RELIGION

Oracles And Prophecy In Arochukwu:
Past And Present 

By James N. Ike 

Oracles and Prophecy in  Igboland:
Historically, oracles had been known to the Igbo from time immemorial. Religion, morality and administrative law were interwoven in Igbo traditional culture.  Events in the material world which cannot be explained  or events shrouded in mystery, were explained in terms of mystical agents.  Human affairs were believed to be under the government of an ordered levels of spirits and spiritual forces which either help man or work against him. This belief helped to mold the moral standards and to enforce social codes of conduct. Under this belief system, the settlement of disputes and punishment of criminals included purification of the land that has been desecrated by the evil they caused (Ikpu alu).  The spiritual forces which govern the world, were attributed with well developed supernatural powers. Those who possess them can discover mysteries and secrets.  The proper diagnosis of any misfortune consisted of appeals to these forces through divination and consultations at oracles. The diviners and priests of oracles were believed to have close association with the spiritual forces and are therefore disposed to ascertain the secrets and mysteries from the spiritual forces. Diviners and oracles confirmed their authenticity and reputation by the extent to which they could adequately and consistently solve the problems brought to them.  Diagnosis were expected from oracles without any hints or prior information as to the circumstances of the matter.  An accurate prediction confirmed the power of the oracle1 . This researcher heard from her uncle, the story of how a community decided on which dibia (medicine man) to employ to solve their problem.  Each dibia that arrived, was given a fruited pumpkin and asked to consult his afa (oracle) and prophesy the number of seeds in the fruit.  The pumpkin was then cut open and its seed counted.  Any dibia that failed was chased away some were even sacrificed at the community’s  shrine.

 Within Igbo community, oracles and prophecy were devoted to divination.  The dibia afa used his threaded  seed pods (akwata) which he shook with both hands and then cast them out.  While chanting some mystical words, he meditated at the exposed seeds, touching each of the ones that faced upwards with his sacred ofo totem. He does this several times within which he may ask the client some questions relating to the matter of inquiry.  After several rounds of this sequence, he folds up his seed pods and narrates his findings and prescriptions.   Professor Ekejuba mentions Igbo oracles as the Agballa at Awka, the Igwekala at Umunoha, the Onyili Ora near Nri and Ogbu Ogbunike. Two conditions for the establishment and development of oracles were; a quiet place remote from any routes and  some natural features which inspired the sense of dread such as rocks, caves, steep valleys with water, groves or dense bush.2 
Oracles and Prophecy in Arochukwu:
Arochukwu as an Igbo community, shared the same beliefs with respect to the spirit world and its controlling influence on all human affairs.  To ascertain the causes of unexplained incidents, to forestall evil occurrences, to placate the spirit beings and to have insight into the future, they also consulted dibia afa (medicine man specialized in divining).  Aro though had household god (Alaezi) and the god of commerce Inyamavia. .  Diagnosis of problems by the dibia afa may be that the problem arose as a warning or penalty from the spirit world for offences against the laws of morality in the land. The remedy and prescriptions will be by way of propitiatory sacrifices. In some few very serious violations, no remedies are available other than death or prolonged illness, loss of wealth, childlessness, or other discomfort or deprivation. After the consultations at the dibia afa, placatory sacrifices are performed in the altars of either the Alaezi or Inyamavia.

The Long Juju of Arochukwu tc "The Long Juju of Arochukwu "
Of the various institutions adapted by the Aro to promote their development and influence throughout the period their ascendance in territories east of the Niger, none was more important than Chukwu, the Ibiniukpabi oracle of Arochukwu.  Ibiniukpabi, the Arochukwu oracle was known in the Eastern Delta as Tsuku ab yama which translates to “God resides there.”  The colonial officials called it the “Long Juju” because of the distance and length of days it took supplicants to visit it for consultations as well as the extent and coverage of its influence in the then Eastern Nigeria and beyond.  Among the Igbo it was referred to as Chukwu.  When Christianity was introduced, the oracle’s name was adapted by the Igbo Catechism in reference to God Almighty, namely Chukwu-abiama.  This oracle formed the basis for the attachment of the surfix ‘Chukwu’ to the name of Aro thereby converting it to Arochukwu (God’s Aro).  Some Igbo communities knew the Aro as Umuchukwu, (the children of God).  The Efik and Ibibio knew Aro as Mbot Abassi (the people of the Great Spirit).

The Source of Its Spiritism:
The oracle was famed as a judicial oracle and was also known for being a giver of human and land  fertility and of health and wealth.  Arochukwu tradition states that the oracle belonged to the original Ibibio  dwellers of the present day Arochukwu.  Under Ibibio kingdom, the oracle was known as Ibritam (ibit itam = giant drum).  It was developed by the Idiong secret society about 300 AD.3   Idiong or sorcery is the art or science of foretelling the future by various natural, psychological, and other techniques.  Barnhart defines sorcery as “The act of foreseeing the future or foretelling the unknown especially by signs and omens,”  while Mbiti defines it as “the ability to consult the spirits and invisible things.”4   Idiong is connected with the belief in superhuman powers and is a method whereby man endeavors to obtain from these powers the knowledge of the future for assistance in the affairs of life.  Its members serve as a link between their fellow human beings on the one hand and the gods, spirits and the ancestors on the other hand.  Some practitioners of Idiong inherit the spirit of Idiong from their parents; while in some cases, some people feel a divine “call” to become practitioners.  One who inherits or is called and refuses to practice Idiong gets afflicted with a kind of lunacy, Idiong Osop.  The Ete Idiong (Divine Father) instructs the new members and hands over to a successor when he is about to die.

There are two types of Idiong.  Idiong Ibok combines prophecy and divination with medicine. Its members are able to foretell the future, reveal the unknown, or tell who may have worked evil against the sick or the cause of poor harvest, sudden death, epidemic, or other tragedy, and at the same time prescribe the remedy, provide the medicine and the method of prevention against future occurrence. Idiong Ifa is superior to Idiong Ibok in that its members are also the decision making body of, and take part in deciding serious cases in the community. They are knowledgeable in revealing the unknown, foretelling the future, and finding out the causes of illnesses with the help of their various spells, incantations and charms.5 
The oracles and prophecy under Aro control:
When Aro conquered the Ibibio in the 1634 Ibibio/Igbo war6 , they took over the oracle but retained its priests, with Loesin as the chief priest who was to initiate Aro indigenes into the cult as priests. Subsequently Aro took over the priesthood and full control of the oracle and renamed it Ibit Ukpabi (the drum of Ukpabi).  The name Ukpabi being the Aro word for the Creator God derived from the Bantu roots for God on high.7  The oracle is therefore as old as Aro itself.8   This oracle had a great influence on the neighboring and far distant communities.

Ottenberg indicated that under the system of group leadership in many Igbo communities, it was sometimes difficult for families, lineages, clans, communities and other social groups to reach definite decisions in certain cases.  These were chieftaincy and land disputes, property and inheritance disagreements, adultery, suspicious deaths, witchcraft, sorcery, poisoning, murder, and stealing.  In such circumstances, the only recourse that could be agreed upon was to consult an outside agency such as the Aro oracle that would be adjudged to be impartial and reliable.9   Professor Okoro Ijoma stated that the oracle acted as a final court of appeal, a supernatural judicial body.  Referring to this role played by the oracle, Elizabeth Isichei has rightly pointed out that the “possibility of an appeal to an impartial, external arbiter was of the greatest value, and undoubtedly prevented innumerable local wars”.10   Because of the distance of Arochukwu from these localities, and the balanced information given by the Aro agents to the priest of the oracle, the priests tended to give unbiased judgments.  This, in turn, encouraged other disputants to make the expensive trip to Aro. The oracle was not therefore an instrument of unbridled exploitation and manipulation.  It has, for instance, been canvassed that the majority of slaves that passed through the eastern Delta for the trans-Atlantic trade were procured through the agency of the oracle.11    Prof. Ijoma argues that the majority of slaves may have probably passed though the overall Aro trade network that permeated the entire south-eastern Nigeria, but the oracle by its nature and the position of Arochukwu was unsuited to supply slaves on the massive scale required by the trans-Atlantic traffic.  First, only the wealthy could really afford the expenses which the appeals to Aro entailed.  Secondly, if the people discovered that traveling to Arochukwu to seek advice or determine their cases meant the disappearance of entire families or villages, the influence of the oracle would not have endured12 .

  As late as 1939, long after the British had claimed that they had smashed the oracle, Jones reported that “people still continue to consult it, though mainly nowadays as a fertility juju, since the village councils today find it more profitable to keep expensive litigations for their native courts.”13   In another recent instance, Chief Inokun Eyo of Uyo deposited in an inquiry as follows:- “I went to Ibritam, (Ibiniukpabi) for though I had several wives, I had no sons, only daughters.  I was told by Ibiritam to make a certain sacrifce in m y town and sons would come. I was taken to a place where there were big rocks and trees and water.  I stayed up to my knees in water and Ibiritam spoke to me.  I came back and perforemed the sacrifice through an Aro man. I had a son born to me within a year as the Ibiritam predicted. I now have forty sons. I called one of them Inokun (Ibibio name for the Aro) and the other Ibiritam.  I have only had eight daughter since then14 .”

A non-Aro indigene talking about the evils of the Long Juju oracle fails to appreciate and acknowledge the religious and judicial functions that it performed.  Several unbiased reports of its usefulness account for its popularity among the diverse Igbo and non-Igbo communities that relied on its medical prowess, prophecy and judgment.  These problems included poor harvest, draught, illness, epidemics, barrenness, unexplained deaths and events, births of twins and deformed infants, land and chieftaincy disputes.15  These communities traveled the great distances on foot from their diverse homes in the mainland Igbo, Niger Delta, Idoma, Igala and Ika Igbo kingdoms  to consult Ibiniukpabi for problems that could not be solved by their local gods, oracles, and healers (dibia-afa, dibia-ogwu, dibia-aja).  Some of these journeys required over twenty eight days of traveling time.

It must be admitted that in some instances, the original picture of the oracle was probably distorted.  In the 19th century, the consultation of the oracle in the delta states was used as a political weapon.  Prominent men were accused of treason and sorcery and challenged to prove their innocence by appeal to Ibiniukpabi.  The accused persons and their people sustained heavy financial losses in trying to clear their names. The fees, too, which the priests charged were increasingly paid in slaves.  But it does appear that the number involved in the traffic has been unduly exaggerated in most recent reports on Aro.   Generally, any adult male freeborn, could act as an agent.  A fee was paid; it could be in slaves, cash, or other  goods and commodities of worth.  Some of the agents were also traders.  Those who went to consult the oracle usually traveled in safety over Aro protected routes. They were quartered in the compounds of the agents who brought them. These agents were therefore rich, feared and respected wherever they lived or went.16 
These agents lived within the non-Aro clients of the Ibiniukpabi.  They knew the details of all problems referred to the oracle, the names and life histories of the principal persons involved, and the nature of individual or group interests in the disputes as well as the names and titles of their gods and shrines. With this information, Ibiniukpabi proclamations were amazing and its decisions were always seen to be just and equitable as from the Supreme God himself. The fame of the oracle was therefore very much dependent on an ingenious and well organized intelligence network of all Aro resident or passing through the community from where the clients came to consult the oracle. It became so powerful and popular that all other deities were subservient to it.  The Igbo saying was that “igwe bu anya ya, ala nti ya, oji elu nogide onodu, were ala zogide okpa” (From heaven it surveys the earth; the earth is its ears, the sky its eyes, it sits up in the sky and rests its feet upon the earth).17 
Ibiniukpabi was also reputed for granting barren women the fruit of the womb.  The children from such consultations were named Ukpabi, Chukwu, Arodiogbu, Uzoaru and other related names.  The Aro themselves had their local deities as indicated earlier, which they consulted to meet their religious needs.  If an Aro had some unresolved problem, he went to Inyamavia or Alaezi, not to Ibiniukpabi.  In fact, the Aro have a saying that “an Aro can not say to a fellow Aro that Ibiniukpabi salutes him.” (Nw’Aro anagbi asi nw’Aro ibe ya, na Ibiniukpabi si ya kene ya.)  If an Aro were to have said this to a non-Aro, the person would in trepidation, quickly bring him drinks and gifts, and ask for the Aro man to plead with Ibiniukpabi on his behalf.

Visible operations of the oracle and prophecy:
The oracle is situated in sandstone cave in Ovia Chukwu (god’s forest) which extends from the bed of a river (Iyi Ukwu), through a waterfall  (Osu gwom gwom), up its valley to the adjoining highland.  The waterfall echoes through the cave producing an awe-inspiring sound along the valley.  Access was circuitous with the last part concentrated on wading in the shallow waters of the river up to the cave from which distance the voice of the oracle becomes distinct within the thundering waterfall. As the oracle spoke in Nsibidi language18 , the priests and their attendants translated them to the supplicants. After the consultation in this groove of god, the supplicants stay seven days to be restored to human status before they can associate with their relations. Having waded through and stood in the waters of the cave for days, their usually dusty feet are bleached white, thereby confirming a transformation. At the end of this period they are given symbolic gifts that consist of one or more of ofo Ibiniukpabi (a twig from the sacred ofo tree), some water from the groove, an eagle feather, a parrot feather and nzu (kaolin) signifying their innocence, that judgment has been granted in their favor or a token from God that their prayer has been heard.

In closing the past, it may be necessary to observe the impact of Ibiniukpabi in Christian times.  In 1921, defendants to a murder case pleaded innocent on account of their assertion that it as Ibiniukpabi who ordered the execution of the deceased.  He stated among others that:- “The journey took us about 8 days.  We slept at Aro for twenty nights.  Then Ugoji took us to the juju place.  When we arrived we called the juju and said. “The people of Akpanwudele (in Ogoja Province) have been in trouble and are infested with smallpox.  People are dying, their women abort, their corps are bad and their cattle do not breed well.  Can you tell us what to do to stop this?  We stood waist deep in a stream with our back to the juju.  Then we heard a voice say “Ongele and Alowa are witches.  They are the cause of all this trouble.  You must kill them but do it quietly otherwise there will be trouble.  Then Egeede said to the juju, “I have been accused of witchcraft.  If I am possessed of a witch, I want the juju to kill me.  The juju said, “You have not got a witch.19 ” 

The Present:

In 1902, the British army blasted the cave where Ibiniukpabi was located in response to the belief that it encouraged slave trade. Its priest were exiled.  Christianity was introduced by the British army Chaplain and propagated by the Presbyterian mission with Mary Slessor undertaking the training of women and providing home for twins who escaped being killed according to the prevailing custom.  Prophesies took a new dimension all based on the African brand of Christianity.  The first African missions that took root in Arochukwu were the Abosso Apostolic and the Eternal Order of the Cherubim and Seraphim.  The former practiced Holy Spirit possession during which time the adherent goes into an unconscious fit.  He later settles down to narrate his vision.  The later believes in visions and dreams as a means of gaining insight into the future.

Since the end of the Nigeria/Biafra war, other Christian churches have adopted the practice of prophecies within their charismatic renewal.  Some like the Jehovah Witnesses, predicted the end of the world in 1984.  The Catholics predicted a day of darkness during which only candles blessed by a priest would give light.  Apparition grounds are crowded by worshipers longing to hear prophecies as well as receive healings of body soul and bank accounts. The other sects talk about the impending end of times based on the incidence of wars and rumors of wars, earth quakes, famine, increased incidence of murder, the prevalence of the acquired immune deficiency syndrome and other devastating diseases.  The traditional religionists still adhere to the old system of Alaezi and Iyamavia.  Aro indigenes residing overseas even send in money for the annual ikeji sacrifices on Orie Egbugbu day.  Those of them who receive blessings or are plagued with one problem or the other, also send in funds for sacrifices at their compound’s Iyamavia.  They all believe that compliance with these ancient rituals will grant them blessings from and protections by God through the intervention of their ancestors.  One typical protection the young married men seek is that which facilitates their wives fidelity in marriage.

 
Very recently, the Christian trend has been towards making sacrifices under the term of “sowing seeds” for success in material things.  Believers are encouraged to donate generously to the church in the assurance that they will receive a return from God in very abundant measures in wealth as in health.  Persons undertaking any adventure, including students about to sit examinations request for prayers from proclaimed men of God and return when the results are out to pay their vows of donations to the church.

Conclusion:

From the above discussions, it is evident that the hopes of man is still the same.  The only thing that changed is the acceptable approaches to such goals.  In the past, before the introduction of Christianity, the trend was to approach the oracles for prophecies.  In recent times, the oracles have been cast away and substituted with Christian concepts variously derived from the bible. The Igbo proverb states that “nku di na mba, na ehere mba nri”, which means that each culture provides adequately for its adherents.  All through history, man has engaged itself consistently in rationalizing its present from its past and trying to forecast the future in an attempt to ease off the problems of existence. Our ancestors had satisfaction from the modality of seeking solutions to their problems that were related or associated with predicting the future.  The modern Aro has also adapted to the prevailing belief system which is centered in Christianity by the workings of the Holy Spirit through the merits of Jesus Christ. These can be availed at Adoration Grounds and Crusades. In the end the purpose is the same, namely to procure happiness through the use of spiritual forces not amenable to scientific analysis, but purely based on faith.

James N. Ike, an undergraduate from Arochukwu submitted this to the university as part of the requirements for successful completion of a term paper. He relied heavily on previous editions of Aro News for materials, thus sent in this for publication as his contribution to the growth of the journal.

Origin of Christianity

The arduous journey thus far…

by Prof. Chris Aniche Okorafor:- Knight of the Royal Order of Scotland
Let us begin with the introduction of Christianity in Eastern Nigeria which consisted of the entire region east of the River Niger and south of the River Benue. The real thrust at the abolition of slave trade was made in Britain by Thomas Fowell Buxton of the Society for the Mitigation and Gradual Abolition of Slavery in 1840 to facilitate the enforcement of the Emancipation Bill 1825. He proposed the use of missionary bodies to create an agricultural movement that would provide alternative trade.  He had proffered that “a blow would be struck at the nefarious traffic in human beings, from which it would not recover if legitimate commerce with the African chiefs would be initiated and commerce, civilization and Christianity introduced.”  This was taken up by the Church Missionary and the Basel Missionary Societies who in association with agric-experts and British Government officials raised funds to send mission to Africa to that effect. Unfortunately the progress was slow as our climate was very inhospitable. Our entire area was known as the “Whiteman’s Grave”.

In 1857, two liberated slaves Rev. Samuel Ajayi Crowther (Yoruba) and Rev. J. C. Taylor (Igbo) were sent into the region from Sierra Leone to establish the Niger Mission of the Church Missionary Society (CMS).  Crowther was later made a bishop in 1864 and their strategy was to establish missions on the trading posts of British individual merchants and companies. They thus established vibrant mission posts in Onitsha,  Osamari, Asaba, Obosi, Lokoja, Bonny and thereafter Calabar, Okirika, Opobo and Brass.  Their next project was to move into the Igbo heartland.

In the south-eastern part of the region, the Church of Scotland Mission had founded the Calabar Mission in 1846 with Rev. Hope Masterton Waddle assisted by liberated slaves in Jamaica who traced their roots to Calabar.  This church also concentrated on the trade routes along the Cross River. The tempo changed with the arrival of Mary Slessor on 5th August, 1876. Given her hardy nature and spiritual drive, she flanked off the Cross River and spread the good news along the territories flanking the Enyong Creek.  While in Okoyong, she had frequently met with Aro traders en route to Calabar who taunted her to visit Aro if she dared. Her 1917 biographer W. P. Livingstone writes “and one of the tribes, the Aros, were so cunning and clever that they had become a power over a vast region .. .. they had a wonderful chuku .. The people thought it could aid them in time of trouble, and came in great numbers to the shrine to ask advice and get their quarrels made up … The place was at last blown up with dynamite.”  Mary Slessor is quoted to have said that “The Gospel should have been the first to enter, but since the sward and gun are before us, we must follow at once.”

Apart from the tangential contact made in 1902 with Aro by the Church of Scotland Mission, chaplain-medic  Rev. Dr. Reffray, that moved with the British troops no mission post was opened in Aro until 1903 when Mary Slessor got to the Amasu-Arochukwu beach and planted the first Church of Scotland Mission (Presbyterian) institution there.  She though observed that some Christian community was already in Aro initiated by the Church Missionary Society. This was as a result of the posting of a catechist, Alexander Hart from Bonny by Bishop Crowther soon after the fall of Aro.

On our own part, Rev. Fathers Joseph Lutz and Horne, Brothers Hermas and Jean-Gotto had landed in Akassa en-route to Onitsha on November 20th 1885. This was 28 years after Crowther and 39 years after Waddle. One may wonder what kept them off the area for so long.  The Christian missions that came into the territory were not coordinated. Each was scrambling for a share of the region as their political counterparts had done in the Berlin Conference scramble for Africa of 1884. Consequently they brought into the colonies the rivalry which had characterized their ministration since the Martin Luther revolt and the consequent doctrine of ‘cuis rex eius religio’ (each king has a right to his realm’s mode of religious doctrine). Under this principle the missions facilitated by colonial Britain were definitely protestant and Catholics were only to be tolerated.  The mission areas were formally and contractually partitioned and conceded to the exclusive dominance of one or the other of the protestant missions. The Church Missionary Society for instance, in a concordance ceded Aro to the Church of Scotland Mission (Presbyterian). 

It is significant to mention the arrival of other protestant denominations to Calabar and to recognize the agreement between them in the partitioning on the hinterland to the respective missions. These other denominations were the Qua Iboe Church whose pioneer missionary, the Belfast-Irish Pastor Alexander Bill landed in Calabar on 6th October 1887 and was allotted the areas along the banks of the Qua Iboe River.  The Methodists were next to get into what is today Nigeria from Archibong Town in the Cameroon about 4th of March 1896. Their allotment was the hinterland of James Town about 40 kilometers south of Calabar on the Bight of Biafra. Starting from Oron they expanded to Opobo, Bende, Aba, Umuahia and Ozuakoli. The Catholics were the next major denomination to come into the neighborhood of Aro and had a lot of problem being accepted to establish presence by the other denominations that had preceded them in the race. Rev. Father James Moynagh and his team were from Irish Republic. It is easy to appreciate their double-tragedy situation in making base. They were Catholics and Republican-Irish while the administration was Anglican and British. 

Richard Grey, writing in “The Origins and Organization of the 19th Century Missionary Movement”, spotlighted this for according to him “exploration, steam power, medical advances and the maxim gun, all contributed to the astonishing extension of Christian missionary activity in the 19th Century Africa.”  A Catholic missionary in Nigeria did not have this obvious and direct assistance.  To typify this, Fr. Lutz and his team were refused passage up the River Niger by Capt. Christian of the Royal Niger Company and had to travel by dug-out canoe to Bonny.  Here they met Capt. Charles Townsend an Irishman who with his more than 40 employee formed the congregation at the First Eucharistic Feast on Nigerian soil.  Townsend later enabled their passage to Onitsha which they reasched by Saturday December 5th 1885.  The opposition to the emergence of Catholic faith in the region is typified in the 1886 CMS Annual Report -which admired the Catholics for their “active charity, devotion and self-abasement” and disliked them for their “pernicious doctrines.” Elizabeth Isichei also recalled that “for Protestants, Catholics brought a religion tainted with idolatry and for Catholics, protestant missions were converting pagans to heretics.”
Catholic missionary presence was established in our close neighborhood with the arrival of Monsignor Leon Lejeune and Fr. Patrick McDermott in Calabar on February 2nd 1903.  They happily met 150 Catholics including Europeans and celebrated the first Eucharistic Feast in this close neighborhood of Aro on February 4, 1903. The Calabar Mission was officially launched February 8, 1904 with Mon. Lejeune as Prefect Apostolic.  The spread concentrated on the western bank of the Cross River within Ibibioland and accelerated after the delegation of 400 from several communities visited Calabar in 1906 demanding the establishment of mission stations in their towns.  Much nearer home, stations were established in Itu and Use by 1905. One of the problems the Church had to contend with has been that of paucity of clegy to meet the growth of the laity. 

On the feast of St. Patrick 1932 the Missionary Society of St Patrick was instituted for better administrative management of propagation of faith in Calabar Prefecture. Among the early missionaries were Fr. James Moynagh and Thomas McGettrick with the former being made the Prefect Apostolic in 1934 and the later subsequently to become the bishop. Just about this time in Aro, some immigrants from the Diaspora were Catholics communicants. Among these were by 1928, Messrs Jacob Ogbonnaya Okoro,  Alfred Ohuche, Alfred Okpaleke and by 1932, John Aghabanti, Hermas Okereke and Joseph Aghabanti. The later three are Amuvi citizens with the first, Mazi John Aghabanti still alive and present here today in our celebrations.  They and several others which included Mazi James Udenkwo and Mazi Simeon Udoagha met for Sunday services conducted in turn by one of them in accordance with the “Akwukwo Ekpele Ndi Katolik” set out for such services in which a priest was not available.  It was lots of fun when one recalls their respective narrations of the different phonetics with which a presiding member conducted the service. There was the Izuogu dialect of “Jacob Amankwu”, the Agbaja Owa phonetics of Hermas or John Aghabanti of Amuvi and the Oguta or Aro diction of the ones from Agbagwu and Obinkita. One thing was consistently consistent - the dogma was pure and solid Catholic and Apostolic.

The Ezeogo of Amankwu, Aniche Anyakoha provided them a meeting place in his house.  Subsequently, land was donated by the Amankwu community to these Aro pioneer Catholics to build a church which later became  St. Theresa’s Catholic Mission.  As their number grew, they sent a delegation to Umuahia to solicit that a station be opened in Arochukwu with its attendant privileges of Sunday visitations by a priest. They were referred to Calabar which then superintended Arochukwu. They eventually went to the parish priest of Anua which had been established in 1914 and as the time of their visit had jurisdiction over Uyo, Itu and part of Eket. They were promised Sunday visitations from Rev. Fr. Hanerly, the priest in Itu provided they came to collect and return his Mass box as he had to ride by bike to Aro.  This they did religiously on Sundays and other holy days of obligation.

Efforts to open a station in Aro were greatly resisted by the established Christian denomination to whom the other denominations had ceded the Aro territory. This was with the overt assistance of the civil authorities.  A station was subsequently opened in far-out Isu but was later transferred in 1937 to a much more central place in Ututu. Incidentally, the present Mater Misericordia Hospital Afikpo had Ututu as its initial base. Ututu station was in 1943 to become St Paul’s Parish, the progenitor  on 13th June,  1990 of St. Theresa’s Parish Amankwu which today has giving birth to St. Thomas’s Parish, Amuvi. The first resident parish priest in Aro itself was Rev. Fr. Batholomew I Awurum (SMMM) of blessed memories. On the 1st of September 1990, Rev. Fr. (Dr) Alyoysius Nwabekee succeeded him and was in turn transferred to the Catholic Institute of West Africa on 7th July 1991. His functions were taken over by Rev. Fr. Dan O. Nwankwo under who curateship St. Theresa’s Parish was inaugurated in September 1993. The other priests who later also served as parish priest were Fr. Athanisius Okeiyi, Fr. Mmaju Eke and our current curate, Fr. Hyacient Kalu who assumed the present office in May 2002

Amuvi was also as blessed as Amankwu in the sense of having a liberal Ezeogo who was indifferent as to religious denomination. His community was far from the established schools in Aro. He therefore consented to granting the Catholics facilitations for establishing a primary school and thereby a place of worship.  As with Amankwu the meeting place was initially in a thatched house thanks to the good statesmanship of Mazi Okoroji Mgbavor of Erimma family in Ezi Okoromgbo, then the Eze Mboko.  Another immigrant from Amokwe near Enugu, Alexander Ogbonnaya Onyeador assisted by donating land for the school and church hall which today hosts the Amuvi Primary School. His enthusiasm in the Church earned him a Papal knighthood, the only one known to us in the diocese. In 1978, Amuvi Catholics decided to shift their place of worship from the school hall to its present location. That decision may be regarded as the first regular step towards this glorious second day of January 2006.

While we today pat ourselves on the back for a recognizable magnificent achievement, let us spare a thought for our founding fathers, our predecessors in the holy Roman Catholic and Apostolic faith - those who did the long and arduous treks to Umuahia, to Anua, to Itu, to Ututu and who bore the taunting of our separated brethren that the Catholic faith had no future in Aro. How can you have native clergy from among the Aro? Who among the Aro contemplates celibacy, poverty and obedience as a mode of life? Without the native clergy how can your church grow on foreign ones? Well, another part of this brochure deals with the successes of Amuvi and Aro environment with regards to indigenous clergy and the religous. I am though yet to confirm the identity of the maiden who on January 15th 1931 was one of the four foundation members of the Handmaid of the Holy Child of Jesus picked from Calabar Convent School by Sister Mary Charles Walker as postulants in Anua.  She is by birth Agnes Ugoaru and took the postulant name Sr. Mary Aloysia.  Their Order was recognized in 1937. She later became a head teacher in one of the mission schools. Was she Aro? May have been Amuvi, who knows? I personally and reasonably think she was. Afterwards, in our northern parts, we had Amuvi Christian pioneer teachers in Owa, Eke, Amokwe and Nsukka as far out as 1930.

With these thoughts let us encourage one another in the faith and as in Zechariah 2:14, sing and rejoice for as the fact of a parish usually affords a chapel of perpetual adoration, our Lord and Savior is come to dwell among us in a special way - for it is He who said so.

The Prsbyterian Church 

By Comrade Ujah Oji

On the 23rd of December 2005, All Saints PCN, Amuvi was inaugurated as a Parish after 76 years of her existence. One can imagine the journey so far made, losses gains and challenges along the road. But thanks to God, we witnessed the event. The parish status is a desire which members had for many years ago, but because of instability that characterized the development of the church, it took time to come. The independent flag of the church has now been hung at the premises of the church here at Amuvi Arochukwu indicating sovereign status. Amuvi PCN took off from the Obinkita church on October 29, 1929 and was located at the compound of Ndi Ezuma in Eziukwu compound, Amvui.  A man called Edwin Okoronkwu Njoku who was a petty trader was instrumental to that. As he was passing through Obinkita church, the spiritual influence of the church touched his heart through the inspirational hymns he hear everyday. So he started attending the church. It was there that he was converted a Christian. So he brought the message of our Lord Jesus Christ to his brothers and family of Ndi Ezuma which was unanimously rejected by his heathen brothers. He was discouraged, despised and dehumanised. He also was mocked for bringing a foreign God to the compound. Because of his unbending will he continued and could not be stopped for his adherent believe in God. The whole family of his accepted to recognise his own God. They started worshipping at the veranda of his house. The converts increased in number, one of his brother donated land where he could build a bigger church in the compound. The Church at Obinkita started coming to render help, they gave them four pieces of Bible, four hymn books and a big bell. They worshipped in the morning at Obinkita and evening at Amvui. Their common hymn was RCH 286 “Abide with me fast falls the evening tide. The darkness deepens Lord with me abide, when other helpers fail and comfort flee, help of the helpless Oh abide with me” The church later left Ndi Ezuma compound to where the present house of Mazi Hon. J.U. Udenyi is now existing. The new church was built by both Christians and non-Christians in Amuvi. After awhile there was a rift, the church fell and they started going to Obinkita for worship. It was an individual affair. Later a young teacher Nwafor Ezuma reorganised the church again at Ndi Okoro-Avigbo compound. When he left on transfer, the church was not stable, again they started going to Obinkita PCN once more. Later Rev. A. O. Anicho came back on transfer to Aro, he gathered them again at his house for evening service and morning services at Obinkita. On his transfer to Upper Cross River, he closed his house, the church scattered again. This was the drama of instability that characterized its early history. Though unstable, the mother church did not leave them, Mary Slessor, Obasi, Nwaro from Ugbo, Rev. Dunkan and others were coming to Amuvi PCN for a missionary work. What a long journey? At the end of civil war, all Amuvi in diaspora returned home but there was no permanent place to worship on Sundays. People were carrying Bibles looking for where to worship.  They found a place at the St. Thomas Primary School, Amuvi for worship. It was there that Elder Ezekiel Onyema Oji came out for testimonies of what God did for him. He said that when he was facing the threat of war, he promised God that if his family survive the war, he would donate a parcel of land for the building of Amuvi Church. He donated the land where the present church is standing today. And due to the smallness of the membership and lack of finance to start the construction of the building, he sent out some members of the church, namely, Elder Rose Ngwu, Elder Hope Ezuma, late Sunday Ugbaja and Elder E.O. Oji to go and solicit for fund at Enugu, Aba, Owerri etc. It was at his critical period that Late Ezekiel Oji who was close to Late Dr. Nwakammma Okoro (SAN) approached him for financial help to enable them build the church in 1972.  Dr. Okoro willingly accepted the offer to build the house of God. Evidence available shows that he contributed 70% of the building materials. The foundation was laid by Late the Very Rev. P.B. Onwuchekwa. Later on, in April 1986 on Easter day, there was influx of people into this small church; hence there was need for a bigger house. A committee was set up to organise how to build the bigger church. The committee was made up of the following people.-The very Rev. A.O. Anicho, Elder Ezekiel O. Oji, Chairman, Elder Chief Emme Nwakamma Okoro, Late Mazi Festus Okereke Elder Rt. Hon. Jonathan N. Oji, Elder R.N. Ngwu Elder Hope Ezuna , Late Edler M.M. Oji, Mazi Okoro Okoroafor, Secretary, Mazi Jospeh Okoronwo. Thanks to Late Arch. Christian Nwafor who freely provided the architectural design. Many should be remembered for the development of the church. So many that we cannot name. But through this medium, we tank everybody who contributed both financially, morally and spiritually. We are grateful to them. But worthy to mention here is that at the stage of planning for the church building, there was no money in the (church) treasury, but members believed God. Later through the divine grace of God, the first donor was late Justice Ngozi Ezuma Igwe and this was followed by many people who showed up. Though the church has passed through the period of instability, we thank God Almighty.
The achievements of the church
Since the inception of the church in Amuvi in 1929, the influence eof the church has been felt in the community more. As the first church in the village, it brought light and the light shone amongst men, both spiritual and mental development came in as we can see to day in Arochukwu. The church has tried to unite and spread our Christian faith in the whole village; at least, we have more than twelve churches in the village now. It increased literacy among the people through reading of Bibles, hymns and Sunday school which motivated the education advancement of every home in the village. Now having seen the achievement of this church, physically and spiritually, the presbytery of Arochukwu PCN, on the 26th of November, 2005 at her general meeting held at Agbagwu village PCN considered the need for Amuvi PCN to be elevated to a parish status. Permit me to reveal that among the early converts were late Mazi Igwe Nwa Oji, Mazi Kanu Okoro, Late Mazi Oji Nwosu, the then Eze Ogo Amvui, Mazi Ujah Nwa Ujah and Mazi Oji Onwuasanya, the only survival of the early converts and others. Finally, we thank the PCN for upgrading the church a to a parish status and pledge to our presbytery of Aro and the mother parish (Ameze Parish) to continue to support the church as one of the PCN’s in Aro as we fight against syncretism. We pray for members to be dedicated and God fearing to enable us build a better Amuvi parish PCN. 

Morals

THE gods TAKE SIDES

By Elder Joshua O. Ogbonnia

ANY Aro husband could, if he wishes, relate sexually on a continuos friendly basis with a widow or a divorced woman or an unmarried “old maid”. Nobody bats an eyelid against such an act. It is deemed prestigious and manly; it is culturally acceptable. For a husband, he is merely in uzzi. Let his wife, for any reasons, be seduced by a widower (supposedly as free as a widow and needing help and comfort, too), this is an abomination; for married women never engage n uzzi. Her act is considered outright adultery. In highly cultural families, the ancestral spirits affect and expose the housewife who must confess her shameful misdeed, and must purge herself of her wrong-doing by undergoing rigorous self cleansing rituals. She would be jeered at by other women, beaten and humiliated before she is restored to her husband. And so, the same offence, extra-marital sex, is uzzi for the husband and adultery for the wife. Are the gods, which punish the wife for trespass but allow her husband to go scot-free for a similar offence not taking sides? Extra – marital sex should have been seen and condemned for what it is no matter whose ox is gored. Why should the man go about feeling no sense of wrongdoing for an offence that is equally grievous in the sight of God, to Whom justice and judgment are the habitation of his throne, Who is no respecter of persons?

Many churchmen, including their Elders and Deacons, have been known to patronize uzzi: as the gods justify the husband and condemn his wife, these churchmen take it that they are right. They must be saying in their hearts, “this thing is not bad, after all, if it were, the ancestral sprits would affect men too.” They forget that cultural practices do not guide the conduct of Christians. Of course these hybrid Christian who are one leg here one leg there, do not even realize that since a kingdom cannot rise against itself, the gods, being the agents of idolatry would not condemn its twin sister adultery. Hence they have their souls unwittingly ensnared by the master tricks of the devil.

But this uzzi, how did it creep into our cultural milieu? Uzzi probably started on a chivalrous note, but somewhere along the line, lust crept in and corrupted it. It might have started as non-sex friendship in which a noble kinsman undertook to maintain the thatched house of his late kinsman’s widow, whom he also protected from male predators by being always around. This widow might have in return helped his mistress with some household chores. This could be similar to the “family friend” relationship as practiced today.

Taking care of a widow is a worthy deed if no strings are attached to it. This is “pure religion and undefiled before God and father”. James 1:27. But such goodness is too much for the worldly man who is capable of doing many things: men have turned their maid into mistresses and their sisters-in-law into their sisters’ co-wives. And so, it was little wonder that Dede could later call upon this young widow still smarting from the loss of her husband to barter sex for services rendered to her. She might have been afraid of injuring mama’s feeling, but with Dede’s aggressive assurance, that the house belonged to him and not to mama, and that mama, anyway, could go if she did not like the deal, the new entrant settled to it, though timidly at first. Today, uzzi has come to be highly prized. Some poor but pretty young widows (illiteracy being no barrier), who had no comfort or joy in their marriage, are known to have found a new lease of life in their uzziship tenure, in the hands of well-to do, well-placed male uzzi. Some are known to have displaced the mistress of the home.

The bane of uzzi is its power to disrupt the process of marriage. Marriage counselors’ believer that sex, love, and the art of marriage are involved in any successful marriage. Fritz n his book the Essence of Marriage says that when a spouse is in love with another person the essence of marriage is violated. Maxine Davis in her book Sexual Responsibility in Marriage says that successful sexual adjustment and successful marriage tend to go together. This cannot be achieved overnight, or in a hit-and-run fashion. And just as it takes time to achieved sex adjustment, it also takes work to achieve love. On this, Fritz says that it takes concentration, patience, self-discipline, and supreme concern, practiced day after day, week after week, and year after year, to achieve love in a marriage relationship. Therefore any husband, who jumps from his wife to his uzzi, and back again to his wife, aborts these vital processes and their attendant unquantfiable dividends. And woe to him if he should infect his innocent wife with HIV/ADS!

Wise king Solomon, in spite of himself; for he married seven hundred wives and had three hundred concubines, some of whom he might not have recognized outside the palace, was inspired by God to advise thus: Let your fountain be blessed; and rejoice with the wife of your youth. Let her be as a loving hind and pleasant roe; let her breasts satisfy thee at all times and why will thou, my son, (my friend), be ravished with a strange woman, and embrace the bosom of a stranger?” Proverb 5:18 – 20. Please read the entire chapter.

Uzzi either for the man or for the woman is adultery, pure and simple contrary to number 7 of the Ten Commandments. Exodus 20:14. Let the widows, divorced women and old maids” cease henceforth from messing up other people marriages. Some widows are under the illusion that they are free when once their husbands are dead. Such widows likely read Romans chapter 7 verse 2; being overjoyed about their potential freedom, they did not continue to verse 3. And let them go on to first Corinthians Chapter 7 verse 39, which reads ass follows: “ the wife is bound by the law as long as her husband liveth; but if her husband be dead, she is at liberty to be married to whom she will, and in the Lord”. Many widows, who remained unattached after their husband’s demise, have found life more fulfilling in the service of God. Rick Warren, in his book, The Purpose Driven Life, has shown that man’s greatest service is to please God, not self, in turn for which, he or she gets joy.

God has ordained marriage for the benefit of the man and the woman, Fritze says, “ A wife is a man’s greatest asset, his greatest possession. She belongs to him and is above his wealth, his money, his job, his status, his position, and in a sense, himself. My friend, where was this your new sweet-heart, when your married wife on that great day, delicately performed the nuptial dance meandering through the crowd to search you out? “You can not toy with an inter-relationship such as marriage because you cannot toy with a persons emotions,” says Fritze.

Eh! You, young wife, you must wake up your ideal! Love is a powerful tool in your hand to benumb your husbands’ wandering feet. Implode him with love. Do not imitate the wife, who lies on the bed facing the wall, while her husband faces the door. Do not lend your husband to a friend during pregnancy or childbirth. As Fritze advises: if you are lovable, submissive, helping and feminine, you have a power that can make your husband melt like putty in your hands’.

Finally, friends, marriage was instituted by God Himself for human beings “to be a most ecstatic human relationship anyone will ever enjoy, which deserves nothing but the best of all of us.” Let every man mind his wife, and let every woman mind her husband. This is not selfishness, it is self-mindedness. Even in these days when it has become vogue to embrace others’ spouses passionately, if you have to, please switch off! “Marriage is honourable in all, and the bed undefiled, but whore mongers and adulterers God (not the gods) will judge! Heb. 13:4.

