RELIGIOUS INTOLERANCE IN NIGERIA: A CALL FOR CAUTION
Amid the various challenges and upheavals confronting Nigeria, there is the need for all citizens to exercise restraint and refrain from actions and utterances that could escalate an already volatile atmosphere in the country. Christian Social Movement of Nigeria (CSMN) is making this appeal with reference to a recent statement credited in the media to the Supreme Council for Shari’ah in Nigeria (SCSN) to the effect that the Chairman of INEC, Mr. Joash Amupitan should resign his appointment describing him as a “a threat to the credibility of Nigeria’s democratic process.” The Supreme Council for Shari’ah in Nigeria went further and threatened that “Muslims would neither recognise nor legitimise any election conducted under Amupitan’s leadership,” citing what it described as “serious integrity and neutrality concerns.”
The position of the SCSN was conveyed by the President of the Supreme Council for Shari’ah in Nigeria, Sheikh Bashir Umar, who made the position known in January 2026 during the Council’s 2026 Annual Pre-Ramadan Lecture and General Assembly in Abuja, themed “Nigeria’s Future: Faith, Justice, and Leadership.” Earlier, in December 2025, a coalition of 40 Islamic organisations under the Zamfara State Muslims League held a press conference in which it criticised external pressure on issues relating to Shari’ah and religious regulation in northern Nigeria. The coalition argued that Shari’ah has constitutional backing as part of Nigeria’s plural legal system, which also recognises common law and customary law.
In this treatise, CSMN is neither holding brief for the Tinubu administration, nor is it playing partisan politics. The concern is that religious groups should not be seen as promoters of injustice, inequality, and unfairness in the country. In the past few years, religion has been used to devastate and degrade Nigeria. Efforts should be on deemphasizing the negative role religion has been made to play in the country instead of escalating religious tension.
The President of Nigeria, in concert with the National Assembly, has the authority to appoint Chairman for INEC, and this has been the practice. In the recent past, President Goodluck Jonathan, a Christian, appointed Prof. Attahiru Jega, a Muslim, as the Chairman of INEC. The SCSN did not threaten to boycott elections. President Muhammadu Buhari appointed Prof. Yakubu Mahmood, another Muslim, as INEC Chairman. Again, the SCSN did not threaten to boycott elections. Now that President Tinubu appointed Mr. Joash Amupitan, a Christian, as the INEC Chairman, the SCSN is threatening to lead a Muslim boycott of the 2027 election. Would SCSN have issued this threat if another Muslim from the North was appointed INEC Chairman?
The matter under which Mr. Amupitan was accused of being a threat to democracy is trite and trivial. Mr. Amupitan gave a Legal Opinion on a report that documented genocide against Christians in Nigeria. He did not dissimulate because the matter of genocide against Christians in Nigeria by Islamic terrorists was confirmed by the All Progressives Congress (APC) in 2014 when it went to the United States to raise global alarm that Christians were being “slaughtered” in Nigeria. It is for political expediency that the same APC government is denying what it globally lamented over in 2014.
Therefore, it should be clear that the objection of the SCSN to the appointment of Mr. Amupitan has nothing to do with his Legal Opinion but more with his faith as a Christian. SCSN should bear in mind that Section 38(1) of the tolerated 1999 Constitution guarantees for every citizen freedom of religious conviction. It is no longer a secret that some Muslims, particularly from Northern Nigeria, believe that no Nigerian has the right to practice any other religion apart from the one that they practice. In a multicultural, multiethnic, and multireligious society, such intolerance would fuel destruction as the country is currently witnessing. There is the need for caution.
Regarding the claim of the coalition of 40 Islamic organisations under the Zamfara State Muslims League, that Sharia “has constitutional backing as part of Nigeria’s plural legal system, which also recognises common law and customary law”, the position of law needs to be clarified in this matter. The reasons are as follows:
1. There are two types of Shariah law. There are the “Sharia personal law” and the “Sharia criminal law”. The one that the law approves is the Sharia personal law while the one that is throwing the country into crisis is the unapproved Sharia criminal law.
2. Sharia criminal law was inserted into the 1999 Constitution without national consensus. The 1999 Constitution itself does not pass the test of a valid sovereign document for Nigeria. It was neither negotiated nor approved by Nigerians. It was unilaterally imposed on the country by a Muslim Military Head of State who used his position to unjustly promote his religion above other religions in the country.
3. Nigeria never at any time approved the Sharia criminal law as it is currently being practiced in some parts of the country. What was approved was the Sharia personal law which is the equivalent of the customary law.
4. The position of legal luminaries in the country does not support the insertion of Sharia criminal law into the Constitution of the country.
5.  What the country approved for the North was Penal Code not Sharia criminal law. Therefore, the Muslims from Northern Nigeria should revert to the Penal Code and stop using Sharia criminal law to ferment discord and destruction in Nigeria. It was the deliberate adoption of the unauthorized Sharia criminal law that is at the root of the bloodshed and destruction all over the country.
For the avoidance of doubt, this matter of Sharia was examined by legal luminaries in the country and three of them confirm as follows:
The late Professor Ben Nwabueze gave his legal opinion as follows:
“The conclusion is thus inescapable that the prohibition in section 10 of the Constitution stamps with an indelible taint of unconstitutionality, the Sharia criminal law, whether in its original form as contained in the Quran and the Sunnah or in a codified form to be enacted by the National Assembly or a State House of Assembly.”

The late Justice Mohammed Bello commented thus:
“Section 38(1) of the Constitution ensures for every person the right to freedom of thought, conscience, and religion, including freedom to change his religion or belief, whereas under Sharia, ‘ridda’ (change of religion) is a capital offence. Consequently, the offence of ridda is inconsistent with Section 38(1) and by virtue of Section 1 is unconstitutional.”
Mr. Solomon Asemota, SAN, commented thus:
“It is also very clear that Sharia cannot be enforced as state law, which was why the Sardauna took the trouble to ensure the passage of the Penal Code and Code of Criminal Procedure in 1960, which has the following features:
a. It was applicable to everybody in Northern Nigeria.
b. It was internationally accepted and above all
c. It was Quran compliant.
If the above is the correct state of the two laws, then there is need to return Sharia to the status it was before 1975 – Civil and Personal Law.”

There are no northerners who loves the North like the Sardauna, yet the Sardauna gave the North the Penal Code. While the North practised the Penal Code, it had peace, prosperity and progress. From the moment the North departed from the Penal Code, it was engulfed with sorrow, death, poverty and destruction. Should not the North revert to what the Sardauna left for it? The North has been the worst victim of this self-inflicted religious insurgency and has suffered immeasurably from it. Northern Muslims should seek to build bridges and collaborate with other faiths and other regions to restore normalcy to the North.
At this point, the country should be concerned with restoring balance and civility into the polity. Any attempt to deepen religious imbalance will only drag the country deeper into the mire of sectarian violence, intolerance, and mutual suspicion. No part of Nigeria has benefited from the ongoing religious insurgency taking place in the country. It is time to embrace justice, equality, and fairness. Northern Nigeria should learn a lesson from the South-West region of the country that embraces religious plurality and treats religion as personal expression of faith. Today, the most prosperous region in Nigeria is the South-West.
Instead of emphasizing what divides Nigeria, all hands should be on deck to demand the decommission of the 1999 Constitution and the introduction of a new constitution for Nigeria, or at the very least, a reversal to the 1963 Republican Constitution. This, we believe, is the demand that should be made from the Tinubu Administration that before the 2027 election, Nigeria must have a new constitution. A new constitution for Nigeria would be of benefit to all the citizens, irrespective of religion or ethnic affiliation. We encourage the SCSN to join in the demand for a new constitution to promote justice, equality, and fairness in the country rather than demand the resignation of the INEC Chairman which smacks of religious intolerance.

God bless Nigeria
