PAGE  
7

Repositioning Religion, fah and Ethics for a Sustainable Economic Transformation of Kaura Community.

A Paper presented at the Kaura Community Economic summit, September 7-8/2007 by rev. dr. sunday bobai agang, professor of christian ethics, theology and public policy, ecwa theological seminary, jos (jets).

Introduction
The faith, ethic and theology of a people is formed by the religious narrative (story) that shapes their lives and practices. This paper intends to particularly look at the role of religion in facilitating a sustainable economic transformation of Kaura community. But you may ask, Do we really need religion, faith and ethics in economic planning? What has happened to religion in that it now requires repositioning? How can religion, faith and ethics help promote good economic attitudes? What has religion, faith and ethic got to do with economic matters? These questions will be my dialogue partners as I seek to unravel the place of religion in Kaura community’s determination to have economic break through. 
The paper is pushing for the need to re-instill character virtues such as honesty, truth-telling, trust, hard work, selfless service, moral rectitude, integrity, God-fearing, and patriotism. It also wants Kaura people to grasp the symbiotic relationship between faith and democracy.

The Nigerian Situation
In Nigeria and in fact in much of Africa religion is the hope of our people. As Barrister Bob James tells us, in Northern Nigeria, “for most people, their religious convictions are their most cherished assets. For them, it is a matter of life and death” (James 1997:21). Thus it has been said, and rightly so, that Nigerians and Africans are very religious. Ironically, we tend to leave religion in the periphery in our discussion of crucial matters. In other words, we do not always make a deliberate attempt to include religious perspectives in our discussion of desperate-life-affecting matters, such as the issue of socioeconomic or sociopolitical transformation of our people. This negligent of religion in the scheme of things emerges from the assumption that religion is a private matter and must therefore be confined to the home, the church or the mosque. 

Therefore this topic, repositioning religion as a strategy for a sustainable economic transformation of Kaura Local Government community is timely. For as, Nelleke Bosshardt rightly says, “The Gospel is the great resource, inspiration and grace for transformation from which both the roots for change can grow deeply and the fruitful tree can grow over time and be a source of health for many!” 

Our Context and the Large Context
We need to situate this topic in its proper context. In the past two or more decades we have witnessed not only the polarization of religion but the distortion of religion. Since then religion has often been used as an instrument of divide and rule, resulting in religion becoming a weapon of both economic and mass destructions. 

Niels Kastfelt has very well stated the relevance of this topic by given us more insight into our contemporary context. Kastfelt points out, “Over the last decade the issue of religion and politics has been in the headlines in Nigeria, as well as in the international media. And regrettably so, since the people of Nigeria have experienced a long series of violent and bloody confrontations between religious groups.... [C]ausing the death of thousands of innocent Nigerians” (Kastfelt 1994:ix). Similarly, Samuel Huntington (1998) argues that the major world conflicts today are increasingly religiously and culturally based. 

These two studies have demonstrated that religion has become a critical matter in our contemporary world. This is why religion needs repositioning in Kaura Local Government Area. In this paper I am pushing for a thicker religious perspective that would allow for human flourishing and the harnessing of a social and economic lifestyle which fosters God’s reverence in every aspect of our community’s polity, truthful dealing with one another, trust and dependence on one another, respect for the God-given human dignity and human rights of each other, and the pursue of love, justice as well as peaceful coexistence.

Religious Manipulation in Nigeria

In Nigeria today there is a lot of religious manipulation. Certain persons in society feed on the back of victims of religious violence. As such they hijack and manipulate religion in Nigeria to their own advantage; but to the detriment of the poor whose only hope is their religion. But you may ask which religion gets manipulated? The plain truth is, all religions. Jan Boer points out, “No religion is immune to manipulation—and neither are religious leaders, whether they be Christians or Muslims” (Boer 1994:6). Boer observes that this class of people operating under a hidden political agenda expect religion to “produce a people with high personal morality, a great sense of duty and obedience, but certainly not inclined to radical social thinking, let alone action” (Boer 1989:3).  

A religion that is used as a tool for political manipulation creates structures of social, economic, and political injustice as well as perpetuates poverty, resulting in long-lasting frustration, hopelessness and wanton destruction of lives and properties in society. 

Thus an authentic understanding of religion is desperately needed in Kaura community. I would argue that an unadulterated religious perspective encourages the creation of an inclusive community where people are encouraged to trust and depend on each other, to respect the God-given human dignity and human rights of each other and to meaningfully exercise their social responsibility and obligation to each other.  In other words, a healthy religious perspective provides a narrative that is necessary for the creation of not only a community of moral character, moral conscience and moral conviction but also a community of social resilience that facilitates active engagement in economic activities, resulting in a well informed radical social thinking and action. In sum, a true and pure religion fosters a community where there is recognition that this world is not all that is but that while we are here God has given us the mandate or the responsibility of making the world habitable to all and sundry: living in peace with one another and the environment.

The Need for a Model

Nigerians need a paradigm that would deliver them from the spiral cobweb of religious violence which has caused enormous economic destruction: lives and properties. Would Kaura community be willing to provide this model? I am simply arguing that Kaura community needs to show the rest of this country what it means to respect our rights to religious, social, economic and political freedom. But do we have the capacity to provide such a paradigm? I think we do. For as a people we have shared values and shared understanding which if harness could enable us to foster an inclusive community. 

Speaking from a Christian perspective, Jesus Christ should be our model of Christian faith and practice. In his life and ministry on earth Jesus embodied (exemplified) God’s love and God’s shalom (peace) community. For example, those who were outcast (the tax collectors and prostitutes), were delivered from a community where they were excluded to an inclusive community which fostered its members hope for the future. An inclusive community offers hope for future generations because it is not afraid of truth-telling or dialogue with its neighbors. It shuns deception and corruption in all forms of interpersonal relationships. And for the sake of love, justice and peace it is willing to go beyond its comfort zone.  As Boer rightly puts it, 

The Christians religion is not designed to aid only its adherents; it is meant to benefit all citizens. [Therefore], if the Christian religion is going to encourage the liberation of the poor, the benefits should not be restricted to Christians, for millions of peasants adhering to either Traditional Religion or Islam are equally oppressed and equally in need of emancipation. Any attempt on the part of Christians to restrict the benefits of Christ in the area of liberation and rights will eventually backfire and lead to the accusation that, while they seek their own emancipation for freedom they will end up in new forms of oppression(Boer 1989: 6).

The Role of Religion in the Economic Transformation of Kaura Community

Religion is the most important of all the many ways in which Kaura citizens “get involved” in the life of their community and society. Therefore our religious life must equally impact our social, cultural, political and economic life. But how can our religion really promote economic transformation?

1. We must let religion play its powerful influence not only on individual character and action but also on our communal life as a people. 

2. We must be willing to recognize the fact that religion is the foundation for a just economic transformation. Religion provides the needed ingredients for sustainable business ventures in the world: love, justice and peace. Religion helps persons in their pursuit of profit to decease from unscrupulous activities that are in many cases detrimental to human flourishing. Religion, if wholly understood in all its truth, encourages justice, love and peace in all human relationships.

3. Through worshiping God religion ushers the worshipers into a way of life that encompasses economic perspectives. As Robert Bellah et al observes, 

Worship also reiterates the obligations that the community has undertaken, including the biblical insistence on justice and righteousness, and on love of God and neighbor, as well as the promises God has made that make it possible for the community to hope for the future.... through reminding the people of their relationship to God, it establishes patterns of character and virtue that should operate in economic and political life as well as in the context of worship (Bellah 1985: 227).

Therefore, in order to reposition religion for a sustainable economic transformation we must be willing to relate biblical faith and practice to the whole of our contemporary life—cultural, social, political, and economic—not just to personal and family morality (Bellah 1985: 237).

4. Religion helps us to realize that hoarded wealth breeds frustration because the victims always feel humiliated. This humiliation is the key to all kinds of violence. As the author of the bestseller book, The World is Flat, Thomas Friedman argues, “It is when people or nations are humiliated that they really lash out and engage in extreme violence” (Friedman, 2005: 400).

5. True and pure religion promotes peace which is an important ingredient in economic matters. Harold Coward and Gordon S. Smith have correctly pointed out that  “[T]he failure to recognize the place of religion in the dynamics of economic and peacemaking has too often resulted in misunderstandings, inappropriate and sometime disastrous policies and actions, and most importantly, missed opportunities” (Coward and Smith 2004: 280). 

6. We must therefore realize that repositioning religion for the economic transformation of Kaura Local Government Area is the responsibility of all and sundry. For example, Coward and Smith argue that the “Responsibility for discerning and developing appropriate and effective roles for religion and religious actors belongs jointly to political, religious, and nongovernmental organizations and their leaders” (Coward and Smith, 2004:280). Coward and Smith believe that “Expanding the community to which religious principles and virtues are applied is critical to the achievement of world peace” (Coward and Smith 2004:281). 

Conclusion

Repositioning religion for a sustainable economic transformation in Kaura Local Government Area would entail encouraging interfaith an interdenominational interactions. Interfaith and interdenominational activities offer opportunities to collaborate, share the work of economic development that results in peace building. “Teaming up with other religious and nonreligious actors (entrepreneurs) also models the behaviors required to promote peace” (Coward and Smith 2004: 290-291). Interfaith initiatives also offer opportunities for the personal and interpersonal transformation required to build peace” which is a necessary ingredient in economic transformation (Coward and Smith 2004: 291). 
I would like to call on our political leaders to pay attention to the role that religion plays in many people’s lives in this community. They need to understand how religion permeates belief and behavior and factor religion into their thinking, economic policies, and actions. “Political leaders should give careful thought to integrating religion as a force for economic peace into political and civic life, and then try to develop constructive roles for religion and  its adherents in making and executing policy” (Coward and Smith 2004:292).

Finally, I would like to stress the fact that economic transformation depends very much upon cultural or religious values and not just upon the application of methods, models, theories and tools. Religion can influence economic transformation in the following ways:

 1) Religious prescriptions of conduct, especially the more realistic ones, could have a direct impact on economic activities;

 2) Religious ideas could be a source for the legitimization of social and political institutions, and

 3) Through religious sanctioning, human motivations and interests might be channeled in the direction of different types of goals which can positively affect the paths to a sustainable economic transformation. I wish you all God’s blessings.
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