





ADDRESS DELIVERED BY THE PRESIDENT
CHIEF OLUSEGUN OBASANJO, ON THE
INAUGURATION OF THE NIGERIA
INTER-RELIGIOUS COUNCIL
ON WEDNESDAY, 29m™ SEPTEMBER, 1999

The Secretary to the Government of the Federation,
Honourable Ministers,

Esteemed Religious Leaders,

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen,

Today, we are proud witnesses of a very historic event in the life of our
nation. We are gathered here under the auspices of the two major religious
bodies in this country—Islam and Christianity—to inaugurate the Nigeria Inter-
Religious Council (NIREC). This is the first occasion at this high level that
leaders of the two religions would on their own volition come together for
the common good of the adherents and for the welfare of the nation.

I am personally delighted to welcome every one of you. I commend you
for your tremendous courage and initiative as the founding fathers of this
Council, the establishment of which has been long overdue. That you on your
own agreed to establish a common forum to work for peace, justice, harmony
and development reflects on your spiritual maturity and commitment to the
progress of the nation. As revered and recognised leaders of the two main
religious groups in Nigeria, your status as respectable members of the society
cannot be questioned. You are the custodians of the fundamental tenets of
these two principal religious faiths in our country, and this certainly is an
enormous responsibility.

It is, therefore, my honour and privilege today, to be here to inaugurate a
body that has a vital role to play in shaping the destiny of Nigeria. I have no doubt
that the establishment of this Council will promote peaceful co-existence amongst
followers of different faiths and denominations. In the same way, this Council
provides a vehicle for mutual co-operation to promote the welfare of adherents of
your respective religions while allowing for the peaceful resolution of any friction
or misunderstandings that may arise from time to time.

It is my considered view that religion, to any individual within a society, is
an instrument for improving the quality of life and consequently promotes the
wholesomeness of the society. This is why [ believe that a body like the NIREC is
an imperative for a society like ours and particularly at such a time like this.
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Indeed, a forum like yours can be a veritable instrument for Promoting ‘
‘ le

of the main religious faiths for the betterment of our beloveq country Valye,

The observation that I have just made derives from the essence 5
of religion which has both lcmporal anq ‘ctcrnal value in transforminnd the 20q]
indi\'iduul and society. In comparative rel%glous studies, it is universally egs both the
that all religions believe in the pre-existence of God, variously deSCt?_l;hShEd
Supreme Being, the First Cause or Tlle Creator of Heaven ang the Eall*t;d i
religions also recognise man's depravity and the need to turn back ¢, T All
truth. holiness and fear of the Supreme God. It is in recognition of thesgagh (_)f
beliefs that we must continue to acknowledge our oneness and be accommg dagi];

to one another.

Distinguished Members of NIREC, only the Almighty is the begt judge of
those who truly serve Him, but it may not be difficult to discern who is 5 good
citizen or a bad one. In this connection, what we discover if we are to be sincere
to ourselves, is that many Nigerians are unfaithful to the demands of their religions,
Yet. Nigerians may be regarded as one of the most religious people, the world
over. At home and abroad, they hold religiously to their beliefs, they build mosques,
they found churches, they travel on pilgrimages and they sacredly hold religious
titles. On Sundays and Fridays, at Christmas and Eid-el-Fitr, the outings are most
colourful and ostentatious. |

It is regrettable that in spite of our religiosity, Nigerian society is highly
prone to unacceptable behaviour of various shades and colouration. In other words,
our religiosity is devoid of genuine spirituality. -

Nigeria, indeed, is a country of diversity not only of religion but also of
culture and even of natural resources. However, this diversity is not and §h0U1d
not be a disservice but one that can be judiciously explored and exPIOI_ted 0
promote national harmony, progress and prosperity. Our religious diversity, 1}:
particular, is not a curse ; rather, it is a blessing if we are determined to make ‘e
one. Neither Christianity nor Islam preaches anything other than belief 1n (:/10
God and love of fellow human beings. The mutual co-existence of these t
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principal faiths in Nigeria is, therefore, not only a theoretical but also a pra
reality.
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I'believe that this body, the Nigeria Inter-Religious Council (N IREC\:{h?Ca; the

great responsibility of fostering peace, tranquillity and harmony without bstantially

great benefits of the rich diversities bestowed by God on Nigeria cannot e s s of this
achieved. In fact, there is a close relationship between the basic objectiV®
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