The Role of the Laity in the Church of northern Nigeria
Bishop Tim Carroll (Millstreet, Co Cork) was ordained an SMA
in 1965 and was a missionary in Nigeria for over 44 years.
During that time he was noted for his work in the Borgu area
of Niger State. His mission work was built on the solid
foundation of catechists. These women and men were to be
found in every village of his parishes; some trained by Fr Tim
during the annual Dry Season Literacy programmes and
others he sent to the Malumfashi Catechists Training Centre,
which was run by Fr Michael McGrath SMA.
In 1995 he was appointed Prefect Apostolic of Kontagora,
Nigeria with the aim of building up the local church in order
for it to become a diocese in its own right. From 2002, Bishop
Tim was the Vicar Apostolic until he handed over to Bishop
Bulus Dauwa Yohanna. Last April, Kontagora was made a
diocese with Bishop Bulus at its head. The Lord has blessed
the efforts of all the missionaries but, more especially, the
faith and work of the People of God in Kontagora.
The role of early missionaries in the evangelisation of Africa is well
documented. Today, I want to share some thoughts on the role
played by ordinary men and women in this story.
The early missionaries often get the credit for carrying the Gospel to
“mission lands”, but this is only half the story. The local people, who
invited them to their villages, and who, often literally, carried them
on their shoulders across swollen rivers, and who lived out the
Gospel message day after day, are often forgotten.
To write the history of the church in Nigeria, or in Africa in general,
and to omit the indispensable role played by these local women and
men, would be an injustice to the memory of these heroic early
Christians. It would be an incomplete history, and a one-sided
account.
I know of many thriving Catholic communities in Nigeria today, that
received the faith in the past, not from expatriate missionaries, but
from local catechists and other lay women and men, who met the
faith elsewhere, and brought the Good News home to the people of
their own villages, and to neighbouring communities.

Bishop Tim Carroll with his successor, Bishop Bulus Yohanna.

Today the work of evangelisation still goes on. And, as in the early
days, the local men and women are still the foundations on which
any local church is built. They remain the right hand and the left
hand of the local church.
I know parishes in Northern Nigeria with well over 70 Catholic
communities, with just one priest to care for them. Most of these
communities are scattered across vast distances of the open
savannah. It would be impossible for a single priest to visit all of
these on a regular basis. Many of these villages are inaccessible to
the priest during the Wet Season.
In all of these villages, there are self-sufficient Catholic communities,
thriving without the presence of a priest. They may get Mass once
or twice a year, when the priest visits.
For the rest of the year they organise and hold their own liturgy,
based on the Sunday readings. These are Catholic communities,
thriving on “a liturgy without a priest”.
You may say, that they don’t receive the Eucharist every Sunday.
True, but frequent Communion is a relatively recent phenomenon,
introduced by St. Pius X, in 1905, only 115 years ago.
It’s icing on the cake. The bread of God’s word is still broken and
shared by a people, hungry for God, cake without the icing.
Each community elects its own “Shugaba”, or male leader, and his
assistant. The women also elect their own leader, with her assistant.
All posts are held for a specific period, then new elections are held.
They also have a “Leader of Prayer”, responsible for the Sunday
liturgy, and a “Leader of Song”, or choir leader. As all Africans love
singing, the choir plays a very important role in the liturgy. As the
choir leads, the whole church joins in. The liturgy and singing are
done in their own language, accompanied with drumming. On big
occasions like Harvest Thanksgiving, the drumming is accompanied
with dancing.

