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Abstract 
“Peace” is a word that is very precious to all human beings. A proper 
understanding of the components that make up this word is very crucial. 
This paper looks at the concept of peace and how religion can be an 
instrument of peace. Some incidents that threatened peaceful co-
existence in Nigeria are examined and the paper concludes by surveying 
ways which can make peaceful co-existence possible in Nigeria. 

Introduction 

One of the commonest teaching and pronouncement of various religious adherents today relates 

to peace. In fact, the greeting “Assalamun - Alaikum” which means peace be upon you was thought of 

before as being an Islamic way of greeting, but in Nigeria today, both Christians and Muslims use it. Yet 

in our nation, some people are very skeptical concerning the genuineness of the expression of peace 

among Christians and Muslims following the different religious upheavals that we have experienced in 

our national history. While, no one can dispute the fact that religious fanaticism has become a worrying 

aspect of modern Islam and Christianity, it must be stated that the concept of peace is an important 

ingredient in these religions. As far as Islam is concerned, Babs Mala (1989) noted that: 
It is a religion of peace; it means peace, and it enjoins peaceful co-
existence among the different creatures, it teaches mankind to be at 
peace with the creator and to be at peace also with one another. 

Christianity is founded on the Prince of Peace (Isa 9:6) and the peacemakers are called the sons 

of God (Matt 5:9). The work of peace making is entrusted to all of Christ‟s disciples. In fact, the ministry 

and message entrusted to the disciples of Christ can be summed up simply as the “gospel of peace” (Eph. 

6:15, Acts 10:36). 

This paper attempts to look at the concept of peace, how religion can be an instrument of peace 

and how religion can be used to foster peaceful co-existence in Nigeria. 

The Concept of Peace 

What is “peace”, How shall we define this precious word? Thich (1996) quote: Saint Thomas Aquinas 

who defined it as “ the tranquility that flows from right order”. When we put right order into the structures 

of our society, the tranquility that results is peace. When we put right order into our relationships at every 

level, we experience peace. Peace means beneficient adjustment or harmony between the individual and 

his creator on the one side, and his „fellow men on the other (Ikenga Metuh, 1992). Zafrulla Khan (1973) 

explained that this applies to the entirety of the concentric relationships between individual and 

individual, nation and nation and in short, between the whole of humanity and between man and the 

universe, Correlated with peace are two other concepts: Justice and development, without which peace or 

harmony would be impossible. The right ordering that brings peace is closely connected to justice. 

Relationship between individuals or religious groups cannot be said to be peaceful or in harmony when 

one of the groups is held in perpetual bondage. In this kind of situation the person or group should fight 

for his rights. This is the position of Archbishop Fernadex (1973) when he said: 
There is fundamental relationship between peace and human rights, 
which is grounded in justice. Any structure which deprives persons of 
their human rights and dignity and prevent justice from being realized, 
force men to resort to violence or war. 

This can also be said of development. Under development breeds deprivation, poverty, hunger 

and disease. It has been stated that a hungry man is an angry man; whether his hunger is caused by other 

men or by other means. Therefore, development removes strains and deprivations 
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For peace and harmony to exist in a nation, we have to ensure that justice reigns and each 

group gets what is its due. Development has to be equally distributed among Muslims and Christians. In 

a multi-religious nation such as ours, and in a democratic setting such as we now enjoy, government 

should ensure even development in all nooks and comers of the nation. Political appointments should 

equally be distributed as much as is possible to ensure that no move of government becomes a threat to 

national peace. 

Religion as Instrument of Peace 

The powers of religion as instrument of peace rests on theological, moral and socio-political 

foundations. Every religion has its belief about God and the super natural and their influence on the 

achievement of peace. The dominant religions in Nigeria, Christianity and Islam share certain common 

beliefs which could serve as a basis for common action for peace. Each of these religions believes in a 

Supreme Being, Creator, Lord of the universe and father of all mankind. All humankind have a common 

origin in God, and enjoy a common fatherhood of one human family. 

The idea of retribution in the after-life is a strong theological base for peace. The belief that 

certain wrongs will be righted in the next life reduces the risk of violent conflicts. The Sermon on the 

Mount in Matthew 5:9-10 links peace with retribution in the after-life: 
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. 
Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake, for theirs 
is the kingdom of heaven.
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Ikenga Metuh (1989) feels that religion has immense socio-political powers which could be 

tapped for the cause of peace. It would be safe to say that a large proportion of the people in Nigeria are 

believers. Religious membership cuts across linguistic boundaries. It gathers into one fold the rulers and 

the subjects, the rich and the poor, the oppressors and the oppressed. Apart from this, the dominant 

religions in our country have vast resources including funds, organizational structures means of 

communication and educational agencies. If all these are put together and properly mobilized, peace 

would be feasible in Nigeria. 

Threats to Religious Peace in Nigeria 

When one tries to draw a map of religious affiliations in Nigeria today, one would discover 

that the Eastern bloc is mainly Christian, the West is a good mixture of Christianity and Islam, and this 

also applies to the Middle Belt region. The core North is predominantly Muslim. In the recent past, the 

relationship between the adherents of the religious families is far from being cordial. Mutual suspicion 

and rivalry between the two groups and between different sects and denominations within Islam and 

Christianity abound. Religious fanatics are found in both groups. In fact, some incidents 
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occurred in the country which threatened the corporate existence of Nigeria by turning the uneasy peace 
and suspicion between Muslims and Christians into open conflicts or even violence. One would recall 
the debate on the Federal Sharia Court of Appeal in the Constituent Assembly in 1978. The debate 
clearly established the extent to which religion had become a basis for conflict in Nigeria. With a few 
exceptions the members of the assembly had gathered with their minds firmly made up to vote for or 
against the provision, depending on whether they were Muslims or Christians. 

Another issue that threatened the peaceful co-existence of Nigerians was the announcement by 
a foreign news agency that Nigeria had been admitted into the Organization of Islamic Conference 
(O.I.C.) as the 46Ul member on January 10, 1986. Nigerian Christians were stunned, and they reacted 
swiftly because to them, government was trying to turn Nigeria into an Islamic State. Therefore they 
demanded that membership should be withdrawn. The Muslims felt that the Christians were intolerant 
of anything favourable to them. This opinion was well expressed by Lateef Awoyemi (1986): 

By their attacking tactics, they have succeeded to put our rulers, 
Christians or Muslims on the defensive, in perpetual apologia, when it 
comes to matter of minimal rights or regulation in favour of Muslims 
even though it only constitutes the slightest change in the inherited 
disequilibria. 

Tension mounted in the country and the then President Babangida set up a twenty-member 

committee to advice him on the implications of Nigeria‟s membership of the O. I. C. At the inauguration 

of the panel, the President stated that his administration “endorses the constitutional provision on 

religion and has no plans of any kind to promote, canvass or impose any religious conflicts in the 

country”. 

There has been sporadic religious conflict in the country since these two major debates. The 

attempt to introduce Sharia in Kaduna State in the jubilee year 2000 led to the worst religious crisis ever 

witnessed in Nigeria. 

Is Peace Co-Existence Possible? 

Apart from the similarities in their religious teachings, Christians and Muslims have other 

points of convergence, in trade, in politics, education and even the extended family system. 

Looking at the Nigerian political scene, one finds both Muslims and Christians working 

together even where ethnic, regional or religious loyalty would have played down the spirit of oneness, 

togetherness and solidarity (Ninyio, 1989). Politicians both Christians and Muslims hold conferences 

together and pass resolutions irrespective of their creeds. This kind of situation tends to submerge 

religious distinctiveness in order to bring about good government as well as ensure the total well-being 

of the state. 

Muslims and Christians also interact at the level of state functions. Many Muslims and 

Christians are engaged in the same employment. In schools and offices one finds people of the two 

religious families working in peace and harmony. Friendships result from these contacts, which deepen 

with time. Muslims and Christians meet at conferences, seminars or social gatherings emphasizing what 

brings them together rather than what divides them. 

Peaceful co-existence is very possible in our nation. This would be made possible through 

tolerance. People should learn to tolerate each other no matter their differences, and should cultivate the 

element of patience in matters of provocation. All hands should be on deck to strive for a united Nigeria. 

Eminent Islamic Scholars have said again and again that Islam abhors violence because it is a religion of 

peace. Christian leaders say the same thing. Christianity preaches love to God and to one‟s neighbour. 

Nigerian Christians and Muslims should bear in mind that the problem is not with Islam or 

Christianity. It is with Nigerians who want to use religion to achieve what they cannot achieve through 

fair play or competition. The problem is with the loud-mouthed power seekers who assume a holier-

than-thou attitude because they believe their last hope is in religion Islam or Christianity. Peace and 

unity will be achieved if these people leave Nigerians alone to practice their faith, as they perceive it. 
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Conclusion 
The topic of this paper suggests a call and a task. The call is for all Nigerians to rise to the task of 

rebuilding and consolidating the harmony and solidarity, which have been threatened by religious 
intolerance. The values entrenched in various belief systems should be used to galvanize people into a 
worthwhile society. The present religious conflicts give a picture of religion as that which causes people 
to fight, because it has often been brought into the arena of warfare. What has threatened peaceful co-
existence in our nation is the sort of religious fanaticism, which is fast usurping the place of authentic 
religious expression. This unhealthy development must be curbed giving room for both Christians and 
Muslims to come forward willing to co-exist and to awake genuine values in the consciousness of their 
followers, since they stand for truth, love, harmony and peace. 

Aykara (1983) quotes Gandhi, a one-time ruler of India as saying that: 
The greatness of a religion consists in its capacity to produce great 
minds, great minds capable of accepting and appreciating the other. 

This indeed is the goal of every universal religion, and that is why Thich (1996) believes that: 
If we are peaceful, if we are happy, we can blossom like a flower, and 
everyone in our family, our entire society will benefit from our peace. 
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