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To
My Beloved Brothers in the Priesthood,
Cherished Religious Men and Women,
My Beloved Members of Christ’s Faithful,
All Men and Women of Good will in the Diocese,
My brothers and Sisters – 
Especially Young People,

INTRODUCTION: THEME OF OUR LENTEN AND ANNUAL DIOCESAN REFLECTION
This year 2024, the season of Lent takes off on 14th February and we thank God for yet the gift of this very holy season of grace. This year, Lent comes relatively early compared to many other years. It was exactly the same in 2018. But unlike in 2018 when we celebrated Easter (a moveable feast) on the 1st of April, we celebrate Easter this year on the 31st of March. Remember, 2024 is leap year (the month of February has 29 days). 
Soon the very deep, inspiring and soul lifting Lenten hymns will begin to resonate in our worshipping assemblies: Osiso mmee na obi nwute….Welunu anya nene Jesus; Welite anya lelee Jesu, ebe O koro n’obe; Chetanu mbosi onwu…; in English, “When I survey the wondrous cross; Were you there when they crucified my Lord; and in Latin the ancient Stabat mater dolorosa (At the cross her station weeping) and many others. As solemn as the lyrics and melody of these songs are, they call us to reflection both on the spiritual, and even more fundamentally, on the human level. We are all human beings before being Christians. 
The Lenten period in its profundity is therefore one with fundamental human and religious/ spiritual character. The religious character is more widely thought of. Everybody knows that Lent is a Christian season of spiritual preparation before Easter, a period of intense religious fervour, a time to reconcile with God and neighbour, to rekindle the fire of the Spirit which always “remains hidden in the ashes of our fragility” (Pope Francis, General Audience, 5th March 2014). We follow Christ in his sojourn in the desert, follow him on the route to Calvary, die and rise with him. Christians do this by observing a forty day period of intense prayer, fasting and almsgiving, considered as the three pillars of the Lenten observance as will be heard in the Gospel of Ash Wednesday (cf. Matt. 6:1-6; 16-18) which follows the call of the prophet Joel to repentance and penitence (First Reading, Joel 2:12-18). The purpose then is to have a time set out for reflection on the suffering, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ; to deepen our faith and hope in the resurrection of the dead. 
The ability to reflect on Jesus Christ, the spiritual preparation for Easter and the observance of intense prayer, fasting and abstinence, can only be realized if one practices self-discipline, self-denial and moderation; all of which are first of all human virtues. Those who would succeed in making a successful religious journey during Lent are mainly those who have also tried in a long way to master their human cravings and moderate their human bodily desires.
The ceremony with ash on Ash Wednesday, the very first day of Lent, brings out clearly these two aspects of Lent concretely. The administration of the Ash is done with either of the two verbal formulae; the minister administering the ash says to the one receiving the ash one of the following: “Repent and believe the Gospel” or “You are dust and unto dust you shall return.” While the first draws our attention to the spiritual demands of our religion – repentance from sin and believing in the Goodnews of Jesus Christ – the second appeals to our fundamental humanity and reminds us that we are mortal. It reminds us then that in all we do, we should not forget that our earthly life is bordered. The Psalmist faced with his own finitude, and knowing that the tendency is to forget this amidst the passing ephemerals of this earth, prays to his God: “Let us not forget the shortness of our lives so that we may gain wisdom of heart” (Psa. 90:12). In some other instances, he reflects on the details of human creation out of dust and affirms: “For he knows our form; he knows that we are nothing but dust” (Psa. 103:4). 
Without a deep human formation, spiritual and religious ideals are difficult to attain, after all grace builds on nature and perfects it. After forty days of meaningfully going through Lent, the individual Christian emerges a more spiritual and a deeper human being, when he must have weaned himself of the inessentials of life and faced the essentials. Lent therefore responds both to our religiosity and to our humanity.
This year, true to my intention every year to address in my Lenten pastoral, a pastoral issue with religious and social relevance, I want to address an issue that is very current and pressing. It is one that touches on the fundamental element of our faith: the belief in the God of Jesus Christ which makes us Christians. I am not referring to the virtue of religion in general, but the virtue of Christian religious faith in particular. I am referring to the problem of the recent phenomenon where we notice that many, especially the younger generation, are drifting away from the true faith and seem to be returning to idol worshiping. This phenomenon, in my thinking, is both religious and social, both spiritual and human, as we would see in the following reflections. 
The problem concerns Christians of all ages and grades, but is seen mostly among the youth. Even if our reflection will concentrate on the youth, it applies to every Christian, men and women, old and young. Addressing the youth particularly in some sections in this Lenten pastoral is therefore a matter of convenience and special concentration and in no way implies that the problem only concerns the youth.  
This is both a religious and a social question. It is a religious question because it contradicts the theological virtue of faith, it entails abandoning what we have believed to be the way to worship God. It is a social question because the effects are not only on the religious level, but also on the social level. The Igbo society as we know has embraced Christianity to an extent that our civilization could rightly be said to be Igbo-Christian civilization. Again to be observed is that these recent moves to return to idol worship by many people, young or old, do entail many other social evils. Why are this recent drift away from the faith coinciding with a lot of social evils that are rampart in the society? Today, kidnapping, organ harvesting, murder, mysterious disappearance of individuals, using people for rituals; all these are not unconnected with this syndrome of getting rich quicker which often times is the attraction for engaging in fetish and occult behaviours. 
In the following reflections, we shall look at the significance of this year’s Lent especially to young people. We shall look at the virtue of religion and the biblical teaching on idolatry and the evil of divided loyalty. But because it is not a critique of a religion, I would also like to reflect on the values of traditional religiosity and the dynamics of Igbo acceptance of Christianity and the values thereof. Without condemnations, we shall admit that many people today find themselves at the crossroads and live amidst crises of faith and belief. We accept that a bad mixture of the crises of faith and lack of political and economic orientation has the powerful effect of creating a deep confusion among people especially the youth. We shall X-ray the various forms of fetishism confronting our Christians today, and finally give pastoral admonitions.
Our hope is that our Christians, our Catholics particularly, parents, old and young people, would engage in deep reflections to know the danger we are courting abandoning our Christian heritage and the values thereof. The hope is that people will reflect on the many evils that befall our society today and see the connection between these and the drift away from the faith. Our hope is that both pastors of souls, parents, the government, schools and the community at large would rally together to give especially our youth the direction they most need at this critical period. After the season of Lent, we hope that our Christians will understand as Pope Francis says in his Lenten Message 2024, that “prayer, almsgiving and fasting are not three unrelated acts, but a single movement of openness and self-emptying, in which we cast out the idols that weigh us down, the attachments that imprison us” (Pope Francis’ Lenten Message, 2024, Rome 1st February 2024, my emphasis). 
 


CHAPTER ONE
A LENTEN SEASON PARTICULARLY SIGNIFICANT FOR THE YOUTH

1.1	A Lent very Significant for the Youth
The Lenten season this year is particularly significant for the youth on many grounds. Apart from the fact of being part of the Christian and Catholic fold, all to whom the Lenten period is significant, this year speaks particularly to the youth especially in Nigeria. 
My mind goes back to the events of the past few years in Nigeria, especially regarding young people. Since I became politically conscious and since I began following closely the contours of Nigeria’s political history, there has never been this magnitude of youth participation in the affairs of the country as we experienced in recent years. Majority of the young people in Nigeria, to say the least, have not seen a Nigeria that is working or even promising. The promises held on to by Nigerians after Independence seem to be a mirage. For example, the older generation in Nigeria knew when at least it was believed that an educated person would get a good job after graduation; when people could plan and make projects alongside the economy. The recent years have witnessed the country crumble and collapse in our very eyes. 
But from the events of recent years, it seemed however that the youth in Nigeria got determined to get really involved, to do something. In the language with which many people used to describe it, the youth were poised to take back their country.
Earlier in 2020 just as the Covid-19 was trying to wane, Nigeria witnessed a revolution by the youth. It was a protest against police brutality. They called it EndSARS protest. Surprisingly as is not always the case, the youth rallied together without considerations of tribe or religion. They wanted to correct a wrong. The question of their method was another issue. But generally, it was more or less generally believed that they were not violent. They were however clamped down. Some were gunned down to death. Many of them retired to their shells. 
Then few years later came the general election of 2023. In the confusions and bad governance that have been their lot and ordeal, the majority of youth saw a window of God-given opportunity to right many wrongs in the country. And they hoped to change the narrative through the ballots. Before the elections, voices were loud to say that there was not much one could do to effect real change in Nigeria through the elections. But the youth were not ready to take that discouragement, and they fought on. They believed that they could effect the needed change. The elections came and went, in the midst of cash scarcity. The results were announced. Especially in our part of Nigeria, the youth most especially were again disappointed. 
Some felt the judiciary could provide a redress and address their concerns. The judiciary made their pronouncement. Today, some do not see any more reason to try again. I believe any opportunity that calls up to address the youth should not be allowed to be gone.  However, we must not despair.
1.2	The Theological Virtue of Faith
If God is love and love without God does not exist, it means that the virtue of Love is bound up with the virtue of Faith and Hope. The three make up the theological virtues. Aquinas stated that theological virtues are so called “because they have God for their object, both in so far as by them we are properly directed to Him, and because they are infused into our souls by God alone, as also, finally, because we come to know of them only by Divine revelation in the Sacred Scriptures” (Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, first part of the second part, question 62 article one").   It is this theological virtue of faith principally that shows in hope and love that is addressed in this Lenten Pastoral.
The theological virtue of Faith entails, by the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the supernatural virtue by which we firmly believe in our hearts all the truths God has revealed. The virtue of faith enables us to accept as true and choose to live by the body of truths that are found in the Creeds and in the teachings of the Church, because they are based on Divine Revelation, which includes both Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition. Faith is a gift of grace. It is the power essentially to believe in God’s revelation of Himself and His will for us and to obey that revelation and will. An act of supernatural faith becomes the assent of the mind to what God has revealed. Such an act requires divine grace, either actual or sanctifying or both. The mind needs the light of Christ and the light of Christ’s knowledge before it can give this assent. This is made available to it by the Holy Spirit’s gift of knowledge. The virtue or capacity of faith is infused into our souls, along with sanctifying grace, when we receive the Sacrament of Baptism. Even the baptized infant possesses this virtue, although he will not be able to exercise it fully until he reaches the age of reason. 
It is thus a matter of grave concern when a Christian abandons the faith into which he is baptized and begins religious practices that are contrary to the theological virtue of faith. 
1.3	Getting the Notions Right: Youth and Idolatry
1.3.1	 Youth
Some concepts seem to be clearer by intuition than by definition. Thus, when we say young people, even those who lack the depth of capacity for semantic distinctions and definitions know spontaneously who are referred to. Intuitively, when we say young people, we immediately think at least, by via negativa, of those who are not yet old. By age brackets, what we see in standard estimations in different areas places young people between around 16 and 35 years. Some further delineate and define it by removing those who are married. But while this age bracket is accepted most places, it is not always very necessary to define young people by age brackets or by their marital status. It may be simply important to go by way of saying those who are not old. 
The Igbo have a descriptive definition and refer to young people as ndi ntorobia. Ndi Ntorobia embraces both sexes, umu okorobia and umu agboghobia. Ndi ntorobia has that nuance of those ‘who are still growing’ (uto in Igbo is ‘growth’ in English). Growth here may not simply mean biological. It might (and necessarily) include developmental growth. Thus, ndi ntorobia underscores those that are still ‘growing,’ that is still developing. It means then those who are still full of projects, those who have still lots of time before them, and a lot of potentialities in them. That is why in many contexts, youth can include married or newly married individuals. In many villages in Igboland, the youth wing includes the younger married persons.
The youth is symbol of strength, of projects and prospects. It is a stage of discovery, efficiency, and bravery. Igbo society and communities have always had the young people as very principal actors in the social and community fabric. 
1.3.2	Idolatry, Fetishism
What is meant here by idolatry and fetishism? We can distinguish two strands of the meaning of idolatry. One is the specific or technical sense and the other is the general.
The specific and technical meaning of idolatry is the worship of idols. Idolatry, in Judaism and Christianity means the worship of someone or something other than God Himself. It is taking some other thing as though it were God. This is going against the first of the Ten Commandments: “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me” (Exo. 20:2-3).
Idolatry could be obvious or overt. It is obvious or overt when it consists of explicit acts of reverence given to a person or an object; the sun, human beings such as kings, emperors, an animal (totem), a statue, natural objects like rivers, idols, a god or gods etc. Sometimes this can exist side by side with the acknowledgment of a Supreme Being as was the case with the Israelites when, while they encamped to receive the Decalogue, worshiped the Golden Calf at the foot of Sinai (cf. Exo. 32: 1ff.).
In our local Igbo Catechism Nke Abuo, the question is asked: Gini ka a machiri n’iwu nke mbu (what is the interdiction in the First Commandment)? And the answer comes: Ihe a machiri n’iwu nke mbu bu: aja nke ife arusi, igba afa, inya ogwu, na emume agbara dum, bia machikwaa imeru ihe di aso. This translates: the First Commandment prohibits the worship of idols, divination or fortune telling, wearing of charms and all pagan practices or fetishism. It also interdicts sacrilege. 
While the prohibition of idolatry finds expression in the Ten Commandments (Exo. 20:2-3), forbidding the representation of God in any form, the commandment is not an attack on artists and sculptors, but on idolaters. What we say therefore about idolatry is without prejudice to the Christian principle of mediation, which is more pronounced in Catholic devotional tradition and culture than in other Christian denominations. Some religions frown against attachment to a mediating agency and consider many elements of Christian, especially Catholic spirituality, idolatrous. However, in Christianity, the Bible is called holy not because it is equated with God, but because God who alone is holy is mediated and disclosed in his words contained in the bible. The Saints are holy (saints) and are beckoned to pray for the living not because they are God but because it is believed that they lived out the grace of God and so can mediate between human beings and God. 
Christian denominations are not in agreement with what constitutes this mediation, for example about the role of the Virgin Mary and the Saints. The Catholic Church distinguishes the reverence given to different objects; the reverence to the Saints and to the Virgin Mary applies not to the agent of mediation in and of himself but to the one for whom the agent stands. And so the respect and reverence to the Saints and to holy objects, to statues, do not contradict the worship due to the one God.
There is however another general or loose sense of the word idolatry. Even when overt idolatry is avoided, one is also idolatrous when one attaches to a creature the confidence, loyalty, reverence and devotion that belong only to the Creator. In English, sometimes we refer to something as one’s idol. In the positive sense, it refers to somebody or something one ‘adores,’ meaning something or someone who commands so much our respect. Those who like and admire a certain actor can say that the actor is their idol. Somebody’s partner, wife, husband, parent could be referred to as one’s idol. In this sense, many people adore some particular musicians, some sports stars, some speakers, some handsome or beautiful persons, some world class achievers, their family doctor, their teacher, their pastor, their benefactor or benefactress etc. One can also have an idol who may not have achieved a lot. Love, admiration and respect can make one idolize another. 
This sense of the word ‘idol’ can degenerate to idolatry. From being a person or thing greatly admired, loved or revered, something can become an object of worship. In this sense, it means making anything in one’s life take the place of God. One can love something unquestioningly and uncritically or to excess; and venerate it as an idol. It is used to refer to anything worshipped undeservedly. For some people, money is their god, for some, fame, sex, position, power, attention, education, title, achievement. It is also in this connection that human pride and ignorance is a form of idolatry because it makes the human being to trust in himself rather than in God. If the human being adores what he made with his own hands, he ultimately adores himself; hence human idols are really expressions of self-worship (cf. Isa. 2:8-22). The Bible repeatedly depicts man as debasing himself when he worships that which he made with his own hands. Idolatry is used figuratively by Paul to include covetousness (cf. Eph. 5:5; Col. 3:5) and gluttony (cf. Phil. 3:19). Human inventions and technological progress can easily turn the human being towards self-adulation and turn away people’s attention to the Creator of all.
In the context of our reflection here, we refer to the overt meaning of worship of idols.
1.4	The Bible on Idolatry and Fetishism
Idolatry is vigorously condemned both in the Old and New Testaments because it opposes God and degrades the human being. It denies the existence of the true God who created the world and mankind, and whose glory cannot be adequately captured in any tangible form. 
1.4.1	The Old Testament
The story of the Old Testament begins with Creation, and moves down to the Election of Israel and the establishment of the Covenant which culminates in the giving of the Ten Commandments, number one of which prohibits concretely the worship of idols and the making of images (cf. Exo. 20 and Deut. 5). 
In the ancient times, polytheism was the natural religious propensity of the human being. The ancient world was thoroughly polytheistic. Everything that happened, whether good or bad, was attributed to the gods. There was no sphere of life that was not looked at from the religious prism. The secular and religious were the same. Men worshipped nature and its elements and forces. Since man could not explain the earth, the heavens, sun, moon, stars, fire, lightning, thunder, mountain etc and since these appeared more powerful than he, they became objects of worship. We must add that this thinking has not become totally something of the past. It persists in one form or the other and in various degrees in different contexts today.
With the revelation of Yahweh to Israel, idolatry became the summary and the greatest threat to Israelite faith in God. The true God thus revealed, the worship of idols and the worship of many gods became an abomination to Hebrew monotheism. Yahweh condemned as ‘idolatry’ the tendency of the people to adopt the local Canaanite cults. The Old Testament records many instances of idolatry among the people of God. The people of God were lured into syncretism with their contact with the Canaanite fertility cult and there is no period in Israelite history when the people were free from the attraction of idols. Rachel took her household gods – the teraphim – with her when Jacob and his family fled from Laban (cf. Gen. 31:34). The Israelites worshiped the idols of Egypt during their sojourn in Egypt and found it difficult to give them up even when they had been led out of bondage (cf. Josh. 24:14; Ezek. 20:8-18; 23:3-8). The story of the molten calf is famous; they worshipped the image they fabricated while Moses tarried in the mountain where he was receiving the Law from God (cf. Exod. 32). While they neared the end of the wilderness wanderings, they still joined with the Moabites in the worship of Baal (cf. Num. 25:1-3; 31:16). At the point of their entering the Promised Land, Moses warned them against making of any images or worshipping other gods (cf. Deut. 4:15-19; 7:1-5), otherwise they would perish (cf. Deut. 8:19). Idolatry was so serious that the one who would entice his fellow Hebrew to worship other gods was to be put to death (cf. Deut. 13:6-16). And Deuteronomy 17:2-5 required the stoning of the person who worshiped other gods.
In the Promised Land, the Israelites were still enticed by the gods of the Canaanites (cf. Judg. 2:11-13; 6:25-32; see also Judg. 17 and 18) and continued to worship the foreign gods they had brought with them from Egypt (cf. Josh. 24:14, 15, 23). 
The kings of Israel during the monarchical period are constantly assessed according to the degree they helped promote the worship of the one true God or to the degree they lured the people into idolatry. The works of great kings were thus mitigated because they toyed with the faith in one God, or because they led the people to idolatry. The Old Testament says little about idolatry during the reign of David, but it must have flourished during the reign of Solomon, who permitted his foreign wives to worship their gods and was, in his old age, enticed to worship them also (cf. 1 Kings 11:1-8). His sin prompted God to divide the kingdom upon his death (cf. 1 Kings 11:9-13). Jeroboam, who became ruler of the Northern tribes that broke away after the death of Solomon, placed golden calves – images of the Canaanite deities – at Dan and Bethel so that the people’s minds would stop turning towards Jerusalem where the Ark, the symbol of the presence of God, resided (cf. 1 Kings 12:25-33). This apostasy was said to be the reason for God’s wrath upon the house of Jeroboam (cf. 1 Kings 14:7-11). 
In the South, conditions were not much better. In Judah, idolatrous practices also flourished during the reign of Rehoboam, Solomon’s son (cf. 1 Kings 14:21-24). And with the reign of Solomon’s grandson Asa, an “abominable image” Asherah which had been set up by the queen mother Maacah was destroyed (cf. 1 Kings 15:13). The people were worshiping the bronze serpent that Moses had made, so Hezekiah destroyed it (cf. 2 Kings 18:4). All the great reforms of Hezekiah were undone, however, by his successor Manasseh, whose idolatries were among the most shocking in all the Old Testament (cf. 2 Kings 21:1-18), even to the point of offering his own son as a human sacrifice (see also Psa. 106). The culmination of all this came during the reign of Ahab and a succession of kings who “walked in the way of Jeroboam.” Aided by his Phoenician wife Jezebel, Ahab instituted the cult of Baal (cf. 1 Kings 16:32). Jehu tried to uproot Baalism by the thorough destruction of its temple, priests, and worshipers (cf. 2 Kings 10:18-28) but still did not succeed in rooting out idolatry because it was said that he did not “turn from the sins of Jeroboam” (cf. 2 Kings 10:29-31).
In the tradition of Elijah and Elisha, the prophets were out to combat idolatry. In fact, the work of the prophets and sages became principally to redirect the mind of the people to the worship of the true God. Moses had earlier instructed the Israelites to destroy all the inhabitants of the land so that they would not be tempted to follow their gods (cf. Deut. 7:1-5). The prophets of God, namely, Elijah and Elisha successively challenged the prophets of Baal (cf. 1 Kings 18) aiming to prove the mighty power of Yahweh over that of Baal. 
The prophets of the 8th century BC maintained a categorical rejection of any material representations of God. Amos raged that the participation of the people of God in these rites profaned the name of God (cf. Amos 2:7). He protested against the Canaanite high places and the images of their gods (cf. Amos 5:26). Hosea employed a nuptial image, very popular among the prophets, and condemned the stubborn harlotry of Israel (cf. Hos. 2:16, 17; 8:4-6; 13:2). To worship idols was to go a-whoring after other gods; therefore, idolatry was described as adultery (cf. Hos. 1:2; 9:1, 10; Ezek 16:15-17; 23). Isaiah, looking upon the appalling apostasy of the age, grieved over the golden images, the work of men’s own hands, and the sins of the new-moon festivals (cf. Isa. 2:8; 40:18-20; 41:6, 7; 44:9-20; 45:20; 46:1, 2, 5-7). Zephaniah warned against the worship of astral deities, against Milcom, and against pagan superstitions (cf. Zeph. 1:2-9). Habakkuk declared horror upon those who would worship a god made with their own hands (cf. Hab. 2:18, 19). 
No prophet fought the apostasies of Judah more vehemently than Jeremiah. He fought against the sacrifices to Molech, the offering of cakes to the queen of heaven, and against their innumerable gods (cf. Jer. 2:23-25; 8:1, 2; 10:2-10; 11:13; 23:13, 14). Even the deep-seated reforms of Josiah, which included the destruction of sanctuaries built by Solomon (cf. 1 Kings 11:7; 2 Kings 23:13), could not save the nation so polluted by her idolatries (cf. 1 Kings 23:4-20), because the people immediately went back to their old ways under Josiah’s successors. Exile was thus inevitable. Ezekiel the prophet who exercised his ministry in exile decried animal worship in the last years before the destruction of Jerusalem (cf. Ezek. 8:7-16). He also denounced the sacrifice of children to the gods (cf. Ezek. 16:20, 21). 
The prophets of the Old Testament have the flair of heaping ridicule upon those who would make an idol with their hands and then bow down and worship what their hands had made (cf. Isa. 44:9-20; Jer. 10:2-10; Hos. 8:5; 13:2; Hab. 2:18). The inferiority of these idols is often shown; for example, in emphasizing the powerlessness of the gods of the Canaanites; reminiscent of what Elijah did with the prophets of Baal in the contest on Mount Carmel (cf. 1 Kings 18:27).
As the Old Testament records instances of idolatry among the people of God, it also records the catastrophe such turning away from the worship of God entailed. Notable is the exile. God would have destroyed the Israelites when they worshipped the golden calf for their idolatries had not Moses interceded for them. The Deuteronomistic history suggests that idolatry was the principal cause for Yahweh’s anger that eventually led to punishing his people with exile. 1 Kings 17:7-18 contains a stinging indictment against Israel as justification for God’s destruction of the Northern kingdom in 722 BC. Among the charges made were that they built high places and pillars, served idols, burned their children as offerings, and refused to obey the commandments of God. Even during the exile, the people’s loyalty to God was still tested. When Nebuchadnezzar built a great image and demanded that the people worship it, it took the likes of Daniel to refuse this order. The danger to his life was saved by divine intervention (cf. Dan. 3). 
In the postexilic period, Malachi, Ezra, and Nehemiah violently opposed marriages with foreigners that were taking place. They undoubtedly remembered that such alliances had been denounced in the past and had contributed to the introduction of idolatrous practices that eventually caused God to destroy the nation. And in the second century BC during the Seleucid rulers, Antiochus Epiphanes (175-164 BC) erected an altar to Zeus at Jerusalem and required the Jews to take part in the heathen festivals or be slain. These oppressive measures brought about the Maccabean revolt and produced many faithful martyrs. 
1.4.2	The New Testament
The issue of Idolatry in the New Testament is not as popular as it is in the Old Testament. Interestingly, Christ is presented as “the image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15), as he came to show us the true way to the Father who should be worshipped in spirit and truth (cf. John 4:23-24). As the true image of the invisible God, Christ declared thus: “To have seen me is to have seen the Father” (John 14:9). The beginning of the Letter to the Hebrews mentions the fulfilment and culmination of history in Christ who is the representation of God’s image: “In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom also he made the universe. The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being …” (Heb. 1:1-3). Now that the Son is there, it is taken for granted that people will have enough ‘God representation’ and would not need any further imaging of God for themselves. Is that the reason why idolatry is not mentioned as frequently in the New Testament as in the Old Testament? 
In the New Testament nevertheless, idolatry entails the worship of any gods other than the living and true God. With Jesus’ famous mantra that one cannot serve two masters at the same time (cf. Matt. 6:24), he maintains that no one goes to the father except through him (cf. John 14:6). When asked about the greatest commandment, he mentioned first the Shema Yisrael which emphasizes the oneness of God (cf. Mark 12:29; see Deut. 6:4-15). And before the tempter, while counteracting the latter’s insinuations, he mentions that ‘you shall adore the Lord God and only him shall you serve” (Matt. 4:10; Luke 4:8).
The early Church developed in a world enveloped in idolatry, but again out of a Jewish background that promoted monotheism and a sustained critique against idolatry. Mystery religions, where the individual or the community sought to appropriate the experiences of dying or rising nature gods such as Osiris, were rife in the ancient Greco-Roman world of early New Testament period. Emperor worship was normal practice. For example, Herod the Great established the cult of Augustus at Samaria. Some emperors set up their images to be worshipped. Christians suffered severely at the hands of Domitian (81-96 AD). The latter insisted that he be worshiped as God and Lord. These formed the background to the book of Revelation which appeared at such a time with its warning against the danger of apostasy and idolatry (cf. Rev. 2:14, 20). It affirms the powerlessness of idols (cf. 9:20) and warns against worshiping an image of the beast (cf. 13:14, 15; 14:9-11), and promises the exaltation of those who refuse to worship the beast or its image (cf. Rev. 20:4).
It was Paul who seems to have had a lot of confrontation with the question of idolatrous practices and in many occasions confronts the widespread idolatry in the then world (cf. Rom. 1:18-25). One of the famous episodes in his missionary journey was his observation that the Athenians had erected many altars to different gods, and even one altar to an unknown god (cf. Acts 17:23). Paul does not see idolatry as simply a primitive phase of religious development. Rather, it is for him a perversion, a turning away from the knowledge of the true God. Warning Christians to shun the worship of idols (cf. 1 Cor. 10:14), he regarded idolatry as a work of the flesh (cf. Gal. 5:20), thereby insinuating again the Old Testament link of idolatry and adultery. 
The vehemence with which Paul condemns idolatry makes him to warn Church members who lived amidst heathen communities to be careful not to compromise themselves (cf. Acts 15:29). One of such occasions for compromises was the question of eating of meat sacrificed to idols. While Paul seems to mean that idols had no real existence (cf. 1 Cor. 12:2; Gal. 4:8; 1 Thess. 1:9), – everything belonged to God and so one can eat anything – Christians should nevertheless avoid any action that can scandalously cause a weaker brother to falter (cf. 1 Cor. 8:1-13; 10:14-33). 
Paul’s war against idolatry was very effective especially in Ephesus where it hurt the business of those engaged in making silver images of the goddess Diana (cf. Acts 19:23-27). Reading Paul here, one can find a corollary with some confrontations many priests today have with the sympathizers of fetishism and idol worship; and how the latter feel wounded in their economic advantages by the preaching of the Church. While today, it is always as ever advised that one does not go into direct confrontation with people in their private spheres, yet, the Gospel must be preached in season and out of season (cf. 2 Tim. 4:2). When the message of the Gospel challenges people and pricks their consciences, then we can say that the fruit of the Gospel is maturing.  
This is where there is a correlation between idolatry and greed. Philo of Alexandria made repeated warnings against the idolatry of the love of money. According to Philo, the first commandment “condemns strongly the money-lovers who procure gold and silver coins from every side and treasure their hoard like a divine image in a sanctuary, believing it to be a source of blessing and happiness of every kind” (On the Special Laws 1:21-22). In fact, this is one of the insights of the New Testament regarding idolatry. While in the Old Testament, reference is always made about pride while talking of idolatry, the New Testament unambiguously emphasizes the connection between idolatry and greed. This charge that greed is idolatry appears in many places; “Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry” (Col. 3:5); “For you may be sure of this, that everyone who is sexually immoral or impure, or who is covetous, that is, an idolater, has no inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God” (Eph. 5:5); “No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and mammon” (Luke 16:13-14; Matt. 6:24). These verses from the Gospel imply that the worship of mammon involves love and devotion, service and obedience. It also entails a negative judgment on trusting in wealth. But this is also an extension of the Old Testament insinuation where the rich are not “to set their heart,” the spiritual organ of love and devotion, on their riches (cf. Psa. 62:10; 2 Pet. 2:14). It is observed that the rich often trust in their wealth, and the Bible warns against such reliance as being incompatible with believing in God. Jeremiah accuses Israel of trusting in “her strongholds and … treasures (cf. Jer. 48:7; Ezek. 28:4-5; Hos. 12:7-8). In Proverbs, the “wealth of the rich is their fortress” (Prov. 10:15) and “their strong city (Prov. 18:11), but those who trust in their riches shall wither (Prov. 11:28). The “greedy person” is contrasted with “whoever trusts in the Lord” (Prov. 28:25).



CHAPTER TWO
IGBO TRADITIONAL RELIGIOSITY AND HER EVENTUAL CHRISTIANIZATION

The specific question that this Letter wishes to address, as mentioned above, is the recent phenomenon of people, Christians for that matter, especially the youth, drifting away from the worship of the true God and turning back to the pagan practices and worship that their fathers had abandoned in Traditional Religion. The consequence is that those involved move far and far away from the Church, from her teachings, her practices and life. This is now no mean issue as the rate at which many young ones are fascinated with the Traditional Religion is growing. The consequences are further palpably reflected in the society. However, it is important to go through the memory lane to review our people’s religious engagement, our Igbo traditional religiosity and the eventual evangelization of our land.
2.1. Homo sapiens as a religious being.
Human beings by nature is religious, that is accepting the a existence of a supreme being to whom they ascribe the creation and cares for the world. This acceptance takes different forms.  Some see this god as dwelling in a mountain, lakes or forests.  They give them names and worship them.  This is not different form our ancestors- the igbos.  The believe in a supreme and smaller gods and the desire to worship them at that period was normal and could be judged right. 
Igbo Traditional Religiosity
Yes, it would be necessary for us to acknowledge the honest fact that our people were religious before the coming of Christianity. Today many have problems with referring to our people as pagans before Christianity came. Well, if paganism means irreligiosity – lacking religious emotions, doctrines or practices – or implies beliefs that contradict the existence of God, or simply atheism, then it is simply wrong to use that tag for our people. However, going by definition, paganism (from classical Latin paganus meaning rural, rustic) was first used as a term in the fourth century by the early Christians for people in the Roman Empire who practiced polytheism, or ethnic religions other than Judaism. Words like hellene, gentile, heathen, became alternatives to refer to the religion of the peasants, and to refer to those who were not milites Christi (soldiers of Christ). In the Middle Ages, paganism as a term was applied to any non-Christian religion, referring to a belief in gods. With this it is clear that when a practice is referred to as pagan, it does not entail atheism. 
Our people were neither atheists nor agnostics. Even the adjective ‘secular’ would not be proper at all to qualify the traditional Igbo. Rather, their life and philosophy of life were more religious than any other thing. Not only did they believe in God, but they also allowed their belief in God to deeply influence their actions. In fact, the God question pervaded their whole lives. Our forefathers had a deeper religious outlook to life than our present generation. For one thing, material development and technology have had its sway on the spiritual and religious outlook of the modern Igbo. From cradle to grave, from cultivating to harvesting, from birth, naming ceremony and funerals, from dancing, festivities and even war, every human activity was religiously undertaken. It was then ideal and sacrosanct to identify with one deity or the other in one’s community, and pay due diligence and obeisance to the worship of the deity. People saw this as genuine and reliable in their quest to relate with their God and gods who they saw as upright and as doer of favour and dispenser of justice. While the Supreme God (Chukwu) is worshipped, the gods are reverenced and worshipped as representatives of Chukwu, the great God in heaven. 
Before the advent of Christianity, there were more shrines than we have churches today, for then almost every family had their own shrines. When during the African Synod of 1994, the Synod Fathers described the Church as the family of God, it is clear that the idea goes back to the traditional African families where the father is the priest, and where religiosity was lived out primarily on the family level. We cannot but praise the religious aura that was part of the Igbo pre-Christian communities. This religious aura and sensitivity gave rise to the seriousness with which taboos were held. Consequently, the moral level was high, respect for elders was sacrosanct, awe for the holy place was highly observed, respect for the laws and ordinances was upheld. The moral sense was so high that people believed that retribution and repercussion were almost automatic. One needed not to be caught doing evil in order to incur the punishment. The heaven, the earth and the land were believed to be all there to reward good deeds and punish offenders – a sort of pre-Christian notion of latae sententiae where it is believed that one has automatically excommunicated oneself by the mere fact of committing some crimes, whether one was caught or not. 
2.2	The Advent of Christianity and the Igbo Embrace of it
In igbo land every community had her deity, days and rituals of worship. The question that should agitate minds if to ask is if all these gods are responsible for various communities, how come there is one sun, moon, seasons, nights and days etc for all the communities?  The answer would be a supreme being who is responsible for the entire universe.   This explains the mystery of incarnation, that supreme being revealing Himself to humanity.  That is monotheism. 
We have to admit that our people tried to live out their faith in God according to their understanding, and that such understanding had its own positive marks on the then society. In many cases however, it is also true that such understanding fell deficit in many instances. Some core elements of our people’s religiosity did not square up with the correct notion of God and how he should be worshipped. Some of the core beliefs contradicted the notion of monotheism. Apart from core religious principles and beliefs, some of the core religious practices offended human dignity. Some of these are well known and documented. First there is the famous mention of the killing of twins. There is also dedication of people to idols. Some worst abuses of human rights were entrenched as part of the religious practices, like the partition of peoples as diala and otherwise, the designation of peoples and communities as outcast (osu or ume, etc). Human slavery and human sacrifices were also rife, as in some cultures, prominent men would be buried with human beings.
From our Christian point of view, we still believe that it was out of love that God extended the light of faith to us, even though it took more than a thousand nine hundred years before we received the light of faith. But as our people say, mgbe mmadu ji teta ura bu ututu ya (literally one’s morning dawns when he wakes up). We are never late to the faith.
The arrival of the first missionaries in our diocese is placed around 1910. The first parish to be inaugurated was in 1937, St. Gregory’s Parish Amaigbo, with Rev. Fr. D. Hackette as the first parish priest in the whole area. Orlu diocese then in 1910 belonged to the Vicariate of Onitsha, then later to the diocese of Onitsha. In 1948 it became part of the then diocese of Owerri carved out of Onitsha. In 1966, the area under the present Orlu Diocese was elevated to a deanery under Rev. Fr. Lawrence Doyle as the dean. Then on 29th November 1980, it was created out of Owerri diocese as a separate diocese, inaugurated 15th February 1981, with the late Bishop Gregory Ochiagha as the first bishop. 
Our forefathers who met the missionaries and the generation that followed them took their time to study the new religion being introduced and weigh the implications of adherence to it. In some instances, the encounter was not a smooth journey. Documentations abound regarding the experiences of our forefathers with the missionaries and the difficulty they had at embracing the faith. The famous novel by Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, paints the picture very well. This difficulty is understandable; it is not easy for one to leave his faith and religious convictions to embrace another. I would imagine that it was a long battle with the self. Many of our forefathers settled with simply allowing their children to follow what they termed ‘the Whiteman and his religion.’ But many also weighed the whole event thoroughly and gave their assent. 
Within few decades, Christianity spread through Igboland like wild fire. In our dioceses, we still have just few who have not given their assent to follow the light of Christianity. But in the past, many of us witnessed still the era where people, young and adults, got baptized in droves each year. Christ has really won the hearts of the majority of our people. Unfortunately, we notice that some people are trying to put the reverse gear with a lot of conspiracy theories against the Christian faith and Christianity.
2.3	The Lie about Christianity as Foreign Religion
Part of the problem with the Igbo youth today and the many adults who are lured into idolatry is the wave of argument that is becoming somehow attractive to some that Christianity is a foreign religion; and that Christianity has not lived up to its promises. This seems to be a raging discussion in the recent times. It is also a raging discussion among the youth themselves as they engage in arguments with one another. 
It seems always important to refer briefly to the historical circumstances of the coming of Christianity in Igboland and to reflect on the journey of Christianity so far with Igbo people. Christianity is not a European religion simply because the Europeans evangelized us. The beginnings of Christianity were not in Europe. Europe was also evangelized in time. The Americas were also evangelized in time. Christianity like the other Abrahamic religions began in the Middle East. We can admit that because Christianity was brought to us by European missionaries, they brought a lot of mix of European mentality and way of life along with them. This is natural. But we have to separate the core Christian principles and particularities of a people. Today, we are also making Christianity indigenous to us. This is an ongoing task to which we are all called.
Some feel therefore that Christianity is a foreign religion and so has to be abandoned. As foreign religion then, they believe it does not have what it takes to address African (Igbo) contextual and cultural problems. The Christian God, many believe, is so lenient and incapable of purging away the miscreants and bad elements of the society. Some criticize everything concerning the Church. Some believe that Christianity stands on their way to material and financial progress. From every indication, many unfortunately see Christianity as not having lived up to their dreams for it. There are those who believe that Christianity has failed in her social and political relevance especially in confronting the politicians whom they perceive are part of their economic woes. And many more reasons. Many extend their frown to religion as a whole, except of course to the indigenous religions.
I have not set out to critique or compare religions. This is also not a disparaging of the religion of our forefathers. The understanding in the Catholic Church has evolved so much that in the Second Vatican Council of 1962-1965, entire discussions were devoted to the questions of religious liberty and the values in other religions. A document coming out of these discussions titled Dignitatis humanae makes it clear that people’s or an individual’s religious convictions have to be respected. This freedom hinges on the inalienable dignity of the human person. Another document, Nostra aetate focuses on the relationship of the Church to non-Christian religions. While the Catholic Church believes that in the Catholic Church resides the fullness of revelation, it still admits the presence of salvific elements in other religions, and that following the principle established by Peter in the early Church in the Acts of the Apostles, “God shows no partiality, but in any nation, whoever fears him and walks in righteousness is acceptable to him” (Acts 10:34-35).
However, it is still necessary to challenge these wrong notions about Christianity, and even to assess the reasons for the recent attraction towards the traditional religion, nay idolatry, and to assess what possible advantages one thinks this move could give both to our people, to the youth in particular and to the society at large.
Reflections such as this are most proper to the Lenten season for in Lent we seek conversion. On Ash Wednesday while the ash is being administered to us, we hear these words: ‘You are dust and unto dust you shall return,’ or ‘Repent and believe the Gospel.’ This admonition means that when all is said and done, the Lenten practices – prayer, almsgiving and fasting/abstinence – are all geared towards believing the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, and as cited above according to Pope Francis, these three axes of Lent – prayer, almsgiving and fasting – are not three unrelated acts, but a single movement of openness and self-emptying, in which we cast out the idols that weigh us down, the attachments that imprison us (Pope Francis’ Lenten Message, 2024, Rome, 1st February, 2024, emphasis mine).
The story of the missionary activities in Igboland is one that tickles one’s fancy. Far from seeing the missionaries as intruders, one may better appreciate them when one reads about their sacrifices. The light of faith came with a lot of positive enlightenment. The Igbo society to which the missionaries met was, to say the least, backward, in many comparable standards. This is no longer a matter of debate, truth be told. The Igbo society needed the Gospel and the light that came with the Gospel. And that light, the Gospel really brought. 
In the case of the Igbo, it is also interesting to note that the success of evangelization was due to the fact that the core Igbo traditional philosophy and outlook was a positive preparatory ground for the Gospel. The missionaries, especially, the foremost Igbo missionary, Bishop Shanahan, was graced enough to discover this. He discovered that at the heart of the Igbo person was Christianity and the ideals of Christianity embedded. Not only did they discover that these people were deeply religious, they also discovered that the Igbo religious ideals matched so closely with Christian ideals. In Igbo wise saying, it was the fact that onye bu utara huru onye bu ofe (one who had foofoo providentially met one who had sauce for it). Recognition of one supreme God, respect for life, respect for sanctions, high sense of morality and decency, industry and efforts at self-definition and self-improvement, the republican ideals of self-importance and self-definition, the ideals of love and community, belief in everlasting life, in reward and punishment for one’s lifestyle etc, all were found in the Igbo traditional thinking. You also have Igbo values for community, solidarity, respect for elders, sense of the sacred etc. 
In fact, recently analysts have criticized efforts that think that the success of the missionaries depended solely on their strategies. One must consider the fertile ground provided by Igbo world view. The success of evangelization for any people depends not only on strategies but on the fruitful interaction between the evangelizer and the receiving audience. As the missionary is influenced by his own background in the transmission, the evangelized is also influenced by his own culture in the reception.
In our diocese, we articulate the success of Christianity and the many goods it brought to the Igbo society in songs at major diocesan and parish festivals with the famous Egwu Ozioma composed by Late Sir Ernest Ihionu with very rich and touching lyrics. The melody and rhythm go further in adding flavour to it. Before the reading the Gospel, we carry the book of the Gospel solemnly with song and dance to the lectern. The first part begins by announcing the bringing of the Gospel among us. It then goes into the praise of the Gospel by extolling the theology of the Gospel: it is the Gospel of life; Jesus is the Word of life, the Word of wisdom, the Word made flesh. Further it articulates the good we acquired from the Gospel: ihe Ozioma mere anyi… ihe o meere anyi ebuka. Here mention is for example made of human sacrifice and the killing of twins etc which were stopped thanks to the Gospel. It enumerates others. And finally, in a via negativa, it lists few things in a question and answer format that we would have regretted if the Gospel had not been brought to us: Would women go to school? Would there have been relationship between blacks and whites? Would there be wholesome integral development? 
Christianity has never had success in a short span more in any other place like among the Igbo. This is a global assessment. Christianity has so much permeated Igboland that the Igbo identity could rightly be described today as Igbo-Christian identity – even if work still needs to be done. What we now have in Igboland is Igbo-Christian civilization. The success of the Igbo in all facets of life today cannot be understood completely if Christianity is not brought into the mix. The argument then is that it would entail a denial of our (Igbo) being, if people begin to see Christianity as an error, and would like to go back to what never brought them as much as Christianity has. This opinion is nevertheless not shared equally by all.
One cannot explain our people’s adherence to Christianity simply by the theory of the Whiteman’s imposition. Our people were not morons. Their power of reflection and critical scrutiny has always been high; so their acceptance of Christianity showed that they weighed their options. To buttress that Christianity was not an imposition of the Whiteman on our people, one should remember that the Igbo person, in all his convictions and personal pride, did not find it easy to accept Christianity. The Igbo person is one firmly anchored in his roots. In many communities it was like a fierce fight. But the grace of Christ is more powerful than the most hardened of hearts, and that has been the story of Christianity in her missionary encounters with cultures and peoples. 
We must therefore admit first of all that it was by God’s grace that we had the light of faith of Christianity. Apart from the light of faith in the Son of God, there are many positive sides of the Christian faith, especially in contrast to when Christianity had not come. I refer to the positive cultural revolutions. On the positive side, there was the introduction of education to match with the global trend, the many social facilities like health, and other social skills, and the many other social developments. 

CHAPTER THREE
IDOLATRY IN REVERSE GEAR: GOING BACK TO EGYPT?

3.1	The Youth as Forward-Looking Phase of Life
One of the characteristics of the youth is that it is a forward-looking phase in life. Some pages above, we employed the Igbo concept of ‘ntorobia’ to describe the youth. Ndi ntorobia are people still on the process of development, those still full of projects and projections; with lots of potentialities. The future is still very wide open. When it is not, it is taken to be abnormal. By definition it is so, and in many instances, it has always been so. 
The youth have generally improved on what their parents and fathers built up, either in business, in education etc. The Igbo say, nwa m ga-akari m (My child should excel more than me). In many developed countries, we see huge business outfits that began hundreds of years ago as very small ventures, but today have been upgraded and worked up to international standards by the younger generation, by the sons and descendants of the founders. In our place, we see the illiterate palm wine tapper end up having his sons as professors, medical doctors, engineers and lawyers, we see the catechists end up begetting bishops, priests and religious, we see the petty widow trader training her sons and daughters to be governors and civil servants, etc. This is what it should be.
But sadly, we also see some unfortunate trends that look backwards. We see reverse gear in some instances. We see in some families, children working down the family business, children not able to take up and maintain what their parents have taken time and toil to build. There are many of such businesses and factories around us, famous and prosperous some few decades ago. Today they are no longer operational. 
Yes, we must agree that many other reasons could allude to this unfortunate trend. We must agree that some other explanations like the economic realities of the country could be part of the factors to explain the unfortunate situation. We must first of all admit that successive bad governments have not helped matters. The downward economic situation in the country has chocked many efforts and grounded even sincere efforts by some youths. Some of them have had to labour under extremely hard economic situations unknown to their fathers. Days are gone in the country when businesses could successfully plan, prognosticate, predict and anticipate turn outs. Bad policies, the free fall of the currency in the international markets, the constant rise in the cost of raw materials and commodities; all have made nonsense of people’s genuine efforts.
The foregoing notwithstanding, it is still not uncommon to find parents regretting that their children were not able to take the family name or ventures to a greater height; but instead ran them down or were not able to manage them. Many of the first generation rich and successful men in Igboland ended up with their children not upping the ante. Some of the children of the first-generation successful men became spoilt brats. In principle, those who did not suffer would not know the value of what they inherited. Some of these sons and daughters of erstwhile successful men found it hard to pick up because their parents thought that the best for them was to give them all they wanted (not what they needed). For example, at a time it has become a false syndrome in this country that people think that there is a necessary correlation between the school in which a child studies and what he or she becomes in future. Some parents think it is all when they simply pay huge sums of money in the most expensive schools. The children were given all, and sometimes, what they needed not. In this connection, they never learned the value of hard work. There are cases where the kids only squandered the assets and investments by their parents. Spoilt brats in their young age, they could neither rise up to the level of their parents nor take it to any higher level. 
3.2	Religious, Spiritual and Moral Values
While keeping the economic and material standards of a family is very important, it is more important to maintain the intangible values of a family. This is where the religious, spiritual and moral values come in. The problem is more acute when it has to do with family values and good name. Some parents go to meet their creator in shame because the good name they built was dragged to the mud by their children. It is in this context that we can understand this unfortunate trend towards idolatry by some of the younger generation. In many Igbo societies, the young people are at least the fourth generation Christians, with their grandparents and great grandparents already as Christians. It is part of the backward trend therefore for an average young man or woman to identify with a religion that even his great grandfather was not part of. It is stunningly surprising when a young man embraces what his fathers and grandfathers abandoned. Our people would say: I jukwara ajuju? Did you ask questions? And the Bible would admonish: “Remember the days of old; consider the days that are past. Ask your father and he will tell you. Inquire of your elders, and they will explain to you” (Deut. 32:7). What we notice today around us calls for sober reflection.
3.3	In Recognition of the Many Youth on Track
At this point, before listing the many ways some people are ‘going back to Egypt,’ we must first admit and express our happiness that all is not lost. While some youth are showing this negative tendency, we still are proud that many young people in our communities counter this trend. Not all are confused. In fact, the problem is that in a white coloured garment, a stain looks more conspicuous. Because the normal youth who go to Church do not make noise, it seems that the few who cannot hold on any longer are more visible. But they are not in the majority. The majority of youth recognize that God in Jesus Christ is their strength. One can only look into a normal Sunday worshipping community in our cities, at the many youth fellowships, the Nigerian Federation of Catholic Students, the Catholic Corpers, the chaplaincies in our campuses, universities and tertiary institutions to know that all hope is not lost. 
One of the best experiences I have during my pastoral visits is to see youth choirs performing and singing out their hearts during celebrations. It is to see the Mass Servers neatly dressed and serving convincingly around the altar. It is to see the youth engaged in organizing the events, to see the Man of Order and Discipline prompt at their posts putting order to the procedures. It is to see young girls dressed in their Mary League Girls’ outfits on First Fridays going for their Mass. It is to see the young ones involved on Good Friday Stations of the Cross. It is to see parishes organising crusades and competitions for Block Rosary children. 
I also thank God that our educational secretariat is functioning and that we have a network of Catholic schools (along with other confessional institutions) taking care of our future generation in matters about their holistic education. I thank God there are many young people who are members of Catholic sodalities like the Charismatics, the Bible Society, the Legion of Mary, and that in many parishes, the Block Rosary Crusade is still alive and vibrant.
While the hardship in the country affects all; old, young men and women, many still are able to put things in perspective, thanks to God. It is a thing of joy that the best counter for this phenomenon is the youth themselves. Many of them take to the internet to counter the vituperations their fellow youth are dolling out against religion, against Christianity in general and against the Church and Catholicism in particular. I encourage such youth to be out there correcting and counteracting with love. The devil must not be given his opportunity (cf. Eph. 4:27) and error must not be allowed to sediment in people’s minds.
3.4	The Reality Nevertheless
Today, the Igbo have, grosso modo, become ambassadors of Christianity not only to the whole of Nigeria but to the world at large. Our fathers who embraced Christianity first had nothing to regret. We too we regret nothing. Christianity has proved to be a religion with a lot of humanity. Praying to God is corroborated with doing good to humanity. Christianity has served and saved the Igbo nation. But what do we see today?  Some have beautifully described the recent attraction to idolatry as the Return of the Gods. In summary, many are abandoning the Way. The question is whether the Igbo nation is going forward or sliding backwards?
The issue of idolatry is not a thing of the recent time. It is not new. In the Old Testament it was the main offence and the condemnations in almost every book of the Bible show that it was rampant. Of course it is the first article of the Decalogue, the Ten Commandments. Here, let there be no impression to see idolatry as a thing of today. In many African societies, Igboland and elsewhere, we already know that the faith has not become life, and that missionary and evangelical efforts are essentially efforts to realize this. We know that though a lot of people have been sacramentalized, they are still far from being evangelized. We know that allegiance to the worship of the gods, and the religious ways of the forefathers is still strong. 
3.4.1	Double Allegiance
Till today, many Igbo Christians are still at the crossroads; they still struggle between holding their newly acquired Christian beliefs and allowing these beliefs to permeate through the fabric of their daily existence. We still have many who have their two legs one in one religion and the other in the other religion. We still have ardent Christians but who in real matters of difficulty in life only take recourse to traditional attempts at solutions. Some of our traditional but unchristian beliefs still hold sway. Many still believe and practice the osu caste system especially in matters of marriage or allotting of responsibilities. Many still believe in reincarnation. Many recourse to charms for protection. Many still engage in pagan festivities and in procedures that are against the Christian faith in matters of birth, naming ceremony, sickness. Many still take pagan titles, and some camouflage. There is still a lot of hide and seek with the faith. Many go to pagan shrines for arbitrations and settlement of disputes, with procedures like swearing before juju. The traditional dibia afa still have many clients and patronisers among Christians. Many, both the young and the not so young, still ply the ritual course in search of wealth, especially the fast one. 
3.4.2	Outright Return to Idolatry
Today we directly see an outright return to idol worship by some who are baptized Christians. Around us, the strange sight greets one as one drives across our rivers and bridges; Njaba, Urashi and our other rivers in Ideato, Oru, Orsu, Nwangele areas of our diocese. Suddenly, these areas are donned with weird figures of different red and white colour strips of cloths, images of statues and effigies placed along the road, implying that more goes on in the interior. Few years ago, it was not so. In some Igbo states, it is more rampart. Some youths have turned their once beautiful fathers’ compounds to shrines with weird images and idols characteristic of before the 50s. Are we reintroducing ‘evil forests’ in our vicinities? 
Earlier, some Christians were simply accused of double allegiance and secret romancing with paganism. There were those who professed the Christian faith but secretly patronized diviners and courted pagan practices. Today, these have become flagrant among many people. Many have begun taking up pagan titles, have started apprenticeship with diviners, make animal sacrifices before shrines, come out publicly to advertise their newly embraced way of life. Some have publicly renounced their Christian faith, encouraging others to do the same. We see people resorting to pagan and fetish solutions to simple and normal human life issues: birth, delivery, seeking of fortune, relationships, marriage problems, etc. We see youth in some communities officially declaring for a return to idol worship with the mantra that they are for omenala, as if Christianity is against omenala. In the virtual world of the internet, some use platforms to establish their cult and openly advertise their trade to lure others.
3.4.3	The Fad in Criticizing the Christian Religion
We also notice an antagonism towards the Christian religion and the Church. It seems that people see it as one of the ways to get popular when they take to criticizing the Church, especially the Catholic Church. Some tend to imply that the Church is the cause of social evils in the society, the disrespect for customs and traditions, the disrespect for elders. Some even sound totally illogical; the Church is criticized for the evils of the society, the ineptitude of the government, the decay in infrastructures, the economic woes of the country. Every institution of the Church is under attack. And what is more, any perceived mistake by a human agent of the Church is hyped, magnified, exaggerated, and condemnations are made without appeal. Many cannot give the Church and her agents the benefit of the doubt. There are double standards, and the judgment for the Church and Christian leaders are more severe. In all this criticism, the bottom line is the conception that it is necessary to leave the Church and go back to the religious practices of the forefathers. This also includes sacrilegious acts. Remember that sacrilege is one of the acts condemned by the First Commandment.
There is misplaced antagonism. Anti-clericalism is on the rise. The leaders of the Church have become soft targets of violent vituperations and abusive language. We understand that the socio-political situation in the country brings its confusion and frustration. It is thus easy for one to become antagonistic to any other around. But this does not justify venting one’s anger on innocent targets. 
3.4.4	Mistaking Inculturation for Cultural Revivalism
Today talks about inculturation are rife. Inculturation as a theological concept and practice is very much welcome and encouraged by the Church especially since the Second Vatican Council. What does it mean? It means that the Christian religion is planted in every culture and should be given cultural expression. Inculturation has its basis in the Incarnation; the Second Person of the Trinity took flesh and pitched his tent with humanity. The message of the Gospel also ‘takes flesh’ in every culture.  When Jesus says that “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Matt. 8:20), it also implies that the Gospel message cannot be boxed or nested in one context; it has to be on the move and planted as it goes along.
Incidentally or sadly, many misunderstand inculturation. Those who do not understand inculturation confuse inculturation with syncretism or cultural revivalism. Some misquote Jesus’ statement: “Give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what belongs to God” (Mark 12:17; Luke 20:25). This is because you cannot serve two masters at the same time (cf. Luke 16:13-14; Matt 6:24). It is only the Lord your God that you will worship (cf. Luke 4:8). Inculturation is not going back to idol worship. On the contrary, the contact of the Gospel with the culture of the place should be enriching to the Gospel and purifying to the culture in question. This contact purifies the culture, incorporates the good elements (we have already mentioned a lot of them in case of Igbo culture) from the culture; and expunges the bad elements ranging from elements that contradict the true worship of God and ones that do not make for human flourishing.
3.4.5	Quest for Power, Affluence, and Influence
One of the dangerous turns of idol worshipping today is the quest for power, affluence, and influence. From all indication, the basic impulse in the recent drift towards idolatry has to do with quest for wealth and power, search for protection and influence. Many untold concepts have been developed recently, ike mbute and ego mbute (people want to hit money, they want to acquire power and this instantly).
It is now a common sight to see thousands of young followers of one idol or the other lurking in the villages and urban centres with open affluence and identification that go with it. Through social media handles, many young men and women are lured to believe they can become millionaires and billionaires instantly without building up wealth through hard and sustained work over the years. They believe that through certain rituals and sacrifices, these feats can be achieved. You can make it ‘big’ easily.  The apprenticeship period in business and skilled labour was a trademark of the Igbo. Unfortunately, not many young men and women want to be under the tutelage of ‘masters’ to learn trades and skills. They see this as a waste of time and feel they can run the fast track. Those who do not have the means to travel abroad, thinking that going abroad is an automatic solution, and those not courageous to take the risk of the Mediterranean route, now take the route of idolatry at home; all to hammer it instantly. Some are not ready to go through the rigours of education, unless they cheat and ‘buy’ their certificates. At the same time they want to drive the best of the exotic cars in the market. This crave to make quick money is at the base of many social ills. St. Paul’s assessment that the love of money is the root of all evil (cf. 1 Tim. 6:10) comes easily to mind.


CHAPTER FOUR
PASTORAL ADMONITIONS

What can we do in the face of this socio-religious problem? All hands must be on deck. Efforts would begin with the pastors of the Church, to the government, down to families and to the youth themselves. What the youth need is not condemnation. They need guidance, even though there should be no compromise in naming the inappropriateness of idol worship and fetishism.
4.1	Pastors
4.1.1 	Adequate Catechesis 
A fundamental cause of the drift away from the faith is lack of knowledge of the faith. We still unfortunately have a lot of sacramentalized but not evangelized or converted Christians. Critical self-appraisal should convince us that in many occasions in our pastoral strategy, we have always harped on quantity and not on quality. For example, in many parishes, First Holy Communion preparation is not comprehensive. Children are not thoroughly prepared. This is same with Confirmation preparation. Sometimes during my pastoral visits and Confirmations, I pose some basic questions to the candidates. While some would naturally rattle it, one observes that some cannot open their mouth with the rest. This shows that some parish priests do not personally see to it that the candidates are thoroughly assessed. However, the rote question and response module should also be complemented by an explanation of the basic tenets of our faith. This is same with marriage instructions which touch the youth directly. It has come to notice that once it concerns marriage, young men and women seem to be in haste. Why would a young man or woman who has remained single for many years of his youth suddenly begins and wishes to complete all marriage protocols and wed within two weeks? Some visit from abroad, have only few weeks at home, and would want the parish priest to key into a wait and take procedure that will complete the traditional processes and Church wedding protocols within the very short time frame. 
Generally, we are abandoning the stipulations and procedure for the reception of adults in the Church. How many among our parishes still offer catechumens the process for the Rites of Christian Initiation of Adults (RCIA)? Many parishes do not observe the adult catechetical instructions on Sunday evening before Benediction. There is no catechetical accompaniment for parents who bring their kids for Baptism, First Holy Communion and Confirmation. Even marriage sponsors should be given opportunity to deepen their faith. These are all avenues of deepening the faith. The twenty minutes Sunday homily which are more of spiritual and moral admonitions cannot give sufficient room for Christians to study and deepen their faith.
Parish priests should also promote the religious associations and sodalities in the parish. These help greatly. The Vincent de Paul Society, the charismatic society, the Catholic Bible Society, the St. Anthony’s Guild, the Legion of Mary, the Confraternity of the Most Holy Rosary, the Block Rosary etc, all in the umbrella of the Lay Apostolate, have their inestimable contribution in solidifying the faith of Catholics.
4.1.2	Investing on the Youth Apostolate
We all know the difficulty in ministering to young people. The youth are the most difficult to minister to. The reason is not far-fetched. First, the youth seem to be distracted especially in the modern times. The distraction is however explainable; their interests differ, and they have access to a lot of distractions especially from the social media. The youth have a totally different outlook in life. Full of energy, they are more adventurous, more risk taking. With interest in engagements like sports, music, economics etc, they are not easily attracted to religious affairs unless when the latter is also spiced up with the former. Full of energy again, they are easily made to believe in their limitless power and capacity for realizing feats. They dream big, which positively is translated to optimism, but negatively could be translated to being unrealistic. Fearless and courageous, they are attracted to activities that engage their energy. There is the natural syndrome of self-determination and autonomous thinking. 
Sadly, some parish communities have given up on the youth. This need not be so. For one thing, we have a good number of young priests, who I expect, should be able to understand the plight of their fellow young men, understand them, be patient with them and find the suiting language and strategy.
The youth need a lot of direction. Priests and parishes should make efforts to give the youth the attention they need and the place they deserve in the parish. That enormous amount of energy in them needs to be redeployed and channelled positively in the Church community and in the society, lest they use if wrongly.  Left alone, they will channel their energy elsewhere. Practical suggestions like youth groups, tailoring the liturgy to be youth friendly without unnecessary ostentations, youth choirs and competitions, bands, sports competitions, social-religious gatherings aimed at the youths are avenues to help the youths. 
4.1.3	Sound Doctrine by Pastors and Balanced Theology by Theologians
Again, a pastor should mind what he teaches. A pastor does not help issues when he proposes ideals that give people the impression that the Church is another version of the pre-Christian way of life. Some pastors talk and behave in ways that make the distinction between priests and native doctors blurred. When for example the youth always hears that his destiny was seized by another, the next tendency is to look for occult ways of remedying the situation. When problems with normal natural solutions are interpreted as if all were spiritual, when emphasis shifts from Jesus’ beneficence to the devil and his machinations, the average young person begins to lose focus. Masses and the sacraments must be celebrated as the Church stipulates in such a way that they do not become like magical outings. Syncretism of all sorts should be avoided to express the clarity of our faith and our worship. The Christian and Catholic should tap from the wealth and depth of the richness of our theology, tradition and worship and not allow himself or herself to be influenced by the many Christian-like waves emanating from many groups mixing Christian and indigenous fetish elements. 
Today it seems that the question of prophecy has dominated the spiritual and religious landscape of our society. People crave to pierce the future and flock around whoever gives impression that he has the key to knowing and telling the future. The traditional religiosity of trusting in God for providence and relying on Him does not seem to be enough. Priestly ministry is broader than prophecy; and prophecy is essentially teaching people about God and his will. It is not essentially breaking the veil of the future which only lies in God’s hands. This craving to peep into the future can only remind the Igbo of the claims of the traditional dibia afa who always claimed to look into the inscrutable mind of the divine and know the future. This is unfortunately what is obtained in some of the so-called adoration centres and ministries. 
While we encourage pastors to preach and teach correctly and courageously, we also admonish theologians to witness to the faith by their writings, and not write things that are confusing to the faith of people. 
There is in some theological quarters this flair and tendency to condemn everything that the missionaries did, their method of evangelization, their legacy in education, their attitude towards our cultures. Some theologians, without knowing the harm such writings do, have accused the missionaries of bringing us foreign religion. While some think that the missionaries treated our way of life with disdain, some blatantly, without qualification, have written that the missionaries destroyed African cultures and heritage. It is also claimed by some that the missionaries mixed religion and cultural indoctrination. Some have accused them of being the religious wing and version of colonialism. Some have even accused the missionaries of helping the colonialists siphon our wealth or aided the obnoxious slave trade. 
These views flagrantly contradict the truth we know about the missionaries. Even if we have recognized the many laudable values in Igbo society, it is still something less than the truth to give the impression that Igbo culture was so perfect that it did not need the Gospel before the advent of the latter. Some recent write-ups by some theologians go overdrive in talking about the errors of the missionaries in disregarding our values, in condemning the good we have, as if the good included also the belief in the gods and goddesses of njawa, urashi, amadioha, agwu etc. 
The missionaries were courageous men and women who did enormous sacrifices for the local population, literally sacrificed themselves to preach the faith. Most of them lost their young lives in doing this. 
We cannot for example in Igboland forget hastily the work of the missionaries in many aspects of our social life. It was the missionaries who initiated the abolition of slave trade, the killing of twins, who brought us education and schools, etc. In a more recent memory as it concerns the Igbo, could we in haste forget what the missionaries did during the Nigeria Biafra war. If not for the humane and heroic intervention of the missionaries, which cost them banishment from the Nigerian government, most of the young ones today would not have been born, as the average age of the fathers of young ones today are in the 50s bracket, those who were born during the war or were simply infants. Many of their contemporaries died of kwashiorkor during that war. 
While the missionaries were human beings with their strengths and weakness, one has to understand their work in context. It is true that some missionaries were not adequately trained before they set out for mission, and so were not knowledgeable enough that people go to their God through their good values, yet it is on record that many missionaries succeeded because they found a home with our local population, tried to learn our languages, ate our food, sang our rhymes, danced our music, and respected our worldviews. If some missionaries were negative about the culture of the people, it was not a matter of missionary principle, but a matter of inadequacy of a particular missionary. It is on record that Francis Libermann, the co-founder of the Holy Ghost Fathers, advised missionaries to respect the culture of the indigenous population. Though he never visited Africa, Libermann was convinced that adaption of the Gospel message to the African rich values was the only way to go. He warned his missionaries against imposing European cultures on Africans. “Do not in any way ask these peoples to change their usages, their rites and their manners; at least as long as they are not in all evidence contrary to religion and honesty. What would be more absurd as to transfer to China either France, Spain, Italy or whatever part of Europe. It is not this that you have to bring to them but the faith. This faith does not reject nor derogate the customs but on the contrary conserve them and protect them […] Admire and praise all that merits it. Nothing provokes more hatred and aversion than to bulldoze the practices of a people, above all when these are immemorial usages received from the ancestors and more still, when one bulldozes the customs of a people to replace them with those of one’s proper country” (Sacred Congregation of Propaganda Fide, Memoriam Rerum, III/II, 702).
There is no need throwing away the bathwater with the baby. When severe criticisms are launched against the missionaries by secular and Church historians, and theologians themselves, it creates the erroneous impression that the work of the missionaries did more harm than good. One can then understand when some youth swallow some of these ideas uncritically and express them in an extreme outright rejection of the faith.
4.2	The Government
The problem of our youth and in fact the problem of this generation, whether young or old, is first the problem of the state, the problem of the government. Igbo youth are a hardworking people. They are not lazy. One only needs to see what Igbo young men and women are doing in countries where there is good governance. Igbo youth want to work, and they have the vision and energy to effect a change in the society. They want to be engaged. But at the long run, it seems unfortunate that the youth are ‘on their own’ (alone) using this famous local euphemism. I imagine that many are confused, many have no perspective, many are frustrated. This is the fundamental reason why they are prone to every wind of doctrine or suggestion. 
In developed countries, the youth are taken seriously. They are a special concern for the government which tries to create and provide employment to occupy them. The governments of these nations know the dire consequences of not giving the youth the perspective they need. They appreciate the youth for what they can do, in the government, in the business world, in industry, sports, arts, education, in the Church etc. They invest on the youth and provide opportunities for them to showcase what they can do. Those who want to study and can carry on receive study aids in forms of scholarship or loan. Those who learn some trade receive reasonable start up packages to begin life. In some countries, those who marry receive packages and privileges to encourage them and to found their family. Children receive monthly purses to help the young family and as incentive to the parents. Those who excel in sports and arts are sponsored to pursue their dreams and often they rise to stardom. Etc.
What we see in Nigeria and in developing countries is the contrary. We see rather graduates who have lost the hope of finding job. We see skilled young men who cannot do much due to the inhibiting environment they find themselves. There are skilled and smart welders, barbers, automobile mechanics, artists, musicians, actors, but they only need a society that is working, an environment that is favourable, electricity that is constant, roads that are pliable etc to showcase their knowhow and contribute to the economy and civilization of the society. But they do not have it. At some point, many resorted to becoming Christian preachers and evangelists for economic purposes. Today, some want to try the other extreme – traditional religionists – all in the same bid to make ends meet as long as there is a promise of a better life; even if these promises do not materialize.
We challenge the government at all levels to look into the plight of the youth. Sometimes we hear of empowerment of the youth, but which often comes as propaganda. People want to see concrete actions. Engaging the youth as a political thug is no empowerment. What, for example, does it contribute, when a young man is said to be given a hundred thousand naira empowerment in the context of the economic realities that are ours? People want to see factories built and young men employed in the factories. People want to see functioning skill acquisition centres being run.  People want to see our primary and secondary schools refurbished and the teachers well and constantly paid. When these are done, everybody – adults and young – is already empowered at the same time.
4.3	Families, Parents and Schools
Family is everything. The training of children in the family remains the fundamental basis of good society. Parental examples, going to Church in families, family prayers (rosary in common), etc are all ways traditional Christian and Catholic families trained their children. “Train the child in the way that he should go, and when he is old, he will not depart from it” (Prov. 22:6). This old saying has not become obsolete. Parental role, especially concerning the supervision of the kids, cannot be substituted even by the school. Experiences have shown that no matter the influences the young man or woman will have later in life, a little of conscience, a little of the fear of God, a little of decency that he acquired from the family will continue prompting him in life to pause and to rethink. It will continue to be guiding light in moments of crises. When a child does not have this family bulwark, he remains an easy prey to any wind of doctrine and suggestion in the future.
Unfortunately, the get rich quick syndrome has also caught many families and parents. It has always been said that parents should question the source of wealth of their children. This is sadly no longer always so. The society seems to adore the rich and disregard the poor. As members of the Church, we may not be totally free from this. It must not be so. The Church is a home both for the rich and the poor, and so must not help further the impression created in the secular society that only the rich are respected.  Parents, the society and the Church must strive not to contribute to the bad formation of the younger generation. We all should uphold the ideals of honesty, respect to every person whether rich or poor, educated or illiterate. 
Schools and teachers should pick from the parents and extend the formation of children. In this case, outside the laudable efforts the Church has been making in founding schools for a rescue mission, the issue of our schools is too worrisome. What can we do to help right the wrongs in our public schools? I only enjoin every teacher to take his or her profession as a vocation. A teacher owes a lot to posterity. Even if we do not have a government that recognizes the nobility of the teaching profession, let teachers pour out themselves, take the pupils and students as if they were their own children, to save our destiny and posterity.
I would suggest that pupils and students in our Church network of schools be made to learn and read about the coming of the faith in Igboland. It will help them to understand the sacrifices of the missionaries and what our forebears had to go through to keep the faith and hand it over to us. It would help them to imagine life before the missionaries and be in the position to appreciate the spiritual and social/material benefits of the faith and the Church to our society.
4.4	The Youth Themselves
Kudos for the Faithful Youth! As already said above, we do not want to forget that we have a strong body of young people faithful to their God, to their Baptism, and to the Church that has called them. And to these young men and women, I want to say that your faith is acknowledged. We understand the witness that you are giving among your contemporaries, your colleagues, your fellow students and friends. You are actually living out the injunction of St. Peter: “Do not fear their threats, do not be frightened. But in your hearts revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect, keeping a clear conscience, so that those who speak maliciously against your good behaviour in Christ may be ashamed of their slander” (1 Pet. 3:14-16). We are aware of the many apologetics that some of the youth are doing in the market, in the bus, in the school, in the work place, banks and of course especially in the virtual world. 
I also encourage pastors to detect these young men that are soldiers of Christ and the Church so that they can be duly recognized. That can give an insight into the wisdom of the Church why there are some awards even to the young men and women in the Church. In the recent times, we have some awards aimed at young people in our diocese and elsewhere also, the EZINWA award for example. Many people criticize such move. They set up straw opponents to attack. Such an award, it must be said, is far from canonizing the young recipient. In no circumstance in life have awards become canonizations of the recipients. Even when an award is given in the secular society for some meritorious service, it is both a little candid recognition and (more) an encouragement. Giving award to somebody does not preclude the possibility of the person faltering in the future. Rather, while the community which gives the award acknowledges the work and contribution the recipient has done or is doing – as much as the human eyes can see – the award is an encouragement for the recipient to continue on the right track. It is also in most cases, a promotion of a worthy line of action, an exemplification of good deeds and therefore an encouragement to others. And most often, it has been so. Those who receive awards feel more challenged than extolled. They dedicate themselves more to the noble task for which they received the award. Those who witness the reception of award to another recipient praise the good deed and are challenged to do something themselves to improve human civilization. 
4.4.1	The Danger the Youth is Courting with this New Trend
It is also time for our youth to be made to be aware of the danger in courting this new trend. Incidentally, agbilu anaghi ato ka o si ada (the bitter kola does not taste as sweet as it sounds). The English put it otherwise: not all that glitters is gold. Let us reason it out together. The Igbos say that ogoli luo di abuo, o mara nke ka mma (after marrying twice, the woman is in better position to compare the two). After the era of the traditional religion and now that of Christianity, I believe that the Igbo are in position to make an honest assessment concerning the goods and values accruing from both heritages to our society and our standard of life. To put it simply, even if it is not necessary to compare religions, no matter the indices for this comparison, we were not better off with the African Traditional Religion, my opinion. It suffices to look around. 
Today various Igbo communities are not on the same par regarding their acceptance of Christianity and its integration to life. There are parts of Igboland where Christianity has established more firm roots and there are parts where the Traditional Religion is still largely practised. Without mentioning areas, it is clear that development and positive enlightenment are seen more in communities with deeper Christian roots. It is not out of place that the phrase “the light of faith” is used. The Christian faith is like a light that not only enlightens our minds but also dispels the darkness that beclouds the society. 
It began already with the establishment of Christianity in its nascent stage. As mentioned above, the missionaries brought with them schools and social services that helped improve the civilization of our people. Communities struggled and competed to build schools and invite the missionaries, having experienced the values that Christianity came with. Over and above education and social amenities, the Christian conception of God, its theology, worship, morality and code of conduct was attractive to the population. Why would some of our youth feel that life would be better with going back to fetishism? Why would people begin turning their compounds into shrines and inviting sinister powers that have been given their place in the abyss of hell back to their families? This is simply, in biblical metaphor, going back to Egypt. They are mistaken, and not few get disappointed immediately after. 
The social disfunctioning of the Igbo nation began in earnest with the government takeover of schools. The takeover of schools was essentially the separation of the influence of the Church on our children, or at least the reduction of that positive influence. From then on, the voice that formed the children and youth in the path of religion and social morality was removed in the curriculum. We also must remember that the move by the government to take over the schools built and run by the Church had a deeper intention. This move coincided with the expulsion of the missionaries. So the target was to extinguish the Church. This is another angle of seeing what is happening today among the youth. Those who are upholding this drifting away of the youth from the Church should know that the consequences are not only religious or spiritual. They should also think of the social consequences.
And this brings up another aspect to all this. What do people actually go to the streams and rivers to do? Parents should beware. It is clear that many fetish and sinister phenomena and activities are part of all this. Why are all this move happening along with many other strange happenings in our society; kidnappings, people missing suddenly, many young men and women turning lunatic, successful people instantly turning beggarly etc? Often one hears of a discovery of a dead body early morning along the road with some body parts missing. Sometimes, going back to culture only becomes pretence for some other horrible social crimes. 
Do not be deceived: a lot of anti-human and anti-social actions are involved. People who flock around the river or converge around a medicine man with the intention to get rich so quickly know quite truly that there is no where you meet wealth and money by chance. They are aware that the devil cannot give without demanding more than it gives. Only the true God can give freely. Reflect deeply. Stories abound of people being asked to sacrifice their relatives and friends on the altars of the demons to make money and be counted among the wealthy of the society. With powers other than God alone, it is always a case of trading by barter. Is this crave to get rich quick, disguised as going back to tradition, not the cause of so many atrocities in our Igbo society?
Do we not notice that these days, idol worship, especially in Igboland, has taken a dangerous turn? When we see young men and women taking to social ills in the society, and sometimes believing in their invincibility, then we can understand what they are made to believe. It pains us to see young people losing their lives because they openly engage in confrontations with the security agents and believing that they are fortified with charms that make it impossible to be harmed. We are not happy we are losing our young population. 
The public should beware of any youth that begins courting the new ways of idolatry.  There is more to it than simply going to the stream, hanging images of idols around the house, joining some occult groups, and declaring for the so called omenala, coming out in the social media and criticising the Church and Christianity. Some of these critics of the catholic Church are alive today because the church for against the killing of twins and human sacrifice.  The church built schools, maternity homes and hospitals in the remotest parts of Igbo land. Something more could be fishing. What is clear is that those who engage in these are not seeking deeper religious experience. The basic interest is economy. And once the basic interest is money and wealth, these activities are mostly camouflages of some deeper involvements.



CONCLUSION: THE CHURCH IS FOR THE YOUTH AND ALL
The Church has always been on the side of the Youth, even if much remains still to be done. Without the Church for example, our school system would have been totally sham, nothing would remain of our health infrastructures. Without bragging, but only deferring all to the grace of God, it is clear that in Igboland, our people cannot do without the Church. In the recent years, driving along our average roads and streets in the villages, one notices that there is a Church presence wherever it seems there is a beacon of light and life. Our public elementary schools and secondary schools are only vague shadows of what it used to be years ago. It is only in private schools, mostly belonging to and run by the Church, that there is some sign of life. Public health facilities are no longer functioning.  It is only in private clinics/hospitals, mostly belonging and run by the Church that something is still trying to happen, even if with difficulty. Government run institutions have been allowed to rot. Many ministries are not functioning. The Church in her little measures has remained the oasis in the vast arid desert of our social fabric. What can our people do today without Christianity and without the Church?
As regards the customs and traditions, the Church preserves omenala but rightly insists that omenala must not run contrary to omenachukwu. Traditions that go contrary to the worship of the one Creator and the God who revealed himself in Jesus Christ and traditions that inhibit human flourishing are not good traditions. The Church does not fight against people’s traditions but has received mandate from her Founder, our Lord Jesus Christ, to propose the light of the Gospel to all. 
Do not Lose Hope. Do not Give up Efforts. 
Finally, to the youth, I say: do no lose hope, do not give up efforts. There is no short cut to life. In many instances, this resort to idolatry is predicated on a promise of better life. The youth are often promised that they will experience financial breakthrough, they will have improved lot in their relationships, in marriage, etc. It is unfortunate that the youth who should have been very critical in outlook seems to be the most gullible and credulous especially when it has to do with financial matters. How on earth would somebody believe some of the trash he is being told? There’s no other route to financial breakthrough except through hard work and God’s grace. One should avoid companies that do not help.
Prayer
We invoke the intercession of our Most Blessed Virgin Mary on our Christians, especially our youth. The Holy Mother is the ever virgin, ever young, the first ever believer in her Son our Lord Jesus Christ. May she, the star of evangelization, obtain for us, the grace of true faith, to be unwavering amidst the storms of life. Amen.
I wish you all a blessed season of Lent. I would finally conclude this reflection by calling for the recitation of this diocesan prayer for the restoration of peace:

Prayer for Restoration…. (English)
Ekpere Maka Iweghachita Udo (Igbo)


Given on,
Ash Wednesday, 14th February 2024

Most Rev. Augustine T. Ukwuoma
Catholic Bishop of Orlu
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