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Dedicated to my bereaved colleagues of Awka ’95:


Father Anicetus Ọffọ


Father Patrick Ekwunọ


Father Eusebius Nnọlịm


Father Charles Okeke


Father Emmanuel Ọkpala




Commentaries


Your book was very interesting for me to read. It is very informative, easy to understand and sometimes very humorous. I find your path in life very impressive. You can be very proud and satisfied with what you have achieved in the last 25 years since your ordination as a priest. Your humour, your joy, your positive attitude, your faith, your persuasiveness, your rousing temperament, your infinite friendliness have opened and won many hearts. I congratulate you most warmly on your book and the great successes that have been recorded in it.


Christine and Hannes Baumgartner (Fada Onyii’s German teacher at the University of Salzburg, 2004-05)


This is a good piece, written in a good narrative style and simplicity. Telling your story in the third person is quite revealing and enriching. You wrote from the heart and with ‘emotion’ as my Jesuit Professors would say. Thus, I think, that is why the book is really a story; and that story connects indeed with the reader.


Fada Martin Añụsị, Director of Communications, Awka Diocese, Anambra State, Nigeria


Very well written. Witty, brilliant sense of humour! It opened my eyes to the enormous work missionaries from Africa do in Europe. Wow! So much you absorbed and ‘enjoyed’ due to the gem attitude, the ‘big’ disposition and ‘heart’ you brought to bear on your work. My respect! So much to take in and bask in! It makes a great and very interesting read too, flows smoothly. Simple, friendly, frank, uncompromising integrity, yet intellectual in a cool, calming manner. Awesome without losing your vivacious, ‘onyiistic’ ways! Élan!


Dr. (Mrs.) Ogochukwu Promise Emayak-Bazil, OP
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Preamble


It was my silver jubilee as a priest, which would not have been


if…



I began my priestly journey in the Roman Catholic Church when, along with sixteen other deacons, I was ordained a priest on August 19, 1995, in the diocese of Awka, Anambra State, Nigeria. On August 19, 2020, I celebrated my silver jubilee anniversary as a priest with a few friends and members of the parish councils of my then five parishes in Austria. The ceremony was much smaller than I would have wanted it to be, because corona virus pandemic was on rampage, and complying with government restriction on public gathering was imperative. I was thankful for my life as a priest nonetheless! For, while I was concerned about the way the pandemic had affected my ability to celebrate more elaborately, I was quickly reminded of my ordination mates, many of whom are already on the side of eternity, having passed away.


The first, Father Anicetus Offor, died in a ghastly car accident on March 18, 1996—within seven months of our ordination. Another, Father Patrick Ekwuno died six years later when unknown gunmen attacked his rectory on December 20, 2002. My best friend in class (from October 8, 1980 to June 30, 1995), Father Eusebius Nnolim, died on Sunday August 24, 2003 in Tampa, Florida, United States. He was travelling on vacation with two other friends when a drunk-driver collided with the car they drove in. Father Charles Okeke died on September 9, 2009, after an illness. Father Emmanuel Okpala died of an illness too on February 14, 2019. This book is dedicated particularly to these colleagues of mine. May their souls rest in perfect peace!


I also have had my share of misfortunes that almost took my life. On two occasions, I stared death in the face. On March 10, 1996, I miraculously survived a ghastly car accident in which my car would have been written off if the accident had occurred in Austria.1 So, I would actually have been the first to die in our class. Again, in 1997, I survived an armed robbery attack in the rectory, where I was working as an assistant parish priest. These are the same sets of events, which claimed the lives of two of my classmates.


Since 2018 (my 50th birthday), I have been battling with blood pressure. Can you see why I am thankful to God for giving me a second, or even a third, chance at life? Since these incidents occurred, I have decided to live the rest of my life as a gift from God, which is why this ordination anniversary celebration means so much to me. Thus, I decided to tell the chronological story of my priestly and pastoral life as a souvenir of this silver jubilee anniversary.


However, to be able to narrate these stories better, I needed a certain distance from the events. Hence, I would tell the stories in this book from a third person’s standpoint. So, what you are about to read is the missionary and pastoral work of Fada Onyii, whom you will get to know shortly.
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It is pertinent to explain here that this work was originally written in German and was primarily meant for an Austrian or European German audience. Hence, one might come across certain details that might sound superfluous to a Nigerian or an English reader.
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To the many people, who helped to bring this work to life, the majority of whom were my Austrian and German-speaking friends, who helped to read through and correct the original German version, I remain very grateful. I am also grateful to my writing-mentor, Dr. Mrs. Ogochukwu Promise Emayak-Bazil, OP, who read my initial English draft and made some corrections and most importantly, the commentary I used as blurb. However, getting this work to the standard it needed to be, I owe a lot of gratitude to Mr. Richard Enake, who proofread the work professionally, editing and making invaluable corrections. Also to my dear and long- time friend, Fr. Martin Añụsị and my mentor, Fr Cosmas Ebebe, who, despite their tight schedules, made out time to go through the script also, and made invaluable corrections, I will ever remain indebted. Finally, I would like to acknowledge Sir Emma and Lady Vivien Nwakamma for their financial commitment to the printing of this book. And to God, who is the author and finisher of all that is good, may His name always be glorified. Amen!





1 Damaged vehicles in Nigeria (compared to those in Austria) can hardly be written off, because no matter how badly damaged, one can usually restore the vehicles to their original conditions, since it is a lot cheaper to do so in Nigeria than in Austria!




Fada Onyii, the Biafran Child


February 12, 1968, was a Monday, an orie market day2. It was an untypical Monday, an untypical orie market day in the middle of a fratricidal war: the Nigeria-Biafra war3. The rampaging army of the federal troops had sacked many towns and villages of South-Eastern Nigeria. Luckily, Agụlụzigbo, a relatively small town, was located between two bigger towns, Agụlụ and Igbo-Ukwu (hence the name: Agụlụ dị n’ụzọ e si eje Igbo-Ukwu – Agụlụ that is on the way to Igbo-Ukwu). Overshadowed by these two bigger towns, Agụlụzigbo did not have the advantage of being located along the major roads in the area. This disadvantage, however, turned out to be an advantage during the war. Consequently, Agụlụzigbo was one of the towns that offered succour to the teeming refugees from the surrounding towns located along the major roads that had been sacked by the Nigerian troops. The famous St. Joseph’s Hospital, a mission hospital in Adazi-Nnukwu, was the nearest hospital to Agụlụzigbo, at the time. It was located on the fringes of the war-torn areas, between Agụlụ and Adazi-Nnukwu.


Birthing a child in this circumstance was always going to be a nightmare but children were born, nonetheless. After all, the process of childbearing is not like that of turning on an electrical switch. One cannot decide to initiate it and then turn it off when circumstances change. Once the process is initiated, nine-or-so months beforehand, there is little people could do about it, especially if one does not believe in abortion. Words are frail to paint a clear picture of what life looked like for an infant in this period. So:




	Imagine that you were born during a war and your region is basically the theatre of the war. Because of the inability to access basic amenities, your region has become laden with kwashịọkọ,4 a sickness that could easily be cured with a few spoons of milk.


	Imagine that you were born with a fever so high that you could not breast-feed for the first few days of your birth5? The doctors and nurses (if there were any) are waiting helplessly for you to take your last breath, because there were no drugs as common as children’s paracetamol or aspirin at the hospital to take care of an illness as common as a new-born child’s fever.


	Imagine that you were a few hours away from dying a preventable death. Then your father’s friend came to celebrate your mother’s safe delivery and saw that you, and your mother, were in critical condition with no help in sight, and risking his life (remember, it was a time of war), he went to get mediations from only God-knows-where.


	Can you imagine the depth of gratitude this child would have for this his father’s friend when he grew up?





The scenario just painted sounds like a fictional tale. However, it is not. This was the reality of a boy whose full name is Onyekwelu-na-ọ-gaadịrị/adịghị6? (Who believed that he would survive? Alternatively, who could have believed that he would survive?)


His father’s friend was Mr. Basil Ikeatuegwu (or Sir Basil Ikeatuagwu, as he would be addressed later). It was then a moment of great honour when this child stood before the altar to bless Sir Ikeatuagwu during his first mass as a priest on August 20, 1995. Unfortunately, his father, Paulinus Ọnwụzuligbo Anaedu, could not live to enjoy same bliss because he passed away six years earlier (in February 1989). Because of Sir Ikeatuegwu’s magnanimity, this child is alive to tell his story today. His Igbo name is, therefore, a question whose answer is as mysterious as eternity.


However, in the course of time, this name has undergone such changes that its original meaning has been lost to the naming trends that followed the colonization of Nigeria. The desire to ‘feel among’ has driven many parents to place fancy-sounding names above the need to bear meaningful, indigenous names. This has affected the naming culture of post-colonial Igbo land7 greatly. At first, the name was shortened to Onyekwelu, which most people would erroneously think is the full name. This shortened version was rarely used except when he had done something that would warrant his parents or senior siblings to spank him verbally. In which case, they would yell this name in anger.
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He used Onyekwelu in his official records during his primary school years. However, he started using his baptismal name, Paulinus, when he got into the junior seminary on October 8, 1980 – a name he did not have much pride in. His only pride in his baptismal name stemmed from the fact that he took it after his father, even though he was the last of three boys in his family of nine children. He never enjoyed the later-tobecome fanciful appellation of ‘Junior’, because the languages of communication in his family and village was the special Agụlụzigbo Igbo dialect. Luckily, the usage of Paulinus remained confined in the seminary walls and official documents.


But then Onyekwelu was further shortened to Onyii, which became his familial nickname. Onyii actually sounds feminine to most Igbo people because it is the shortened pet name for many feminine Igbo names. But then, does it really matter? Igbo proper personal names are generally genderless; that is, they are neither masculine nor feminine (except those based on the Igbo weekdays and surnames).


Onyii’s Igbo name and the Igbo names of his eight siblings helped him to understand a few things about personal names among pre-colonial and early post-colonial Igbo.
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Contrary to the prevailing practice in contemporary Nigerian and African societies where parents name their children to sound fanciful like those of their favourite celebrities, most personal names in pre-colonial Igbo land, and Africa, were borne out of prevailing family or communal circumstances. That was why one could accurately trace the history or circumstances of a family by analysing the names of the children in that family. This was what Chinua Achebe, a foremost authority in Igbo culture and author of the bestseller: Things Fall Apart, meant when he said that if you want to know how life has treated an Igbo man, a good place to look is the names his children bear.8 A case in point is the names of Onyii’s siblings. Each of them had Igbo names expressing the circumstance— positive or negative—surrounding the birth of the sibling or the family at the time of his or her birth.


In addition to the circumstances surrounding a child’s birth, the day the child is born also plays an important role, such that, in the Igbo traditional set-up, most new-born children have two or more names. One is usually based on the circumstances of the child’s birth and the other based on the day of the Igbo week the child was born namely: eke, oye, afọ and nkwọ. Below is a table of the eight possible formulations of Igbo first names based on the days of the Igbo week:





	Weekday

	Eke

	Oye/Orie

	Afọ

	Nkwọ





	Names


Masculine

	Nweke

	Nwoye

	Nwafọ

	Nwankwọ





	or/also

	Okeke

	Okoye

	Okafọ

	Okonkwọ





	Feminine

	Mgbeke

	Mgboye

	Mgbafọ

	Mgbankwọ







Nweke and Okeke are written this way because they are pronounced that way, but when spelt out, they are nwa-eke and oke-eke meaning the child of Eke. Also, if Mgbeke is fully spelt out, it should read mgbe-eke which literally means: on the eke day. The same applies to the other names. Hence, Onyii’s full names are Onyekwelu-na-ọ-ga-adịrị Nwoye/Okoye Paulinus Anaedu.
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One would have wished though that the missionaries in Igbo land had understood this naming practice and had encouraged it instead of forcing the parents to name their children after saints, with names whose meaning and origin they neither understood nor could relate with. More unfortunate is that Igbo priests, who should know better, have continued with this unwholesome practice! For instance, Onyekwelu knew next to nothing about St. Paulinus until he got into the minor seminary, where he started being more attentive to the daily liturgical celebrations.


Though he had always known Paulinus to be a saint’s name, he knew neither who he was nor where he came from. He only knew, though erroneously, that it was an English name because baptismal names are sometimes translated as afa oyibo (English name) in Igbo. It was in the seminary that Onyii learnt that there was a certain St. Paulinus, who was once the bishop of Nola in Italy, whose memorial was celebrated every 22nd of June. Because Paulinus was his official name in the seminary and everyone identified with his baptismal name, Onyii decided to identify with this Paulinus of Nola as his patron saint. Not long after this, Onyii discovered another St. Paulinus, who was once the bishop of Trier in Germany and whose memorial falls on August 31. This discovery threw Onyii into confusion: Which Paulinus was he, or which should he be? Paulinus from Nola or Paulinus from Trier? Until today, Onyii does not know which Paulinus he was named after. That was all fine and good until he came to Austria.
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Patron saint’s day celebration is an important part of Austrian/European Catholicism. So, every year, Onyii had to endure the embarrassment of explaining that he did not know which St. Paulinus he was named after. So, he ended up accepting gifts, prayers and congratulations on the feast days of both Paulinus of Nola (June 22) and Paulinus of Trier (August 31), which ultimately was a win-win situation for him. However, from the depths of his heart, he would prefer to be called Fada Onyii; the ‘Fada’ being the “Igbonization” and pronunciation of the English title for priests in Nigeria: Father!9 Fortunately, Fada Onyii is called by his preferred name in his family and friends circle while Paulinus continues to be his name for official purposes.
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Compared to the Austrians, there is a world of difference between the Igbo person’s perception of childbirth and naming system. In Austria, while a child in the womb already has an official name, usually the name of a saint, with which the child is later baptised, the Igbo name their children very differently. This brings to mind an experience Fada Onyii once had:


One of Fada Onyii’s sisters-in-law, Amaka, once had a baby. Fada Onyii called an Austrian friend of his who knew Amaka and her pregnancy and broke the good news to her: “Kathrin, Amaka has just given birth.” Immediately Kathrin busted forth with a barrage of questions: “What is the name of the baby?”, “Which gender?”, “What day and time of day was the baby born?”, “What is the colour of the eyes?”, “How much does the baby weigh and how tall is the baby?” etc. When Fada Onyii told her that the baby was a girl and that that was the only thing he knew about the baby at the time, Kathrin was a bit embarrassed and disappointed that Fada Onyii, did not know all these other pieces of information about his youngest niece. All of Fada Onyii’s explanations that he was not really interested in all these other pieces of information fell on deaf ears until Fada Onyii could make her understand that names were not arbitrarily given in his culture, though it was normal practice in Austria for parents to name their children even when they were still in the womb. Naming a new-born child in the pre-colonial Igbo land, instead, was a completely separate ceremony that took place a couple of days, if not weeks, after the birth of the child. Although this ceremony no longer commands as much attention as it used to, new-born children still get their names after birth, and sometimes a few days after. Of course, the circumstances of the child or the family during the pregnancy or at birth of the child would be taken into account as already explained. If the family is of a Christian family, the child will get another name at baptism (the baptismal name) a few months later. So, the size, height and colour of the eyes of this child are really of little or no interest to the family.10 Only after these explanations did Kathrin calm down.





2 In contrast to the West with the seven-day week, which has now become almost a universal practice, the Igbo have a four-day week namely eke, oye (orie), afọ and nkwọ. This means that, instead of four weeks in a month in the Gregorian calendar, the Igbo have seven weeks in a month, calculated actually with the movement of the moon, which is also the Igbo term for month = ọnwa.


3 The thirty-month civil war (July 1967 to January 1970) between the Federal Republic of Nigeria and a breakaway region of the Republic called Biafra, which comprised the present-day South-East and South-South Nigeria with the Igbo as the majority tribe in the region.


4 Kwashịọkọ is a sickness caused by malnutrition through insufficient protein consumption. Edema and an enlarged liver with fatty infiltrates characterize it.


5 This explains why he continued to suck his mother’s breast until his only junior sister was born five years later.


6 Depending on the dialect.


7 Nigeria was colonized by Great Britain from around 1800 to October 1, 1960 – Nigerian Independence Day.


8 Achebe, C., Morning Yet on Creation Day (Essays), New York: Anchor Press, 1979, quoted by Ogbaa, Kalu, Gods, Oracles and Divination: Folkways in Chinua Achebe’s Novels, New Jersey: African World Press, 1992, 61


9 The English diphthong ‘th’ does not exist in Igbo. Thus, the Igbo find it difficult to pronounce it and when they do, it sounds like ‘d’.


10 These outward appearances would of course not be meaningless to the family, relatives and friends, if the child has a disability or was an albino.




Fada Onyii, the Accidental Missionary!


Ordained a priest to the Catholic diocese of Awka in Anambra State, South-East Nigeria on August 19, 1995, Fada Onyii did not imagine that he would end up doing the greater part of his priestly ministry outside of his diocese of origin and incardination.


Though it rained cats and dogs on that fateful day, the heavy downpour could not dampen the joy Fada Onyii experienced on the occasion of his ordination. Carrying lighted candles and vested in their milk-coloured, beautifully designed alb, he marched with his sixteen other colleagues in the procession to the altar. Trudging majestically in uniform steps while listening to the equally majestic and melodious rendition of Lee nnukwu Ụkọchukwu – Ecce Sacerdos magnus – from the Cathedral choir, Fada Onyii could not care less about the heavy downpour. He was about to embark on the most important journey of his life. He could not allow the rain to steal his joy.
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Even though Christianity is essentially missionary by nature, very few Christians or members of the clergy do regard themselves as missionaries in the strict sense of the word. Fada Onyii numbers among this majority, who do not regard themselves as missionaries. Hence, he never imagined he would end up working as a missionary, having now spent a greater part of his priestly life (23 years at the time of this writing, 1997-2020) working outside of his diocese of origin—Awka. This, in the strict sense, is what is referred to as working as a missionary. Even the first two, and only, years he spent working in his home diocese of Awka, he would still consider to be missionary in nature, though very different from what he would later experience in the archdiocese of Lagos, Nigeria, and the diocese of Linz, Austria. To say that his level of involvement in missionary work was completely different from what he had envisaged as a young priest would be an understatement.


In their early years at the seminary, most seminarians had lofty expectations of juicy appointments11 after ordination. Fada Onyii was perhaps a victim of such expectations. For, having taught for two years in one of the minor seminaries in his diocese of Awka—St Dominic Savio Seminary, Akpụ,12 Fada Onyii had fallen so much in love with teaching that he wished he would be posted to the minor seminary to teach after the ordination. However, he was posted to a remote, barely pliable riverine community, Akpụgoeze, in Oji River Local Government Area of Enugu State, for a month relief-duty. It was a temporary posting for newly ordained priests in his diocese for them to test the waters of pastoral work, while waiting for the permanent posting the following month. It was from this remote community that Fada Onyii struggled to attend that year’s pastoral allocations at the Diocesan Retreat and Pastoral Centre, Okpuno, in the State capital, Awka.


This meeting was the most attended of all priestly plenary meetings in Fada Onyii’s diocese. Nobody would want to be left out. Of all the numerous deliberations at the meeting, what mattered to the priests most was always the calling or announcement of new postings or allocations by the diocesan bishop. This aspect of the meeting usually came with much tension. So, with trepidation, like pupils waiting for their results at the end of the academic term, Fada Onyii waited for the announcement of the allocations at his first priestly plenary meeting, in September 1995.
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During the allocation, the priests sat with hearts pounding in uncertainty. Fada Onyii waited for the posting announcements to begin. As usual, it started with the Local Ordinary13, which never changes unless the Bishop is changed. Then the names of those who work at the Diocesan Secretariat were called, and Fada Onyii’s was not there on this list. The next were the names of priests to work in the Seminaries and Institutions. Still, Fada Onyii’s name was not there. Fada Onyii was getting disappointed at this point. For if—up to this moment—he had not heard his name, he did not need a diviner to tell him that he would be working in a parish. So, is this how my dream of teaching at the minor seminary will experience a premature death? He asked himself. Fada Onyii’s disappointment was rising in crescendo.


The list for commissions, committees and directorates did not really interest him, as his set was still too young to be considered for any major committee. Moreover, these roles were not major assignments, because one still needed to have a major pastoral assignment. The same was the case for the chaplaincy allocation. And finally, the list of parish priests and their curates came.


Fada Onyii had hoped to be posted to a ‘juicy’ parish, having tasted the reality of working in a community, without accessible road networks, during his relief-duty. Mind you, there were few communities in the rural diocese of Awka diocese, whose roads were tarred at that time. Even though the state capital, Awka, was the Bishop’s seat, Awka diocese remained a rural diocese because Awka and Ekwulobia14 (the other big town in the diocese) remained glorified villages.15


For a long time, Fada Onyii looked on and waited to hear his name. It felt like an eternity. Frustration was creeping in. Was my name omitted?, he kept asking himself. He could not understand why it had to take that long. Finally, the Bishop announced:


“St Joseph’s Ụmụawụlụ, Frs. Benedict Obikwelu and Paulinus Anaedu.”


Before Fada Onyii could process the information he had just heard, the late Fr Emmanuel Idika, a resident priest at Ụmụawụlụ, who was sitting directly in front of him turned and, with a tone of finality and sarcasm, said to him: “Your car is gone!”


Well, Fada Onyii could imagine what he said, having experienced bad roads in Akpụgoeze, but he really did not understand what he meant until he arrived in Ụmụawụlụ. And this was how Fada Onyii’s first missionary journey began!





11 With ‘juicy’ appointments are meant well-to-do parishes or appointments of honour.


12 That was during the 1985/86 academic year, immediately after his school certificate examinations, and 1990/91, immediately after his philosophy studies.


13 The Local Ordinary is always the bishop of the diocese; for the religious, the Superior.


14 On March 5, 2020, Pope Francis created Ekwulobia as a new diocese out of Awka diocese.


15 These places are not yet real cities, but they are no longer real villages either.




Fada Onyii’s First Missionary Journey:


Ụmụawụlụ, Nigeria


Fada Onyii’s only visit to Ụmụawụlụ before this posting as an assistant parish priest was in 1987, to visit his friend, Pius Ọdịlịmụọ. Fada Onyii visited Pius from his place of apostolic work in Ezinifite during the long vacation apostolic work, immediately after their second year as philosophy students. Interestingly, Fada Onyii had an accident with his motorcycle on his journey back to Ezinifite. The scar from the accident is still visible in his body today. So, his first experience with Ụmụawụlụ was not a very positive one. Would the second be better? You will have to judge for yourself in the next pages.
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Ụmụawụlụ parish was, at that time, a three-town parish comprising Ụmụawụlụ, Isiagụ and Ezinatọ-Ndịkpa. Besides not being among the ‘elite parishes’16 in the diocese, these three towns together had one of the most ‘unmotorable’ road networks in Anambra State at that time. The roads were worse during the rainy seasons. Several times, Fada Onyii would abandon his car on the road because it was too stuck in the mud. Whenever this happened, he would leave it there for sometimes a couple of days until when the soil would have dried up enough for the youths of Ụmụawụlụ community to help him push it out. Fada Onyii had similar experiences on the roads to Isiagụ and Ndịkpa-Ezinatọ, the two out-stations of Ụmụawụlụ parish. At the time, these issues placed a huge burden on Fada Onyii, but in hindsight, he considers them the second major turning-point in his understanding of the Catholic priesthood.


The first turning point was his experience at Ndịọkpaleke during the long vacation apostolic work (between July and August 1990). After graduating from Philosophy, Fada Onyii had what could be considered a crisis of faith, a major dilemma. He was torn between continuing in the seminary or leaving for the university to experience secular life and then deciding whether to return to the seminary or not. Because Fada Onyii loved education and theological scholarship, he considered joining the Jesuits, with whom he still had valuable contacts then. However, in Ndịọkpaleke, Fada Onyii saw life in its most rustic form – the only opportunity of experience a vehicular movement on the single and barely pliable road was the Father’s vehicle. However, the way the people in the community lived out their faith with much simplicity struck a chord in Fada Onyii that he had what he could call a conversion experience.
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