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Abstract \ Original Research Article

This article undertakes a comprehensive and thematically integrated examination of the tension between
pastoral vocation and entrepreneurial engagement among Catholic priests in Nigeria, analyzed through the
juridical framework of Canon 286 of the 1983 Code of Canon Law, which prohibits clerics from conducting
business or trade for personal profit without the explicit authorization of legitimate ecclesiastical authority. The
analysis proceeds through a carefully sequenced argument that moves from the historical foundations of clerical
economic discipline, through theological anthropology and African communal philosophy, canonical and
comparative ecumenical analysis, documented patterns of canonical abuse and practical clerical experience in
Nigeria, episcopal governance and institutional responses, and finally toward proposals for contextualized
canonical reform. This article argues that clerical entrepreneurship in Nigeria must be understood not as a
straightforward act of canonical disobedience but as a structurally generated convergence of institutional
insufficiency, communal obligation, political economic failure, and the cultural authority of prosperity theology
within the Nigeria religious landscape. Drawing from the patristic sources, conciliar documents, the canonical
tradition from Gratian through the 1983 Code, African philosophical anthropology, and a sustained body of
empirical ecclesiological scholarship on the Nigerian Church, the article proposes a contextualized canonical
hermeneutic grounded in the classical principle of epikeia, the theology of reciprocal canonical obligations, and
the social teaching of the Church. The article concludes that the canonical future of clerical economic
engagement in Nigeria depends upon willingness of the episcopate to exercise contextually sensitive leadership,
to reform diocesan financial structures, and to preserve the prophetic integrity of ordained ministry against the
seductions of a market culture that has penetrated the Church’s own institutional life.
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1. INTRODUCTION: THE PROBLEM AND of clerical economic engagement in contemporary

ITS STAKES Nigeria. Canon 286 of the 1983 Code of Canon Law
states that clerics are forbidden to conduct business
or trade, either personally or through another, for
their own or another’s profit, except with permission

Few questions illuminate the intersection of
universal canon law and local ecclesial reality with
greater clarity or pastoral urgency than the question
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of legitimate ecclesiastical authority. The legislative
intent is unambiguous: to protect the integrity of
pastoral ministry, to preserve the spiritual credibility
of the ordained, and to prevent the contamination of
sacred office by commercial calculation. Yet, the
application of this universal norm within the specific
economic, cultural, and institutional conditions of
the Nigerian Catholic Church raises questions that no
amount of canonical formalism can resolve without
sustained reference to the concrete lived reality of
priests who navigate, daily, the competing demands
of vocation and survival.

The Republic of Nigeria presents to any
ecclesiological analysis a context of extraordinary
and demanding complexity. It is simultaneously the
most populous country on the African continent, the
largest economy in sub-Saharan Africa by nominal
gross domestic product, and one of the most
economically precarious environments in which a
national Catholic Church operates anywhere in the
world. The naira has lost an overwhelming
proportion of its real value across the past three
decades, with particular precipitous devaluations
occurring in the periods following the introduction of
structural adjustment program in the late 1980s and
during the foreign exchange crises of the 2010s and
2020s. State provision of education, healthcare, and
social welfare has contracted dramatically under
successive structural adjustment programmes and the
chronic mismanagement of petroleum revenues.
Within, this environment, the Catholic Church has
assumed a quasi-governmental role, operating
schools, hospitals, water schemes, and welfare
organizations that fill the institutional vacuum left by
state failure (Falola 47). The priests who manage
these institutions, and who simultaneously serve the
sacramental and pastoral needs of their communities,
do so within conditions that the canonical tradition of
the Western Church has never directly contemplated
and cannot adequately address through the
application of norms conceived within a
fundamentally different economic and institutional
environment.

This article addresses four interconnected and
mutually illuminating questions: First, what are the
historical, theological, and canonical foundations of
the prohibition contained in Canon 286, and how

have those foundations been developed and
contested across the tradition? Second, how does the
specific configuration of the Nigeria Catholic
Church, with its distinctive economic structure,
cultural environment, and political context, generate
the conditions under which clerical entrepreneurship
becomes not merely tempting but, in many cases,
structurally unavoidable? Third, what forms of
clerical economic engagement have actually
emerged in the Nigeria context, and what pattern of
canonical abuse, pastoral distortion, and prophetic
compromise do they reveal? Forth, what reformed
canonical hermeneutic and what institutional
changes are required to address this situation with
equal fidelity to the tradition and to pastoral reality?
The methodology of this article is interdisciplinary,
drawing upon historical theology, canonical
jurisprudence, Catholic social teaching, African
philosophical  anthropology, and  empirical
ecclesiology, because the problem itself is
irreducibly interdisciplinary in character and cannot
be adequately addressed within any single scholarly
discipline.

2. FROM APOSTOLIC POVERTY TO
CANONICAL DEPENDENCY: THE
HISTORICAL FOUNDATIONS OF
CLERICAL ECONOMIC DISCIPLINE

2.1 Apostolic and Patristic Origin

The earliest Christian communities were constituted
by an eschatological urgency that rendered the
accumulation of personal wealth theologically
suspect and socially incompatible with the demands
of communal life in anticipation of the kingdom. The
Jerusalem community described in Acts 2:14-45 and
4: 32-35 practiced a form of voluntary common
ownership in which good were distributed according
to need. While contemporary scholarship rightly
resists the anachronistic interpretation of this
arrangement as a proto-socialist institution, its
theological significance as a paradigm of apostolic
life exercised a formative and enduring influence
upon subsequent ecclesial reflection on the
relationship between ministry and material wealth.
The Pauline corpus presents a more nuanced and
practically instructive picture of same tension. In 1
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Corinthians  9: 4-12, Paul articulates with
considerable force his apostolic right to material
support from his communities, grounding it in the
Torah principle that one shall not muzzle the
threshing ox, and in the analogies of solider, farmer,
and shepherd. Yet, he simultaneously announces that
he has not exercised this right in Corinth, preferring
to support himself by manual labor as a tentmaker
(Acts 18:3) so as to place no obstacle in the path of
the Gospel. This Pauline tension between the
legitimate right to material support and its voluntary
apostolic renunciation became a constitutive and
recurring element of the Church’s canonical and
spiritual reflection on clerical economic life.

The patristic tradition deepened and theologized this
reflection with considerable sophistication. John
Chrysostom’s De Sacerdotio argued that the priest’s
participation in a dignity surpassing that of angels
imposed a correspondingly total orientation toward
spiritual service, entirely incompatible with the
distractions and moral compromises of commercial
pursuit (Chrysostom. De Sacerdotio, 32). His
homilies on the First Letter to Timothy returned
repeatedly to the scandal of clergy who accumulated
wealth while their congregations languished in
poverty, charging that such ministers had betrayed
the fundamental theological character of their office
by contradicting the kenotic self-emptying of Christ
whom they claimed to represent (Chrysostom,
“Homilies on 1 Timothy”, 86). Augustine of Hippo,
approaching the question from a complementary but
distinct angle, established at Hippo a clerical
community in which priests lived in a form of
common life inspired by the Jerusalem model of Acts
4. His Praeceptum enjoined the renunciation of
private property on the theological principle that the
minister who holds nothing of his own is liberated to
give everything to those entrusted to his care
(Augustine, 217). These patristic witnesses, though
developed in diverse contexts and with different
emphases, converge upon a share conviction: that the
priest’s relationship to material goods is not merely
a question of personal morality but a theological
statement about the character of ministry and the
nature of the Church.

The Didache, one of the earliest Christian
instructional texts, dating from approximately the

late first or early second century, offers an
illuminating and practically oriented patristic
perspective on the abuse of ministerial hospitality
that anticipates, in embryonic form, the canonical
problem that Canon 286 addresses in juridical form.
The Didache’s instruction that ‘every apostle who
comes to you should be received as the Lord; but he
shall not remain more than one day, and if there is
need, the following day too; but if he who comes is a
traveler, assist him as far as you can; but he shall not
remain with you more than two or three days, if need
be’ (Didache, 12:2), reveal a remarkably early
ecclesial consciousness that ministry must not be
leveraged for personal material gain. The suspicion
of the itinerant minister who prolonged his stay to
exploit communal generosity is a patristic
premonition of the canonical concern for conflict of
interest and pastoral distortion that underlines Canon
286.

2.2 The Medieval Benefice System and the
Tridentine Settlement

By the high medieval period, the Church had
developed through the institution of the benefice a
sophisticated and frequently dysfunctional system of
material provision for its clergy. A benefice was an
ecclesiastical office endowed with income-
generating property or revenues, the receipt of which
was juridically tied to the discharge of specific
spiritual duties. The theological logic was
compelling: if the Church guaranteed its ministers a
sufficient material income through the endowment of
their office, those ministers would be relieved of
economic necessity and could devote themselves
entirely to pastoral care. In practice, however, the
benefice system generated a range of abuses that
would occupy the reforming councils of the high and
late medieval Church for two centuries. Simony,
condemned at the Council of Nicaea (325) and the
Council of Chalcedon (451) and repeatedly
thereafter, persisted with remarkable tenacity across
the medieval period (Hastings 87). Pluralism, the
accumulation of multiple benefices by a single cleric,
and absenteeism, the drawing of revenues from an
office without residing in or serving the attached
community, transformed sacred ministry into a
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commercial transaction and clerical identity into an
economic category whose distortions the canonical
tradition has never entirely succeeded in correcting.

The Council of Trent (1545-1563) undertook the
most comprehensive attempt in the Western
Church’s history to reform the system of clerical
economy and to restore the material basis of clerical
life to a structure compatible with genuine pastoral
ministry. It’s decree on residence required bishops to
reside in their dioceses and pastors in their parishes,
enforcing the principle that the receipt of benefice
revenue was morally conditional upon the actual
discharge of the attendant spiritual duties (Tanner
744). The Tridentine reform of seminary education
created institutions designed to form clergy who
were learned, spiritually serious, and economically
simple, men who would understand their material
welfare as the institutional responsibility of the
Church rather than as a personal project to be
advanced through individual enterprise. The
Tridentine settlement embedded the normative
expectation that the institutional Church would
provide adequately for its ordained ministers, and
that those ministers, having been so provided for,
would devote themselves wholly to their spiritual
functions without recourse to commercial activity. It
is precisely this Tridentine presupposition, that the
institutional Church has discharged its canonical
obligation of adequate material provision, which
underlines Canon 286 and which is conspicuously
and chronically absent from the Nigerian context.

2.3 Colonial Mission and the Architecture of
African Dependency

The transplantation of Roman Catholicism into sub-
Saharan Africa during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries was structurally inseparable from
the political and economic apparatus of European
colonial expansion. The missionary societies that
pioneered Catholic evangelization in Nigeria,
including the Society of African Missions (SMA),
founded at Lyon in 1856, and the Congregation of
the Holy Ghost, founded in Paris in 1703, carried
with them not only the faith but also the institutional
models, disciplinary norms, and economic structures
of European Catholicism. The material infrastructure

of the mission enterprise was financed primarily by
European benefactors, colonial administrations, and
the missionary societies themselves. Local
communities contributed labor, land, hospitality, but
the capital that sustained the Church’s institutional
presence was overwhelmingly imported from Europe
(Hastings 194). This configuration created what
scholars of African Christianity have identified as the
dependency model of mission: a structural
relationship in which the local Church’s institutional
viability depended upon the continued flow of
external resources rather than upon the development
of internally generated financial capacity (Sundkler
and Steed, 412).

For the formation of local clergy, this dependency
had consequences of lasting significance. Priests
ordained within the missionary Church were formed
in an institutional context in which material
provision was structurally assumed: the mission
compound provided housing, food, transportation,
and personal allowances. The question of how a
priest was to sustain himself economically was
answered institutionally before it was encountered
personally. A generation of African clergy was thus
formed within conditions that bore no resemblance
to those they would face once the institutional
structures of colonial mission began to contract in the
postcolonial period.

2.4 Postcolonial Transitions and the Crisis of
Self-Sustenance

The decolonization of African states in the late 1950s
and 1960s initiated a parallel ecclesiastical
indigenization that transformed the Church’s
administrative geography without, in short terms,
transforming its economic  geography. The
appointment of African bishops and the gradual
transfer of institutional responsibilities from
missionary societies to local dioceses created new
centers of ecclesiastical authority without providing
those authorities with the financial infrastructure
required to discharge their responsibilities
effectively. Many missionary-funded institutions
were nationalized by postcolonial governments in
Nigeria, removing them simultaneously from the
Church’s apostolic portfolio and from its economic
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balance sheet. The Nigerian Catholic Church was
thus compelled to sustain a rapidly expanding
institutional presence from internally generated
resources at precisely the moment when its external
revenue base was being dismantled (Gifford 34).

The decades since Nigerian independence in 1960
have witnessed an extraordinary growth in Catholic
population, parish numbers, dioceses, and
institutional commitments, accomplished against a
background of deepening tension between
institutional ambition and material capacity. By the
early twenty first century, Nigeria possessed more
than fifty Catholic dioceses with tens of thousands of
ordained clergies and an extensive network of
schools, health facilities, and social welfare
organizations. Yet, the rapid erection of new
dioceses has frequently outpaced the development of
financial infrastructure required to sustain them.
Stipends for diocesan priests, where they exist at all,
are often nominal, irregular, or entirely absent in less
affluent dioceses and rural parishes. Nigeria’s
persistent inflation and successive currency
devaluation have eroded the purchasing power of
whatever fixed stipends exist. A diocesan
contribution that represented a living wage in the
1990s may be entirely insufficient to cover basic
transportation costs two decades later, and the failure
of diocesan administrative structures to revise
remuneration in line with economic change has
generated a structural gap between material
obligations the Church assumes toward its clergy
under Canon 281 and the material reality those clergy
actually experience (Okonkwo 79).

2.5 African Communal Economy and the Priest
as Social Patron

The material pressures experienced by Nigerian
Catholic priests cannot be adequately understood
without sustained attention to the socio-cultural
economy of African communal life, which imposes
upon the ordained minister a set of obligations that
are simultaneously morally serious, practically
demanding, and entirely absent from the canonical
tradition’s account of legitimate clerical expenditure.
In Igbo society, as in many other Nigerian cultural
contexts, the individual’s economic activity is never

purely personal: it occurs within a dense web of
familial and community obligations that are morally
binding and socially enforced through mechanisms
of honor, shame, and collective disapproval. The
philosopher, John Mbiti captured the ontological
depth of this communal orientation in his celebrated
formulation: ‘I am because we are; and since we are,
therefore I am’ (Mbiti, 106). In Mbiti’s analysis,
African personhood is constituted not by individual
autonomy but by relational participation in
community: to withdraw from the network of
reciprocal obligations that constitutes the community
is not merely a social failure but a form of ontological
diminishment, a withdrawal from the very conditions
of one’s humanity.

For the Catholic priest, these expectations are
intensified by the symbolic weight of ordination. In
many Igbo communities, the priesthood of a son is
understood as a communal achievement that confers
prestige upon an entire extended family and obliges
a corresponding reciprocity in the form of practical
material assistance: school fees for nieces and
nephews, contributions to village building projects,
support for funeral ceremonies, medical emergency
assistance, and the countless other demands that
structure everyday life within the extended family
network. The philosopher, Kwame Gyekye’s critique
of maximalism communitarianism provides a
necessary and salutary corrective to any uncritical
acceptance of these demands as morally absolute.
Gyekye insists that communal norms must
themselves be subject to critical ethical evaluation:
the community does not posses an unlimited claim
upon the individual, and obligations that exceed what
the individual can discharge without betraying a
higher vocation may legitimately be resisted
(Gyekye, 48). Applied to the situation of the Nigerian
priest, this moderate communitarianism suggests that
while communal economic obligations are real and
morally significant, the priest’s specific vocation
constitutes a principled ground for their selective
renegotiation. The problem, as both Mbiti’s
affirmation and Gyekye’s critique make clear, is that
such renegotiation requires a cultural and theological
sophistication that many priests, and many bishops,
have not been formed to exercise.
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3. THEOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY,
PRIESTLY IDENTITY, AND ETHICS OF
MATERIAL ENGAGEMENT

3.1 Ontological Configuration to Christ and Its
Economic Implications

The Second Vatican Council’s Decree on the
Ministry and Life of Priests, Presbyterorum Ordinis,
articulates a theology of priesthood grounded in the
concept of ontological configuration to Christ that
carries direct and unavoidable implications for the
priest’s relationship to material goods. The Council
teaches that priests are consecrated to God in a new
way by their ordination and are made living
instruments of Christ the eternal priest
(Presbyterorum Ordinis, no.12). This configuration
reshapes the very being of the ordained minister,
establishing a new mode of existence ordered
entirely toward the service of the people of God and
characterized by the kenotic self-giving of Christ
himself. The priest who is ontologically configured
to the self-emptying of Christ of Philippians 2:7
cannot simultaneously configure himself to the
acquisitive imperatives of the market without
generating a profound internal contradiction that
expresses itself inevitably in pastoral distortion and
prophetic compromise. This is not a peripheral
canonical concern but a theological conviction that
reaches to the heart of what ordained ministry means
within the Catholic understanding of the Church.

The Pauline theology of ministry in the Second
Letter to the Corinthians supports and deepens this
theological conviction. Paul’s extended apologia for
his apostolic ministry in chapters two through seven
and ten through thirteen returns repeatedly to the
theme of the apostle’s weakness, poverty, and
suffering as constitutive rather than incidental to
authentic apostolic witness. The catalogue of
hardships in 2 Corinthian 11: 23-29 is not a
complaint but a theological argument: it is precisely
in the minister’s vulnerability that the power and
grace of God are most transparently displayed, ‘for
power is made perfect in weakness’ (2 Cor. 12: 9).
While this Pauline argument cannot be simplistically
translated into a prohibition of all economic activity
by priests, it establishes a strong and persistent
theological presumption against the identification of

ministerial effectiveness with material prosperity, a
presumption whose contemporary relevance in
Nigeria context is acute and whose violation
generates consequences that extend beyond
canonical irregularity into theological incoherence.

3.2 Evangelical Poverty, Simplicity of Life, and
the Diocesan-Religious Distinction

The Catholic tradition distinguishes carefully
between the evangelical poverty required of religious
priests by solemn vow and the spirit of simplicity of
life expected of diocesan clergy. This distinction,
while canonical in form, reflects deeper theological
convictions about the different modes of apostolic
witness appropriate to different forms of consecrated
life. Religious priests, bound by vow of communal
poverty, offer a prophetic eschatological sign
through a radical renunciation of personal property.
Diocesan priests, formed for service within the
structures of a particular Church, are called not to
absolute renunciation but to a moderation in the use
of goods, a transparency in financial matters, and a
freedom from material preoccupation that would
compromise their pastoral availability. Canon 282 §1
requires that clergy ‘pursue simplicity of life and
avoid whatever has a flavor of vanity’, while Canon
281 81 articulates the corrective institutional
obligation that the Church provide its clergy with
remuneration consistent with their conditions, taking
into account the nature of their office and the
conditions of place and time. These two canons stand
in a relationship of mutual and reciprocal obligation:
the priest’s simplicity of life is both possible and
morally credible only when the Church has
discharged its duty of adequate material provision.

3.3 The Theology of Work, Social Teaching, and
the Limits of Economic Engagement

Pope St. John Paul Il in 1981 encyclical, Laborem
Exercens offers a systematic theological
anthropology of human work that has significant and
largely unexplored implications for the question of
clerical economic activity. Drawing on the Genesis
narrative, John Paul Il argues that work is
constitutive of human dignity: through labor, the
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human person participates in the ongoing creation of
God and fulfils the divine mandate to till and keep
the earth (Gen. 2:15). The encyclical insists that ‘the
Church finds in the first pages of the Book of Genesis
the source of her conviction that work is a
fundamental dimension of human existence on earth
(John Paul 1, Laborem Exercens, no. 4). Applied to
the priestly context, this theology of work suggests
that productive economic activity undertaken in
genuine service of ministry and community
development is not in itself theologically
problematic. When priest founds a school for an
impoverished community, establishes an agricultural
cooperative to address food insecurity, or creates a
health facility to supplement the failed provision of
the state, the theological category of work as
participation in God’s creative activity rather than
condemn such engagement, provided that the
motivation is genuinely apostolic and that the
proceeds are directed toward communal rather than
personal accumulation.

Pope Francis, in Evangelii Gaudium, provides a
complementary and more critical social teaching
perspective in his insistence that authentic Christian
witness requires a preferential option for the poor and
a willingness to engage the material conditions of
human suffering rather than retreating into a
spiritualism that ignores them (Evangeli Gaudium,
no. 198). Francis’s sustained critique of the idolatry
of money and the tyranny of the market provides a
powerful theological framework within which the
specific dangers of clerical entrepreneurship can be
assessed: the priest who pursues economic enterprise
in response to genuine communal need operates
within the spirit of Evangelii Gaudium; the priest
who pursues economic enterprise for personal
enrichment contradicts it. The ethical question that
Canon 286 raises is, therefore, not whether
productive economic activity is compatible with
priestly vocation in principle, but whether the
specific form, motivation, and institutional
consequences of a given priest’s economic
engagement are compatible with the pastoral
integrity and prophetic witness that ordination
demands.

3.4 Prosperity Theology as Cultural Distortion of
Priestly Identity

The emergency and rapid expansion of prosperity
theology within the Nigerian religious landscape
constitutes one of the most theologically significant
and pastorally damaging cultural pressures upon the
Catholic understanding of priestly ministry and
material simplicity in the contemporary African
context. Prosperity theology, in its Nigerian
manifestation, identifies material wealth as a primary
and reliable sign of divine favor, spiritual authority,
and pastoral effectiveness, and its foundational
premise that God’s will for his people is health and
material abundance represent a fundamental
inversion of the New Testament theology of the cross
(Marshall, 67). Ruth Marshall’s sociological analysis
of Pentecostal political spirituality in Nigeria
demonstrates how thoroughly prosperity theology
has reshaped the cultural grammar of religious
authority and ministerial credibility within the
Nigerian public sphere. The pastor who commands a
private aircraft, luxury residential compounds, and
an elaborate personal retinue is perceived by many
Nigerians as thereby demonstrating the reality of his
divine connection and the effectiveness of his
pastoral office (Marshall,103).

Catholic clergy are by no means immune to the
cultural pressure generated by this pervasive and
powerful religious ideology. In a context where the
priest who drives a modest vehicle may be perceived
as less spiritually potent than the televangelist who
arrives by helicopter, the Catholic Church faces a
challenge to its theology of priestly simplicity that
cannot be resolved by canonical prohibition alone
but requires a sustained program of theological re-
evangelization of the cultural assumption that make
prosperity theology credible within Catholic
communities.

4. THE CANONICAL FRAMEWORK,
HERMENEUTICS, AND COMPARATIVE
ECCLESIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

4.1 The Text, Development, and Rationale of

Canon 286

Canon 286 of the 1983 Code of Canon Law states:
‘Clerics are forbidden to conduct business or trade,
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either personally or through another, for their own or
another’s benefit, except with permission of
legitimate ecclesiastical authority’. The legislative
history of this canon extends across more than
sixteen centuries of canonical reflection, from the
prohibition of clerical usury at the Council of Nicaea
(325) through the Decretum of Gratian in the twelfth
century, the Tridentine reforms of the sixteen
century, and the codifications of 1917 and 1983. The
1917 Code addressed the matter with considerably
greater elaboration in its Canons 142 and 138-141,
restricting not only commercial activity but a broad
range of secular occupations deemed incompatible
with clerical dignity. The 1983 revision streamlined
and somewhat liberalized this legislation, reflecting
the aggiornamento of the Second Vatican Council,
while preserving the core prohibition: the cleric may
not conduct business or trade for personal gain
without prior ecclesiastical authorization.

The canonical literature identifies three principal
concerns underlying this prohibition, each reflecting
a genuine theological value that must be taken
seriously in any contextual reinterpretation. The first
is the concern of spiritual distraction: commercial
activity puts the priest in preoccupations,
relationships, competitive pressures, and time
demands which are structurally incompatible with
the requirements of pastoral availability and
sacramental ministry. The second is the concern for
scandal: a priest visibly engaged in commercial
enterprise for personal profit may undermine the
trust of the faithful by appearing to prioritize
financial gain over pastoral service. The third is the
concern for conflict of interest: economic
entanglements may compromise the priest’s pastoral
judgment in ways that are both individually harmful
and institutionally damaging (Boyle, 134). In the
Nigerian situation, each of these concerns must be
weighed against the material realities of priestly life
in a context of institutional failure: the concern for
spiritual distraction must be weighed against the
spiritual debilitation generated by unmet material
need; the concern for scandal must be calibrated
against the alternative scandal of a priest too
impoverished to exercise effective ministry; and the
concern for conflict of interest, while real, may be
substantially mitigated where clerical enterprises are

directed toward communal rather than personal
benefit and subjected to appropriate oversight.

4.2 Epikeia and the Canonical Framework of
Reciprocal Obligations

Conon 286 cannot be interpreted in isolation from the
broader canonical framework governing the material
welfare of clergy and the institutional obligations of
the Church toward its ordained ministers. Canon 281
81 requires that the Church provide its clergy with
remuneration consistent with their condition and
conditions of place and time, sufficient to provide for
the necessities of life. Canon 1274 § 1 reinforces this
obligation by requiring every diocese to maintain a
special fund from which the bishop can meet his
obligations to priests under Canon 281. Where
Canon 281’s obligations of adequate remuneration is
chronically and systematically unmet, the moral and
canonical foundation of Canon 286’s prohibition of
supplementary commercial activity is qualified in a
manner that the canonical tradition’s principle of
epikeia is specifically designed to address.

Epikeia, as developed in the canonical and moral
theological tradition from Aristotle through
Francisco Suarez to Alphonsus Liguori, refers to the
reasonable and virtuous modification of a law’s
application in circumstances that the legislator could
not have foreseen and in which the law’s strict letter
would produce an unjust or pastorally
counterproductive result (Keenan 89). The legislator
of Canon 286 did not contemplate a context in which
the institutional Church systematically fails to
provide its clergy with the means of a dignified
existence. In such a context, the application of
epikeia does not represent an abandonment of the
canon but a contextual faithful realization of its
underlying intent. The canon is not designed to leave
priests in material precarity while prohibiting any
remedial economic activity: it is designed to protect
the integrity of ministry in a context where material
provision has already been secured. Where the
context does not obtain, the principle of epikeia
authorizes, indeed requires, a contextual
modification of the canon’s strict application.
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4.3 Comparative Ecumenical and Inter-
Denominational Perspectives

A comparative ecclesiological analysis situates the
Catholic canonical approach within the broader
landscape of Christian denominational practice in
Nigeria and reveals the degree to which different
economic theologies of ministry generate different
institutional arrangements and different patterns of
pastoral integrity and failure. The Anglican Church
of Nigeria provides its clergy with defined salary
scales administered through diocesan structures.
While these structures face the same inflationary
pressures as the Catholic counterparts, they operate
within an explicitly contractual framework that
articulates the Church’s material obligations to its
ministers in terms that are more readily enforceable
(Gifford, 58). The Methodist Church of Nigeria and
the Presbyterian Church of Nigeria operate within
similarly structured remuneration systems, reflecting
their respective theological traditions’ emphasis
upon ordered institutional provision for ordained
ministry.

The Pentecostal and Charismatic churches that
constitute the most rapidly expanding segment of
Nigerian Christianity operate according to an
economic model diametrically opposed to the
Catholic canonical framework. The Redeemed
Christian Church of God, the Living Faith Church
Worldwide, and their counterparts operate within an
explicitly prosperity-theological economic structure
in which pastoral authority and commercial success
mutually legitimate one another. Asonzeh Ukah’s
comprehensive study of the Redeemed Christian
Church of God demonstrates how this model creates
a self-reinforcing institutional structure in which the
senior pastor’s material prosperity functions as
evidence of his divine commission, generating
precisely the conflicts of interest and prophetic
compromises against which Canon 286 is designed
to guard (Ukah, 201). The Catholic Church inhabits
a religious economy constituted by these competing
and culturally powerful alternative models, and its
canonical regulation of clerical economic activity
must be understood as a contested normative
intervention within that landscape, whose credibility
depends not only upon its juridical authority but upon
the Church’s capacity to demonstrate that its own

institutional arrangements are superior in practice to
those it criticizes in principle.

Comparative global Catholic practice reveals that the
tension between Canon 286 and local economic
realities is not uniquely Nigerian, though it assumes
its most acute form in that context. In Brazil, a
significant number of diocesan priests are involved
in the management of cooperative enterprises and
educational institutions established within the
framework of preferential option for the poor,
activities understood by episcopal authorities as
extensions of the Church’s social mission rather than
commercial enterprise in the sense of Canon 286. In
the Philippines, the phenomenon of the business
priest has generated sustained internal ecclesial
debate, with episcopal conference issuing guidelines
that seek to regulate rather than simply prohibit
clerical economic engagement (Linden, 178). These
comparative examples demonstrate that the
application of epikeia to Canon 286 is not a novel or
idiosyncratic Nigerian proposal but a recognition of
a contextual canonical wisdom that responsible
episcopal leadership has applied elsewhere in the
global Church.

5. THE NIGERIAN CLERICAL
EXPERIENCE: DOCUMENTED
PATTERNS AND CANONICAL ABUSE

5.1 The Spectrum of Clerical Entrepreneurial
Engagement

The entrepreneurial activities of Nigeria Catholic
priests’ range across a broad spectrum of scale,
institutional integration, theological justification,
and degree of canonical irregularity. At the most
visible and institutionally recognized end of this
spectrum are the large educational and health
institutions founded in the name of dioceses or
religious congregations but managed under the day-
to-day entrepreneurial authority of individual priest-
administrators, including secondary  schools,
colleges, universities, hospitals, and clinics. At an
intermediate level of visibility are enterprises that
individual priests initiate in the name of their
parishes or personal apostolates but which operate
with minimal diocesan oversight: printing and
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publishing houses that operate commercially
alongside their apostolic functions, agricultural
cooperatives and commercial farms whose revenues
flow to accounts under the personal control of the
priest-founder, retail operations ranging from
bookshops to water provision schemes, and media
enterprises including YouTube channels and podcast
series that generate advertising and subscription
revenues. At the least institutionally visible and most
canonically problematic end of the spectrum are
entirely personal economic activities: private
commercial real estate transactions, import and
export businesses, financial market speculation, and,
in the most extreme documented cases, participation
in political patronage networks that transform the
priest into a broker of state resources in exchange for
personal financial benefit.

5.2 Documented Abuses in Educational
Enterprise Management

Empirical data on Church administration in Nigeria
have consistently highlighted the blurred boundary
between ecclesiastical property and clerical
initiative, particularly in the education sector (Okure
118; Uzukwu 204). The pattern of canonical abuse in
the management of educational enterprises is among
the most thoroughly documented and institutionally
consequential in the Nigerian context. However, on
account of the sensitivity of the matter under
discussion, and because most of the documents made
available to the author are not published, and some
of them confidential, the author will present the data
anonymously.

In the mid-1990s, in a diocese in Nigeria, a priest
founded a private primary school adjacent to his
parish compound, initially conceived as a free
educational service for underprivileged children in
his community. As the school grew and fee-paying
enrollment increased, it evolved progressively into a
commercial institution  generating  revenues
deposited in a personal account managed exclusively
by the priest, without diocesan oversight,
independent audit, or any formal canonical
permission from the bishop. This pattern corresponds

closely to what Ladislas Orsy describes as the
“privatization of ecclesiastical goods under the guise
of pastoral initiative”, a phenomenon that directly
contradicts the juridical structure of bona
ecclesiatica (Orsy, 178). Over the following decade,
the priest used these revenues to fund the
construction of a private residence exceeding the
standard of clerical life prescribed by canon law, in
violation of the spirit of Canon 282, and the acquired
personal assets not subject to diocesan
accountability. Studies of financial irregularities in
Nigeria confirm that such practices often remain
undetected for extended periods due to weak audit
structures and excessive reliance on clerical
discretion (lwe 233, Ehusani, 97). When the
diocesan finance office eventually undertook a
review prompted by a complaint from a neighboring
priest, the accumulated irregularity extended over
more than a decade and involved resources deemed
irrecoverable, an outcome consistent with findings in
African ecclesial governance studies that emphasize
delayed intervention as a major factor in financial
loss (Uzukwu, 210).

A second educational enterprise case, from another
diocese in Nigeria, illustrates the canonical
complexity generated when clerical economic
initiative is genuinely motivated by apostolic
concern but executed without institutional
safeguards. A parish priest founded a secondary
school that expanded into a large institution
employing significant staff. However, he had
received no formal episcopal permission, in direct
contradiction of Canon 286, and managed finances
without diocesan oversight. The priest’s eventual
resistance to diocesan regularization reflects what
Beal, John P. and others identify as “psychological
appropriation of ecclesial institutions by clerics,”
wherein apostolic works becomes extensions of
personal identity rather than ecclesial mission (Beal,
Coriden & Green 329). Nigeria pastoral studies
similarly note that such conflicts often result in long-
term breakdowns of episcopal-presbyteral relations
(Ehusani, 102).

The protracted negotiation required to resolve the
dispute underscores the importance of prior
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canonical authorization as a preventive rather than
merely corrective mechanism.

5.3 Agricultural Enterprise Abuses and Civil
Liability

Agricultural enterprises represent a second category
in which canonical abuse has been documented with
significant frequency and institutional consequences
in Nigeria. Research on rural ecclesial economies
shows that priests often engage in large-scale
farming initiatives framed within Catholic social
teaching, particularly the dignity of labor and rural
development (Onwubiko 156, Okafor 88). In a parish
in Nigeria, a parish priest developed a substantial
cassava and yam cultivation enterprise on farmland
attached to his parish, employing up to forty seasonal
workers. While the initiative was presented as an
extension of pastoral mission, its operational
structure reflected a private commercial enterprise:
revenues were deposited in a personal account,
workers were paid without diocesan payroll systems,
and profits were reinvested independently. This
situation exemplifies a direct violation of Canon
1257, which established that goods attached to a
parish fall under ecclesiastical governance, not
personal clerical ownership. Canonical scholars such
as Coriden, J., stress that any ambiguity between
personal and ecclesiastical property creates legal
vulnerability not only for the cleric but for the
Church’s public juridic personality (Coriden 145).

When the enterprise generated a land boundary
dispute leading to civil litigation, the lawsuit named
the priest personally rather than the diocese. This
outcome aligns with findings in Nigeria legal studies
that clerical involvement in unregulated economic
ventures often results in personal liability under civil
law, especially where corporate ecclesiastical
identity is not formally established (Nwauche 61).
This case illustrates the paradox noted in Eugene
Hillman: that attempts to avoid institutional control
frequently expose clergy to greater personal and
legal risk (Hillman 212). Rather than protecting
autonomy, the absence of canonical oversight creates
conditions for legal exposure, financial loss, and

reputational damage, thereby undermining both
pastoral credibility and ecclesial integrity.

5.4 The Commercialization of Sacramental
Ministry

The commercialization of sacramental ministry
constitutes the most theologically serious and
pastorally damaging form of canonical abuse in the
Nigerian context, because it strikes directly at the
integrity of those acts through which the Church’s
saving mission is most concretely and irreplaceably
exercised. While the canonical tradition permits the
reception of stipends and honoraria in connection
with Mass intentions and sacramental celebrations,
the line between a voluntary offering freely given
and a de facto tariff for access to sacramental service
is structurally blurred in contexts of severe material
precarity, where the priest’s economic survival
depends substantially upon these revenues. Multiple
accounts from informed ecclesial observers within
the Nigerian Church document a pattern in which
access to sacramental celebrations, particularly
baptisms, confirmations, marriages, and funerals,
becomes practically contingent upon financial
contributions that, while formally presented as
voluntary offerings, are in practice non-negotiable in
their amount and prior in their collection to the
celebration of the sacrament.

In several documented instances from parishes in
some regions, priests have conditioned the
scheduling of funeral Masses upon the prior payment
of substantial fees, leaving bereaved families unable
to bury their dead according to Catholic rites because
of their inability to meet the financial demands of the
officiating priest. In one particularly egregious case
reported to a diocesan chancery, a priest refused to
celebrate the baptism of an infant because the parents
were unable to pay the customary baptismal offering
that the priest had unilaterally established as a
precondition for access to the sacrament. This
represents a direct violation not only of Canon 286
but of Canon 843 81, which prohibits ministers of the
Church from refusing the sacraments to those who
ask for them at appropriate times, are properly
disposed, and are not prohibited by law from
receiving them. The commercialization of
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sacramental access is not merely a canonical
irregularity: it is a form of institutional violence
against the most economically vulnerable members
of the Catholic community, the very people whom
the preferential option for the poor calls the Church
to serve with preferential generosity.

5.5 Pastoral Preferentialism and the Erosion of
Prophetic Voice

A pattern of pastoral preferentialism, the systematic
allocation of disproportionate pastoral attention,
resources, and personal engagement toward
parishioners who are the most significant financial
contributors, represents a second major category of
abuse generated by clerical economic dependency.
Where the priest’s material survival depends
substantially upon the generosity of particular
affluent families within his parish, the structural
incentive to prioritize their pastoral needs, to assign
them positions of visibility in liturgical celebrations,
to moderate or suppress prophetic preaching that
might challenge their economic behavior, and to
extend to them a pastoral intimacy withheld from
poorer parishioners is substantial and, in many cases,
practically irresistible. Orobator’s analysis of the
ecclesiological distortions produced by economic
inequality within African Catholic communities
provides a framework for understanding the
systematic character of this pattern: where the
economic dependency of the priest upon particular
wealthy families is structural rather than occasional,
pastoral preferentialism ceases to be a personal moral
failure and becomes an institutional dynamic
embedded in the Church’s economic architecture
(Orobator 112).

The erosion of prophetic voice represents the
theological dimension of this pastoral distortion. The
Nigerian Catholic Church’s capacity to speak
credibly against corruption, exploitation, and
economic injustice, functions that have been among
its most important contributions in Nigerian public
life, depends significantly upon the credibility of its
clergy as witnesses to values that transcend the
market. The priest whose personal economic
activities align him structurally with the commercial
class he is called to challenge cannot easily function

as a prophetic voice against the economic sins of that
class. When the priest becomes primarily an
entrepreneur, he risks becoming a chaplain to the
market rather than its prophetic critic, a function that
is not merely ecclesiastically undesirable but socially
catastrophic in a country whose moral public culture
depends so heavily upon the credibility of religious
Voices.

5.6 Digital Media Entrepreneurship and
Canonical Ambiguity

The emergence of digital media as a significant
revenue-generating platform for Nigerian Catholic
priests represents a category of clerical economic
activity whose canonical status is genuinely and
urgently ambiguous and whose regulation cannot be
deferred. A growing number of priests in Nigeria
maintain YouTube channels, Facebook pages,
Instagram profiles, and podcast series that attract
audiences numbering in the tens or hundreds of
thousands. When these platforms generate
advertising revenue, receive donations through
digital payment systems, or attract commercial
sponsorship, the question of whether such revenue
constitutes a commercial transaction in the sense of
Canon286 or an extension of the priest’s apostolic
preaching mission in the digital public square cannot
be answered by simple canonical deduction. The
canonical ambiguity is compounded by the absence
of specific episcopal guidance addressing digital
ministry in the Nigerian context. In the absence of
such guidance, individual priests have developed
radically divergent practices ranging from
scrupulous transparency in which all media revenues
are disclosed to the diocese and directed to pastoral
projects, to a pattern of personal commercial
calculation in which digital platforms are developed,
monetized, and managed as personal business
enterprises in which the priestly persona serves as the
principal marketing asset. The latter pattern
represents not merely a canonical irregularity but a
form of theological self-commodification in which
priest’s sacred character is instrumentalized as a
commercial brand.

ISA Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (ISAJAHSS) | Published by ISA Publisher




ISA Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences (ISAJAHSS) | ISSN: 3049-1827 | Volume 3 | Issue 3 | 2026

6. EPISCOPAL RESPONSES,
INSTITUTIONAL GOVERNANCE, AND
PRIESTLY FORMATION

6.1 The Catholic Bishop’s Conference of Nigeria:
Official Position and Their Structural Limitations

The Catholic Bishop’s Conference of Nigeria has
addressed the question of clerical economic activity
in a series of pastoral letters, communiques, and
formation directives issued over the past three
decades, yet the treatment has been characterized
more by moral exhortation than by structural analysis
or the kind of regulatory precision that the situation
demands. The bishops have consistently affirmed the
importance of priestly simplicity of life and warned
against the commercialization of ministry, yet they
have in general stopped short of issuing the
comprehensive  regulatory  guidelines  and
institutional reforms that would render these
affirmations operationally effective. The CBCN’s
2002 pastoral letter on priestly formation called on
priests to give concrete witness to evangelical
poverty by their personal lifestyle, their pastoral
priorities, and their transparency in financial matters,
acknowledging the economic pressures that priests
face while framing the appropriate response in terms
of personal virtue and renewed spiritual commitment
(Catholic Bishop’s Conference of Nigeria, 14).

This framing, while not without spiritual merit,
reflects an institutional analysis inadequate to the
structural dimensions of the problem. To appeal to
individual virtue as the primary remedy for a pattern
of canonical abuse that is structurally generated by
institutional failures of material provision is to
conflate the symptom with the disease and to place
upon individual priests a moral burden that the
institution that has failed them is not entitled to
impose. The bishop’s collective failure to develop a
systematic regulatory framework for clerical
economic  activity, to establish transparent
mechanisms of diocesan financial accountability,
and to implement the common fund requirements of
Canon 1274 across the Conference’s member
dioceses represents an institutional delinquency that
is itself a form of canonical irregularity, though one
that the canonical tradition is less well-equipped to
address than the individual priest’s violations of

Canon 286. Episcopal moral authority in this area is
significantly undermined where bishops issue
pastoral letter calling for clerical economic
transparency while presiding over diocesan financial
structures  that are  themselves  opaque,
unaccountable, and insufficiently funded.

6.2 Diocesan Variations: The Spectrum from
Regulatory Engagement to Institutional
Abdication

The diversity of episcopal responses to clerical
entrepreneurship across Nigeria’s more than fifty
Catholic dioceses reflects the broader administrative
and institutional heterogeneity of the Nigeria Church
and reveals the degree to which the application of
universal canonical norms depends upon the quality
and commitment of local episcopal leadership. The
Archdiocese of Lagos has, at various points, required
priests to submit annual financial declarations and to
obtain prior episcopal authorization for economic
enterprises undertaken in the name of their parishes.
The diocese of Nnewi, situated within the heartland
of Igbo commercial culture in Anambra state, has
addressed the question of priests’ extended family
financial obligations with pastoral directness,
acknowledging their moral weight while providing
guidance on the limits of appropriate economic
engagement in their fulfilment.

The contrast between the Archdiocese of Abuja, a
relatively recent and rapidly developing see with
substantial institutional resources derived from a
politically engaged Catholic population in the
national capital, and diocese such as Kafanchan in
southern Kaduna state, serving a predominantly rural
population repeatedly devastated by communal
violence and economic displacement, illustrates the
range of context within which a single canonical
norm is applied. The application of Canon 286 with
equal rigor to priests in both contexts would
represent not canonical consistency but a form of
institutional injustice that the principle of epikeia is
specifically designed to prevent. A genuinely
contextual canonical hermeneutic for the Nigerian
Church must begin with the honest acknowledgment
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that the material conditions of priestly life vary so
dramatically across the Conference‘'s member
dioceses that a single regulatory approach is as
unlikely to serve all of them well as a single
economic policy is likely to serve the diverse regions
of the country equitably.

6.3 Priestly Formation and the Economic
Dimensions of Ordination Preparation

The major seminaries of the Nigerian Catholic
Church bear a decisive and as yet insufficiently
exercised responsibility of shaping economic
attitudes, canonical knowledge, and ethical
formation of future priests. The integration of
sustained financial literacy education, canonical
instruction on the obligations and limitations of
Canons 281-286, theological formation in
evangelical poverty and the Church’s social
teaching, and frank pastoral dialogue about the
communal economic obligations that ordinands will
face immediately upon their assignment to ministry
remains uneven and frequently superficial across the
country’s network of formation houses.

Orobator’s insistence that African theological
education must engage honestly with social and
economic realities of the communities it serves,
rather than reproducing European formation models
disconnected from African experience, applies with
particular force to the question of clerical economic
formation (Orobator, 67). The seminary that forms
its students to navigate Canon 286 in a Nigerian
context must engage with the communal obligations
articulated by Mbiti, the critical philosophical
resources offered by Gyekye, the canonical
framework of reciprocal obligation, and the
theological tradition of evangelical poverty as a
positive spiritual resource rather than a merely
negative disciplinary restriction. Formation that
provides the future priest with a coherent and
internally consistent framework within which to
understand, evaluate, and if necessary, resist the
economic pressures he will encounter is not a luxury
but a pastoral necessity in the contemporary Nigerian
context.

7. RECOMMENDATIONS: TOWARARD A
CONTEXTUALISED CANONICAL
HERMENEUTIC AND INSTITUTIONAL
REFORM

Before any credible reform of clerical economic
conduct can be attempted in the Nigeria Catholic
Church, we must first name the hermeneutical crisis
at its root. The bare letters of Canon 286, imported
from a European context of institutional sufficiency
and applied in a Nigerian context of structural
precarity, produces either impossible demands or
widespread hypocrisy. What is required is a
contextualized canonical hermeneutic — a method of
interpretation that recovers the legislator’s intent (the
protection of pastoral integrity and spiritual
credibility) from the law’s letter, honestly assesses
the degree to which the conditions presupposed by
that intent are present in Nigeria, and only then
applies the norm. From this methodological
recovery, five constitutive principles emerge:
proportionality, orientation, accountability,
subsidiarity, and prophetic integrity. These are not
discretionary pastoral accommodations. They are the
logical architecture of a canonical interpretation
faithful to both the universal law and the particular
Nigerian condition. To apply the law without them is
to mistake compliance for justice. To ignore them is
to abandon the very purpose Canon 286 was
designed to serve. We, therefore, propose the
following five recommendations, each embodying
one principle as both its diagnostic lens and its
binding directive.

7.1 Proportionality as the Measure of Restriction

The principle of proportionality holds that the degree
of restriction appropriate to clerical economic
activity should be proportionate to the degree to
which the institutional Church has fulfilled its
canonical obligation of adequate material provision
under Canon 281. Where the institutional provision
is adequate, where diocesan common funds are
properly capitalized, salaries paid faithfully, and the
conditions presupposed by the legislator’s intent
substantially present, the prohibition of Canon 286
should be applied with full vigor. But where that
provision is substantially absent, where priests are
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left to scramble for stole fees and funeral masses
simply to survive, a more permissive regulatory
approach is not pastoral indulgence but is justified by
the canonical logic of reciprocal obligation itself. We
therefore, propose that every Nigerian diocese
conduct within the next twelve months a transparent
audit of its compliance with Canon 281, and that the
Bishop’s Conference issue a binding pastoral
directory establishing sliding-scale regulatory
standards: rigorous prohibition for dioceses that have
fulfilled their duty, structured permission for those
that have not, until such time as the institutional
delinquency is remedied. A bishop who demands
canonical simplicity from priests while his own
chancery fails its legal obligation occupies a position
of moral inconsistency that pastoral credibility
cannot long sustain.

7.2 Orientation Toward Mission, Not Enrichment

The principle of orientation dictates that permitted
economic activity should be directed primarily
toward the support of apostolic mission and the
development of ecclesial and community institutions
rather than toward personal enrichment, and should
be structured to make this orientation transparent and
verifiable  through  external  accountability
mechanisms. This flows directly from the primary
purpose of Canon 286 as established by canonical
tradition and the conciliar theology of priesthood: to
protect the integrity of pastoral ministry and to
preserve the spiritual credibility of ordained against
the corrupting influence of commercial calculation.
A priest who operates a small agricultural
cooperative that feeds the parish school and employs
widows is not violating this purpose; a priest who
runs a private transport business whose profits flow
into his personal savings account is. We, therefore,
recommend that all Nigerian dioceses develop a
formal protocol for the review and registration of any
clerical economic activity, requiring a written
declaration of missionary purpose, a structural
separation between personal and institutional assets,
and an annual attestation under oath before the
bishop that no permitted activity has been diverted
toward private enrichment, enforced by an
independent lay review board. Without transparency

and verification, orientation remains a noble
aspiration rather than a canonical reality.

7.3 Accountability as the Replacement for
Prohibition

The principle of accountability asserts that all
clerical economic activity should be subject to
appropriate institutional disclosure, independent
oversight, and regular audit, so that the protections
against conflict of interest and pastoral distortion that
Canon 286 is designed to provide are secured
through regulatory means rather than blanket
prohibition. Where a diocese lacks the institutional
infrastructure to track, monitor, and sanction clerical
economic conduct, a total prohibition will only drive
the activity underground, producing hypocrisy rather
than holiness. Conversely, where transparent
financial ~ systems  exist, lay professional
administrators, independent audits, standing ethics
committees, the regulatory approach can be both
more permissive and more effective. We, therefore,
recommend the establishment, proper capitalization,
and transparent administration of professionally
managed diocesan financial oversight bodies within
every Nigerian diocese withing twenty-four months,
including mandatory annual disclosure forms for all
clerics engaged in any permitted economic activity,
random audit capacity, and a clear canonical
procedure for penalties ranging from restriction to
suspension. The same Church that asks its priests to
open their books must first open its own.

7.4 Subsidiarity as the Locus of Regulation

The principle of subsidiarity holds that regulatory
decisions about clerical economic activity should be
made at the level of the particular Church best
positioned to assess the specific economic conditions
and pastoral needs of its territory, with episcopal
conference serving as the appropriate instrument for
developing context-specific guidelines that apply the
universal norm to particular circumstances. A single
national policy cannot adequately address the
differences between a priest in the oil-rich diocese of
Port Harcourt, where land is valuable and corruption
is organized, and a priest in the rural mission of
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Makurdi, where subsistence farming is the only
economy and survival itself requires manual labor.
We recommend here that the Catholic Bishop’s
Conference of Nigeria mandate each ecclesiastical
province to convene a synod of clergy, canonists, and
lay economists for the purpose of drafting a
contextualized provincial handbook on clerical
economic conduct, subject to conference ratification
and subsequent recognition by the competent
Vatican dicastery. These handbooks would identify
which forms of economic activity are categorically
prohibited, which are permitted with conditions, and
which are encouraged as expressions of apostolic
creativity, neither a laxity disguised as inculturation
nor a rigor disguised as orthodoxy.

7.5 Prophetic Integrity as Limiting Condition

The principle of prophetic integrity serves as the
limiting condition upon all the preceding ones: no
economic activity permitted to clerics should
compromise their capacity to function as prophetic
witnesses within their communities, speaking with
credibility against corruption, exploitation, and the
idolatry of wealth. Economic engagement that erodes
the priest’s prophetic witness must be regulated or
prohibited regardless of its other institutional merits.
A priest who runs a small business that rents property
to a local politician known for embezzlement may be
technically ~ compliant  with  proportionality,
orientation, accountability, and subsidiarity — but he
has traded his prophetic voice for a lease agreement.
The poor will not hear him preach against the theft of
public funds when his own tenant is a thief. We,
therefore, recommend that every diocesan regulatory
protocol include a prophetic integrity clause,
reserving to the bishop the power, after consultation
with a panel of priests and lay faithful, to prohibit any
otherwise-permitted economic activity that creates a
substantial appearance of compromise or that
materially hinders the priest’s prophetic witness.
This clause is not a loophole for episcopal
arbitrariness but a recognition that the ultimate
purpose of Canon 286 is not economic regulation as
such but the preservation of the priesthood as a
credible sign of the kingdom. Where that sign is

darkened, no amount of regulatory compliance can
compensate for it.

8. EVALUATION AND FUTURE OF CANON
286 IN THE NIGERERIAN AND
UNIVERSAL CONTEXT

The tension between pastoral ministry and
entrepreneurial engagement among Catholic priests
in Nigeria is not a marginal disciplinary
inconvenience but a systemic ecclesiological
challenge of the first order, one that illuminates with
exceptional clarity the intersection of canonical
jurisprudence, theological anthropology, African
communal philosophy, political economy, and
sociology of institutional failure. Canon 286, far
from being a dead letter in the Nigerian context, is a
living canonical norm whose application to that
context reveals the limits of universal juridical
formulations when they encounter the particularities
of local economic and cultural conditions that the
tradition did not contemplate and cannot resolve
through juridical means alone.

This article has argued, through a thematically
integrated analysis that moves from historical
foundations through theological anthropology,
canonical and comparative analysis, documented
patterns of abuse, episcopal governance, and
institutional reform, that clerical entrepreneurship in
Nigeria is a structurally generated response to the
convergence of institutional failures of material
provision, communal obligations rooted in African
relational ontology as articulated by Mbiti (106) and
critically evaluated by Gyekye (48), the political
economy of state failure documented by Falola (92),
and the culturally pervasive authority of prosperity-
theological values analyzed by Marshall (103).
These pressures do not dissolve the canonical
obligation of Canon 286, but they complicate its
moral application and demand a more differentiated
institutional response than prohibition alone can
provide.

The contextualized canonical hermeneutic proposed
in this article draws upon the classical principle of
epikeia as developed within the moral theological
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tradition surveyed by Keenan (89), the framework of
reciprocal canonical obligations established by
Canons 281-286, the theology of work developed in
Laborem Exercens (no.4), and the social teaching of
Evangelii Caudium (no. 198) to support a regulatory
rather than merely prohibitive ecclesial response,
governed by the principles of proportionality,
orientation, accountability, subsidiarity, and
prophetic integrity. This framework requires
institutional reform at the level of diocesan financial
administration, episcopal conference - level
canonical guidance, and sustained theological
formation in the spiritual and ethical dimensions of
priestly economic life.

From the foregoing, it is clear that the canonical
future of the regulation of priestly economic activity
in Nigeria will be shaped by the interplay of
developments at the universal canonical level, the
episcopal conference level, and the individual
diocesan level. At the universal level, the question of
whether the 1983 Code’s treatment of clerical
economic activity remains adequate to the global
diversity of the Church’s economic contexts is one
that ongoing canonical scholarship has begun to raise
with increasing urgency and sophistication. The
theological and canonical resources for a more
differentiated universal approach exist within the
tradition: the principle of epikeia, the framework of
reciprocal obligations established by Canons 281-
286, and the social teaching of the Church on the
dignity of work and the requirements of institutional
justice all support a more nuanced universal norm
than Canon 286’s current formulation provides, and
their systematic development within the canonical
literature is a scholarly task of considerable urgency
and practical importance.

At the level of episcopal conference, the CBCN has
an opportunity, and indeed a pastoral and canonical
responsibility, to exercise the kind of contextually
informed legislative leadership that the situation
demands. A conference-level document that
combines an honest acknowledgement of economic
realities facing Nigerian priests, a principled account
of the canonical and theological framework within
which those realities must be addressed, and a set of

specific regulatory requirements for diocesan
remuneration systems, permission structures for
clerical economic activity, financial transparency
mechanisms, and formation programs would
represent a decisive institutional advance whose
development is now overdue. At the diocesan level,
individual bishops can and should develop specific
regulatory frameworks adapted to their particular
contexts, including tiered permission systems for
different categories of economic activity, annual
financial disclosure requirements for priests with
economic enterprises, formal processes for the
review and renewal of permissions, and diocesan
economic advisory structure of providing informed
oversight.

9. CONCLUSION

The priest acting within severe institutional failure is
neither simply a violator of law nor merely a victim
of structure, but both at once, a subject whose agency
is constrained yet not erased by the very inadequacies
the institution has supplied. The Church, therefore,
faces not a binary choice between enforcement and
exoneration, but a trilemma: canonical prohibition
without reform reifies legal formalism; pastoral
leniency without accountability risks condoning
dysfunction; and separating the two entirely falsifies
the nature of institutional moral life. A defensible
response requires concurrent movement on three
fronts: first, acknowledging that some priestly
economic actions, however, contextually intelligible,
remain legitimately prohibitable; second, treating
that prohibition not as the conclusion of
responsibility but as its precondition for institutional
self-examination; and third, measuring reform not by
the issuance of new norms but by the demonstrable
provision of material, structural, and spiritual
resources for ordained ministers. Only such a
compound judgment honors the tradition’s insistence
that the priest’s welfare is the institution’s obligation
and the priest’s witness is the community’s treasure,
neither term of which can be invoked to cancel the
other.
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