INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC JOURNAL OF RELIGION AND CONTEMPORARY
ISSUES (INTARECOM) Vol. 2, No. 1 | March 2025 | ISSN: 1595-251X
A Publication of the Department of Christian R eligious Studies, Faculty of Arts, Taraba State
University, Jalingo, Nigeria
THE INTERSECTION OF FAITH AND DIALOGUE: ASSESSING THE
CONTRIBUTIONS OF INTERRELIGIOUS COUNCILS TO CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM
RELATIONS IN NORTHERN NIGERIA

By

Olowo Anuoluwapo Favour
Ahamadu Bello University Zaria
Anuoluwaf@gmail.com
07035735801

ABSTRACT

The religious landscape of Northern Nigeria, defined by the coexistence of Islam and
Christianity, has been characterised by both concord and strife. Interreligious councils have
arisen as vital vehicles for promoting discussion, peace, and understanding between Christian
and Muslim communities. This research analyses the role of these councils in fostering
peaceful coexistence, emphasising the interplay between faith and discourse as a strategy for
alleviating tensions and cultivating a unified society. This study analyses individual projects
and collaborative efforts to illustrate how interreligious councils foster discussion, arbitrate
conflicts, promote social justice, and participate in educational outreach. By contextualising
discourse within common beliefs, these councils can reduce misunderstandings and foster an
environment that celebrates religious variety. The document emphasises the difficulties
encountered by the councils and the promising avenues for enduring peace and
comprehension in Northern Nigeria.

Keywords: Interreligious councils, Christian-Muslim relations, dialogue, peace-building,
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Introduction

Northern Nigeria is a region distinguished by a diverse array of ethnicities, cultures, and
religions, primarily Islam and Christianity. The coexistence of various religions has been
characterised by intervals of harmony and, regrettably, violence. In recent years,
interreligious councils have become a crucial instrument for promoting discussion, peace, and
understanding between Christian and Muslim communities. This study examines the role of
interreligious councils in fostering peaceful coexistence, highlighting the convergence of
faith and conversation as a method for alleviating tensions and constructing a unified
community.

The comparison of these two religions establishes a distinct environment where both

collaboration and conflict may emerge. Although some individuals and groups have adeptly
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managed these difficulties through interfaith relationships, there have also been unfortunate
occurrences of violence and strife that highlight the precariousness of this coexistence. In
reaction to the challenges presented by religious tensions, interreligious councils have arisen
as essential organisations in recent years. These councils function as venues for leaders and
representatives from Christian and Muslim groups to participate in constructive discourse,
promoting an atmosphere of reciprocal respect and comprehension. Their position has
become progressively vital as they endeavour to bridge divides, resolve disputes, and foster a

culture of peace.

This research seeks to examine the role of interreligious councils in promoting peaceful
coexistence in Northern Nigeria. This inquiry will analyse particular initiatives and
coordinated efforts by these councils to elucidate how they foster discourse between the two
faiths. These projects try to address current tensions and prevent future conflicts by fostering

common values and understanding.

The convergence of faith and discussion will be a central theme of our inquiry. This study
will examine how the fundamental teachings of Islam and Christianity can be utilised to
promote peaceful interactions, emphasising the capacity of religious beliefs to foster
compassion, tolerance, and forgiveness among followers. By contextualising dialogue within
shared beliefs, interreligious councils can effectively alleviate misunderstandings and
promote a sense of community, advocating for peaceful coexistence and collaboration. These
councils can play a transformative role in reshaping the narrative surrounding religious
diversity in the region, fostering an environment where dialogue and partnership supplant
division and conflict. This research seeks to illuminate both the problems encountered and the

promising avenues for enduring peace and mutual understanding among communities.
Historical Context

The relationship between Christians and Muslims in Northern Nigeria has been complex and
often fraught with tension. Following Nigeria's independence in 1960, societal divisions
along religious lines became more pronounced, culminating in violent clashes in various
regions. According to Nnoli (2015), these conflicts have roots in colonial policies that

exacerbated ethnic and religious divisions, leading to a legacy of mistrust. The establishment
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of interreligious councils in the 1990s aimed to address these issues by providing a platform

for dialogue and collaboration.

The historical context of the relationship between Christians and Muslims in Northern
Nigeria is a reflection of deep-rooted complexities arising from colonial legacies, socio-

political dynamics, and the interplay of religious identities.

1. Colonial Legacy: The British colonial administration played a significant role in shaping
religious and ethnic divisions in Nigeria. During the colonial period, the North was governed
through indirect rule, which empowered local Muslim leaders and institutions while
sidelining other groups, particularly in the South (Nnoli, 2015). This approach not only
entrenched existing divisions but also fostered a sense of mistrust among different
communities. The resulting disparities in governance and development contributed to a socio-

political landscape that would later become contentious.

2. Post-Independence Tensions: Following Nigeria's independence in 1960, Nigeria was
grappled with the challenge of unifying a diverse population. The political landscape became
increasingly polarized along religious lines, with political parties often aligning with either
Christian or Muslim constituencies. The introduction of Sharia law in several northern states
in the late 1990s further intensified these divisions, leading to fears among non-Muslims

about the implications for their rights and social standing (Falola& Heaton, 2016).

3. Violent Clashes: The culmination of these tensions has resulted in various violent clashes
across regions, with notable incidents such as the Jos riots in 2001 and the ongoing
insurgency by Boko Haram. These conflicts have often been characterized by brutal violence,
resulting in significant loss of life, displacement, and deepening of societal divides (Osaghae,
2017). Nnoli (2015) asserts that these conflicts stem from the colonial legacy of exacerbated

ethnic and religious divisions, which set the stage for ongoing mistrust and hostility.

4. Interreligious Councils: In response to the rising violence and societal divisions, the
establishment of interreligious councils in the 1990s marked a significant attempt to foster
dialogue between Christians and Muslims. These councils aimed to provide a platform for
collaboration on social issues, promote mutual understanding, and address the root causes of
conflict (Emezi, 2018). Through interfaith dialogue, these initiatives sought to build bridges

and reduce tensions, emphasizing shared values and communal harmony.
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5. Contemporary Challenges and Prospects: Despite the initiatives aimed at promoting peace,
the relationship between Christians and Muslims remains fraught with challenges.
Socioeconomic disparities, political marginalization, and the influence of extremist groups
continue to exacerbate tensions. However, grassroots movements and community-based

organizations are increasingly working towards reconciliation and coexistence, recognizing

the importance of collaborative efforts in building a peaceful society (Dada, 2020).
The Role of Interreligious Councils

Interreligious councils serve as a bridge between different faith communities, fostering
dialogue and understanding. In Northern Nigeria, organizations such as the Nigerian Inter-
Religious Council (NIREC) and various local councils have played significant roles in
mediating conflicts and promoting peace. According to Akinyemi (2018), these councils are
crucial in creating an 4 environment where religious leaders can collaboratively address
social issues, thereby reducing the potential for conflict. Interreligious councils play a vital
role in fostering dialogue, understanding, and collaboration between different faith
communities, especially in regions characterized by religious tension, such as Northern
Nigeria. These councils are essential in mediating conflicts, promoting peace, and addressing

socio-political issues that arise from religious differences.

1. Facilitating Dialogue: Interreligious councils provide a structured platform for dialogue
between Christian and Muslim leaders. This dialogue is crucial for breaking down
stereotypes and promoting mutual understanding. The Nigerian Inter-Religious Council
(NIREC), for instance, has been instrumental in organizing forums and discussions that
enable religious leaders to share perspectives, thereby fostering a culture of respect and
cooperation (Akinyemi, 2018). These interactions are foundational in addressing

misunderstandings that often lead to conflict.

2. Conflict Mediation: One of the primary roles of interreligious councils is conflict
mediation. In a country where religiously motivated violence has been prevalent, these
councils step in to mediate disputes and provide peaceful resolutions. According to Akinyemi
(2018), councils like NIREC have successfully intervened in several conflicts by bringing
together community leaders to address grievances and negotiate peace agreements. Their

involvement helps to de-escalate tensions and promote dialogue over violence.

185



INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC JOURNAL OF RELIGION AND CONTEMPORARY
ISSUES (INTARECOM) Vol. 2, No. 1 | March 2025 | ISSN: 1595-251X
A Publication of the Department of Christian R eligious Studies, Faculty of Arts, Taraba State
University, Jalingo, Nigeria
3. Promoting Social Justice: Interreligious councils also focus on broader social issues that
affect both communities, such as poverty, education, and health care. By collaborating on
these issues, they create a sense of shared purpose that transcends religious boundaries. This
collective action is vital in building trust and fostering a sense of community among diverse

groups (Bishop &Ojo, 2016). Initiatives aimed at social justice help mitigate the underlying

causes of conflict by addressing inequalities that can fuel resentment.

4. Public Advocacy: These councils often engage in public advocacy to promote peace and
interfaith cooperation. They may issue joint statements on pressing social issues, advocate for
5 policy changes, or mobilize communities for collective action. Their unified voice carries
weight in the public sphere, encouraging followers to adopt more tolerant and peaceful
attitudes (Emezi, 2018). By presenting a united front, interreligious councils can influence

public opinion and governmental policies in favor of peace building.

5. Educational Outreach: Interreligious councils frequently conduct educational programs
aimed at both religious leaders and the general public. These programs focus on teaching the
values of tolerance, respect, and understanding among different faiths. By educating
communities about each other’s beliefs and practices, councils work to dismantle prejudices

and promote peaceful coexistence (Dada, 2020).

6. Challenges and Limitations: Despite their significant roles, interreligious councils face
challenges, including skepticism from within their communities and external pressures from
extremist groups. Some members may view these councils as ineffective or irrelevant,
particularly in areas where violence has escalated (Osaghae, 2017). Nevertheless, the
persistence of these councils in promoting dialogue and peace remains crucial for long-term

stability.
Dialogue Initiatives

One of the most significant contributions of interreligious councils is their commitment to
dialogue. Through organized events, seminars, and workshops, these councils facilitate
conversations that encourage mutual respect and understanding. For instance, NIREC has
hosted numerous interfaith dialogues that bring together Christian and Muslim leaders to
discuss shared values and common goals. As noted by Usman (2020), such initiatives have

proven effective in altering perceptions and reducing prejudices between the two faiths. As a
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result Dialogue initiatives spearheaded by interreligious councils, particularly the Nigerian
Inter-Religious Council (NIREC), play a crucial role in fostering understanding and
collaboration between Christian and Muslim communities in Nigeria. These initiatives are

designed to create platforms for meaningful exchanges where participants can engage in

discussions that transcend religious divides.

1. Organized Events and Seminars: NIREC has been at the forefront of hosting numerous
interfaith events and seminars aimed at promoting dialogue. These gatherings often include
religious leaders, scholars, and community members who come together to explore shared
values and address common concerns. Such events provide opportunities for participants to
articulate their beliefs while learning about the perspectives of others, thereby facilitating a

deeper understanding (Usman, 2020).

2. Workshops and Training Programs: In addition to large events, interreligious councils
conduct workshops that focus on specific themes such as conflict resolution, peace-building,
and community development. These workshops often employ interactive methods to engage
participants actively, encouraging them to collaborate on solutions to pressing social issues.
The hands-on approach helps dismantle stereotypes and fosters a spirit of cooperation

(Akinyemi, 2018).

3. Impact on Perceptions: The dialogue initiatives organized by NIREC have been shown to
significantly alter perceptions between Christians and Muslims. Usman (2020) notes that
such initiatives have effectively reduced prejudices and built trust among participants. By
emphasizing the importance of dialogue in addressing misunderstandings, these initiatives

contribute to creating a more harmonious coexistence in a historically polarized society.

4. Promoting Community Cohesion: Dialogue initiatives also aim to strengthen community
ties by bringing together diverse groups to work toward common goals. Through
collaborative projects that address social challenges, participants learn to appreciate each

other's contributions, thus fostering a sense of unity and shared purpose (Emezi, 2018).

5. Challenges and Future Directions: While these dialogue initiatives have achieved notable
success, challenges remain. Skepticism from certain community segments and resistance to

change can hinder progress. Nevertheless, the ongoing commitment of interreligious councils
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to dialogue offers a pathway for continued engagement and peace building, underscoring the

importance of sustained efforts in promoting understanding (Dada, 2020).
Educational Programs

Education is another vital area where interreligious councils have made strides. By
developing educational programs that emphasize religious tolerance and coexistence, these
councils seek to instill values of peace in younger generations. Programs that include joint
religious studies, community service, and peace building workshops have been implemented
across various states in Northern Nigeria. As highlighted by Ibrahim (2019), these initiatives
not only promote understanding but also foster friendships among young people from
different religious backgrounds. Educational programs initiated by interreligious councils are
pivotal in promoting religious tolerance and coexistence among younger generations in
Northern Nigeria. These programs aim to instill values of peace, respect, and understanding,

which are crucial for fostering harmonious relationships in a diverse society.

1. Emphasis on Religious Tolerance: Interreligious councils have developed educational
curricula that focus on the principles of religious tolerance and coexistence. These programs
often incorporate teachings from both Christianity and Islam, providing students with a
comprehensive understanding of each faith (Ibrahim, 2019). By presenting a balanced view,

these initiatives help dispel misconceptions and foster empathy among young learners.

2. Joint Religious Studies: One of the key components of these educational programs is the
introduction of joint religious studies, where students from different faith backgrounds come
together to learn about each other’s beliefs and practices. This collaborative approach
encourages dialogue and helps students appreciate the similarities and differences between

their religions, thus promoting mutual respect (Akinyemi, 2018).

3. Community Service Initiatives: Many interreligious councils have incorporated community
service projects into their educational programs. These initiatives require students from
different religious backgrounds to work together on community development projects, such
as cleaning campaigns, health outreach, and support for the less privileged. Such
collaborative efforts not only address social issues but also build friendships and trust among

participants (Dada, 2020).
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4. Peace building Workshops: Workshops focused on peace building are also a core aspect of
the educational initiatives led by interreligious councils. These workshops teach conflict
resolution skills, negotiation techniques, and the importance of dialogue in resolving disputes.

By equipping young people with these essential skills, the councils aim to empower them to

become advocates for peace in their communities (Emezi, 2018).

5. Impact on Youth Relationships: The educational programs implemented by interreligious
councils have been effective in fostering friendships among young people from different
religious backgrounds. As highlighted by Ibrahim (2019), these initiatives not only promote
understanding but also create lasting bonds among participants. The friendships formed
during these programs help to humanize the “other,” reducing prejudices and encouraging a

culture of coexistence.

6. Long-Term Vision: The long-term goal of these educational initiatives is to cultivate a new
generation that prioritizes peace and understanding over conflict. By integrating these values
into the educational framework, interreligious councils are laying the groundwork for a more
tolerant and harmonious society, where individuals from diverse backgrounds can coexist

peacefully (Usman, 2020).
Conflict Resolution

In promoting dialogue and education, interreligious councils are instrumental in conflict
resolution. When tensions arise, these councils often act as mediators, bringing together
conflicting parties to negotiate peaceful solutions. For example, during the violent clashes in
Jos, interreligious councils played a crucial role in mediating between Christian and Muslim
communities, helping to restore peace (Okwori, 2017). The councils have established
mechanisms for addressing grievances and facilitating dialogue, thereby preventing
escalation into violence. Their role encompasses mediating disputes, providing platforms for

dialogue, and establishing mechanisms to address grievances effectively.

1. Mediation Role: One of the primary functions of interreligious councils in conflict
situations is to act as mediators. When tensions escalate, these councils bring together
conflicting parties to facilitate negotiations aimed at achieving peaceful resolutions. For
instance, during the violent clashes in Jos, interreligious councils were instrumental in

mediating between Christian and Muslim communities, helping to restore peace and prevent
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further violence (Okwori, 2017). Their neutral stance allows them to gain the trust of both

sides, making them effective mediators.

2. Establishment of Conflict Resolution Mechanisms: Interreligious councils have developed
structured mechanisms for addressing grievances that may lead to conflict. These
mechanisms often involve creating committees that include representatives from various faith
communities and local stakeholders. By establishing these committees, the councils provide a
formal avenue for addressing disputes before they escalate into violence (Usman, 2020). This
proactive approach helps mitigate tensions and fosters a sense of shared responsibility among

community members.

3. Facilitating Dialogue: In addition to mediation, interreligious councils facilitate dialogue
sessions aimed at addressing the root causes of conflict. These sessions often involve
community leaders, youth, and women, ensuring that diverse perspectives are represented.
The councils encourage participants to express their concerns and grievances, promoting
understanding and empathy among conflicting parties (Akinyemi, 2018). This dialogue

process is crucial in rebuilding trust and fostering reconciliation.

4. Capacity Building: many interreligious types of council also engage in capacity-building
initiatives aimed at equipping community leaders and members with conflict resolution skills.
Workshops and training programs focus on negotiation techniques, active listening, and
nonviolent communication. By enhancing the skills of community members, these councils
empower them to resolve disputes amicably and reduce reliance on external mediators

(Ibrahim, 2019).

5. Preventing Escalation into Violence: The proactive measures taken by interreligious
councils have been effective in preventing the escalation of tensions into violence. By
addressing grievances early and facilitating dialogue, these councils create an environment
conducive to peace. As highlighted by Okwori (2017), their efforts have not only restored
peace in volatile situations but have also fostered a culture of dialogue and cooperation

among communities.

6. Long-term Impact on Community Relations: The conflict resolution programs
implemented by interreligious councils contribute to the long-term stability of communities.

By promoting understanding and collaboration, these initiatives help build resilient
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relationships among diverse groups. The councils’ emphasis on dialogue and mediation

fosters a culture where conflicts can be resolved peacefully, ultimately contributing to social

cohesion and harmony (Dada, 2020).
Challenges Facing Interreligious Councils

Despite the successes of the interreligious council, the council is faced with several
challenges. One significant issue is the lack of resources and funding to sustain their
activities. Many types of council operate on limited budgets, which restrict their ability to
organize extensive outreach programs and educational initiatives. According to Adamu
(2018), securing funds from both governmental and non-governmental organizations remains
a critical challenge. Another challenge is the political landscape in Nigeria, where religious
sentiments often intersect with political interests. The manipulation of religious identities for
political gain can undermine the efforts of interreligious councils. In some cases, political
actors have used religious differences to incite violence, making it difficult for councils to

foster a culture of peace (Salihu, 2019).

One of the most pressing issues is the lack of resources and funding. Many interreligious
councils operate on shoestring budgets, which restricts their ability to carry out extensive
outreach programs and educational initiatives. These councils often rely on donations, grants,
and sporadic government support, which are frequently insufficient to meet their operational
needs. As noted by Adamu (2018), securing funds from both governmental and
nongovernmental organizations remains a critical challenge. The limited financial resources
hinder councils from organizing training sessions, community engagement programs, and
conflict resolution workshops that are essential for fostering interfaith dialogue and
understanding. Consequently, the councils struggle to maintain momentum in their peace

building efforts, impacting their overall effectiveness in conflict-prone regions.

Another significant challenge is the political landscape in Nigeria, where religious sentiments
frequently intersect with political interests. The manipulation of religious identities 11 for
political gain poses a substantial threat to the work of interreligious councils. Political actors
sometimes exploit religious differences to galvanize support or incite violence amongst
communities. This manipulation can lead to heightened tensions, undermining the councils’

efforts to promote a culture of peace and collaboration among diverse religious groups
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(Salihu, 2019). For instance, during election periods, political leaders may use religious

rhetoric to polarize communities, complicating the councils’ mission of fostering mutual

respect and understanding.

Moreover, the councils often operate in a volatile environment marked by historical
grievances and mistrust between religious groups. This context makes it challenging for
councils to engage effectively in peacebuilding initiatives. The deep-seated animosities
between communities can result in skepticism towards the councils’ intentions, leading to
reluctance in participation during interfaith dialogues. As a result, the councils may find it
difficult to achieve meaningful engagement and consensus among conflicting parties, limiting

their impact on community relations.

Additionally, the social dynamics and cultural context in Northern Nigeria further complicate
the work of interreligious councils. Gender roles and the marginalization of women in many
communities can hinder inclusive participation in council activities. Women often play a
crucial role in peace building, yet their voices may be underrepresented in interfaith dialogues
and decision-making processes. This lack of inclusivity can limit the councils' effectiveness,
as achieving sustainable peace requires the engagement of all community members, including

marginalized groups (Ibrahim, 2019).

Furthermore, the security situation in Northern Nigeria poses a significant challenge. The rise
of extremist groups and sectarian violence has created an atmosphere of fear and instability,
making it difficult for councils to operate effectively. In regions where violence is prevalent,
interreligious councils may face threats to their safety and credibility. This insecurity can
deter participation in interfaith initiatives, as community members may be hesitant to engage

in dialogues that could expose them to risk (Okwori, 2017).

In conclusion, the interreligious councils in Northern Nigeria plays a vital role in promoting
peace and understanding, they face numerous challenges that impact their effectiveness. The
lack of resources and funding, the intersection of politics and religion, social dynamics, and
security concerns all contribute to the difficulties these councils encounter. Addressing these
challenges is crucial for enhancing the councils' capacity to foster dialogue, resolve conflicts,
and build lasting peace in Northern Nigeria. The contributions of interreligious councils in

Northern Nigeria are significant in promoting peaceful coexistence between Christians and
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Muslims. Through dialogue, education, and conflict resolution, these councils have fostered
understanding and collaboration among diverse religious communities. While challenges
remain, the success stories and theological foundations of interfaith dialogue highlight the
potential for a harmonious society. It is essential for religious leaders, community members,

and policymakers to support and strengthen the efforts of interreligious councils to ensure a

more peaceful and cohesive future for Northern Nigeria.
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