered someone skimming money from CAN’s account when he was the vice 

president and chairman of the building committee.  According to Yusuf, when the federal 

government gave an additional of N30 million to the Ecumenical Centre project the 

money was placed into a bank account without the knowledge of the chairman of the 

building committee.  When an investigation was performed, it was discovered that the 

story was true and, in addition, three percent of the accrued interest was missing.82  It is 

clear that Yusuf was accusing the CAN leaders of corruption.  He said that a meeting that 

discussed this issue led to his resignation as the vice president of CAN.  General Jeremiah 

Useni, chairman of the national implementation committee on the completion of the 

National Ecumenical Centre, also made an observation in one of his reports that CAN 

should stop diverting funds meant for the Ecumenical Centre to the repair of individual 

churches.83  Also, Father Tanko made an observation that in most places money collected 

through cards was not properly accounted for at local levels.  According to him, this lack 

of proper accountability could weaken the people’s desire to contribute to CAN and it 

could give CAN a bad image.84 

                                                 
81Lillian V. Grissen, That We May be One: The Autobiography of Nigerian 

Ambassador Jolly Tanko Yusuf (Grand Rapids:  William Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1995), 99. 

82Ibid.  
 
83Jeremiah Useni, Briefing on the Ecumenical Centre to CAN National Executive 

Committee on 21st August, 2002, by the Chairman National Implementation Committee 
on Completion of the National Ecumenical Centre. 
 

84Father Peter Tanko, The Christian Association of Nigeria and the Challenge of 
the Ecumenical Imperatives (Jos:  Fab Anieh Nigeria Limited, 1991), 134-135. 
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The discussion of the National Ecumenical Centre is pertinent here because of the 

importance CAN attaches to this centre.  In the report to the National Executive 

Committee, General Jeremiah Useni reiterated that the National Ecumenical Centre is “a 

symbol of the Christian unity and the rallying point for all Christians.”85  The picture of 

the building is on CAN’s letterhead and other official documents.  One of the members of 

the building committee of the centre told me that the building is designed to show that 

Christianity is an outstanding religion in Nigeria and the most visible one.86  The 

discussion of the Ecumenical Centre will help us evaluate the unity of CAN, the 

commitment of member churches and Christians in general to the course of CAN, and to 

see what problems the association faces. 

The federal government released money for the centre in 1982 but work did not 

commence until 1990.  The foundation laying ceremony was done in 1988.87  One 

important thing that was responsible for the commencement of the work was 

denominational differences.  This led to the financial problem that became the main 

problem of the centre.  When money was released, Jolly Yusuf, the architect of the 

concept of a Christian centre, was appointed the chairman of the building committee.  He 

and other Protestants proposed the building of a national cathedral.  The Roman Catholic 

members on the committee and on the leadership of CAN opposed the idea on the ground 

that Roman Catholics cannot share a church with another denomination.  According to 

                                                 
85Jeremiah Useni. 
 
86Interview with Rev. Akuma Aben, July 3, 2005, in Mkar.  Akuma Aben is a 

member of the Board of Trustee of TEKAN and he is representing TEKAN/ECWA 
group on the building committee. 

 
87I was personally at the foundational laying ceremony representing my church 

with three other pastors. 
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them, the priest needs an altar to perform his clerical functions, on the altar that is sacred 

and to be used only by Roman Catholic priests.  Any other person who uses it profanes it.  

The Roman Catholics demanded that the money be used to build two churches, one for 

the Catholics and the other for the Protestants.  They pointed out that the government 

always built one church for the Catholics and one for the Protestants in each public place.  

Argument over this went on for years until finally a compromise agreement was reached, 

to build an Ecumenical Centre.  This situation led to some misunderstanding between 

Catholics and Protestants.  Each group traded accusations of the other trying to dominate 

and not focusing on unity but putting denominational interests first.  Even today, many 

Protestants blame Catholics for the inability to complete the work on time.  

By the time work began on the centre, the inflation rate had risen and the prices of 

building materials has tripled.  The first plan was to build a main auditorium and two side 

chapels at the cost of N78 million.88  The government had given CAN only N40 million 

and CAN decided on fundraising to make up the difference.  Very little was realized, and 

this forced CAN in 1990 to change to the construction of a belfry and to just complete the 

foundation of the auditorium.  By 1995 all the funds collected were finished and CAN 

organized another fundraising effort which also yielded very little result.  Meanwhile, 

inflation was soaring and the contractor was forced to review the contract upward to N1 

billion in 1998.  The non-completion of the Christian centre became the concern of 

everyone in the country.  In April, 1998 the late head of state, a Muslim, General Sani 

Abacha, spoke with one of his cabinet members who was a Christian, Jeremiah Useni, the 

minister of the Federal Capital Territory, about the completion of the centre.  He 

                                                 
88Jeremiah Useni.  
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suggested that the minister work towards the completion of the centre and promised the 

assistance of the federal government.  He said that if Christians were no longer interested 

in the project, the place could be turned into a tourist center.  He advised that a launching 

be organized and that the federal government be invited.89  CAN bought the idea and put 

a committee in place to organize a grand launching.  The committee asked every 

Christian to donate N20 and each geo-political zone to conduct a mini launching and 

forward to money realized to the committee.  The launching took place in September, 

1998 and was better attended compared to the previous ones.  Ministers and governors 

attended and made donations on behalf of their ministries and government respectively.  

At the end of the day, the desired amount was not realized and many of the checks given 

were fake ones.  Other CAN zones did not show up at all and made no contribution.  The 

money realized from this launching was used for the construction of a prayer house to 

make room for more Christian activities on the site.  The prayer house also helped for the 

moving of CAN secretariat from Lagos to Abuja—even though CAN’s documents were 

still in Lagos at the Catholic secretariat. 

General Abacha was not able to fulfill his promise but it was on record.  When he 

died CAN approached General Abdulsalam Abubakar, who donated N200 million for the 

project.  That money was not enough to complete the project.  In 2004, the attention of 

President Obasanjo was drawn as he was invited to another launching to raise funds for 

the National Ecumenical Centre.  In his address at the occasion, he described the 

Ecumenical Centre a “national monument,” and called on all Nigeria “to build it, sustain 

and maintain it.”  He also pleaded with those who had made pledges towards the project 

                                                 
89Ibid. 
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to redeem them.90  Also speaking at the occasion, the then chairman of the ruling Peoples 

Democratic Party (PDP) described the non-completion of the centre as an embarrassment 

to the whole nation.91  At the end of the day, President Obasanjo signed a N2.6 billion 

contract for the completion of the national monument.92  According to the president of 

CAN, President Obasanjo has offered to raise the required funds with his friends to 

complete the project before handing it over to CAN.93  At the time of this research 

serious construction work was going on at the centre. 

From what we can see Christians have made very little contribution to the 

Ecumenical Centre.  According to the financial report on the Ecumenical Centre, out of 

the about N3 billion spent on the project, Christians have contributed only a little above 

N11 million.94  The rest is money from the government.  In his address to the 6th 

assembly, the president of CAN contended that CAN itself constituted a problem to the 

completion of the Ecumenical Centre.  He posited: 

The story of the Ecumenical Centre has not been an interesting one.  Here again, we 
have been architects of our own misfortune.  Rumors of corruption and 
misappropriation of funds made for the building spread by us far and near without 
foundation…But I can say without any fear of contradiction that the problem of the 
Ecumenical Center is first, the problem of lack of adequate funds to prosecute and 
complete the project and secondly, the lukewarm attitude by some Christian leaders 

                                                 
90Kingsley Nwezeh, “Redeem Pledges on Ecumenical Centre,” ThisDay, 

September 3, 2004. 
 

91Ibid. 
 

92“Contract for Ecumenical Centre Signed,” Nigeria First, September 3, 2004. 
 

93CAN Presidential Address to the 6th CAN National Assembly Holding in Abuja 
from 11-13 November, 2003. 

 
94I have arrived at these figures by calculation from the various reports of the 

Ecumenical Centre. 
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and their members on the project.  To date, some denominations and groups in 
CAN are yet to commit themselves to the building and completion of the centre.  
This is the crux of the problem.  Funds provided by the entire Christian body in 
Nigeria for the project to date is extremely insignificant and shameful.95 
 

After serving as the chairman of the National Organizing Committee and the National 

Implementation Committee, Jeremiah Useni, saw the true picture of CAN and, in the end, 

he made the following observations and recommendations.  He observed that Christians 

in Nigeria were not actually united; that they were only paying lip service to Christian 

unity.  Secondly, he saw a high level of inter-religious rivalry among Christians and a 

lack of commitment to the cause of the National Ecumenical Centre.  There were some 

financial management problems and he advised that the practice of diverting money 

meant for the Ecumenical Center for the repair of individual churches should be stopped.  

Another area of concern was lack of Christian fidelity on the part of Christians working 

in the government.  The fact is that Christians, both in the military and civil service, show 

little or no zeal about the things concerning their faith as their Muslim counterparts do.  

Lastly, he observed that there was not enough of the presence of the national executive at 

state levels.  He advised that at least the president of CAN should visit the various 

denominations and discuss CAN’s issues with them.96 

 

 

 
                                                 

95CAN Presidential Address to the 6th CAN National Assembly Holding in Abuja 
from 11-13 November, 2003. 
 

96These observation were made in his briefing on the Ecumenical Centre to CAN 
National Executive on 21st August, 2002. 
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Press Conferences and Press Statements 

One of the ways CAN has adopted to seek solution to societal issues facing the 

nation is through the organization of press conferences and the issuance of press 

statements.  By doing these, CAN is being faithful to two of its objectives: 

To act as a liaison committee by which its members-churches can consult together 
and, when necessary make common statements and take common actions.  
To be a watch-dog of the spiritual and moral welfare of the nation. 
 

These are organized by the general secretary and the president who invite other church 

leaders to attend.  According to the general secretary, CAN organizes about ten of them 

every year.  Through them the attention of the government and the nation is drawn to 

burning issues which have already or may have disastrous effect on the generality of 

Nigerians.97  According to C. O. Williams, the press statements and conferences do not 

mince words.  The language employed is always precise, laconic, and bold.  In them, 

CAN gives the unmistakable impression that the time for calling a spade nothing but a 

spade has come.98  A cursory look at these press conferences reveals that they address a 

wide range of issues such as unemployment, national security, hunger, healthcare, human 

rights abuses, education, religious violence and intolerance, inflation, poverty, corruption, 

armed robbery, and the government’s lukewarm attitudes to national woes.  Copies of the 

press conferences and statements are circulated far and wide and published in national 

and local newspapers depending on CAN’s financial situation.  Most importantly, copies 

are sent to everyone in places of power and to all the diplomatic missions in Nigeria.  On 

the international level, CAN works closely with Ecumenical News International (ENI) of 

                                                 
97C. O. Williams, Report of the General Secretary to the Fourth Assembly of the 

Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) held at Abeokuta 15th to 17th November, 1995.  
 
98Ibid. 
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the World Council of Churches.  ENI makes sure that most of the major media 

throughout the world give these statements the needed publicity.99  The by-product of 

these press conferences and statements is that they have enhanced the popularity of CAN 

and have, consequently, increased CAN’s membership.  Because of this, CAN had to 

relaxed its membership requirements in 1991 to bring in more churches.  This publicity 

has led many to believe that CAN is an affluent organization capable of providing 

material and financial help.  At the national and states levels, CAN usually receives 

requests from churches or religious organizations from within and outside the country for 

material and financial help.100 

It is difficult to talk about all the activities of CAN.  It is the wish of CAN to leave 

no stone unturned in its effort to make Nigeria better.  CAN tries to address every issue 

that it thinks works against peaceful living and justice in Nigeria.  It also tries to 

encourage and strengthen unity and cooperation among churches and church institutions. 

Such efforts have improved the lots of other church institutions.  The Nigerian Bible 

Society (NBS) was not founded by CAN but has enjoyed CAN’s support.  CAN has 

encouraged many churches to join NBS.  On the whole one can say that CAN has tried 

and has made some remarkable achievements.  CAN is a child of its time.  The mistakes 

CAN makes cannot be blamed only on CAN, when one takes into consideration the 

nature of the events and the nature of Nigerian society.  The politicians in Nigeria are not 

yet operating in a system where public opinion or even the constitution is respected.  For 

                                                 
99Ibid 
 
100CAN has responded to some of these requests favorably.  I saw a huge pile of 

clothes at the national office collected from churches for the victims of the Plateau crisis.  
According to the general secretary, these responses usually strengthen an interest in and a 
commitment to CAN. 



 305

most of its existence, CAN has worked under military dictators or military politicians in 

civilian uniforms who act just like dictators.  CAN operates under a system where there is 

no respected leader to give direction, and where corrupt and self-seeking politicians 

manipulate everything for their selfish interest.  In this kind of environment, it is hard to 

accomplish much. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

Summary 
 

In this work my effort has been to show the importance of religion, particularly 

the Christian religion, in the history and development of Nigeria, and to present an 

evaluation of the activities of the church in Nigeria and its contribution to national 

development.  Religion is an indispensable facet of human life.  It influences lives and 

human actions positively or negatively.  The influence of religion on Africans and 

Nigerians in particular is significant.  As noted throughout this study, Africans are very 

religious and religion has flourished very well in Africa.  Consequently, an analysis of 

any major religion is pertinent.  In Nigeria there are two major religions, Christianity and 

Islam.  The two have made momentous impact on the social, economic, political, and 

religious development of Nigeria.  Islam and Christianity have so much to do with each 

other in Nigeria that it is impossible to discuss one without significant reference to the 

other.  That is why this work has many references to Islam even though it is 

fundamentally about the Christian church.  The responses of the church in Nigeria to 

social, economic, political, and religious issues can best be understood by an 

understanding of the history, political, religious, and social activities of Islam.  Islam is 

older than Christianity in Nigeria.  It was established centuries before Christianity and it 

has influence over the whole country. 
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The Christian church in Nigeria is a significant force to reckon with.  This work 

has tried to show that Christianity in Nigeria has numerical strength and its influence 

extends even beyond Africa.  Since the inception of Christianity in Nigeria, Christianity 

has fully been involved in every aspect of Nigerian life.  Beginning with missionaries, the 

church in Nigeria has responded well to societal issues.  The greatest contribution of the 

church is in the areas of education, healthcare, and rural development.  The rise of 

missionary interest in Africa was based on many factors, not just the desire to save lost 

souls in Africa.  Christian missionaries in Nigeria worked closely with the colonial 

administration; however, there were areas of disagreement among them which sometimes 

led to a sometimes sour relationship. 

The creation of Nigeria was the result of colonial activities of the British 

government in Africa.  The creators of Nigeria did not give any consideration to the 

existing ethnic, religious, geographical, and social differences which distinguished the 

peoples they brought together under one political unit.  The amalgamation left behind 

many problems that continue to plague Nigeria.  Also, the policies of the colonial 

government were designed to facilitate colonial interest rather than to build a solid nation.  

These things did not give Nigeria a good foundation.  As mentioned earlier, many of the 

social, political, religious, and economic problems of Nigeria today are traceable to the 

colonial era.  The fact remains that Nigerians live under a heavy yoke of political, social, 

economic, and religious problems. 

In spite of the difficulties and complications associated with these problems, the 

church in Nigeria has always attempted to address these problems with the hope of 

finding solutions to them.  In the past, the church responded to societal problems through 
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missionary bodies and the organizations that missionary bodies formed.  When the 

missionary era waned, individual churches responded independently or through 

associations which were regional in scope and focus.  The best known ones were the 

Christian Council of Nigeria (CCN) and the Northern Christian Association of Nigeria 

(NCA).  CCN had more influence in the South while NCA had more influence in the 

North.  Each one of them, in one way or the other, contributed to the emergence of the 

Christian Association on Nigeria (CAN).  This work has also demonstrated that 

Christians in Nigeria have also responded to societal problems through political 

organizations because they believe some of the problems are promoted by political 

machinery and thus require a political approach.  CAN emerged as an umbrella 

organization for all the churches in Nigeria with a recognizable church structure that 

could promote the worship one God in the Trinity of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  

CAN emerged at the time it was least expected.  CAN’s emergence can only be attributed 

to pragmatic factors.  This work has revealed that the unstable, decaying, and contentious 

social, economic, political, and religious climate in the country put gas on the wood ready 

to go into flames.  The government of the day played the role of being the “last straw that 

broke the camel’s back.”  Providentially, a Muslim leader brought Christian leaders 

together and indirectly challenged them on lack of unity among them.  The leaders took 

the challenge in good faith and retreated to discuss the possibility of establishing a united 

Christian front.  From that very time, a decision to form a Christian association to 

embrace every Christian in Nigeria was formed.  CAN was formed before a name was 

given to it as well as other details of the association were worked out.  The beginning of 

the association was not prompted by a theological or philosophical conviction.  The 
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biblical injunction “That All May Be One,” which is the motto of the association, was 

adopted after the association was formed. 

The membership of CAN is open to all Christian churches in Nigeria.  Individual 

denominations are accepted as members through church groups.  Presently, CAN has five 

church groups and it is assumed that all churches in Nigeria will fall under one of these 

groups.  There is no creedal statement which churches have to sign before becoming 

members.  However, CAN is cautious of new religious movements and Pentecostal 

churches which have other objectives rather than the profession of Christ.  

Organizationally and structurally, CAN follows the Nigerian political structure.  CAN 

has a national organization as well as state and local government branches.  There is also 

Northern states CAN which addresses the peculiar problems of the Christians in the 

North, just as there is the association of Northern states governors or Southern states 

governors.  CAN also has room for Christian associations that have the same vision as 

CAN but such associations are not constitutionally recognized or officially represented 

on the national or state executives of CAN.  In this way, the presence of CAN is felt 

everywhere in Nigeria.  In this work, we have seen that CAN has basically three ways of 

responding to social, economic, political, and religious issues.  The most prevalent one is 

the confrontational approach which sometimes leads CAN into a militant and radical 

approach.  The second method of approach is dialogue, and the last and most recent is the 

lobby, which occurs less often.  CAN is not monolithic in these approaches.  CAN 

leaders adopt whatever approach they feel is most useful to the Nigerian situation. 

Apart from the problem of ethnicity and national unity, the Nigerian 

contemporary society is faced with numerous problems, some of which have their roots 
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in the colonial era but have taken new dimensions.  Even though there are many of these 

problems, this work has chosen to discuss the more prominent ones and those that the 

researcher considers to be the root causes of many Nigerian societal problems.  An 

analysis of these problems has demonstrated the complications of the Nigerian situation.  

The purpose of this demonstration is to help CAN see the need to employ a more 

comprehensive approach to Nigerian societal problems.  This work has also shown that 

problems in Nigeria are interconnected.  This makes attempts to solve these problems 

difficult and complicated. 

In this work I have argued that CAN is more of a reactionary movement than an 

organization that has its own agenda.  Its emergence was dictated by societal events and 

their resultant consequences on the Christian community and on the wellbeing of the 

nation in general.  As the formation of CAN was, so is its response to societal issues.  I 

have also demonstrated that the approaches CAN employs to respond to societal issues 

are determined by the nature of the events.  CAN’s approaches are pragmatic and do not 

usually have any theological or philosophical foundation.  In many cases, the way CAN 

responds to issues creates more problems than it solves.  This notwithstanding, CAN has 

made remarkable achievements in its attempt to bring peace, social, religious, and 

political stability to Nigeria.  CAN must be commended for its efforts to establish the 

Nigerian Inter-Religious Council (NIRTEC) and for its attempts to expose societal ills to 

the Nigerian society and the world at large.  Though CAN does not have a well defined 

political approach it has also made some achievements in this area by putting pressure on 

the government to refrain from some activities or act on others.  The most prominent 

issues here include the return of schools to voluntary agencies, the restoration of 
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diplomatic relations with Israel, and the current status of Nigeria in the OIC.  Despite 

these achievements, CAN is facing financial and unity problems which mitigate against 

speedy progress and are signs of lack of commitment on the part of Nigerian churches to 

the Christian cause.  

General Synthesis and Suggestions 
 

One of the important things that has emerged clearly in this study is that both the 

Nigerian church (CAN) and the government of Nigeria do not have a clear stand or 

theological foundation regarding the relationship of religion and politics or church and 

state.  The problem CAN faces is not whether it should have any relationship with the 

government or politics but how, when, and what are the risks and parameters of this 

relationship given the Nigerian situation.  Here I am trying to point out a Nigerian 

Christian understanding of church and state relationship.  This understanding is pertinent 

to any suggestions of political involvement. 

 At the onset, I would like to establish that Nigerians’ understanding of the 

relationship between church and state is pragmatically determined and it is influenced by 

African traditional culture, Nigerian religious climate, and western notions of separation 

of church and state.  Christians in Nigeria do not base their approach to church and state 

relations on philosophical or theological reasoning.  The result of all this is that the 

Nigerian Christians hold a church and state view which is different from that of the West.  

Traditionally, the whole idea of church and state separation is foreign to African culture.  

African culture does not separate the sacred from the profane nor religion from politics.  

This traditional understanding still influences Nigerians.  Another important thing that 

has influenced the Christian’s view of church and state is the significant presence of 
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Muslims in Nigeria and their influence on Nigerian political life.  Muslims prefer and vie 

for a theocratic government.  As earlier stated, Muslims in Nigeria have not yet given up 

their vision of establishing an Islamic state in Nigeria so that they would have the 

opportunity to practice full theocracy.  Muslims in Nigeria would like the entire Nigerian 

polity Islamized.  More than African traditional culture, Muslims despise the idea of 

church and state separation.  Muslims in Nigeria do not like the constitutional depiction 

of Nigeria as a secular state.  They fought very hard against it during the 1977/78 

constituency assembly.  Muslims consider the idea of a secular state a denial of religion 

by the government.  A representative of Jamatu Nasril Islam (JNI) said that the word 

secular means “worldly or material, not religious or spiritual.”1  Another Muslim judge, 

Justice Sambo, reacting to the constitution on this issue, says, “Secular principle has no 

place in the Islamic lexicon.  To prescribe secularity for a country where divine religion 

is a complete way of life for 99 percent of its population…is a rude shock.”2   For this 

reason and others Islam in Nigeria strives to have a political space and even to dominate 

politics.  This dominance usually leads to political and other forms of marginalization of 

Christians.  This attitude unwittingly drives Christians into politics.  Islamic views over 

all aspects of life in Nigeria have a great influence on Christian approaches to things.  

Muslims draw Christians into competition for political space and influence.  This 

                                                 
1Cited in Iheanyi Enwerem, A Dangerous Awakening: The Politicization of 

Religion in Nigeria (Ibadan:  IFRA, 1995), 172.  The citation is from the Alhaji Akili 
Idris,l the publicity secretary of JNI. 
 

2Simeon O. Ilesanmi, Religious Pluralism and the Nigerian State (Athens:  Ohio 
University Center for International Studies, published in association with Religions of 
Africa: A Series of the African Association for the Study of Religions, 1997), 180. 
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competition makes it hard for the Nigerian Christians to develop a separatist view of 

religion and state. 

 Traditionally, Christians hold to separation of church and sate.  Western countries 

practice this more than African and Asian countries.  Nigerian Christianity, because of 

the historical connection and scholarship influence from western nations, agitates for 

separation of church and state.  But rather than also basing it on theological and 

philosophical principles like the West, Nigerians base it on social, economic, political, 

and religious realities.  For instance, for economic reasons, when Christians in Nigeria 

talk about the return of schools to churches, they still want the government to pay salaries 

of teachers, be responsible for their retirement benefits, and give churches grants for 

infrastructural development.  The economic situation in Nigeria is such that churches 

cannot operate schools without government assistance.  If they do so, school fees will be 

too high for the average Nigerian.  The new universities established by churches are 

facing the problem of high tuition and consequently are not getting enough students.  

Many of these universities are already calling on the government for financial assistance.3  

It should also be remembered that Nigerian nationalists came from Christian schools.  As 

has been shown, Christian missionaries started inculcating the spirit of opposition into 

their students when the colonial government began antagonizing missionary efforts to 

spread the gospel through evangelism and establishment of schools. 

 CAN often talks about secularism and it can boast that it is through its effort that 

the constitution defines Nigeria as a secular state.  However, what CAN means by 

“secular” is slightly different from the western understanding.  In a non-technical way, a 

                                                 
3Like the one established by my church, NKST, the state government gave them a 

grant of N70 million before it was able to take off. 
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secular state, for the West, is a society in which the state has nothing to do with religion 

or spiritual matters.  In Nigeria, secularism is understood more in the sense of not having 

an established religion.  It means that there should be no policy or constitutional 

provision whereby the government supports or get involved in religious activities.  What 

can be deduced from CAN’s complaints about government discrimination against 

Christians and  its favoritism to Muslims is that, if the government treats Christianity and 

Islam equally, no matter the level of involvement, the principle of secularism has been 

breached.  An example of this is CAN’s demand for the government sponsorship of 

Christian pilgrimage.  In his address to the second assembly of the Christian Association 

of Nigeria, Rt. Rev. E. B. Gbonigi said: 

We all agree that our country Nigeria is a secular state.  In light of what we have 
said so far, in what sense is Nigeria a secular state?  Certainly, when we refer to 
our country as a secular state, we do not mean in the sense that morality is based 
on the well-being of our citizens, without any consideration of religious systems 
and forms of worship.  The greater majority of us understand our secularity in the 
sense of a form of a separation between religion and state, which allows for a 
voluntary relationship and cooperation, wherever and whenever necessary and 
possible.4 

 
Secularism defined in this way opens wide doors for the government to get involved in 

religious matters. 

 There is also a strong belief among Nigerian Christians that Christianity produces 

better citizens, politicians, and leaders.  According to this view, non-Christians do not 

have adequate values or leadership skills to lead this nation.  The leadership history of 

Nigeria supports this view.  Leaders who were trained in mission schools were indeed 

                                                 
4E. B. Gonigi, “Religion in a Secular State,” a paper presented to the 2nd 

Assembly of the Christian Association of Nigeria, 15-17 November, 1988. 
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better than those who went to public schools.  With this belief, it is obligatory for the 

church to make every effort that Christians get into power positions. 

 Another reason behind this Christian view of politics is the government attitudes 

towards religious matters.  Various governments in Nigeria have not stood very clear on 

the relationship between state and religion.  The Nigerian constitution is not very clear 

either.  Its provisions for religious matters is almost contradictory.  On the one hand, it 

says that, Nigeria is a secular state and that the federal or state government shall not 

adopt any religion as a state religion, but on the other hand, it has provision for the 

establishment of the sharia court of appeal which gives room for the establishment of the 

sharia law.  Because the government and the constitution has failed to clearly separate 

religion from the state or politics it is difficult for religions to make the separation. 

 There is also an internal force that makes it difficult for CAN to take a clear stand 

on the issue of religion and politics.  CAN has many denominations with different 

political views.  There are churches that would like complete political involvement and 

there are others that insist on complete separation.  As already mentioned, among the 

leadership, there are others who want CAN to behave like a political organization and 

those that do not.  CAN adopts different positions depending on who is in the leadership. 

This creates the problem of consistency and coherence.  What I am trying to demonstrate 

here is that CAN does not have a clear stand on the relationship between religion and 

politics because of the many forces militating against it.  This said, let me now return to 

the questions asked at the beginning of this section.  Now that CAN has no option but to 

be involved in politics what would be the best approach for it? 
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 After attending CAN’s meetings and doing this study, I conclude that one of the 

major problems of CAN is its size.  Large organizations like CAN are usually not very 

effective in presenting well articulated positions on issues.  As has been noted, CAN’s 

membership includes all churches in Nigeria irrespective of doctrinal positions and 

traditions or different views on church-state relations.  This militates against attempts to 

address many issues as well as articulate a well-defined position on an issue.  CAN 

should not think that it will be able to completely eradicate denominational differences 

and stop its members from asserting that their own church position should be the one that 

is followed.  Also, as was previously noted, denominational differences is one of the 

major problems of CAN that impedes progress and breeds dissension among members.  

Consequently, CAN’s meetings are usually too large for meaning debates and decisions.   

Not only that, they are poorly organized.  For instance the national executive council has 

about 105 members while the state council has about 70 members.  This is a problem 

CAN must treat with urgency. 

 What CAN should do is to create different committees or organizations like the 

Nigeria Inter-Religious Council (NIRTEC) with specific goals and select persons who 

have expert knowledge in that area or who command respect.  NIRTEC is successful 

because it has few members and addresses one issue.  CAN should learn from this.  These 

bodies that could be initiated by CAN might include persons from other faiths like 

NIRTEC but will achieve the same objectives of CAN.  In this regard, CAN will serve as 

a body that alerts its members on such councils of impending problems and as a body that 

empowers such members with the necessary resources to help them address important 

issues. 
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 The creation of departments within CAN is a noble idea but under the present 

structure and the way they are expected to function, these departments will not be able to 

achieve much.  Under the present organizational structure, these departments are 

expected to bring their plans, programs, and findings to the national executive committee 

for debate and approval.  This system subjects their work, again, to the problem of 

competing interpretations and dissension within CAN.  The second problem with these 

departments is that they do not have fulltime staffs.  The amount of work assigned to 

these departments cannot be performed effectively by part-time staff.  Thirdly, most of 

these departments are given too much responsibility to be effective.  For instance, one 

department is responsible for education, youth and women’s development and another for 

planning, research, and strategy.  Each of these concerns could merit a department of its 

own and yet that department would still have much work than it could handle.  Fourthly, 

these departments focus more on internal problems within the Christian fold than on 

issues that deal with the welfare of the Nigerian people.   

 Creating smaller organizations with specific goals would also help issues receive 

attention more rapidly than what is happening now.  Presently, most CAN officers, 

especially the president and his vice, are persons holding leadership positions in their 

churches as well as in other organizations.  In most cases their church assignments take 

precedence over those of CAN.  They are not employees of CAN but of their 

denominations.  Because of this, issues in CAN that need immediate attention are 

neglected because the leaders do not have time for such things.    

CAN has demonstrated that she is capable of challenging, confronting, pointing 

out problems, and condemning the government and Muslims policies and activities that 
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militates against the wellbeing of Christians and that promotes injustices, corruption, as 

well as socio-economic and political discriminations.  What CAN has failed to do which 

is very essential for moving the nation forward and having a better society is articulating 

an alternative society, policies and system of government.  CAN can best do this through 

lobbyist organizations.  These lobbyists organization may not necessary take a Christian 

name to make them capable of approaching persons of all religious persuasion.  This is 

new but can be learned from other countries.   

 Religious lobbyist organizations have fulltime staff working in the national capital 

and working closely with politicians.  Their may aim is to shape legislations and 

government policies.  Their work can be considered grassroots work.  This is a new thing 

that CAN can take a lead.  According to Hofrenning, religious lobbying makes politics 

more democratic5 which is what CAN wants to achieve for the Nigerian society.  

Hofrenning talks about two methods of religious lobbying: the outside and inside 

methods.  The outside method involves educating or cultivation grassroots constituencies 

and making them put pressure on elected offices to approach an issue in a certain way.  

With a very wide constituency that CAN has this will be very effective in Nigeria.  On 

the other hand the insider involves a close relationship with government officials 

whereby the staff of the lobbying group meet with government officials, discuss pending 

legislations, policies, help write out or suggest policies or legislations.6  One of the 

advantages of lobbying groups will be to expose the generality of Nigerians to national 

issues and make them participants in decision-making.  If this is done properly CAN can 

                                                 
5Daniel J. B. Hofrenning, In Washington But Not of It: The Prophetic Politics of 

Religious Lobbyists (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995), 71. 
 
6Ibid., 123.   
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easily dominate Nigerian politics.  This will also relieve CAN of its direct political 

involvement which is a contentious issue even among Christians.  CAN might then 

redefine its role by functioning more as a lobbying group.  All of the steps would help 

CAN occupy itself not simply with an Islamic agenda but also to be engaged in a 

meaningful articulation of polices that could help Nigeria.  

A Prophetic Role 
 

CAN represents the church in Nigeria and so it should consider itself a church.  In 

his book, God’s Name in Vain: The Wrongs and Rights of Religion in Politics, Stephen 

Carter makes some suggestions which I think might be of help to CAN.  Carter is talking 

about how the church can best be involved in politics.  Carter is of the opinion that the 

church is at its best when it is prophetic.  “I have suggested that religious believers are at 

their best when they spend more time in the garden than the wilderness, so that, if they 

are called to enter the public fray, they come to it purified, as prophetic voices calling the 

nation to account for its wrongs rather than as angry voices telling the nation what to 

do.”7  Carter contends that this is not a rule for all situations but just a guideline.  In some 

cases there will be a moral wrong so great that a lengthy and strenuous engagement in 

politics will be unavoidable.8  Carter argues for the church to adopt the tradition of the 

Old Testament prophets of persuading the government to do the right things, upholding 

justice and righteousness.  The religious voice is very important in politics because it 

gives direction and challenges the wrongs of the leaders. 

                                                 
7Stephen Carter, God’s Name in Vain: The Wrongs and Rights of Religion in 

Politics (Basic Books, 2000), 113.  
 

8Ibid. 
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 Carter does not encourage partisan politics on the side of the church.  According 

to him, this causes the church to lose its purity and prophetic voice.  “The religions that 

surrender to the world lose their souls just as surely as the religions that rush to enter 

electoral politics, for both equally lose the power of prophetic witness.  A religion cannot 

call the world to account once it has decided that its own traditions are wrong and the 

world is right.”9  The temptation to get involved in this way is to compete for a political 

space, combat discriminations and marginalization, and to promote the well-being of 

Christians.  CAN must also learn from the early church that was under the Roman 

persecution.   It was a church that sought peace, was ready to sacrifice, did not employ 

violent reaction, and did not adopt a confrontational approach or seek to triumph over the 

state.  Here again Carter has something important to say:  “Prophetic witness, the distant, 

transcendent voice that calls on the nation to repent and return to righteousness, is 

impossible if religion is comfortable.”10  CAN should be concerned with how best it can 

assist the government in fighting societal ills, building a political culture that accepts 

everyone equally, and finding ways of collaboration with the government and other 

organizations.  CAN can demonstrate a strong sense of nation-building without directly 

getting involved in politics.  There are many other organizations in Nigeria that CAN can 

work with for the betterment of the society such as the Civil Liberties Organization, 

Human Rights Monitor, and Human Rights Watch.  The situation in Nigeria where 

everything revolves around politics, and where in most cases, the government itself is the 

instrument of injustice, corruption, economic impoverishment, political marginalization, 

                                                 
9Ibid., 175. 

 
10Ibid., 185. 
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and social deprivation, calls for the need to develop a strong biblical approach to politics.  

Building on this prophetic role of the church it is possible to make another 

recommendation to CAN.  CAN’s problem is not just one of knowing what role it can 

play but also knowing how to respond to issues or deal with them. 

Diagnostic Approach 

 A diagnostic approach will help answer questions like when CAN should be 

involved and what are the risks or the implications of such involvement.  What this 

means is that it moves CAN away from just articulating complaints to radical 

reorientation of its aims and methods.  CAN’s preoccupation with the Islamic agenda 

poses the question of whether CAN will still exist when Islamic aggression comes to an 

end.  It will also help CAN to know where or at what stage it should be involved.  

Prophets were visionaries of their time.  They saw when everyone did not see.  This 

visionary ability enabled them to warn people of the impending danger.  One of CAN’s 

objectives is that it is “To act as the watch-man of the spiritual and moral welfare of the 

nation.”11  A watch-man fights against the enemy but also protects the people in the 

house.  A watch-man warns people before the enemy comes.  He sees the enemy afar.  

CAN usually waits until action is taken or something happens before it begins to fight 

and look for solutions.  CAN must be able to detect danger afar and begin to fight and 

find solutions before the problems happen.  This is why a lobby method is very 

important.  Advising politicians and sponsoring bills in the states and national assemblies 

are very crucial.  Let the government make laws on things like bribery, abortion, land 

demarcations, and review other laws that promote discriminations.  Also, one of CAN’s 

                                                 
11See CAN’s Constitution 2004.  
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departments has to do with planning, research and strategy.  If CAN makes proper use of 

this department, it will be of great help. 

 Biblical prophets played the role of analyzing situations in the light of the 

common good of the people.  They warned rulers and the people of the socio-economic 

and political consequences of their sins for the immediate and for the future.  They 

denounced evil and refused to be polluted by the corruption of their day.  They spoke on 

behalf of the poor and the oppressed, defended their rights, and gave them hope in times 

of distress.  Nigerians are very religious; they always turn to God in times of crises and 

look to him for his intervention.   CAN needs to speak a message of hope and find hope 

for the hungry, sick, poverty stricken, unsecured, unemployed, and exploited Nigerians.  

Just like the prophets, CAN must speak boldly to the Nigerian elites, condemn their 

greed, and name specific agents perpetuating evil.  In the tradition of the prophets, CAN 

must work at suggesting alternative economic, social, and political structure, that will 

bring about peace, justice, good governance, and prosperity.  Prophets did not neglect the 

religious leaders of their day.  They condemned their complacent, apathetic, conformist, 

and despondent attitudes.  CAN cannot stand strong if some church leaders have these 

attitudes. 

 Looking at the nature of issues CAN is dealing with, a diagnostic approach is very 

important.  Many of these issues are interconnected.  CAN needs to get at the root of the 

problems facing Nigeria.  The best way to solve a problem is to find where the problem 

lies.  Kano CAN was on the right path when it made the observation after the Maitatsine 

Kano/ Maiduguri riot of 1982 that  the riot was “only a symptom of a greater problem 

and a potential for generating national disunity.”  The report identified economic, 
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security, and social factors responsible for the riot.12  This kind of statement needs a 

follow-up.  A diagnostic approach includes looking at the implications of a method of 

approach for the church as well as the country as a whole.  When this is not employed 

there is tendency to make dangerous mistakes, take rush decisions, work on emotions, 

and not interpret the event or actions correctly. 

Closing Remarks 

Considering the vastness of the socio-economic, political, and religious problems 

to which CAN is trying to respond, it must be acknowledged that CAN has an enormous 

task.  This task can only be addressed effectively through careful strategic planning with 

well defined solid theological and philosophical foundations, well articulated approaches 

or methods, and commitment to nation building and patriotism.  CAN must learn to tap 

all the resources at its disposal, and make use of its organizational structure and its wide 

constituency.  The most important weapon in fighting this battle is unity—unity of 

purpose, unity of action, and unity of voice.  Churches in CAN come from different 

cultures, religious traditions, and ethnic groups but they share one gospel.  Jesus Christ is 

above cultural and ethnic differences and is able to unite those who make him their focal 

point.  The church represents unity.  It is the body of Christ made of many members, each 

performing a different function.  This example teaches that unity in diversity is possible.  

Unity is hard work and involves sacrifice.  For binding unity and commitment to exist 

there must be trust.  CAN must build trust between individual Christians, churches, social 

groups, states, and the different wings in CAN.  Trust will obliterate denominational 

boundaries and rivalries. 
                                                 

12Thomas F. Mason , “Religion: Source of Unity in the New Nigeria,” in Religion 
and National Unity, ed. Sam Babs Mala (Ibadan:  Orita Publication, 1988), 159-160. 
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 People are more supportive and committed when they are well informed of what 

is going on and able to participate in the decision making and activities of such an 

organization.  CAN has a very wide constituency but has a good network to connect 

people at every level in the shortest possible time.  People from all walks of life come to 

churches many times a week.  CAN has the advantage to have access to people at the 

grassroots level.  What is needed is more effective techniques and strategies to mobilize 

its vast constituency.  There is a high level of ignorance among Nigerians on their rights 

and approaches to social, economic, and political issues.  CAN stands a good chance of 

enlightening, training, and educating Christians on these issues.  This kind of 

enlightenment will help build a strong civil society which is essential for the attainment 

and sustenance of democracy.  It is only a democratic society that can help attain an 

egalitarian society.  CAN can also function better in a democratic society that has respect 

for law and order.  

In conclusion, CAN must be commended for taking a  proactive stance in the 

rehabilitation of this nation and employing various ways to achieve this difficult goal.  

Societal ills will not be solved by Christians deserting politics or participation in the 

policy process.  Socio-economic and political reforms can be achieved through 

participation in policy making, prayers, exemplary behavior, and non-conformist and 

uncompromising attitudes towards issues of injustices.  The Bible teaches clearly that the 

church has an obligation to encourage civic order. Given the Nigerian deplorable 

condition, the battle against societal ills may seem hard and discouraging but CAN must 

not give up; it must be the moral compass of our beleaguered nation.  It must speak 

boldly, powerfully, forcefully, and concisely without fear or favor to the government and 
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political elites on all matters affecting the Nigerian society.  There is saying that “Rome 

was not built in a day.”  CAN must also hold to the Nigerian saying that, Udam ka vea 

lamen mba yemen a yem je.  That is, “every small effort made contributes to the solution 

of the problem.”   

 CAN stands a good chance to liberate Nigeria from societal ills.  Apart from the 

fact that religion is a good vehicle for social change, CAN is respected by the 

government.  The challenge before CAN is a radical re-orientation of its methods, indeed 

a stronger commitment to its objectives as well as mobilization of its constituency for the 

battle against societal ills.  There is an important need to develop a theological 

framework that will guide Christians’ response to the problems in Nigeria.  CAN must 

build a Christianity that has impact on the society—a Christianity that transforms 

individual lives and the entire society based on a comprehensive biblical worldview that 

would provide a solid foundation for building a healthy Nigeria where there is freedom, 

justice, and peace.  CAN must rise itself above social, economic, and political injustices 

that plague Nigeria and it must look for ways of leading Nigeria in its collective effort to 

reform.  In doing so, the vicious cycles of socio-economic, political, and religious 

problems will be broken.   
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