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Abstract
The dominant discourse on enterprise sustainability in sub-Saharan Africa privileges
institutional economics and secular management paradigms, overlooking the
normative architecture provided by religious ethics. This paper advances a counter-
orthodox argqument that the intersection of indigenous Igbo religious morality and
Christian social ethics constitutes a foundational, yet underexplored, institutional
resource for sustainable and inclusive enterprise in South-East Nigeria. Through
doctrinal analysis and synthesis of ethnographic, theological, and management
literatures, the study demonstrates that religiously grounded ethical codes: ezi-okwu
(truthfulness), ofo (moral authority), and Christian stewardship principles; generate
trust, reduce transaction costs, and embed enterprise within communal accountability
structures that formal requlation has failed to produce. The paper identifies pathways
through which religious ethics foster inclusive prosperity: reputation-based credit
access,  congregational — business  networks,  gender-inclusive  Pentecostal
entrepreneurship, and environmental stewardship norms. It confronts the distortions
of prosperity gospel theology and exclusionary tendencies with analytical honesty,
proposing a framework for harnessing religious ethical capital while mitigating its
pathologies. The arqument challenges the secularisation thesis that predicts religious
marginalisation in modern economies, instead positing that the future of sustainable
enterprise in South-East Nigeria lies not in the displacement of religious ethics but in
their integration into enterprise governance, policy, and management education.
Keywords: Religious Ethics, Enterprise Sustainability, South-East Nigeria, Social Capital,
Inclusive Prosperity.

1. INTRODUCTION

The persistence of entrepreneurial vitality in South-East Nigeria, despite chronic
infrastructural deficits, regulatory unpredictability, and limited formal finance, constitutes an
empirical puzzle that dominant development paradigms struggle to resolve. Standard
explanations cite the region's historical marginalisation, the Igbo "enterprise culture," the
apprenticeship system, and diaspora remittances. While these factors carry explanatory

RELIGIOUS ETHICS AND ENTERPRISE SUSTAINABILITY IN SOUTH-EAST 461



Sapientia Global Journal of Arts, Humanities and Development Studies (SGOJAHDS), Vol.9 No.2 June, 2026; pg. 461 — 476; ISSN: 2695-
2319 (Print); ISSN: 2695-2327 (Online)

weight, they bypass a deeper normative infrastructure that undergirds economic behaviour:
the moral universe constructed and sustained by religious ethics. Among the Igbo, economic
life has never been a secular domain governed solely by market logic. It has been embedded
in a sacred cosmology where honesty, diligence, and communal obligation carry transcendent
sanctions and rewards. This paper argues that indigenous Igbo religious morality, now
substantially fused with Christian, particularly Pentecostal, ethical frameworks, provides a
distinctive institutional foundation for enterprise sustainability and inclusive prosperity that
formal governance mechanisms have repeatedly failed to supply.

The argument advanced here challenges two entrenched scholarly orthodoxies. The first,
rooted in the secularisation thesis, predicts the progressive marginalisation of religion from
economic life as modernisation advances (Berger, 1967). This thesis, developed from Western
historical experience, fails to account for the robust persistence and adaptive evolution of
religious ethics in African economies, where the boundary between sacred and secular
remains porous. The second orthodoxy, prevalent in development economics, treats cultural
and religious factors as residual explanatory variables, acknowledged in passing but rarely
incorporated into institutional analysis with the same rigour as property rights or contract
enforcement (North, 1990). This paper contends that religious ethics constitute an institutional
technology in their own right, one that addresses the fundamental problems of trust,
commitment, and collective action that determine enterprise success or failure.

The significance of this argument extends beyond theoretical correction. South-East Nigeria's
enterprise ecosystem, while dynamic, remains characterised by high mortality rates among
micro and small enterprises, limited scaling, and exclusionary patterns that disadvantage
women and non-kin (Oyelaran-Oyeyinka, 2017). Formal state interventions: SMEDAN, BOI
schemes, entrepreneurship curricula; have produced disappointing results, a failure often
attributed to corruption and weak enforcement. A more fundamental diagnosis is that these
interventions operate on a secular, individualistic logic that disconnects enterprise from the
moral community that sustains it. Religious ethics, by embedding economic behaviour within
transcendent accountability structures, offer a pathway to sustainability that is culturally
resonant, institutionally grounded, and practically demonstrated in the lived experience of
Igbo entrepreneurs.

The empirical case for centering religious ethics in enterprise analysis is strengthened by
comparative observation of enterprise failure patterns across Nigerian regions. Where moral
communities have been eroded by rapid, unplanned urbanization, as in parts of Lagos or Port
Harcourt, informal enterprise mortality rates rise sharply, a trend attributed in recent
scholarship to the weakening of embedded trust networks (Imaralu et al., 2026). South-East
Nigeria, by contrast, has maintained a higher density of religiously integrated enterprise
networks, a factor that correlates with the region's disproportionate contribution to Nigeria's
informal manufacturing and trading sectors. This correlation does not establish causation, but
it warrants the sustained institutional analysis that this paper undertakes (Uchendu, 1965,
Nzimiro, 1972).

The paper proceeds through five analytical stages. Section Two examines the theoretical
resources for understanding religious ethics as institutional capital, drawing on Weber, social
capital theory, and African theological ethics. Section Three analyses the ethical content of
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Igbo traditional religion as it bears on enterprise, focusing on the concepts of ezi-okwu and ofo.
Section Four turns to the transformative impact of Pentecostal Christianity on Igbo enterprise
ethics, examining both its productive and pathological dimensions. Section Five synthesises
these analyses into a framework of pathways toward sustainable and inclusive prosperity.
Section Six confronts the limitations and distortions of religious ethics with analytical
candour, while the concluding reflection addresses implications for policy, management
education, and future research.

2. RELIGIOUS ETHICS AS INSTITUTIONAL RESOURCE: THEORETICAL
FOUNDATIONS

The claim that religious ethics contribute to economic outcomes is not novel; it is, however,
contested and frequently dismissed as cultural determinism. A rigorous defence requires
engagement with the Weberian tradition, social capital theory, and the specific theological
resources of African religious systems.

2.1 Weber, the Protestant Ethic, and the African Critique

Max Weber's (1905/2001) thesis on the Protestant ethic and the spirit of capitalism established
the foundational proposition that religious ideas shape economic behaviour. Weber argued
that Calvinist doctrines of predestination generated an inner-worldly asceticism, disciplined
work, deferred consumption, and the reinvestment of profits, that catalysed capitalist
development in Northern Europe. The thesis has been subjected to extensive empirical and
theoretical critique, including the observation that economic development preceded
Protestantism in several regions and that Catholicism also fostered capitalist institutions. For
African contexts, the Weberian framework has often been deployed to argue that indigenous
religious ethics, with their supposed other-worldly orientation and communal obligations,
inhibit capitalist development (Fields, 1985).

This deployment of Weber is analytically impoverished. It conflates Weber's specific historical
thesis with a broader proposition that religious ethics are irrelevant to economic behaviour
unless they replicate Calvinist doctrines. Berger (1967) himself, in later work, recognised that
the secularisation thesis had been overstated and that religious resurgence in the Global South
demanded new analytical frameworks. The Igbo religious tradition, as will be demonstrated,
contains ethical imperatives: truthfulness, industry, deferred gratification, and communal
accountability; that are functionally analogous to Weber's inner-worldly asceticism, albeit
expressed through a different theological vocabulary.

The functional equivalence between Calvinist asceticism and Igbo religious ethics is not a
matter of superficial resemblance. Both systems sacralise economic activity by attaching
transcendent significance to mundane labour. Both impose deferred gratification through
moral norms that stigmatise conspicuous consumption and valorise reinvestment. Both
construct supernatural enforcement mechanisms: divine judgement, ancestral sanction,
cosmic retribution; that raise the cost of opportunism beyond what secular contract
enforcement can achieve. What Weber identified as a historically unique catalyst for European
capitalism is more accurately understood as one cultural expression of a broader institutional
logic: the capacity of religious belief to generate credible commitments, reduce transaction
costs, and align individual economic behaviour with collective welfare. The failure to
recognise this logic in non-Western religious systems is an artifact of Eurocentric analytical
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categories, not of empirical deficiency in the systems themselves. As Mbiti (1969)
demonstrated, African religious systems are no less concerned with material well-being and
ethical economic conduct than their Western counterparts; they simply embed these concerns
within a communitarian rather than an individualistic cosmology.

An additional theoretical resource, underutilised in the African enterprise literature, is the
economics of religion pioneered by Iannaccone (1998). This framework analyses religious
communities as rational-choice institutions that produce collective goods, including ethical
norms, trust networks, and mutual insurance, through membership costs that screen for
commitment and reduce free-riding. The Igbo Umunna and the Pentecostal congregation both
function, in this analytical frame, as clubs that generate economic value for members through
shared moral commitments and the exclusion of opportunists. The cost of membership,
tithing, time, behavioural conformity, functions as a screening device, ensuring that those who
remain in the community are those most likely to cooperate. This rational-choice lens does not
reduce religious ethics to mere calculation; it illuminates the institutional mechanisms
through which transcendent beliefs produce tangible economic outcomes.

2.2 Social Capital Theory and the Economics of Trust

Social capital theory provides a more precise lens. Putnam (2000) defined social capital as the
networks, norms, and trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation. Religious
communities are among the most potent generators of social capital, as they create bounded
moral communities within which trust is assumed, information flows freely, and
opportunistic behaviour carries social and spiritual sanctions (Wuthnow, 2002; Radu & Angj,
2023). In contexts where formal institutions are weak, as in much of Nigeria, this religiously
generated social capital becomes a critical economic resource. It substitutes for contract
enforcement mechanisms, reduces the transaction costs of screening and monitoring business
partners, and creates networks through which capital, information, and mentorship circulate.
The Igbo apprenticeship system, for instance, operates within an ethical framework that is
simultaneously kinship-based and religiously sanctioned, drawing on traditional oath-taking
(igba ndu) that invokes supernatural sanctions against betrayal (Uchendu, 1965).

The economic value of religious social capital becomes most visible in its absence. Where
religious ethical consensus has eroded, whether through urbanisation, denominational
fragmentation, or the spread of prosperity gospel theologies that prioritise individual
enrichment over communal accountability, the trust infrastructure weakens, and with it the
informal credit, apprenticeship, and risk-sharing mechanisms that depend on that trust. The
process is gradual, often imperceptible to formal economic indicators, until a threshold is
crossed and enterprises that once thrived on relational contracting find themselves unable to
secure supplier credit or enforce repayment from former apprentices. The renewal of religious
ethical capital is thus not a matter of cultural preservation alone; it is a condition of enterprise
sustainability in environments where formal institutions remain incapable of providing the
trust infrastructure that markets require.

The mechanisms through which religious social capital is converted into enterprise resources
merit specification. Three conversion pathways are identifiable. First, information sharing
within congregations reduces search costs for business partners, suppliers, and customers,
creating efficiencies that secular business networks replicate only through expensive formal
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mechanisms such as trade associations or digital platforms. Second, collective sanctioning:
gossip, exclusion from church business networks, pastoral rebuke; substitutes for litigation,
providing a low-cost enforcement mechanism for contracts and debts. Third, mutual
insurance through church-based welfare schemes, including emergency grants, medical
assistance, and funeral contributions, reduces the vulnerability of entrepreneurs to
idiosyncratic shocks that might otherwise force the liquidation of productive assets. Each
pathway represents an institutional function that formal governance mechanisms in Nigeria
perform inadequately or at prohibitive cost (Afribary, 2026).

2.3 African Theological Ethics and Economic Communitarianism

African theological ethics, as developed by scholars including Mbiti (1969) and Bujo (1992),
emphasises the communitarian character of African morality. Economic behaviour is not
judged solely by its consequences for the individual but by its impact on the community and
its alignment with cosmic order. This communitarian ethic, while sometimes caricatured as a
barrier to individual entrepreneurship, in practice functions as a sustainability mechanism:
enterprises that violate communal norms face not only market sanctions but social and
spiritual ostracism, creating a multi-dimensional enforcement structure that formal regulation
cannot replicate. The challenge for enterprise sustainability is not the absence of such ethics
but their erosion under the pressure of urbanisation, commodification, and the
individualising tendencies of certain prosperity gospel theologies.

Bujo (1992) extends this analysis by arguing that African communitarianism is not a rejection
of individual initiative but a distinctive framework for integrating individual flourishing with
communal welfare. The successful entrepreneur in an African moral economy is not the
atomistic wealth-maximiser of neoclassical economics but the "person-in-community" whose
prosperity is legitimated by its contribution to collective well-being. This framework reframes
the tension between enterprise autonomy and communal obligation not as a conflict between
modernity and tradition but as an ongoing negotiation within a shared moral vocabulary.
Policy interventions that treat communal obligations as obstacles to enterprise growth
misunderstand the institutional logic at work; they risk dismantling the very social
infrastructure that makes sustainable enterprise possible.

3. IGBO TRADITIONAL RELIGIOUS ETHICS AND ENTERPRISE CONDUCT

The traditional religious system of the Igbo, while substantially transformed by Christian
conversion during the colonial and post-colonial periods, continues to inform the moral
intuitions and ethical vocabulary of Igbo economic life. Its core concepts remain operative,
often syncretised with Christian ethical language, and constitute a cultural deep structure that
shapes expectations of fair dealing, accountability, and the moral limits of profit-seeking.

3.1 Ezi-okwu: Truthfulness as Transactional Necessity

The concept of ezi-okwu (literally "good word" or truthfulness) stands at the centre of Igbo
economic ethics. Ezi-okwu is not merely a personal virtue; it is a transactional necessity that
determines access to credit, partnership, and market reputation. Chukwu, Chukwu &
Anyaoha (2018) and Obielosi & Chigbo (2026) demonstrated through ethnographic research
among Igbo traders that the phrase "we do not lie" operates as a moral boundary marker,
distinguishing legitimate businesspeople from fraudsters and forming the basis of a
community-enforced credit rating system. An entrepreneur known for ezi-okwu accesses
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supplier credit, attracts quality apprentices, and receives favourable terms in informal
contract negotiations. An entrepreneur who violates ezi-okwu faces not only commercial
exclusion but spiritual consequences, for the Igbo cosmology posits that falsehood
offends Ala (the earth deity), whose sanctions extend beyond the individual to the lineage
(Nwala, 1985). This dual enforcement, commercial and cosmic, creates a powerful deterrent
against opportunism that formal contract law in Nigeria has never achieved.

The economic logic of ezi-okwu as a transaction-cost-reducing mechanism is analytically
precise. In a market environment where formal credit bureaus are inaccessible, court
enforcement of contracts is slow and corruptible, and information asymmetries are severe, the
cost of verifying counterparty trustworthiness would be prohibitive if each transaction
required independent investigation. Ezi-okwu functions as a public good within the moral
community: a shared reputation currency that reduces the due diligence burden on every
market participant. The entrepreneur who invests in a reputation for truthfulness is creating
an asset with returns that accrue over multiple transactions, across multiple counterparties,
over an entire commercial career. The entrepreneur who defrauds a single counterparty
destroys an asset whose value far exceeds the gain from any single opportunistic transaction.
The calculus is rational, even if the vocabulary in which it is expressed is moral and spiritual.

3.2 Ofo: Sacred Enforcement of Commercial Obligations

The ofo staff and title system provides a second institutional pillar. The ofo is a ritual staff held
by the lineage head, symbolising moral authority, ancestral connection, and the power to
invoke blessings and curses. In commercial contexts, the invocation of gfp sanctifies
agreements and oaths, creating binding obligations enforceable by supernatural sanction
(Ejizu, 1986). An entrepreneur who swears by ¢fo to repay a debt or fulfil a contract enters into
a transaction that transcends the mundane; breach is not merely a contractual default but a
sacrilege that threatens the well-being of the defaulter's family and lineage. This mechanism,
while inaccessible to formal legal analysis, functions as a credible commitment device in
communities where belief in ancestral agency remains vital. The decline of such beliefs under
the pressure of Christianisation and secular education does not necessarily weaken the ethical
norms they sustained; in many cases, the norms have migrated into Christian ethical
frameworks, as the subsequent section will demonstrate.

The institutional sophistication of the ofo mechanism becomes apparent when analysed
through the lens of contemporary contract theory. Legal scholars have long recognised that
formal contracts are inherently incomplete: they cannot specify every contingency, and their
enforcement depends on courts that are costly, slow, and fallible. The gfo oath addresses this
incompleteness by substituting an omniscient, omnipresent enforcement agent, the ancestors
and the earth deity, for the limited apparatus of the state. The mechanism also shifts the cost
of enforcement from the wronged party, who in a formal legal system must bear the burden
of litigation, to the wrongdoer, who faces automatic supernatural sanction. The efficiency
gains are substantial, particularly in a context where the formal legal system imposes costs
that often exceed the value of the dispute. This is not primitive law; it is a functionally superior
enforcement technology for a specific institutional environment, one that contemporary
blockchain-based smart contracts, with their ambition of automated, trustless enforcement,
are only beginning to approximate through a different technological vocabulary (Werbach &
Cornell, 2017).
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3.3 Communal Obligation and the Redistributive Ethic

Traditional Igbo economic ethics also embed enterprise within a framework of communal
obligation. Wealth accumulation is not condemned, the Igbo title-taking system explicitly
celebrates successful entrepreneurs, but it carries responsibilities. The wealthy lineage
member is expected to contribute to collective projects, settle disputes, support poorer kin,
and sponsor apprentices. This ethic of onye aghala nwanne ya ("let no one abandon their kin")
functions as an indigenous corporate social responsibility framework, redistributing the
benefits of enterprise success through kinship networks and maintaining social stability
(Nzimiro, 1972). Critics correctly identify that this redistributive pressure can constitute a tax
on enterprise expansion, as successful entrepreneurs face escalating demands from kin. This
tension is real and will be addressed in Section Six. What the secular critique misses, however,
is that the same communal ethic provides the trust infrastructure, the apprentice pipeline, and
the risk-pooling mechanisms that enable enterprise formation in the first place. The balance
between communal obligation and enterprise autonomy is not a problem to be eliminated but
a tension to be managed, and religious ethics provide the normative vocabulary for that
management.

The redistributive ethic operates not as a crude levy but as a nuanced system of reciprocal
obligation calibrated through social status. An gfo title holder who fails to meet communal
expectations forfeits the very standing that enables his commercial authority; a wealthy trader
who neglects his kinship obligations finds his reputation, and therefore his creditworthiness,
diminished. The mechanism is self-enforcing. It requires no external regulator, no tax
authority, no development agency. It is sustained by the same moral cosmology that sanctions
falsehood and oath-breaking. The implication for enterprise policy is profound: interventions
that weaken this moral cosmology, whether through the imposition of secular legal
frameworks or the promotion of individualistic entrepreneurship models, may inadvertently
destroy the institutional infrastructure on which sustainable enterprise depends. This is not
an argument against formalisation or legal reform; it is an argument for institutional design
that respects and augments rather than displaces indigenous ethical infrastructure (Ostrom,
1990).

4. PENTECOSTAL CHRISTIANITY AND THE TRANSFORMATION OF ENTERPRISE
ETHICS

The explosive growth of Pentecostal and Charismatic Christianity in South-East Nigeria since
the 1970s has profoundly reshaped the region's ethical landscape. The Igbo population is now
predominantly Christian, with Pentecostal and evangelical affiliations accounting for a
significant share (Marshall, 2009; Gifford, 2004). The theological and ethical teachings of these
movements have become a dominant influence on economic behaviour. The relationship
between Pentecostalism and enterprise is complex, containing both productive and
pathological dimensions that require nuanced analysis.

The historical trajectory of Pentecostal growth in South-East Nigeria is itself instructive for
understanding its economic impact. The post-civil-war period (after 1970) created conditions
of material devastation, social dislocation, and spiritual crisis that proved fertile ground for
Pentecostal expansion. Churches such as the Assemblies of God, the Redeemed Christian
Church of God, and later Winners' Chapel and Dominion City offered not only spiritual
consolation but practical community, moral order, and economic networking at a moment
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when state institutions had collapsed and kinship networks had been shattered by war and
displacement (Kgatle, 2024). The entrepreneurial character of contemporary Igbo
Pentecostalism, its emphasis on self-reliance, its validation of business success, its creation of
alternative institutional infrastructure, is not an accident of theology. It is a product of specific
historical conditions that forged a durable link between religious commitment and economic
reconstruction (Marshall, 2009).

4.1 The Prosperity Gospel: Promise and Pathology

The prosperity gospel, a theological current that teaches that God desires material abundance
for believers and that faith, tithing, and positive confession unlock divine blessing, has been
the subject of extensive scholarly criticism. Gifford (2004) and Asamoah-Gyadu (2005) have
documented the ways in which prosperity teaching can encourage magical thinking,
extractive church financing, and the abandonment of prudential business planning in favour
of supernatural expectation. The critique is warranted. The prosperity gospel, when reduced
to a transactional formula, "sow a seed and reap a harvest", can produce anti-entrepreneurial
outcomes, encouraging passive waiting for miracles rather than the disciplined investment,
skill acquisition, and patient capital accumulation that sustainable enterprise requires.
Marshall (2009) documented cases of Nigerian entrepreneurs who abandoned viable
businesses after prophetic declarations of imminent breakthrough, with destructive
consequences.

Yet a reductionist reading of Pentecostal economic ethics as merely the prosperity gospel
misses more significant institutional dynamics. Pentecostalism in South-East Nigeria has, in
practice, generated a distinctive ethical framework for enterprise that bears closer
resemblance to Weber's Protestant ethic than is commonly acknowledged. This framework
comprises several interconnected elements: a theology of work as divine calling, an ethic of
financial integrity enforced through church accountability structures, the formation of dense
business networks within congregations, and the sanctification of business activities through
pastoral blessing and prophetic guidance.

4.2 A Pentecostal Work Ethic and the Sanctification of Commerce

The theology of work in Nigerian Pentecostalism increasingly emphasises diligence, skill, and
excellence as expressions of Christian witness. The popular Igbo Pentecostal slogan "work as
unto the Lord" (derived from Colossians 3:23) sacralises economic activity, transforming
mundane commerce into spiritual service. Ojo (2007) documented the rise of "workplace
apostleship" among Nigerian Pentecostals, the belief that believers are called to excel in their
professions and businesses as a form of evangelism. This theology generates precisely the
inner-worldly asceticism that Weber identified: disciplined labour, deferred gratification,
reinvestment of profits, and the accumulation of capital as evidence of divine favour and
stewardship responsibility. The Nigerian Pentecostal entrepreneur who reinvests profits
rather than consuming them, who arrives early and deals honestly, who treats employees with
fairness, is acting on ethical imperatives that are functionally equivalent to the Calvinist ethic
Weber described, even if the theological superstructure differs.

The sanctification of commerce extends beyond individual work discipline to encompass the
enterprise itself. Pentecostal business owners routinely invite pastoral blessing over new
ventures, dedicate business premises through prayer and anointing, and interpret commercial
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success as a sign of divine favour that imposes obligations of tithing, charitable giving, and
ethical conduct. This sacralisation transforms the enterprise from a purely economic entity
into a spiritual project, subject to the same moral scrutiny and communal accountability as
other dimensions of Christian life. The effect is to raise the stakes of ethical failure: fraud or
exploitation in business is not merely a commercial misstep but a spiritual transgression with
consequences for the entrepreneur's standing in both the congregation and the cosmic order.
This dual accountability, to the market and to God, to customers and to the congregation,
creates a governance structure that no corporate compliance department could replicate. It
also generates a distinctive form of enterprise legitimacy: the pastorally-blessed business
benefits from a presumption of integrity among fellow congregants that reduces the
marketing and trust-building costs that burden secular competitors (Ukah, 2008).

4.3 Congregational Integrity Mechanisms and Business Networks

The integrity mechanisms embedded in Pentecostal congregational life constitute an
institutional resource of considerable economic significance. Church membership provides a
moral community within which reputation is observable, dishonesty is sanctionable, and trust
is presumptive. An entrepreneur who tithes faithfully, participates in church activities, and
submits to pastoral counsel signals reliability to potential partners within the congregation.
Conversely, an entrepreneur exposed for fraudulent dealing faces not only legal risk but
exclusion from the church's business networks, loss of spiritual standing, and public shaming
from the pulpit. This congregational accountability structure functions as a reputation
intermediary, reducing the information asymmetries that plague business relationships in
weak institutional environments. Empirical research by Nwankwo, Gbadamosi, and Ojo
(2012) on Nigerian Pentecostal entrepreneurs confirmed that church networks were the
primary source of business partners, mentors, and initial customers for a significant
proportion of respondents.

The congregation as reputation intermediary performs functions that in developed economies
are distributed across multiple specialised institutions: credit bureaus, professional licensing
bodies, chambers of commerce, and commercial courts. The consolidation of these functions
within a single moral community generates efficiency gains, information about a member's
reliability is comprehensive, continuously updated, and accessible at negligible cost to any
congregant. The limitation, addressed in Section Six, is that this efficiency is bounded by the
congregation's membership; it does not extend to transactions with outsiders, creating a
structural incentive for enterprises to concentrate their commercial relationships within the
religious network. This incentive can be productive, deepening trust and reducing transaction
costs, or exclusionary, limiting market access for those outside the network. The balance
depends on the specific governance mechanisms that the congregation adopts (Gifford, 2004).

4.4 Gender, Pentecostalism, and Women's Enterprise

The gender dimension of Pentecostal enterprise ethics merits particular attention. While
traditional Igbo religious governance, as institutionalised in the Umunna, has historically
excluded women from formal decision-making roles, Pentecostalism has created alternative
spaces for female economic agency. The Pentecostal emphasis on individual spiritual gifting,
the priesthood of all believers, and the economic empowerment of women through church-
based micro-enterprise programmes has catalysed a wave of female entrepreneurship in
South-East Nigeria. Ukah (2008) documented the role of the Redeemed Christian Church of
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God's business seminars and the Mountain of Fire and Miracles Ministries' entrepreneurial
training programmes in equipping women with business skills, seed capital, and network
access. These programmes operate within an explicit ethical framework that links business
success to personal holiness, integrity, and tithing, creating a virtuous cycle of ethical
behaviour, reputation building, and economic opportunity that traditional patrilineal
structures have not provided.

The gender-inclusive character of Pentecostal enterprise networks does not imply the absence
of patriarchal constraints. Women in church-based business programmes often remain
concentrated in traditionally female sectors: catering, fashion, cosmetics, small-scale retail;
and face barriers to accessing the larger capital pools and mentorship opportunities available
to male entrepreneurs. The Pentecostal emphasis on wifely submission and male headship,
prevalent in many congregations, can reinforce rather than challenge gender hierarchies. The
contribution of Pentecostalism to inclusive prosperity is thus real but uneven, expanding
female economic agency within parameters that stop short of full equality. A rigorous
assessment must acknowledge both the genuine expansion of opportunity and the structural
constraints that persist. Future research should examine the conditions under which
Pentecostal women's enterprise programmes succeed in breaking through sectoral
segregation and accessing growth capital, conditions that may include pastoral leadership
that explicitly champions women's economic equality, partnerships with secular microfinance
institutions, and the development of women-led business networks that transcend individual
congregations (Asamoah-Gyadu, 2005).

5. PATHWAYS TO INCLUSIVE AND SUSTAINABLE ENTERPRISE PROSPERITY

The synthesis of Igbo traditional religious ethics and Pentecostal Christian morality generates
concrete pathways through which religious ethical capital can be harnessed for sustainable
and inclusive enterprise development. Four pathways are analytically distinguishable: trust-
based credit access, congregational business incubation, the ethics-driven formalisation of
informal enterprise, and an emerging environmental stewardship ethic.

5.1 Trust-Based Credit Access Through Spiritual Collateral

Trust-based credit access represents the most immediate economic benefit of religious ethical
capital. Both traditional esusu associations and Pentecostal church-based cooperative societies
operate on the premise that members share moral commitments that make default unlikely.
The church cooperative, unlike a commercial microfinance institution, does not require
physical collateral because it relies on social and spiritual collateral: the defaulter risks
congregational standing, pastoral rebuke, and the spiritual sanction of divine displeasure.
Afribary (2026) documented the informal credit systems operating within Igbo church
networks, noting their reliance on moral suasion and spiritual accountability rather than legal
enforcement. Studies of faith-based microfinance in sub-Saharan Africa indicate that such
social collateral mechanisms can sustain high repayment rates, a pattern confirmed in recent
empirical work on faith-driven entrepreneurial finance (Daniel, 2026). Formal financial
institutions seeking to expand lending to the SME sector could partner with church networks
as intermediary guarantors, leveraging religious ethical capital to reduce credit risk while
extending access to formal capital —a model that has been piloted successfully by Faith-Based
Organisation (FBO) microfinance initiatives in Kenya and Ghana (Frelat et al.,, 2016;
Kristjanson et al., 2010).
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5.2 Congregational Business Incubation Beyond Kinship

Congregational business incubation constitutes a second pathway. The large Pentecostal
churches in South-East Nigeria, the Redeemed Christian Church of God, Winners' Chapel, the
Assemblies of God, Dominion City, operate de facto business incubators. They provide
entrepreneurship training, mentorship matching, initial customer bases through
congregational networks, and, critically, ethical formation that reduces the moral hazard of
early-stage venture building. The apprenticeship system already embeds enterprise formation
within kinship and religious networks; church-based incubation extends this model beyond
kin, offering non-kin entrepreneurs access to the mentorship and capital that the traditional
system reserves for lineage members. Marcel (2023) examined the business development
programmes of Winners' Chapel in Aba, documenting cases of apprentices who, unable to
secure placement through kinship channels, obtained training and settlement capital through
church-sponsored programmes that explicitly integrated business skills with ethical
instruction on integrity, customer relations, and financial stewardship.

5.3 Ethics-Driven Formalisation of Informal Enterprise

The ethics-driven formalisation of informal enterprise represents a third, more subtle
pathway. A persistent policy challenge in Nigeria has been the resistance of informal
enterprises to formal registration, driven by distrust of state institutions, fear of taxation, and
the perceived absence of benefits from formality. Religious ethical communities can bridge
this trust gap. When a respected pastor or church business association endorses formalization,
explaining its benefits, vouching for the integrity of the process, and providing group
registration services; the credibility of the religious institution substitutes for the absent
credibility of the state. An entrepreneur who trusts his pastor's endorsement of a formalisation
programme is more likely to register than one who encounters the state directly. The collective
formalisation of church-based business groups also reduces per-enterprise costs, creates peer
accountability for tax compliance, and enables collective bargaining with regulators. This
model reframes formalisation not as submission to an alien state but as a collective strategy
for accessing markets and finance, sanctioned by religious authority.

The theoretical basis for this pathway draws on the institutional economics literature on
credible commitment. North (1990) demonstrated that the state's inability to make credible
commitments, to refrain from predatory taxation, to enforce contracts impartially, to protect
property rights, is a primary obstacle to economic development. Religious institutions, by
virtue of their transcendent source of authority and their independence from the state, can
provide the credible commitment that the state cannot. A pastor's endorsement of a
formalisation programme is credible precisely because the pastor's authority does not derive
from the state and would be jeopardised by a betrayal of congregational trust. The state, by
contrast, has a long track record of extracting from formalised enterprises without delivering
the promised benefits of formality. The religious intermediary thus solves a commitment
problem that has defeated decades of formalisation policy.

5.4 Nascent Environmental Stewardship as Enterprise Ethic

An emerging environmental stewardship ethic among Nigerian Christian communities
constitutes a fourth pathway, albeit one still in its infancy. The theological concept of "creation
care", deriving from Genesis 2:15, in which humanity is tasked with tending the garden, has
gained traction in African Pentecostal discourse through the influence of global evangelical
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environmental networks (Tewu & Kampilong, 2026). Igbo traditional religion, with its
reverence for Ala (the earth deity) and the prohibition of environmentally destructive
practices, provides indigenous resources for an enterprise sustainability ethic that integrates
environmental responsibility into business practice. These theological resources remain
under-mobilised. The prosperity gospel's emphasis on consumption and the dominant
development narrative that prioritises growth over ecological sustainability have limited the
influence of environmental ethics on Igbo enterprise. Yet there are nascent indicators of
change: church-led tree-planting initiatives in erosion-prone communities, pastoral teaching
against the pollution of streams and markets, and the emergence of Christian "green business"
networks that frame environmental stewardship as a dimension of faithful economic activity
(Okoh & Maijimre, 2025). The expansion of this ethic from the theological margins to the
commercial mainstream constitutes a significant opportunity for policy engagement.

6. LIMITATIONS, DISTORTIONS, AND THE SHADOW OF RELIGIOUS ETHICS

An intellectually honest analysis of religious ethics in enterprise must confront their
pathologies with the same rigour applied to their productive dimensions. Three distortions
are particularly significant for the South-East Nigerian context: the prosperity gospel's
extractive logic, the exclusionary potential of religious network closure, and the
weaponisation of spiritual authority for commercial exploitation.

6.1 The Prosperity Gospel's Extractive Logic

The prosperity gospel, in its most transactional forms, transforms religious ethics from a
framework of mutual obligation into a mechanism of extraction. When pastors teach that
financial giving to the church, and specifically to the pastor's ministry, constitutes a spiritual
investment that guarantees divine returns, the boundary between ethical teaching and
financial exploitation collapses. Entrepreneurs who tithe beyond their means, who divert
business capital into "seed offerings" on prophetic promises of supernatural multiplication, or
who neglect due diligence because a transaction has been "prayed over," are not practising
sustainable enterprise. They are gambling, however sincerely, with religious language. The
regulatory challenge is acute: the Nigerian state, constitutionally constrained from interfering
in religious doctrine, cannot easily distinguish between legitimate pastoral business
counselling and predatory prosperity teaching. Self-regulation within religious communities,
through theological education, pastoral peer accountability, and the exposure of fraudulent
practices, offers the more viable corrective pathway. The Pentecostal Fellowship of Nigeria
and the Christian Association of Nigeria have periodically issued statements against excesses,
but enforcement capacity remains weak.

6.2 Religious Network Closure and Exclusion

Religious network closure presents a second distortion. The same congregational bonds that
generate trust for insiders can function as barriers to outsiders. An entrepreneur who belongs
to the "wrong" church, or who is not a believer at all, may find access to credit, mentorship,
and market networks foreclosed by religious gatekeeping. The dominance of particular
church networks in specific market sectors, observable in the spare parts trade, the
pharmaceutical wholesale sector, and certain import-export networks, can create de facto
religious cartels that exclude competent entrepreneurs based on creed rather than capability.
This exclusion is not unique to religious networks; ethnic and kinship-based exclusion
operates on similar principles. The religious variant, however, carries a distinctive normative
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sting: exclusion is justified not as market preference but as spiritual boundary maintenance,
rendering it resistant to the secular critique that might challenge ethnic discrimination.

6.3 Weaponisation of Spiritual Authority for Commercial Exploitation

The weaponisation of spiritual authority for commercial advantage represents the most
insidious distortion. When pastors claim prophetic insight into business decisions, when
church hierarchies demand exclusive supply contracts from member enterprises, or when
spiritual sanctions are threatened against those who resist pastoral commercial involvement,
religious ethics become a tool of coercion rather than a framework for mutual flourishing. The
Igbo marketplace, long familiar with the figure of the dibia (traditional priest) whose spiritual
power commanded economic deference, has in some cases simply transferred these
expectations to Pentecostal pastors who claim analogous spiritual authority. The distinction
between a pastor who offers ethical counsel and a pastor who demands commercial
submission is clear in principle but often blurred in practice, particularly where congregants
lack the theological resources to challenge abusive authority. The solution lies in
congregational literacy, theological education that equips believers to distinguish ethical
guidance from pastoral overreach, and in the development of formal enterprise governance
structures, such as the hybrid cooperative model proposed in related scholarship, that
separate spiritual authority from operational control.

6.4 Sustainability of Religious Ethical Capital Under Modernisation

A final limitation concerns the sustainability of religious ethical capital under conditions of
rapid urbanisation, digital commerce, and generational value change. The religious ethics of
Igbo enterprise, both traditional and Pentecostal, function most effectively in contexts of
stable, face-to-face communities where reputation is observable and sanction inescapable. As
commerce moves online, as enterprises scale beyond the congregation, and as younger Igbo
entrepreneurs adopt more secularised value frameworks, the enforcement mechanisms of
religious ethics may weaken. The Uber driver in Enugu who interacts with customers through
a digital platform, the online vendor who sells through Jumia, the remote freelancer serving
international clients —these economic actors operate in spaces where the local congregation's
moral sanction has limited reach. The adaptation of religious ethical frameworks to digital
commerce, through online church communities, blockchain-based reputation systems, or
congregational endorsement platforms, is a frontier of institutional innovation that has barely
begun to be explored.

7. CONCLUSION: TOWARD A POST-SECULAR ENTERPRISE POLICY

The argument advanced in this paper, that religious ethics constitute a foundational
institutional resource for sustainable and inclusive enterprise in South-East Nigeria, carries
implications that extend beyond academic analysis into the domains of policy, management
practice, and theological education.

For enterprise development policy, the implication is a decisive shift from secular neutrality
to post-secular engagement. Government agencies and development partners that have
systematically excluded religious institutions and ethical frameworks from their programme
designs have forfeited the most potent institutional infrastructure available in the South-East
Nigerian context. The exclusion is understandable: it reflects constitutional secularism, the
desire to avoid sectarian favouritism, and a technocratic bias that struggles to accommodate
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normative frameworks that cannot be reduced to measurable indicators. Yet the cost of this
exclusion is borne by the very entrepreneurs whom policy seeks to support, who are left with
programmes that operate in a normative vacuum, disconnected from the moral communities
that sustain their economic lives.

A post-secular enterprise policy would not establish a state religion or privilege one
denomination over others. It would, however, recognise religious communities as legitimate
development partners, engage with their ethical resources, and design programme
architectures that align with rather than bypass religious moral frameworks. The Faith-Based
Organisation microfinance models that have succeeded in other African contexts offer a
template. So too do the church-based business incubation programmes that already operate
at scale, albeit without formal state recognition or support. The state's role is not to direct
religious ethics but to create the regulatory and financial conditions within which religiously
grounded enterprise initiatives can flourish without descending into the pathologies
described in the preceding section.

For management practice, the implication is the intentional integration of ethical formation
into enterprise governance and human capital development. The Igbo enterprise that relies
on its founder's personal religious convictions but does not institutionalise those convictions
in governance structures, codes of conduct, and accountability mechanisms, risks ethical
erosion as the enterprise scales and the founder's direct influence wanes. The corporate
governance codes that have been adopted in Nigeria, largely modelled on Western secular
templates, make no provision for the integration of religious ethical commitments into board
deliberation or management practice. An indigenous governance framework that explicitly
incorporates ezi-okwu commitments, congregational accountability relationships, and
stewardship reporting, alongside conventional financial reporting, would represent a
distinctive contribution to global management thought, not merely an African adaptation of
Western models.

For theological education and pastoral practice, the implication is a renewed emphasis on the
economic dimensions of discipleship. The prosperity gospel's distortions have flourished, in
part, because churches have failed to provide a theologically robust, practically grounded
alternative. A Christian ethics of enterprise that integrates biblical teaching on work, wealth,
integrity, and community with the practical skills of financial literacy, business planning, and
market analysis, delivered not as a prosperity formula but as a framework for faithful
economic stewardship, would equip entrepreneurs with the resources to resist both the
cynical secularism that treats ethics as irrelevant to business and the magical thinking that
treats faith as a substitute for competence. The Nigerian Institute of Management, as it marks
its 65th anniversary, could play a convening role in this integration, bringing together
theological educators, business school faculty, and successful entrepreneurs of demonstrated
integrity to develop curricula that bridge the sacred-secular divide.

The prosperity of South-East Nigeria will not be engineered by policy alone, nor will it emerge
spontaneously from market forces. It will be constructed, as it has always been, within moral
communities that define what economic success means, what obligations it carries, and what
sanctions attach to its abuse. The religious ethics of the Igbo, traditional and Christian,
inherited and adapted, provide the normative vocabulary for this construction. The task of
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scholarship, policy, and practice is to recognise this resource, to engage it critically, and to
harness it for an inclusive prosperity that the formal institutions of the state and the market,
operating in moral isolation, have repeatedly failed to deliver.
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