Brother and Friend—Emir Haruna Abdullahi of Wase
A Tribute by Most Rev. Ignatius A. Kaigama, Catholic Archbishop of Jos.
“Your good friend the Emir of Wase is very sick at the Jos University Teaching Hospital (JUTH)” was a text message I received from one of my priests which was soon confirmed by the Galadima of Wase, Alh Mustapha Umar in a text he sent asking me to pray for the Emir who was admitted at the intensive care unit of JUTH.  Since I was at the conference of the Catholic Bishops of Nigeria in Ijebu Ode, Ogun State, I announced to the Bishops that morning at Mass that my friend the Emir was sick and needed prayers. Immediately after the Mass, I got a text message from the Deputy Governor of Plateau State, Dame Pauline Tallen informing me that “your friend the Emir of Wase is no more” To say the least I was devastated and the whole day was one prolonged hours of  misery. I knew that I would miss the funeral rite which was already fixed for 2.00 pm that day Friday 17th, 2010, so I asked my Vicar General to pass the news of the Emir’s death to as many priests in Jos as possible and to make immediate arrangements to be present in Wase. Over twenty priests along with some Rev Sisters and lay people cut short their day’s activities and headed for Wase, arriving in time for the burial.

The Emir and I began our friendly association one afternoon when he was on his way from Kaduna and branched at my house to welcome me to Jos, upon my transfer from Jalingo Diocese in Taraba State to Jos as the new Archbishop. He said he also wanted to appreciate my role in hosting displaced Muslims on our compound in the wake of the 2001 ethno/religious crisis. He intended a brief visit but we ended up spending close to two hours. We discovered that we had a mutual passion for peace and inter religious harmony. I soon paid him a Sallah visit in Wase at the end of Ramadan and was very warmly received by him and his people. During the 2004 Yelwa crisis, I initiated a peace mission to Yelwa. He and the Long Goemai of Shendam, Hubert Shaldas II and I were in Yelwa preaching peace to both the Christians and Muslims. For the first time Christians and Muslims were able to meet face to face following the sad crisis that led to the destruction of lives and properties. It was a successful mission. Since that mission, I visited the Emir several times in his Wase palace and he was a regular visitor to my house in Jos. We issued several joint messages of peace and harmony and I believe that it was in recognition of this that the Chief Joshua Dariye Government constituted the Inter Religious Council for Peace and Harmony and appointed us to head it. Subsequently, Gov. David Jonah Jang renewed our mandate and made the Emir and I co-chairmen of the body. In the desire to foster greater understanding, we once initiated a meeting between twenty Christian and twenty Muslim leaders in the JNI office at the Central Mosque to discuss ways for peaceful coexistence and harmony. After the 2008 crisis, the Emir and I jointly received in my house the British High Commissioner to Nigeria and went from there to visit the displaced Christians in Nassarawa Gwong camped at St. Michael’s Catholic Church and the displaced Muslims at the Jos Central Mosque. The Catholic German Bishops came visiting and the Emir of Wase and his colleague of Kanam, Alh. Babangida Muazu joined me to receive the visitors. We had a fruitful interaction and went on to the house of the late Turakin Jos, Alhaji Inuwa Ali to condole with his family. We were received by many Muslim dignitaries. Not long after, the Emir and I were in Germany at the invitation of MISSIO to participate in the World Mission Sunday which was dedicated to the subject of peace and reconciliation in Nigeria. Both of us were happily encouraging a project for the training and formation of both Christian and Muslim youths in vocational skills and inter-religious matters. This is a project of the Catholic Archdiocese of Jos established with the help of MISEREOR Germany and sited in Bokkos with the specific aim of training Muslim and Christian youths together to appreciate the merits of living in harmony by accepting one another without the kind of religious prejudice and hostility witnessed today.

Our friendship and work for peace was commended and encouraged by many Muslims and Christians to the extent that many would say the Emir and the Archbishop are inseparable when it comes to peace matters. However, some few did not believe that a genuine friendship was possible between a Muslim and a Christian leader. On our part, we didn’t need to provide any philosophical proof that our friendship was working well. I spent two full days in his house in Wase and he was such a gracious host, helping me to meet with the Christians of the area and made me very comfortable. He came regularly to Jos to visit me and we had long hours of chat. Throughout the crises in Plateau State we remained in constant contact sometimes on a daily basis, thanks to the mobile phone. We reassured ourselves that our work for peace and interreligious harmony was approved by God. I remember the Emir saying with satisfaction on our way to Germany that even if we die in the process of working for peace at home or abroad the glory is to God.

Nothing good comes easy. On both sides of the religious divides there were skeptics who never believed that we could truly love and befriend each other. There was the constant refrain of “you cannot trust this people” or “they are just deceiving you”. That did not frighten or discourage us. Some who prefer confrontation to dialogue did not wish to see us working together with such cordiality and warmth; after all Muslims and Christians are supposed to be enemies, fighting each other through jihad or crusade. We saw things differently. Our religions transcend the narrow boundary erected by religious traditions and doctrines. True religion promotes neighbourly solidarity, care and love rather than hostile confrontation at the slightest misunderstanding. Intimidation, unsubstantiated allegations, malicious rumours and speculations did not stop our work. We were determined and God was with us.

My dear friend Alh. Dr. Haruna Abdullahi, you were a broadminded human being, a sincere Muslim whose love and concern for humanity was unquestionable. Ever since I met you ten years ago I had no cause to doubt, distrust or suspect you. Your utterances and actions were dictated by truth and sincerity. Even when hurting and malicious rumours came to your attention, you took them with philosophical calmness. You must have suffered deep down when blatant lies were told about your person, yet you bore all with maturity and incredible composure.

I thank you for introducing me to the Sultan of Sokoto, Alh. Sa’ad Abubakar III. The Sultan had come to a function in NIPPS Kuru, shortly after being named the Sultan. We met at his lodge for long hours with the Archbishop of Abuja, Most Rev. John Onaiyekan. I believe that this meeting was the beginning of a loving and fruitful relationship between the Sultan and the Archbishop.

I thank you for the first harvest of your farm that you would kindly share with me: the bags of rice and corn you would send to me annually, knowing that I do not own or work a farm. During my Silver Jubilee of priesthood you surprised me by quietly sending a very big cow to help me entertain my visitors and when I celebrated the thanksgiving Mass in my village, Kona, in Taraba State, you longed to be there in person but owing to official engagements you could not, but sent a delegation to Kona not only with prayers and a goodwill message but with a precious basket of kola nuts which was used to entertain all my visitors.

The numerous text messages and telephone calls I received at the news of your passing away from many parts of Nigeria and especially from Germany, where you are fondly remembered because of our two weeks visit to Frankfurt, Bonn, Osnabruck, Berlin and Munich, sharing the message of peace and dialogue with the German Muslim and Christian groups is further evidence that our work for peace is appreciated by many. In all these messages I was being condoled on the death of a friend and collaborator. I saw you not only as a friend but importantly as a brother. Thank you for believing in me and for your trusting and loyal friendship. We prayed and agonized together on the best ways to avoid crises in Plateau State. Our struggles will not be in vain.  May the Almighty and Merciful Allah reward you with heavenly peace and may Plateau State and indeed Nigeria experience that peace for which you sacrificed so much.  Sleep peacefully dear brother and friend.
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