TOWARDS SPIRITUAL AND SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION
Communiqué issued at the end of the Second Plenary Meeting of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria (CBCN) at the Crest Hotel and Gardens, Old Airport Road, Jos, Plateau State, September 8th – 13th, 2008.

I.
PREAMBLE
1.
We, members of the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Nigeria, held our Second Plenary Meeting for the year 2008 at the Crest Hotel and Gardens, Old Airport Road, Jos, Plateau State, September 8th – 13th, 2008.  Having prayerfully reflected on and discussed issues related to the Church and the nation, we present the following communiqué.
II.
GRATITUDE TO GOD
2.
We thank God and express our gratitude to the Holy Father, Pope Benedict XVI, who appointed Msgr Jude Thaddeus Okolo, a priest of Nnewi Diocese as Nuncio to Chad and the Central African Republic.  The Episcopal ordination of Msgr Jude Okolo will take place at Our Lady of Assumption Cathedral, Nnewi, on Saturday, 27th September 2008.  He will be the first Nuncio of Nigerian origin and the third from Africa.  We equally thank God for our four new bishops, Most Rev. Felix Ajakaye as Co-adjutor Bishop of Ekiti Diocese; Most Rev. Augustine Ukwuoma who replaced Bishop Gregory Ochiagha as Bishop of Orlu; Most Rev. John Niyiring, OSA who replaced Bishop Patrick Francis Sheehan, OSA as Bishop of Kano, and Most Rev. Charles Hammawa as the Bishop of Jalingo Diocese who succeeds Bishop James Daman now the Bishop of Shendam Diocese.  We wish Bishop Sheehan and Bishop Ochiagha a peaceful retirement and many more years of good health and service in the Lord’s vineyard.
III.
HAPPY EVENTS
3.
We congratulate the Archdiocese of Ibadan and the Diocese of Umuahia, the respective Local Ordinaries and their faithful on their Golden Jubilee celebrations.
We express our good wishes to His Eminence Francis Cardinal Arinze and His Excellency, Most Rev. Anthony Gbuji who are celebrating the Golden Jubilee of their priestly Ordination this year.  Cardinal Arinze will celebrate his Golden Jubilee at the Basilica of the Holy Trinity, Onitsha, on Saturday 20th December 2008, while that of Bishop Gbuji will take place at the Holy Ghost Cathedral, Enugu, on 24th October 2008.
We also rejoice that Veritas University Abuja (VUNA) established by our Conference will take off this October 2008.  We again pledge to provide an integral and functional education for the youth, in order to assist in the moral and social transformation of our country.
1V.
SOME SIGNS OF HOPE
4.
We commend the one year in office of President Umaru Musa Yar’ Adua.  We note an increase in peace and tranquility, religious coexistence, fairness and the rule of law.  We appreciate his seven-point agenda and look forward to their full implementation.  We appeal to all Nigerians to embrace the agenda and contribute to make them work.  We urge the president not to lose focus, but to continue his positive agenda for our nation’s political stability and socio-economic development.  Above all, he should earnestly sustain the fight against corruption at all levels of the society.  The failure of leaders to live simply perpetuates the scourge of corruption.  There is need for the Judiciary to speed up judgements in election tribunals and other pending cases in the law courts.
5.
We commend the Niger-Delta Development Council (NDDC) - Church consultations through which government agencies of the Niger-Delta region collaborate with Christian leaders in solving problems in the region and charting the way forward.  As partners in social progress and following Christ, the Sun of Justice and Prince of Peace, the Church continues to offer her prayers, wisdom and charitable works for the welfare of the suffering and needy.

6.
Dialogue between Christians and Muslims is bearing fruit in some areas, leading to greater tolerance, harmonious coexistence and peace.  This should be extended, promoted and sustained in every part of the country.  Government at all levels should strengthen the Nigerian Inter-Religious Council (NIREC) as a means towards promoting religious freedom, unity and progress among Nigerians.
V.
PERSISTENT SOCIAL ILLS
7.
Despite huge capital investments in the power sector, incessant power failure is still the lot of Nigerians, creating an atmosphere of despair.  Insecurity, characterized by spates of armed robbery, kidnapping and killings, adds to this sense of hopelessness.  Corruption still remains unabated.  The consideration of merit in admission into institutions of learning, employment and promotion, has been thrown to the wind.  Nepotism and mediocrity seem to have been elevated to an art.

8.
The petroleum fire disaster in Ijegun which took the lives of many Nigerians illustrates the volatile nature of the nation’s social life.  Government should do more to prevent all man-made disasters.  Pipelines should not be carelessly exposed but buried deep.  Strict regulations for building structures should be put in place and enforced to forestall any subsequent collapse.  Rivers and water ways should be checked and drained, to reduce the occurrence of erosion and over-flooding.  More fire-fighting equipment should be strategically located to deal with any fire-accidents.
VI.
THE GLOBAL FOOD CRISIS
9.
The Global Food Crisis has been attested to by world leaders at the recent Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) meeting in Rome.  This raises deep questions about the state of agriculture in Nigeria.  Given our overdependence on the oil sector, the agricultural sector is still grossly neglected.  Government policy on agriculture is often not properly thought through, haphazardly implemented, or aborted mid-way.  The fertilizer subsidized by the government to boost agriculture is sadly left at the hands of the greedy rich who buy from the government and sell to poor farmers at cut-throat prices. 

In the past, we called for efforts towards rural development which reduces the rate of the exodus from rural to urban areas and from agriculture to white-collar jobs.  We stated that “whatever encourages farming, whatever enhances the attractiveness of the farms, whatever reverses the flow of the nation’s manpower from rural to urban centres, deserves prompt and serious attention of government.” (CBCN Communiqué at Ibadan, 1978).  Agriculture remains the basis for any viable economy.  We are happy to note that the president’s seven point agenda for development has agriculture as one of its priorities.  
VII.
FREEDOM OF INFORMATION AND RESPECT FOR CHILDREN’S RIGHTS
10.
We cannot talk of democracy without the freedom of information duly put in place to make it work.  The free flow of information promotes participation which is the engine that drives democracy.  The hoarding of information, on the contrary, leads to dictatorship, corruption, marginalization and anarchy.
11.
We glibly dream of a greater future if we do not sufficiently recognize, protect, defend and promote the dignity of our children.  While recognizing the rights of parents over their children, no government can honestly fulfill its constitutional duty which neglects the rights of the weak and defenceless citizens, especially children.  We denounce all crimes inflicted on children which exploit their vulnerability in the form of child-labour, child-soldier, child-trafficking, pedophilia, etc.  Economic development should grossly take into account the needs of children.
VIII.
CALL FOR INITIAL AND ONGOING FORMATION
12.
The social ills discussed above highlight the need for deeper formation of all the agents of evangelization.  Given the rapid and complex nature of development, especially in the socio-economic sector, the Church in Nigeria is increasingly being challenged to engage with the people and nation.  Aware of our grave responsibility in the spiritual, moral and social transformation of our society, we call for an intensification of programmes for initial and ongoing formation of all pastoral agents in Nigeria, especially the priests and religious.  Priests and religious are challenged to be authentic witnesses of the Gospel through a life characterized by simplicity and leadership service.  We call on all Nigerians to shun ostentatious life styles and appeal to the rich to live simply, so that others may simply live.  Formation of the laity, especially in the Church’s Social Doctrine, is to be given emphasis.  Catechesis, including family and youth apostolate, is to be renewed and strengthened.

IX.
WORLD FAMILY DAY
13.
The World Family Day will be celebrated in Mexico in January 2009.  It is an occasion when the dignity and rights of the family are brought to world attention.  The family remains the cell of the society and the domestic Church.  We wish to remind families of the grave obligation to transmit to their members the moral values, spiritual heritage and cultural legacy, indispensable for good citizenship.

X.
THE JUBILEE YEAR OF ST. PAUL AND THE SYNOD ON THE WORD OF GOD
14.
The Jubilee Year of St. Paul (June 2008 – June 2009) is a year of renewal on the mission of the Church, especially as an agent of truth, justice, development and peace.  All the clergy, religious and lay members of Christ’s faithful in Nigeria are called upon to imitate the zeal and follow the footsteps of St. Paul in preaching the Good News in season and out of season.  Providentially, the Church also celebrates the Synod of Bishops in Rome this October on the Word of God in the Life and Mission of the Church.  The Synod preparatory documents stress Lectio Divina (spiritual reading) as an effective pastoral instrument and a valuable tool in the Church in the education and pastoral formation of priests, religious and lay people.  We urge pastors to enthrone the bible and celebrate bible-service more frequently; promote bible-study and bible sharing as important means of renewal in faith and moral.
XI.
CONCLUSION
15.
Today’s globalization presents great challenges to developing nations such as Nigeria.  A nation should pursue the integral development of its people.  Nigeria must embrace the Millennium Development Goals and work for the integrated development of its people.  Good socio-economic programes already exist, such as the National Action for Poverty Eradication Programme (NAPEP) and the National Economic Empowerment Development Strategy (NEEDS).  All that is needed is sincerity, commitment and diligence on the part of the leaders and the masses.  Sectors like education, agriculture, health, employment should be given urgent attention.  Democracy can only be consolidated through a recommitment to due process and the rule of Law.
16.
We acknowledge that the renewal of the Church and our nation will not be fully realized without divine assistance.  Relying on the strength of Christ, St. Paul the Great Apostle to the Gentiles said “I can do all things in him who strengthens me” (Phil 4:13).  So, we rely on our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, treasure and trust in his words.  We ask the indefatigable preacher of the truth and teacher of the nations to intercede for us, so that we might be fearless in standing for the truth and pouring out our lives as libation for the good of our country.
May Mary, Queen of Nigeria, Mother of the Word Incarnate and Star of Evangelization pray for us.
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