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Abstract
The issue of child abuse and neglect is fast becoming a norm in our contemporary society. Biblically, children are considered to be the heritage of the Lord and should be catered for. Unfortunately, the reverse is now the case in our present-day where some children are being neglected and abused. The effects of this is been felt in the larger society where lawlessness is fast leading to anarchy if quick interventions are not made.  This paper therefore, examined the efforts of church in reducing the problem of child abuse. It investigates some cases of child abuse, its causes and its effects and the efforts of the selected churches in reducing it. Interviews were used for the purpose of data collection and some relevant literatures were also reviewed. The findings of the work revealed that: the church being a moral bastion of the society realized that child abuse is prevalent in Ikere-Ekiti, this town is in South Western Nigeria. Efforts of the church in reducing child abuse in the town were revealed. Moreover, based on these findings, the work recommends that, the church should continue in its efforts of identifying and responding to agonizing situations of the abused children by meeting their needs in provision of foods, shelter and education. The paper finally recommends that, the church should provide help to redeem victims of child abuse from their abusers.
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Introduction
Children are known to be the leaders of tomorrow this is while they are important and should be well catered for but many have been made a subject of abuse. Child abuse includes but not limited to the physical, sexual or emotional maltreatment of children. It could also mean the neglect of a child and the perpetrator is the abuser. It could also be seen as child maltreatment or any act or series of omission by parents or other care givers that result in harm. This can occur in the child’s home, school or the community he or she interacts with (Adelowo, 2016:17).

Child abuse is not a problem of a particular tribe in Nigeria, in Yorubaland there have been several records of raping of young girls of tender ages and many are made to serve as “eru” slaves and ‘iwofa’ serfs (Aderinto, 2009:17). Also, in Igbo land before the era of Christianity, any baby whose mother died in the course of giving birth to it would be viewed as evil and kept by the mother’s grave for two to three days without being fed. Such baby would however be accepted if it was able to survive this period3. Likewise, among the Hausa Fulani’s, children are sent out at early age to beg for alms; these children are called the Almajiris, they are dirty and lack care from parents, the major thing these groups of these children does is begging.

The above examples show how some children are being traumatized. This, however, negates the values and the importance attached to children in Nigeria. These values and importance attached to children could be perceived in different names given to them among the Yorubas especially in Ikere-Ekiti where this work was carried out. Names such as Omowunmi, Omoyinka, Omolewa, Omorotimi, Omolara, Omodara, Omolaso etc.

However, despite these values and importance, some children are still living under terrible conditions. Many organizations, groups and individuals have taken actions to address the problem but these have not yielded that desired results as children are still abused at different occasions. It is therefore against this background that this examined the roles of the church in preventing the menace of abuse in Ikere-Ekiti. This is relevant because of the members of the wayward children in the town.

Some Identifiable Cases of Child Abuse
In Ikere-Ekiti where the study was carried out child neglect appeared to be a rampant phenomenon. In the course of the research and through the responses received from the questionnaire, many children were noted to have been neglected because of different reasons. Also, it was observed that the experience of the neglected children varies. Perhaps, a glimpse into the experience of few victims will suffice at this point 

My parents accused me of witchcraft and took me to a pastor for deliverance. While in the church, the Pastor raped me for the six whole nights. I spent in the church I cannot tell daddy and mummy because they will not believe me

A child driver narrates how he became a driver at age 13
I lived with my maternal grandmother who could not cater for me, due to her heath condition. I started hawking at age 5 and I later became a bus conductor learning how to drive, akoto (mini bus) I am now a driver plying Ado to Ikere-Ekiti.

A woman recalled how a baby girl was molested
My neighbor left her baby girl in care of an elderly man in their compound to buy some stuffs in the other street, before she came back, the baby had been sexually abused by the man. Though the case was not reported to the police, the man was made to pay for the baby’s treatment and care as a punishment imposed on him the community leader.

Major Causes of Child Abuse in the Town 
Many factors had been identified to be causes of child abuse in Ikere-Ekiti in the course of interviewing and some of these factors were gotten through the questionnaire distributed in the town.
1. Cultural Practices: Culture is regarded as the ways of life of a group of people which are passed down from generation to generation. Some cultural Practices in Ikere place barriers at the door steps of children. Although, children are believed to be priceless, it seems this is a mere saying. This is because some beliefs and cultural practices in the town have led to the problem of child abuse. 70% of the parents that filled the questionnaire are of the view that nothing is wrong in having their children living with their family such as their parents, siblings, even a non-family member provided the person can take care and train them adequately.  

Meanwhile, having children living with relatives has been discovered to be one of the major causes of child abuse in the town. 87% of the children who are living outside their homes are in terrible conditions under their foster parents or guardians. In other words, many of these children are not happy living outside their homes in that, some are made to hawk which poses a serious danger to them. To crown it, some relatives who are trusted with the care of these children are child abusers.

2. Separation of Spouses:- Separation of spouses is when husband and wife no longer live together this term is used in this context because some of the people involved are not legally married and they just end their marriages  without any legal action. It was also discovered that this issue of separation of spouses has contributed immensely to child abuse in the town studied.  76% of the children that filled the questionnaire attested to the fact that their parents are living apart and thus, are made to live with other families or work in other to support the single parents. These single parents, mostly women, are left with the responsibilities of feeding, educating and sheltering of the children. When the burden becomes too much for the single parent, the end result is child abuse. It was also discovered that the presence of step father or mother in the child’s home pose a danger of abuse. This assertion corroborates the findings of Lasswell and Lasswell that “having a step parents in a child’s home is the most powerful predictor of child abuse” (Lasswell, 2019: 25.). Oduyiga also stated that “lack of commitment by the parents to each other may in turn lead to child abuse (Oduyiga, 2007: 24).

3. Paternity dispute: This is another identified causes of child abuse in the town. Paternity issue was confirmed by zonal coordinator of  a family court in Ekiti State to be one of the factors responsible for child abuse paternity issue, is a situation whereby this more  than one men will claim that they are responsible for the pregnancy that result to child. In such cases, the child is always at the receiving ends as none of the men involved in the paternity tussle will be responsible for the care of such child till the case would be determined.

4. Financial incapacitation; poverty has been discovered to be another reason child abuse is so rampant in Ikere-Ekiti. 100% of the parents interviewed asserts that they need intervention from the government so as to meet up with the provision of basic needs for their children such as; food, shelter, and education. Lack of stable work has led to poverty, which in turn has contributed immensely to child abuse in Ikere-Ekiti. 87% of children in the town are made to work in other to argument the income of the family. Many of the children in this category are neglected to find a means of taking care of themselves.

5. Children’s attitudes: Although, all the points earlier discussed are based on causes of child abuse caused by some factors apart from the child, it has been discovered in this work that, there are some attitudes of children that have led them to be abused by their parents or guardians.  The probation officer of Ekiti State Family Court asserts that, some parents have come to report cases of children that have gone out of their control. The ages of these children ranging from 7-16 years are tagged in the record of the court “beyond parental control” the behavior of these children includes; disobedience, stealing, smoking, raping and sleeping outside their parents homes. Mr Adediran confirmed that almost 35% of cases in the court fall in the category. According to him 15% of these children had been physically wounded and the parents confirmed that it was done it in anger.

Some of the identified effects of child abuse include: 
1. Sustenance of injury: The first noticeable effect of child abuse normally includes; bruises, cuts, and broken bones. This is common to the children who had been physically abused. This can be treated by the medical doctor or other health care providers. But many of the injury sustained may affect the victim as they grow older. It may include arthritis and body pains. 41%of children that filled the questionnaire confirmed that they have been injured to the extent of being treated in the hospital. 
2. Exposure to Sex: Majority of the young girls who had been neglected by parents find succor in men, who give them the needed attention, and also provides them with material things. Thus, use these girls to satisfy their sexual urge.
3. Early marriage: It has also been established that child abuse lays the foundation for early marriage because, in the course of the work about 65% of the girls interviewed who are between ages 14-20 years are mothers. 25% of these girls still live with their parents or family members, while, the remaining 30% are living with the boys or the parents of the boys that impregnated them. These boys are mostly taxi drivers or commercial motorcyclists, some are involved in the contemporary trends in the town called yahoo, and these boys are regarded as yahoo boys.
4.  Death: it was also discovered that child abuse might led to the death of the abused children in some rare case. This is the most dehumanizing effects of child abuse 2% of the abused children in the town studied had died in the course of the abuse as in the case of the story of a teenager that died in the course of procuring an abortion. This finding corroborate (WHO, 2010) that, about 31,000 children died around the world as a result of child abuse and neglect.

Effects of Child Abuse in the Community	
This work has identified some of the effects of the child abuse in the community. First of all, child abuse has reduced the social development in the town. Moreover, the economic prosperity of the town has also been hampered by child abuse. Ikere-Ekiti, was well known throughout the state to be popular in the production of cash crops and food crops in the past. This has brought honour to the town in the time past. The reverse is the case in the town now, as about 55% of the able bodied young men who are supposed to do these works are now “agberos” who have made motor parks their place of livelihood these group of people are equally uses as political thugs by the politicians during election periods. Moreover, many are Okada riders, while some has taken to driving mini-bus known as Akotoas their source of livelihood; it is unfortunate that many of these people are supposed to still be in the school or learning a trade. The most contemporary one among the youth especially the young boys in the town is the issue of yahoo and yahoo plus which has made majority of the boys in the town to be involving in money rituals, and many young boys are being influenced by the life styles of these yahoo group. This indeed is a threat to the future of the town. Unfortunately, some of the boys in the town are roaming about the town aimlessly; all this has affected the economy of the town and these calls for a great concern from the church, government and the concerned citizens.

The efforts of the selected churches in reducing child abuse in Ikere-Ekiti
In Ikere-Ekiti where this work was carried  out, there were about 150 churches but work will be focusing on the five churches that seem to be showing a bit of concern about the issue of child abuse in the town. These churches are Catholic Church, Gospel Faith Mission International. The Aladura church of God International, Christ Apostle Church and The Redeemed Christian Church of God.

In an attempt by the researcher to know the role of the church in reducing child abuse in Ikere-Ekiti, the researcher interviewed some church ministers from the selected churches and questionnaires were also administered to obtain information. In the first place, it was established that Catholic Church is vehemently against child abuse. Rev. Father Peter Assumpta a priest in Catholic Church affirmed that the church is now training the priests on how to relate with the children. These priests are mandated to teach the church members on how to properly take care of their children. The Catholic Church in the area has made tremendous efforts through catechesis and charities, justice and peace to curb the menace of child abuse.  Indigent parents are empowered by the Catholic Church through soft loans for small scale businesses and these groups of people are not left out during festive periods such as Christmas, Easter and Harvest festivals 

Mr. Ilesanmi of St. Paul’s Catholic Church, Ikere-Ekiti who is also the registrar of St. Louis Nursery and Primary School Ikere-Ekiti confirmed that children in the school are taught child safeguard policy where children are taught types of abuse and how to avoid it and  the right of a child.

Moreover, Christ Apostle Church and Aladura Church being the most populous churches in the town has also contributes to reduction of child abuse in the town in the following ways 
1. Establishment of faith homes where mothers are helped to deliver their babies in other to prevent foetal abuse.
2. Scholarship for indigent students who are brilliant, so as to prevent them from becoming criminals as a result of dropping out of schools.
3. Teaching parents the danger of child abuse in other to prevent them from abusing their children.
4. Establishment of mission houses for some church members who cannot afford house rents.





The Redeemed Christian Church of God
The Redeemed Christian Church of God, which one of the Neo Pentecostal Church in the town have been preventing child abuse in the following ways
· Establishment of clinics where maternal and child health are offered to avoid foetal abuse
· Making Provision  in cash and establishing businesses for needy in the church so as to be able to take care of their children
· Woman program to educate them on new to properly take care of their children to avoid abuse
· Seminal for women so as to be self-reliance on other to curtail poverty which is one of the factors contributing to child abuse in the town. Women are taught soap making, interior decoration, cake baking e.t.c. these things are done so that women can support their families financial and thereby forestall child abuse.

Conclusion
Conclusively, this paper has discussed the role of the church in reducing child abuse in Ikere-Ekiti.  It has been established through the paper that child abuse is a menace that is prevalent in the studied town. Efforts of the church in reducing child abuse in the town were revealed, the paper therefore recommends that, the church should rise up to it is responsibilities as a moral bastion of the society  and agent of socialization  by educating  people  on the evil of child abuse.  Training of people in charge of children is mandatory at this movement so as to be able to inculcate the right attitudes and morals that will make them fit in the society and country at large. Lastly, parents, government and the church must understand that children need special attention, love, care and training in other for them to fit into the society and children should be handled with care so as to avoid chaos in our society and the country as whole since they are leaders of tomorrow.
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