THE IMPERATIVE OF PEACE AND RECONCILIATION
Message of the Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria to the

Rwandan Catholic Bishops Conference

The President of the Rwandan Catholic Bishops Conference, 
Your Grace
My Lords

Monsignori

Dear Rev. Frs. And Srs. 
Beloved Brothers and Sisters

The Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria has been desirous of visiting our sister Bishops Conference in Rwanda for some time. We are grateful to God for giving us the opportunity to do this, at this point in time, when your conference and your country, in general, are rebuilding, along the lines of peace and reconciliation.
The phenomenon of globalization, if it is viewed as a consequence of the failure of postmodernist intrigues, brings to bear the vigor and value of human interdependence and the necessity of peace and reconciliation in our world today. This assumes the status of certain imperative for us in Africa, where man does not exist as an individual alone, but derives sense and value as a person from his existential belonging to a human community.

Pope John XIII, in Pacem in Terris, reminds us, in very clear terms, of the consistency of human yearning for peace. He noted that our world order could only be firmly established if we assiduously observe the original order laid down by God. The divine order is evinced by the essential interconnectedness in nature among both living things and the forces of nature. This means that if we want to understand the laws that govern human relationships, we must look for them in human nature where the author of life wrote them.
Our Catholic Social Teaching compels us to recognize the absolute value of the human person, created in the image of God and endowed with definite system of rights and obligations that flow directly and simultaneous from the very nature of being human. The rights of man include the right to life and a worthy living standard; the right to moral and cultural values, the right to worship according to one’s conscience; the right to freely choose one’s state of life as well as other composite rights that include the economic and political rights.
Our rights as human persons are completed only by their correspondence to the obligations of community life. This means that every human right derives its fulfillment and imposes an indestructible moral force to the extent that it is accomplished in granting a corresponding obligation. It is in this wise that Pope John XIII, in Pacem in Terris noted that the most essential responsibilities we have towards one another, as human and as beings destined to community life in human societies, are the obligation to mutual collaboration, the obligation to an attitude of responsibility and the obligation to social life in truth, justice, charity and freedom.
The context of our visit, as representatives of the Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria, and your brothers and sisters, the good people of Nigeria, to you as Catholic Bishops and people of Rwanda, is defined by our desire to reinforce the spirit of solidarity and mutual interdependence between the Church in Nigeria and the Church in Rwanda. It is our hope and we wish that we could contribute to the peace and reconciliation processes which you have undertaken with vigor. We come in order to underline the role and responsibility of the Catholic Church to bring about peace where it is not existent and to solidify it where it already exists.
1. The Problems as We See Them: We recognize that since 1959, there have been series of uneasiness between your two principal ethnic populations the Hutus and the Tutsis. The events that led to these situations are highly regrettable, particularly when it is possible to think that the Church could have been involved in manners that were not impartial. We know that as a consequence of the complexes that ensued, democratic values could not be respected. The scars have remained and the Great Lakes Region continues to be ravaged by violent unrest. It was pitiable that the Arusha Accords signed in August 1993 between the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) and Rwandan government did not end the antagonism.
2. Our Support: We recognize the role of the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) which, though it experienced some initial difficulties, was able to deal with the three challenges necessary for a pragmatic outcome of its responsibilities. In effect, it was possible to organize a program of investigations that provided a realistic chance to finish all its initial proceedings by 2008. Secondly, it was possible to set up a timetable for cases that reflected its priorities and it had to resist pressure from the Rwandan government. 

We also identify with the traditional peace processes, which have been initiated by the people of Rwanda themselves and which, from available evidence, seem to have significant value for reconciliation, justice and peace in the country. We encourage the Catholic Church in Rwanda to intensify efforts and play more visible role in the peace processes.

3. The Challenges: There is no doubt that the transition period defined by the Arusha Accords has been concluded several years ago by a constitutional referendum and by multi-party elections which were expected to symbolize the successful democratization of the country. However, there remain multiple restrictions on political and civil liberty which hinder popular participation in political processes on equal footing for all. 

In addition, the significant control over the activities of political parties does not yield the ideals of democracy. 
We note that, in this nation, democracy is manifestly faced with the risk of electoral and political competition based exclusively on ethnic divide. This constitutes real danger for the practice of democracy. In this regard, we urge the Church to participate more actively in the restructuring of Rwandan political culture through popular education and increased accountability of political leaders. 
We urge the Rwandan people to assume responsibility for their common destiny and participate in programmes that ensure the restoration of full civil and political rights to the citizens. In this respect, the Church must assume the role of the midwife of peace. 

The media should exist as the fourth estate of democracy and the watchdog of good governance, ensuring that the service of the common good is the essential objective of public administration. Civil Society cannot accept to be forced to exist between repression and coercion. 
As custodian of public conscience, the Church should strive to be identified and to be seen as the Agent of Peace. It is an important responsibility of the church to integrate faith and action in order to properly dispense her role as conscience of the people. It must be said that, the situation where a ruling group wields almost exclusive military, political and economic control and tolerates no criticism or challenge to its authority cannot be  acceptable. 
Every segment of Rwandan society must participate and play an active role to bring about unity and national reconciliation. This should be anchored on effective freedom of speech, freedom of association, freedom of movement and freedom of conscience. Rwandans must find means and ways of holding their leaders accountable. A neutral institution, such as an ombudsman’s office – equipped with political, administrative, and financial independence should be allowed to establish equitable standards for political competition and to define the limits of freedom of expression and association, in order to avoid abuse bound to lead to further tensions.

4. On Our Own Part: On our own part, both as fellow Africans and Catholics, we admit that we are brothers and sisters at both levels. We view with concern the situation in your country and we identify with and join you in prayers. 
Accordingly:

(a) We urge you, as Church, to fortify the peace among you as condition for bringing permanent and sustainable peace to your country.

(b) We are convinced that the African continent has come a long way. We must become our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers. We must look inward for our resources for promoting integral human development, prayer and action. We must challenge structures of injustice and oppression in our countries and collectively we must assist one another to foster more humane societies in Africa. We call on the international community to reinforce its collective goodwill and participate in the promotion of democratic ideals and the respect of human rights in Rwanda.
(c) We are ready and willing to continue to participate, within the limits of our capacity, in all the processes aimed at bringing permanent peace to your country. We hope that we can be agents of reconciliation among and between your peoples and your neighbors. 
(d) In Nigeria, we composed a PRAYER FOR NIGERIA IN DISTRESS. We encourage you to do likewise, and say the prayer after every Eucharistic Celebration and every Christian Gathering everyday in your nation.

May Mary, our Mother and Queen of Peace intercede for us.
+ F.Ade Job …………………………..

Archbishop of Ibadan and

President Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria

.
                                                               Rev. Fr Michael Otto Ekpenyong…………………
Secretary-General, Catholic Secretariat of Nigeria

Kigali, Republic of Rwanda,

December 16, 2008
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