COMMUNIQUÉ

ISSUED BY THE ASSOCIATION OF EPISCOPAL CONFERENCES OF

ANGLOPHONE WEST AFRICA (AECAWA)

Salutation

We, the Catholic Bishops of the Gambia, Sierra Leone, Liberia, Ghana and Nigeria, brought together under the Association of the Episcopal Conferences of Anglophone West Africa (AECAWA), at the end of our 11th Plenary Assembly in Freetown, Sierra Leone from the 5th to the 12th of October 2007, give thanks to God our Father for enabling us to pursue his will.

We send you, our brothers and sisters in Christ and all men and women of good will, God’s peace and blessings in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit.  As believers in Jesus Christ, we have prayerfully considered our relations with our brothers and sisters of the Islamic faith. We deem it our prophetic duty to communicate to you at least some of the principal points of interest and importance that emerged from our deliberations.

Preamble

Assisted by Christian and Islamic Scholars, we have re-affirmed that Christians and Muslims share a history of good as well as bitter memories. The Christian-Muslim dialogue is one way of recalling together times when communities lived in peace with each other, but it also offers space for listening to stories and experiences replete with painful memories of controversy and rift that have conditioned the present. While we remember with gratitude to God the good memories, we are nonetheless, not afraid to address instances of conflict in our common history and in our present living together.

 We want to open new doors in dialogue because we believe that this is the only way that we can truly cultivate respect for each other, and together stand up for human dignity and peace. We want to deepen our dialogue so that we can enter into the heart of the matter: the promotion of peace in our West African sub-region.

For this reason, we find it providential that this Plenary Assembly on the theme, The Church and Christian-Muslim Collaboration in West Africa takes place in Sierra Leone, a country where Christians and Muslims have been living in harmony and love for centuries. We note with gratitude to God that the collaboration between the two religions in this country remains a major factor that hastened the peace process during the recent turbulent past of their history and contributed in no small measure to the peaceful elections that have just taken place. We note with satisfaction that similar harmony exists between Christians and Muslims in other countries of our sub-region, even if on a smaller scale. 

Shared Values

In our view, there should be peace and cordial relations between Christianity and Islam in our sub-region, especially since the two hold on to similar fundamental religious values, like the uniqueness of God, the need for prayer, the value of almsgiving, the irreplaceability of fasting and the importance of pilgrimages. 

Furthermore, Christians and Muslims take more or less the same position on issues of sexual morality. They extol the dignity of family life and reject promiscuity, lesbianism, homosexuality, prostitution, and abortion. They also pay respect to the same biblical personalities.

On the basis of such common points of interests, we believe that the two religions should bring on board their respective spiritual resources of faith and devotion to address such challenges as poverty, diseases, underdevelopment and bad governance.  

Sources of Conflict

It is fundamental to our faith as Christians that Jesus Christ is the Son of God, the unique mediator between us and God. For this reason, some Christians rise up in arms because some non-Christians have in their way of thinking abused Jesus. In the same way, some Muslims simply cannot countenance what they consider to be insulting to Muhammad.  

We are aware that the main sources of conflict between Christians and Muslims are bigotry, intolerance, militarism and fundamentalism of some tiny minority Christians and Muslims. We regret that these violent attitudes are passed on from adults to children, who take them over indiscriminately and become themselves militants with the conviction that they are being faithful to their religion.

In addition, the civil authorities of our various countries often fail to carry out their civic responsibility of arresting criminals and bringing them to book. For their part, many religious leaders remain silent in the face of violence and criminal activities perpetrated by these few members.

Points of Collaboration
A practical area of collaboration is the fight against corruption. We know how pernicious corruption is to peace, development and justice and how, in spite of this, it has taken deep root in our societies. Luckily, our religious principles and holy books practically coincide in this matter: ‘thou shall not steal’ is valid for all. 

Hence, Christians and Muslim should be able to work together on concrete, practical anti-corruption programme. We should be able to join hands together to send out clear signals and joint messages condemning corruption in all its forms. Collectively, we should be able to do something about unemployment, crime, vendetta, indiscipline and ignorance. Positively, we can consider how to co-operate in protecting the environment, cutting down funeral expenses, putting up a school or a clinic, supporting the leadership of the community in question, and assisting needy children in their education, irrespective of their religious affiliation. Another area for joint action is the protection of the sacredness of human life.

Inter-Religious Groupings

For this reason, we suggest that such programmes be promoted by inter-religious groupings that are already in existence in our sub-region and where they do not yet exist, they can be established in the village, the district, the regional or state communities, and at the national level. Such groupings should meet regularly and think of how best to assess the situation in their community. We also urge that interfaith youth associations be formed and that healthy sporting, cultural, and educational competitions be organized among them.

Dialogue

We have identified five distinct forms of inter-religious dialogue: the dialogue of life, collaborative dialogue, dialogue of religious experience, theological dialogue and official dialogue among religious authorities. Dialogue of life entails taking positive steps or promoting joint actions borne out of and flowing from genuine love. It should be spontaneous, responding to human situations regardless of affiliation. Dialogue of co-operation entails making a firm commitment to working together.

In our efforts to promote dialogue of religious experience, we must bear in mind that Christian-Muslim tensions are often imported and that before the advent of both religions, the African was a believer who accepted and respected the freedom of religion. Indeed, the profession of various faiths within the same family remained an age-old practice in the traditional context. Interfaith dialogue was probably lived out daily in homes and communities, rather than discussed in words. At the theological and official levels, therefore, we should endeavour to build the Christian-Muslim dialogue on these traditional values of mutual acceptance and respect.

Difficulties

We are not unaware that there are difficulties, both genuine and artificial, on the way to collaboration between Christians and Muslims. Often there are suspicions, discouragement, political interference and so on. What Christians concede to Muslims is not often reciprocated. In addition, some Muslims wrongly identify the Christian Church with the West and go on to blame Christianity for the actions of the West. 

In the face of such painful obstacles, we urge Christians not to give up. It is precisely when confronted with non-cooperation and lack of reciprocal relation that we should recognize the limits of our human efforts in addressing these difficulties and accept them as an invitation to carry our cross and follow our Saviour. St. Paul reminds us that the cross was a scandal for the Jews and madness for the Gentiles, but for those who believe in Jesus, the power of God and the wisdom of God (1 Co. 1:23-24).

In this light, we urge that the inter-religious dialogue and relations do not lead to the watering down of our own doctrines to suit Muslims or expecting Muslims to adopt Christian thought for us to be able to interact. We, therefore, ask that the Christian faithful be given solid formation in the basic principles of their religion for meaningful dialogue to take place. In the same vein, we call on all our civil authorities to be alive to their sacred responsibility of creating the enabling environment for all their citizens to live in peace and security.   
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At the end of our deliberations we elected the following to run the affairs of our Association

for the next three years:

e His Eminence, Peter Cardinal Turkson, the Archbishop of Cape Coast, Ghana, as
the President.

e Most Rev. Ignatius Kaigama, the Archbishop of Jos, Nigeria, as the Vice President.

e Most Rev. Lewis Zeigler, Bishop of Gbarnga, Liberia, Member.

e Most Rev. Patrick Koroma, Bishop of Kenema, Sierra Leone, Member

e Most Rev. Gabriel Adanuty, Bishop of Keta, Akatsi, Ghana, Member.

e Most Rev. Michael Elue, Bishop of Isele-Ukwu, Nigeria, Member.

e Most Rev. Lucius Ugorii, Bishop of Umuahia, Abia, Nigeria, Member.

e Most Rev. Martin Olorunmolu, Bishop of Lokoja, Nigeria, Member.

e Most Rev. Gabriel Anokye, Auxiliary Bishop of Kumasi, Ghana, AECAWA
Representative to SECAM.

Conclusion

At the end of the day, the inter-religious project between Christians and Muslims is in the
hands of the Holy Spirit, the principal agent of evangelization. He surely has a way of
untying the many knots in the course of dialogue. Through the intercession of our Lady,
Mother of God, may He demonstrate the mighty power of his mercy and forgiveness and
guide us on the right path. We thank Him for the many signs of hope He has given us in

the sub-region. We accept His challenge to face the near despair with which some of our

situations confront us.
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Most Rev. John ONAIYEKAN Rev. Fr. William AVENYA

Archbishop of Abuja, Secretary General.
President of AECAWA.




