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ITHE , Thursday, April 20, 2000

if ET us so over the storv to sec if
lE-r ,u.1-t a #agedy can happin. or may
,lindeed be hryening, in Nigeria. About a

decade ago, in Kanungu, a semi-rural
community in Ulanda, a middle-aged
priest in one of Christianity's orthodox
churches, was defrocked for clliming,
among other things. that he had made
physical conmt with Jesus Christ, Virgin
Mary, and fu, and had been given harsh
nre\sagcs from lhem to lhe priests. mem-
bers of the drurch and the u,orld. The
church authsities believed the defrocked
priest had lo-*l his head. The man bowed
and disappearcd. Eight years later, he re-
appeared in t}t same community, bearing
the same name, and almost the same
Iooks (exce6 for his slight ageing) and
manncr of drusing. He had however. ac-
quired a t'crr.aln accenr and gieater elo-
quence in spcaking. Afier hiring a roof
over his head-and assuming the title pas-
tor. the re{u{rce established a church
rvhich he ca{hd l/re Mot'enent for the
Restoratit)n t$the Ten Connnntlntents of
G;orl, *'hosedrctrines and messages were
exactly the same as those of the rebelJac-
tion which fuE had unsuccessfully at-
tempted to cstablish in the orthodox
church. The membership of the lVlove-
nrenl (or rathrr Clrurch) !rr'\\ \'ery fnst,
especially anillsg the poor and the sick.
Most ol tlre aongregarior) \\'erc wonren
and children.

Shortly betine the end of the last nrillen-
niunr, aLrout Scptember 1999, the pastor
announced to his congre-9atir:n and the
public that God had told him (the pastor)
that He inten&d to end the world at rhe

'crci of the rniElenrliurn. that is. at mid-
lni;.:hr,rn Dccegnbr'r .rl. lqqq. Only.llis
hh.,rscn .hiltJren. rrrcmber: ol' the church
{woulti go to .lraven. The members ucrc
i[en iisked to sr]l off all their earthly pgs-
s.l..i,xrs. hand ovcr the proceeds io ihe
pastor*an<l his Couniil ol Eldc'rs for on-

ward transportation to paradise - where
there are no thieves, no bhnkers and no
revenue collectors - and prepare to go to
heaven. The point of departure to heaven
was to be the Church.

The members did as they were told.
They assembled on the night of Decem6er
31. sang, danced, prayed. and then lay
down and slcpt. They were shocked to
wake up the following moming in .the
chfirch fbr they had expected to resume
their life in heaven. The pastor, after re-
buking-them for their lack of faith, then
oflered an explanation: the Lord had sent
him a message, probably a letter, that the
world would no longer end on December
31, 1999, but a year later, on December
31. 2000. The congregation then de-
rrrrnded lo know hou they would survive
for one vear. since they had parted with
all they had. That was where their prob-
lems and lhose of (heir pastor and
Church Elders - started. As the agitation
for the return of their properties gained in
strength, the Church leaders - the direct
beneflciaries of the dispossession of the
congregelion - planned a beries of ac-
tions aimed a1 liquidating the deceived
members of the church in its four main
branc lrcs.
After holding a Council of Elders' N{eet-

ing.,the church leadership announced.a
Night of Deliverance for IVIarch 17,2000,
and instructed all church members, espe-
cially those rvho had donated their earthly
belongings to God, to attend. The leaders
then went to to$,n and bought large quan-
tities of explosives and incendiary chemi-
cals and several boxes of match. As the
congrcgation assembled for the Night of
Deliverance. the leadets opened a ntassive
and sustained attack- They thereafter dis-
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appeared after ensuring that all escape
routes from the hall had been sea[ed. Simi-
lar attacks took place about the sam-e time
in all the four branches of the church. At
first it was thought that lhis uas a case of
mass suicide, but with further investigation
it became clear that what had happened was
premeditated mass murder. As at the time
writing, more than I,000 corpses had been
recovered from-various locations belonging
to the church and its lgaders.

It was after this tragedy that the following
essential facts about the doom pastor and
his church started to emerge through public
testimonies: he was a psychiatric parient
who, on conditional discharge from govern-
ment psychiatric hospital, failed to report
for check-up; reports about his bizarre ac-
tivities and mode of preaehing w(r('r(pu.
larly filed with both the.police and the gov-
emment right up to the tragedyi several top
people in society, including police. judges,
politicians and businessmen and women
had belonged to lhe church which is nuw
openly referred to as a religious cult.

My question is: if in this (mgi( :lor)
Uganda had been substituted with Nigeria
and Kanungu had been sr,rbsrituted'rvith a
remote conrmunity in Nigeria, hou, many
people in Nigeria would have received the
story with ereater doubt than that wjth
which thel had receired tlrt U;rndan sln
ri ? May# children and rmhle i1c.. 

rTh.'

truth is that every community in Niqcria to-
day habours doom pastors a;d Lriz.ire reli-
giorrs cults. In every citv. in ever1, cor4rfru-
nity in Nigeria there are religious cults with
luames more grotesque than thosc of the
Ugandan movement. The nanres and prac-
tices are nrainlv corruptions of the orthodox
Christian names and practices. They'teed

on the poverty, ignorance and misery of
people: Their responsdj to mass poveny is to
ask poor people to donate the little they
have to the church, fast and engage in gro-
tesque prayer scssions, and watch out tbr
witches in their families and neighbour-
hoods; on ignorance, they are told that
knowledge comes through visions indtced
by stuporl and on loreliness and misery. the.
doom'pasrors assure their rictims thai it is
sufficient to be friendly with Jesus Christ. If
luck were to be removed from human af-
fairs, and if effect were to follow cause log-
ically and in proportion, then the Uganda-
type tragedy would, and ought to, be hap-
pening here in Nigeria everyday;.'

The buildings housing the doom churches
r:rnge in design fiom ultra-modern to an-
cier,t and primitive; the sizes range from
pllatial to ghetto-like. Their names are
nrore bizare than Uganda's Church for the
Restoration of the Ten Commandments of
C,d, rvirh at least one ol' words "faiih,"
"ministrr,." "revival," "rcstoration," "deliv-
erance.'' "crusade," and "triumphant" ap-
pearing rn the name ot'each of them. Th6y
all claim to be Christian with Jesus Christ
as focus of u,orship. They all use the Holy
Bible and employ heavy music, singing and
dancing in worship. Each has a leader and
lilunder called Pastor or Evangelist, or both.
Nlost of rhe leaders are men. When a man is
pastor. e rvoman-invariably his rvil'e or
concubine - is deputy pastor; \vhere the
Ic'aCer is a wor)ran. a man. called the Elder,
poses as an adviseri but he is the de-facto
conlroller.

fhe nrembership of tlre churches is heav-
ily' dominated by rvomen and children:
thcrc are norrnally two languages of wor-
ship: English ancl vemacular. each heavily
\'orrilntcd: tlrr elrurchcs ol)cratc continuou5-
Iy. ivith some worshippers permanently or

semi-permanently residing there. The
doom churches operate as healing centres
with the leader as chief healer: not healer
of sickness alone, but of witchcrafi. evil
spirits, poverty, misery, misfortune, func-
tional illiteracy, etc. The patients pay for
each act.of "healing" through their noses.
Each has visioners and prophets; the or-'
ganisation is simply the leader on the one
hand, and the follorvers, on the other; the
leader is the chief executive, secretary, ac-
countant, treasurer, cashier and security
officer; each gives centrality of place to
donations and dues - indeed the most vis-
ible church activity is donation or offering.
In order to retain their captive members in
stupefying ignorance. the pastors ban poli-
tics, public affairs and scientific discourse
from their churches. Although each of the
churches has politicians as leading mem-
bers, they all denounce politics as evili
several of thenr are bu.ilt near primary and
secondary schools which the church nrem-
bers regularly invade to preach. The au-
thorities and somc teachers in nranl'
schools have turned the schools into doom
churches, with the pupils and students as

forced members.
As I was reflecling on the scourge ot'

doom churches and their long-term el{ect
ou society, my mind drifted again to the
Sharia. ft occured to me that in their dif-
ferent ways, hoth repiesent a huge histori-
cal dcgeneration. a throw-back in history,
a significant backrvard slidc in humanity's
march [ron] sava-qerv. supcrstition. primr-
tivity and alienation. When rve add to this
state of at'fairs the continuing social de-
generation in the spheres of economy. poi-
itics and moraliry. rvc hesin to rppreci:rtc
the real state of our society at the begin-
ning of the nrillennium. lt is not enough to
bemoan the tragedy in Uganda. You
should rather iook closely at your own
communit)' anti lait paticnrly lor the Ni-
gerian versions of the tra.redy, or tr-y to
prevcnt thent.

The warning from LTganda
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