MESSAGE PRESENTED AT THE END OF THE 8TH GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF THE CATHOLIC ARCHDIOCESE OF JOS, HELD AT THE SACRED HEART PASTORAL CENTRE, JOS, 

AUGUST 16 - 20, 2010.

Preamble

We, the delegates to the 8th General Assembly, at the end of our Assembly send greetings of peace to the family of God in the Catholic Archdiocese of Jos and indeed to the good people of Plateau State. Gathered from August 16 - 20, 2010, we prayed and reflected on the theme, “The Challenges of Religious and Political Conflicts to the Church in Plateau State”. Invoking the Holy Spirit, we reflected on the recurring crises on the Plateau that have resulted in the unnecessary loss of lives and property. These have paralyzed economic and socio-political developments in the state, heightened religious mistrust, polarized settlements and aggravated the suffering of the people. 

Condolences

The General Assembly regrets the loss of lives and property as a result of these crises in the state and we condole with the bereaved families, while praying for the souls of the departed to rest in peace. We sympathize with all those nursing varying degrees of injuries and those struggling to rebuild their lives. We appreciate the goodwill of all those who have contributed towards restoring the dignity of life of the affected persons. We appeal to government, NGO’s, Religious bodies and concerned groups and individuals to come to the aid of all those who are yet to receive any assistance.

The Church and the Challenges of the Crises 

There is no doubt that either directly or indirectly we have all suffered from the crises in the state. In spite of the severe economic, political, social and security challenges that we face in the State and the country at large, we encourage Christians not to lose faith in the Almighty God nor be paralyzed by fear and anger but rather, to renew their love for God and neighbour. We resolve to step up our teaching of the Church on the culture of love. The Church continues to teach love, peace, reconciliation; no matter the cost. Every Catholic is called to be an agent of the change we want to see. We pray for peace in our hearts, our homes, our state and country. Let us be the first to say “no to violence” and be in the frontline of developing a culture of peace and non violence. Let us make room for others, respect each other, learn to appreciate our differences and overcome evil with good. No doubt, many people are hurting deeply, having been traumatized by the experience of the violence we witnessed. We must however “seek first the kingdom of God and his justice”, and have the courage to forgive. With St. Francis we pray, “Lord make me an instrument of your peace. Where there is hatred let me show love; where there is injury, pardon, where there is doubt, faith, where there is despair, hope; where there is darkness, light; where there is sadness, joy.”

Security

While we commend the efforts of government and the security agencies in maintaining the relative peace in the state, we note with dismay our security situation that allowed sporadic attacks on lives and property. We call in strong terms on those saddled with the responsibility of keeping the peace, to live up to their responsibilities, while urging people to be security conscious and to report all suspicious movements and persons to the relevant security agencies rather than taking the law into their own hands. 

Polarization

This is a major concern for us as a people of God. Communities are now identified either as Christian or Muslim. This is an impediment to our interpersonal relationships. We need each other and there is no way that any State in Nigeria can ever belong to only one group. Polarization of our communities leads to further suspicion, mistrust and fear. While it may suit a few for their personal advantage, it will only destroy us and cage our humanity. It will not allow our children to enjoy those days of old when they played together, shared lives together, went to school together, ate food and drank together, celebrated births, marriages and funerals together. Our children no longer mix with people considered to be different. The elders are guilty of passing on prejudices and stereotypes. If this continues, there will only be further division and only God knows where this will lead us. Let us begin to build bridges of peace and reach out in some small ways, greet neighbors, invite them to family celebrations and buy goods in the market without fear and discrimination.

Dialogue

We restate the importance of dialogue in conflict resolution. The stand of the Catholic Church is that dialogue remains a veritable means to peace. The dialogue of life means reaching out lovingly to another person, irrespective of ethnic or religious differences. The recent crises have generated so much mistrust that it will take a lot of work to rebuild Muslim-Christian trust and relationship. The lack of clear understanding of the origin and cause of the crises has generated problems even among Christians. While some see nothing in the crises other than the attempt by Muslims to encroach on the sacred space of what is considered a very Christian State, others think that the root causes of the crises are ethnic, social and political, but given a religious coloration. The causes are multidimensional. The gains we have made in Muslim-Christian dialogue have suffered a great setback. Any attempt to initiate a meeting or dialogue between Muslims and Christians is viewed with suspicion and seen as a sign of weakness and a compromise of one’s religious dignity. It is an irony that while some religious leaders are advocating a militant approach to the crises, many non religious organizations are talking and working for peace. Our Archdiocesan Justice, Peace, Development and Caritas Commission, and many other groups actively engaged in efforts to break barriers in order to restore what was once a beautiful spirit of mutual coexistence between Muslims and Christians. The message of love must override the message of fire for fire, the culture of life must overthrow the culture of death, and the spirit of violence must be eliminated by the culture of dialogue. The crises must be put in right perspective. The causes are multiple and so religion alone should not be blamed.

Love of neighbor

One thing is clear when we view these crises from all angles, the love of neighbor has given way to hatred. Therefore, the solution to these incessant crises in the country and in the State can be found only in practical love for one another; and not only in beautiful sermons, fanciful Churches and Mosques, religious titles, visions, prophesies or hateful propaganda, acquiring of weapons, or unnecessary high spending. Practical love is the solution to our crisis situation. We should be our neighbor’s keeper (cf. 1 Th 3:12, Mt 5:9).

Nigeria at 50

We thank God that Nigeria will soon be 50 and note the relative progress in our political leadership since independence. We acknowledge and commend our founding fathers. Every Golden Jubilee celebration is a cause for joy and happiness. Our dear country has gone through many challenges owing to the diverse nature of its setting. Yet here we are, still a people. We are increasingly becoming conscious of our differences rather than emphasizing the unity that comes from harnessing our human and material resources. We insist on responsible and accountable leadership. We condemn the culture of ‘winner takes it all’, and advocate an all-inclusive system of government. The Church laments the fact that our democracy is yet to bring the much needed relief from hunger, insecurity, illiteracy, unemployment and problematic issues of health and housing. The high cost of Nigerian democracy is also a matter of concern, where a lot of resources are spent on elected or appointed senior government officials who enjoy mouth watering payments while the common worker can hardly make both ends meet. This has resulted in the emergence of pressure groups that represent sectional rather than national interests. Society continues to witness vicious hostility between ethnic, political and religious groups with daily news of unbridled corruption, kidnapping, women trafficking and youth hooliganism on the rise. We therefore challenge our Christian politicians to be agents of change for a better society.

2011 Elections

The government must ensure a diligent preparation for the 2011 general elections. We commend the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) that discovered flaws in the last voters’ registration and is making efforts to rectify such flaws. The contentious issue of zoning is a symptom of the absence of a national spirit. We appeal to religious leaders not to allow churches and mosques to be used by selfish aspirants and leaders to incite hatred and violence. The electorate must ensure that they register and vote. Religious leaders, especially priests and religious, should not dabble into partisan politics. Rather they have a duty to educate the electorate to vote credible leaders.

Lessons from the “Year for Priests”

The Church has just concluded “The Year for Priests” in which the whole Church was united in intensive prayer for her priests for one whole year. During this time, priests had the opportunity to realize the seriousness of their vocation within the Church and the world and to engage deeply in “interior renewal” for the sake of a more intensive witness to the gospel in today’s world. The priest has the responsibility to preach, to teach and to heal. We must avoid, at all costs, using the pulpit to incite religious mistrust and hatred and being politically partial. The solution to the incessant crises in our country and on the Plateau can be found only in the practical expression of our faith: practical love of one another. The teachings of our doctrines, traditions and articles of faith are clear and essential guides to building respect and understanding of all human life. Catholic politicians must remember that they are firstly Catholic and must put into practice the Church’s teachings on political and social involvement and avoid mischievous political calculations and utterances that will lead to violence. 

Religious Extremism:

The rising cases of religious fanaticism and negative indoctrination in our country are very disturbing. The activities of religious leaders who preach as well as propagate hatred and invite their adherents to violence are all too common. All relevant agencies of government saddled with maintaining the peace must ensure that such elements be identified and be made to face the full wrath of the law. Religious freedom and worship is a human right. Therefore, nobody should be harassed or intimidated on the basis of his/her religious profession. In some parts of northern Nigeria, places of worship, instruction in religious knowledge, use of the government controlled media and the free expression of faith are denied. We call for fairness and freedom for adherence of all religions.

REPORTS FROM COMMISSIONS

We commend the commissions of the Archdiocese: Education, Communication, Pastoral and Liturgical, Health, Justice Development and Peace Commission (JDPC), Catechetical and Family Life, and Youth for their sustainable effort to serve not only the Church but the wider society. The education, health and social services provided are without reference to ethnic or religious affiliation. We commend the Catholic Youth Organization in her effort to consolidate and increase her friendship with Muslim youth through sports and peace and reconciliation seminars. The relief efforts by JDPC during and after the crises were distributed to all who were affected regardless of their religious affiliations. The spiritual and pastoral input rendered by the Pastoral/Liturgical, Catechetical and Family Life and Communications Commissions are all deeply appreciated. We urge them to continue in this spirit of selfless service and to ensure that whatever social or spiritual services given, are with the view of building bridges, promoting peaceful coexistence and the common good. 

CONCLUSION

We conclude by first of all thanking God for the success of the 8th General Assembly of the Catholic Archdiocese of Jos. The Assembly appreciates the leadership of the Archdiocese. We commit ourselves to work towards developing the culture of peace and non violence. The Assembly has formulated a Prayer For Political, Ethnic and Religious Peace in Plateau State and pleads with all Catholics to say the prayer in their Churches and homes.

We implore Our Lady Queen of Peace to intercede for us as a Church and State.

Most Rev. Ignatius A. Kaigama Very Rev. Fr. Emmanuel Ray Ikpa

Catholic Archbishop of Jos Chancellor 

PRAYER FOR POLITICAL, ETHNIC AND RELIGIOUS PEACE IN PLATEAU STATE

God the Father our Creator

God the Son our Redeemer

God the Holy Spirit our Sanctifier,

We praise and thank You for the precious gift of Plateau State endowed with good weather, fertile land and a generous people.

We have been plagued by political, ethnic and religious crises

And have suffered the destruction of lives and property

We humbly ask for forgiveness from you and from one another

Heal our wounds with the radiance of Your love and mercy

And teach us to live in peace and harmony

Use our leaders as instruments of peace, social development and love

Help them to be selfless in service and to lead us in the path of dialogue and reconciliation, so that we can truly be one family, working for the common good

Bless and provide for our youth and help them to be peace loving

Lord, may the weapons of evil, hatred and violence be silenced by love

May we enjoy unity and stability as your children who live, move and have our being in you. We ask this through Christ our Lord.

V: O Jesus Prince of Peace 

R: Be merciful to Plateau State and grant us permanent peace 

V: Our Lady Queen of Peace

R: Obtain for us peace in our hearts, peace in our families, peace in our State.

All: Amen.

Rev Fr Gideon Pwakim, 

Archbishop's Secretary.

