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Abstract 

Various societies, primitive and modern, governments, groups and 

organisations find reasons to honour or appreciate members or 

persons who, in their wisdom, have distinguished themselves in one 

area of human endeavour or the other. One such important and 

highly honoured office of the laity in the Church of Nigeria Anglican 

communion is that of Knighthood. Knights primarily are lay 

persons who have been invited, chosen and approved (out of many 

others) for service in the Church by way of complementing the roles 

of the Bishops and Clergy. This study highlighted challenges which 

affect its bid in achieving/ fulfilling its lofty objectives in the midst 

of the vicissitudes of the contemporary Nigerian ecclesiastical 

milieu. In an attempt to examine this phenomenon, the historical 

and descriptive methods are adopted, making use of books, 

magazines, observations, Church publications and internet 

materials. Findings reveal that the Knighthood institution faces a 

lot of expostulations such as people’s wrong perception, 

understanding its bearing/relevance in the Church, mode of 
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selection, upsurge of aberrant Orders and the impact of modernity. 

It is contented that despite these, Knighthood has a bright prospect 

of and continuity, reasons including its adoption by the Church as 

part of its heritage and efforts by the Knights to achieve the 

objectives for which it was established. Some pragmatic approaches 

are recommended as a way of engineering its significance such as 

cooperation and collaboration among the Knights, Bishops, Clergy 

and other arms of the Church, including regular sensitisation 

workshops on the essence of Knighthood in the Church. 

 

Introduction 

Among Christians, the Clergy are said to be the direct recipients of 

God’s honour by virtue of their ordination and consecration. God also 

honours the laity through appointment into the various offices in the 

Church through the Clergy such as the Knighthood. Seen as an honorific 

title, it makes for respect and loyalty. In addition, it challenges members 

and recipients to greater service or achievements, since such honour was a 

gesture of appreciation for noble actions already taken. A man who has 

been given the rank of Knight goes with the prefix ‘Sir’ to his name while 

the wife goes with ‘Lady’. Also, a woman so ranked goes with the title 

‘Dame’. Thus, it has come to stay in the Church as part of its heritage. 

Historically, Knighthood in the Church came into being when there was 

need to protect worshippers and restore its dignity from the onslaught of 

invaders. To galvanize its role in the Church, it is guided by broad tripartite 

objectives, namely the defence of the faith, evangelism, and charity and the 

improvement of social well being. In this paper, challenges which affect the 

fulfilment of these objectives are highlighted. 

 

Concept and historical evolution of Knighthood 

According to the Webster’s College dictionary (2010), Knighthood 

severally refers to the rank, dignity or vocation of a knight; knightly character or 

qualities; or the body of knights. The Wikipedia free encyclopaedia traced its 
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etymology to the word knight which is derived from the old English word 

cniht meaning boy or servant, which is also a cognate of the German word 

knecht meaning servant or bondsman. In a similar vein, the Collins English 

dictionary (1991) indicated that in British English, knighthood is a title that is 

given to a man by a British king or queen for his achievements or his service to his 

country. This allows such honouree to use the title Sir before his name. Be 

that as it may, Knighthood which is historically traceable to medieval times 

was conferred on people for distinguished service to their master/ lord or 

on a person of noble birth. Also, without any social distinction, Knighthood 

could be acquired or earned by any man of appreciable means if he 

discharged his services to his master creditably as a professional warrior, a 

page, armour bearer or esquire. When the esquire was well instructed and 

demonstrated the skills of fighting in addition to being able to purchase the 

necessary expensive equipment and paraphernalia, he became a full 

fledged Knight. They underwent further training in what came to be known 

as chivalry, that is, code of conduct befitting of Knights such as bravery, 

loyalty, generosity including reverence to God. This was usually preceded 

by a religious ceremony during which the Knight initiates were 

admonished to protect the weak, right wrongs and honour women 

especially widows in the society (Njoku 2010). It was from this practice of 

religious devotions before investiture that the Church adopted its ritual for 

the initiation and investiture of Knights.  

The Crusades during which they featured prominently, caused an 

alteration of their functions. From being warriors of Kings and emperors, 

they became defenders of the Christian faith and Jerusalem. The Orders of 

Knighthood originally came into being in Medieval Europe as a check on 

Muslim or Othman and Arabs who overran and conquered the Holy Land, 

Jerusalem, beginning from 1071 AD. The Christian military force (the 

Knights) used the Cross as their banner and were known as soldiers of the 

Cross, whose efforts facilitated the spread of Christianity in Europe. The 

fierceness of the struggle led to the adoption of various strategies. While the 

Muslim Turks fought the Christians in the day time, these volunteers chose 
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to attack them at night. It was from this that they got the name Night with 

the spelling changed to Knight (Diocese of Ikwerre, 2007). Bound by 

monastic vows, defending the Church/Christian faith became their primary 

duty. Onekpe (2007) stated that the Knights Templars (those who guided 

King Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem) and Knights Hospitallers (those who 

took care of the wounded Christians) were formed during this period. Thus, 

by and large, it was unrest that gave rise to Knighthood. These existed as 

forms of medieval Knights: Feudal Knights; Teutonic Knights; Knights of 

Santiago De Composition; Knights Hospitallers; Knight Templars; and 

Knights of Columbus (Orji 2007).  

The constitution of Knighthood therefore by the Popes of the Holy 

Catholic Church as a body in the Church was as a result of their role in the 

liberation of the Holy land. It was reasoned that Knights in the Church 

could replicate such acts even though the fight might not be physical. 

Knighthood thus predated the Reformation and the Anglican Church 

which is part of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church whose founder is 

Jesus Christ, adopted it as a way of motivating its devoted members for 

more ecclesiastical service. According to its theology, Knighthood in the 

Church therefore is an honour bestowed on men and women of distinguished 

character and notable achievements for the good of humanity…Recipients are 

persons who have conducted themselves in an exemplary manner in the past and 

have equally been available for services to the Church and to Church authorities 

(Diocese of Niger Delta North Knights investiture 2013). 

 

Origin of the Knighthood in Nigeria 

. It may be traceable to the prevalence of secular colonial honorific 

political Knighthood which was conferred on persons considered to be 

loyal and supportive of the colonial administration without exception to 

religious persuasions. Beneficiaries included Sir Louis Mbanefo (Anglican), 

Sir Francis Akanu Ibiam (Presbyterian, who reportedly renounced it over 

what he considered the nonchalance of the queen of England over the 

suffering of Biafrans during the Nigeria-Biafra war), Sir Adetokumbo 
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Ademola (Roman Catholic), Sir Abubakar Tafawa Balewa (Muslim, the late 

Prime Minister of Nigeria), Sir Alhaji Ahmadu Bello (Muslim, the late 

Premier of northern Nigeria), Sir Odumegwu Ojukwu (Roman Catholic), 

Sir Lily Ojo (Muslim) and Sir Kitoye Ajaso (Ajasa) knighted in 1929 for his 

publications in the Nigerian pioneer (a newspaper) which promoted British 

interests in Nigeria (Njoku 2010). However, it should be noted that 

investiture of ecclesiastical Knighthood during the colonial period was not 

common except perhaps the religious Knighthood of Round World (KRW) 

given to four Christians in 1932 by the Anglican Church of the Niger 

mission, for being outstanding in missionary work. It is though believed 

that an Anglican priest in a Church on the Niger performed Knighthood 

investiture in the 1920s at Awka. Though yet to be authenticated but if it is 

true, then it may be concluded that ecclesiastical Knighthood predated the 

British secular Knighthood in Nigeria (Orji 2007; Njoku 2010). The next 

Knighthood investiture was that into the Roman Catholic Order of St. 

Mulumba in 1954. Another one was that into the Order of St. John’s 

(International), also known as Knight Hospitallers or Knights of the Order 

of St. John of Jerusalem, which took place in 1973, open to men and women 

of good Christian background. Conferment of secular Knighthood on 

Nigerians ended in 1963 when Nigeria became a republic. 

In the Anglican Communion, there was a lacuna after the investiture 

of four Knights in 1932 but was resuscitated also on the diocese of the Niger 

in 1982 by the late Bishop Jonathan Onyemelukwe. He performed the 

investiture of twenty faithful members of the laity into the Knighthood 

Order of St. Christopher with their wives as Ladies. This was followed in 

1985 by the Rt. Rev’d Benjamin Nwankiti of the diocese of Owerri with the 

investiture of twenty four members into the Order of St. Christopher. 

Following this in 1991 was the diocese of Ondo, where among the recipients 

was Sir Gabriel Igbinedion, a Baptist. This action necessitated the setting up 

of a review committee of honourific titles at the 1994 Synod of the Church of 

Nigeria, chaired by the late Most Rev’d S.C. Anikwenwa, Dean Emeritus, 

Church of Nigeria and Archbishop of the Province of the Niger and Bishop 
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of Awka, with the then President of the House of Laity and Chancellor of 

the diocese of Asaba, the late Hon. Justice Uche Omo, as secretary 

((Proceedings of Joint council of Knights delegates’ conference 2010). Part 

of their mandate was to work out the possibility of accepting Knighthood 

as a property of the Church of Nigeria and the number of Orders to adopt. 

It was this committee that produced the criteria for selecting candidates for 

Knighthood and formulated the fundamental principles, policies and 

characteristic features of Knighthood in the Church of Nigeria Anglican 

communion. According to Anikwenwa 

  

            Our aim then was not to emulate any particular 

church, but to create roomsfor people we consider cream of 

the society, to look into their own lives and services as they 

prepare for heaven while they use their God-given talents to 

serve God and humanity. In this regard, it is presumed that, 

with a sense of commitment that untapped potentials would 

be de-enveloped and would be gainfully employed in the 

service of the church (The Good Knight magazine 2010). 

The following were put forward as criteria for appointing/ selecting 

candidates for Knighthood: 

i. A knight must be a communicant in the Anglican church 

ii. A knight must be a man of one wife and must have respect for 

Christian marriage 

iii. He or she must not be a member of secret society or cult and if 

is a member, is prepared to renounce membership publicly and 

sincerely 

iv. He or she must not trust cultism, witchcraft and black art for 

power and protection 

v. A knight must have a strong working faith in God through Jesus 

Christ 

vi. He or she must accept Jesus Christ as his Lord and personal 

Saviour. he or she must be a balanced Christian and not a fanatic 
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vii. A knight must be a loyal defender of the Church and faith 

viii. A knight must be known for his good works and generousity in 

and outside the Church 

ix. He or she must speak the truth, defend it, promote peace and 

harmony in his social environment and everywhere he finds 

himself 

x. A Knight must at all times support God’s servants and those in 

need.  

In addition, six Orders of Knighthood were adopted, namely: Saint Paul 

(KSP); Saint Christopher (KSC); Saint Augustine (KSA); Good Shepherd 

(KGS); Saint Mary (KSM); and Ladies of Bethany (LB) (Njoku 2010). They 

are popularly called Patron Saints, with Knights invested into their Order 

expected to emulate their virtues. Every diocesan Bishop was however at 

liberty to institute Knighthood within his domain in line with the 

approved criteria, type and number of Orders.  

So far, it has been stated that the establishment of Knighthood in the 

Church of Nigeria Anglican communion as a child of necessity, started in the 

Eastern dioceses and later spread to the others. Despite the initial 

scepticisms, it has been widely accepted partly because it is seen as a title 

of honour in the Church created to serve the needs of Christians rather 

than traditional titles which are said to be diversionary to the Christian 

course. In addition and more importantly, it encourages more lay 

participation in the work of the propagation and defence of the Christian 

faith. 

 

Challenges  

Perception of Knighthood: This appears to be a foremost challenge which 

Knighthood faces. There are two broad views to this. While one is negative 

and critical advocating for its proscription, the other is positive and 

apologetic to its continued existence in the Church. The former include 

assertions that Knighthood is a cult; a substitute for cultural titles; an elitist 
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institution purely for the wealthy and upper class in society; and one 

which encourages unhealthy rivalry and competition among its members, 

the Clergy and other arms of the Church, hence a breeding ground for 

conflicts. Advocates for the latter position insist that it is a call to service in 

the Church; an avenue for the faithful to motivate and direct their actions 

and energies towards the growth of the Church in the area of evangelism 

including the provision of other spiritual and physical contributions; and 

which brings about renewed commitment thus making the Church vibrant 

and dynamic. There is however the middle view which is neither here nor 

there, with uncertain views as to its adoption and continuity in the Church. 

 

The role of Knights: According to Anglican theology, Knights are 

expected to be soldiers of Christ; their Regalia One is a reminder of this 

assertion, which is more of the spiritual than the physical. Asserting that 

their role is not physical but spiritual, Braide (2016) indicated that this 

starts with:  

(i) the promotion of the vision and mission of the church of Nigeria 

(Anglican communion); 

(ii) liaising with the Bishops in ways and means that enhance their 

reign including other interests of the Church; 

(iii) collaborating with all persons of goodwill including Knights and 

Priests in spreading the gospel throughout the world; 

(iv) challenging, encouraging and supporting the Church in the 

establishment of social institutions like schools, hospitals, skills 

acquisition centres, motherless babies homes, etc; and 

(v) using their special gifts and talents for God’s own glory 

Though opinions are divided on the role of the Knighthood institution in 

the Anglican Church, there appears to be an overwhelming view to the 

effect that their roles in the Church are appreciative and commendable. 

These they perform in the three areas of the vocation of the laity, namely, 

the spiritual, administrative and physical, towards the growth of the 
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Church. They have thus been instrumental in the revival, rejuvenation and 

revamping of many dioceses using their God-given resources to bring 

about positive changes in various areas of Church life. It is perhaps for these 

reasons that Knights are generally held in very high esteem. The sum total 

of their perceived roles may be summed up as both rehabilitators (builders) 

and denigrators (destroyers) in the Church (concepts used by Wotogbe-

Weneka 2014).  

 

Aberrant Orders: The constitution of the Joint Council of Knights makes 

provision for six Orders as approved by the Church of Nigeria Anglican 

communion: Saint Christopher, Saint Augustine, Saint Paul, Good 

Shepherd, Saint Mary and the Ladies of Bethany. There are however some 

dioceses which had attempted to institute Orders outside these approved 

ones. These included the Orders of Saint John (Oji River and Umuahia 

Dioceses), Order of the Holy Family (Diocese of Kwara), Order of 

Pentecost (Diocese of Enugu North) and Order of Esther (Diocese of 

Isikwuato/ Umunneochi). They were promptly sanctioned through refusal 

to be recognized and be part of the activities of the Joint council of Knights 

(The Good Knight, 2012). Anikwenwa while addressing the National 

delegates’ conference counselled that doing so would mean that the riotous 

nature of the knights would be made more chaotic (Proceedings of Joint council 

of Knights delegates’ conference 2010).  

 

Investiture of husband and wife as Knights: To ensure that all Dioceses 

benefitted from its obvious advantages, the 1997 Standing Committee 

equally added that every Bishop is at liberty to institute Knighthood within 

his Diocese and is free in the selection of candidates for investiture based 

on the approved criteria. It is for this reason that wives of some Knights 

called Lady Auxiliary are subsequently knighted like their living 

husbands, with the prefix “Dame”. This practice has not gone down well 

with some faithful of the Church in view of what they perceive as potential 

role conflict and seeming apathy to Council matters. 
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Knighthood outside one’s Diocese of residence or home Diocese:  This 

has been a common practice by Bishops. For reasons of job mobility, 

marriage affiliation, etc, some faithful find themselves in Dioceses other 

than theirs. Some of such people have often been found worthy and 

knighted by the “host” Bishops. It is provided that such investiture of a 

Knight other than his own Diocese should be done with prior and 

adequate consultation and agreement with his brother Bishop of the other 

Diocese. The handbook on Knighthood and the Constitution of the Joint 

Council of Knights make provision for transfer of membership from and 

to either Diocese, which confers on such transferees’ associate membership 

of their Council of transfer. 

 

Criteria for selection: These have been outlined above as proposed by the 

Anikwenwa led committee on the Review Committee on Honourific Titles, 

which fashioned out and formulated the fundamental principles, policies, 

criteria for selecting candidates for Knighthood investiture and 

characteristic features of Knighthood in the Church of Nigeria, Anglican 

Communion (Njoku 14).  

Investiture of unmarried women and ladies: Such people, who in the 

opinion of the Bishop have met the criteria, have often undergone 

investiture. This is predicated on the fact that Bishops are at liberty to select 

people for such investiture as marriage is not one of the criteria for 

investiture and so such choices are left at the Bishop’s discretion (Handbook 

on Knighthood). 

 

Support of the Lady Auxiliary: Wives of Knights are called Lady Auxiliary. 

According to Anglican theology, the woman is compared to the neck which 

turns the head to the direction it goes consciously or unconsciously. The 

husband as a Knight is said to be placed in a difficult burden and so her role 

as the neck is to assist her husband by bringing up the children in the fear 

of God, creating a conducive home front for the man to function effectively 
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with a relaxed mind, acquisition and improvement of her spiritual life 

through regular bible reading and studying, attending bible class, home 

fellowship, Sunday school and Sunday service, and  trusting that through 

Christ she could do all things, as He is the life, strength and wisdom of the 

faithful. In this vein, they are seen to be involved in numerous activities in 

the Church which include providing support for the Bishops and Clergy, 

involvement in the Church’s teaching ministry such as prayer and fasting, 

conferences and being the chief advisers to their husbands. 

 

Number of Knights for investiture:  It is recommended that the maximum 

of Knights for investiture at a time should not be more that thirty within 

an interval of not less than three years. Research however shows that this 

is not being adhered to in many Dioceses.  

 

Inter Diocesan relationship: Inter Diocesan relationship of Councils is 

encouraged, the prime reason being the cross fertilization of ideas which 

enhances the learning process and creates harmony in the system. One 

way this is being done is through the Provincial conference which captures 

Councils in a particular Province and national delegates’ conference of the 

Joint Council of Knights which holds biannually in the third week of 

November of the conference year.  

 

Harmonisation of uniforms, activities and other norms and values of the 

Order: To ensure that there is order, Knights in the Communion have and 

are wearing same uniforms. Their dressing consists of what they call 

Regalia A and B. The former which emanated from the founding fathers of 

the Order of St. Christopher is assuming a national acceptance and 

adoption. The male Knights wear the red coat, black trouser with red 

stripes by both sides of the legs, white shirt, black bow tie, black belt and 

black shoes with swords strapped to the belt. For the Lady Knights, they 

wear black shoes, customized red and black bow tie and Black Hand bag. 

Regalia B for the male Knights are black suit, white shirt, black shoes and 
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black bow tie while the lady Knights wear black skirt suit/ white camisole, 

black shoes, black hat and black handbag. The Lady Auxiliary is adorned 

with black skirt suit, red camisole, red shoe, red hat and red hand bag. 

Regalia A and B usually goes with medallion and name tag (The 

constitution of Joint Council of Knights). 

 

Church and societal expectations: For the Church, Knighthood is a call, an 

honour, an award and not a reward. In line with the vision and mission of 

the Church and the Objectives of the Knighthood, a lot is expected of the 

Anglican Knight. He/ she is anticipated to exhibit a life of holiness, display 

integrity and humility, dedicated service and be a role model as a Christian 

who is described as a soldier of Christ in evangelism, giving, etc. These 

expectations appear herculean as some of them default even in their 

Councils such as non payment of legitimate dues and levies, being 

lukewarm to activities, derailment in the call to serve, insubordination and 

contentions with the Clergy and taking delight in being addressed as Sir 

or Dame to the neglect of their roles in the Church which is primarily 

evangelism. 

 

Knighthood and modernity: Knights are exposed to the teachings of the 

new religious movements, proliferation of churches and sects, job 

mobility/ transfers, contemporary marital issues such as gay, same sex and 

single parenthood, interdenominational rivalry and persecution, among 

others. Much of these emanate from the social media like use of the 

internet. These critical issues with their varied emphases sometimes put 

pressures on their activities and lifestyles which slow down their level of 

involvement in matters concerning the Church and the Order. 

 

Prospects 

As seen above, Knighthood in the Church of Nigeria Anglican 

communion is faced with enormous challenges some of which have been 

highlighted such as political interferences, whereby Knights of different 
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political parties within the same Council appear not be fully cooperating; 

financial strangulation which impedes the execution of proposed projects 

and programmes; apathy by members of Councils and indiscipline. These 

not withstanding, has a bright prospect. This is predicated on not only its 

historical antecedence but the fact that the Church has fully adopted and 

accepted it as part of its heritage. It was noted that one reason for the 

acceptance of Knighthood was the understanding that it would lead to the 

coming together of members from the various Anglican dioceses, based on 

the tradition of uniformity. In other words, the reactivation and 

installation of Knights was not an imitation of some other Christian 

denominational heritage. This passion was driven by the urge to have a 

group of committed and devoted Christians as it were when Knights rose 

in defence of the Holy land and Temple. This zeal is well demonstrated in 

the life of the Patron Saints after whom the Orders were named, with the 

hope that recipients would be inspired to emulate them in service. In the 

words of Gwezia (2009), today, knighthood has been accepted by the church as 

a lay Christian ministry of men and women who have distinguished themselves, 

in several areas of human endeavours, and it is growing in status and functions 

every day, especially in the Anglican Communion in Nigeria.  Most Dioceses of 

the Church have come to appreciate their positive roles and subsequently 

adopted it as part of the tradition of the Church especially considering the 

roles they perform which cover the spiritual, administrative and physical 

vocations of the laity. 

 Based on the forgoing, it is recommended that there should be 

cooperation and collaboration between the Knights, Bishops, Clergy and 

other arms of the Church. In addition, there should be strict adherence to 

the provisions of the constitution of the Joint council of Knights in relation 

to mode of investiture. Again, disciplinary measures should be enforced 

on erring members. Finally, there should be regular sensitization 

workshops on the essence of Knighthood in the Church. 
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Conclusion 

Fundamental issues such as the historical origin of Knighthood, 

medieval and modern and issues and prospects of Knighthood in the 

Church of Nigeria Anglican communion have been examined. It has been 

established that Knighthood (in the Church of Nigeria Anglican 

Communion) has its. Research has revealed that Knighthood is not a 

reward for a job well done but theologically is a call to service to God and 

humanity through the Church wherever and whenever whose primary 

objective is to propagate, spread and defend the Christian faith. However, 

that there are certain encumbrances the institution faces in forging ahead 

with its mandate in the body of Christ. Pragmatic steps have therefore been 

suggested to ameliorate these. Perhaps, it may be expedient to remind 

Knights that the institution was born to serve, which should be sacrificial 

and demands integrity, sincerity, humility, generosity and loyalty to the 

Diocesan Bishops and the Master of the Church, Jesus Christ.  
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