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Although religion sustains man's hope for salvation while on earth, Karl Marx refers to it as the opium of the 

masses. Religion also serves as a tool for assessing the inherent evil in humanity. The three major religions in 

Nigeria, which are Christianity, Islam and African Traditional religion play major roles in enlightening and 

directing the people accordingly but this function, often times, has been abused by some of religious leaders 

who crave for their personal benefits to the detriment of their followers and the society at large. It is in view of 

this, that the Caine Prize, the Pushcart and the BOA Fiction Prize awards winner in Literature, E. C. Osondu, 

in his collection of short stories - Voice of America, interrogated the activities of some religious leaders and 

their impact upon the Nigerian society. This paper, therefore highlighted the roles of some religious leaders 

with a view to investigating their influences on their vulnerable followers.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Religion is a sensitive aspect of human existence, 

as it is regarded by many to be the basis of man’s 

salvation. Hence, it is regarded as sacred and 

accorded much respect by every race, language, age 

and social class in the society. Children are 

constantly reprimanded on the importance of 

religion, as it known in the holy book to train 

children the way they should go, so that when they 

grow, they will not depart from it. Thus, religion 

becomes a platform or template used by parents or 

guardians to checkmate, correct and direct the 

younger ones in the society. It also helps to control 

indiscipline, corruption, and all sorts of negative 

inclinations that are inherent in man.  

In the present world, religion has been classified 

into different shades and forms, as there are 

Islamic, Christian, African Traditional, Hinduism, 

Buddhist religion as well as other means and 

channels used by individuals or groups to 

communicate to God. It becomes paramount and 

interesting as well as fascinating, as many testify to 

the positive growth and changes, they are 

experiencing due to their religious beliefs. 

Therefore, Karl Marx views religion as “a sigh of 

the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless 

world, and the soul of the soulless conditions. It is 

the opium of the people (175)”. Thus, as many are 

now getting interested so are, they also getting 

deceived by those who take advantage of their 

naivety in the name religion. So, religion becomes a 

weapon for thievery, and a trade or business to 

some religious leaders who constantly yearn for 

their financial and material benefits; comfort and 

luxury at the detriment of vulnerable worshipers or 

congregations. Just like the cases of Tartuffe in 

Moliere’s eponymous play, Tartuffe and Wole 

Soyinka’s Jero in The Trials of Brother Jero, 

supposed men of God have deceived many, 

destroyed, maimed and tortured others in the name 

of religion. Ebewo admits that “religion- 

Traditional, Christian, and Islam- is viewed not 

wholly as a heaven of saints but also as a school for 

sinners (28)”. 

Consequently, in Africa like other parts of the 

world, many religious leaders use religion for self-

benefits, like poverty alleviation, power struggle, 

social respect, money laundry, pedophilia and other 

forms of selfish reasons and interests as against the 

true practice. However, it has become a huge 

concern and responsibility for some writers who 

find this unhealthy attitude quite ungodly in a sane 

society to speak out against such practices through 

their writings. As it gradually eats deep into the 

fibers and canals of our day to day living, many 

religious leaders are beginning to see religion as a 

weapon for self-aggrandizement. As for Clifford 

Geertz, 

The checkered history of religious involvement in 

societal affairs - multiple episodes of warfare, 

oppression, intolerance and hypocrisy- is 
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commonly cited by environmentalists as a reason to 

avoid engagement with religion, even by those who 

acknowledge the admirable selflessness and the 

passionate defense of marginalized people that are 

part of religious history (11) 

ISSUES OF RELIGION IN SELECT E.C. 

OSONDU’S SHORT STORIES 

E.C. Osondu, the award-winning writer, in his 

collection of short stories, Voice of America, 

depicts the inglorious attitude of some religious 

leaders in Africa. Generally, in the text, he captures 

real life experiences of many Africans, ranging 

from war, migration, corruption, bad leadership to 

religion. So, in Janjaweed Wife, Miracle Baby and 

Pilgrimage, Osondu depicts the attitude of religious 

leader(s) in Islamic religion, Christian religion and 

African Traditional religion respectively.  In these 

three stories, the writer expresses concern on 

religious intolerance, pedophilia, financial 

exploitation and selflessness in religious practices.  

Janjaweed Wife’s story revolves around the 

protagonist and her family in Fur. The first incident 

in the story, is a replica of the issues between 

Fulani herdsmen, who are usually Muslims and 

famers, who are mostly Christians in Nigeria. The 

farmers lament daily about their crops being 

destroyed by cattle as directed by their herders, and 

these herders in turn unleash their anger on the 

farmers by killing them, raping their wives and 

selling their children into slavery.  

It is a pathetic situation, as the protagonist sees her 

unhappy father in a pensive mood, “with his head in 

his hands…the whites of his eyes looked as if they 

were covered with a thin film of blood (54)”. And 

he laments that “their cattle trampled on our 

crops…we thought it was a mistake, but they 

said…they called us slaves, sons of dongs…. It is 

the same news from different districts…. Shouk, 

Krindid (55)”. 

It is said that the ruthless activities of herders in 

Nigeria is as a result of the teachings by some of 

their Islamic religious leaders. They inculcate in 

them the idea to hate and destroy anyone who does 

not conform to their kind of Islamic teachings. 

They are taught intolerance, discrimination and to 

call none Islamic worshippers, infidels. Like the 

character, Malam Abdul-Nur in Elnathan John’s 

Born on a Tuesday, when he interrupted a 

conversation, by correcting one of the men who 

paid Sheikh a courtesy visit, as he reiterates that 

“Islam does not mean peace … Islam means 

submission: submission to the will of Allah. And 

the will of Allah is not the will of the infidel or the 

will of America. Islam means that we do not submit 

to anything or anyone but Allah” (84).   

With this outburst, it is evident that Malam Abdul-

Nur has presented himself to be on the part of 

religious radicalism and extremism and he is 

invariably teaching his followers (mainly the 

Almajiris and herdsmen) as the teaching of Allah. 

This idea of intolerance is extended to these 

defenseless farmers, who are constantly getting 

slaughtered without sympathy. The protagonist 

recounts how her father was murdered, that “the 

evil ones were cursing and laughing and speaking 

in fast Arabic…. Throw the dark-skinned slaves in 

the fire; let the fire lighten their skins; they are no 

better than firewood (56)”  

After this horrible experience, the protagonist’s 

family takes solace at the refuges’ camps, where 

they get meager aids from government. The 

protagonist, with her surviving mother and her elder 

sister, Nur find solace at Zagrawa Refugee Camp, 

where they are at the mercy of older inhabitants of 

the camp or any rich benefactor. Ironically, these 

benefactors are usually corrupt politicians, Alhajis 

and Sheikhs like El Hajj in the text, who could be 

the owner of these cattle that humans are being 

slaughtered to salvage.    

El Hajj’s character is a representation of pedophilic 

religious leaders, who use religion as a weapon to 

deceptively unleash harm on their gullible victims. 

He appears concerned and worried about the 

impoverished living standard of the protagonist’s 

family in the camp. But his major interest is strictly 

on the underage girls, with the camouflage of 

helping their widowed mother as their religion 

demands. In his first encounter with girls, the 

protagonist narrates that; 

As he drew me closer to him, I felt the folds of his 

plump-looking fingers graze my buttocks through 

my thin dress, and I flinched. I looked at Nur, but 

his other hand was at that very moment accidentally 

touching her left breast. Mama was looking down 

on the floor and smiling (61).    

The poor widow, never imagined the ulterior 

motives of El Hajj towards her underage daughters 

but she is eternally grateful for his generosity and 

concern towards her and the girls. El Hajj gives his 

generosity a step further by removing them from 

the camp and housing them in his big home, so he 

can constantly defile the girls. Again, the narrator 

reveals that; 



©Rajasthali Journal                                                                                                                                                    ISSN 2583-1720 

 

https://www.rajasthali.marudharacollege.ac.in           Volume 2, Issue 1, Oct - Dec 2022                                                          116                                                           

El Hajj called me to his bedroom…. As the soft 

fingers began to poke around me, they were no 

longer felt soft. I felt like someone was poking 

sharp bicycle spokes into me. Everywhere he 

touched stung, and I began to cry. The next day 

Hajj called Nur to his room, and when she came 

back her eyes were red (63) 

It is evident that the pedophile lures them into his 

home to take advantage of their homelessness. 

Giving them a shelter as the religion demands, is 

socially acceptable but getting easy access to defile 

the girls is appalling. Unfortunately, all these are 

done under the guise of being religious. The writer, 

explores these happenings in order to reflect the 

true state of some religious leaders in our present 

society. Just as scandals, especially, sexual scandals 

are today following various “men of God” in 

Nigeria, one notices that religion provides a perfect 

cover for these lascivious and shameless 

men/women to take advantage of vulnerable 

people.  

Another story he employs in this discourse, is 

Miracle Baby. Through this story, Osondu depicts 

the exploitative nature of some greedy Christian 

religious leaders, who latch onto their desperate 

victims with the hope to perform miracles. They 

exploit them financially and emotionally with lots 

of expectations and promises. The victim in this 

story is Ijeoma. She is an American based Nigerian, 

who lives with her husband in New York City, 

where they can find solution to their infertility 

issues but her Mother-in-law insists on 

“homegrown solution (119)”.  

In the narration, her mother-in-law is “a devout 

catholic who never missed mass and was member 

of the Catholic Women’s League (120)” … yet her 

mantra is “ignore what’s written on the body of the 

truck, and just get into the truck (119)”. The 

description of her personae shows the contradictory 

nature of some church leaders. Despite her position 

in the church, she is ready to patronize a Baby 

Market, where they can illegally buy a baby from 

some miscreants at all cost. Ijeoma registers her 

fears; “Mama, don’t you see that most of them are 

drug addicts and drunks…for these people it’s only 

a business, and a baby should be conceived in love 

(122)”. And her response is, “it is you who will 

give baby love when he is born, not these people 

(122)”. So, her major concern is what she stands to 

gain, self-benefit, irrespective of who and what is 

involved.      

As Ijeoma is constantly being harassed by her 

mother-in-law, to get her grandchildren through a 

‘homegrown solution’, they visit a prophet on the 

insistence of her mother-in-law. The prophet, 

whose concern is to generate income for his 

‘business venture’, while working towards uplifting 

his financial status, reveals scary and weird 

prophesies that would get to his prey, Ijeoma. 

According to him;  

They locked your womb with a padlock, melted the 

key, and threw it into the bottom of the ocean; their 

one wish is that your womb will never be unlocked. 

But you have a prayerful warrior in a person of 

your mother-in-law here. We shall find that key and 

unlock your womb, and you shall be a mother not 

just once but seven times, seven times you shall be 

mother (124) 

These are some of the tactics they usually employ 

to make their victims succumb.  They give scary 

prophesies and panic their vulnerable members with 

all sorts spiritual threats. Many of these church 

leaders today, are swindlers who constantly play on 

the intelligence of their congregations just to amass 

wealth for themselves and their generations. They 

keep taking from their impoverished members in 

order to sustain their glamorous and luxurious life 

styles; while they maintain their frivolous activities 

in the penurious society.  

This reminds one of Pastor Uka, a character, in 

Okey Ndibe’s novel, Foreign Gods, Inc. who used 

to live in Lagos where he served five years’ jail 

term for stealing but has now mainstreamed as a 

responsible man of God. He “fled the city after his 

discharge” (204), relocated to his village and begins 

a church like ministry in order to salvage his 

financial predicaments. He does all his dubious 

activities under guise that he is divinely called by 

God. Through this character, Ndibe depicts the true 

nature of many religious leaders in Africa. These 

dubious men of God who now litter the landscape 

are like painted sepulcher hiding one sordid past or 

the other. 

Worthy of note is that, many have totally deviated 

from the true Christian teachings, as they perform 

all kinds of unverifiable miracles just to increase 

the number of their congregants. Because the more 

the members, the higher their income and the richer 

they will be. The writer recounts Ijeoma’s 

experience with the prophet as she gives him some 

dollar notes. The prophet is excited and cries that 

“this is very good money, I like its color and the 



©Rajasthali Journal                                                                                                                                                    ISSN 2583-1720 

 

https://www.rajasthali.marudharacollege.ac.in           Volume 2, Issue 1, Oct - Dec 2022                                                          117                                                           

way it smells; it has travelled far to come and meet 

me, and I thank you for it (126)”.   

But in another shift, on their way home, Ijeoma’s 

mother-in-law refused her to help the tattered 

looking nursing mother, who begs for money to 

feed herself and her young baby under the 

scorching sun, in the busy Lagos traffic. She 

cautions “don’t give her anything…they are 

tricksters…. If you give money to all the beggars on 

the road of Lagos, you’ll become a beggar soon 

(127)”. There is a total misplacement of priority as 

against the Christian teachings and standards, and it 

is as a result of the new teachings from some of 

these corrupt religious leaders. For some of these 

religious leaders, prosperity gospel as against 

salvation, is now the order of the day. 

The writer juxtaposes these two events in this story, 

in order to portray the gradual departure from the 

true practice, as many are now concerned with 

making their rich church leaders richer while 

discarding the poor and underprivileged. This is in 

opposition to the Biblical teachings that admonishes 

all to remember the poor and needy in the society. 

Unfortunately, religion is now transactional, hence 

it is now a thing of trade, where one pays and gets a 

miracle, which again, is against the Biblical 

teaching in the Gospel of Matthew where Jesus 

enjoins his disciples “freely you received, freely 

you give (10:8)”.   

The last story in this discourse is titled Pilgrimage, 

it is about an African American, Beth, who is in 

Nigeria for the Temple of All Nations’ healing 

program. The Temple of all Nations is a popular 

church in Nigeria that is known for performing 

miracles. Many have testified of their healings and 

deliverances from all kinds of evils through the 

prophet.  At first, the narrator, who happens to be 

Beth’s taxi-driver is quite ill at ease concerning 

how relaxed the foreigner appears, right from the 

airport till when they arrived at the church 

compound. According to the narrator, “she was 

different, this one, I said to myself…. She acted 

more like a tourist than a pilgrim. I figured this was 

because she was a black American, and this had 

once been her land (198)”.  

So, Beth’s coming to Temple of All Nations, is to 

get cured of a lump under her breast, which is 

difficult for the specialists in America to detect or 

diagnose. She noticed it at the age of fifteen and 

was told by friends that is cancer, and she booked 

an appointment with her doctor and laments that; 

The doctors could not find anything. All the X-rays, 

all the scans, blood tests, urine tests – they came up 

with nothing. I was beginning to suspect that the 

people at the hospital were whispering behind my 

back. My doctor even suggested I see an analyst. 

And then I saw the prophet on television. I decided 

that he might be able to heal me (203). 

In the text, the prophet is known for his healing 

powers all over the world, and this is what attracts 

Beth to visit the church, in order to get healed. But 

on getting there, she discovers she has a traditional 

affiliation with the land. It appears the land, through 

its mystical powers, calls her back to her root to 

heal her of the invisible lump under her breast. The 

narrator narrates the uncommon experience with a 

surprising tone in the market, as an old woman 

herbalist welcomes Beth. He narrates; 

My daughter, you have come from a far place, and 

yet you have come back home… Beth smiled. You 

were taken away, screaming and cursing, but you 

promised to return. You have a lump under your 

left breast, and all the white man’s medicine could 

not cure you; you have journeyed well, and now 

you can return in peace (201). 

The old woman and other market women 

performed a quick but spontaneous ritual on her at 

the sport, and the narrator could not comprehend 

how Beth, a supposed foreigner could succumb to 

such a fetish exercise as painted by the imperialists. 

The connection is surreal as they threw “egg at 

Beth, and it shattered…they grabbed her face, made 

three quick incisions on her forehead, and rubbed a 

dark, powdery substance from the calabash on it…it 

is gone, it is gone. It was never there, my daughter, 

the old woman said (202)”. 

However, the miracle that Beth is hoping to receive 

at Temple of All Nations, is being given to her, free 

of charge, at the local side of a market, where the 

old, traditional women go about their local 

businesses. The narrator expected Beth to shop at 

the exotic part of the market, where foreigners like 

her usually do their shopping. But tradition, 

naturally plays its role on her, without any form of 

inducement or incentive. Thus, Beth is healed from 

the invisible lump as she confirms that;  

At the healing service last night, the lump was still 

there. I wondered if the trip had been in vain, and 

then at the market when that old woman touched 

me, I felt lighter, as if a large moth had flown out 

from under my breast. In your car I touched myself 

just to be sure (203). 
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Osondu’s projection of efficacy of African 

Traditional religion against foreign options on Beth, 

portrays how many human’s problems can only be 

addressed naturally when they start appreciating 

their local tradition and culture. But in reality, just 

like Beth’s first option, many are highly engrossed 

with the foreign practices while undermining their 

traditional heritage. And those in the exploitative 

business of the foreign religion have labeled 

African Traditional religion primitive and archaic 

because it is often a selfless act to humanity as seen 

in text. 

Osondu proves in this text that most Africans are 

marginal Christians or Moslems as the case may be 

and that when the chips are down, they return to 

their roots for solutions. It is equally a commentary 

on the ignorance of the so-called educated Africans 

who neglect their rich religious heritage but follow 

foreign Gods, sheepishly. African traditional 

religion is to all intents and purposes, more 

humanitarian as can be seen from Osondu’s 

portrayals. 

CONCLUSION 

In all, it is evident that the deceptive attitude of 

some religious leaders could be as a result of their 

selfish reasons. Religious centers have now become 

misconstrued as business outlets where there are 

constant checks for profits and gains instead of 

good morals. However, as an essential part of 

societal development, the issue of religious 

decadence is perpetually affecting the society, as it 

keeps declining in its moral standards and 

principles.  Hence, evil is on increase as the wrong 

message of self-aggrandizement keeps getting 

shoved down the people’s throat and corrupting 

their minds. 

Osondu, uses these three stories in his collection, to 

caution the society of the impending danger and 

looming doom that is gradually enveloping the 

world, as many have been deceived and destroyed 

due to religious beliefs and practices. He enjoins 

religious leaders to be kind, selfless and humane 

like those market women who are acolytes of 

African Traditional religion in the text. As clearly 

shown, their aim is for the betterment of everyone 

and the society as a whole without seeking financial 

benefits.    
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