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Executive Summary 

Since 2009, Boko Haram, the world’s deadliest terrorist militia, has destroyed over 
15,000 lives, displaced over 2.6 million people and abducted many women and girls in-
cluding the famed 276 Chibok girls. They have burned many -- primarily but not exclu-
sively -- Christian villages, churches, and have attacked pastors and their families.  The 
Nigerian military has temporarily destabilized the group, but because it is fueled by an 
extremist religious ideology, Boko Haram cannot be defeated by military power alone. 
Nigeria’s religious leaders, both Muslim and Christian, play a critical role in stemming the 
flow of recruits to this terrorist organization.    

Traditional methods of interfaith collaboration have not yet developed strategies to deliv-
er results in such conflictual situations. While both primary religions of the Northeast 
zone, Christianity and Islam, are heir to theologies that encourage collaborative en-
gagement in peacemaking, most preaching and teaching in churches and mosques are 
based on theologies of exclusivism and superiority received from their colonial past, and 
hinder such collaboration. Most preachers and teachers whose theological education 
has not given them alternative mental models, are unable shift their theological frames to 
see within the Nigerian context significant opportunities for collaborative strategies in 
peacemaking. 

Several Nigerian religious leaders familiar with OMNIA’s reputation for political, theologi-
cal, and civic leadership training rooted in its unique method of contextual learning, invit-
ed OMNIA to explore the situation first-hand. The team met with pastors, imams, chiefs, 
local and state political leaders, as well as victims of Boko Haram and two of its former 
members. Discussions with key church leaders led to a partnership that paves the way 
for OMNIA to bring its program to Northeast Nigeria.  

The goal of the partners is to reduce recruits to the ranks of Boko Haram. In order to do 
so, OMNIA will train leaders who will in turn teach Christians and Muslims an alternative 
way of being authentically religious, rather than the deceitful way offered by Boko 
Haram. Its method of contextual learning will attune preachers and teachers to see with-
in the Nigerian context keys to understanding principles that are core to both religions: 
how to love God and love your neighbor, how to be grounded in their own prophetic tra-
dition and how to enhance opportunities for collaborative peacemaking. 

In this report we will offer:  

• A rationale for OMNIA’s involvement in Nigeria  
• A summary of its unique contextual model  
• An analysis of the problem  
• A proposed goal and strategy for achieving those objectives 
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Why OMNIA is Involved in Nigeria 

Rev. Dr. Obed Dashan is an alumnus of OMNIA from the early 1990s. He is the Vice 
President of the Church of Christ of the Nations in Nigeria (COCIN), a denomination that 
has a membership of over 3000 congregations, mainly in the north and northeast zones 
of Nigeria. 

When the Boko Haram terror campaign began in 
Nigeria in 2009, Obed found himself caught in the 
middle. When Boko Haram threatened, Obed was 
one of those who had to go out to dangerous loca-
tions to diffuse tensions and to negotiate peaceful 
resolutions. For his outstanding work as a peace-
builder, in 2014, OMNIA awarded him its Distin-
guished Alumni Award. 

“OMNIA taught me that effective ministry requires 
that I take the political context seriously,” he said, 
“and this is what I do every day. But this situation is 
unprecedented. Sometimes at 2:00 in the morning, 

I would get a call saying Boko Haram is going to attack a particular Christian village. 
Now I have to decide if I will try to get the villages to evacuate before day break, or 
whether I should go and negotiate with Boko Haram. There is no script to follow. The 
book has not yet been written about how to handle a situation like this. We are making it 
up as we go.” 

Obed’s emails with stories and vivid descriptions of what was happening there have 
compelled OMNIA, its board, staff and friends to act. Dr. Jeff Spahn, an OMNIA board 
member, said OMNIA had “a moral imperative to engage in Nigeria,” particularly when 
our own alum is inviting us to help. 

Thus began a period of fast and deep learning about Nigeria. An OMNIA faculty member, 
Rev. Dr. Isaac Laudarji, originally from Northern Nigeria, was particularly helpful. Isaac, 
currently living in Nigeria, is in the leadership of the Evangelical Church Winning All 
(ECWA), a denomination with more than 5000 congregations in the North and Northeast 
of Nigeria. At the 2015 Christian Unity Gathering of the National Council of Churches 
USA, at OMNIA’s invitation, Dr. Laudarji gave a 
presentation on Boko Haram, with detailed analysis 
of the historical and religious causes for its rise, 
and strategies for addressing it. That same year, 
he introduced to OMNIA a dynamic young church 
leader, the chairman of the Christian Association of 
Nigeria (Northeast Zone), Rev. Abare Kallah. 

Rev. Kallah, in the United States to attend a church 
conference, visited OMNIA. “I came even though I 
was unsure of why God wanted me to come to the 
US at this time. I knew it was not just to speak at a 
church conference,” he said. But now, he felt that 
he knew the ultimate purpose. “It was to meet 
OMNIA,” he said. “This is why God brought me 
here. My soul rests in this place!”  
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OMNIA’s Method of Contextual Learning 

OMNIA’s method emphasizes the context. Religious and community leaders who partici-
pate in its training learn how to “listen to, learn from, and live in deep solidarity with those 
in the margins.” The questions, struggles and stories of pain and laughter that arise out 
of the context provide a different lens through which to question the established theolog-
ical assumptions and cultural norms. It allows participants to deep dive into the core of 
their traditions to find new insights that can effectively address contemporary contextual 
concerns.  

Through this method OMNIA trains participants to 

• Understand pluralism, the robust engagement with diverse people groups. 
• Engage in praxis, the ability to take result-oriented effective action, and the 
• Skill to build a base of power that makes effective praxis possible. 

OMNIA’s aim is to train leaders who will in turn train others in their churches, mosques, 
community centers and other venues in this method. 

Contextual learning typically runs counter to traditional or “received” theological assump-
tions that affirm attitudes of exclusivity, and cultural norms of superiority. Participants 
learn how to appropriately deconstruct received theological assumptions, and to recon-
struct contextually based theologies and values that affirm pluralism. This makes it pos-
sible for them to build relationships across barriers that have traditionally divided people 
and communities. Participants also learn the skills of praxis or effective communal ac-
tion, the natural result of contextual learning, and of building a base of power, necessary 
to ensure effective results. 
 

A Listening Trip by an OMNIA Team 

At the invitation of Rev. Abare Kallah, an 
OMNIA team recently traveled to Nigeria’s 
Northeast Zone, specifically to the city of 
Gombe. On that listening trip the team visited 
four tribal chiefs who wield significant authori-
ty in the region, the Deputy Governor of the 
State of Gombe, and a representative of the 
Governor (because the Governor was travel-
ing) and several senior Muslim and Christian 
leaders. Each leader emphasized their re-
spect for Rev. Kallah, and thereby to us, his 
guests. They also affirmed the need for alter-
native methods to address violence, and their 
support for such an educational program.  
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At the local EYN (Church of the 
Brethren) congregation, we met four 
women widowed by Boko Haram 
killings. Their stories of how Boko 
Haram stormed their villages to loot, 
burn, kill and abduct people are 
heart-rending.  

While most victims are Christians, 
their violence was also directed at 
Muslims who did not join their 
movement. We also had interviews 
with two young men who had de-
fected from Boko Haram. We 
learned a great deal about the 
struggles of the region, and the pain 
of the people particularly in the city of Gombe.  

At the outset of our visits we clarified that OMNIA’s purpose is not to bring solutions from 
Chicago to Nigeria, but, convinced that the solutions are embedded in the context of 
Nigeria itself, to uncover them. Neither Christianity nor Islam is native to Nigeria and as 
such are “received” traditions. Missionaries traditionally taught theologies of exclusivity 

and superiority leaving little room 
for dialogue or building relation-
ships of trust. The received tradition 
also taught adherents to distrust 
the context, which they feared 
would result in the loss of authority 
for colonial, ecclesial and mission-
ary structures.  

OMNIA believes that the seeds for 
peace and reconciliation are in the 
context of the nation, its people, 
and its struggles. Therefore our 
proposal to Nigerian political and 
religious leaders was that we would 
help Christians and Muslims decon-

struct received theologies of exclusivity and superiority and reconstruct new theological 
models based on “loving God and loving your neighbor” in the Nigerian context. Our job 
would be to train trainers who would in turn train others in their churches, mosques and 
communities, in this method. 

Situation Analysis 

Nigeria’s Northeast zone is roughly 30% Christian and 60% Muslim, and 10% African 
traditional religion, while the South of Nigeria is largely Christian and the North is largely 
Muslim. For most of its history Christians and Muslims have had good neighborly rela-
tionships. Boko Haram arose in 2003-2004 as an anti-government Islamic sect and rose 
to prominence following a violent uprising in 2009. Boko Haram, which literally means 
“western education is prohibited” is deemed to be the deadliest terrorist group in the 
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world today. Its brutally violent tactics have the ultimate goal of destabilizing the govern-
ment and establishing an extremist sharia-based caliphate. 

Since 2009 more than 15,000 people have been killed, and more than 2.6 million have 
been internally displaced. Despite the government’s claims that it has “caged” Boko 
Haram, the attacks continue. The new Boko Haram leader, Abu Masab Al-Barnawi, says 
Christians in Nigeria will be the new target of the sect’s attacks, vowing to kill all Chris-
tians and “blow up every church that we are able to reach.” Al-Barnawi was the 
spokesman for the group until August 3 when he was declared its new leader to replace 
Abubakar Shekau who led Boko Haram since 2009. 

A report from Mercy Corps (April 2016) sums up the complexity of the situa-
tion:  

“Tensions are increasing in many directions: between host and IDP communi-
ties, Christians and Muslims, returnees and those who stayed behind, and 
family members of Boko Haram and those who have suffered at their hands. 
State budgets are overwhelmed, particularly as oil revenues drop, rendering 
already struggling systems unable to provide services to new influxes of peo-
ple. The challenges bear the hallmarks of a long term, complex humanitarian 
crisis.” 

Although many research agencies have worked to analyze this complexity, their work is 
hampered because of the difficulties in accessing certain populations. Amnesty In-
ternational reports that although the total number of Boko Haram members has de-
creased, fighters still number in the thousands, and that the majority of them are youth. 
Addressing the motivations for recruitment is a major concern for the government and 
NGOs. 

Among the possible drivers of recruitment are the following: 
 
Poverty: 61% of Nigerians live on less 
than a dollar a day. More than 76% of 
Northeast lives in absolute poverty 
compared to 59% in the Southwest. 
While many believe that poorer com-
munities are exposed to a greater risk 
of recruitment because of promise of 
financial reward for participating in vio-
lence, no correlation has been estab-
lished in Northeast Nigeria. 

Inequality: Relative deprivation – or 
the gap between what people think 
they deserve, based on what they see 
others have, and what they expect to 
get – leads to frustration and increases the chances of  
rebellion.  

Unemployment: About half the population of Nigerian youth are unemployed with a sig-
nificantly higher proportion of unemployed women than men. Many young people see 
Boko Haram as an opportunity to get ahead because of the promises of opportunity and 
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business support. However, the link between unemployment and participation in violent 
extremism is not firmly established. Where violence is motivated by material gain, em-
ployment reduces the chance of recruitment. When the motivation is for a perceived 
higher purpose, such as a heavenly reward, it does not seem to make a difference.  

Governance: Widespread grievances around inadequate public services, the perceived 
illegitimacy of the government, repression and corruption, all contribute to the rise of 
armed opposition groups, and have been cited as factors in the rise of Boko Haram. 
Some young people join because they believed that the movement would lead to a revo-
lution to sanitize the system of government.  

Religion: Increased commitment to religious belief and practice has been linked to partic-
ipation in violent extremism. Many recruits spoke of wanting to be more devout. There-
fore, the desire to fight un-Islamic “infidels” has in some places fueled recruitment. Some 
label Boko Haram a religious sect seeking to render a “pure” Muslim society. One said: 
“We were told that Boko Haram is the best religion if we want to go to heaven. However, 
when I joined the religion I realized it was not true. We were told to kill anyone that is not 
in Boko Haram.” 

Peer Pressure: Social networks influence individual participation in extremist groups. 
Friends and relatives play an instrumental role in the radicalization process by propagat-
ing the “virtues” of the group and normalizing membership within it.  

Women:  Amnesty International report-
ed that 2000 women and girls were ab-
ducted by Boko Haram between 2014 
and April 2015. Women are more likely 
to enter the group through their families 
or through abduction and are often 
forced to marry fighters. Many women 
see opportunities in joining. Women 
who had dropped out of school have 
the opportunity to study the Qur’an, 
which often increased their appetite for 
further education. Women were some-
times given tasks that afforded them 
higher status, such as recruiting girls 
and women, burning homes during at-
tacks and even carrying out suicide 
bombings.  
 
One of the more difficult questions is 
about life after Boko Haram. Many  

who manage to escape under grave risk 
to themselves face unpredictable circumstances. A few could go back to their homes and 
communities particularly if they are known to have been abducted rather than having 
joined voluntarily, or known not to have killed others. Most cannot because their commu-
nities would not receive them, and they face retaliation by the vigilante groups, such as 
the Civilian Joint Task Force (CJTF) or the military. Some who returned were summarily 
executed by the CJTF.  
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Extremism cannot be defeated militarily. Drone killings of a few terrorist leaders will not 
address the problem. Such attacks kill innocent people, which, in turn breeds more ter-
rorists. State diplomacy conducted by governments does not reach to the ground where 
recruitment of young people and their indoctrination for violent extremism takes place. 
Religious communities, on the other hand, rooted in local communities, are best suited 
to defeat extremism, and to do so they need to engage intentionally and energetically to 
create a pluralistic culture. 

As the foregoing indicates, while the causes of extremism vary, they can be attributed 
primarily to the alienation and disenfranchisement young people feel from the political, 
social and spiritual centers of power and meaning. Extremist movements offer political 
enfranchisement, social networks and in most instances spiritual meaning to young re-
cruits they engage. While religions over the years have sought to address this alienation, 
their reliance on empire-based theologies have made religions themselves the problem. 

OMNIA’s Goal and Strategy in Nigeria 

OMNIA’s goal in Nigeria is to help reduce extremism by providing an alternative narrative 
to the dominant religious narrative of exclusivism and superiority common to both Chris-
tianity and Islam.  

OMNIA’s strategy is to train leaders  who will in turn train people in their churches, 
mosques and community organizations the principles of pluralism - that loving your 
neighbor is halal (not only good and right, but also commanded.) In so doing,  it will de-
construct the empire-based divide and conquer theological traditions that emphasize ex-
clusivity and superiority identifying them as haram (not only bad and wrong, but forbid-
den.) It will then re-construct theologies based on the foundational values of these two 
religions: to love God and love your neighbor. Rather than seek a common ground in 
secular culture and values, it will seek to root those foundational values that arise from 
the Nigerian soil. They will do so in 
the context of engaging people in 
praxis, enabling them to build 
power in order to make their ac-
tions effective.  

Next Steps 

OMNIA expects that in five years, 
this movement will yield a signifi-
cant cultural shift making extrem-
ism socially unacceptable. In order 
to achieve that goal, OMNIA will 
engage in the above mentioned 
strategy. It expects to train 80 out-
standing leaders in the first year, 
who will in turn train hundreds of others in their churches, mosques and community cen-
ters in the a new theological framework of Pluralism, Praxis and Power.  

It also expects that this movement will yield a sense of deeper religiosity that is not 
based on an exclusivist identity, but on pluralistic values, such that young people seek-
ing a deeper spirituality will find it not in Boko Haram, but in their pluralistically- oriented 
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mosques, in collegial partnerships of like minded persons of faith, and across religious 
lines to the wider human family. 

Changing theological attitudes of exclusivity and cultural norms of superiority requires 
further strategic thinking and planning. OMNIA continues working on two other strategic 
objectives. 

• OMNIA seeks to create a multi-pronged strategy to engage the power of media --  
state-owned, commercial, social, and earned media -- to use creative campaigns to 
get the message of the value of pluralism to the broader public. While Boko Haram’s 
propaganda machine is not nearly as sophisticated as ISIS’ the alternative narrative 
needs to be significantly amplified. 

• Fifty five percent of young people in Nigeria are unemployed. Boko Haram provides 
various economic opportunities for young people in return for their loyalty and ser-
vice. In the city of Gombe, the OMNIA team observed that entrepreneurial opportuni-
ties abound. OMNIA will explore the possibilities to taking entrepreneurial training 
and offering it through churches and mosques to the young people.   

Conclusion 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., once observed that the “greatest tragedy of this period of so-
cial transition was not the strident clamor of the bad people, but the appalling silence of 
the good people.” 

Ideologies of violent extremism cannot be defeated by military force or state diplomacy 
alone, but by winning hearts and minds. Religious leaders have a critical role to play by 
teaching and practicing a faith that is authentic and life-affirming, by rejecting doctrines 
and language that disfigure both Islam and Christianity, and by committing to a model of 
pluralism that encourages a climate of mutual respect for all persons. Winning hearts 
and minds requires massive action on both fronts, for the heart will not accept what the 
mind rejects; neither will the mind forever embrace that which is at odds with the deepest 
yearning of our spirits. Aligning these two in the service of peace is what this initiative is 
about. However OMNIA cannot do this alone. We need many partners -- “the good peo-
ple” -- to step up and be counted. This is the work of us all. 

205 W. Monroe St. #300 
Chicago, IL 60606 

312-726-1200 

www.OMNIA.org 
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