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INTRODUCTION

Africa is a land of promise but also a land of missed opportunities. It is a highly fragmented land, ethnically, religiously and economically. Its great enemy is lack of unity and mutual understanding and respect. The last two hundred years were full of strife either self inflicted or imposed by others as a means of domination. The salvation of Africa lies in the creation of a new culture of unity, love, dialogue and mutual respect socially, religiously and economically. In the past religion was not always healing the wounds

As we enter the 21st century, a century of globalisation where the world becomes one big village, religion has a duty to make it a place humanly worthy living in.

THE RELIGIOUS MAP OF AFRICA TO-DAY

Africa has three main religious affiliations, the traditional or ethnic religions, Islam and Christianity. The other minor religions constitute less than 3% of the African population. 

The traditional religions though the oldest they ere mostly unorganised and is the fishing grounds of the other two religious groups. It is continually on the decline; in 1900 they were 58% of the population, in 1950, 26.9% and in 2000 only 11.5%. It is estimated that in 2025 they will have declined to 9.2% of the African population. Yet though they are declining in numbers, many adherents of the two major religions still syncretise with traditional beliefs. Also a number of Christian sects attract people by mixing up the beliefs and ceremonies with Christian faith so much so that one wonders if they are Christian or traditional religions. Also Christian churches have to study the elements of traditional religions if they are to be effective in their evangelisation.

The second group in time is Islam. This was in touch with Africa for more than one thousand years. In some countries in the northern countries of the Sahara it is already an indigenous religion. Over the last one hundred years Islam had a steady growth but mostly in consolidating the Moslem areas rather than Islamizing new ones. In 1900 the Moslems constituted 32% of Africa’s population; in 1950 they increased to 37.3% and in year 2000 they are 40.3% of the population. It is feared that by 2025 though they will have increased in numbers their percentage will drop to 39.23%.

The third group is Christianity. With the exception of Egypt and Ethiopia most of Africa had its effective evangelization less than two hundred years ago. It grew very fast so that while in 1900 they constituted only 9.21% of the population, by 1950 they had grown to 24.79% and in year 2000 they are estimated to be 46.59% the major religious belief on the continent. The projection is that by 2025 the Christians will have crossed the 50% mark (51.03%). Christianity though divided in itself is the fastest growing religion in Africa.

Traditional Moslem Christian Relations

The challenge of Africa today is the relationship between Christianity and Islam. This is the potential point of contention and conflict, but can also be the area of an "extended ecumenism". Relations between Christians and Muslims differ from country to country. Both the traditional and actual relations between the believers of the two big religions differ from from country to country; from the  predominantly Muslim countries of North Africa or the Maghreb, which includes Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and Libya where Christianity is tolerated only for foreigners,
 to predominantly Christian countries like Kenya,
 Uganda, South Africa, Zambia and many others where all religions are tolerated; in between these extremes are countries in which the two religions have almost an equal presence like Nigeria
 and Tanzania with a great danger of extremism. 

The problems for Islam-Christian dialogue

1. The Western influence: Often the "Christian" West still looks at Africa as a child which must be taught what to do, and helped to do it. On one hand, the majority of Westerners see Islam as reflected in their own countries, that is a group of poor, ignorant and vulnerable immigrants. They give them their unused churches, halls and other facilities to help them practise their religion in the spirit of religious freedom and tolerance. Often they think this is the same Islam as that found in Africa, and they try to show it their paternalistic concern. This angers Christian Africa, as in Sudan where Christians feel oppressed by the powerful Muslims and lack the support of Christians in the West. On the other hand, there is the charismatic Christian West that feels strongly the mission of Christ to carry the word of God to "pagan" and Islamic Africa. They do this without taking into consideration the local sensitivities, an example being the crusade-visit of German evangelist Reinhard Bonnke to Kano, Nigeria, which was a bid to convert Muslims which touched off bloody rioting in 1991.
 Fortunately crude realities like the September 11th event in New York have changed people’s minds unhappily sometimes to the opposite extreme.

2. The Middle-East influence: The other outside influence is the creeping influence of extremism from the Middle East, sometimes well supported by the petrol-dollar. The last twenty years has seen the rise of Islamic fundamentalism in countries which before experienced peaceful religious coexistence. Leading this group are often youth trained and supported by countries in the Middle East. Also some scholars from that area have come to many countries in Africa to support radical Muslim elements. Fortunately, though these have great influence with the unemployed youth, in many countries they have been shunned by the majority of Muslims.

3. The politicization of Islam has been a problem in many countries. Over time Christianity has separated religion from the state, and accepts a secular state while Islam does not. Where there is a strong Muslim population they sometimes seek to impose Islamic law or sharia as the law of the state. Where the sharia is in place Christians are second-class citizens at best, and this has often blocked meaningful dialogue. Finally, in many instances, economic, ethnic and tribal differences have exacerbated religious conflicts. In some countries unscrupulous people have started religiously motivated political parties to gain from religious differences.

While the Moslems are politicising religion, the Christians especially the good Catholics shun politics as evil. At the end the Catholics find themselves just criticising what is not going well baut are not found in areas of decision making. The Christians complain while the Moslems are making laws.

The positive side of relations

1. Faced by the common problem of Islamic fundamentalism, different Christian denominations have come together to seek a solution. In Tanzania in 1992, the capital city was invaded by young Muslim revolutionaries trained outside the country and well equipped with funds, perpetrating violence, blasphemying what is holy in Christianity and threatening peace. Christians of all denominations and sects (from Catholics to Pentecostals) came together to make a common strategy. The commission formed then has continued to do other activities, including planning common prayers and sermons for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity as well as other activities of mutual interest.

2. Extremism has brought Christian and Muslim moderates near one another. They have started for example joint programmes and projects.

3. Christian scholars have realized the necessity to study Islam in general, and the Koran in particular, more positively.

4. Christian ecumenical groups coordinating with Muslim groups, are making efforts at conflict resolution. This is seen in Sudan, Tanzania, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Sierra Leone, Nigeria and Liberia.

TANZANIA AS AN EXAMPLE

Here I will take Tanzania as an example. The Arabs introduced Islam in East Africa in the 10th century. Islam established itself on the islands, on the coast and along the trade routes. The first encounter of Christianity with Islam in Tanzania was in the 16th century by the Portuguese colonisers who were in a crusade spirit after liberating themselves from Moslem domination at home. The relations were hostile and did not last long. Unfortunately the first experience ended with the massacre of missionaries at Fort Jesus, Mombasa in modern Kenya and the other cities  along the Tanzanian coast. The second encounter in the 19th century was also hostile for a different reason. The missionaries had joined forces with the European powers to fight slave trade that was carried out by the Arabs. In the 19th century the discoverers were followed by missionaries and colonisers. In the early colonial period, the Moslems being the only literate people in the country were used everywhere as sub-officers. This helped to spread Islam. Since the Christian missionaries insisted very much on education soon the Christians surpassed the Moslems in civil service. The Tanzania coast and along the trade routes Islam was well entrenched before the coming of Christian missionaries. The Christians caught up especially under the British rule by concentrating on education. During the colonial period coexistence was good and often there were intermarriages between the two faiths though frown upon by religious leaders.
In the fight for independence, the Moslems were more active than the Christians. For that reason their post independence representation in the government was greater than their academic capacity. At the time of independence 33% of the population were Moslems and 33% were Christians (20% Catholics)  and the rest were mostly traditional religions. The relationship between the Moslems and Christians remained good. Both Christians and Moslems were often found in the same family. Though Christian schools were open to Moslem pupils, to reassure the Moslems all private schools were nationalized in 1970 and most of which were schools run by religious denominations. There was no protest. The first 20 years after independence, the age of Ujamaa or African socialism as long as the economy was good the country evolved into a nation, uniting people inspite of their religious and tribal differences. This has generally been the strong point of Tanzania.

The Christians have done a lot of evangelisation as to-day in Tanzania (with the exception of small Zanzibar that is 98% Moslem) there are  34% Moslems and the 45% Christians (28% Catholics). In the late 1980s and early 1990s, some Moslem fundamentalist youth trained in Moslem radical nations started preaching against Christianity, breaking pork shops, desacrating bibles and endangering peace. They preached Moslem liberation from  Christian domination. To make things worse the Moslem fundamentalists were well financed better than the moderate ones who were the majority. This like to-day in Nigeria gave rise to Christian fundamentalism as a reaction. Fortunately this brought moderate Christians closer to moderate Moslems who are the majority. As the moderate Moslems did not get financial help from Moslem countries, the Christians in 1993 contributed to help them strengthen their organization. Together the two main religions started common programs. The two bodies under the “Tanzania Moslem Council” (BAKWATA), the Protestant “Christian Council of Tanzania” (CCT) and the Catholic “Tanzania Episcopal Conference” (TEC) formed a joint committee for planning and action. Fortunately BAKWATA that unites all moderate Moslems, CCT that unites all main stream protestant churches and TEC for the Catholics have all strong networks from the national level to the grassroots. Their main objective is to maintain peace and fraternity among our believers.

They took a common stand on political and social issues. With the introduction of multiparty system in Tanzania in 1992, some unscrupurous politicians tried to use religious differences to further their po;itical programmes. Since the first multiparty elections in 1995 the joint committee has worked hard to take religion out of politics. Since 1997 they worked to bring consensus on the Zanzibar conflict that sometimes risked turning into a religious fight. Together they met the president and other government and party leaders several times on the issue giving a common stand. In April 2001, in the post election there was a fight between the ruling party and the main opposition party. There was a demonstration led by the main Zanzibar opposition party where more than 20 people died many shot by the police and for the forst time refugees sought refuge in neighbouring Kenya. The commitee called a conference of all the political leaders of the ruling and opposition parties to talk about unity, peace and forgiveness in democratic competition. This was after they had written a common statement on the conflict. This aimed at blocking moves to divide people politically on religious lines as some parties had tried to do. The conference was attended by the top leaders representing all the 13 political parties, that otherwise do not meet. It was nice that the Zanzibar Moslem leadership joined the efforts. The efforts have continues to date. Before the election the religious leaders give guidelines stressing the qualities of the leaders to be elected without entering into party politics. The effort now works not only for elections but on different issues and now it is studying on how we can help each other in development programmes. These committees that include top religiuos leaders and experts are on the national. Regional and district in many areas. These innitiatives have spared Tanzania from a dissastrous religious conflict.

In Tanzania there are both Christian and Moslem fundamentalists who still speak of crusades and jihad.
 There is also a well-organized group of Moslem scholars who try to blame all their problems on the Christians and incite Moslems to liberate themselves against Christians All the same Tanzania is a positive example at practical cooperation between the Moslems and Christians. On the theological and religious level there is hardly any dialogue. One talks of a common God for both the Moslems and Christians but none dares go further. Islamology is taught in seminaries but more for apologetic purposes than dialogue. Another handicap is the big gap between the Christian ministers and the Moslem Sheiks on their level of education.

With the liberalisation of economy many unemployed youth flocked into the cities and towns. There are poor and jobless.  The poor tend to resort to fundamentalist religious beliefs and extreme political stances rather than support liberal belief systems.  This seems their way of seeking security, which is easily manipulated by unscrupulous religious and political leaders bringing insecurity to poor countries.  The common stand on major national issues between the Moslems and Christians has saved Tanzania from civil strife in the name of religion. As a bishop one appears not less than ten times a year on common pannels with shieks on national televisons and forums to discuss, educate and sensitise the public on different issues. Both the government and civic societies have realised that to get the public to accept an idea on various issues be they political, moral, social or economical, get both Moslem and Christian leaders on the pannel. In this religious dialogue has contributed a lot in forming civil society not only from church and mosque pulpits but also in seminars, workshops, rallies and TV shows.

We are running common programs, one famous one was in computer training organised by the World Muslim Conference with the support of the Christians in which church workers went to study in a Moslem school. At the end of the course a bishop gave the leaving certificates. This is one of the many attempts at practical development cooperation. Another good example is the training and distribution of books to Moslem schools by a joint Christian Social Services Commission (CSSC); a joint organisation of the Catholics and Protestants.

The Catholic church in Tanzania organised an efficient and effective association of the Catholic elite ‘Christian Professionals of Tanzania’. This group formed of professionals from different fields including lawyers, professors, doctors, economists etc discuss and write on different issues, advise the hierarchy on issues including religious relations. The big gap is that hardly any of them enters active politics. In this way one though the Tanzanian Catholics are well educated and capable, the political scene is dominated by others particulary the moslems.

The advise one can give that any outsider must step cautiously on the problem. This is because the Moslems are not a united group and sometimes friending one group is interpreted negatively by the other in such a way that it worsens the situation. One must know well the persons he is going to deal with and what they represent.

8. CONCLUSION

Tanzania is an example of positive dialogue between the two main religions of Africa. Unfortunately it is not so in many countries. In Nigeria where the divide is also geographical and ethnical it is more difficult. Yet even there are efforts made like the one led by the Archbishop of Jos, Rt. Rev. Dr. Ignatius Kaigama whose metropolitan lies in the conflict zone.
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