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Abstract 

Despite constituting over 25 million persons, physically challenged individuals in Nigeria remain 

among the most economically marginalized and vocationally excluded segments of the population. 

While the Nigerian church has historically offered palliative charity to persons with physical 

disabilities (PWDs); providing food, mobility aids, and financial handouts; it has largely failed to 

engage the deeper systemic structures of economic exclusion that trap these individuals in perpetual 

dependency. This theoretical and analytical paper argues that a paradigm shift is urgently needed: the 

church must transition from a model of charity, which fosters passive dependency, to a model of agency, 

which cultivates economic self-determination, vocational competency, and entrepreneurial dignity. 

Drawing on a systematic integration of biblical-theological analysis, disability economics, social 

enterprise theory, and development studies, this paper proposes a comprehensive Faith-Based 

Vocational Empowerment Model (FBVEM) for the Nigerian church context. The model is anchored on 

four pillars: Theological Re-orientation (dismantling the theology of passive dependency), Vocational 

Integration (structured skills acquisition and apprenticeship through church networks), Microfinance 

Mobilization (leveraging church financial structures for disability-inclusive lending), and Social 

Enterprise Development (establishing church-driven social enterprises that both employ and train 

PWDs). Biblical paradigms such as the Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14-30), the tent-making 

ministry of the Apostle Paul (Acts 18:3), and the Proverbs 31 model of industrious agency are used to 

construct a theology of economic vocation that affirms the productive dignity of all persons, including 

those with physical challenges. The paper concludes that the church, given its unparalleled institutional 

reach, moral authority, and community trust in Nigeria, is uniquely positioned to be a transformative 

engine of economic inclusion; not merely through sporadic acts of benevolence, but through structured, 

sustainable, and rights-affirming vocational ministry. 

Keywords: Economic Empowerment, Faith-Based Entrepreneurship, Vocational Ministry, Physical 

Disability, Nigeria, Social Enterprise, Disability-Inclusive Development. 

 

1. Introduction 

Religion has become one of the most potent of the socio psychological forces that affect society and 

social consciousness in contemporary Nigeria and is an essential part of the country's cultural legacy 

(Adeola and Ugwuanyi 1-22). This is because Christianity and Islam are dominant religions with more 



than 90 per cent of Nigerians identifying as Christians and Muslims, who have high status, 

psychological influence and social capital. The church of Christ was actively involved in providing 

education, health and social service provision services in the country during both colonial and post-

colonial times (Nganwuchu et al. 260; Nnaji, Introduction to Christian Philosophy 134-44). Despite 

these significant contributions to social development, marginalisation of persons with physical 

disability remains true in Nigeria, leading to a high degree of socio-spatial marginalisation and socio 

psychological invalidation as reported by Nnaji (Psychocosmic Analysis of Suicide 163–70). 

The World Health Organization (WHO), reports about 16 per cent of the world population with at least 

a disability of which most in developing countries like Nigeria live in the country (WHO). Ahmed says 

that there are between 25 and 30 million PWDs in Nigeria with over 10 million of these having mobility 

impairment such as paraplegia and cerebral palsy (CP) (Ahmed 45). Psychocosmic Analysis of Suicide 

indicates a continuing process of stigmatisation, psychological victimisation and emotional stressors, 

and that these are disproportionately affecting these individuals who also suffer socio-economic 

deprivation, unemployment and poor educational opportunities (Nnaji, Psychocosmic Analysis of 

Suicide 163-70). 

The Church is an institution divinely instituted and humanly organized, Christ-created and Christ-

directed and is rooted in the biblical mandate of inclusiveness in Christ's kingdom (Nnaji, Introduction 

to Christian Philosophy, 134-44). Academy staff actively promotes the vision of a people's movement 

that seeks to ensure vulnerable populations have access to opportunities to participate and enjoy rights 

to be heard in the courts of the world. The community of faith is consistently reminded in Scripture to 

stand up for the poor and speak out to remove impediments to participation and concern for the people 

who are vulnerable to society's actions. However, there are still several indigenous churches across 

Nigeria who practice several modalities of exclusion. Thus, people with disabilities are often denied 

admission into society via inaccessible physical space, marginalized through patronizing social stances 

and further disfavored by theological misconceptions mistakenly equating physical sickness with moral 

unrighteousness (Nnaji, Introduction to Christian Philosophy 134-44). In order to regain its credibility 

and to ensure its holistic and enhanced contribution to the psychological healing, the church needs to 

progress beyond an attitude of paternalistic charity and make an explicit statement of the dignity and 

rights of the disabled person. 

At present, several churches in Nigeria offer some kind of compensation to PWDs, in form of food 

items, aids for movement and money. The church, however, nearly ignores the structural and 

psychological discrimination that exclusion this kind of person from full participation in church and 

society, continues to perpetuate. This contradiction is a church that is both a care provider and a 

marginalizing socio-spatial, attitudinal and emotional institution. 



The lack of inclusion of the principles of universal design or disability-friendly infrastructure in the 

design space of most of church auditoriums, administrative buildings, and fellowship building in 

Nigeria can be said to be the architectural problem in Nigeria today. As a result, many worshippers with 

disabilities experience blocking worship in buildings with steep steps to enter, narrow entrances to 

buildings and inappropriate restroom facilities. These barriers send a signal of implicit rejection and are 

a denial of their dignity and sense of belonging (Oladoye, Adeola, and Nesta 102–16). 

Moreover, in many Pentecostal and Charismatic churches, physical disability is looked down upon as 

an indication of spiritual weakness, preadoption sin, lack of faith, or demonic attack. (Hampton 78; 

Nnaji, Introduction to Christian Philosophy, 134-44). Because of this, prayer lines, deliverance session 

and healing crusades are very common pastoral practices. If the physical healing does not ensue, the 

affected people may perceive that they have weak faith, resulting in the profound psychological trauma, 

low self-worth, identity crisis and psychocosmic despair caused by the trauma (Nnaji, Psychocosmic 

Analysis of Suicide 163–70). 

The Federal Government of Nigeria has passed the Discrimination Against Persons with Disabilities 

(Prohibition) Act and while church leadership has taken limited initiatives to leverage on its immense 

social capital resources to mobilize awareness and implementation of the Act, it has failed to do so. 

There has recently been very little ongoing ecclesial engagement to push for disability rights (apart from 

isolated initiatives in a few congregations). Rather, churches focus more on issues of national politics, 

economic instability, insecurity, and other public issues, while neglecting the systemic and daily 

injustice felt by persons with physical disabilities, as well as the psychological violence (Nnaji, 

Psychocosmic Analysis of Suicide 163-70). 

In light of this backdrop, this study aims to critique and analyze the theological orientations and 

dynamics of the Christian church in Nigeria, discuss the physical, psychological and attitudinal 

impediments to disability inclusion, and offer a theology-based model to promote disability inclusion 

which is consistent with what God has said about justice, human dignity and true nation-building. 

Specifically, the purpose of the study is to critically evaluate the psychological capacity, theological 

responsibility and performance of the Christian church in Nigeria's engagement with and overcoming 

of the ableist systemic injustice of persons with physical disabilities. 

Specifically, this study aims to: 

1. Examine the biblical-theological foundations of economic agency and vocational dignity as they 

apply to persons with physical disabilities, critiquing the theological underpinnings of the charity-

dependency paradigm. 

2. Analyze the structural dimensions of economic exclusion faced by physically challenged persons in 

Nigeria, with particular attention to the gaps in vocational training, employment, and financial access. 



3. Review existing theoretical models of faith-based economic development and disability-inclusive 

development to identify integrative frameworks applicable to the Nigerian church context. 

4. Construct the Faith-Based Vocational Empowerment Model (FBVEM), outlining its four pillars and 

mapping practical implementation strategies for churches of different sizes and denominational 

affiliations. 

5. Recommend specific policy, curricular, and structural reforms for the Nigerian church, government, 

and civil society to facilitate the systemic economic inclusion of physically challenged persons. 

This study holds multi-dimensional significance. Theologically, it contributes to the emerging field of 

Disability Theology in Africa by constructing a positive theology of economic vocation that affirms the 

productive dignity of physically challenged persons; an area that has received minimal systematic 

attention in Nigerian theological scholarship. 

Practically, it provides pastors, church administrators, denominational leaders, and faith-based 

development organizations with a concrete, context-specific model for transforming the church's 

engagement with disability from episodic benevolence to sustained economic empowerment. 

Academically, it bridges the fields of disability studies, development economics, entrepreneurship 

theory, and African Christian theology; offering a genuinely interdisciplinary contribution to the 

literature on faith-based development in sub-Saharan Africa. 

Policy-relevantly, it provides evidence-based recommendations for federal and state government 

agencies, including the National Commission for Persons with Disabilities (NCPD), to leverage the 

institutional reach of faith communities in achieving the economic inclusion targets embedded in the 

UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and Nigeria's National Disability 

Policy. 

This study draws on systematic literature review, biblical-theological analysis, and conceptual model 

construction and is delimited to the Christian church context within Nigeria, with particular focus on 

the Baptist, Anglican, Pentecostal, and Catholic traditions as representative of the broad denominational 

landscape. While the principles of the FBVEM are theoretically transferable to Muslim and other faith-

based contexts, the explicit biblical-theological framework developed in this paper is specifically 

calibrated to Christian theological discourse. The study focuses specifically on physically challenged 

persons with mobility-related impairments, consistent with the analytical boundaries established across 

the broader research series to which this paper contributes. 

 

 



2. Conceptual Framework for Church-Driven Economic Empowerment of Persons with Physical 

Disabilities through Faith-Based Entrepreneurship 

The conceptual framework (Fig.1) explains the pathway through which faith-based entrepreneurship 

can become a mechanism for promoting the economic empowerment of persons with physical 

disabilities within the Nigerian church. It integrates theories of economic agency, disability inclusion, 

vocational ministry, entrepreneurship, and social enterprise into a unified explanatory model. 

At the foundation of the framework is economic agency, which refers to the capacity of individuals to 

exercise autonomous and self-determining choices in economic life, including choosing occupations, 

controlling productive resources, entering contractual relationships, accessing financial services, and 

participating freely in market exchanges without coercion or systemic exclusion (Harcourt 41–46; 

Fleurbaey and Zuber 1079–81). Economic agency therefore represents both the freedom and capability 

necessary for meaningful participation in economic life. 

Building upon this foundation is economic empowerment, conceptualized as the process through which 

individuals who have historically been excluded from economic participation acquire the resources, 

capabilities, institutional support, and enabling environment required to exercise economic agency 

effectively (World Bank 2020). Within this framework, empowerment extends beyond income 

generation to include access to education, productive assets, financial capital, social networks, and 

supportive institutions. 

For persons with physical disabilities, economic empowerment requires interventions operating 

simultaneously at three mutually reinforcing levels. At the individual level, empowerment involves 

developing vocational competencies, entrepreneurial skills, confidence, resilience, and adaptive 

capacities necessary for sustainable employment or self-employment. At the institutional level, 

churches, training centres, employers, and financial institutions must reform policies, infrastructure, 

and operational practices to become accessible and inclusive. At the systemic level, broader societal 

barriers including discriminatory legislation, negative cultural attitudes, inaccessible markets, and 

exclusionary financial systems must be dismantled to create equitable opportunities for economic 

participation. 

The framework positions the Nigerian church context as the institutional environment through which 

these empowerment processes can be implemented. Historically, churches in Nigeria have operated 

schools, hospitals, farms, cooperative societies, printing presses, vocational centres, and numerous 

community development initiatives that function as local economic institutions. Despite this long-

standing entrepreneurial tradition, relatively little scholarly attention has been devoted to systematically 

applying these institutional capacities to the economic inclusion of persons with physical disabilities. 



Within this context, faith-based entrepreneurship functions as the principal transformative mechanism. 

Faith-based entrepreneurship refers to the creation and management of enterprises whose objectives, 

governance structures, and operational practices are explicitly informed by Christian theological 

convictions and the institutional resources of faith communities (Tracey 2012; Morrison). Unlike 

conventional entrepreneurship, which primarily emphasizes profit maximization, faith-based 

entrepreneurship understands economic activity as a vocation or divine calling through which believers 

serve both God and society. Consequently, commercial success is integrated with ethical stewardship, 

community accountability, compassion, and social transformation rather than being pursued as an end 

in itself (Morrison). 

Faith-based entrepreneurship is operationalized through vocational ministry, which represents 

intentional church-based programmes designed to equip individuals with practical, marketable, income-

generating skills through mentorship, apprenticeship, technical training, and entrepreneurial education. 

Beyond skill acquisition, vocational ministry affirms the theological dignity of work by presenting 

productive labour as an expression of Christian discipleship and service rather than merely an economic 

necessity (Berryman 63-70). This theological perspective bridges the traditional divide between sacred 

ministry and secular employment by recognizing all legitimate work as participation in God's creative 

and redemptive purposes. 

The immediate outcome of vocational ministry is the establishment and strengthening of social 

enterprises. Social enterprises combine commercial sustainability with explicit social objectives, 

generating income while prioritizing employment creation, poverty reduction, community 

development, and social inclusion over shareholder profit maximization (Defourny and Nyssens 2478–

81). Within church settings, such enterprises provide practical opportunities through which persons with 

physical disabilities can obtain meaningful employment, entrepreneurial experience, vocational 

mentoring, and long-term economic participation. 

Finally, the framework demonstrates that successful social enterprises contribute directly to the 

economic empowerment of persons with physical disabilities by expanding access to employment, 

financial resources, entrepreneurial opportunities, and supportive social networks. Enhanced economic 

empowerment subsequently strengthens economic agency, enabling beneficiaries to make autonomous 

economic decisions and participate more fully in society. The framework therefore depicts a reinforcing 

cycle in which faith-based entrepreneurship, implemented through vocational ministry and sustained 

by church-driven social enterprises, progressively increases both economic empowerment and 

economic agency among persons with physical disabilities within the Nigerian church context. 

 

 



Fig.1: Proposed Conceptual Framework for Church-Driven Economic Empowerment of Persons with 

Physical Disabilities through Faith-Based Entrepreneurship 

 

This study is anchored on three complementary theoretical frameworks: Amartya Sen's Capability 

Approach, Social Enterprise Theory, and the Theology of Economic Vocation. Together, these theories 

explain how faith-based vocational entrepreneurship can expand economic opportunities for persons 

with physical disabilities through church-based institutional interventions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Fig.2:Framework on Faith-based vocational entrepreneurship and economic opportunities for persons 

with physical disabilities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Capability Approach, developed by Amartya Sen and further advanced by Martha Nussbaum, 

provides a human-centered framework for understanding poverty, disability, and development. Rather 

than evaluating well-being solely through income or material resources, the Capability Approach argues 

that development should be assessed according to the substantive freedoms individuals possess to live 

the kinds of lives they have reason to value (Sen 74–81).Applied to disability, the Capability Approach 

distinguishes between functionings; the actual states of being and doing that individuals achieve, such 

as working, learning, or participating in community life and capabilities, which represent the genuine 

opportunities available to attain those functionings (Sen 75–78). Accordingly, the limited economic 

participation of persons with physical disabilities results less from impairment itself than from 

environmental, institutional, financial, and attitudinal barriers that restrict their capability sets. Within 

this study, the Nigerian church serves as an institution capable of expanding these capability sets 

through vocational ministry. By providing accessible skills training, entrepreneurial mentorship, 

financial support, and inclusive employment opportunities, churches help remove barriers that prevent 

persons with physical disabilities from converting capabilities into productive economic functionings. 

Consequently, the Capability Approach functions as both an evaluative and prescriptive framework for 

the Faith-Based Vocational Entrepreneurship Model (FBVEM). The ultimate measure of success is not 



the volume of charitable assistance provided but the extent to which the real economic freedoms of 

persons with physical disabilities are expanded. 

Next is the Social Enterprise Theory, particularly the EMES model developed by Jacques Defourny and 

Marthe Nyssens, provides the organizational foundation for this study. According to the EMES 

framework, social enterprises possess three interrelated dimensions: an economic dimension, 

characterized by continuous production of goods and services, paid employment, and financial 

sustainability; a social dimension, defined by explicit community benefit and limited profit distribution; 

and a governance dimension, emphasizing organizational autonomy, participatory decision-making, 

and democratic accountability (Defourny and Nyssens 2478–81). 

Applied within the Nigerian church context, Social Enterprise Theory offers a sustainable 

organizational model for church-based economic initiatives that move beyond dependence on donations 

or grants. Church-owned enterprises employing persons with physical disabilities simultaneously 

function as missional ministries, commercially viable businesses, and community development 

institutions. Their purpose is not merely economic survival but the creation of inclusive employment 

opportunities, poverty reduction, and social transformation while maintaining long-term financial 

sustainability. This triple-bottom-line orientation aligns closely with the church's theological 

commitment to holistic mission. 

And thirdly, The Theology of Economic Vocation provides the theological foundation for integrating 

productive work with Christian discipleship. Rooted in the Protestant doctrine of vocation articulated 

by Martin Luther, reinforced by Catholic Social Teaching, and enriched by African communitarian 

traditions such as Ubuntu, this perspective affirms that productive labour constitutes a divine calling 

through which individuals participate in God's continuing work of creation and serve the common good. 

A significant contemporary contribution to this theology is Miroslav Volf's Work in the Spirit, which 

argues that the Holy Spirit distributes charismata; spiritual gifts that extend beyond ecclesiastical 

ministry to include entrepreneurship, craftsmanship, technology, agriculture, management, and every 

sphere of productive human activity (Volf 101–18). Productive work therefore possesses both economic 

and spiritual significance. 

Applied to disability theology, the Theology of Economic Vocation maintains that persons with 

physical disabilities possess the same God-given vocation and spiritual gifts for productive work as 

every other member of the Christian community. Physical limitations may influence the manner in 

which vocation is expressed, but they do not diminish human dignity nor negate the divine mandate to 

cultivate creation and contribute to the common good (Gen. 1.28). Consequently, churches bear both a 

pastoral and theological responsibility to equip persons with physical disabilities for meaningful 

economic participation. Failure to provide vocational training, entrepreneurial support, and inclusive 



employment opportunities represents not merely a deficiency in social welfare but a neglect of the 

church's responsibility to nurture God's calling in every believer. 

Collectively, these three theoretical frameworks complement one another. The Capability Approach 

explains why expanding opportunities for persons with physical disabilities is necessary; Social 

Enterprise Theory explains how sustainable organizational structures can deliver those opportunities; 

and the Theology of Economic Vocation explains why the church is uniquely positioned and 

theologically obligated to facilitate inclusive economic participation through faith-based vocational 

entrepreneurship. 

3. Biblical Foundations of Economic Agency for Physically Challenged Persons 

The first foundation is the Imago Dei and the Economics of Dignity. The foundational premise for any 

Christian theology of economic empowerment for physically challenged persons is the doctrine of the 

Imago Dei; the affirmation in Genesis 1:26-27 that human beings are created in the image and likeness 

of God. This text establishes that the image of God is not conditional on physical capacity, productive 

output, intellectual acuity, or any other human attribute that can be diminished by impairment. The 

Imago Dei is a theological status conferred by divine creative action; it cannot be revoked by disability, 

disease, age, or any other condition of the body. 

The significance of this doctrine for economic empowerment is profound. If every physically 

challenged person bears the image of God, then their exclusion from economic participation is not 

merely a social inconvenience or an unfortunate market failure; it is an act of theological violence. To 

deny a person made in the image of God the opportunity to work, to create, to earn, and to contribute 

to the common good is to assault the dignity of God in that person. The church, which is the community 

that proclaims the Imago Dei most loudly and most consistently, bears a unique responsibility to ensure 

that this theological affirmation is not merely doctrinal rhetoric but is embodied in concrete institutional 

structures of economic opportunity. 

The Parable of the Talents and the Theology of Productive Agency is another building pillar of 

economic agency for Physically Challenged Persons. The Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14-30) is 

among the most economically instructive texts in the New Testament, and its implications for disability 

theology are rarely explored. In the parable, a master entrusts his servants with varying quantities of 

resources (talents) commensurate with their individual ability (kata tēn idian dunamin; “according to 

the ability of each”). The evaluation in the parable does not penalize those who received fewer talents; 

the servant who received two talents and doubled them is praised with identical commendation to the 

one who received five. The only condemnation falls on the servant who, gripped by fear and a distorted 

image of the master, chose to bury his talent rather than invest it. 



The parable contains several critical theological insights for the economic empowerment of physically 

challenged persons: 

1. Differential endowment is divinely acknowledged. God distributes gifts and resources in accordance 

with individual capacities and contexts. Physical limitation does not negate divine endowment; it shapes 

its form. 

2. The expectation of productivity is universal. The master expected a return from all three servants, 

including the one with the smallest share. This suggests that the divine expectation of productive 

contribution is not reserved for the most physically capable. 

3. Burying one's talent; not utilizing one's capacity; is the spiritual failure. The tragedy of the third 

servant is not his smaller endowment but his passive non-engagement. A church that encourages 

physically challenged persons to remain passive recipients of charity, rather than active agents of 

productive contribution, inadvertently creates the conditions for this parabolic tragedy. 

4. The community bears responsibility. The master provided the initial capital and expected the 

institutional conditions for productive engagement. The church, as God's steward in the community, 

shares this responsibility for providing the initial capital; in skills, mentorship, and finance; that enables 

physically challenged persons to multiply their talents. 

Again, Paul's Tent-Making Ministry is a Dignity Through Trade. The Apostle Paul's tent-making 

vocation (Acts 18:3; 1 Corinthians 4:12; 1 Thessalonians 2:9) provides a compelling New Testament 

model of the integration of artisanal trade with apostolic ministry. Paul, who himself lived with a 

chronic physical condition variously interpreted as a visual impairment, a speech impediment, or a 

chronic illness (2 Corinthians 12:7–9; Galatians 4:13–15), deliberately chose to support his ministry 

through manual trade rather than relying exclusively on patronage or ecclesiastical financial support. 

His tent-making was not incidental to his ministry; it was integral to his witness. 

Paul's vocational model demonstrates several important principles for the economic empowerment of 

physically challenged persons through the church: 

1. Work is a theological statement, not merely an economic necessity. Paul's tent-making 

communicated to the communities he served that the gospel he preached did not create dependency 

but dignity. 

2. Physical limitation does not disqualify from productive vocation. Paul's celebrated “thorn in the 

flesh” did not prevent him from maintaining an active, skilled economic livelihood throughout his 

missionary career. 



3. The church community can serve as a vocational network. Paul's trade networks and workshop 

spaces (most notably in Corinth and Ephesus) became centers of discipleship and evangelism, 

illustrating how economic activity and faith community can be organically integrated. 

Another foundation is the Mephibosheth Narrative implying inclusion at the table of agency. The story 

of Mephibosheth (2 Samuel 9); Jonathan's son, physically disabled in both feet; is frequently cited in 

disability theology as a paradigm of inclusion and royal grace. David's invitation to Mephibosheth to 

eat at the king's table “continually” (v. 13) is a powerful image of structural inclusion. However, a less 

frequently noted dimension of the narrative is equally significant: David restores to Mephibosheth all 

the land that belonged to his grandfather Saul (v. 7) and appoints Ziba, with fifteen sons and twenty 

servants, to cultivate this land and produce food for Mephibosheth's household. 

This economic dimension of the Mephibosheth narrative is theologically instructive. David does not 

merely offer Mephibosheth a seat at the table of charity; he restores to him a productive asset base; 

land, labour, and an economic enterprise; through which Mephibosheth can exercise real economic 

agency. The narrative thus models a transition from charity (giving food) to asset restoration (restoring 

the productive means of self-provisioning). The church's engagement with physically challenged 

persons must aspire to this Davidic model: not merely offering a seat at the charitable table, but restoring 

access to the productive assets; skills, capital, networks, and technology; that enable genuine economic 

agency. 

4. Economic Exclusion of Physically Challenged Persons in Nigeria. 

First, labour market discrimination and employment exclusion. The labour market experiences of 

physically challenged persons in Nigeria are characterized by intersecting layers of discrimination that 

operate at the recruitment, retention, and promotion stages of employment. At the recruitment stage, 

discriminatory practices include the use of medical fitness requirements that automatically disqualify 

physically challenged candidates (regardless of job relevance), the absence of accessible recruitment 

venues and application processes, and the pervasive attitudinal bias among human resource 

professionals who associate physical disability with reduced productivity, increased absenteeism, and 

higher insurance costs (Eleweke and Rodda; Nnaji, Psychocosmic Analysis of Suicide 163–70). 

These biases are particularly acute in the formal private sector. A survey conducted by the Nigeria 

Employers Consultative Association (NECA, 2021) found that fewer than 12% of registered private 

sector companies in Nigeria have explicit disability inclusion policies, and of those, only 4% have made 

any structural modifications to their workplace infrastructure to accommodate persons with mobility 

impairments. The public sector, while bound by constitutional obligations and the 2018 Disability Act, 

demonstrates similarly poor performance. The Federal Character Commission's 2022 employment audit 

found that persons with disabilities constitute a minuscule fraction of the federal workforce, with most 

employed in low-skilled, low-wage, and often patronage-based positions. Such patterns undermine the 



principles of justice, human dignity, and equal participation emphasized within Christian philosophy 

(Nnaji, Introduction to Christian Philosophy 134-44). 

Secondly, vocational training exclusion. Vocational and technical education represents perhaps the 

most critical pathway to economic empowerment for persons who are excluded from formal white-

collar employment. Skills in areas such as tailoring, electronics repair, agro-processing, graphic design, 

web development, catering, and beauty therapy have the potential to provide economically viable 

livelihoods without requiring the bureaucratic credentialing and physical environmental demands of 

formal professional employment. Yet physically challenged persons in Nigeria face systematic 

exclusion even from these vocational pathways. 

The Federal Ministry of Education's audit of Government Technical Colleges and Vocational Enterprise 

Institutions (VEIs) across Nigeria (2020) revealed that less than 8% of these institutions have made any 

modifications to ensure physical accessibility for students with mobility impairments. Practical 

workshop spaces in which skills such as welding, carpentry, and electrical engineering are taught are 

almost universally designed exclusively for able-bodied students. Furthermore, the attitudinal barriers 

within these institutions often precede the physical ones: admissions officers routinely counsel 

physically challenged applicants away from technical programs, citing safety concerns or assumptions 

about their inability to operate workshop equipment. Such exclusion contradicts the educational and 

developmental mission historically associated with Christian institutions (Nnaji, Monastic Philosophy 

of the Origins of University Education 228-33). 

Church-based vocational programs, which exist in significant numbers across Nigeria through the social 

ministries of denominations such as the Catholic Caritas Foundation, the Baptist Mission's Rural 

Development Commission, and various Pentecostal church welfare arms, largely replicate these 

exclusionary patterns. Without intentional disability-inclusive programming, even faith-based 

vocational initiatives inadvertently exclude the very population most in need of their services. This 

reality falls short of the church's theological responsibility to promote justice, inclusion, and holistic 

human development (Nnaji, Introduction to Christian Philosophy 134-44; Oladoye, Adeola, and Nesta 

102-16). 

Thirdly, financial exclusion and the credit gap. Access to startup and working capital is the critical 

bottleneck that prevents many physically challenged Nigerians who have acquired vocational skills 

from translating those skills into sustainable enterprises. Commercial banks in Nigeria routinely require 

collateral—typically in the form of title deeds to real property as a precondition for business loans. 

Given that physically challenged persons are disproportionately likely to live in rented accommodation, 

to lack stable formal employment (a prerequisite for salary-backed loans), and to belong to lower-

income households that have not accumulated generational wealth, they are systematically unable to 

meet these collateral requirements. 



The formal microfinance sector in Nigeria, established partly to serve the credit needs of the informally 

employed, has also largely failed to serve physically challenged borrowers. A study by the Central Bank 

of Nigeria (CBN, 2021) found that persons with disabilities constitute less than 2% of the active loan 

portfolio of registered microfinance banks across Nigeria, despite constituting approximately 15% of 

the population living below the poverty line. Disability-specific loan products, adapted repayment 

structures, and accessible branch infrastructure are almost entirely absent from the Nigerian 

microfinance landscape. 

The church, with its parish-level financial networks, cooperative societies, thrift and savings 

associations (commonly known as esusu or ajo in Nigerian parlance), and denominational investment 

funds, possesses an underutilized financial infrastructure that could be strategically reoriented to fill 

this credit gap for physically challenged entrepreneurs. Such an approach is consistent with the church's 

historic role in community development, social transformation, and the promotion of equitable 

participation within society (Adeola and Ugwuanyi 1-22; Nnaji, Introduction to Christian Philosophy 

134-44; Oladoye, Adeola, and Nesta 102–16). 

5. The Faith-Based Vocational Empowerment Model (FBVEM) 

The Faith-Based Vocational Empowerment Model (FBVEM) is a four-pillar integrative framework 

designed to guide Nigerian churches of diverse sizes, denominations, and resource levels in constructing 

comprehensive, sustainable, and dignity-affirming economic inclusion programs for physically 

challenged persons. The model operates on the conviction that lasting economic empowerment requires 

simultaneous transformation at the theological, pedagogical, financial, and institutional levels. Reforms 

in any single pillar, without corresponding reforms in the others, will produce only partial and ultimately 

unsustainable outcomes. 

The four pillars of the FBVEM are: 

1. Dismantling the theology of passive dependency and constructing a theology of economic vocation. 

2. Designing and implementing accessible, disability-inclusive vocational training programs within 

church networks. 

3. Leveraging existing church financial structures to provide disability-inclusive startup and working 

capital. 

4. Establishing church-driven social enterprises that provide employment, skills training, and market 

access for physically challenged persons. 

 

 



Fig.3: The Faith-Based Vocational Empowerment Model (FBVEM) 

 

 

The foundational prerequisite for any sustainable transformation in the church's economic engagement 

with PWDs is a systematic reformation of the theological narratives that currently govern this 

engagement. Three dominant theological distortions must be specifically addressed: 

1. Challenges the misconception that charity equates with faithfulness, emphasizing the need for 

churches to focus on sustainable empowerment rather than mere charity through better institutional 

support for PWDs. 

2. Urges the removal of the notion that physical disabilities represent spiritual deficits. Future pastoral 

training should integrate disability theology to foster an understanding that disability requires 

institutional support rather than spiritual healing. 

3. Advocates for a church theology that recognizes work and economic productivity as vital elements 

of Christian discipleship. This approach should be reflected in sermons and educational materials, 

encouraging PWDs to view their economic participation as a spiritual calling rather than a mere 

consequence of their disabilities. 



The second pillar of the FBVEM focuses on the integration of disability-inclusive vocational training 

within local congregations. It operates at three levels: 

1. Local churches should provide vocational counseling services that assess the skills and aspirations 

of physically challenged individuals. This results in personalized Vocational Development Plans 

(VDPs) tailored to their abilities rather than focusing on deficits. 

2. Churches can leverage their community members' diverse skills by formalizing apprenticeship 

programs where skilled congregants mentor physically challenged apprentices. This approach offers 

flexibility, relational support, and low costs compared to conventional training programs. 

3. With the rise of digital economic opportunities, churches are encouraged to establish digital 

empowerment labs equipped with necessary technology to help physically challenged persons develop 

digital skills, promoting their economic empowerment through remote and online work avenues. 

According to the third pillar (Microfinance Mobilization), access to capital is the decisive bottleneck 

between skills acquisition and enterprise creation. Without startup funding, the most skilled and 

motivated physically challenged entrepreneur remains economically paralyzed. The FBVEM proposes 

three mechanisms for leveraging the church's existing financial infrastructure to address this gap: 

In Pillar Four of the FBVEM, the focus is on establishing church-driven social enterprises to support 

physically challenged individuals by providing them with structured employment and training. Various 

models suited for the Nigerian church context include agro-processing cooperatives, craft and textile 

enterprises, digital service businesses, and catering services, all designed to create accessible work 

environments. Governance should align with EMES social enterprise principles, emphasizing economic 

autonomy and participatory decision-making while measuring social impacts. Market access is vital for 

success, leveraging the church's community networks for commercial opportunities and encouraging 

preferential procurement policies to mitigate risks for these enterprises. 

6. Challenges, Responses, and Theological Tensions 

FBVEM, while theoretically coherent, will encounter significant practical challenges in implementation 

within the diverse and resource-varied landscape of the Nigerian church. 

Table 1: Challenges and Strategic Responses for Implementing the Faith-Based Vocational 

Empowerment Model (FBVEM) 

Challenge Key Issue Strategic Response (FBVEM) 

1. Resource 

Constraints 

Small churches lack funds and 

personnel to implement all four 

pillars at once. 

Adopt a phased, modular approach: begin 

with Pillars 1 and 2, form ecumenical 

partnerships, and allow denominations to 



manage capital-intensive initiatives (Pillars 

3 & 4). 

2. Attitudinal 

Resistance 

Some physically challenged 

persons may develop dependency 

and hesitate to embrace 

entrepreneurship. 

Provide theological re-orientation, peer 

mentoring, trauma-informed pastoral 

counselling, and psycho-theological support 

to build confidence and economic agency. 

3. Sustainability 

of Social 

Enterprises 

Church enterprises may struggle 

financially if driven by social 

mission without business 

discipline. 

Ensure commercial viability through sound 

business plans, financial accountability, 

market-driven operations, realistic 

budgeting, and professional business 

mentorship. 

Not all Nigerian churches have the financial or human resources to implement all four pillars of the 

FBVEM simultaneously. A small rural congregation with 50 members clearly cannot independently 

establish a Digital Empowerment Lab, a Disability-Inclusive Cooperative Society, and a social 

enterprise in the first year of program adoption. The FBVEM is designed as a modular, scalable 

framework. Smaller churches are encouraged to begin with Pillar One (Theological Re-orientation, 

which requires no financial investment beyond pastoral commitment) and Pillar Two's Church 

Apprenticeship Network component (which leverages existing human resources). As the program 

matures, churches can pursue ecumenical partnerships with neighboring congregations to pool 

resources for Pillars Three and Four. The denomination, rather than the local congregation, is the most 

appropriate unit for implementing the more capital-intensive components of the model. 

Again, years of being positioned as passive recipients of charity can produce internalized dependency; 

a psychological state in which physically challenged individuals have absorbed the disempowering 

narratives of their community and come to doubt their own capacity for productive economic agency. 

Some may be reluctant to transition from familiar charitable support to the demands and risks of 

entrepreneurship. Pillar One's theological re-orientation is not only directed at able-bodied church 

members and leadership; it is equally critical for the psychological and spiritual re-orientation of 

physically challenged persons themselves. The church must create safe spaces; through small group 

fellowship, peer mentorship by successfully empowered physically challenged entrepreneurs, and 

trauma-informed pastoral counselling; in which physically challenged individuals can process and 

overcome internalized limitations. Psycho-theological accompaniment, drawing on the post-traumatic 

growth framework outlined in complementary research within this series, is essential to this process. 

Similarly, Faith-based social enterprises frequently face challenges in achieving commercial 

sustainability, particularly when their primary motivation is social mission rather than profit. Without 

genuine commercial viability, church social enterprises become another form of charity; requiring 



perpetual subsidization rather than generating economic value. The FBVEM insists on rigorous 

business planning and commercial discipline as a non-negotiable prerequisite for the Social Enterprise 

pillar. Church leadership must resist the temptation to use sentiment as a substitute for sound business 

strategy. Social enterprises operating under the FBVEM should be required to produce credible business 

plans, maintain proper financial accounts, pursue genuine market opportunities, and operate within 

realistic cost structures. Professional business mentorship; through denominational partnerships with 

professional business associations and Christian business networks such as the Full Gospel Business 

Men's Fellowship International; should be integral to the social enterprise establishment process. 

Theological Tensions and Resolutions 

The Tension Between Grace and Effort. Some theological traditions within Nigerian Christianity are 

deeply suspicious of any emphasis on human economic effort as a component of divine blessing, 

arguing that such emphasis is a form of works-righteousness that diminishes the sovereignty of divine 

grace. This theological posture can inadvertently discourage physically challenged persons from 

pursuing economic agency, encouraging passive dependence on miraculous provision rather than active 

engagement in vocational development. 

Resolution: The Theology of Economic Vocation does not position human effort as a substitute for 

divine grace, but as a response to it. The biblical vision of work is not that human effort earns divine 

favor, but that humans are co-creators with God; participating in the ongoing creative and sustaining 

activity of the Creator through their vocational engagement with the world. Faithful human effort and 

divine provision are not theological competitors; they are covenant partners in the economy of God's 

kingdom. 

The Tension Between Healing and Empowerment. Many Nigerian charismatic and Pentecostal 

traditions place primary theological emphasis on divine physical healing as the ultimate solution to 

disability. This emphasis can create a theological hierarchy in which empowerment programs are treated 

as a second-best option for those who have “not yet received” their miracle of healing; thereby 

inadvertently stigmatizing participants in vocational empowerment programs as spiritually deficient or 

lacking in faith. 

Resolution: The FBVEM does not deny the theological validity of divine healing; it resists its use as a 

basis for pastoral inaction in the present. Healing and empowerment are not mutually exclusive; they 

are complementary expressions of God's commitment to human wholeness. A church that prays for 

healing and simultaneously provides vocational training, financial access, and employment is 

expressing a more holistic and more faithful understanding of divine care than one that prays for healing 

and provides no material pathway to present-tense flourishing. 

 



Recommendations 

1. Nigerian churches should promote a biblical theology of vocational dignity that replaces charity-

based approaches with sustainable economic empowerment for persons with physical disabilities.  

2. Local congregations should implement the Faith-Based Vocational Empowerment Model 

(FBVEM) through disability needs assessment, vocational training, mentorship, and dedicated 

funding mechanisms to address economic exclusion.  

3. Denominational bodies and theological institutions should institutionalize disability-inclusive 

policies, theological education, and strategic partnerships to strengthen faith-based economic 

empowerment initiatives.  

4. Government agencies, financial institutions, and civil society organizations should collaborate with 

churches to expand access to inclusive vocational training, microfinance, and disability-friendly 

social enterprise opportunities.  

5. Churches and policymakers should adopt the FBVEM as a scalable framework for promoting 

sustainable economic inclusion, productive dignity, and long-term socioeconomic participation of 

persons with physical disabilities in Nigeria. 

Conclusion 

This research contends that the Nigerian church must transition from charitable paternalism to economic 

empowerment for physically challenged individuals, who are significantly marginalized. The current 

charitable efforts are deemed inadequate, necessitating a shift towards the Faith-Based Vocational 

Empowerment Model (FBVEM). This model emphasizes four pillars: reforming theology, restructuring 

training, mobilizing financial resources, and initiating inclusive social enterprises to empower these 

individuals as active contributors to society. The underlying biblical vision envisions a community 

where all, regardless of physical condition, participate equally, reflecting God’s inclusive promise. This 

transition from charity to agency is framed as a theological necessity requiring the church's full 

engagement to uphold the dignity and flourishing of all individuals. 
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