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Introduction: Context

My Lenten Pastoral this year has a particular context, and a sad one. My heart is bleeding, as many other hearts too. It is like “a voice is heard in Ramah, mourning and great weeping. Rachel weeping for her children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no more” (Jer. 31:15). Jeremiah says that Rachel’s weeping was figurative of the people killed or taken in captivity. This is our case in Nigeria. Human life seems no longer to have any value. Killing has become a game, a hobby. But again one wonders why some areas seem to be cooler, and some areas boiling. Sadly enough, the area under our diocese, seems not only bleeding, or boiling, but literally burning for some time now. The senseless of the violence and killing around Orlu is added to its brutality. One sees no reason why Orlu should be burning with violence. 
I have, in the last months, issued some statements concerning our situation: “Be not Afraid” of 13th May 2021, “Our Help is in the Name of the Lord” (Psalm 121) of 30th September, 2021 and “Respecting the Sanctity of the House of Worship” of 27th December, 2021 when someone was abducted inside a Church where he was praying with a worshipping community. Some other moves made by me, and by my bishop colleagues, need not be aired here. We, Catholics, have been praying, doing reparations, Holy Hour adorations, offering Holy Masses, and having workshops and seminars trying to understand this ugly phenomenon and trying to proffer solutions.
This Lent, I want to make it once more, a point of reflection and prayer, for me and for us all. As the Lord gave response to Ramah’s wailing and weeping: “Do not weep any longer, for I will reward you… your children will come back to you from the distant land of the enemy” (Jer. 31:16), I want to toe the path of confidence and not despair. 
Not long ago, in a Mass, the responsorial Psalm (Psalm 23) was beautifully rendered by the choir. That Psalm and its rendition made a fresh impression in me, like it has never. Like the Psalmist who sang this originally, I felt God talking to me and to all in Orlu. I say to all: The Lord is our Shepherd. It is one of the most loved phrases in the Bible – ‘The Lord is my Shepherd’ (Psalm 23:1) – and for good reasons.
Every heart craves for security and purpose, protection and direction, and these desires are fulfilled for those who can truthfully say, ‘The Lord is my Shepherd.’ We are in danger and need protection. But those who know the Lord as shepherd have nothing to fear. Because he is the all-knowing, all-powerful shepherd, no thief and no robber can steal us away (John 10:8) In Christ we have perfect safety.
While it is comforting to think of the Lord as a shepherd, it is humbling to think of ourselves as sheep. The sheep needs to follow the shepherd. It therefore behooves all, government leaders, religious ministers, every citizen, to help restore the peace in our land.



CHAPTER ONE
OUR PRESENT SECURITY CHALLENGES

1.1	Welcome to Lent 2022
To the Clergy,
Religious men and women,
All members of Christ’s faithful, 
All people of goodwill,

My dear brothers and sisters,
I welcome everybody to this year’s season of Lent. This year, Lent arrives relatively late compared to many other years, for Ash Wednesday falls on the month of March (2nd). Easter Sunday is on the 17th April. Christians all over the world, Catholics most especially, understand this season as a graceful one; a season of intense spiritual preparation before and towards Easter, when we follow Christ in his 40 days desert sojourn and observe a period of intense prayer, fasting, repentance, moderation, self-denial, and spiritual discipline. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]The 40-day period of Lent is based on two principal episodes of spiritual testing or probing in the Bible. In the Old Testament we have the 40 years of wandering by the Israelites in the wilderness after they left Egypt (cf. Num. 33:38; Deut. 1:3) and in the New Testament, we have the 40 days fasting sojourn in the wilderness by Christ after which he was tempted by the devil (cf. Matt. 4:1-11; Mark 1:12-13; Luke 4:1-13). Apart from these principal episodes, the number 40 holds special significance in the Bible; most times it has to do with spiritual probing or meditation for a figure in order to take up a mission or to bring about a new realization: it rained for 40 days and 40 nights during the Flood (cf. Gen. 7:4, 12, 17; 8:6), Moses fasted on the mountain for 40 days and nights before God gave him the Ten Commandments (cf. Exod. 24:18; 34:28), the spies spent 40 days in the land of Canaan (cf. Num. 13:25; 14:34), the prophet Elijah traveled for 40 days and nights to reach the mountain of God, Horeb (cf. 1 Kings 19:8) etc. 
Preparation for Easter has a long tradition in the Christian Church. Early Christians knew the centrality of the resurrection of Christ in their faith. They knew the importance of Easter and made special preparations for it. Such tradition of rigorous preparation for Easter thus grew from the early Church practice of baptismal candidates (catechumens) who usually underwent a 40-day period of fasting in preparation for their baptism at Easter. Eventually, it grew and evolved into a period of spiritual and religious observance for the whole Church. Along the centuries of the life of the Church, one would believe that the strict Lenten observance has been relaxed. However, even today, we as Christians have enough resources to make our journey with Christ worthwhile, enriching and satisfying in the context of today’s realities. Lent has remained for all Christians (especially Catholics) of all ages, times and places, a period of intense spiritual discipline, even if the manner and approach to the discipline vary according to times and places. Catechumens and Christians today in general may not necessarily go without food for a whole 40-day period, but we are called to take up renunciations and acts of abstinence to help build up our spiritual stamina in preparation for the greatest event of our redemption.
In the Western Catholic tradition (Roman Catholic Church), we begin our Lenten journey with the liturgy of Ash Wednesday which principally calls us to repentance. The introit of this Mass is clear on this note about repentance: 
“Lord, you are merciful to all, and hate nothing you have created. You overlook the sins of men to bring them to repentance. You are the Lord our God.”
Repentance would then be spelt out in details first in the first reading from the prophet Joel (Joel 2:12-18), and later by the famous Gospel from Matthew that insists on the need for prayer, fasting and almsgiving (Matt. 6:1-6, 16-18). Listening to the Word of God would be followed by the imposition of ashes. In the Bible, ashes are a symbol of repentance and death; and so in this context, it is an outward sign of our interior repentance and an expression of self-imposed disciplinary measures in order to spiritually equip ourselves for the confrontation with the evil one, as Christ did in the wilderness. We die to sin. All other aspects of the Lenten observance are geared towards helping us look inward to ourselves, not to cut ourselves away from others, but to know ourselves better, to challenge ourselves to fight evil in ourselves and the society, in order to emerge as new creatures with Christ following his resurrection.
1.2	Our Theme for Reflection: Our Present Security Situation
Further than spiritual preparation for the celebration of Easter, it is clear that we need this period of intensive prayer more than ever in our present situation. The theme of my Lenten Pastoral last year was informed by the events of the year, and the preceding one. Late 2019 and beginning of 2020, the Corona virus pandemic reared its ugly head and ravaged the world from many angles; health, economic, social, cultural, and as it concerns us more directly, religious. For the first time and on a very serious note, our whole life, social, economic, cultural and religious, almost all through 2020 seemed to revolve around a theme; the Covid-19 pandemic. It became an opportunity for us to reflect, in (early) 2021, on faith and health; that is, on taking care of our health as part of our faith.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Bishop Augustine Ukwuoma, My Health and My Faith: Taking Care of our Health as a Religious Duty (Lenten Pastoral, Catholic Diocese of Orlu, 2021), Orlu: N-Trinity Press, 2021.] 

We are not yet totally free from the Covid-19 concerns and we are yet facing another matter of grave concern: that is the issue of insecurity, violence, bloodletting and wanton destruction of properties. Today, our country, more than ever, is confronted with a wave of different security crises: kidnapping, extreme insurgencies, banditry, using the current terms. These evils threaten both the individual and the nation’s institutions because with every incident in these directions, we lose human lives and we lose faith in the country. Happenings in the recent times in the country confirm this.
Despite the declared intention of the government to tackle Boko Haram insurgency especially in her manifesto before being elected, it is clear that the group is presently expanding into new areas and taking advantage of both poverty and lack of political will. Fuelling its extremist ideologies, it has been on a capture spree of localities where they even levy tax on farmers and sellers of agricultural products, also leading to the death of hundreds of thousands and forcing millions to flee from their homes and lands. Again, we hear in the news that a splinter group ISWAP in the recent years has surpassed Boko Haram in size and capacity. That makes the fight against this group more hydra-headed. To these menaces have been added the herdsmen challenge. Some call it clash between nomadic animal herders and farmers while to the majority it is only the issue of the herders not been able to be civil in negotiations while they want the best for their trade. Disagreements over the use of land and water resources for agricultural purposes have been made hotter by climate change and the expansion of the Sahara desert. It means farmers and herders especially now look more down south for both arable land and pasture. The long and short of it is that thousands have been killed, and millions have been displaced from their ancestral lands. Many believe that the government again has not risen to the occasion to apply a just and civil solution to a problem many people seem to know the root cause and the possible way forward. 
As all these are raging, the country has in recent years witnessed many agitations from separatist groups from several sections. Evaluating the situation about these agitations has been like the egg-chicken question. While the political establishment sees these agitations as the primary source of violence and instability, especially in the South (east and west), the sympathizers of the agitations perceive some alleged injustice and marginalization that some regions have suffered and continued to suffer as sufficient reason to chart their own fate as a separate country. Many who take a moderate position claim that while there could be reasons for agitations, the procedures need to be more civil and more rationally calculated. 
Many have linked all these insecurity issues to the problem of poverty at the base. Statistics gives youth unemployment to stand at a staggering 32.5 percent, with the country having been declared recently as the “poverty capital” of the world and having gone through periods of recession for the first time in her history. But the fundamental question is what should be the cause of poverty in a land blessed by God with enormous human and natural resources. The result of all this is that the entire country continues to boil and bleed; and the inhabitants continue to feel the pinch. The stability of the country has ever been on the ropes, but today the country is more unstable than ever. 
1.3	Orlu in Particular
If Nigeria has been boiling in violence in the recent years, the dimension around the South East has become of a particular interest. Nearer home, Orlu area has been in particular in the recent times in the news, but as I already said, not for the very good reasons. I have issued several statements concerning this problem, first of it being on the 13th May, 2021, part of which reads:
1. Orlu has always been a peaceful, hospitable place…. 2. The reality is that Orlu is a rural place where most people depend on subsistent farming, petty trading and artisanship. Therefore, any disruption of public order affects their livelihood. 3. In these days, Orlu has been in the news for the wrong reasons, namely, constant armed clashes between security agencies and unidentified gunmen leading to casualties, wanton destruction of properties, disruption of daily activities, closure of banks and public institutions, heightened tension, fear and hopelessness.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  “Do not Be Afraid”: Pastoral Exhortation of His Lordship Most Rev. Augustine T. Ukwuoma to People Resident in Orlu, 13th May, 2021.] 

Orlu case is again interesting for more particular reasons. Going down the memory lane, we know that during the Nigeria-Biafra civil war, Orlu remained a peaceful town. Orlu people were never refugees to other towns. Instead Orlu proved to be a safe haven to many refugees from other towns. By the special grace of God, the war ended when it was advancing very near to Orlu; that was why Owerri was the last Igbo city to fall before the end of the war. Orlu has long continued to be a peaceful environment. 
Orlu has been a community of agriculturalists and petty traders, with few in the civil service, without much of the government presence, giving rise to one infamous song that “all towns have developed except Okigwe and Orlu.” There are no huge government presences around Orlu area that could attract many people to make Orlu bustling with many foreigners and attracting serious security challenges. This does not mean to say that Orlu is a crime free zone. Wherever there are human beings, the work of evangelization of the mind and passions and interests is still ongoing. But generally, Orlu has had no reason to be volatile. Geographically, Orlu situation on the map also preserves her from the bustling that may entail heavy security challenges. Away and withdrawn from the busy highways that connect bigger cities, inhabitants of Orlu have enjoyed their relative peace with one another, circulating freely in their commercial, social, cultural, agricultural and religious engagements. 
But it seems that in the last one year and a bit more, the story changed. Without recalling or painting the gruesome images that have become our lot in the last one year – these atrocities do not need to be relayed in details, or even called to memory – Orlu has become, as we pray to God, “the object of ridicule of our neighbors.” 
“But now we are plagued with this incomprehensible crisis. We no longer have peace, but violence, bloodshed, and wanton destruction of property, economic activities are going down. We are in constant state of fear and anxiety both at home, and the highway.”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Extract of “Prayer for the Restoration of Peace in the Region under the Diocese of Orlu,” approved by His Lordship, Most Rev. Augustine T. Ukwuoma, January 14th, 2022.] 

We are now on the map for the wrong reason. God have mercy!
1.4	Call to Faith
This is not the forum to apportion blames; and apportioning blames is not the goal of this letter. Incidentally, and this is normal, many have their different perceptions of the whole issue. They blame one group or the other. Mutual blames run rife. But the goal of this letter is rather to call us back to faith, to confidence in God. It is my wish to call ourselves to faith, based on a short reflection on a very common Psalm (Psalm 23: “The Lord is my Shepherd”). God is our Shepherd; God is my Shepherd. God is in charge. The world and its direction have not been left into the hands of the underworld and its powers. God is still in charge. He guides us along the right path; and true to his Name. Even if we should walk in the valley of darkness…. 
This call leads us first to make reparations for the many ways we have gone astray, and the Lenten season is most proper season for deep penitential reparations. After making reparations, this is a call to all and sundry to work for peace, reconciliation, progress, respect for human life and property, and mutual protection of one another. It is equally a call to remind us that as Christians and people of faith, we are called to faith and not to fear, to confidence and not to despair. All this is because the Lord is my Shepherd.
We shall look into the Psalms in general, then the famous Psalm 23 in particular. Then there is a call to faith in God as antidote to fear. Finally there come admonitions to all sectors of the society since faith in God goes with commitment to co-operate with the good plan God has for humanity.


CHAPTER TWO
THE LORD IS MY SHEPHERD (PSALM 23)

2.1	The Psalms in General
In the Jewish-Christian tradition, the Psalms are the ancient hymnal of God’s people. The original title in Hebrew is tehillim, which means “praise songs.” The English title “Psalms” is a translation of the Greek Septuagint’s psalmoi, which also means “songs of praise.” The Psalms were probably gradually collected, as community worship developed along with temple worship. Organized into many books or collections, the book of Psalms generally expresses worship from different angles: praise, thanksgiving, penitence, petition, lamentation etc. While it encourages readers (worshippers) to praise God for who he is and for what he has done (in thanksgiving), it affirms God’s nearness in times of trouble, and reminds the worshipers of the centrality of God’s word and his guidance of the people. Reading the Psalms we cannot miss the portrayal of worship by hearts devoted to him, by individuals repentant before him, by lives changed through encounters with him, and by hearts who feel crushed and express dependence on him for vengeance and revenge. 
The Psalms express the emotion of the individual or community to God or about God. Different types of Psalms were composed to communicate different feelings and thoughts regarding the Psalmist’s situation. A good example is Psalm 137, “By the rivers of Babylon;” which is a communal lament about being in exile after the Babylonian captivity. Or Psalm 51, “Have mercy on me O God” (Miserere), said to have been composed by David as a confession to God after his sin (and crime) of adultery and murder. Psalms of lament express the author’s crying out to God in difficult circumstances. Psalms of praise, also called hymns, portray the author’s offering of direct admiration to God. Thanksgiving Psalms usually reflect the author’s gratitude for a personal deliverance or provision from God. Pilgrim Psalms include the title “a song of ascent” and were used on pilgrimages “going up” to Jerusalem for the annual festivals (for example Psa. 122 “I rejoiced when I heard them say, ‘let us go to God’s house’”). Other types of Psalms are referred to today as wisdom Psalms, royal Psalms (referring to Israel’s king or Israel’s Messiah), victory Psalms, Law Psalms, songs of Zion etc.
It is clear that the Psalms are the part of the Bible that is more widely used by the Christian worshipping community. In the Catholic Church for example, there is a Psalm at almost every Mass. Every blessing and every prayer normally has a Psalm component. Many Psalms are recommended as prayers for different situations, and many families serve themselves with the Psalms in their family devotions. The Psalm 23 is very popular.
2.2	Psalm 23: The Lord is my Shepherd
Of all the Psalms, Psalm 23 is the most famous, the most prayed, the most sung, the most appealing and the most used in the Christian worshipping community. This Psalm has gained immortality because of the charm in its train of thought, and because of the intimate character of the religious sentiments that are expressed in it. The usage cuts across different occasions and sentiments. No other Psalm, of all the 150 Psalms of the Bible, has a lot of people that can recite it off by heart. It is sung or recited at joyful moments, as well as at sorrowful moments. School children recite or sing it in their morning assemblies, as many families conclude their morning and evening prayers with it. Parents see their children off praying this Psalm over them, as travelers easily appeal to this Psalm whey they embark on a journey. Communities adopt it as prayer formula while imploring divine favour on their community members. We hear it more often at funeral Masses when the community or family is dealing with the sadness of bereavement. It is the responsorial Psalm that comes up more regular in Catholic worship and devotion.
In Psalm 23, a serene and contented soul enjoys peace of mind that flows from an unflinching faith and trust in God. Made up of only six verses, almost each verse, or even each line, contains a captivating metaphor using oriental images that also find echo in our Igbo cultural and proverbial context: shepherd, green pastures, still waters, paths of righteousness, valley of death, rod and staff, preparing a table, overflowing cup etc, therefore making allegory and poem blend with fact. 
2.3	Rereading and Singing Psalm 23 with the Psalmist
1The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.
2 He makes me to lie down in green pastures: he leads me beside the still waters.
3 He restores my soul: he leads me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.
4 Even if I should walk through in the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for you are with me; your rod and your staff give me comfort.
5 You prepare a table for me in the presence of my enemies: you anoint my head with oil; my cup is overflowing.
6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life; and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.
It is a common human phenomenon that when we are used to repeating certain words, we tend to lose deep contact of thought with the words. This is normally the case with prayers with definite formulas; the Our Father, the Hail Mary, the Holy Mass and the responses at Mass. How much again, for example, do we really perceive the depth of the import of the petition “Give us this day,” or “forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us”? Saying these formulas can easily become perfunctory and routine, as we can easily rush and pass over the words without thinking about their import. They can easily become prayer of the lips and not of or from the heart. This is where spontaneous prayers are complementary, because in spontaneous prayer, we consciously formulate our praises and petitions according to our current situations which pour out from our hearts, through the voice of our lips or the considerations of our thoughts. This is same with this famous Psalm that we sing the most in our churches and praying communities. It is possible that many have not taken time to go through the words and imageries, and to let these speak in a deeper way to them. Let us go through these beautiful verses together.
2.3.1	God my Shepherd, I shall not want (v. 1)
God as Shepherd! This is the central metaphor in the Psalm. It evokes an image that is very central to the awareness of the people of Israel and to the ancient world around them. In an agricultural society far from modern scientific technology, apart from the lofty professions like kings, soldiers on the state level, and the religious professions like priests and prophets, the livelihood of the society depended on farmers, hunters and shepherds whose role in the society was very visible. A shepherd describes a more close and devoted relationship. Whereas a king might do what is best for the majority, a shepherd knows and gives attention to each one of his sheep. Among these other professions – farmer, hunter, shepherd – the shepherd seemed to enjoy a special predilection from God. Many of the central figures of the Old Testament were shepherds. Abel, Joseph, Moses, David etc. I elaborated on this in the book Leadership in the Church[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  Bishop Augustine Ukwuoma, Leadership in the Church: A Leadership Course for the Laity (Proceedings of Seminars and Workshops on ‘Leadership in the Church’ by the Diocesan and Parish Pastoral/Finance Councils anchored by Fr. Anthony Osuji, Enugu: IykeMemo Production, 2020).] 

In the Old Testament, as in the ancient Orient, the image of the shepherd used to describe God’s relationship with his people, does not originally refer to the relationship of God to a single individual, but refers to his relationship with the community. That is why the shepherd image refers primarily to God’s guidance of the people of the Covenant in their salvation history beginning from their exit from Egypt (cf. Isa. 40:11; 49:9; 63:14; Ezek. 34:10ff; Psa. 80:1; 95:7; 100:3). This is why this hymn of Psalm 23 may have been inspired by a communal hymn sung in community worship which the Psalmist (David) now incorporates. What the Lord could do for the community as a whole, he can also do and actually does for me. If the Lord is the shepherd of Israel (cf. Psa. 80:1), he is also equally my shepherd. The Psalmist therefore makes this appropriation the starting point of his own meditation. Going by this assertion, we see how the faith tradition of the community could be inspiring for the individual, something we discussed two years ago in my Lenten Pastoral when we looked at the Lord’s Day[footnoteRef:6] and the importance of participating in the community Sunday liturgy.  [6:  Bishop Ukwuoma, The Law of Love: The Sunday Obligation in Current Social Evolution (Lenten Pastoral 2020), Orlu: N-Trinity Press, 2020.] 

First, what is the role of the shepherd? He guides and guards his sheep. The life and the welfare of the sheep depend on the shepherd. The shepherd also defends the sheep in the wilderness. The harshness of the rural and remote areas where the sheep are taken to pasture constantly exposes both the sheep and the shepherd to the dangerous menaces of wild animals, of harsh natural elements and all other accidents. Good shepherds are bulwarks for the sheep. In the New Testament, Christ’s relation to his followers is often represented by the figure of a shepherd (cf. John 10:14, Heb. 13:20, 1 Pet. 2:25; 5:4). When the Church sings this Psalm, they already see a Christocentric meaning because Jesus Christ is Lord and Shepherd. 
Lord and Shepherd
Perhaps one can unlock the meaning of this Psalm all the more by considering what seems like a contrast, but eventually the kernel of the Psalm’s meaning, in the way the Psalmist juxtaposes the idea of “Lord” and that of “shepherd.” As mentioned above, we are too familiar with the words and the melody that we do not see how strange it is to bring the two words together.
In the ancient world, especially in ancient Israel, “Lord” has the connotations of power, control and authority. The word ‘Lord’ refers to a noble person, a master of his household or domain. From the religious history of Israel, we know that at the time this Psalm was composed, centuries before Christ, the word that was translated as Lord (referring to the God of Israel) in Hebrew was the four letter symbol, what is called the Tetragrammaton—that is, represented as YHWH or Yahweh in English. In the Jewish religious sensitivity, this was a solemn and holy name that should not be pronounced. It was the name God gave as answer to Moses when God called him (cf. Exod. 3:14-15); a word that suggests awesomeness, inapproachability and splendor beyond human comprehension. 
At this time also, being a shepherd, in contrast, was one of the most humble jobs. It was not what we would today refer to as choice profession or white collar jobs; it involved rustic engagement that made the shepherd trek the dusty paths. They were direct recipients of the harshness of the elements of wind, rain and sun in the open. They slept in the bushes at night, and never enjoyed the comfort of a well organized home; something akin to how we perceive the herdsmen today who would trek from the North to South of Nigeria in the company of cows. 
For the Psalmist therefore to say that the Lord was his shepherd was like saying that my employer (master) is the caretaker of my house or the one who feeds my livestock, or my cook. This is a far reaching religious imagination. It is an acknowledgement of the transcendence of God as well as his immanence. God is in the heavens as Lord, but also on the earth as protector. God is Lord but is down to earth. God is therefore not a stern looking distant God; he is rather the active, close guardian of the flock of humanity.
But this is the simple truth of Incarnation that the Psalm endorses; God is Immanuel. The inapproachable has approached humanity in Christ, and in Christ has made himself approachable.
This is why the assertion that the Lord is shepherd is followed immediately in the same line with a bold assertion: I shall not want. Under this metaphor borrowed from scenes of pastoral life, with which David was familiar, he describes God’s providential care in providing refreshment, guidance, protection, and abundance, and so affording grounds of confidence in His perpetual favour. That God is his shepherd implies that he does not lack anything. Once God is on the throne, as our people say, everything falls in place. St. Paul would echo the same sentiments: “all things work unto good for all who love him” (Rom. 8:28).
2.3.2	Fresh and Green, Still Waters, Restores my Soul, Path of Righteousness (vv. 2-3).
The Psalmist here gives impression that he is theologically sound. He begins by reflecting on the many good things God does positively for him. It is like when Jesus taught the Our Father, the model of all prayers. He begins by acknowledging God as Father, and praising his name, asking for his kingdom and will to be realized on earth as in heaven (cf. Matt. 6:9-13; Luke 11:1-4). A succession of metaphors pin these down. As a shepherd, he knows the pastures that are fresh and lushly green; abundant in foliage and there he takes the sheep to graze. This sounds like imagining the sunny days of his life when one is in a happy mood of enjoying life under God’s protective hand, lying on green meadows like a lamb. God is the one who refreshes his soul with new vitality, captured in the metaphor of still calm waters. The ‘still waters’ is neither the boisterous oceans on the one hand, nor the stagnant offensive dirty pools on the other hand. There, one’s soul cannot be refreshed or restored. 
The goal of this is that one may find the path of righteousness and for his name’s sake. The phrase “for his name’s sake” is important because the Psalmist knows that what is at stake in life is not the realization of our wills but that of God, so that God’s name, his wisdom and glory may be extolled. Your kingdom come (cf. Luke 11:2; Matt. 6:10). He leads him in the paths of righteousness for the sake of his name. Our religiosity, our virtues, our accomplishments are all graces from God and are geared to extol the name of God (cf. 1 Cor. 10:31; Col. 3:17; 23-24). A gentle acknowledgement of this makes us not only humble, but also grateful for what God uses us to realize. “Not to us O Lord, not to us, but to your name be the glory,” the Psalmist would sing in another place (Psa. 115:1).
2.3.3	No Fears in the Valley of Death… Your Rod and your Staff… (v. 4)
The image of green pastures is replaced by the metaphor of the valley of death. The valley of the shadow of death is a gully ravine overhung by high steep cliffs, with thick forests, and providing hiding places for wild dangerous beasts of prey. As a metaphor, this is expressive of any great danger or cause of terror. So far in this Psalm, the language has been serene, irenic and peaceful. “I shall not want; he leads me in green pastures to revive my spirit, and leads me along the path of righteousness.” One can read and almost feel the warmth of the sunshine on the face of the Psalmist. 
However, the believer is not deceived to think that he is not a human being walking in a valley of sadness. The faith of the Israelites of old has its roots in their experience of the marvelous works God has done for them, but also firmly established because they were certain of affliction in their journey of faith. God allows that the believer who sometimes lies in green pastures also sometimes finds himself in the valley of death.
The Psalmist now believes that the blessing of his close association with God becomes evident when he also thinks of those periods of danger and distress. That is why you notice that the mode of address here changes: The Psalmist is no longer talking in the third person; “The Lord is my shepherd.” He now addresses the Lord directly: “Even though I walk in the valley of darkness, I fear no evil, for you are with me.” In the first three verses David had been talking about the Lord leading him, but in verse 4 he is now talking to the Lord who is with him. The Psalmist switches from talking about God with ‘He’ to talking to God with ‘You.’ He could have said; “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for He is with me; His rod and His staff comfort me.” He rather said “You are with me, your rod and staff comfort me.” This tallies even with our own experience. We are inclined more to talk about God when we are in the ‘green pastures of life’ and more pushed to talk to God when we are in the ‘dangerous valley of life.’ The human being comes easily on his knees when in danger. 
Is this not our experience in our journey of faith? Human life is full of the sunny days and cloudy days, but we know that God is not there only when it goes well for us. His presence is even more deeply felt when we are in the valley of death. By faith we believe that when we are faced by vicissitudes of life, we are not simply victims of blind fate or bad luck. The Lord is aware of all our situations. Even if we do not sometimes understand the reason, we know that He himself does. It calls for trust. The Psalmist acknowledges that in the thorny episodes of his history, God has been on the throne. During life’s trials (in the valley of death), God had not abandoned him; instead he had been merciful to him mostly in times of danger and peril. Rod and staff are symbols of a shepherd’s office, which as a figure here expresses God’s providential care. By them, he guides his sheep. The metaphor depicts God using all in his arsenals to protect his own. “God is for us a refuge and strength, always ready to redeem us in the days of trial” (Psa. 46:1), the Psalmist sings in another place.
2.3.4	Prepares a Table, Anoints my Head with Oil, My Cup is Overflowing (v. 5)
The Psalmist’s faith in God does not just provide protection and reassurance, but a sense of blessings beyond what he could hope for. Right in the presence of his “enemies,” God “prepares a table” for him and “anoints” his head with sacred oil, making his life feel abundant and sacred even in difficulty. Oil or anointing oil is the symbol of gladness. God’s goodness, the Psalmist says, is so bountiful that his “cup runs over” or his cup is full. This is where translating proverbs or metaphors from a cultural environment to another entails some issues. In this Hebrew metaphor, just as in English language, when one says, his cup is full, or to fill one’s cup, it means something positive. It means to replenish those stores of mental, emotional, and physical energy. One has more than enough to give to others. But to say in Igbo iko ya ejula, it means one’s evil has caught up on him. The Igbo popular translation of “my cup is overflowing” often supplies the positive nuance by saying iko mmanya m, ejula n’onu (adding my cup of wine, adding ‘wine’ which is not in the original Hebrew anyway). 
All in all, the Psalmist sings here that the presence of God in his life makes life even in the presence of his enemies (enemies here including difficulties and vicissitudes) fulfilling. The Psalm suggests that the joy of faith is not that it makes life a bed of roses, but that, even amidst life’s turbulences, the one who believes and trusts in God has the graces to deal with life’s pains calmly and hopefully, knowing that an infinitely good God watches over them. In the darkest and most trying hour, God is near. God’s presence is not just consoling, but transformative, allowing the believer to feel safe, loved, and abundantly fulfilled even in the midst of suffering.
2.3.5	Goodness and Mercy in my Life; God’s House forever (v. 6)
The Psalmist’s confidence reaches a crescendo. As we pray this Psalm, we ponder over these words and are made to share in the Psalmist’s convictions. It becomes very clear that what the Psalmist writes is not simply poetic exaggeration or theoretical theology. His convictions about God reaches the highest pitch that no matter what happens, God’s goodness and mercy are his companion all through his life, and that he will live in God’s house forever. One sees the note of ‘beyond duration’: goodness and mercy shall follow me “all days of my life,” and after, I will live in God’s house ‘in eternity.’ This is the goal of religiosity. As our basic catechism teaches us, the purpose for which God created us is to know him, love him, serve him on earth and to live happily forever with him.
2.4	Summary
Psalm 23 is first of all an expression of faith in God; of confidence in times of crises. In the Psalm, the speaker rejoices in his or her faith in God. The image of God here is that of a shepherd who is a protector of his flock even in the valley of the shadow of death; and who ends up playing host to his flock by spreading a generous banquet of joy. It sings both the goodness of God and his readiness to bring consolation of belief. The images of Yahweh who plays host (v. 5), of living in God’s own house (v. 6) suggest that the occasion of the composition of the Psalm could be that of worship or divine service which brought to the Psalmist such blessings of happiness and communion with God. It covers all of life. With simple beauty, it speaks of green pastures and still waters as well as dark valleys and enemies and adversities.
There are fundamental truths that the Psalm evokes. The first is that God is good; he shepherds his flock. He has an abiding presence around his people, his flock. Second is that the world is not a bed of roses: it is a place of trials and difficulties, depicted in the image of valley of the shadow of death. There are forces against goodness from many angles; what Jeremiah would describe as “terror from every side” (Jer. 20:10). The Psalm evokes what is the best attitude of the believer. He does not need to fear. Faith is antidote to fear. Lastly, God has more in stock for the believer. He goes beyond protecting his faithful ones. He sets up banquet for them, and that in the sight of foes; meaning that he replaces their cross with crown. Finally, the purpose of God in all this exercise is to lead his faithful in the path of righteousness. In philosophical and theological terms, one can say that the Psalm is the response of a faithful person to the problem of theodicy. Theodicy is the issue of having to consider the goodness of God, his all knowing, his all powerful nature, in the face of evil (especially innocent suffering) in the world. The Psalm gives a simple answer of one who believes in God. It is gratitude to a loving God in a painful world. God is benevolent, even if the world around seems terrible and menacing.


CHAPTER THREE
FAITH AS ANTIDOTE TO FEAR

3.1	“Do not Be Afraid” St. John Paul II
These words were the very first words of St. Pope John Paul II to the world in 1978 when he was elected pope; urging Christians and men/women of good will to conquer fear. “Do not be afraid” or “Be not afraid” became one of St. John Paul II’s most used admonitions throughout the almost 27 years of his pontificate. Later he reflected on these words in his famous book Crossing the Threshold of Hope where he said it was the Holy Spirit who inspired him to pronounce these words: 
“When, on October 22, 1978, I said the words ‘Be not afraid!’ in St. Peter’s Square, I could not fully know how far they would take me and the entire Church. Their meaning came more from the Holy Spirit, the Consoler promised by the Lord Jesus to His disciples, than from the man who spoke them.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Pope John Paul II, Crossing the Threshold of Hope (ed. By Vittorio Messori), Lagos-Owerri: Spectrum Books Limited, pp. 218-219.] 

Explaining why he was always inclined to pronounce these words, he wrote in the same book:
“The exhortation ‘Be not afraid!’ should be interpreted as having a very broad meaning. In a certain sense it was an exhortation addressed to all people, an exhortation to conquer fear in the present world situation … Why should we have no fear? Because man has been redeemed by God. When pronouncing these words in St. Peter’s Square, I already knew that my first encyclical and my entire papacy would be tied to the truth of the Redemption. In the Redemption we find the most profound basis for the words ‘Be not afraid!’ ‘For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son’ (cf. John 3:16).”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Pope John Paul II, Crossing the Threshold of Hope, pp. 219. Meanwhile, the Pope’s first encyclical was Redemptor Hominis (The Redeemer of Man), March 4, 1979.] 

John Paul II means that we Christians do not need to fear even in the midst of buffeting storms; reason being that we have our hope in Christ who had come to save us from the darkness of the world. If we remember that the destiny of the world lies in God’s hands, we would always remember the words of St. Paul that “all things work unto good for them that love God” (Rom. 8:28) and that the present world situation is still under the sovereign power of God, even if the atmosphere grows darker for “we are “more than conquerors through him who loves us” (Rom. 8:37). 
3.2	The Word of God and “Do Not Be Afraid”
The words “Do not be afraid” are not originally the words of the Pope. The Pope was only quoting the words used in many instances in the Bible. It occurs over a hundred of times beginning with the Old Testament, as words of God addressed to Abraham who was asked to make a move of faith (cf. Gen. 15:1; 26:24); to Jacob when he was confronted with the reality of having to go down to Egypt with his whole family (cf. Gen. 46:3); to Moses who was sent on a delicate mission of leading the people of God out from Egypt (Num. 21:34; Deut. 7:18; Deut. 20:1, 3); and as words of God addressed to the prophets, and through the prophets to many individuals (cf. Jer. 1:8; 10:5; Isa. 41:10; Ezek. 2:6; Zech. 8:13).
When God broke into human world in Christ in the New Testament, he broke into a world not far essentially different from the world we live in today, as in many eras in history. The environment into which Jesus was born was a world permeated with fear at almost every level. The Jews, then an occupied people, suffered under grinding poverty, heavy taxation and violence. The gap between the rich and the poor was yawning as life expectancy was very low. It is thus interesting that the beginning of the realization of the eternal plan of God for human redemption was also dotted with this admonition, “Do not be afraid.”
The story of the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus, in other words, the story of the beginnings of Christianity, is an invitation not to be afraid. In Christ, God determined not to remain in the security of the heavens, but to descend to the precariousness of the created order out of his love, becoming a human being, in order to bring us to his rest and peace. In Luke 1:13, Zachariah, who would become the father of John the Baptist, is told not to be afraid. He is told to forget the seeming impossibility of his wife conceiving at her old age. God can do the impossible in human thinking. Mary, a young teenage girl, from an obscure background, was elected to be the mother of the Son of God. She received the admonition “Do not be afraid” (Luke 1:30). Reason is that she had found favour with God which transforms her fear. The message is also that nothing is impossible with God (cf. Luke 1:37). We also find it as message to Joseph (cf. Matt. 1:20). Later, the shepherds were also told not to be afraid (cf. Luke 2:10) when the angels came to announce to them the great news of the birth of the savior.
In addition, mostly, in the course of the ministry of Jesus, the admonition ‘Do not be afraid’ comes up again at different places (cf. Matt. 14:27; Mark 6:50; Luke 12:32; John 12:15 etc). However it is good to note that at the end of Jesus life, the Gospels end with an angel saying to the women at the tomb, after Jesus rose from the dead, “Do not be afraid…he is not here, he is risen” (Matt. 28:5-6). And in the Gospel of John, it is put symbolically, “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). 
If the birth of Jesus and his life changed everything, this is a way to tell us that the central message of Christianity is to make us see that by our faith in Christ, he is doing everything new. He has overcome the world. Even the last enemy, death, has been overcome, conquered and overthrown. “Death, where is your victory, death where is your sting” (1 Cor. 15:55). In summary, the admonition “Do not be afraid” is each time an invitation to the human being to see beyond the givens of a particular situation and to discover what God is capable of doing and is actually doing.
3.3	Faith Overcomes Fear 
At the time when Pope John Paul II came into the pontificate, it was true that the world needed again an assurance of God’s abiding presence when looked at from the background of communism and the many evolutions in the society. In the secular world, the stories and memories of the world wars were still fresh and the scars were still very visible. The industrial revolution of the 60s and all it entailed were only gaining momentum in many parts of the world. Many nations were still under dictatorial regimes. In the Church, the aggiornamento of the Second Vatican Council was still only being scratched even in the Churches of the West. Secularism and religious indifference were gaining momentum. Many had begun to wonder where the world was heading to. 
The world had gone through a lot, even in the recent decades since after Pope John Paul II. In the global scene, wars are still not a thing of the past as some parts of the world are still engulfed in violent warfare. In our country Nigeria, we may not pretend to say that we are not at war. The amount of violence and spilling of blood and wanton destruction of property when there is no declared war is unparalleled in the history of the nation. 
And so there are thousand and one reasons to be afraid, humanly speaking; and a lot of things to be afraid of. Fear is part of what the human person has to naturally confront in life. It is a common and normal emotional reaction. In Nigeria the reasons for fear seems more palpable. We have economic challenges, and so we fear we would not have enough to take care of our needs. There is a lot of crime, violence and killings, and we fear we or our loved ones might fall victims. What happens then to our family? Our roads are surely not safe, so we entertain fear of being victims of accidents and mishaps. People are aggressive due to difficult times, and so we fear about hatred and clashes, and that those we love may not love us in return. Our health system is in shambles, and we have neither insurance nor enough money to stand on our own; so we fear the eruption of disease in our lives and that of our loved ones. We have no old age security, and so we fear getting old and what it could bring. Finally we fear death, which St. Paul describes as the last enemy. But the only antidote to fear is faith. An instance in the life of Jesus and his disciples:
3.4	Jesus Calms the Storm (Mark 4:35-41)
35 That day when evening came, he said to his disciples, “Let us go over to the other side.”
36 Leaving the crowd behind, they took him along, just as he was, in the boat. There were also other boats with him.
37 A furious stormy wind arose, and the waves broke over the boat, so that it was nearly swamped. 
38 Jesus was in the stern, sleeping on a cushion. The disciples woke him and said to him, “Teacher, don’t you care if we drown?”
39 He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, “Peace! Be still!” Then the wind died down and it was completely calm.
40 He said to his disciples, “Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?”
41 They were terrified and asked each other, “Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!”

More than many other biblical passages, this singular passage minces no word in assuring us of the ever presence of God in our lives, and in admonishing us to have faith in God and dispel fear, despite all the thousand and one reasons that can induce us to fear.
The disciples had reasons to fear. First of all, it was evening; the day was far spent. Secondly, they were not mistaken to read the signs in the weather. There were violent storms and waves. The boat was at sinking point. Thirdly, they saw Jesus sleeping. But despite all these, Jesus called them to faith. Jesus knew the power of faith. 
Faith is a spiritual and supernatural force that puts us in the driving seat, without usurping the place of God. The Bible says that it is impossible to please God without faith (cf. Heb. 11:6). It also means that we can reconfigure a lot about our life if we believe strongly in God. As Christians, we know that the devil begins his exploit by instilling fear into us. This was the experience with the disciples in the boat that made them to think that Christ “did not care that they were sinking.” This was the experience of Peter that made him to begin sinking, because he began to doubt that Christ was near him (cf. Matt. 14:22-36). But as Paul would say, “For God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but of power, and of love, and of a sound mind” (2 Tim. 1:7).
The devil cannot get at us, until he gets at our faith and nothing gives room to the devil like fear. Job laments: “For the thing which I greatly feared is come upon me, and that which I was afraid of is come unto me” (Job 3:25). The saying goes thus: ‘when fear knocks at the door, send faith to open and you will discover there is no one there.’ Every time faith is at work, fear disappears. But where faith is lacking, fear sets in and takes control. As Jairus the synagogue ruler was bringing Jesus home to save his daughter, he received news that his daughter had died (cf. Mark 5:35). Immediately, Jesus told Jairus, “Do not be afraid; only believe” (v. 36). In other words, Jairus must forgo the natural focus on the tragedy and fear and focus instead on faith and the Lord’s nearness. In choosing not to be afraid, we remember that “the one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world” (1 John 4:4). Fear is therefore the opposite of faith; and faith remains the antidote to fear.
In fact, when we live in fear, we are most vulnerable; we can be manipulated, both by unscrupulous politicians and even by religious charlatans. We can make huge mistakes because of fear. We can completely misunderstand who God is, as the disciples interpreted Christ’s sleeping as being unconscious of what they were going through (cf. Mark 4:38). Fear leads to spiritual slavery and bondage.
3.5	Tips to Forgo Fear and Cultivate Faith
3.5.1	Trust in God
When the Bible demands that we be not afraid, it enjoins us to trust in God. In fact, trust is the way not to be afraid (cf. Deut. 31:8; Psa. 27:1; 34:4; 118:6; Isa. 41:10; Matt. 10:28; John 14:27; Rom. 8:38–39; 2 Tim. 1:7 etc). Trust is the starting point. One cannot have faith in God without trust. The Psalmist sings in another instance: “When I am afraid, I put my trust in you” (Psa. 56:3). Trust means remembering always that our Good Shepherd is with us, even if we are going “through the darkest valley” (Psa. 23:4). This assures us that he will never, ever forsake us (cf. Heb. 13:5). He is our salvation, our strength, our defense, and “he has become my salvation” (Isa. 12:2). When the Psalmist says “I shall not want” (Psa. 23:1) he is acknowledging how completely reliant he is on God for his provisions. Trust is like the childlike confidence the child has when resting in its mother’s arms. “Those who put their trust in the Lord are like Mount Zion that cannot be shaken; that stands forever (Psa. 125:1).
3.5.2	Less Focus on Fear; More on God’s Promises
I already said that since we do not have the world and its events under our control, there are already many fearful and dreadful circumstances that can harass us and challenge our faith; health issues, financial matters, relationship problems, political instability, violence of the enemy, uncertainties of the future etc. Yet we still choose what we dwell on. Experience has shown that to focus on the source of fear is to cause more fear; but to focus on the Only One who can take away fear is to find solace. Paul advises us to fix our thoughts to what is true, honorable, right, pure, lovely, and admirable. We “think about things that are excellent and worthy of praise” (Phil. 4:8). The ancient prophet Habakkuk can provide an inspiration here. As a human being, Habakkuk was afraid about the invasion of his country, and he described his fear in vivid terms: “I heard and my heart pounded, my lips quivered at the sound; decay crept into my bones, and my legs trembled” (Hab. 3:16). Few verses later, the prophet showed the example of how to handle his fears: he “waited patiently” to see the Lord’s intervention (v. 16). Even though he did not pretend not to know that difficult times could be on the way (v. 17), he decided to praise God (v. 18), which made him focus on God’s power and promises (v. 19). The prophet Habakkuk learned therefore to not be afraid. He ended his book, rejoicing in the Lord his strength and his salvation (cf. Hab. 3:18-19). 
When David handed over the throne to his son Solomon, he encouraged him to hold fast to God’s promises: “Be strong and courageous, and do the work. Do not be afraid or discouraged, for the Lord God, my God, is with you. He will not fail you or forsake you until all the work for the service of the temple of the Lord is finished” (1 Chron. 28:20).
We can also recall the experiences of the early disciples which should inspire us. While persecution mounted high, they relied rather on the promises of Christ, “Behold I am with you till the end of the time” (Matt. 28:20) and the faith they acquired in the risen Christ. The persecutions did not deter them. Instead, it became an impetus for the spread of the gospel. God’s promises are everlasting. Jeremiah’s words here come to mind: “I know the plans I have for you, plans for peace and not for evil; to give you a future and a hope” (Jer. 29:11). Jesus’ own promises sound even surer: We should not be afraid of they who can kill the body but have nothing to do to the spirit … (cf. Matt. 10:28). Concerning our worldly concerns, we should not worry about tomorrow (cf. Matt. 6:34). God has a way of meeting every need of his children (cf. Phil. 4:19) and to accomplish his work in us (cf. Phil. 1:6). 
But we know that the ultimate promise of God is the goal that keeps us steadfast even if inadequacies of the world cannot be totally overcome. For us Christians, people of faith, it is not relying on ‘sugar candy mountain’ that we know that God has glory for us in the next life. Our faith assures us of it: “In his great mercy he has given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or fade. This inheritance is kept in heaven for you, who through faith are shielded by God’s power until the coming of the salvation that is ready to be revealed in the last time” (1 Pet. 1:3–5). Paul puts it in other words that the sufferings of this present life can in no way be compared to the glory that is to be revealed to us in the life to come” (Rom. 8:18). Jesus’ gentle words gladden the hearts of all who tend to fear: “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has been pleased to give you the kingdom” (Luke 12:32). The closing verse of our Psalm shows that the ultimate blessings are spiritual: “… and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.” (Psa. 23:6b).
3.5.3	Counting Our Blessings
The beautiful song by Edwin Othello Excell and Johnson Jr. Oatman has become highly popularized: 

Count your many blessings name them one by one
Count your blessings see what God has done
Count your blessings name them one by one
And it will surprise you what the Lord has done

The lyrics of some of the verses seem to be inspired by our present situation:

When upon life’s billows you are tempest tossed
When you are discouraged thinking all is lost
So, amid the conflict whether great or small
Do not be disheartened God is over all

The meaning of this song is deep. In life sometimes we are tempted to see nothing but catastrophe, nothing but disaster. We have the tendency to see the dark spot in the broad spread of the immaculate white cloth. Because there is terror on every side (cf. Jer. 20:10), we are inclined to see only but tragedy and calamity. Nevertheless, despite the difficulties of the time, we have to recognize and be grateful to God that he has led us thus far in goodness and safety. We have passed through more difficult times and more turbulent episodes in life. It could be worse and it could have been worse. In another instance in the Psalms, the Psalmist prays: “If the Lord had not been on our side, this is Israel’s song. If the Lord had not been on our side, when men rose against us; then would they have swallowed us alive…” (Psa. 124:1ff.). It calls for praise no matter the situation. 
I must confess that the grace of praise in the midst of hardship is a grace that God has given to the Igbo in our Christian experience. The Igbo have shown themselves to be undaunted in the face of difficulties. If God had not been on our side, 1967 to 1970 would have been the end of the Igbo nation, given that we were confronted with military powers when we had nothing to fight. God preserved us, despite the regrettable causalities. Today, the Christian heritage of the South Eastern Nigeria, and especially of the Igbo nation, is something to be proud of, and something of envy of others. In fact the Christian heritage of the whole of Nigeria is predominantly Igbo. Our churches are still full despite the fears being instilled on the population by forces inimical to love and brotherly living. People have been charitable even in the midst of penury. Praise is therefore also an antidote to fear. 
Let us therefore count our blessings. Let the praise of God never cease on our lips. The same prophet Habakkuk seems to have known this again in a beautiful text that reads: 

“Though the fig tree does not blossom;
Nor fruit be on the vines; Though the labour of the olive may fail;
And the fields yield no food; Though the flock may be cut off from the fold; 
And the stalls stand empty of cattle – 
Yet I will rejoice in the Lord, I will have joy in the God of my salvation …
He will make my feet like the deer’s, and he will make me walk on my high hills” (Hab. 3:17-19).

I believe that this violent period will also come to pass. 


CHAPTER FOUR
PARTICIPATING IN THE LORD’S SHEPHERD ROLE

Our security situation challenges all of us to do something. We are all in one way or the other responsible for the mess that has befallen us. And so we must begin by making a sincere mea culpa, and ask for forgiveness. As sheep, we have in many ways separated ourselves from the shepherd. The Bible says, “All we like sheep have gone astray” (Isa. 53:6). God has a path he wants us to go, that of following him and friendship with him. But sin takes us away from him and, instead of enjoying his fellowship, we fall under his condemnation for “All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). We need his mercy. We are all in the same boat threatened by storm and are at the point of sinking. Therefore everybody, beginning from the government and leadership, to the common man in the street, till the simple Christian and believer who can only pray, has something to contribute to restore peace and tranquility in our area.
4.1	Government, Politicians and Community Leaders
We look up to the government, the political class, the leaders of the society, whose duty it is to maintain law and order in the society, to protect lives and property, to find the solution to our security issues in our nation, state and region. Even if we believe and know that each and every one of us has something to contribute, let our politicians understand from us that bad governance and bad leadership is directly responsible for the woes surrounding us. That the problems of the country can be narrowed down to the question of ineffective leadership seems to be a truth accepted long ago by all. If the country, the state and society are well governed, if the youth have work to occupy them, if workers are promptly paid, if the infrastructures are functioning, if the security agents are doing their work as they ought to, if the masses do not perceive gross embezzlements, mismanagement and misappropriation of our common fund, if the leaders and their families are going through the same ordeals with the rest of the people, if people are not marginalized but are fairly treated, there will be no unrest. Period. 
The bishops of the nation in many of their annual communiqués following their conferences have called upon the political elites, and made them to know that the onus for the restoration of good governance and peace lies principally on them. The representatives of Igbo Archbishops and Bishops did not mince words when in 2021 they wrote concerning the violence we experience: 
“Whereas some may be content with analysing only the immediate causes of this situation, we would prefer to point out that at the root of all this is the failure of governance at various levels…. The failure in this regard opened the way for ethnic and sectionalist agitations for justice and fairness. With the increasing divide between the ruling class and the people, and the vacuum created by an alienating leadership at the Federal, Regional and State levels, separatist bodies emerged and soon began to win the loyalty of frustrated citizens… As religious leaders of this badly battered region, we appeal to all those responsible for the killings to please stop, before the entire South East descends into anarchy, which will invariably affect the other parts of the country. We believe there are still other options besides violence, over militarization of the area and senseless killings....”[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  “Restore Trust, Confidence and Calm in South East Nigeria: A Passionate Plea by the Christian Religious Leaders of South East Nigeria.” Statement issued by Representatives of Igbo Archbishops and Bishops on Peace and Conflict Resolution, on 7th October, 2021.] 

They made a point that should be repeated here; that the solution to our problem is not the heavy militarization of the area or a counter violent response. The political class and the security agents should know better than the common folk and so apply force with reasoned restraint. We condemn every uncivil act by the people, but also condemn every act of violence, like burning peoples’ houses and property, in the name of chasing perceived perpetrators. There are better civil ways of handling perceived misdemeanors, like apprehending the alleged perpetrator, charging them to court and allowing the law to take its fair course, while giving one fair hearing. Keeping people always in fear and always in fright, causing people to always be on the run from their homes, wielding and brandishing guns and rifles, shooting incessantly in the air, killing innocent youth (even one is too much), making people afraid to go their normal businesses in confidence and relaxation, parading amoured vehicles in our local roads unnecessarily as if there is a declared war; chasing people into the house of God to apprehend them, all this goes beyond security measures. This type of fear hanging on the faces of people in the villages is not tolerable. We cannot continue this way. 
Only the government has the power to calm the situation, and as long as they have not done it, let it be known that they are still short of what they should have done. Political leadership is also a sacred duty (cf. Rom. 13). That is why the models of kings like David in the Bible still retain force. The primary duty of government is the protection of the people who elected them to office, from both external and internal aggression; and as long as this is not yet the case, as long as insecurity rages, the government is not living up to expectation. This is same with community leadership. Often, it is believed that the community knows the hoodlums and their whereabouts. They should co-operate with the government in finding a civil way to sanitize our environment and bringing miscreants to face the legal process.
4.2	Good Leadership Presupposes Good Followership
If we follow the logic of ‘The Lord is my Shepherd,’ we have to understand that we cannot have God as Shepherd if we do not see ourselves as sheep. One of the major characteristics of the sheep is that they follow the voice of the shepherd. Much depends on leadership, but the followers must also be law abiding. 
In the southeast of Nigeria, there is a lot of talk about marginalization. From every angle, no one doubts that many people are not treated fairly enough in the country. Distribution of wealth and opportunities are still far from being fair. But I still appeal that one can state one’s case without harm to anybody. The problem in our case is that many innocent people are made to bear the brunt of issues they are far from being responsible. We all have read about many revolutions in the world, and from experience, only peaceful and non violent revolutions have stood the test of time. The sheep is known to be mild, not violent. Sports teams for example, often take animal names – Dragons, Bears, Lions, Bulls, Tigers, Panthers etc to show they can intimidate and incite fear on the opponents. I have never heard any sports team going by the name Sheep. This is because sheep do not incite fear or intimidate. 
We cannot achieve any meaningful good in our state life by allowing anarchy to be enthroned. Neither can we arrive at any meaningful stage by creating disorder in the polity. The Bible admonishes that we be subject to governing authorities: “Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established” (Rom. 13:1). The essence of a peaceful protest is to be law abiding, and to be harmless to innocent people. Voicing out one’s discontentment is fundamental right, and we must do it when we are convinced we are not rightly treated. However, there are still ethics guiding every part of our lives. Many of our people are confused in trying to understand the direction we are going as a people. It is the hallmark of a gentleman to be calculative especially when provoked. We can be firm, resolved, determined in our aspirations, but at the same time, civil, calculated, lucid and humane in our ways of going about them.
4.3	Religious Leadership
A lot of leadership falls on religious ministers, beginning with myself, the priests and all religious leaders. Leading people correctly in times of crises is a sacred and delicate duty. Religious leaders, the prophets, were at their best in the way they led the people of God during their crises periods; crises of faith, political crises, economic crises. One of the best we can do at this period is to help people combat the temptation to fear. 
I remember the prophets of the old and the many fronts from which they exercised their ministry. First, they preached the word of God to the people. True to their name, they made the people conscious of what God wants in their life; worship to him and obedience to his commandments. Secondly, they denounced evil among the people. Thirdly, they gave people hope and encouragement in the face of difficulties. Especially during the exiles, the prophets of the period helped the people to look beyond the rubbles of their situation. God was to do something new in their lives, they insisted. Sometimes, it seemed ridiculous when the prophets preached consolation and restoration amidst apparent hopelessness. But it was their divine duty to remind the people that God was not done in their lives. Our people need at this critical time, words of hope and comfort. Let us find words that soothe, words that bind, words that soften the heart. This aspect of the role of the prophets is what is especially needed today. Many have reasons to give up hope; many are on the brinks of losing the last string of hope.
Fourthly, this is the moment, like the prophets of old, to identify closely with our suffering people. God has preferential option for the poor and the oppressed. In fact, he sides with the poor, the widow and the orphan, the afflicted, the powerless and the downtrodden. Beginning with myself and going down to all who hold offices and responsibilities in the Church and in other religious circles, the suffering of the people should be ours. As the fathers of the Second Vatican Council beautifully put it in the very first paragraph of the document on the Church in the Modern World: “The joys and the hopes, the griefs and the anxieties of the men of this age, especially those who are poor or in any way afflicted, these are the joys and hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Second Vatican Council Document Gaudium et spes (The Church in the Modern World), no. 1. ] 

In our recent time, Pope Francis uses another powerful expression but again from the pastoral world to admonish us. He says that religious leaders, bishops and priests especially, must smell like the sheep. Identifying with the people entails not abandoning them in their plight. I know our priests are almost overburdened these days by people who come to ask for help. Most of those who come to our offices and who knock at our doors are seeking material help. Let us not push them away. Help as much as you can help, and give hope as much as you can. 
While I enjoin priests to really engage in this aspect of their calling, I also warn everyone who would fall into the temptation of taking advantage of this situation to exploit the people. People are exploited when their fears are increased and not soothed instead. Our religious landscape is full of religious charlatans, self-styled prophets and men/women of God who are cashing on people’s helplessness and gullibility. This is not the period to put more fears into people. In this context, I urge on all who use religious language to harass the people, to exploit the people, to desist. The times are hard. This is not the time to tell people for example that God will be angry with them if they do not give. Nor to charge fees for praying for people. These are forms of abuse of religion. Such unscrupulous manipulation of hapless people is the height of the abuse of religion. 
4.4	My Brother’s Keeper: Bear One Another’s Burden
“Am I my brother’s keeper”? (Gen. 4:9). This was the first question the human being dared ask God in the face. It was in the story of Cain and Abel (cf. Gen. 4:1ff.). Cain has just killed his brother Abel because he was jealous of him. God knew his hidden act. And God asked him the whereabouts of his brother – to bring him face to face with his dastardly act. As an attempt to escape, Cain retorted to God, not by answering the question, but by questioning God instead: “Am I my brother’s keeper? Was he expecting God to give him an answer? Or was he trying to hide away from his act?
Yes. We are one another’s keeper. We should be our brother’s and sister’s keeper. Sometimes, we have lofty ideas of what to do and we believe the face of the earth will be automatically renewed. Many believe they have a simple solution to complex problems. And there are lots of them. Many suggest opposing the government at every instance, organizing demonstrations and protests here and there, carrying placards and creating biting slogans, civil disobedience in a very high scale, organizing militant or non-violent opposing groups, creating a Christian political platform with Christian or denominational (Catholic) manifesto, calling names and publicly denouncing those we perceive are the evil doers and perpetrators of bad governance, organizing and raising pressure groups etc. 
None of these is essentially ruled out. Each of these could be appropriate in appropriate circumstances, when done by the appropriate persons and with appropriate means. Complex problems would need more than simple steps to solve. But basically, there are fundamental things that are always within the reach of all of us to do. It is sad that most often, some who call for these great maneuvers to change the world instantly bypass the little acts within their reach; acts that can go a long way to challenge a wrong situation. 
St. Paul advises: Bear one another’s burden (cf. Gal. 6:2). Here, I must commend the type of concerted efforts we all witnessed at the heart and heat of the Covid-19 pandemic. It is true that hardship can bring out the worst in people. It is also happily true that hardship can conjure up the best in the human being, especially those animated by the spirit of Christ. During the heat of the Covid-19 era, one noticed a level of solidarity and community thinking on a very highly organized level. Charities were organized on personal and communal levels. 
In a period of insecurity, we must learn to protect one other. Our individual lives and options either help to alleviate the problem or to aggravate them. This is not the period to instill fear on others. This is not the time to take advantage of others and hike prices of goods and services. This is not the time to breed quarrels and hatred in the communities. This is not the time to bear grudges. This is rather the time for communities to come together, improve their security consciousness. It is time for families to pray together, and parents to guide their youth and children. It is a time to bear one another’s burden.
4.5	Prayer
“Without me you can do nothing” (John 15:5), says Jesus to us. This is my final admonition and this is the ultimate solution. The Church has journeyed for more than two thousand years with the world; and the Church has tackled her problems and helped to solve world problems essentially not with competing ideologies or social action (these can help) but ultimatley on her knees; asking God for help. “If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and I will forgive their sins and will heal their land” (2 Chron. 7:14). 
As Christians one of our greatest temptations is to overstretch the part we can play. Yes, prayer without action is not complete. But this statement does not in any way diminish the power of prayer. We can easily shoot ourselves in the leg when we see call for prayer as call for inaction. What is after all the essence of the Christian life, if not first of all to follow God in Christ through praise and petition, and to do his will? After all that has been said, as Christians, we are convinced that in the long run, everything depends on God. When we call for prayer, it is not neglecting social action. It is rather an acknowledgement of a truth of our faith, expressed in a beautiful way in Psalm 127:
If the Lord does not build the house,
In vain do its builders labour;
And if the Lord does not watch over the city,
In vain does the watch man keep vigil;
In vain is your earlier rising and your going later to rest” (Psa. 127:1-2a).
And the Psalmist adds quasi mockingly to the one who thinks he can achieve much by his human efforts: “You who toil for the food you eat, while he pours down bread on his beloved while they slumber” (v. 2b). 
These sayings, far from suggesting inaction on our part to better our situation, calls us to place all our human efforts – whatever form those efforts take – in the context of our kneeling down to God who only can give success to the work of our hands (cf. Psa. 90:17). And especially, in the Nigerian situation where it is difficult to really analyze the cause of our problems, where due to the deceit of politicians and the lies of those responsible to bring things to light, we seem to be so relatively powerless, but our power is in God. St. Paul assures us that we are fools for Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 4:10).
On the national landscape, we have composed several prayers at different periods in our history: an example is the “Prayer for Nigeria in Distress” (which we have said for more than 30 years). In our diocese, we have also composed many and issued statements. Please let every Catholic, Christian, and any person of good will join in saying these prayers, join in the acts of reparation, in the Holy Masses and Holy Hours etc. We cannot doubt what God can do. Doubting God is the height of idolatry. We should also not despair. Despair was one of the major sins of the people of God that made them wander more than necessary in the wilderness. Can God give us water in this desert? Can God … (cf. Exod. 17). Yes, God can. And he is doing that. Who knows? It could have been worse…


Conclusion and Recommendations
I recommend in a special way the recitation and praying of this Psalm especially in these troubled times of ours. The Bible in entirety is a powerful book; but there are some sections of the Bible that are so deep that to recite them is like experiencing concretely what they describe. This is the case with Psalm 23. The Psalm itself is like green pasture, it is like still water, it refreshes the soul. The wordings of the Psalm are constructed in a very personal way. Even if it originated in the context of communal worship as said earlier, the psalmist does not speak or pray in collective terms. There are no references to ‘they,’ them,’ ‘us,’ ‘we,’ ‘our;’ rather we have ‘me,’ ‘my,’ ‘I,’ and ‘you.’ David testifies to his personal experience with God. In very few short verses, it covers all aspects of life; joys and sorrows, safety and danger, green pastures and still waters, as well as valley of death, enemies, adversities and insecurities.
I also recommend that we all continue to say the prayers we recently composed for the “Restoration of Peace in the Region under the Diocese of Orlu.” This prayer should be said in all parishes, chaplaincies, institutions; by various Church organizations and sodalities. We cannot tire in calling down the mercy of God.
Finally, I also recommend that our security situation be always a prayer point in our Prayer of the Faithful at our Holy Masses.
Prayer to Our Lady Comfort of the Afflicted
To conclude, I sing the Marian hymn that implores our Lady never to allow us perish. The words of this hymn, true to its alleged origin, are set in the context of boat struggling in the storm in the sea.
Maria, k’I cheta anyi
N’ikpere orimili
Nne nke Jesu ekwena
K’umu gi naa n’iyi

1. K’anyi no n’enu uwa nke a
Nke bu uzo nke enuigwe,
Anyi na-eje dika n’ugbo
K’oke ifufe na-efe

2. Anyi na-ayo I Maria
Onye no n’enuigwe
Echefukwana ndi ije
Chebe ugbo ndi ije

3. K’anyi no n’ime afufu
Na nkpa, nya na nsogbu
Ka mili na-ebughali ugbo
N’oge ebili ji-atu

4. Anyi na-ayo I Maria
Onye no n’enuigwe
K’ugbo ghalu ikpu na mili
Chebe ugbo ndi ije



Appendix I
Psalm 23

1The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.
2 He makes me to lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside the still waters.
3 He restores my soul; he leads me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.
4 Even if I should walk through in the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your staff give me comfort.
5 You prepare a table for me in the presence of my enemies; you anoint my head with oil, my cup is overflowing.
6 Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life; and I will dwell in the house of the LORD forever.



Appendix II
PRAYER FOR THE
RESTORATION OF PEACE
IN THE REGION UNDER THE DIOCESE OF ORLU

Heavenly Father! We adore You and glorify Your Name. You are the creator of Heaven and earth and all they contain. You are the ruler and custodian of them all.
We thank you for the great love you have shown to this region of our land under the diocese of Orlu. You demonstrate your favor towards us in unique ways. Above all, because of your great mercy, you safeguarded us from fleeing from our land during the Nigeria-Biafra war; rather, we became a safe haven for refugees.
But now we are plagued with this incomprehensible crisis. We no longer have peace, but violence, bloodshed, and wanton destruction of property, economic activities are going down. We are in constant state of fear and anxiety both at home and on the highway.
We implore you, look down from your heavenly throne and see; for we have become the object of ridicule of our neighbors. Kindly forgive us our trespasses such as holding God in contempt and disregard for Your word and commandments. Give to us and our leaders the grace of repentance, of accepting the Word of Your Son, seeking the good of all, and promoting justice. Grant a reversal of our present condition, that we may regain peace and love in our hearts, cherish and preserve human life as sacred, respect and protection of human rights and property.
Jesus, King of Peace! Have mercy on us
Mary, Queen of Peace! Pray for us
St. Joseph! Pray for us

Approved by His Lordship, Most Rev. Augustine T. Ukwuoma, January 14th, 2022
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