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Let us understand our differences: Current trends in Christian-Muslim Relations in sub-Sahara Africa

                                                                                                                Martha Th. Frederiks

Abstract: 
This article gives a brief overview of Christian-Muslim Relations in sub-Saharan Africa. It points out that in recent years, due to the pentecostalisation of Christianity and the increased influence of more fundamentalist Islamic groups, relations in sub-Sahara Africa seem to deteriorate, despite initiatives to work on harmonious interfaith relations. The article then identifies three current trends in Christian-Muslim relations: an increase in polarisation and polemics, the debate on the implementation of shari’a and joint social action programmes.
Introduction

Anecdotal history relates of an encounter in the mid 1960s between Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, Nigeria’s first president and Alhaji Ahmadu Bello, one time premier and Sarduna of Sokoto. The story, related by Johnson Mbillah, general coordinator of the Programme for Christian Muslim Relations in Africa,  is transmitted as follows: 

The two leaders had met to discuss the growing tensions between coalition partners in central government (the Northern People’s Congress and the National Council of Nigerian citizens). The tension brought into the open divergences between the majority Muslim north and the majority Christian south which was degenerating into ethno-religious antagonism. In the cause of dialogue to restore some understanding, Dr. Azikiwe is quoted to have said to Ahmadu Bello, “Let us forget our differences.” Ahmadu Bello replied, “No, let us understand our differences… By understanding our differences we can build unity in Nigeria.” 

And Mbillah continues: ‘This short conversation between the two leaders provides the real grounds in which interfaith relations in Africa can be carried out – accepting our differences and living with such differences in harmony.’
 
When assessing current trends in Christian-Muslim relations in Africa the shift from ‘let us forget our differences’ to ‘let us understand our differences and live with those differences in harmony’ can be used as a characteristic for recent developments in African interfaith relationships. The agenda of Christian-Muslim relations in sub-Sahara Africa seems to have changed from an emphasis on information and intellectual dialogues, to reducing communal tensions and stressing the need for joint social action despite differences. 
This contribution gives a brief historical overview of Christian-Muslim relations in sub-Saharan Africa in order to position current developments and then proceeds to identify and discuss three main trends on the contemporary interfaith agenda: concern over the increase in polarisation and polemics, reflections and debates about the implications and introduction of Shari’a and joint social action programmes such as peace-building projects and programmes to combat the HIV epidemic and its consequences. 
Before embarking on this scheme however, a few introductory remarks are in order. Whilst the topic ‘current trends in Christian-Muslim relations in Africa’ might seem self-evident, the question needs to be asked: which Christians, which Muslims and which Africa are we talking about.
 The aspirations in Christian Muslim-relations of the Church of Pentecost in Ghana or of Mensa Otabil’s International Central Gospel Church will differ substantially from the stance of the Presbyterian Church of Ghana or of the Roman Catholic Church in Ghana on interfaith relationships. Likewise a Nigerian Muslim of the Qadariyya or Tijaniyya fraternity will have a different outlook on interfaith relations than a member of one of the newer Islamic fundamentalist movements such as Izala or Maitatsine. 
Not only denominational allegiances are important for understanding Christian-Muslim relations in Africa, historical and regional differences also play a crucial role. Whereas both Islam and Christianity have a long history in the North, North-East and West of Africa, Christianity and/or Islam are of much more recent date in South-East, Central and Southern regions. As such, the South African Muslim community consisting of mainly Indian and Malay Muslims who joined other South Africans in the strife for abolition of Apartheid
 has a distinctly different history from the Muslim community in Tanzania with its direct link between Islam, Arab merchants and Swahili culture
 and both are again different from the Senegambian ‘black’ Islam
. These differences in development and history are also manifest in interfaith relations.
As Africa is a huge continent and both Islam and Christianity have a wide diversity, it is virtually impossible in one single contribution to discuss Christian-Muslim relations in Africa in their broadest sense. Therefore, this contribution will mainly focus on Christian-Muslim relations as perceived from a Christian perspective with particular attention for Christian mainline traditions. Though not exclusively a Protestant perspective, this chapter will first of all focus on the relations and reflections of Protestant mainline churches with some excursions into Roman Catholicism and Pentecostalism, thus honouring the Edinburgh 1910 legacy in its widest interpretation. Regionally, the emphasis will be on the developments in the Western and Eastern regions of Africa, where both Islam and Christianity have a long history and where at times the tension between the two communities have risen high.
Christian Muslim relations: A brief history

In order to assess current trends in Christian-Muslim relations in Africa, a short historical positioning seems appropriate. Christian-Muslim relations in Africa go back to the days of prophet Muhammad (pbuh). With Christianity well established in North Africa, the valley of the Blue Nile (Nubia) and present day Ethiopia (Axum), newly professed Muslims in 615 sought political asylum with the Negus of Axum. Though traditions vary somewhat, Sura al-Maryam (S. 19) is said to have played an important role; the result of the audience was that hospitality was granted to the group of Islamic refugees. One of the traditions recounts: 
On further questioning by the king on what they believed about Jesus Christ, Ja’fer proceeded to quote some passages from the Qur’an about Jesus Christ: ‘Verily Christ Jesus, son of May, is the apostle of God and his word which he conveyed into Mary and a spirit proceeding from him.’ And when the Emperor asked him about Mary, he recited the Qur’an XIX, 16-34 (…) When the Emperor heard that, he wept so that his beard was wet with his tears… Then said the Negush to them, ‘Verily this and that which Moses brought emanate from one Lamp, go, for by Allah I will not suffer them to get at you, or even contemplate this.

Hence, the first Christian-Muslim encounter on African soil was peaceful in nature and this hospitality and interreligious acceptance is still frequently referred to as the African matrix for interfaith encounters. Whether described as ‘that tolerance that was once traditional in Africa’
 or as ‘the innate African spirituality that focuses on existential matters and has thus become the bedrock of African religiosity, which is live and let live with our religious diversities in harmony’
, the basic message conveyed is that relationships in Africa are in principle harmonious and  that conflict is the exception, instigated by influences from elsewhere. Benjamin Soares contests the usefulness of this point of departure, stating:

… many studies, in particular those in theology and missiology, employ a decidedly outmoded social model that assumes that the “normal” state of affairs is one of peaceful coexistence and mutual tolerance between Muslims and Christians. While such attempts to understand and possibly promote religious “tolerance” are perfectly understandable in a world where conflict between members of different religious communities seem increasingly prevalent, interactions between Muslims and Christians, in Africa and elsewhere, cannot be understood as simply coexisting at a point on a one-dimensional continuum that runs from coexistence to conflict. 
 
Soares no doubt has a point when he argues that relations were much more complex than can be expressed by a simple coexistence-conflict model. Neither the Muslim community nor the Christian community are monolithic and though possibly most African Muslims and most African Christians have gotten along harmoniously most of the time, this is certainly not the case for all African Christians and African Muslims all of the time. Relations were unquestionably more multifaceted than the smooth 615 encounter. The seventh century Arab conquest of North Africa for example had distinct violent traits, though at the same time many of the Christian communities welcomed the Arab-Muslim rulers for the stability they brought. 
The inclusion of North Africa in the Umayyad empire eventually led to the virtual disappearance of the North African churches, with the noted exception of the Coptic Church in Egypt; lack of inculturation, internal divisions and conversions for practical reasons e.g. acquittal from jiziya all contributed to the gradual Islamization of Northern Africa.
 Expeditions from North Africa and the conversion of the Berbers who controlled the trans-Saharan trade routes led to a slow but sure dispersion of Islam (or, as some prefer: of Muslims) to sub-Saharan Africa from the 10th century onwards,
 resulting in the conversions of the kings of Gao (985 AD) of Tekrur (1040 AD) and of ancient Ghana and Mali to Islam.
 By late 14th or early 15th century there were small settlements of Muslim Africans in all of West Africa up to the edge of the tropical rainforest,
 including Kanem-Bornu where Muslim traders (called wangara or dyula) had brought Islam and Islam had become the religion of the ruling class.
 
Thus, by the time the Portuguese started exploring the West coast of Africa, Islam had settled as the religion of the elite in many of the Sahel and Savannah kingdoms and chieftaincies. The account of Diogo Gomes, a Portuguese who visited the Senegambia in 1456 and 1458, relates of his discussion with the Muslim advisor of Niumi mansa, a chief ruling over the Gambia estuary; it is probably one of the earliest sub-Saharan reports of a Christian-Muslim encounter that has been preserved, apart from the 615 Axum encounter. Gomes writes:

A certain bishop of their church was there, a native of Mali, who asked me about the God of the Christians, and I answered him according to the intelligence God had given me. I finally questioned him respecting Muhammad, in whom they believe. What I said, pleased his lordship the king so much that he ordered the bishop within three days to leave his kingdom.

The account does not tell the response of the Muslim advisor, but not much imagination is needed to guess that he can hardly have been pleased with the outcome. 
The encounter in a way is typical for much of the Christian-Muslim ‘relations’ in sub-Saharan Africa up till the mid 20th century, where essentially Islam and Christianity considered each other to be competitors ‘for the soul of Africa’.  Despite missionary endeavours on both sides, with Christians trying to convert Muslims and both Muslims and Christians trying to convert the adherents of the African traditional religions, Christianity as well as Islam remained minority religions in West Africa  throughout most of the period from the 15th to the mid 18th centuries; guests hosted by African traditional religions. This period of accommodation in which both religions learned to adjust to conditions set by the traditional rulers or the majority of the populations is sometimes considered to be one of the reasons for the often harmonious and accommodative interfaith relationships in the sub-region;
 a relationship which Mbillah, quoted above, characterized as ‘live and let live with our religious diversities in harmony’. 
Only from the late 18th century onwards and throughout the 19th and early 20th centuries, by means of a series of jihads, Islam was popularised. Propagated a method of resistance against Western (read: Christian) colonialism, it became the majority religion in large parts of West Africa, in particular the earlier mentioned Sahel and Savannah areas.
 The popularisation of Islam in West Africa coincided with the 19th and 20th century Western colonial expansions as well with the modern missionary movement. Encounters during this period were therefore more often than not polemic by nature, with Christian missionaries being identified with the colonial powers and Christians and Muslims seeing each others as rivals in the field. Many of the present-day tensions find their origin in this period of Western imperialism.
  
In order to minimize expenditure and curtail chances of conflict the colonial governments (especially Britain) closed off many of the predominantly Muslim areas of West Africa to Christian mission work (e.g. Northern Ghana, Northern Nigeria etc.), leading to incongruity in levels of development in the countries at independence.
 This inequality, often reinforced by religious and ethnic disparity, has at times proven to be the seed of contemporary conflicts. In areas that were not predominantly Muslim, jihads and other internal wars unsettled the region and precluded extensive missionary work. Hence, by the beginning of the 20th century, when the ‘pacification’ of the hinterlands in West Africa enabled the expansion of Christian mission to the non-coastal areas, the die had already been cast for large parts of West Africa; they had become predominantly Muslim. 
The South African Muslim scholar Farid Esack considers much of contemporary mission and da’wah to be a continuation of this so-called ‘colonial scramble for Africa’. In sharp words he condemns both Christian and Muslim missionary endeavours for their hypocrisy, accusing them to focus on the propagation of a religious group rather than on the welfare of Africa(ns):
Muslims and Christians encounter each other on this continent over the remains of a carcass. (…) It is the rawness of Africa that motivates us, that age-old perception of African as ‘fertile territory’. (…) We, the ones who drive it, we never own Africa in the Sobukwean sense of the word, the way Robert Sobukwe uses it. We try to own it in the colonial sense of the word. (…)our main concern in the midst of this is not for the potholes, not for the lives of people dying around us. In mission and da’wah often our main concern is a competition for converts. We live on a continent where millions are dying because of Aids or other poverty-engendered diseases, and yet our main concern is: How will my cap look like when I arrive at the scene of the accident so that I may possibly attract some of the people to my religion?’
 
In East Africa a somewhat different development took place. Christianity had established itself in the Nubian kingdoms of Nobatai, Makurrah and Alwa from the third century onwards and was only to disappear gradually in the 15th century due to intermarriage, whilst the Christian Axum legacy is continued up to the present day by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church.
 It was this Christianity that Arab traders met when they began their settlements on the East Coast. Lilli Rasmussen dates the earliest Muslim community back to the 9th century
, whilst Sigvard von Sicard gives the 8th century as date for Muslim settlements on the East coast. He attributes the Muslim reticence to conquer East Africa to a treaty made with the Negus in Axum: 

Because of the kind treatment they received at the hands of the Negus, there is a tradition in which Muhammad is reported to have said “Leave the Habashi in peace as long as they do not take to the offensive” (Abu Daud 2:133). As a result there was no Muslim expansion in the area until the time of the Caliphs Sulaiman and Yazid b. ‘Abd al-Malik in the first quarter of the eight century. By this time Muslims had also established themselves in various trading settlements along the East African coast. Recent archeological work near Pate and Lamu in Kenya indicates the existence of purpose built mosques in the middle of the eight century.
 

Gradually however, Arab and Indian Muslims extended their areas of influence, first on the islands before the East African coast such as Zanzibar, but later also on the mainland itself, creating towns such as Mombassa and Malindi.
 From there, they explored the inland trade routes, in search for ivory, slaves, timber and foodstuff.
  But where in West Africa the Muslim merchants not only traded with the local population but also intermarried with Africans and settled among them, Arab traders in East Africa observed strict segregation. Only in the late 19th century Islam began to spread amongst Africans in East Africa
, about the same time that Christian missions (re)started work in East Africa, as Portuguese missionary endeavours did not make a lasting impact in East Africa.
 Thus, East Africa in the 19th and 20th centuries was the stage for Christian-Muslim competitions for the African soul; it was an era characterized by polemic exchanges and the fostering of mutual suspicion
, resulting in plural religious East African societies with substantial Muslim and Christian population groups as well as communities of adherents of the African traditional religions, societies where at times tensions flair up fiercely.
John Voll summarizes the situation for both East and West Africa fairly adequately when stating that ‘[i]n most cases of Muslim-Christian encounters in Africa during the period from the sixteenth century until the late nineteenth century, these encounters were basically a part of the encounters between Europeans (Christians) and Africans who were Muslim.’
 Only from the Upper Guinea Coast, where both Christianity and Islam were long-standing traditions, there are reports from actual encounters between African Christians and African Muslims in this period, but these were nearly always polemic in nature.

Relationships between Christians and Muslims in Africa gained a new momentum when from the mid 20th century onwards Christian mainline churches began to reflect on and revise their attitude towards Islam (and to a lesser extent also to the African Traditional Religions). For Protestant Church this process can be traced to the International Missionary Council meeting in 1957 in Accra, Ghana, where concern was expressed about the lack of reflection on the relationship between Christianity and Islam.
 The theme was reiterated less than a year later at the 1958 All African Conference of Churches meeting in Ibadan. This led in 1959 to the establishment of the Islam in Africa project (in 1987 renamed as Project for Christian Muslim Relations in Africa and in 2003 as Programme for Christian Muslim Relations in Africa), a project related to but not part of the AACC. Procmura started work in Nigeria in that same year 1959, soon followed by programmes in Kenya, Cameroon and Ghana. The project focussed on the training of specialists in Islam and Christian-Muslim relations, the study of Islam in the various contexts and aided the churches in their reflections on Christian witness to Muslims.
 Presently, Procmura, with slightly updated goals, is working in 24 countries in sub-Saharan Africa, Anglophone as well as Francophone.

In the Roman Catholic Church the second Vatican Council brought about a major change in the relationships with Muslims, stating in Nostra Aetate 
Although in the course of the centuries many quarrels and hostilities have arisen between Christians and Muslims, this most sacred Synod urges all to forget the past and to strive sincerely for mutual understanding. On behalf of all mankind, let them make common cause of safeguarding and fostering social justice, moral values, peace, and freedom.

The Vatican II statements gave an impulse to Christian-Muslim relations worldwide. For Africa it has meant that the various Episcopal conferences have invested in Christian-Muslim relations by publications, the training of personal and active participation in dialogue programmes and encounters with Muslims; at times these goals are realised in close collaboration with organisations like Procmura.
 Also at the 1994 African Synod Christian-Muslim relations became one of the leading themes of the gathering.
 
Much more recent but nevertheless significant are endeavours of a number of Muslim leaders advocating dialogue and participating in interfaith initiatives. Religious leaders from Nigeria were among the initial signatories of the 2007 declaration A Common Word, together with Muslim leaders from North Africa. Meanwhile also Muslim leaders from Chad, Gambia, Sudan and other African countries have signed the declaration, thus indicated their commitment to harmonious relationships between Muslims and Christians.

Despite the dialogue efforts of the mainline churches and initiatives like A Common Word, many see a deterioration of relationships since the mid 1970s. Agwu Kalu points to an Islamic resurgence in Africa from the mid 1970s onwards, due to increased influences from abroad and facilitated by the large quantities of oil money that are poured into Africa.
 Others such as Matthews Ojo point to the impact of the Pentecostalisation of African Christianity on interfaith relationships. He observes that the antagonistic stance of Charismatics and Pentecostals towards people of other religious traditions, including Islam, has made relationships more precarious.
 It is against this multi-facetted background of historical and regional diversities, of new initiatives in Christian-Muslims relations was well as of groups within Islam and Christianity seeking to redress their identities that current trends in Christian-Muslim relations take place.
Concern over the increase in polarisation and polemics
The history of Christian-Muslim relations can hardly be called a past of smooth relationships. Though at the grassroots level individual Muslims and Christians have often lived and worked together quite harmoniously, the official discourses between the two religious communities were mostly characterised by exclusivist, polemic and offensive language. Jean-Marie Gaudeul’s Encounters and Clashes
 gives a chronological overview of the key participants and texts on both the Christian and Muslim side while Norman Daniel’s Islam and the West. The making of an image
 provides insightful background information to understand many of the European colonial and missionary (mis)perceptions of Islam, that still linger on in many of Africa’s churches.
During the colonial period, when Christianity was often associated with the colonial powers, polemics was the main form of interaction. Independence however brought emancipation and more equitable societal participation for Muslims in many countries; thus in most places, the atmosphere was optimistic and relations improved. The process of decolonisation and its aftermath of disillusions coincides, as mentioned above, with two other developments. The first was a shift in outlook of the mainlines churches from the midst of the 20th century onwards to tone down the polemical approach to Islam and adopt a more respectful and dialogical attitude
. Though this change was welcomed by Muslims, it was also regarded with scepticism and the suspicion, that dialogue was just another form of mission and still had conversion as its aim.
  The second was the emergences of groups in Christianity and Islam that, disillusioned that Independence did not bring the hoped-for change, turned to fundamentalist religiosity as an alternative for society, religiosity which was characterised by an exclusivist and often antagonistic stance towards both more liberal representations of their own traditions
 and towards people of other religious persuasions. This surfacing of animosity amongst certain groups of Christians and Muslims in Africa fits into the wider, global developments where with the decline and the fall of communism, Islam seems to have been branded as the new ‘enemy’ threatening world peace. The bombings of the U.S.A. embassies in Dar-es-Salam and Nairobi, of the Khobar Towers in Saudi Arabia, the attacks on the World Trade Centre in New York, on the hotels in Bali and the undergrounds in Madrid and London as well as the invasions in Afghanistan and Iraq can all be seen as symptoms of these increasingly strained relationships between what is perceived to be ‘Christians’ and ‘Muslims’. The effects of these worldwide developments can also be detected in Africa.
From the late 1970s onwards, a growing concern can be identified in Christian circles over what is called ‘an Islamic resurgence’ or ‘Islamic integrism’, which is considered to enhance and invigorate polarisation. Cuthbert Omari and Lilli Rasmussen signal fundamentalist tendencies in e.g. Tanzania as early as the 1980s.
 Throughout the 1980s and 1990s more and more voices express alarm over the ‘Islamic resurgence’. The African synod for example calls the attention to what Henri Teissier describes as ‘Islamic integrism’.
 The church fathers attribute this development mainly to ‘foreign influences’, thus affirming the idea that traditionally interfaith relations in Africa are harmonious. The Senegalese Cardinal Hyacinth Thiandoum stresses that ‘[m]ost of the time the difficulties with Islam have their source in influences beyond Africa and from outside Islam as a religion’
, thus expressing concern over the developments whilst at the same time cautiously not estranging those Muslim groups with whom good relationships exist and whom he considers ‘important but difficult dialogue partner[s]’.
 
The ‘Islamic resurgence’ has also had a direct effect on Christian-Muslim relations. Both Johnson Mbillah and Laurenti Magesa draw attention to the so-called mihadhara in East Africa, a phenomenon which Magesa kindly defines as ‘public lectures by Muslim scholars, addressing issues to do with Christianity’ in East Africa
 but for which ‘vicious polemics’ might seem a more adequate description. Polemics are also conducted in other forms: tapes and movies of the famous debates of the Muslim polemicist Ahmad Deedad with Christian evangelists from the 1980s and 1990s are again reproduced and redistributed lavishly Africa-wide; events during which the movies are shown ‘often end in chaos and sometimes stone-throwing – the beginning of hatred between the two communities.’
 Polemical pamphlets written by Ahmad Deedat and others are reprinted, sponsored by oil money from e.g. Saudi Arabia, and distributed across the continent in large quantities.
 
However, fuelling polarisation between Christians and Muslims through polemics is not just the monopoly of certain Muslim groups. These trends have their equivalent in Christianity. As early as 1987 Paul Rajashekar, then working at the LWF Desk for interfaith relations, observed during a workshop in Nairobi that ‘[w]hile many Christians may feel that such missions are a threat to the future of Christianity in Africa, it should not be forgotten that Christian churches are also actively engaged  in mission to convert Muslims in Africa and they too are recipients of financial assistance from the West.’
 As already mentioned above, Matthews Ojo has pointed out that also the Pentecostalisation of Christianity in sub-Saharan Africa has had its impact on interfaith relations, as generally speaking Pentecostals have a ‘strong negative attitude towards other religions’. According to Oyo in Nigeria this has resulted into ‘an overt demonization of Islamic groups’.
 In response to the perceived threat to Christianity by the developments in the 1980s and 1990s in Northern Nigeria, Pentecostals in recent years have increasingly ventured in the public arenas of politics and media to combat what they see as an ‘Islamization agenda’, leading in turn to protests and retaliation by Muslim groups.
 
Also individuals have contributed to the increase in tension: David Westerlund considers the evangelist Reinhardt Bonnke the evangelical counterpart of Ahmad Deedat, whose ‘crusades’ have strained interfaith relationships and on occasions led to serious violence. The clashes in Kano in 1991 over the intended crusade of Bonnke might serve as an example.
 Less pronounced but nevertheless unhelpful is ignorance of Islam by Christian religious leaders and their use of inflammatory and offensive language in official speeches, signalled for example by Laurenti Magesa in Tanzania and Anne Kubai in Kenya.
 Instead of propagating peaceful relations, church leaders call upon the faithful to stop the spread of Islam in Africa or claim that Muhammad was a Christian before he founded Islam, thus fueling the tensions. 
Mbillah has observed yet another trend on the continent, that of what he calls ‘religious tribalism’, ‘a wind blowing across the African continent that tends to categorise African heads of state according to their religious affiliations, especially Christian and Muslim’.
 Where in the past African leaders were identified and identified themselves as leaders, the trend of polarisation now seems to extend to include ‘religio-partisan politics’. 
This increase rather than decrease in polarisation and polemical language and actions on all levels and the invigorating role of the media in these tensions, has led both Muslim and Christians to underscore the urgency of interreligious as well as intra-religious dialogues.
 Further education and sensitization of people, with special attention for opinion makers such religious and political leaders and the media and attempt to moderate the opinions of more radical groups within Islam and Christianity as well as stressing the importance of tolerance, respect, interreligious cooperation and harmonious co-existence are deemed imperative. For religious diversity has come to stay; in the words of Johnson Mbillah: 
Whatever the case, religious diversity has become the lot of the human race. God-given freedom allows free human beings to choose the religious path they wish to tread; the churches in Africa and like elsewhere therefore, cannot be impatient with the religious diversity around them since arguably, religious variety will remain the lot of the human race until the end of time. A credible question for the churches to ask therefore, is not how to eradicate religious diversity (for that will mean attempting to eradicate the God-given freedom of human beings) but how to constructively relate with religious diversity.

Issues of religious freedom: shari’a
The themes of religious diversity and religious freedom link up with another current trend in Christian-Muslim relations: the debate on the implementation of shari’a. In a variety of countries there is the call for the introduction of shari’a either on the regional or national level, a quest which the Ghanaian Rabiatu Ammah interprets as a ‘search for a voice, a search for justice and a search for identity’ over and against the colonial legacy; in the same paragraph however she queries whether the mode and manner in which and the extent to which shari’a has been applied to African societies so far, does not ‘undermine or contradict the very principle of justice which the Shari’a espouses.’
 
The most well-known cases where shari’a has been introduced and where there has been an ongoing debate about shari’a for quite some time now, are Sudan and Nigeria. As both case-studies have been elaborately described and discussed elsewhere, there seems no need to repeat the historical developments leading up to the present situation in these countries.
 However, a number of the more general issues raised in the discussion on shari’a by Muslims and Christians have relevance for the wider context of Africa, if only because the discussions on the implementation of shari’a are not limited to Sudan or Nigeria, but also features intermittently in other countries, such as Senegal, Tanzania and Kenya. 
Muslims have often advocated that the shari’a in no way limits the religious freedom of Christians as it is meant to apply to Muslims only.
 Often, like in the case of Nigeria, the calls for shari’a have been accompanied by statements the state has a distinct Christian orientation. Josiah Idowu-Fearon, bishop of Sokoto states that ‘the Nigerian Muslim feels that the State and the Christian faith are not separate but that one is an extension of the other’
; the organisation of the week, with Saturday and Sunday as the weekend-days off, the long recesses for Christmas and Easter and short breaks for Id al-Fitr and Id al-Adha, the school calendar and uniforms are all considered to be Christian oriented. These complaints are often retorted by Christians who protest that the governmental foreign currency is used to sponsor the hajj, that grand qadis are paid by public funds and that Nigeria has become an OIC membership.
 It is not without reason that Johnson Mbillah has observed that ‘[i]n interfaith relations for peaceful co-existence, the most difficult area in Africa is that of religious freedoms and rights as ones exclusive rights could easily turn out to be a violation of another’s religious rights.’

Critical areas, that raise concern amongst Christians vis-à-vis the introduction and implementation of shari’a are the lack of freedom of (re)building religious buildings, the restrictions in travel of Christians and particularly of clergy, the confiscation of church property, the Arabisation and Islamisation of school curricula, the limitation of the right of religious freedom, including the right to convert, the status of non-Muslims under shari’a, the applicability of shari’a for multi-religious and modern states and the possible introduction of blasphemy laws.
 
So far most steps seem to have been taken to address these issues rather than to proffer ways to resolve them. The bishops at the African synod have pleaded for a ‘modernisation of Islam’ rather than an ‘islamisation of modernity’.
 Others have met in conferences and workshops to study the teaching of shari’a with regard to non-Muslims
 Also amongst Muslims the theme of the applicability of shari’a to multi-religious societies is queried. Rabiatu Ammah states that shari’a can only offer an acceptable alternative to the present legal system in Africa if it is modernised and contextualised. She states that
[i]n this pluralist situation, it is imperative for fiqh and its teachings on dhimmis to be seen in their proper context. (…) The questions relating to the jizya, the concept of citizenship, and the penalty for the apostate are typical examples that must be explained contextually to be meaningful in the contemporary world. In this way the fears and apprehensions of Christians would be minimized.

Only thus, by guaranteeing religious freedom and justice for all, according to Ammah, Christians can be convinced that they have very little to loose and much to gain by the implementation of shari’a. The African reality of the implementation of shari’a at the moment however seems to be a far cry from the optimistic and rather rosy picture painted by Ammah and therefore the topic still poses a profound challenge to Christians and moderate Muslims alike.
Joint societal action

The last trend that can be identified is the ever more powerful call by Muslims and Christians to join hands in societal action.
 Considering the context of Africa, where poverty, diseases and war seem to multiply day after day and considering the fact that the message of both Islam and Christianity speaks about peace and justice, this is not surprising. Nor is this trend entirely new. In the past South African Muslims joined South African Christians in their fight against Apartheid.
 In the early 1990s Muslim and Christian leaders in Liberia took the initiative to set up the Interreligious Council of Liberia to work towards peace in Liberia, an example that was emulated in second half of the 1990s by the establishment of a similar platform in war-torn Sierra Leone.
 Both in Liberia and Sierra Leone, the Councils contributed significantly to the signing of a cease-fire and later the peace-treaties, as well as disarmament programmes after the war. Meanwhile related councils have been set-up in Ivory Coast, Ghana and Guinea.
 
Peace initiatives and proactive interventions to prevent an escalation of violence play a prominent role in the interreligious cooperation. In 1994 for example, Procmura sent a delegation of four Christians and four Muslims to Sudan on a peace mission, an event that became known as the Sudan Peace Initiative.
 Though the initiative did not succeed in bringing about peace or reconciliation, it was indicative for a new direction in Procmura, as similar interreligious ventures were undertaken in Nigeria, Ghana and Tanzania in later years.
 In 2008 Procmura, in cooperation with Trust Africa, called a high profile interreligious conference for East Africa on Religion and Conflict Prevention, thus underlining its commitment to contribute towards interreligious peace initiatives in the continent.
 Mbillah in his opening address stated that Procmura for nearly two decades has participated in interreligious peace-initiatives, some of which were successful, whilst others were not. Key in the success of these peace-missions, according to Mbillah however, is the awareness that ‘[u]nless and until Christians and Muslims are at peace with one another as religious communities, they have no rights to engage in peace building and conflict transformation with other actors.’
 Hence Procmura’s continued dedication to building interreligious relationships at all levels of society. 
Also other organisations have brought together groups of Muslims and Christians to work towards peace. In Northern Nigeria from the mid 1990s onwards, interreligious groups, some consisting of religious leaders, others of young people or women, were set up in an attempt to work towards peace. Hajiya Yusuf describes and evaluates a number of these initiatives in her article Managing Muslim-Christian Conflicts in Northern Nigeria, with a particular focus on the successful Kaduna Peace Initiative.

Joint interreligious societal action has not only taken the form of peace initiatives though these have often been most visible. Several people have also pushed the interreligious agenda for programmes on poverty alleviation, gender violence and more recently the HIV epidemic. Earlier on Farid Esack was quoted regarding his appeal to religious communities to work together for the betterment of society. Esack, a Muslim liberation theologian, has recently done groundbreaking work in the field of Islam & HIV, Aids and has taken on a pioneering role in setting up the association Positive Muslims, in producing literature and in his advocacy for interreligious cooperation in the context of HIV and Aids.
 Similarly in Senegal Christian and Muslims religious leaders in 1999 joined hands in fight against HIV and established the Alliance des Religieux et Expert Medicaux Contre le SIDA.
 More recently, also Procmura has put the HIV and Aids epidemic on the agenda and has organised a series of national interfaith seminars for young people on HIV in e.g. Liberia, Sudan and an interfaith consultation for women in West-Africa.
 
The peace initiatives and interreligious cooperation in the field of HIV and Aids are just two examples of the much wider trend of interreligious action on topics like human rights, gender violence and domestic violence. The trend for joint social action seems to be the trend in Christian Muslim relations in sub-Saharan Africa.
Final  Remarks

Christian-Muslim relations in sub-Saharan Africa are both diverse and complex. In some areas harmonious relationships reign, whereas in other countries the tension are high. Even within countries and amongst groups the perception of the necessity of interreligious relationships varies considerably, as in both Christianity and Islam those groups that take an exclusivist and intolerant position seem to expand. The increased polarisation through the influence of fundamentalist and other radical groups in sub-Sahara Africa form part of a wider, global polarisation of relations between what are perceived as ‘Christians’ and ‘Muslims’. At the same time, the increased polarisation has also stimulated more moderately minded Christians and Muslims to work together to diffuse the tensions and strive towards peaceful coexistence and mutual respect. They have accepted the religious diversity on the continent as part of the African reality and endeavour through interreligious collaboration to work towards the betterment of societies as a whole. The trends in Christian-Muslim relations that were identified – increase in polarisation and polemics and the shari’a debate on the one hand and joint social action on the other – reflect the ambiguity that is part of the 21st century reality of interfaith relationships in sub-Saharan Africa.
(Dr Martha Frederiks Professor of Missiology: World Christianity and Interreligious Dialogue, Center IIMO/Department of Theology/Faculty of Humanities, Utrecht University)
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