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An Evaluation of the Impact of Christian-Muslim Dialogue on Peacebuilding in Southwest Nigeria. 
Abstract 
Despite numerous Christian-Muslim dialogue initiatives in Southwest Nigeria, religious conflicts persist, leading to loss of lives, property destruction, and displacement of people. This is the aim of the study as it examined the effectiveness of Christian-Muslim dialogue in promoting peace-building in Southwest Nigeria. The study uses a qualitative approach, involving a review of relevant literature on the impact of interfaith dialogue initiatives on building trust, resolving conflicts, and fostering peaceful coexistence among Christians and Muslims in Nigeria. The findings from the study indicated that Christian-Muslim dialogue has contributed significantly to reducing tensions and improving relationships between the two religious groups. Initiatives to promote dialogue have made it easier to comprehend, empathise with, and work together, which has decreased violence and enhanced conflict resolution techniques. However, challenges persist, including prejudices, political manipulation, and limited institutional support. The present study highlighted the need for sustained and inclusive dialogue efforts, involving religious leaders, policymakers, and grassroots communities, to consolidate gains and promote sustainable peace in Nigeria. The study's findings have implications for peace-building initiatives in other conflict-affected countries like Nigeria, with religious diversity.
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Introduction 
Nigeria is the most populated country in Africa. Its population is diversified, with a mix of ethnic and religious groupings. Islam and Christianity make up the majority religions, with Muslims making up 53.5% of the population, Roman Catholics making up 10.6%, and other religions making up 6% (Sanders, 2022: 17). Tensions and disagreements between followers of these two major religions have long existed in the country and have occasionally resulted in violence and bloodshed. In Nigeria, there is religious conflict between Christians and Muslims, but there is also ethnic, cultural, and political strife (Onapajo, 2012: 47). Factors such as competition for resources, historical grievances, and manipulation by political elites have fueled animosities and mistrust between the two religious communities. There have sometimes been violent skirmishes between Muslims and Christians in the country's primarily Muslim north that have left casualties and damaged property (Yusuf, 2007:241).
Dialogue between Christians and Muslims is a vital tool for understanding, reconciliation, and peaceful coexistence. It allows individuals from both religious communities to engage in respectful communication, exchange perspectives, and address conflict causes. Dialogue challenges stereotypes and misconceptions, fostering common ground and promoting understanding (Ghatas, 2022:9). Peace-building efforts in Nigeria have increasingly emphasised the role of interfaith dialogue in promoting social cohesion and fostering sustainable peace. By bringing together religious leaders, scholars, activists, and grassroots communities, dialogue initiatives seek to build bridges of trust, promote empathy and understanding, and create spaces for collaboration and mutual support. Through dialogue, opportunities for joint advocacy, conflict resolution, and social development can be explored, thereby contributing to the building of a more inclusive and harmonious society (Abdul-Haqq  & Adienge, 2016:9)
On this note, this study seeks to evaluate the impact of Christian-Muslim dialogue on peacebuilding in Southwest Nigeria, focusing on exploring the dynamics, outcomes, and challenges of interfaith engagement in the region. 
Theoretical Framework: Interfaith Dialogue Theory (IDT)
The book "Global Responsibility: In Search of a New World Ethic," written by Hans Kung in 1991, is credited with helping to shape the interfaith dialogue theory, which holds that interfaith discussion and peace between states are essential to interfaith harmony (Musser, 2005:1). The theory emphasizes the importance of fostering understanding and cooperation between different religious groups to promote peace and harmony (Pope  & Nicolaides, 2021: 119-117). It is based on the idea that dialogue can help bridge the divides and misunderstandings that often lead to conflict. By engaging in meaningful conversations and exchanging ideas, individuals from different faith traditions can learn to respect and appreciate each other's beliefs, leading to a more peaceful coexistence (Orton, 2016: 353). This theoretical framework will provide a solid foundation for analysing the impact of Christian-Muslim dialogue on peacebuilding efforts in Nigeria.
Interfaith Dialogue Theory (IDT) suggests that interfaith dialogue involves mutual learning, respect, and understanding among individuals from diverse religious institutions. Through open and honest communication, participants in these dialogues can work towards finding common ground and building bridges of tolerance and acceptance. Fostering a culture of empathy and cooperation can break down community barriers, leading to a more harmonious society (Andrabi, 2020: 264-271). The goal of interfaith dialogue between the two prominent religious institutions in Nigeria (Christianity and Islam) foster unity and solidarity among diverse religious groups, thereby fostering a more peaceful and inclusive society for all.
 Historical Background: Overview of the history of Christianity and Islam in Nigeria
Christianity and Islam have long histories in Nigeria, dating back to the 11th and 13th centuries, respectively, and were introduced by European missionaries and Portuguese explorers during the colonial period (Aderibigbe, 2015: 9-11). Subsequent missionary activities by British, French, and German missionaries led to the spread of Christianity among different ethnic groups in Nigeria British, French, and German missionaries' subsequent activities in Nigeria contributed to the spread of Christianity among various ethnic groups (Vaughan, 2016: 7). Islam, on the other hand, was brought to Nigeria through trade routes and the influence of Islamic scholars and merchants from North Africa and the Middle East. Over the centuries, “both Christianity and Islam” have become “major religions in Nigeria”, with sizable populations of followers across the country (Kitause & Achunike, 2013: 47). “Islam is more common in northern Nigeria”, where it is practised by Hausa-Fulani and Kanuri populations, whereas Christianity is more common in southern Nigeria, especially among Igbo and Yoruba ethnic groups.
Historical, social, political, and economic variables have all interacted in complicated ways to shape Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria. The Sokoto Caliphate, which formed a strong Islamic state in northern Nigeria in the 19th century, is one of the major events that affected these interactions. The British colonization of Nigeria in the early 20th century further deepened religious divides, as colonial policies favoured Christian missionaries and marginalized Muslim communities. Increased ethno-religious tensions and “violent clashes between Muslims and Christians” were observed in Nigeria after independence. A hardline Muslim group led the Maitatsine rebellion in the 1980s, which claimed a large number of lives and destroyed a lot of property. Communities already divided and distrusted were further exacerbated in the early 2000s when Sharia law was introduced in many northern states (Hashim & Walker, 2017: 217).
Colonialism and post-colonialism have had a profound impact on interfaith dialogue “in Nigeria. During the colonial period”, British policies of indirect rule and Christian missionary activities favoured the spread of Christianity, leading to resentment and marginalization of Muslim communities. This imbalance in religious representation and resources created tensions and entrenched divisions between Christians and Muslims (Izu, 2023: 13)
In the post-colonial era, the legacy of colonial rule continued to influence interfaith relations, as political elites exploited religious identities for power and control. The manipulation of religious differences for political gain exacerbated conflicts and undermined efforts at reconciliation and dialogue between Christians and Muslims (Mlambo & Ogunnubi, 2022: 35). Moreover, the unequal distribution of resources, opportunities, and social services based on religious affiliations further deepened socio-economic disparities and heightened interfaith tensions in Nigeria. The historical legacy of colonialism and post-colonialism has had a lasting impact on Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria, shaping the dynamics of interfaith dialogue and peacebuilding efforts in the country (Emerson & Solomon, 2018:9).
Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria 
Undoubtedly, there has been a long history of tensions and disputes between the two major religions in Nigeria, which are the result of a complex interplay of social, political, economic, and religious forces. Nigeria is a multireligious nation where the bulk of the population is made up of Christians and Muslims, who are distributed equally. There are several ethnic groups in the nation, each with unique cultural and religious customs (Dowd, 2016: 621). The roots of Christian-Muslim tensions in Nigeria can be traced back to the colonial period when the British Empire imposed its authority on the different ethnic and religious groups of the region. The colonization process often pitted Christians and Muslims against each other, as these groups competed for power and influence in the new political order (Jegede, 2019: 57). This legacy of colonialism continues to shape “the relationship between Christians and Muslims in Nigeria” today (Abar, 2019:21)
One of the key flashpoints in “Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria” is the issue of religious extremism and violence. Over the years, Nigeria has experienced several violent conflicts between Christian and Muslim communities, particularly in the northern region of the country. Islamist groups such as Boko Haram have carried out attacks on Christians and churches, while there are also unconfirmed rumours that Christian militias have also targeted Muslims. These conflicts have fuelled mistrust and animosity between the two religious groups (John, 2022: 3).  In years past, efforts have been made to promote interfaith “dialogue and understanding between Christians and Muslims in Nigeria” (Bamai, 2019: 15). The Nigerian Inter-Religious Council (NIREC) was established in 1999 to facilitate communication and cooperation between religious leaders from different faiths. The council has worked to promote peace and harmony between Christians and Muslims, and has played a role in mediating conflicts between the two groups (Williams, 2023: 553-555).
Despite these efforts, tensions between Christians and Muslims persist in Nigeria, and incidents of violence and discrimination continue to occur (Akpanika, 2017: 21). Factors such as poverty, political instability, and competition for scarce resources have exacerbated these tensions, further complicating the relationship between the two religious groups (Ashafa, 2015: 12). Fostering a culture of tolerance, mutual respect, and understanding will be crucial in improving Christian-Muslim relations in Nigeria. Interfaith dialogue, educational initiatives, and grassroots efforts to promote peace and harmony between the two religious communities can help to build bridges and promote reconciliation. Building a more inclusive and pluralistic society in Nigeria will require a concerted effort from religious leaders, policymakers, and civil society organizations to address the underlying causes of conflict and promote a culture of peace and coexistence (Yabiliyok, 2019: 21).
Examples of Effective Christian-Muslim Dialogue Initiatives in Southwest Nigeria 
In Nigeria, there have been several successful Christian-Muslim dialogue initiatives that have aimed to promote interfaith understanding, cooperation, and peaceful coexistence. These initiatives have brought together leaders and members of both religious communities to engage in dialogue, exchange ideas, and work towards building trust and mutual respect. Here are some specific examples of successful Christian-Muslim dialogue initiatives in Southwest Nigeria inclusive:
The Nigeria Inter-Religious Council (NIREC) is a voluntary association formed in 1999 by representatives of Christianity and Islam in Nigeria. Its primary goal is to promote interaction between religious leaders and traditional rulers, establishing foundations for sustainable peace and religious harmony (Iweze, 2022: 11). The Federal Government has supported NIREC since 2007, holding meetings in six geo-political zones to promote religious tolerance, peaceful co-existence, ethical values, and good governance. NIREC collaborates with Anti-Corruption Agencies, the National Action Committee on AIDS, and the African Union Commission to address issues like insecurity, poverty, corruption, unemployment, and diseases. Annual meetings include quarterly general meetings, youth seminars, and meetings for eight sub-committees (Oluwafemi & Suriadi, 2024: 89).

In southwest Nigeria, NIREC has successfully implemented various programs aimed at promoting interfaith dialogue and understanding among different religious groups (Iweze, 2021: 35). Through these initiatives, NIREC has been able to foster a sense of unity and cooperation among communities, helping to prevent conflicts and promote peace (Oluwafemi & Suriadi, A. 2024: 89). The organization's efforts have been instrumental in creating a more harmonious and inclusive society in the region, setting an example for other areas to follow in building a more peaceful and tolerant society. For example, NIREC organized a series of youth seminars where young people from Christian and Muslim backgrounds came together to discuss their beliefs and learn about each other's religions peace (Oluwafemi & Suriadi, A. 2024: 92). Also, the organization facilitated meetings for sub-committees focused on specific issues such as education, healthcare, and community development, bringing together representatives from different faiths to work towards common goals (Esman & Telhami, 2019: 7).
The Interfaith Mediation Centre (IMC): The IMC is a non-governmental organization based in Kaduna State that works to promote “peace and reconciliation between Christians and Muslims in Nigeria” (Bamai, 2019:234). The organization organizes interfaith dialogue sessions, peacebuilding workshops, and community engagement initiatives to foster understanding and cooperation between the two religious communities (Haynes, 2018:43). The IMC has successfully mediated conflicts, promoted religious tolerance, and built bridges between Christians and Muslims in Southwest Nigeria and beyond. “By bringing people of different faiths together” (Bamai, 2019: 43), the IMC has been able to create a platform for open communication and mutual respect. Through their efforts, they have helped to reduce tensions and promote harmony in areas where religious differences have previously caused division and conflict. The work of the IMC serves as a beacon of hope for a future where people of all faiths can live together in peace and unity (Saleh, 2020: 12).
The Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) and the Nigerian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs (NSCIA): CAN and NSCIA are national bodies that represent Christian and Muslim interests in Nigeria, respectively (Anyia, 2017: 92). In Southwest Nigeria, these organizations have engaged in dialogue and collaboration to address issues of mutual concern, such as religious freedom, social justice, and interfaith relations (Olowo, 2021: 13). By working together, CAN and NSCIA have been able to promote peace, harmony, and understanding between Christians and Muslims in the region (Toki, Gambari, & Hadi, 2015: 105-107).
The Youth Interfaith Forum. This is a grassroots initiative that brings together young people from Christian and Muslim backgrounds to engage in dialogue, community service, and social activities. The forum aims to build bridges between youth from different religious backgrounds, promote tolerance, and foster friendships. By involving young people in interfaith dialogue, the Youth Interfaith Forum helps to shape future leaders who are committed to peaceful coexistence and understanding (Barnas, 2022: 11)
 Key Issues and Challenges in Christian-Muslim Dialogue
Christian-Muslim dialogue is essential for promoting understanding, cooperation, and peaceful coexistence between the two major religious communities worldwide (Ashafa, 2015:12) However, several key issues and challenges can hinder effective dialogue between Christians and Muslims. These challenges often stem from historical, theological, social, and political factors and require careful consideration and effort to address. Some of the key issues and challenges in Christian-Muslim dialogue include:
1. Theological Differences: One of the fundamental “challenges in Christian-Muslim dialogue is the theological differences between the two faiths”. Christians and Muslims have distinct beliefs about God, the nature of Jesus Christ, the authority of scripture, and practices such as prayer and worship. These theological divergences can create barriers to meaningful dialogue and understanding, as they represent core aspects of each faith's identity (Pratt, 2015: 91)
2. Historical Conflicts and Misunderstandings: Historical conflicts and misunderstandings between Christians and Muslims, such as the Crusades, colonization, and more recent violent conflicts, have left deep scars on interfaith relations. These historical grievances can create distrust, resentment, and fear, making it challenging to engage in dialogue and build trust (Sirgy, Estes, El-Aswad, Rahtz, Sirgy, Estes & Rahtz, 2019: 29)
3. Political and Social Context: The political and social context in which Christian-Muslim dialogue takes place can also present challenges. In some regions, political instability, extremism, discrimination, and social inequality can exacerbate religious tensions and hinder efforts for dialogue and cooperation. Governments or extremist groups may exploit religious differences for political gain, further complicating interfaith relations (Weldu, 2022:3)
4. Interpretation of Scriptures and Texts: Both Christianity and Islam have sacred scriptures that are open to interpretation. Differences in interpretation of these texts can lead to misunderstandings and conflicts, as certain passages may be interpreted differently by Christians and Muslims. Addressing these differences in understanding and interpretation is key to fostering dialogue and mutual respect.
5. Cultural and Societal Norms: Cultural norms, traditions, and societal expectations can influence how Christians and Muslims interact with each other. In some communities, cultural biases, stereotypes, and prejudices based on religion can impact interfaith relations and hinder genuine dialogue and collaboration (Edwards, 2017: 21).
6. Lack of Trust and Communication: Building trust and effective communication between Christians and Muslims is crucial for successful dialogue. Miscommunications, stereotypes, and a lack of understanding can create barriers to open and honest dialogue. Overcoming these challenges requires patience, empathy, and a willingness to listen and learn from each other (Mohamed, 2017: 45).
7. Power Dynamics: Power dynamics, such as perceived or real imbalances in influence, resources, or representation, can impact the dynamics of Christian-Muslim dialogue. Addressing power differentials and ensuring that all voices are heard and respected is essential for creating a level playing field for dialogue and fostering a culture of equality and inclusion (Hassan, 2016: 11). 
The role of Government and Civil Society in promoting Christian-Muslim dialogue in Southwest Nigeria
The role of government and civil society organizations in promoting Christian-Muslim dialogue in Southwest Nigeria is crucial for fostering peace, understanding, and cooperation between the two major religious communities in the region (Toki, Gambari & Hadi, 2015: 104-107). Both government institutions and civil society play a significant role in creating an enabling environment for interfaith dialogue, addressing religious tensions, and promoting religious freedom and tolerance. Here is an in-depth look at the impact of government and civil society on Christian-Muslim dialogue in Southwest Nigeria:
The government can play a crucial role in promoting religious harmony and protecting the rights of all religious groups by setting policies and regulations that promote religious tolerance and prohibit discrimination based on religion (Bagir, 2018: 289). Government institutions, such as the Ministry of Religious Affairs or interfaith committees, can mediate conflicts between Christians and Muslims, preventing conflicts and promoting peace. They can also support initiatives promoting interfaith education, awareness, and understanding among religious communities. Incorporating interfaith dialogue and religious tolerance into education curriculums can combat stereotypes, promote empathy, and foster positive interfaith relations among young people (Saleh, 2022:121-127). Government policies should be inclusive, respecting the rights and freedoms of all religious groups, and promoting a secular state that ensures equal opportunities for all citizens, fostering a more inclusive and pluralistic society (Sajir, 2023: 1325).
Civil society organizations can promote religious freedom, dialogue, and cooperation between Christians and Muslims by raising awareness and challenging stereotypes (Smith, 2007: 17). They can facilitate interfaith dialogue initiatives, such as dialogue sessions, workshops, and community events, fostering trust and understanding between the two religious communities. They can also mediate conflicts and promote reconciliation by providing a neutral platform for dialogue. They can also build the capacity of religious leaders, community members, and youth to engage in interfaith dialogue and peacebuilding activities (Khalid & Lopez, 2023: 3). By providing training, resources, and support for dialogue initiatives, civil society organizations empower individuals to become peace champions and agents of change in their communities. This approach helps bridge divides, promote empathy, and foster cooperation between the two religious communities.
Impact of Socio-Political Factors
Christian-Muslim dialogue and peacebuilding in Southwest Nigeria are significantly and intricately impacted by socio-political issues. Socio-political variables like as political marginalisation, economic inequality, identity politics, and ethno-religious differences have historically contributed to religious tensions, disputes, and bloodshed in the region (Çancı & Odukoya, 2016: 93). To promote interfaith discourse, establish peace, and create a more harmonious community in Southwest Nigeria, these factors must be understood and addressed. The following are some significant socio-political elements and how they affect Christian-Muslim communication and peacebuilding: 
1. Political Marginalization: Religious tensions can be heightened and sentiments of exclusion and discrimination can be exacerbated by political marginalisation of particular religious or ethnic communities. In Southwest Nigeria, a small number of elite groups frequently control most of the political power and resources, which causes marginalised populations to feel alienated and resentful. This might sabotage attempts at communication and healing and serve as a fertile foundation for interfaith strife (Liman, 2015:5)
2. Identity Politics: In Nigeria, the politics of ethnicity and religion frequently result in the exploitation of religious feelings for political ends. Politicians may make use of religious differences to divide communities, rally support, or instigate violence. Identity politics have the potential to divide religious communities and thwart initiatives for interfaith collaboration and communication (Olowo, 2021: 11).
3. Ethno-Religious Divisions: Nigeria is a multiethnic and multireligious nation, and these differences may act as trigger points for hostilities. Deeply ingrained and historical ethno-religious divides can be obstacles to productive communication and collaboration between Muslims and Christians. Intersecting religious and ethnic identities can make peacebuilding efforts more difficult and necessitate all-encompassing strategies that take into account these many facets of identity (Okafor, 2021: 21). 
4. Security Challenges: In Southwest Nigeria, insecurity which includes problems with terrorism, banditry, and intercommunal violence can present serious obstacles to Muslim-Christian communication and reconciliation. Security risks have the potential to increase religious hostilities, foster mistrust, and obstruct attempts at interreligious cooperation. It is imperative to tackle security issues and foster stability to provide a favourable atmosphere for communication and peacebuilding endeavours (Obodoagha, 2015: 5).
Conclusion and recommendation 
While there are many obstacles to overcome in the way of Christian-Muslim dialogue, such as political manipulation, historical grudges, socioeconomic inequality, and theological disagreements, it also can foster mutual understanding, tolerance, and collaboration across religious groups. Despite these challenges, government agencies, non-governmental organisations, religious authorities, and residents have made admirable attempts to promote peace in Southwest Nigeria via conversation, mediation, and reconciliation programmes.
The study recommends that: 
1. Government institutions should enhance interfaith dialogue initiatives by promoting religious tolerance, inclusivity, and peacebuilding, and collaborating with civil society organizations to enhance their effectiveness.
2. The promotion of Christian-Muslim dialogue should prioritize local community engagement, involving grassroots participation, capacity-building, and leadership development for sustainable community impact.
3. Dialogue initiatives in Southwest Nigeria should tackle socio-political, economic, and identity-based factors contributing to religious tensions, promoting social justice, economic empowerment, and inclusive governance for sustainable peace.
4. Integrating educational programs into schools, religious institutions, and community centres can foster interfaith understanding, tolerance, and respect, enhancing dialogue and fostering a culture of peace.
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