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Abstract
Nigeria, a secular nation with over 250 ethnic groups and a population divided between Christians, Muslims and African Religion adherents, has for years been regarded as the giant of Africa. However, the diverse religious landscape has often leads to tensions especially among adherents of Christianity and Islam, the two most prominent religious believers. Pentecostalism, a significant Christian denomination, plays a crucial role in fostering inter religious relations. This paper therefore examines the role of Pentecostal church leaders in promoting peaceful coexistence through interfaith dialogue, community engagement and conflict mediation. It goes further to exploring the historical, social, and cultural contexts shaping interactions between adherents of Islam, Christianity, and traditional African religions. The methods employed because of the nature of the paper include qualitative and quantitative approaches, including surveys, interviews and case studies, were engaged to gather data from Pentecostal church leaders, interfaith organizations and community members. Findings revealed that, Pentecostal church leaders&#39; involvement in interreligious dialogue significantly enhances peaceful coexistence and resolves local disputes peacefully. It further empowers youth and women thereby promoting sustainable peace. The paper recommends among others the need for Community engagement initiatives to foster mutual understanding and respect, establish interfaith councils for continuous dialogue, develop peace-building programs for church leaders, and community members and encourage collaborative projects addressing shared social concerns. It concludes that Pentecostal church leaders are pivotal in promoting peaceful coexistence in Nigeria. Their proactive engagement in interfaith relations can alleviate tensions, foster understanding and ensure harmonious coexistence.

Keywords: Pentecostalism, Interfaith Relations, Peaceful Coexistence, Church Leaders,
Nigeria.
Introduction
Nigeria has witnessed tremendous growth in the history of Christianity through the Pentecostal denomination in Nigeria. Pentecostal Church started many years ago as a small mustard seed. Presently it has recorded various social, spiritual and economic growths. More so, it has contributed in the building of mission schools and other noticeable economic ventures that continued to change the social and spiritual life of many in Nigeria. This development made Nigeria a leading figure and spiritual stakeholder in the global Christian community. Presently Nigeria continues to play an important role in the growth of Christianity in unique ways not only in Africa but in other continents. (Sanneh &Carpenter, 2005). 
Scholars agree that there is a shift of centre of gravity of the Christian spiritual space from Europe and America to Latin America, Asia, and Africa (Ogungbile & Akintunde, 2010:1). Nigeria, which is popularly called the giant of Africa, is one of the leading countries in the current movement of Christianity (Gold 2023).
Pentecostal churches usually spring up on most occasions in an area where the Christian religion has been in existence before or places where the Christian faith has not been planted. It has contributed tremendously because of the style of operations and methods of leadership based on the influence of the Holy Spirit. 
The proliferation of Pentecostal churches in Nigeria started after the Nigeria Civil War which was fought between 1967-1970.The independence of Nigeria encouraged religious freedom in the country. This gave rise to a situation whereby the strong tie of membership of the mainline churches develops the spiritual habit of worshipping in Pentecostal denomination. Many Christian groups that were once a fellowship were converted to churches. The Pentecostal churches over the years have dominated the Christian community in Nigeria in various ways. For instance, some of the Pentecostal denominations like Redeemed Christian Church of God, Living Faith Church, Assemblies of God, Christ Apostolic Church and a host of others are the leading Pentecostal Churches in Nigeria with many branches at home and abroad. 
However, using qualitative and quantitative approaches, this paper examines the role of Pentecostal church leaders in promoting peaceful coexistence through interfaith dialogue, community engagement and conflict mediation. It goes further to exploring the historical, social, and cultural contexts shaping interactions between adherents of Islam, Christianity, and traditional African religions. 
Overview of Pentecostalism in Nigeria
Pentecostalism is not a church in itself, but a movement that includes many different churches. It is also a movement of renewal or revival within other denominations. The term is derived from ‘Pentecost’ - the Greek name for the Jewish Feast of Weeks (Anderson 2004). It was on a certain Feast of Pentecost that the Holy Spirit descended on the disciples of Jesus Christ and thus, the group of people in the Christian fold who subscribe to the theology of the Baptism of the Holy Spirit as the true basis and foundation of Christianity adopted the adjective – ‘Pentecostal’ - for themselves (Rotimi, Nwadialor and Ugwuja 2016).
Pentecostalism is a Christian movement that gave rise to several Pentecostal churches in many parts of the world in the 20century. Recalling the Holy Spirit's baptism of the disciples of Jesus Christ in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost, (Acts of the 4Apostles 2–4), this experience appears to have been common in the Christian movement during its first generations. 
However, Pentecostal churches started in Nigeria due to hunger for God. Many worshippers in Nigeria got tired of the traditional system of worship in Nigeria. When Christianity began to grow in the African continent, there came agitations from the African adherents of the Christian faith of the need to have indigenous  Churches (Awojobi 2020).
The indigenous Nigeria worshipper claimed that European and American Christianity has numerous spiritual deficiencies. Some of these Pentecostal churches that emerged include Christ 
Apostolic Church (CAC), Cherubim and Seraphim (C&S), Deeper Life Bible Church, The Redeemed Christian Church of God, Winners' Chapel, Christ Embassy, Mountain of Fire and Miracles Ministries.  (Ojo 2006). Study reveals that most of the founders of these brands of Churches belong to mission established churches at one time or the other. Some were forced to leave while others left voluntarily because of doctrinal differences. 
Also, it is viewed in some quarters that the mission churches are “dead”. This informed the popular slogan at that time: “come out’ from among them and be separate.” Many came out because of the fear of “death” to join the “living” church. They claimed to have a better approach to Christianity than the mission churches (M. A. Ojo n.d.).
Furthermore, according to Asaju (2010), two types of Pentecostalism have emerged after the dominance of Protestantism in Nigeria. They are “the fundamental recourse to scripture to justify Pentecostal gifts of the Holy Spirit and the common use of symbols” (Ogungbile). The Pentecostals create symbols from several terms in the practice of Pentecostalism. They are fond of using terms such as ‘Anointing’, ‘Breakthrough’, ‘Blood of Jesus’, ‘Fire of the Holy Spirit’, etc. Asaju, opines that these symbols typify Nigerian expression of Pentecostalism and modern evangelicalism.
It should be stated at this juncture that Pentecostalism has brought a new dynamism into Nigeria Christianity in impacting not only the Pentecostal movements alone but other groups of Christians as well. Also, the activities of a German Evangelist called Reinhard Bonnke who founded the Christ for All Nations Ministry in 1974 is worthy of note. His ministry in Nigeria has impacted a number of lives positively. It has brought meaningful interactions among different denominations and reinforces unity and a sense of brotherhood of Christians across Nigeria. However, this has continued to inspire hostility from the Islamic community in Nigeria (Asaju, 103).
Central to the practice of Christianity in Nigeria is the issues of healing. Healing is a concept and practice that is found in almost all the cultures of the world. Healing include restoration of health after a period of ill-health. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), health is a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely absence of disease or infirmity (Asaju). This definition is inadequate because it did not consider the spiritual aspect of man which is crucial to his existence. Sickness is anything that is contrary to man’s total well-being spiritually, psychologically and physiologically (Asaju). On the other hand, healing is the complete and successful functioning of every part of the body in harmonious relationship with other parts and with its particular and relevant environment (Asaju). He stresses that man does not only consist of the body and mind only but that he is made up of body, mind and soul.
Prior to the advent of Christianity in Nigeria, healing was going on through traditional herbal medicine for both curative and prophylactic needs of man. Healing was made possible through the mixture of herbs, vegetables, animals and mineral substances. Sometimes these ingredients were accompanied by rituals that invoke the power of deities or powerful incantations to activate the healing effects in the prepared substances which were administered by either Babalawo (Ifa priest) or onisegun (traditional physician) (Asaju). But when Christianity came, the Missionaries introduced western education, dispensaries and hospitals which they ran for a long time before the Government took them over and even established more to take care of the medical needs of the citizenry. It should be noted that the Missionaries used both the western education and hospitals as strategies for conversion of many Nigerians to Christianity. They did not emphasise faith-healing. Nigerians were seen either patronising traditional healers or orthodox medicine. However, the African independent churches and the Pentecostals, with the spiritual approach to human challenges, have been able to handle many spiritual challenges and thus encourage growth.
Engagement of Pentecostal Church Leaders with Inter-Religious Relations.
The engagement of Pentecostal Churches leaders in inter-religious relation are diverse and varied ranging from leadership ambition to numerous other factors such as Dialogue and Relationship Building, Community-Based Initiatives, Theological Reflection and Adaptation, Conflict Resolution and Peace building. Has Pentecostalism traditionally focused on evangelism and in-group fellowship, there is an increasing awareness within Pentecostal circles of the importance of inter-religious engagement, especially in societies with diverse religious landscapes. Here are some key areas where Pentecostal Church leaders engage in inter-religious relations:

Dialogue and Relationship Building
Pentecostal leaders are beginning to see the value of building relationships with leaders of other faiths to foster mutual understanding and peace. By engaging in dialogues with Muslims, and other Christian denominations, they can address shared social issues like poverty, healthcare, and education. As part of humanitarian services, many of the leaders of the Pentecostal Churches are involved in the campaign against HIV/AIDS. For instance, the Redeemed Christian Church of God is in partnership with the National Agency for the control of AIDS, NACA21. Some of the churches also have scholarship programmers for indigent students. 
In 1997, the Living Faith World Outreach provided food, clothing and other relief materials to indigenes of Koma Hills in Adamawa State, where natives had long been disconnected from civilization. A year before then, the church gave relief materials to victims of the Liberian Civil war (The News Magazine, 2009). This engagement is often more informal than structured, focusing on building trust and communication channels.

Community-Based Initiatives
Religious groups in this country have been doing their best to see that the country is a better place to live. It has been providing and helping people to have good health care services. For example, there are the Seventh Day Adventist Hospitals in Aba, Ife, Jengre, and Ilisan. Faith Clinic Foundation in Nsukka, Queen Elizabeth hospital Umuahia, K and P Hospital in Nassarawa State, Shendam Hospital Gombe, Leprosy Home Uzuakolie, and many others built by religious groups  (Jerome 2010).  Also included in this list is the Royal Cross Methodist Hospital, Ugwueke in Bende L.G.A of Abia State established in 2002.
In some cases, Pentecostal Churches join interfaith networks for community development, working on projects that address pressing needs regardless of religious backgrounds. Initiatives like providing food, clean water, and shelter can foster a sense of unity and collaboration that goes beyond religious differences. Pentecostal leaders often emphasize humanitarian values shared across religions, promoting actions rooted in compassion and social responsibility.

Theological Reflection and Adaptation
Pentecostalism is noted for encouraging a spirituality that abhors confinement and standardization, while provoking an intimate experience of the Holy Spirit. According to  (Abogunrin 1986), the mission churches applied the Gospel to the salvation of the soul and never considered the Gospel in relation to man’s body, health, victory over demons, protection from demonic agents, provision of daily needs, and man’s total well-being.  In other words, the mission churches did not preach holistic Gospel. Their emphasis has always been how to make heaven. Thus, Pentecostal theology, which centers around the empowerment of the Holy Spirit, healing, and prophecy, is being explored as a resource for inter-religious engagement. Some leaders reflect on scriptural teachings, like the call to love one's neighbor, as a basis for peaceful coexistence and collaboration. Additionally, teachings around the inclusivity of God’s love can encourage respect for those of different beliefs.

Conflict Resolution and Peace Building
According to Wanger (1986), “new needs, values, techniques, and roles, new political, economic and religious systems are interconnected yet not wholly dependent on one another.” The Mainline churches and African independent churches had earlier evangelized Nigeria with the introduction of some civilizing phenomena. To Odumuyiwa (2006), Christianity should be involved in governance and development in such areas as socio-economic, educational, religious, moral, political and medical perspectives. Pentecostal leaders, particularly in regions experiencing religious tension or conflict, engage in peacebuilding efforts. They work alongside leaders of other faiths to mediate conflicts, promote forgiveness, and encourage reconciliation. This approach aligns with the principles of peacebuilding and conflict resolution, which emphasize bridging divides and seeking harmony.

Education and Awareness Programs
Educationally, Pentecostal Churches have in no small measure contributed to national development. They have demonstrated this through the provision of Nursery, Primary, Secondary, Adult education, Sabbath and Sunday School Classes, Mass illiteracy, Program Planning and Training courses. Some have even gone extra miles to establish Universities in response to the persistent strikes in the nation’s education sector. To this, Agha (2003), opined that strike is like a cankerworm to national development.  Hence, some Christian religious groups took it as a challenge to invest on educational sector by providing schools even up to University level. 
Consequently today, the state government and the religious bodies pay regular salaries to their teachers. These institutions no doubt have given many Nigerian applicants the opportunity of accomplishing their life ambition of attending University in Nigeria. The competition in the public Universities is too keen and cannot accommodate the increasing number of applicants every year. Currently, there are about 60 National University Commission recognized private universities in Nigeria and 29 of them are Christian universities. Some of these Christian universities are: 
1. Covenant University, Otta, Ogun State, was established by the Living Faith Church. 
2. Babcock University, Illisan, Remo, Ogun State, was established by the Seventh Day Adventist Church. 
3. Bowen University, Iwo, was established by the Baptist Church. 
4. Benson Idahosa University, Benin, was established by the God of Church Mission. 
5. Bingham University was established by the ECWA Church. 
6. Redeemed University was established by the Redeemed Christian Church of God 
7. Ajayi Crowther University, Oyo was established by the Anglican Church. 
8. Crawford University, Igbesa, was established by the Apostolic Faith Church. 
9. Caritas University, Abuja, was established by the Catholic Church 
10. Wesley University of Technology, Ondo, was established by the Methodist Church. 
11. Evangel University, Akaeze, established by Assemblies of God Church. 
12. Landmark University, Omu-Ara, the second university established by the Living Faith Church. 
This perhaps is a new dimension in the history of education in Nigeria. Even though, the programme is being criticized as too expensive and beyond the reach of the common man. In fact, some people believe that it is a diversionary trend from the initial thought of the early missionaries. However, according to (Omotoye, 2006), Pentecostal churches have contributed immensely to educational development in Nigeria. In fact, many of the leaders and founders of such Churches, are elite and well educated. So, their interest in education is of great importance. For example, the Late Benson Idahosa, W.F. Kumuyi, David Oyedepo, Mike Bamidele, E.A Adeboye etc attended tertiary institutions within and outside Nigeria. In fact, the qualities of their teachings and Bible expositions and charisma have made them to be attractive to the people. The initial philosophy of education by the early missionaries is still relevant till date.
Thus, to promote interfaith understanding, Pentecostal leaders increasingly encourage educational programs that teach about different religions and foster respect. These can include workshops, seminars, and even sermons that encourage congregants to engage positively with people from other faiths, emphasizing the need to combat prejudice and misunderstandings.

Shared Religious and Cultural Events
Joint events, such as interfaith prayer services or community festivals, provide a platform for Pentecostal leaders to demonstrate solidarity with other faith groups. According to Akande (2024), Pentecostal leaders are parts of the following associations: Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN), Nigerian Supreme Council for Islamic Affairs (NSCIA), Traditional Religious Council of Nigeria (TRCN). Thus, participating in or co-hosting these events builds rapport and creates opportunities for positive interaction.
Challenges and Opportunities for inter-religious. Dialogue
Inter-religious dialogue presents both challenges and opportunities for religious leaders and communities aiming to foster peace, mutual understanding, and cooperation. Here’s a breakdown of these challenges and opportunities:
Challenges of Inter-Religious Dialogue
The Devil is not happy with the good work genuine Pentecostal church leaders are rendering in Nigerian society. As a result, the movement continued to be attacked by various means. However, these are the challenges of the Pentecostal denomination in inter-religious dialogue.

Doctrinal Differences: 
Denominational challenges are important vices that have eaten deep into Nigeria churches. This does not only concern the Pentecostal denomination but all the churches in Nigeria. The church is expected to be united and work together as one body. Commenting on this G.S. Chukwuemeka notes that:
The denominational issue can be seen in the following ways; When a member of the Church refuses to attend a nearby church when he or she travelled even when he or she knows that the church has a Biblical doctrine; Refusal to give communion to another believer that is not worshipping in your church even when the pastor knows that such a believer is a born again Christian; Laying of emphasis on your denomination alone in the area of church building, holding of crusade and financial assistance. This is spiritual selfishness. Though some churches are not a victim to this, but numerous churches usually emphasise on this; Having the belief that it is only your church that is preaching the truth, and thereby all other churches are preaching false doctrines; Fear of inviting other pastors to preach in your church because of fear of losing your members to him or her even when you know that a person is a man of God (Chukwuemeka 2021, 115-116).

This issue remains one of the problems causing disunity in Nigeria Churches. Thus, fundamental theological differences, such as beliefs about God, salvation, and religious practices, can hinder dialogue. These differences can sometimes lead to misunderstandings or even conflict, especially when each tradition holds its teachings as ultimate truth.

Historical Tensions and Prejudices
Historical conflicts, colonialism, or past grievances between religious communities often create lasting animosity. The elimination of preconceive notions in inter-religious dialogue is key to achieving tolerance and development. Thus, overcoming these historical tensions requires patience, openness, and a commitment to healing.

Exclusive Truth Claims
Many religious traditions, including some Pentecostal groups, have strong exclusivist beliefs that can create resistance to dialogue, seeing it as a compromise of their faith. Some involve in Selling of Indulgences. They claim to be keenly interested in the spiritual well-being of the worshippers. They introduce different types of spiritual activities that are capable of meeting the challenges many members are facing (Ogungbile). They operate at a level of spirituality that appeals to the spiritual culture of the people. This attitude can lead to hesitance or refusal to participate in interfaith activities.
Fear of Syncretism
Some religious groups fear that interfaith dialogue may lead to syncretism, where beliefs and practices become blended, diluting the distinctiveness of each religion. Leaders and followers may be concerned about losing their identity or compromising their faith.
Communication Barriers
Misinterpretations and language barriers can impede effective communication. Additionally, different terminologies, concepts, and values may not translate easily across religions, which can lead to misunderstandings and frustration.
Opportunities for Inter-Religious Dialogue
The Pentecostal Movement has recorded a lasting impact on the history of Nigeria's Christianity. Spiritually, economically, and socially ample impacts have been recorded by many of the churches. Inter-religious dialogue can be a powerful tool for peacebuilding in regions affected by religiously motivated violence. By building relationships and understanding, religious leaders can mediate conflicts, promote forgiveness, and encourage non-violent solutions.
However, many religions share values such as compassion, charity, and service to others. Inter-religious dialogue allows communities to collaborate on social issues like poverty, education, and healthcare, strengthening communities and enhancing the welfare of all. Also, Dialogue helps dispel stereotypes and misconceptions that can lead to prejudice and discrimination. By learning about each other’s beliefs, traditions, and values, religious groups can foster a culture of mutual respect and coexistence.
Inter-religious dialogue can deepen theological reflection by exposing leaders to new perspectives. Some leaders find that engaging with other faiths helps them see their beliefs in a fresh light, inspiring new interpretations and insights within their own tradition. By standing together, religious groups can advocate for freedom of religion and protection of human rights. Such collaboration strengthens efforts to combat discrimination, religious persecution, and any policies that threaten freedom of worship.
When interfaith relationships are strong, communities are more resilient in times of crisis. In the face of natural disasters, economic hardship, or societal challenges, interfaith networks can provide support structures that are diverse and inclusive. Moreover, Young people are often more open to inter-religious engagement. By involving youth in dialogue, religious communities can cultivate a generation that values diversity, is globally aware, and is committed to peace. Dialogue provides an opportunity for cultural exchange, fostering appreciation for different customs, art forms, and traditions. This cultural enrichment can inspire creativity and mutual appreciation within and beyond religious contexts.

Strategic Roles of Church Leaders in Promoting Peaceful Co-existence 
Church leaders play a vital strategic role in promoting peaceful coexistence within their communities and beyond. Their influence and moral authority equip them to champion peace and unity, guiding congregants and society toward harmony. Here are some strategic roles they can play in this mission:

Mediators and Bridge Builders
Church leaders can serve as neutral mediators during community disputes or inter-religious tensions, acting as bridges between conflicting parties. By leveraging their positions as respected community figures, they can foster dialogue, promote understanding, and build relationships. thus, facilitate conflict resolution workshops and dialogue sessions involving leaders from various communities, faiths, or ethnicities to create a shared space for reconciliation.

Educators on Peace and Tolerance
Through sermons, teachings, and educational programs, church leaders can emphasize peace, forgiveness, and the importance of coexistence. By drawing from scriptural references and ethical teachings, they can cultivate a culture of empathy and respect. Design and deliver educational series on peace and coexistence, using examples from both the Bible and real-life situations to reinforce the message. These can be complemented by activities that allow congregants to practice tolerance and understanding.

Advocates for Social Justice and Equality
Social justice is foundational to peaceful coexistence, and church leaders can advocate for justice on issues such as poverty, inequality, and human rights. Addressing social injustices reduces tensions and prevents resentment from festering within marginalized communities. Partner with local organizations or other faith leaders to address social issues, advocating for fair policies and equal treatment for all, regardless of background or faith.

Facilitators of Interfaith Dialogue and Collaboration 
Building relationships with leaders from other religious groups helps demystify “the other” and fosters trust and respect. Through interfaith dialogues, church leaders can work on common goals, reducing misconceptions and stereotypes. Organize interfaith initiatives such as shared community service projects, interfaith dialogues, or joint religious ceremonies focused on peace and understanding. By focusing on shared values, these events foster unity.
Promoters of Forgiveness and Reconciliation
Reconciliation is central to the Christian faith, and church leaders can play a pivotal role in promoting forgiveness within the community. By leading by example, they can show that reconciliation is both possible and necessary for lasting peace. Lead forgiveness and reconciliation initiatives, sharing personal stories or hosting testimonies that highlight the transformative power of forgiveness. Church leaders can also encourage open conversations about grievances to bring healing to affected individuals.
Supporters of Community Development
Community development, such as improving access to education, healthcare, and employment, helps create a stable environment where peace can flourish. When basic needs are met, there is less likelihood of conflict driven by desperation or inequality. Partner with other organizations, NGOs, or government entities to implement development projects that benefit the entire community. Church leaders can also encourage congregation members to participate in volunteer efforts that strengthen the community.
Conclusion and Recommendations
Leadership ambition is one of the brains behind proliferation of churches in the Nigerian society. 
Many find opportunities for leadership in the new (Pentecostal) churches. The Pentecostal denomination has left an indelible mark in the annals of the history of Christianity in Nigeria and beyond. Inarguably Nigeria through the influence of Pentecostal Churches remains the number one spiritually revived nation in the world. Most of the big church buildings can be found in Nigeria. She continues to raise ministers of the gospel that are shaking the world with the gospel of signs and wonders, love and holiness. 
However, Church leaders have a critical role in promoting peaceful coexistence in increasingly diverse and complex societies. Through their moral authority, influence, and strategic positioning within communities, they can be powerful advocates for peace, understanding, and justice. Their actions can bridge divides, promote mutual respect, and foster reconciliation. By engaging in interfaith dialogue, advocating for social justice, educating their congregants on peace and tolerance, and leading by example, church leaders can contribute significantly to creating a harmonious society where individuals of different backgrounds and beliefs coexist peacefully. 
To further strengthen their role in promoting peaceful coexistence, Church leaders could consider the following recommendations:
1. Invest in Interfaith Training and Education: Church leaders should undergo training in interfaith dialogue and conflict resolution. This will equip them with the skills and understanding needed to effectively engage with diverse communities and lead inter-religious initiatives.
2. Form Strategic Alliances with Other Religious and Community Leaders: Building alliances with leaders from various religious, cultural, and social backgrounds can help church leaders create a united front for peace. Joint efforts in community service, humanitarian aid, and social justice projects can reinforce a sense of unity and collective purpose.
3. Encourage Congregational Participation in Peace-Building Activities: By encouraging their congregants to actively participate in peace-building activities, church leaders can foster a culture of service and inclusivity within their communities. Activities like community clean-ups, joint celebrations, and shared service projects can promote friendship and understanding.
4. Address Social and Economic Inequities in the Community: Church leaders should advocate for policies that address social and economic inequities, as these are often root causes of tension and conflict. Supporting education, healthcare, and employment initiatives can help create a more stable environment conducive to peaceful coexistence.
5. Foster Youth Engagement in Peace Initiatives: Investing in the next generation’s capacity for peace-building is essential. Church leaders should create programs that empower youth to become ambassadors for peace and engage with people from different backgrounds through interfaith exchanges and social initiatives.
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