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Abstract:  

Religion plays a significant role in shaping socio-cultural dynamics, particularly in countries like 

Nigeria where diverse religious beliefs coexist. This research article delves into the intricate 

relationship between religion and sustainable development in Nigeria, with a focus on promoting 

peace and well-being. Through a multidisciplinary approach, the study examines how religious beliefs, 

practices, and institutions influence various aspects of sustainable development, including economic 

growth, social cohesion, environmental stewardship, and human well-being. Drawing upon existing 

literature, empirical data, and case studies, the article explores both the positive and negative impacts 

of religion on sustainable development efforts in Nigeria. Furthermore, it investigates strategies for 

harnessing the potential of religious communities as catalysts for promoting peace, fostering social 

harmony, and advancing sustainable development goals. The findings of this research contribute to a 

deeper understanding of the complex interplay between religion and sustainable development, offering 

insights for policymakers, practitioners, and scholars seeking to leverage religious resources for the 

common good in Nigeria and beyond. 

Keywords: Religion, Sustainable Development, Nigeria, Peace, Well-being, Social Cohesion, 

Economic Growth, Environmental Stewardship, Interfaith Cooperation. 

 

 

mailto:chukwudebeluifeanyia88@gmail.com


© 2023 West African Journal on Sustainable Development (WAJSD) 2024, Vol. 1 (Issue 2), 160 - 176 
ISSN (ONLINE): 3026-8923 

162 

The Nexus between Religion and Sustainable Development… 

Introduction  

Religion stands as a cornerstone of human civilization, intricately weaving its influence through 

cultural, moral, and political fabrics, thereby shaping the essence of societies globally. Over time, it 

has provided moral guidance, fostered community solidarity, and enriched cultural landscapes through 

its integration with various aspects of human life (Riviș-Tipei, 2023). 

In contemporary society, religion's influence remains profound, permeating social norms, political 

agendas, and individual worldviews. It serves as a catalyst for interfaith dialogue and peacebuilding in 

an increasingly interconnected world (Riviș-Tipei, 2023). However, amidst its positive impact, 

religion also presents complexities and challenges, including questions of tolerance, coexistence, and 

the delicate balance between religious freedom and secular governance (Bielefeldt, 2013). 

The case of Nigeria exemplifies this intricate relationship between religion and society. Nigeria's 

religious landscape, characterized by Indigenous religion, Islam, and Christianity, reflects a diverse 

weave of beliefs and practices. Despite this pluralism, religion has been manipulated for cultural, 

ethnic, and political gains, exacerbating existing tensions and hindering societal progress, hampering 

the achievement of sustainable development goal in the country. (Odo, 2020) 

Furthermore, Nigeria's pursuit of sustainable development has been marred by failed strategies and 

systemic issues such as corruption, insincerity, and inadequate implementation (Ona & Ugwu, 2008; 

Achebe, 1983; Uche, 2009). Despite various initiatives like the Directorate of Food, Road and Rural 

Infrastructure (DFRRI), Mass Mobilization for Social and Economic Recovery (MMSER), and the 

war against Indiscipline (WAI), the nation has struggled to achieve meaningful progress (Ona & 

Agwu, 2008). 

In light of these challenges, understanding the nexus between religion and sustainable development in 

Nigeria with a specific focus on promoting peace and well-being is imperative. It requires a nuanced 

examination of religious dynamics, their impact on societal norms, and their potential to foster or 

impede development efforts. By addressing these complexities, a more inclusive and prosperous future 

for Nigeria and its diverse populace could be possible. Hence, this research aims to investigate 

strategies for harnessing the potential of religious groups in Nigeria to advance peace building efforts, 

foster social cohesion, and contribute to the attainment of sustainable development goals. By exploring 
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best practices and innovative approaches within religious communities, seeking to inform policy 

interventions and community-based initiatives aimed at promoting inclusive and equitable 

development. 

To achieve this, a multidisciplinary framework is utilized, synthesizing existing literature, empirical 

evidence, and case studies, delving into the dual effects of religion, scrutinizing its potential benefits 

and drawbacks on sustainable development initiatives. The research analyzes the intricate ways in 

which religious beliefs and institutions shape key facets of sustainable development in Nigeria. 

Significance of Religion in Human Society 

Religion encompasses a set of beliefs, practices, and behaviors that serve to meet the spiritual and 

social needs of a society (Stibich, 2022). It is both cultural and universal, manifesting in various forms 

across different communities and cultures. Throughout human civilization, religion has persisted as 

one of the most enduring social phenomena, deeply ingrained in the fabric of daily social life. Its 

presence stimulates sociological analysis, as scholars seek to understand its multifaceted roles and 

impacts. (Riviș-Tipei, 2023) 

One of the notable aspects of religion is its stabilizing effect on society (Fagan, 1996). It provides a 

framework for moral guidance, community cohesion, and social order. Sociologists have delved into 

the myriad meanings that religion offers to individuals and communities, recognizing its significance 

in organizing social life. Religion often serves as a coping mechanism, helping individuals navigate 

life's challenges and crises, providing solace and support in times of need. (Koenig, 2012) 

However, religion's influence is not confined to the personal realm; it extends to various societal 

institutions. Scholars have long been interested in exploring the relationship between religion and 

society, recognizing its profound implications for education, governance, law, marriage, and other 

social structures (Acquah, 2011 & Roberts et al, 2009). Religion shapes norms, values, and behaviors 

within these institutions, influencing social interactions and collective identities.  

Despite its pervasive influence, religion defies simple categorization. It can be perceived as both 

powerful and superficial, encompassing deeply held convictions as well as superficial rituals and 
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practices. While religion's complexities may transcend purely sociological explanations, social 

scientists have nonetheless endeavored to unravel its intricate relationship with society. (Fagan, 1996) 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and Global Challenges 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), also known as "Transforming our World: The 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development," are a global commitment to tackling challenges like poverty, 

inequality, environmental degradation, and social injustice. Originating from discussions at the 2012 

United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, they aim to integrate environmental, social, 

and economic dimensions of sustainable development. (Fukuda-Parr, 2022 & Fallah Shayan et al, 

2022) 

With 17 goals and 169 targets, the SDGs guide policy and funding decisions from 2015 to 2030, 

focusing on eradicating poverty in all its forms. Unlike the previous Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs), they address structural inequalities and environmental sustainability, promoting peaceful 

societies, human rights, gender equality, sustainable jobs, and environmental resilience. (Fallah 

Shayan et al, 2022) 

The SDGs stress not only outcomes but also means of achievement, including partnerships, resource 

mobilization, inclusive governance, and sustainable practices. They emphasize leaving no one behind, 

requiring targeted efforts to reach marginalized populations. Hence offering a comprehensive agenda 

for global development, aiming to address interconnected challenges and promote a sustainable and 

equitable future for all. (Fukuda-Parr, 2022 & Fallah Shayan et al, 2022) 

The Religious Challenge to Sustainable Development Goals in Nigeria 

In exploring the nexus between religion and sustainable development in Nigeria, one of the most 

pressing challenges arises from the historical backdrop of religious tensions and extremist ideologies. 

This pervasive issue of religious fanaticism and extremism has had profound implications for social 

stability, cohesion, and progress within the country. Acts of violence and targeted attacks on religious 

institutions and communities have sowed fear and mistrust among different religious and ethnic 

groups, ultimately fracturing social cohesion and obstructing efforts to foster inclusive and harmonious 

societies (British Academy, 2015). 
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To confront this challenge effectively, Nigeria must embrace holistic approaches that recognize the 

intricate relationship between religion and sustainable development (Agbiboa, 2019; Banban, 2018). 

Priority should be placed on initiatives aimed at countering religious extremism, including the 

cultivation of resilient communities, promotion of interfaith dialogue and reconciliation, and 

establishment of inclusive governance structures. Furthermore, investments in education, youth 

empowerment, and economic opportunities are essential for offering viable alternatives to extremism 

and empowering communities to resist radicalization and violence. 

Thus, the significant hurdle posed by historical religious tensions and extremist ideologies underscores 

the urgent need for Nigeria to address this issue in its pursuit of sustainable development goals. 

Overcoming this challenge demands a nuanced understanding of the role of religion in shaping 

societal dynamics, coupled with concerted efforts to foster inclusivity, peace, and overall well-being in 

Nigerian society. 

 

The Intersection of Religion and Sustainable Development Goals 

Religion plays a vital role in achieving SDGs outlined by the United Nations, addressing challenges 

like poverty, inequality, environmental degradation, and social injustice (Khan & Haneef, 2022). 

Religious beliefs and practices intersect with these goals in various ways: 

Firstly, religion motivates social and environmental justice, aligning with SDGs. Many religious 

traditions emphasize values like compassion and stewardship of the Earth, encouraging adherents to 

work for a fair and sustainable world. (Koenig, 2012) 

Secondly, religious institutions have extensive networks and resources to support SDGs. They engage 

in charitable activities, community projects, and advocacy, contributing to poverty alleviation, 

education, healthcare, and environmental conservation (Fallah Shayan et al, 2022). Religion fosters 

social cohesion and collaboration crucial for achieving SDGs through Interfaith dialogues promoting 

understanding and solidarity, building inclusive societies. (Ake, 1975) 
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However, religion can also pose challenges to sustainable development. Conflicts between religious 

beliefs may hinder development initiatives, while extremism can exacerbate tensions. But despite 

challenges, religion offers opportunities. It influences attitudes towards gender equality, environmental 

conservation, and social justice. Religious leaders inspire collective action through education and 

advocacy (Elledge, 2021), thus effective engagement with religious actors requires dialogue, respect, 

and collaboration. By leveraging religion's positive aspects, policymakers can promote sustainable and 

equitable development in any society. 

The Role of Religion in Fostering Social Cohesion for Sustainable Development 

Religion stands at the forefront of fostering social cohesion, a critical element for sustainable 

development in Nigeria. With its innate ability to cultivate shared beliefs, moral values, and 

community bonds, religion plays a pivotal role in nurturing harmony and advancing the goals of 

sustainable development. (Obiefuna & Uzoigwe, 2012) 

Primarily, religion acts as a unifying force by offering a moral compass that guides both individual and 

collective conduct (Berry, 2023). Rooted in principles of compassion, empathy, and social justice, 

religious teachings bridge societal divides and foster solidarity among diverse identity groups. This 

shared ethical framework not only cultivates cooperation but also fosters a sense of common purpose 

and identity within Nigerian communities. 

Additionally, religious institutions serve as vital hubs where individuals from various backgrounds 

converge to participate in communal rituals, worship, and social activities. These gatherings serve as 

platforms for interfaith dialogue, cultural exchange, and mutual understanding, fostering tolerance and 

acceptance of diversity. By facilitating connections across religious and cultural boundaries, religion 

promotes inclusivity and strengthens societal cohesion. 

Moreover, religion actively contributes to social welfare and humanitarian efforts, addressing the 

needs of marginalized populations in Nigeria (Ede, 2020). Religious organizations engage in 

charitable endeavors, community development projects, and advocacy campaigns aimed at promoting 

social justice and alleviating poverty (Scott, M. & Cnaan, R. (2017). Through the mobilization of 

resources and collective action, these religious communities make significant strides towards 

addressing societal challenges and advancing sustainable development objectives. 
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Furthermore, religious leaders and institutions play influential roles as advocates for peace, 

reconciliation, and social harmony. Leveraging their moral authority and spiritual guidance, religious 

leaders promote dialogue, reconciliation, and conflict resolution, fostering a culture of non-violence 

within the society. By promoting interfaith collaboration and mutual respect, religion serves as a 

catalyst for building bridges across communities and enhancing social cohesion. (Jamil, 2024) 

Therefore, through its capacity to foster shared values, inclusive communities, and peaceful 

coexistence, religion emerges as a cornerstone for achieving the aspirations of sustainable 

development. By harnessing the potential of religion as a force for social cohesion, any society can 

pave the way towards a more just, equitable, and prosperous future for all its citizens. 

The Influence of Religion on Sustainable Development Goals in Nigeria 

Throughout history, religious institutions have played a pivotal role in addressing societal needs and 

fostering community development in Nigeria. Led by religious leaders and supported by religious 

education institutions, these organizations have served as pillars of support, providing essential social 

services such as healthcare, education, and welfare support. In situations where state governance falls 

short, religious organizations have stepped in to bridge gaps, contributing significantly to improving 

the well-being of individuals and communities across the country.  

Role of Religious Leaders in Advancing Sustainable Development Goals in Nigeria 

Religious leaders in Nigeria play a vital role in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Given the country's diverse religious landscape, which includes Islam, Christianity, and Indigenous 

beliefs, religious leaders hold significant influence over their congregations and communities. Their 

involvement is crucial in promoting Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) VIZ.: 

Harnessing and leveraging Religious Teachings Influence: In achieving the Sustainable 

Development Goals in Nigeria, the role of Religious leaders is critical. Religious leaders can mobilize 

their followers and communities to actively participate in SDG-related initiatives, promoting peace, 

well-being, and social justice in Nigeria. Leveraging their platforms to raise awareness, provide moral 

guidance, and advocate for policies and actions that align with the objectives of the SDGs. Through 

partnerships and collaborations with other stakeholders, including government agencies, NGOs, and 
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international organizations, religious leaders should amplify their impact and contribute significantly 

to advancing sustainable development in Nigeria. 

For instance, within Pentecostal and Charismatic Christian churches and movements, teachings often 

emphasize material prosperity as a divine reward for faith, linking success in areas such as business, 

politics, and career with holiness. This emphasis fosters social norms of reciprocal giving and 

generosity to the religious community, leading to societal pressures to demonstrate wealth and 

contribute generously to religious causes (Smith, 2021). 

Similarly, within Islam, the concept of zakat mandates charity and wealth redistribution as obligatory 

duties for all Muslims. Zakat serves as a means of providing social protection and solidarity within the 

Muslim community, supporting collective well-being, and promoting principles of social justice and 

equity by ensuring wealth is shared with those in need (Ganiyev & Umaraliev, 2020). 

Hence, just as Religious teachings and practices regarding prosperity and generosity act as powerful 

agents of social change in Nigeria, Religious leaders can also wield significant influence in shaping 

attitudes and behaviors towards achieving the SDGs by advocating principles of charity, solidarity, 

and communal well-being. Their leadership should continue to foster a culture of giving and mutual 

support, which addresses societal needs, fills gaps in service provision, and contributes to positive 

development outcomes. 

Enhancing Security and Promoting Peace for Sustainable Development in Nigeria: Christian 

leaders in Nigeria have a significant role in formulating security outfits and strategies to protect their 

members and create a peaceful environment necessary for the implementation of the SDGs. The 

volatile security situation in Nigeria, characterized by religious violence, terrorism, and communal 

conflicts, poses a substantial threat to sustainable development. In response, Christian leaders have 

increasingly recognized the need to take proactive measures to ensure the safety and security of their 

congregations. 

One of the primary roles of Christian leaders in this context is to advocate for the establishment of 

security outfits within their communities. These security outfits, often comprising trained personnel, 

are tasked with protecting church premises, members, and property from attacks. For example, the 

establishment of the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) security outfit, which collaborates with 
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law enforcement agencies to enhance the security of Christian communities, highlights the proactive 

stance of Christian leaders in addressing security concerns (Onuoha, 2011). 

Furthermore, Christian leaders can play a pivotal role in promoting community policing and grassroots 

security initiatives. By encouraging their followers to participate in neighborhood watch programs and 

community policing efforts, they can foster a sense of collective responsibility for safety and security. 

This approach not only helps to deter criminal activities but also builds trust and cooperation between 

the community and law enforcement agencies. The involvement of religious institutions in 

community-based security initiatives has proven effective in various parts of Nigeria, contributing to a 

more secure environment conducive to development (Kwaja, 2009). 

In addition to physical security measures, Christian leaders can also promote peacebuilding and 

conflict resolution initiatives that address the root causes of violence and insecurity. By organizing 

peace education programs, dialogue sessions, and reconciliation efforts, they can help to heal divided 

communities and promote a culture of peace. The efforts of organizations such as the Justice, 

Development and Peace Commission (JDPC) of the Catholic Church, which focuses on peacebuilding 

and social justice, demonstrate the critical role of religious leaders in fostering long-term peace and 

stability (Obi, 2015). 

Moreover, the advocacy role of Christian leaders in influencing public policy and governance is 

essential for creating a secure environment. By engaging with policymakers, they can push for reforms 

that address systemic issues such as corruption, inequality, and poor governance, which often fuel 

violence and insecurity. Their moral authority and societal influence enable them to advocate 

effectively for policies that promote social justice, human rights, and the rule of law, all of which are 

crucial for sustainable development. 

Harnessing Religious Institutions for Education and Literacy: The continuous fostering of 

education and literacy has been instrumental in advancing Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 

Nigeria, drawing from past experiences and the historical contributions of religious institutions in 

education and human capital development. 

Throughout history, Christian and Islamic schools, along with other religious educational initiatives, 

have played a crucial role in promoting moral values, intellectual growth, and community 
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empowerment in Nigeria (Azuakor, 2019). By providing access to education, particularly in 

underserved rural areas, religious institutions have empowered individuals, facilitated social mobility, 

and catalyzed economic development. 

These historical educational contributions have been closely linked to SDG targets related to quality 

education, gender equality, and reduced inequalities. By continuing to prioritize education and literacy 

initiatives, Nigeria can further progress towards achieving these SDG targets and promoting 

sustainable development. 

Religious institutions have a unique position and influence in Nigeria, allowing them to continue 

fostering education and literacy as essential tools for achieving the SDGs. Through their extensive 

networks and resources, religious institutions can expand educational opportunities, especially in 

marginalized communities, ensuring that all individuals have access to quality education regardless of 

their socioeconomic background or geographic location. 

Furthermore, religious institutions can contribute to SDG 4 (Quality Education) by promoting 

inclusive and equitable education systems, eliminating disparities in access to education based on 

gender, ethnicity, or socioeconomic status. They can also support efforts to enhance literacy rates and 

improve educational outcomes, thereby empowering individuals to participate fully in the socio-

economic development of Nigeria. 

Hence, building on past experiences and leveraging the influence of religious institutions, Nigeria can 

continue fostering education and literacy as indispensable tools for achieving the SDGs. By investing 

in education and promoting lifelong learning opportunities for all, Nigeria can unlock human potential, 

foster inclusive growth, and advance sustainable development nationwide. 

Fostering Interfaith Dialogue for Achieving Sustainable Development Goals in Nigeria: Religious 

leaders in Nigeria hold a crucial position in fostering interfaith dialogue, which is essential for 

achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Interfaith dialogue promotes mutual 

understanding, tolerance, and collaboration among different religious communities, which is vital for 

social cohesion and peace. The diverse religious landscape of Nigeria, which includes Islam, 

Christianity, and Indigenous beliefs, necessitates a concerted effort from religious leaders to bridge 

divides and foster a united front towards common development goals. 
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One significant role of religious leaders is to act as mediators and peacemakers. By engaging in 

interfaith dialogue, they can address and mitigate religious tensions and conflicts that often hinder 

social progress and stability. For instance, the Interfaith Mediation Centre in Kaduna, co-founded by 

Imam Muhammad Ashafa and Pastor James Wuye, has been instrumental in promoting peace between 

Muslim and Christian communities. Their work underscores the potential of religious leaders to defuse 

conflicts and build trust among different religious groups (Umaru, 2013). 

Another notable example of successful interfaith dialogue is the peace accord championed by Bishop 

Matthew Kukah and the Sultan of Sokoto, Sa’ad Abubakar III, aimed at ensuring a smooth electoral 

process in Nigeria. Their collaboration exemplifies how religious leaders can come together to foster 

peace and stability during critical periods. The peace accord they facilitated was pivotal in reducing 

electoral violence and ensuring a more conducive environment for democratic processes, which are 

essential for sustainable development (Ibrahim, 2015). 

Moreover, religious leaders can leverage their moral authority to advocate for SDGs that align with the 

ethical teachings of their faith traditions. Many religious teachings emphasize values such as 

compassion, justice, and stewardship of the Earth, which resonate with the objectives of the SDGs. By 

framing development goals within the context of religious principles, leaders can mobilize their 

followers to support initiatives related to poverty alleviation, health, education, and environmental 

sustainability. For example, the Catholic Church in Nigeria, through its social teachings, has actively 

promoted the principles of social justice, emphasizing the importance of caring for the marginalized 

and the environment (Agbiji & Swart, 2015). 

Additionally, interfaith dialogue facilitated by religious leaders can foster collaborative efforts to 

address common challenges such as poverty, inequality, and environmental degradation. By forming 

interfaith alliances, religious communities can pool resources, share expertise, and implement joint 

projects that contribute to sustainable development. These collaborative efforts can significantly 

enhance the impact of development initiatives, ensuring that they are more inclusive and equitable.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the intersection of religion and sustainable development in Nigeria reveals a complex 

yet promising landscape. Religious institutions and leaders play multifaceted roles in advancing the 
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Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), offering both challenges and opportunities for societal 

progress. 

Religious leaders wield significant influence in mobilizing communities, advocating for peace, and 

fostering social cohesion. Through their moral guidance and platforms, they can amplify efforts to 

address societal challenges, promote inclusivity, and advance the SDGs. Moreover, religious teachings 

on prosperity, generosity, and social justice serve as powerful drivers of social change, aligning with 

the objectives of sustainable development. 

Furthermore, religious institutions have historically contributed to education, healthcare, and social 

welfare, addressing societal needs and promoting human capital development. By leveraging their 

resources and networks, they can continue to play a crucial role in advancing quality education, gender 

equality, and reduced inequalities as outlined in the SDGs. 

However, challenges such as religious extremism, conflicts, and socio-economic disparities pose 

significant obstacles to sustainable development efforts. Addressing these challenges requires a 

holistic approach that fosters interfaith dialogue, promotes tolerance, and empowers marginalized 

communities. 

Moving forward, Nigeria must harness the potential of religious institutions and leaders as partners in 

sustainable development initiatives. By fostering collaboration, promoting inclusive policies, and 

investing in education and social welfare, Nigeria can unlock its full potential and achieve the vision 

of a prosperous, equitable, and sustainable society for all its citizens. 

In essence, religion, when harnessed effectively, emerges as a cornerstone for achieving sustainable 

development goals in Nigeria. By recognizing and addressing the complexities of the religious 

landscape, Nigeria can pave the way for a more just, inclusive, and resilient future for generations to 

come. 
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