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Greetings

On behalf of my family, the LCC and the entire Christian Community of Liberia, I bring you warmest Christian greetings in the loving name of our Risen Lord, Christ Jesus. It is my prayer that this exercise of participating in the TRC’s thematic and Institutional hearings of Religious and Traditional Institutions will bring hope and healing to the many hurting people within our society who still bear the painful wounds and scars of a ruthless and bloody 14-year-old civil war of self destruction. Indeed, almost every Liberian suffered, and continues to bear indelible consequences of that ugly past of our nation’s history.
Introduction 
As a citizen of this Nation who had just graduated from the University of Liberia in 1989, and was looking forward to a great future, when the civil war suddenly set in, I want to thank God for sparing my life, not only to tell the story, but to contribute toward rebuilding the broken walls of my beloved nation. Even though I did not fight in the war but, as a wounded healer, played the role of a prayer intercessor, counselor, and pastor to fellow compatriots, I collectively share in the effect of the war upon my nation. I therefore, in this public manner, would like to plead with my fellow compatriots to sincerely reconcile with God and with anyone, they might have hurt. And to those who might still be carrying bitterness and hurts within their hearts buried in an unforgiving spirit, I plead with you in the name of Jesus Christ, the Prince of Peace to forgive the pass and move ahead to greater heights by the enabling grace and power of the Almighty God.     
I want to thank the President and the entire leadership of the Liberia Council of Churches for my preferment to make a presentation on its behalf to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, TRC, on the topic: Confession, Repentance, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation, in the context of our common pursuit of durable peace, reconciliation and political stability of our beloved nation, Liberia.
It is my understanding that the purpose of these Thematic and Institutional hearings is to provide opportunities for various institutions and groups within our society to, on one hand, share their experiences of how they were affected by the violent civil conflict. On the other, to share how these groups and institutions might have themselves encouraged and facilitated the conflict, by either commission or omission. It is also the expectation of the Commission that presentations made would assist it in devising a way forward for a better and transformed post conflict Liberia of which we can all be proud. 

Based upon this understanding, permit me to address this august body on the topic: Confession, Repentance, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation-Recipe for the Holistic Transformation of Post conflict Liberia. I make this presentation with the prayer and hope that it would contribute to the birthing of a more peaceful, united, politically stable, socio-economically potent, spiritually directed nation by the Almighty God; a nation whose people are more patriotic, nationalistic, vision-driven  and live in pursuit of the common good for everyone.

Purpose

Liberia is a post war nation rising from conflict to recovery. My purpose in this presentation, from the Church’s perspective, is to contribute to an understanding of what led the people of Liberia into such a devastating conflict, and what might be learnt from the conflict to help avoid the ugly past, enhance the nation’s recovery and ensure a peaceful, stable, growing and productive nation.

Definition of Key Concepts

Let me begin with descriptive definition of key concepts contained in the topic for our discussion. Confession, Repentance, Forgiveness, and Reconciliation are four cardinal biblical concepts that bear deep significance for harmonious relations amongst individuals, members of the family, the community and nation in general. They also bear great significance to humanity’s relationship with the Almighty God. Descriptive definition of these concepts from a biblical perspective, in the context of national peace and reconciliation, stability, growth and development is helpful for our purpose.

Confession: is an act of admitting to a sin, crime, mistake, or something wrong against God, a person, a people, a community or the greater society (Psalm 51; Nehemiah 1: 4-10; Daniel 9:4-19). Confession has a vertical dimension in relation to God. As the Bible points out, “If we confess our sins He (God) is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness “(1 John 1:9). In addition, it has a horizontal dimension in relation to others.

Confession does not only have to do with admittance to wrong, it also has to do with declaring one’s religious belief, confidence, or faith in God (Matt. 16:13-16; John 20: 24-28). As the Apostle Paul records in the Epistle to the Romans, “If you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus, and Believer in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you shall be saved” (Romans 10:9).

Repentance: is the demonstration of genuine sorrow because of sin and a compete dislike of sin toward God, others whom one might have offended, the environment or the greater society, followed by the actual forsaking of it and humble surrender to the will and service of God and humanity. As the definition states, genuine repentance, like confession, has two dimensions, a vertical dimension that seeks forgiveness, reconciliation and peace with Almighty God and a horizontal dimension that seeks forgiveness, reconciliation and peace with the individual, community or people offended. 

According to the Holy Bible, Christ has entrusted this message of repentance to his Church to ensure that humanity maintains tranquility with God and with one another, and thereby be able to live together in a peaceful, stable, and prosperous society. As the Lord Jesus declares, “The Christ will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance and forgiveness of sins will be preached in His name to all nations (Luke 24:46-47).  

In the context of our post conflict situation, we hold the view that every Liberian is responsible for the devastating civil war that has ravished our nation. This is because we are each a part of a whole, the Nation Liberia. Hence, as a major part of our healing process, we must all humble ourselves in sincere repentance and confession of our ugly past and seek God’s forgiveness, and the forgiveness of one another. For the Bible declares, “If my people who are called by my name will humble themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from Heaven, will forgive their sins, and heal their land” (2 Chronicles 7:14).

.Forgiveness: is both and act and a state of being. It is the act of pardoning an offense or the state of being forgiven or pardoned. Forgiveness is very critical to genuine and lasting reconciliation. Forgiveness is not so much a word spoken, an action performed, or a feeling felt, as it is an embodied way of life in an ever-deepening relationship with the triune God and with others. As such, a Christian account of forgiveness ought not simply  or even primarily to be focused on the absolution of guilt: rather, it ought to be focused on the reconciliation of brokenness, the striation of community- with God, with one another, an with the whole creation (L. G. Jones, Embodying Forgiveness: A Theological Analysis, Grand Rapids, Erdmann’s, 1996, pxii.
 However, forgiveness is a process. The act of forgiving an offense cannot be forced upon a person or a group of people; neither can anyone be coerced to forgive. However, forgiving any and every offense is the healthiest thing to do for both the offender and the offended. For if one live with hatred and revenge in the heart, he or she dehumanizes not only oneself, but also the community. In the same vein, the offender must sincerely seek forgiveness, preceded by genuine confession and repentance, and the offended must bee willing to forgive, against the reality that we each stand in need of God’s forgiveness of our numerous sins by commission or omission. 

Reconciliation: According to the Oxford Dictionary, reconciliation means, “to make friendly again after an estrangement, to harmonize, make compatible, able to coexist.” In the biblical text, reconciliation comes from the Greek world, katallassein, “to reconcile”, often used in relation to God and Christ. In 2 Corinthians 5: 18-19, katallassein is used in the active voice in relation to God. In other epistles such as Romans the passive voice is used in relation to humanity to indicate that the initiative of reconciling humanity to God rest with God. 

Reconciliation, like forgiveness is also a process that is realized only when the parties involved in a conflict are committed to it. God Himself first demonstrated this act when he reconciled the world to Himself in Jesus Christ, not counting the sin of humanity against them. In this dispensation, God has committed to the Church of Jesus Christ both the message (logos) and the ministry (diakonia) of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5: 19-21). That is why since the inception of our civil conflict in December 1989, the Church in this Nation has been in the vanguard of spearheading and participating in numerous peace initiatives, both nationally and internationally until the crisis formally ended in August 2003. Even today, the Church continues to reconcile between individuals, amongst communities as well as the greater Liberian society.

We are quite aware that some within our society have been calling for a setting up of a war crime court to carry out retributive justice against perpetrators of heinous crimes, which were committed against innocent Liberians. This is quite a serious concern, and certainly, proponents of this view have their inalienable rights to their demands. For it seems some who are vividly known within our society to have been rebel leaders and chief perpetrators of atrocities have demonstrated little or no sense of remorse by their behaviors and utterances. However, Liberia’s quest for lasting peace, stability, growth, and development is of greater national interest, concern, and importance than those individuals whose actions, if dignified by pursuing a path of retributive justice would be a national distraction. Therefore, we believe that the path to lasting peace and tranquility that best suits the Liberian situation is the restorative justice approach we hope it is being taken by National Government and the TRC.
Therefore, we may draw wisdom from Bishop Desmond Tutu, Chair of the South African TRC. He had faced similar demands from his fellow compatriots who, wanted perpetrators of apartheid to be brought to justice. He had this to say to them, “Retributive justice is not the only and certainly not the best kind of justice particularly for societies that have survived a conflict and are making the transition from a repressive conflict-ridden past to a new dispensation of democracy, freedom and justice” (Speech delivered by D. M. Tutu, 26 Nov. 2001, p. 2). Instead, Bishop Tutu and the Southern African TRC chose the restorative justice approach. And today, the difference is clear in South Africa. We can do like wise.

Restorative justice is based on the biblical and theological understanding that like Our Lord, Jesus who conquered evil through his suffering, death, and resurrection, we too can turn our enemies into our best friends if we are willing to forgive whatever harm they might have caused us, and learn to love and accept them. This kind of justice is hugely hopeful. It believes that even the worst offender can become a useful and productive citizen.

In summary, Bishop Tutu points out that,

True reconciliation is based on forgiveness, and forgiveness is based on true confession and confession is based on contrition (repentance), on sorrow for what you have done. Equally, confession, forgiveness, and reconciliation in the lives of nations are not just airy-fairy religious and spiritual things, nebulous and unrealistic. They are the stuff of practical politics. Forgiveness is the grace by which you enable the other person to get up, and get up with dignity to begin anew. Not to forgive leads to bitterness and hatred, which gnaw away at the core of one’s being. (J. Allen, The Essential Desmond Tutu, Bellville, Mayibuye Books, 1997, pp.59-61)

A LOOK INTO OUR PAST
The above descriptive definitions would be of little relevance to this presentation, except they are viewed from the religious, socio-political, and cultural context of our national history out of which the 14-year-old civil crisis evolved. Regarding the significance of history, Marcus Garvey, a great son of the Continent of Africa once said, “A people without a knowledge of their past history, origin and culture is like a tree without a root.” In addition, two Liberian historians, Doughba Caranda and William Harris have observed, “A people who lack appreciation for their culture and fail to factually document their history and culture is like a palm tree with its palm cabbage removed.” (Liberia’s Legacy: “Our Heritage” yesterday, today, tomorrow, Doughba C. Caranda, II, & William B. Harris (UK: SCP third World Publisher, 1993, p. 12). If we must therefore make meaningful progress into the future, we must endeavor to evaluate the past, understand the present, and then we can adequately envision and plan for a new Liberia.
Historically, the various tribes making up the one sovereign people of Liberia migrated from diverse socio- cultural backgrounds. Having come to this settlement under diverse circumstances and at different epochs of history then developed unique cultures, which sustained their governance, identity, religiosity, unity, and peaceful co-existence for centuries before the migration of free men and women of color amongst them.

Since its existence, Liberia, formally, the Coast of Grain has been a land of rich cultures and traditions  Before the advent of Christianity in the early 19th Century Liberia was also a land of “strongly entrenched and institutionalized secret societies” (Johnstone, 1993, p. 352) involving almost every people group. The culture and tradition of the indigenous people were the connecting link enabling them to maintain their common identity and life, worldview and belief systems.

It is our understanding that the initial inhabitants of the Grain Coast were indigenous African from various Empires of the African Continent as early as the 12th to 16th Century; including the Vai, believed to have migrated from the Mali Empire, the Grebo, and Kru. (J. Spencer Trimingham, p. 145; HollisR. Lynch, p. 85). Unfortunately, much of the rich history of our people was lost with the arrival of the Settlers who exchanged names of historic sites, shrines, monuments and some social and cultural events to American names of places and social and cultural order with which they were familiar and documented them. 

However, the little available history unfolds the fact that the indigenous people of Liberia, before the arrival of the Settlers, were highly industrious, united and development oriented. Portuguese explorers established contacts with the land of Liberia as early as 1461. They named the area the Grain Coast because of the abundance of grains of malegueta pepper. They became trading partners with the Indigenous people who exported lots of pepper and other food items to Europe. In 1602, the Dutch established a trading post at Cape Mount but that was short lived. In 1663, the British became trading partners of our people on the Grain Coast.
 That was the preoccupation of the indigenous people until the American Colonization Society, ACS conceived the idea, planned an implemented a settlement for freed men and women of color on the African Continent from1816 to 1822. The emancipated African-American Settlers finally amalgamated with the indigenous people in 1822.
Reasons for the formation of a Colony in Africa

Four main reasons necessitated the formation of the ACS and, hence, the founding of a settlement in Africa, today called Liberia: 
· to rid the United States of free slaves that it was alleged, were instigators of conspiracy and insurrection;
·  to cleanse America of a supposedly inferior racial group-black Africans who were considered inferior to Whites; 
· to supposedly give Africa the blessing of religion (Christianity) and civilization, since it was commonly wrongly believed that Africans were non-religious and barbaric, and 
· To provide a home of freedom for Africans who had been enslaved in America and the Caribbean (Joseph Saye Guannu, Liberian Civics, first Ed. Monrovia: Liberty Press, p. 2).
Root Causes of the Liberian Conflict
In an attempt to unfold what we consider some of the root causes of the Liberian crisis, we shall endeavor to divide the epochs of Liberia’s history into generations since independence, beginning with a brief overview of events of the first quarter of a century, which preceded Liberia’s independence.

Pre-Independent Era: 1822-1847

One of the chief causes of the civil crisis that engulfed our nation for about 14 years started 1822 with the arrival of the Settlers amongst our indigenous people. The first cause of the war was the social, economic, and political disparity between Settlers and Natives that had caused decades of bitterness, anger, and frustration for the latter. The ‘Allegiance’ to our national symbol, the Flag of Liberia, regularly recited by citizens at special national occasions describes Liberia as “One Nation, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.” However, the epoch of Liberia’s socio-economic, political and religious history seems to state the contrary. From the onset of the amalgamation of the settlers with the Nation, they existed as “two nations in one country” by their culture, values, perception, worldview, belief systems, and behaviors. The Settlers’ intentionally refused to integrate with the indigenous people for more than a century. 
Following the creation of colonies, and later the Commonwealth of Liberia, when there was a need to pursue national independence, they excluded the indigenous people from the process, even though they occupied the larger portion of the Land. Upon achieving independence, the Settlers denied them citizenship in their own country from 1847 until 1904 (Guannu, p.5) 
One of the many reasons for pursuing independence, as stated in the Declaration, reads:

In some parts of (the United States), we were debarred by law from all the rights and privileges of men-in other parts, public sentiment, more powerful than law, 
frowned us down. We were everywhere shut out from civil office. We were excluded from all participation in the Government. We were taxed without our own consent. We were compelled to contribute to the resources of a country, which gave us no protection (quoted in Guannu, A Short History, and p. 4).

Apparently, the vices the Settlers had suffered became their lifestyle. Thus, upon settling amongst their fellow Africans, the same kinds of inhumane treatment they had received we meted out to them. Thus, the relationship of the settlers to the natives was a complete replica of the indignities, oppressions, and suppression they had earlier experienced in the USA. Such a relationship never encouraged nationalism and patriotism amongst the indigenous tribes; but reduced them to second-class citizens in their own nativity.

These injustices suffered by the indigenous people, in addition to other national and international factors “created dissension in the society, slowed the pace of nation-building and economic development” (Guannu, p.8) and eventually led to the military coup of April 12, 1980 that toppled the Government and assassinated the President, William R. Tolbert. That sad event commenced the darkest socio-economic and political era in Liberia’s history, lasting for over two decades (1980-2003).

The Role of the Church in Pre-Independence Liberia

During 1822-1838, only elementary schools were formally conducted in the Colony. It was during that time that some missionaries wrote some of the dialect scripts of the tribes, including the Vai dialect. Following the organization of the Commonwealth, secondary education began with the Methodist Episcopal Church, which opened Liberia’s first high school, the College of West Africa in 1839.

Accordingly, “By September 30, 1843, Liberia had a total number of 16 schools. Eleven of these schools were by the missionaries of the Methodist Episcopal Church, two by the Baptist and one by the Presbyterian Church” (Paper presented by Emmanuel Bailey, on the ‘The Church’s Impact in the Development of the Educational Sector, March, 2007). Five hundred, sixty-two Liberian children were in school at that time, 192 of whom were children of native parents.

The evangelization focus of some of the Settlers who were committed to reaching the natives with the Gospel remained succinct at that time. As a result, the coming of Melvin B. Cox, and Joseph Jenkins Roberts, who later became Liberia’s first elected President, both of the Methodist denomination, and others who came in as missionaries and evangelists greatly contributed to the holistic growth and development of the Colony. For example, Roberts significantly contributed to the development of the education, health, and political sectors of the new Republic.

First Generation after Independence: 1847-1887

The new Government was politically structured with a viable economic system in place; patterned after the Republican Government in the United States, and divided into three branches of Government with equal authority-the Legislative, Executive and the Judiciary. However, that which went wrong with the Government and, hence the nation was that the Settler-led government created an economic political structure that excluded the indigenous people. The system “provided a widespread income disparities, economic and political marginalization, and deep social cleavages, and ultimately fuelled the conflict” that has devastated our nation (Poverty Reduction Strategy, Monrovia: Ministry of Planning and Economic Affairs, 2008, p. 13)

Some of the early Christians were caught up into the web of the disparity that had been created by the Settlers-led Government. Joseph Wold points out that, “(Christianity) became one of the marks of being an Americo-Liberian which distinguished them from the tribal people. To them it was incredible that an uncivilized tribesman, who could not even speak English, might be a Christian.” (Wold, God’s Impatience in Liberia, p. 53)

The settlers-led Government’s only attempt to relate to the natives was neither integration nor pursuit of a common vision, but to exercise political control over them. That attempt often met with stiff resistance and resulted into warfare. A patriotic Liberian, E. Wilmot Blyden, lamenting the socio-economic, political, and religious disparity between the settlers and natives pointed out: 

A group of returned exile-refugees from the house of bondage (USA) settled along a few hundred miles off the Coast of their father land, attempting to rule millions of people, their own kith and kin, on a foreign system in which they themselves have been imperfectly trained while knowing very little of the facts of the history (and culture) of the people they assume to rule…and taking for granted that the religious and social theories they have brought from across the sea must be adapted to all the needs of their in expatriated brethren. (Lynch, Blakc Spokesman, p. 119)

One Christian leader who served Liberia during this generation, whose quality leadership save Liberia from annihilation instigated by an external aggression Alfred F. Russell. He ruled for only a year, to complete the term of his predecessor (Anthony Gardiner) who had resigned due to fear of aggression from the British Protectorate in Sierra Leone. In the face of the aggression, President Russell simply called the entire nation to prayer. The nation humbled itself and sought the face of God with all of its heart, and God met Liberia with compassion and averted the aggression. It was from that experience that the National Legislature, in 1883 enshrined into Law the annual celebration of National Day of Fast and Prayer (2 Chronicles 7:14), so that we as a nation might continue to collectively seek national repentance and invoke the blessings of God upon our Nation.
The Church in Mission and Development: 1887-1927

More mission work by the Churches resulted into greater social development to benefit the indigenous people. The Cuttington College and Divinity School, established by the Episcopal Church in Maryland County in 1889 was Liberia’s second institution of higher learning. Upon relocating into Suacoco, Bong County in 1966, the college expanded its programs to include training in Agriculture, Teachers Education, and health care. Of course, by 1926, a Methodist Episcopal Missionary and Physician, George Way Harley had established himself in Gompa, Nimba County, northern Liberia providing both preventative and curative medicine to the indigenous population. His sacrificial services culminated into the establishment of the Ganta Hospital, and the Winifred J. Harley College of Health Sciences that is today significantly contributing to the human resource development of Liberia. The Catholics also joined the development effort when in 1953 established Our Lady of Fatima School in Mary Land County to facilitate the training of teachers.
The purpose of this historical retrospection is to present and emphasized the extent to which the Church’s missionary enterprise has been deeply involved in the educational development of Liberia and the extent to which this involvement has been imparting the Liberian society through the many contributions of those who benefited from these trainings.

The Church in Liberia adopted a two-fold attitude to the Liberian society. On the one hand, they sought to effect a moral and social regeneration through their Churches and schools. On the other hand, they exerted themselves to the preventive and curative measures of disease and potential epidemics through the establishment and construction of hospitals and clinics in almost every county, city, district, town, village, and hamlet of Liberia.

 The Barclay and Tubman Era of National Development: 1927-1967

This period which I like to referred to as the Barclay and Tubman era, because of the significant role played by both leaders, marks the beginning of Liberia’s unification as one people and, hence, development. 
President William V. S. Tubman was a Methodist lay preacher, a student of Theology who graduated from the Cape Palmas Methodist Seminary in 1913. He is famous for his National Unification Policy and his economic Open Door Policy. Before his ascendancy to the Presidency, the Liberian people were divided into an upper class made up of the Settlers and a lower class made up of the indigenous tribes. During the 1959-60 session of the Legislature, Tubman persuaded the House to pass the act creating National Unification Day, aimed at destroying the class system which for many decades had divided the Liberian people and, hence, solidified the unity of the citizenry irrespective of differences in culture, language, religion or status (Guannu, Liberian Civics, Monrovia: Liberty Press, 2000, p.119).  
William R. Tolbert, a Baptist Preacher, and Vice President to Tubman completed his term (1971-72), following Tubman’s death in a London clinic; and was subsequently elected and served from 1972-80. Tolbert took over Liberia at a time when its political life was controlled by less than 3 percent of the population, the Americo-Liberians, and its economy controlled by foreign investors. The tribal majority were still largely excluded from both the economy and national politics. Hence, Tolbert’s vision was the holistic development (socio-economic and human resources) of the nation. His vision was communicated in the following expression, “From mat to mattresses”; “Total Involvement for Higher Heights” and “Rally Time”

Because the total integration of the citizenry around the above vision was his utmost strategy, he often said to the people in his vernacular, “Ku ka tonnor,” meaning, “we are all one people, one big family”. Tolbert’s efforts at fostering cardinal virtues such as unity, prudence, justice, temperance, fortitude, faith, hope, and charity in the process of building a wholesome functioning society, and winning the war against Ignorance, Disease, and Poverty was soon aborted. On April12, 1980, a military coup d’tat brought to power a group of indigenous Liberians who were at the bottom of the nation’s social, economic, political, academic, and intellectual scale. None of the coup leaders showed a sign that they had any encounter with the Christian faith, and none had acquired the equivalent of a high school education, and thus, could not comprehend the dynamics of national and international politics. Hence, the ascendancy of the military leader, Samuel Doe was the beginning of the darkest period in Liberian history.

The military Government of predominantly indigenous population was soon caught up into the web of tribalism, ethnicism, sectionalism, massive abuses of human rights, rampant corruption and an intense oppression of members of the former ruling class. Leaders of the Church  such as Bishop George D. Browne, Michael Kpakala Francis and Arthur F. Kulah rose up to the risky task of serving as the beacon of hope in the midst of anarchy and socio-economic disorder. But their godly counsel and pieces of advice were ignored by the military leaders. In fact, their personal lives and that of their families soon came under severe threats.
The threats, molestation, and insecurity that ensued against ordinary citizens, including Church leaders, led a conglomeration of all mainline Churches into the formation of the Liberia Council of Churches, LCC, in 1981. This Body became the conduit for the collective voice of the Church on social, economic, political religious issues. Through the LCC, the military Government’s unpopular Decree 88A which restricted political association and discussion was denounced and subsequently repealed. The Liberian People saw the Decree 88A, as it certainly was, an instrument that could “easily be used to plunge the nation into a reign of terror” (Paul Gifford, Christianity and Politics in Doe’s Liberia, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993, p. 62)

Bishop Browne, in a sermon illustration, referring to the nation as a “Little Bird”, had reminded the Military Government of President Doe, that the life of the bird (Liberia) was in its hands, and that the quality of his leadership would determine the little bird has continued survival or death. However, that was ignored as well. When General Doe was attempting to change his military uniform to a civilian one, that is, to become a civilian President, against previous commitment to the Liberian people to return to the barracks, Bishop Kulah warned him that, “the gun that liberates can not rule.” Nevertheless, Doe took offense at that statement and then began to see the Church as an opposing force to his aggrandizement for power. His anger against the Church further led to His Government’s cancellation of subsidy to Christian institutions. With time, the result was that our beautiful Nation was plunged into one of Africa’s bloodiest civil wars ever.

The Effects of the War upon the Church

It is practically impossible for one to quantify or describe the numerous ways by which the Church and the Christian Community in general suffered the consequences of the Liberian civil war. Every Christian denomination and institution has its volume of story. Nevertheless, what is most important to the Church is that, in God’s mercy He as heard our prayer and the conflict that brought untold suffering to hundreds of thousands of innocent souls has ended! As much as I know, the Church bears no bitterness against anyone for whatever atrocities they might have caused the Church; including the St. Peter Lutheran massacre that claimed so many innocent lives who had looked to the Church as a safe haven and therefore ran there to seek refuge. All we ask is that such people seek God’s forgiveness, restoration, and integration into society. 
Suffice it therefore that I mention, but a few incidents of atrocities that comes to mind. Before the civil war in Liberia, the United Methodist Church operated about 206 schools (elementary, junior, and senior high) across all of Liberia’s sub-divisions. During the war, many of these schools were damaged beyond repair. Since the end of the war, we have been able to revive about 106, including the United Methodist University that now operates five colleges. 

The Ganta United Methodist Hospital established since 1926, and has been providing both preventative and curative medicine to people from the Northeastern and central Liberia, including people from parts of the Republic of Guinea and Cote D’Ivoire was on several occasions severely looted. Today, with the help of our partners, Ganta Hospital has been restored, and new units of the hospital are currently under construction. 

Aside from the UMC, the ELWA Radio Station established since 1952, broadcasting the message of the Gospel in over 44 languages, including more than ten Liberian languages was reduced to rubble during the war. Its hospital was not spared of the carnage. Sadly, the property of E.L.W.A. is still in ruins. With the departure of almost all of its missionaries, poverty-stricken nationals are struggling to revive the facilities and its ministries. This destruction was the work of Government troop under Samuel Doe’s regime, all because the invading forces of Charles had forcefully broadcast on that radio station.  
The Ricks Institute, Brombley Mission, the Konola Academy of the S. D. A. Mission, Suehn Mission, Lott Carey Baptist Mission, just to name a few were all looted and destroyed  by various warring factions during the war. But God in his grace, mercy and provision, is bringing about restoration. And as the Scripture promises, the latter of these institutions will be better than the former.

Bishop George D. Browne of the Episcopal Church, His Grace Arch-Bishop Michael Kpakala Francis of the Catholic Church, and Bishop Arthur F. Kulah of the United Methodist Church were three prominent Church leaders at the time. In their sincere effort to mobilize the Church and ordinary citizens to peacefully stage a demonstration march against the impending civil war, and asked the incumbent Government of Samuel Doe to resign for the sake of peace were seen as enemies of Government and therefore he sought them out to be eliminated. 
They were placed on “Death Squad” list, their homes looted and destroyed and some of their family members killed because of common affinity. Some of them and other Church leaders who were arrested when ECOMOG was already here and in charge of security were severely humiliated! A case in point is one of the many arrests made of Bishop Kulah. At one time, in his humble attempt to mediate between the Charles Taylor Rebels of Greater Liberia and the Amos Sawyer Interim Government of Monrovia, he was arrested by angry mob that had been planted by some key personalities who were determined to end the life of the Bishop. The apparently paid mob shamefully dragged the Bishop from out of his vehicle on the Capitol Bye Pass and made him to sit on the floor to be stoned to death. God in his mercy led some ECOMOG troops to the scene. They rescued and saved the life of Bishop Kulah from that incident.

Following the St. Peter Lutheran massacre from which I narrowly escaped, as I was in the vicinity, though not in the Church itself, my home on 14th Street was invaded by Government troops led by one Cornel Gaye on August 5, 1990. My Church members, relatives, and I were singled filed and made to speak our language. They were in search of all Mano and Gio speaking people. Even though I am a Mano man from Bong County, I also speak my Mother’s tongue, which is Kpelle, so does my brother. By speaking my mother’s tongue that day, we were spared from death. We were all driven out, and everything we had owned was taken away. On 16th of August 1990, trying to leave the Sinkor area in search for food across the bridge, I was again arrested by Government troop and declared a rebel since I had doubled my clothes in the hope of having two sets of clothes. I was thrown behind some concrete blocs to be killed. God’s mercy spared me.
My aging father died from starvation since he could not run when the rebels of Charles Taylor hit Duport road, and every family member escaped leaving him behind. Today, I am constrained to care for the five children of my late brother who could find no medical help when he got ill in March 1996.

In spite of all that the Church and its institutions suffered, when all hell broke loose and our people were clustered in internally displaced camps, hungry, naked, and destitute, dying from starvation, the Church became the source of “manna from heaven” as she brought in containers of relief supplies to help save lives. As a further step taken by the Church to broker peace among warring factions, in the face of a collapsed political process, she initiated the formation of an alliance between the LCC and the Liberia Muslim Council, called the Inter Faith Mediation Committee. The Committee was responsible for spearheading the Sierra Leone Peace Conference on Liberia during the early days of the civil conflict. This ad hoc committee, following its dissolution recreated itself into an organization now called the Inter Religious Council of Liberia. Now that the war is over, whether there is a need for the continued existence of this organization remains anybody’s guess.

WE MUST RESPECT THE FACTS OF HISTORY

I am glad that at this thematic and Institutional hearings, we are committed to “Confronting our Difficult past for a Better Future.” To do so, I will plead with all and sundry that we respect the facts of history, and live with those facts. It is when we attempt to deny historical facts that we instigate conflicts. Against this background, I would like to recapture and remind us of a few historical facts regarding Christianity in this nation. These historical facts are centered around: (1) the question of whether or not the Church in Liberia has been granted “Christian holidays” by Government for which Liberian Muslims are contending for the official recognition of Muslim holidays; (2) the continued argument of whether or not Liberia as a sovereign Independent Nation was founded on Christian principles.

 THE ISSUE OF CHRISTIAN HOLIDAYS
Since independence in 1847, the Church in Liberia has never requested Government for a Christian holiday, or an official recognition of a Christian holiday, neither has Government officially granted the Church a Christian holiday. In the past, Government celebrated several holidays including Matilda New Port Day, which it cancelled. Today, as much as I know, Government officially celebrates 16 holidays; about 10 of which are national holidays while about 6 are working holidays. These holidays are: 

1. New Year’s Day- January 1st 

2. Armed Forces Day- February

3. Decoration Day-2nd Wednesday in March

4. J. J. Roberts Birthday- March 15th 

5. Fast and Prayer Day- 2nd Friday in April

6. Independence Day- July 26th 

7. Flag Day-August 24th 

8. Thanksgiving Day-First Thursday in November

9. Tubman’s Birthday-November 29th 

10. Christmas Day- December 25th 

The others are:

1. Literacy Day-February 14th 

2. African Freedom Day- April 15th 

3. Unification Day- May 14th 

4. African Liberation Day – May 25th 

5. United Nations Day – October 24th 

6. Human Rights Day – December 10th 
My purpose here is not to look at the merits or demerits of any of these holidays, but to make it unequivocally clear that none of these holidays mentioned above is the making of the Church in Liberia. No one should therefore attempt to request for a holiday based on the argument that Government has granted the Christian community Christian holidays. While the Christmas Day celebration is Christian in nature, there is no official document that states that the Church in Liberia asked Government to officially observe this globally celebrated holiday in honor of the birth of our Lord and Savior, Jesus, the Christ.  Liberia, as a secular State, cannot be in the business of granting National holidays to various religious groups in observance of their religious holidays; thereby instigating a competitive spirit amongst religious groups.
THE ISSUE OF LIBERIA BEING FOUNDED ON CHRISTIAN PRINCIPLES

I personally regret the fact that many of Liberia’s rich history are still undisclosed to contemporary Liberians. Some may be lost forever since they were not written. Moreover, with the coming of the Settlers, they did a disservice to our people and to our culture by the change of names of some of our communities, historic sites, and shrines. As a result, little or nothing is known about some of them. However, every Liberian familiar with available history on Liberia will accept the fact that Liberia as a sovereign Independent State has a rich Christian heritage and hence, was founded on Christian principles.

Liberia is one Nation in Africa that can be said to be a Christian country, even though our current constitution (revised in 1985) declares Liberia a secular state. However, several historical indicators confirm this assertion. 

1. First is the nature of the birth of the Nation. Unlike any other country in Africa, the nation of Liberia was birthed within the edifice of the Church (from the womb of the Church). Eleven Churchmen signed its declaration of Independence on 26 July 1847 in the Providence Baptist Church, thus making the Coast of Grain, now Liberia, the first Sovereign State in Sub-Saharan Africa.
2.  Second, because majority of the leaders of the Settlers were adherents to the Christian faith, coupled with the fact that inherent in the purpose of their relocation into Africa was to Christianize the African natives, before independence, the city of Liberia today known as Monrovia was at one time called Christopolis, meaning the “City of Christ.” This was in addition to its original indigenous name. Some Leaders of the Settlers later changed that name to “Monrovia” in honor of America’s 5th President, James Monroe, whom, it is said significantly contributed to the formation of the American Colonization Society, ACS,  which was responsible for the repatriation of emancipated slaves from various parts of America (Virginia, Georgia, Alabama, New York, Mississippi, etc)  to Africa.
3. Third, unlike any other country in Africa, Liberia annually celebrates a National Holiday called “National Fast and Prayer Day.” This religious holiday is set aside by National Government to mobilize national prayer of all of its citizens, irrespective of one’s religious affiliation, for the Spiritual cleansing and healing of the nation (2 Chronicles 7:14). This National Day of Fast and Prayer, as an act of National Legislature in 1883, memorializes the deliverance of Liberia from an external aggression perpetrated by the British Government in charge of the Colony of Sierra Leone who at the time was in the habit of forcefully extracting portions of the Land of Liberia and annexing it to Sierra Leone. 

At the Commonwealth’s declaration of independence in 1847, its founders saw the birth of Sub-Saharan Africa’s first State as a conduit for the Christianization or evangelization of the rest of Africa, and the abolition of the dehumanizing yet lucrative slave trade across the Atlantic. The Independence declaration document states thus, “The native African bowing down with us before the altar of the living God, declares that from us, feeble as we are, the light of Christianity has gone forth, while upon that curse of curses, the slave trade, a deadly blight has fallen, as far as our influence extends.” (quote from Liberia’s Declaration of Independence, written by Hilary Teage, 26th July, 1847, in the Providence Baptist Church). It is worth noting that the natives’ pursuit of God along with the Settlers is acknowledged, it is however sad that their active involvement in the process of seeking independence was nonexistent. 

Further, perceiving themselves a Christian Nation, they concluded their Independent Declaration thus,

Therefore, in the name of humanity, virtue, and religion, in the name of the great God, our common Creator, we appeal to the nations of Christendom, and earnestly and respectfully ask of them that they will regard us with the sympathy and friendly considerations to which the peculiarities of our condition entitles us, and to that comity which marks the friendly intercourse of civilized and independent communities (Hilary Teage, Liberia’s Declaration of Independence).

These developments inevitably authenticate the fact that Liberia was founded on Christian principles.

At the centenary celebration of Liberia’s independence in 1947, National Government selected from the Holy Bible the poetical Psalm 121, “I will lift my eyes to the hills….” as the National Psalm of Liberia. At that time every student across the country was made to memorize and recite it (Emmanuel Bowier, “Liberia Vision 2027 Conference”, Oct. 29 2008 Monrovia) even though that Christian heritage is no longer a sustained. Still, another indicator of Liberia’s Christian heritage is borne in the fact that until very recently, in all of its court systems, since independence, including the inauguration ceremonies of all of its Presidents and all major Government functionaries, the Holy Bible has been used to establish one’s innocence or confirm one’s commitment to leadership. 

In addition to the above indicators are Liberia’s several national Christian symbols such as the wordings of the National Anthem, the “Pledge of Allegiance,” and the teaching of the Christian Faith in every public school in Liberia. Additionally, almost all Heads of State of Liberia since independence have had some church affiliation Few of them were even clergy persons. Practically, therefore, the Church has predominantly controlled political powers in Liberia since independence. These are historical facts that we cannot deny. Therefore, let it be established that the Nation Liberia was founded on Christian principle

How Might Have The Church Contributed To The War?
This nation, its Government and people will always be grateful to the Church for the vital role it played in saving lives during the crisis, and continues to do through its diverse services across the county. Government has always expressed its gratefulness to the invaluable services the Church renders as partners in progress. However, as we all evaluate the past, seek to understand the present and plan for the future, are there any corrective measures the Church might need to consider to in order to ensure its greater effectiveness in post war Liberia? I share that opinion. For as an Institution made up of fallible people who are themselves an integral part of the Liberian society, we are also susceptible to shortcomings. It is against this background, I wish to mention here what I consider pitfalls in the ecclesial leadership of the Church that might have indirectly contributed to our crisis. I say this in the hope that we as Church leaders in post conflict Liberia might be more discerning and more faithful to our calling as God’s stewards for the godly care of this nation and its people.
· Lack of a National-Driven Vision Contributed to the War
The Nation had existed without a national-driven vision, and neither had the Church helped to develop one. Vision is a leader’s most potent weapon. It is a portrait of a preferable future. Vision is the energy that creates action within a leader, and the fire that ignites the passion of followers. In prewar Liberia, apart from Presidents Tubman and Tolbert of whom it may be said developed some sort of a national vision, as earlier mentioned, individual leaders have had personal vision plans characterized by greed, selfish ambition, rampant corruption, tribalism, ethnicism, and sectionalism.
What was true of national leaders was also true of some leaders of the Church. While it is true that the formulation of a common National vision was and still is the responsibility of National Government, which it did not do, the Church likewise has not assisted in this all-important task of providing national direction for the Nation. It is my sincere conviction that had there been a common National Vision formulated by either Government or the Church, it would have provided a mental portrait of a preferable future for the nation and its people. In addition, when clearly communicated, understood and owned by the majority of our people, the devastating civil war would have not been fought. Most Liberians, if not all, would have denounced the war and sought alternative solutions, and the civil war would have not been an option. 
But, as the Bible says, “Where there is no vision, the people Perish” (Proverb 29:18). However, as the nation eventually plunged into a full-scale civil war by December 1989, the Church (United Methodist, Catholic, Lutheran, Seventh Day Adventist, Presbyterian, Anglican, ect.) and its run hospitals and clinics across the country became the only source of healing and hope for hundreds of thousands of needy people.
As helpful as the formation of the LCC by major Denominations was to curtailing the ferocious attacks of Doe’s military regime upon innocent citizens and the Church, in my opinion, the birth of the LCC did not come about out of a desire by the Church to mobilize the nation around a common vision. It was primarily a defense mechanism against the assailing threats from the Government of the day. 
Without a national-driven vision that goes beyond a three-year life span, such as the Poverty Reduction strategy, intended to address the holistic needs of the entire citizenry, Liberia’s quest for lasting transformation might remain a dream. In our effort to build a strong nation, we must avoid the very bad precedence of ignoring unfinished development projects initiated by preceding Government. 
· Compromising Christian Values and Endorsement of Indiscipline 

It is an opened secret that almost all of Liberia’s twenty-three presidents thus far have had some affinity with the Church. Besides, majority of National leaders have come from the ranks and files of the Church. Yet, one major factor that has stifled the growth potential of the nation has been institutionalized corruption with impunity. It seems the Church has been very slight in instituting disciplinary measures against some of its members serving in Government and the greater civil society who, sometimes, are found guilty of corrupt or immoral behaviors. When this happens, the Church fails to be the Conscience of society and the true salt and light of the world.
As a case in point, in the 1970s, a well renowned clergy who was very vocal against ills in the Liberian society did much to create national consciousness and kept National leaders in check. While performing such a wonderful task as God’s agent of transformation and the voice of the voiceless in society, he accepted to serve as Vice President in Government. And his acceptance of that offer, which I consider an attractive distraction, put an end to his prophetic voice. Corruption increased and, eventually, we were plunged into our crisis, beginning 1980.
Recommendations:

While these factors mentioned above might be isolated cases, in cognizance of the numerous contributions past and present leaders of the Church have made to the sustenance, growth, and development of our nation, there still is room for improvement for every Liberian, including leaders of the Church.

I am therefore grateful to God that the war is over; and that Liberia is now on its way forward from conflict to recovery. The Church as a major stakeholder will continue to play pivotal roles in the sustenance, growth, and development of the nation and its people. Its continued partnership with Government cannot be over emphasized. In order to foster this partnership to greater heights, I wish to make the following recommendations in lieu of this presentation: 
· That the Church prioritizes its role as the Prophetic Voice of God in this nation, and must therefore become more proactive in encouraging and promoting good governance and the rule of Law. While at the same time addressing the ills of society irrespective of who is involved. To accomplish this divine task, clergy members of the Church cannot and must not practice partisan politics. For doing so would diminish the influence of Church leaders upon the greater society.
· That Government prioritizes Peace Education in the curriculum of our educational system, from elementary to tertiary. Such and effort would disabuse the minds our young people, some of whom were active participants in the civil war, from violence and crimes against humanity. Future posterity also stands to benefit, thereby creating a safe and peaceful society for all to live.

· That Government prioritizes the selection of a common Liberian National Language. Language is a powerful tool of identity, unity, uniqueness of any people group. From a missiological perspective, language is the chief missionary to any people group upon the face of the earth, which has the power of giving them a common sense of oneness and belonging.
I do realize that this is not a new recommendation as others have spoken to the issue before. However, I believe it is time for Government to take a decisive step toward identifying one of Liberia’s languages as our lingua franca. It is a mockery to continue to claim the English Language as our lingua franca when the majority of our population does not speak English. In the past, the Vai, Kpelle and Bassa Languages have been amongst those languages under consideration. However, a careful survey of these languages shows that, unlike the  Bassa language, Vai and Kpelle are spoken in neighboring Sierra Leone, Guinea and Cote D’Ivoire. Between Vai.and Kpelle, the latter is easily spoken and has a larger population than that of Vai. Thus, selecting Kpelle as our National Language would not only serve to integrate and unify us, it would further foster regional cooperation since it is spoken across our neighboring borders.
· That National Government ensures that its National Vision plan, called the Poverty Reduction Strategy, PRS is nationally understood at the community level, in the classroom and is expressed into our languages and in simple English, placed on billboards, in market places, street corners, etc in order to create greater awareness and understanding, mobilize national ownership and participation. Such an approach would encourage the total involvement of everyone in the implementation and evaluation of the PRS before its termination by June 2010.

·  That the Church should develop a National Vision Covenant for the nation. Such a document should aimed at augmenting Government’s effort toward holistic development on the one hand, and on the other, to serve as a guide for enabling and directing Government’s attention to other areas of national concerns which might be over sighted in its vision plan or its implementation.
· That Government prioritizes development for all, education for all, and empowerment for all and justice for all, irrespective of status, location, association, creed, tribe, etc.
· That National Government institutionalizes a program for Liberian Students graduating from college or polytechnic to provide one-year compulsory service to Government and the community before proceeding with their personal plans. The design of such a program takes students of one ethnic group from one part of the country to serve for a year into another part of the country. Through such cross-cultural and intercultural interactions, a common understanding of our one destiny is enhanced, unity is fostered, and pursuit of a common vision is encouraged. It further enhances true sense of nationalism and patriotism.
Conclusion

The people of Liberia have suffered for too long. Because of the social, economic, political and cultural disparity that had engulfed our nation from the very inception of its independence, we are at the place amongst the comity of nations we find ourselves today. But this is not the end of our story. God has a divine plan for us as a nation and people. Liberia is rising up to fulfill its destiny. However, the realization of this dream requires a collective effort on the part of every son and daughter of Liberia.

The time has come for us to put the ugly past behind us and rally together as one people with one destiny to develop our nation. The foundation for this achievement is true confession, repentance, forgiveness, and reconciliation. We must reconcile with God and with one another without any precondition. If we do this, God will forgive our sins and heal our land. And together we will build for ourselves and for our posterity a wholesome functioning nation for which we can all be proud. Together we can make it. I thank you. 
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