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Abstract

This study investigates the potential of Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) as a strategic resource for enhancing the financial sustainability
of African Indigenous Churches (AICs) in Zimbabwe. Employing a qualitative research design, the study draws on in-depth interviews with
church leaders, congregants, and community-based knowledge holders, complemented by document analysis. The research identifies the key
financial challenges confronting AICs and critically examines how indigenous economic practices can provide culturally grounded, sustainable
alternatives to conventional funding models. The findings indicate that several indigenous economic mechanisms such as communal labour
systems (nhimbe), local savings and credit schemes (rounds), traditional fundraising through culturally significant events, and the utilisation
of indigenous resources including herbal medicine, crafts, and land-based knowledge which remain largely underutilised within AICs. These
practices, deeply embedded in principles of reciprocity, collective responsibility, and community solidarity, offer substantial opportunities to
strengthen the financial capacity and resilience of churches. However, the study also reveals multiple barriers that limit the effective integration
of IKS into church financial strategies. These include institutional inertia, theological reservations, restrictive regulatory frameworks, and
evolving social dynamics that challenge the relevance and application of indigenous practices in contemporary church contexts. Such
constraints have contributed to the marginalisation of IKS despite their proven economic and social value within local communities. The study
concludes by offering practical recommendations for church leadership and policymakers aimed at bridging these gaps. It advocates for the
deliberate and strategic incorporation of Indigenous Knowledge Systems into church financial planning and governance structures. By doing
so, AICs can foster long-term financial sustainability, enhance institutional resilience, and reaffirm their cultural and social relevance within
their communities.

Keywords: Indigenous Knowledge Systems; African Indigenous Churches; Financial Sustainability; Harare Metropolitan; Communal
Reciprocity; Local Economy, Church Economics

Abbreviations: IKS: Indigenous Knowledge Systems; AICs: African Indigenous Churches; TEK: Traditional Ecological Knowledge; FGDs: Focus
Group Discussions; NGOs: Non-Governmental Organizations

Introduction

Zimbabwe continues to grapple with persistent economic
challenges, including high inflation,
widespread unemployment, and inconsistent availability of
foreign currency. These issues permeate all sectors of society,
including religious institutions. African Indigenous Churches
(AICs), in particular, are significantly affected due to their heavy
reliance on members’ contributions through offerings, donations

currency devaluation,

during special events, and, at times, support from external sources
[1,2]. As a result, many of these churches face severe operational
difficulties [2,3].

Historically, numerous churches in developing countries
like Zimbabwe have maintained relationships with Western
counterparts and in the process receiving financial and
material support through sister churches and faith-based non-
governmental organizations [4,5]. However, this traditional
funding from Western donors has been steadily declining, further
weakening church operations. This funding gap has widened at
a time when members’ incomes are increasingly insufficient to
meet their own needs and let alone support the church [2,6,7].
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Regrettably, there is a noticeable lack of scholarly inquiry into
whether entrepreneurship could provide a viable solution to the
financial constraints faced by churches in Zimbabwe and beyond.
Few researchers have ventured into the relatively unexplored
domain of entrepreneurship within religious institutions [7] with
the notable exception of a study by Munyoro and Ncube (2020).
This lack of attention is surprising, considering that religion and
particularly Christianity plays a central role in the daily lives of
many people worldwide, offering moral and ethical frameworks
that guide behaviour [2,7,8].

Furthermore, church gatherings provide fertile ground for
networking among congregants. Therefore, these interactions,
which occur after services or during significant social events
like funerals and weddings, often extend beyond spiritual
concerns to include discussions on business and economic
matters [7,9]. In addition, many churchgoers also seek divine
intervention for economic breakthrough and prosperity. Despite
this, entrepreneurship particularly, forms rooted in Indigenous
Knowledge Systems, remains largely absent from church
discourse [2,7,8,10].

Therefore, it is against this backdrop, this study seeks to
explore the potential role of Indigenous Knowledge in addressing
the financial challenges confronting African Indigenous Churches
in Zimbabwe. Thus, by integrating traditional wisdom and
entrepreneurial practices, AICs may uncover sustainable solutions
to their financial woes while remaining true to their spiritual and
cultural foundations.

Problem Statement

economic
inflation,

Zimbabwe’s  persistent

is characterised by high

instability =~ which
currency devaluation,
unemployment, and limited access to foreign currency has deeply
impacted all sectors of society, including religious institutions
such as African Indigenous Churches (AICs), [1,2]. which largely
depend on member contributions and dwindling external support
to sustain their operations [2,3]. This financial vulnerability has
intensified as traditional funding avenues [11,5], especially from
Western donors and sister churches, continue to decline, leaving
AlCs struggling to meet operational demands amidst widespread
poverty among congregants [2,6,7].

Despite the critical role churches play in Zimbabwean society,
both spiritually and socially unfortunately, there remains a
significant gap in scholarly inquiry into alternative, sustainable
financial strategies, particularly the potential of entrepreneurship
rooted in Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) [7]. While
congregational gatherings often foster discussions beyond
spiritual matters, including economic aspirations and business
networking, the formal incorporation of entrepreneurship within
church structures remains largely unexplored [2,12]. This study
therefore seeks to address this oversight by investigating how
Indigenous Knowledge can inform entrepreneurial initiatives

within AICs, offering contextually grounded, sustainable solutions
to their financial challenges while preserving their spiritual
and cultural identity. In addition, the study will aim to explore
how Indigenous Knowledge (IK) might offer alternative or
supplementary economic practices for AICs in Zimbabwe focusing
on Harare as well as what forms these take in practice, and what
impediments exist.

Literature Review
The Origins and Growth of Christianity

Christianity originated in the first century CE as a sect within
Second Temple Judaism in Roman-ruled Judea [2,13,14]. Its rapid
expansion was propelled by the apostles of Jesus, who despite
facing persecution, spread the message throughout Syria, Europe,
Anatolia, Mesopotamia, Transcaucasia, Egypt, and Ethiopia [14].
As increasing numbers of gentiles converted, Christianity began to
diverge from Jewish customs [13]. The destruction of the Second
Temple in AD 70 marked a significant turning point: Judaism
became more decentralized, while Christianity gained traction as
a distinct religion [2,13,14].

In Africa, Christianity was established as early as the second
century in Alexandria, Egypt. However, much of the early North
African Church was later diminished by Islamic conquests
[15-17]. In contrast, Christianity in Southern Africa expanded
alongside colonialism and is now the continent’s fastest-growing
religion by numbers [18,19]. It is particularly flourishing in East
and Southern African nations such as Uganda, Kenya, Zambia,
and Zimbabwe [2]. This growth is largely attributed to the moral
authority of faith leaders and the strong ethical foundations of
religious institutions particularly in Zimbabwe [19,20].

What is Christianity?

Christianity is a monotheistic, Abrahamic religion cantered
on the life, teachings, and miracles of Jesus of Nazareth, who is
regarded as the Son of God [14,21,22]. According to Christian
belief, Jesus was crucified and resurrected for the salvation of
humankind [14,21,22]. Globally, Christianity has over 2.4 billion
adherents, making it the largest religion in the world [Woodhead
2004, 2]. In this study, the terms Christianity and the Church
are used interchangeably to refer either to the collective body
of believers or to the physical spaces where worship occurs
[Roberts 2011, Mark 2021]. Paradoxically, Christianity promotes
humility while simultaneously shaping social justice movements
and wielding influence through worldly power even revering
a crucified Messiah while participating in global institutions of
authority [Woodhead 2004, 2].

Defining the Church

The term Church refers to the global Christian community
or to specific congregations of believers [23]. It derives from the
Greek word ekklesia, originally meaning “assembly,” which in the
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New Testament evolves to describe both local gatherings and the
universal body of Christians [24-26].

The Role of Christianity in Africa

Christianity has played a transformative role in Africa’s
development. It introduced systems of education and healthcare,
contributed to peacebuilding, promoted food security, combated
HIV/AIDS, and empowered civil society [27,28, Hays et al. 2020].
Its message of hope and compassion has had significant spiritual,
social, and physical impacts on African communities [2,29].

Challenges Facing Christianity Today

Despite its positive contributions, Christianity faces a range
of internal and external challenges and these include intra-church
conflicts driven by politics, ethnicity, and leadership disputes
as well as Christian-Muslim tensions related to doctrine and
conversion, public health crises such as malaria, HIV/AIDS, and
tuberculosis, socio-political instability, poverty and limited access
to education [20,30]. Additionally, controversial issues such as
the ordination of gay clergy, abortion, women'’s leadership, and
evolving worship styles continue to spark debate. Financially, many
churches face hardship as Western donor support declines [6]. As
traditional denominations struggle, Pentecostal and evangelical
movements attract large followings with dynamic worship and
direct messaging [10,31]. African Indigenous Churches (AICs) in
particular face acute financial challenges, prompting increasing
interest in leveraging Indigenous Knowledge (IK) for sustainable
development.

Indigenous and Traditional Knowledge (IK/TK)

Traditional Knowledge (TK) refers to long-established,

culturally embedded knowledge systems developed by
indigenous communities through sustained interaction with the
natural environment. It encompasses diverse domains such as
agriculture, medicine, navigation, climate interpretation, spiritual
practices, and resource management [32,33]. Unlike Western
science, which is empirical, analytical, and compartmentalized,
TK is holistic, spiritual, and typically transmitted orally [34]. It
enables communities to adapt to environmental changes, maintain
biodiversity, manage natural resources sustainably, interpret
climatic conditions, treat illnesses, and pass down moral values,
taboos, and conservation ethics. Therefore, TK represents more
than knowledge as it constitutes identity, survival, and cultural

heritage.
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK)

Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) is a subset
of Indigenous Knowledge that focuses specifically on the
relationship between living beings and their environments. It
evolves through experiential learning, storytelling, and ritual
practices [35]. Pioneers such as Harold Conklin revealed the
ecological sophistication of indigenous communities, particularly
in resource management [36,37]. By the mid-1980s, TEK gained
global recognition for its relevance to sustainable development.
The 1987 Brundtland Report underscored its importance
in ecosystem management and in addressing contemporary

environmental challenges [38]. Table 1

Table 1: The Key Differences between Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Science

Traditional Ecological Knowledge Science
. Oral tradition. . Written tradition.
. Holistic approach. . Reductionist.
. Learned from observation and experience. . Taught and learned mostly analytically.
. Environment: part of social, spiritual relationships. . Hierarchical and compartmentalized.
. Based on cumulative, collective experience. ° Based on laws and theories.
. Mainly qualitative. . Mainly quantitative.
. Data generated by resource users. . Data collected by specialists or experts.
. Long time within one location. . Short time-series over large areas.
. Integrated and applied to daily living and traditional subsis- . Hypothesis testing and model building.
tence practices.

Source: Mazzocchi (2006) and Houde (2007)

Aspects of Traditional Ecological Knowledge

Houde (2007) identifies six core dimensions of TEK and that is
Empirical Knowledge-Observation and is based on understanding
of species, behaviours, whilst,
Management-Ethical is a sustainable use of nature through
indigenous practices and Historical Use-Oral is histories of land
use, sacred sites, and settlement, whereas Ethics & Values-Spiritual

and ecosystems, Resource

and moral codes do guide human-environment interaction and
Culture & Identity-Language, stories, and traditions shape the

community and place whereas, Cosmology-Worldviews explain
how nature and humans are interconnected.

Research Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative case study design, which was
appropriate for exploring complex phenomena within their real-
life context [39,40]. In fact, the focus was on African Indigenous
Churches (AICs) in Harare Metropolitan and the study was
examining how AICs can navigate financial stress through the
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use of Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS). Thus, a case study
approach allowed for an in-depth, holistic investigation of the
socio-cultural, spiritual, and economic dimensions influencing
AlCs [39,41].

Consequently, qualitative methods enabled the researchers to
interpret the meanings participants assign to their experiences,
behaviours, and worldviews [21,42]. In this study, the research
encompassing both urban and peri-urban communities and
these suburbs presented a diverse context where various socio-
economic dynamics intersect with traditional religious practices.
Thus, it hosts a significant representation of AICs, including
well-established denominations as well as smaller and emerging
congregations. Accordingly, the dual urban-peri-urban focus
allows for an examination of how spatial location influences both
financial resilience and the utilisation of IKS in church settings
[43].

The study employed purposeful sampling to select
information-rich cases relevant to the research questions
[39,44]. Consequently, the participant group included Church
leaders like bishops, pastors, elders and custodians of spiritual
and administrative matters within the church. In addition, there
were congregants such as lay members who actively participate
in church life, traditional knowledge-holders like individuals
within or associated with the church who maintain cultural and
indigenous economic practices as well as community economists
and resource users such as members involved in livelihood
activities influenced by indigenous or faith-based economic
practices such as communal savings, barter trade and informal
economies. Thus, inclusion of diverse perspectives ensured a
holistic understanding of how AICs respond to financial stress and
engage with IKS [21,39].

In this study, a multi-method data collection strategy will
be employed, consistent with qualitative case study protocols
[45]. Thus, in-depth interviews were conducted with church
leaders, congregants, and traditional knowledge-holders as noted
above. This method allowed flexibility in probing participants’
experiences, while maintaining a focus on key thematic areas such
as financial stressors, coping strategies, and indigenous economic
practices [45,46]. Additionally, Focus Group Discussions (FGDs),
with congregants and community members was employed to
gather collective views and explore shared practices around
economic resilience because FGDs are exclusively useful in
growing communal values and uncovering group-based IKS
mechanisms [47]. Furthermore, observations were carried out
during church gatherings, prayer meetings, and other relevant
events where indigenous practices are enacted such as traditional
healing and communal resource sharing. In this case, the
researcher adopted an overt participant observer role in order
to ensure ethical transparency [46,47]. For the areas which were
accessible, the study examined church financial records, policy

documents, minutes of meetings, and pastoral communications
in order to triangulate interview and observation data. Thus,
these documents provided insights into the administrative and
economic frameworks operating within the churches [47,48].

In this study, data was analysed using thematic analysis,
which is suitable for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns
(themes) within qualitative data [46,47,49]. Thus, the process
involved transcribing interviews and FGD recordings, initial
coding of textual data, grouping codes into broader themes such
as financial stressors, indigenous coping mechanisms, barriers
or enablers to financial sustainability, and policy/practice
recommendations as well as cross-verification of themes through
comparison with observation notes and document analysis
[46,47,50]. In addition, NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software
was used in order to assist in data management and coding
[21,46,47].

In this study, ethical clearance was sought from recognised
and relevant authorities and the study adhered to the following
ethical principles such as informed consent which encourages
researchers to inform participants about the study’s purpose,
procedures, and their rights and including the right to withdraw
at any time before participation and for the researchers to
inform the participants about confidentiality and anonymity, in
which pseudonyms are used in reporting, and any identifiable
information in order to ensure that names are securely stored and
protected [21,46,51]. It is also important for the researchers to
be aware of the cultural and religious sensitivity when conducting
data and hence, particular care should be taken to respect
indigenous spiritual practices and beliefs. Thus, in this study, the
researchers’ positionality was reflexively considered in order to
minimise imposition of external worldviews [21,51,52].

Findings
Financial Challenges Facing AICs in Harare

The study reveals that African Indigenous Churches (AICs) in
Zimbabwe tend to rely heavily on tithes and offerings, which are
inherently unpredictable and especially during times of economic
crisis. In addition, inflation continues to erode the value of both
savings and offerings, further exacerbating financial instability.
Furthermore, accessing foreign currency has also become
increasingly difficult, limiting the ability to import essential items
such as building materials and equipment like public address
systems. Moreover, the prevailing economic conditions have
significantly delayed church projects due to rising operational
costs, including utilities, transport, and maintenance. The study
also highlights that AICs are suffering from a lack of financial
reserves and diversified income streams and this has led to pastors
and church workers being frequently underpaid or not paid at
all and ultimately compromising their welfare and resulting in
churches struggling to achieve their development goals [53-58].
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Existence & Value of Indigenous Knowledge

The study shows that indigenous knowledge is deeply
ingrained in the daily lives of Zimbabweans and, by extension, in
AlCs. Far from being purely cultural, this knowledge encompasses
economic strategies, indigenous entrepreneurship
models, and communal resource management. However, some
congregants perceive entrepreneurial
indigenous knowledge as low-status activities, resulting in
diminished participation and support congregants.

survival

initiatives based on

Indigenous Economic
Knowledge with Potential

Practices / Indigenous

The research also reveals a decline in communal labour and
mutual support. Traditionally, congregants voluntarily contributed
materials and labour for church construction and maintenance
and an aspect that has significantly dwindled in recent times. AICs
have historically relied on local savings and rotating credit systems
similar to stokvels or mukweretesi, were members pool resources
and rotate fund distributions. However, these practices are
becoming increasingly difficult to sustain due to the challenging
economic environment. In addition, AICs utilize traditional crafts,
herbal resources, and land-based enterprises as alternative
support systems. These include where doctrinally acceptable,
small-scale herbal medicine, the production of handmade crafts,
weaving, and pottery. If land is available, churches often apply
indigenous agricultural methods to grow food for internal use or
for sale. Cultural events such as traditional festivals, thanksgiving
ceremonies, and harvest celebrations are also used as platforms
for fundraising and community engagement. The study also notes
the role of traditional norms of reciprocity, where members share
resources and provide support in times of need, thereby fostering
communal trust and long-term sustainability [59-63].

Barriers to Leveraging IKS in Church Finance

The study identifies several barriers to fully integrating IKS
into church financial systems such as theological resistance
and in this case some church leaders view indigenous practices
as incompatible with Christian doctrine, raising concerns over
syncretism; regulatory and legal constraints and these include
permits, taxation, licensing of enterprises, and regulations on
health, safety, and land use, factors that hinder entrepreneurial
activities; skills and capacity gaps because many church leaders
lack essential skills such as financial management, marketing,
documentation, and general business acumen which are
essential in managing entrepreneurial projects; perception and
prestige, which include activities like craft-making or farming
and are often viewed as low-status and discourages involvement
from congregants; economic instability and which focuses on
high inflation and currency volatility and these normally pose
serious risks to long-term financial planning and the success of
entrepreneurial projects and limited access to capital and most
AlCs lack tangible assets or acceptable collateral in order to secure

loans. Even when credit is available, members are often reluctant
to use church property as security due to a cultural disconnect
from entrepreneurial thinking [64-67].

Underutilization of Indigenous Knowledge

It is worth noting that despite the richness of indigenous
knowledge systems, many AICs continue to depend on foreign
donations from Western countries such as the United Kingdom and
the United States. This dependency has led to the marginalisation
of local knowledge, which is often dismissed as unscientific,
superstitious, or primitive. This perspective persists largely due
to the lingering influence of colonial and missionary ideologies.

Association between IK, Religion & Entrepreneurship

The study establishes a strong link that exists between
religion in AICs, indigenous knowledge, and entrepreneurship.
In fact, indigenous knowledge holds great potential for initiating
sustainable income-generating projects, including agriculture,
herbal medicine, craft production, and cooperative businesses.
Thus, when properly harnessed, this knowledge can offer churches
viable paths toward financial independence and community
empowerment.

Discussion

It is worth noting that indigenous knowledge practices offer
contextual resilience to AICs because they are locally embedded,
culturally accepted, rely less on external capital but more on both
human and social capital. In addition, there is synergy between
IKS and church mission around diakonia and community service.
For example, land-based agricultural schemes both provide
income and food for vulnerable members. Furthermore, the
case of churches expanding into business or income generating
projects like those documented in studies of classical Pentecostal
churches suggests a model which might be adapted in AICs
using IKS. Likewise, the risk is that if indigenous knowledge
is commodified badly or without community input, it loses its
meaning or is resisted.

Theoretical Implications

This study challenges the dominance of Western-centric
development models in Zimbabwe’s religious and economic
spheres. It advocates for the decolonization of theology and
economics by promoting local solutions and homegrown
innovation. The findings suggest that, when properly empowered,
faith-based institutions can serve as key economic drivers through
the use of indigenous models.

Recommendations

The study highlights the need for African Indigenous
Churches (AICs) to adopt comprehensive strategic development
frameworks that explicitly incorporate indigenous economic
practices. Thus, these frameworks should be integrated into
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the churches’ strategic planning processes, including budget
forecasting and income diversification strategies. Furthermore,
the study emphasises the importance of training and capacity
building and this can be achieved by equipping church leaders
and congregants with essential business skills such as financial
management and entrepreneurship. Such efforts therefore, may
be supported through partnerships with non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) and government institutions. In addition,
there is a need for policy and regulatory support tailored to the
context of AICs. Therefore, government, in collaboration with
church denominations, should implement tax regulations that
provide incentives for small enterprises operating within AICs.
These incentives could include tax exemptions or reductions for
ventures in crafts, agriculture, and herbal medicine especially
during their formative stages in order to reduce financial burdens
and encourage growth. The study also calls for theological
reflection among church leaders, facilitated through dialogue, to
discern which indigenous practices are theologically appropriate
and culturally acceptable.

As vital actors in community development, AICs must
congregants in identifying relevant and feasible
indigenous knowledge practices. This participatory approach
ensures community ownership and enhances the legitimacy of

involve

development initiatives. Thus, given that entrepreneurial ideas
have life cycles, the study recommends initiating small-scale
pilot projects and these pilots, based on Indigenous Knowledge
Systems (IKS), could include herbal gardens, craft workshops, and
communal agriculture. Consequently, profits generated from such
enterprises should support church welfare and infrastructure
development. It is worth noting that strategic partnerships are
also vital. Accordingly, AICs are encouraged to collaborate with
academic institutions such as the University of Zimbabwe, NGOs,
and government agencies in order to access funding, technical
expertise, and market opportunities for indigenous products,
including crafts and herbal remedies.

Moreover, the government should allocate land to AICs for
agricultural and entrepreneurial projects rooted in indigenous
knowledge and therefore, support should also be extended to
educational reforms aimed at improving the financial literacy
and formal education of church leaders, including pastors and
archbishops, in order to prevent mismanagement of funds of
entrepreneurial projects that they would have embarked on. To
align with Zimbabwe’s Vision 2030 and the Education 5.0 model,
the government should support the establishment of church-led
innovation initiatives such as Innovation Hubs. Thus, Indigenous
Knowledge (IK) and AICs should be mainstreamed into national
economic planning, particularly in roles that contribute to
spiritual and moral nation-building.

Conclusion

The financial challenges facing African Indigenous Churches
AlCs in Zimbabwe are intense and multi-dimensional. However,

indigenous knowledge systems present an underutilised
yet valuable resource for building resilience and promoting
sustainability. Thus, by harnessing communal reciprocity, local
resources, traditional fundraising methods, and culturally
embedded practices, AICs have the potential to develop more
predictable and diversified income streams. Accordingly, the
path to success for AICs lies in addressing and overcoming
institutional, theological, and regulatory barriers. Therefore, by
adopting a strategy that integrates faith, culture, and the local
economy, AICs can transition toward more sustainable models
of mission and service and particularly important in Zimbabwe’s
volatile economic environment. It is then worth noting that both
Christianity and indigenous knowledge systems have played a
foundational role in shaping African society. AICs, therefore, are
not only spiritually and socially significant but also hold economic
potential as agents of economic development.

Therefore, to unlock this potential, AICs should begin to
integrate the practical sustainability offered by indigenous
knowledge into their structures and operations. This approach
fosters a collaborative relationship between faith and traditional
wisdom, enabling the creation of resilient and self-sustaining
communities that contribute to lasting socio-economic stability in
Zimbabwe. In conclusion, this study argues for the urgent need
for African Indigenous Churches to reclaim indigenous knowledge
as a viable pathway to financial sustainability. Thus, this involves
shifting away from dependence on Western aid and embracing
a development model that is culturally resonant, economically
sound, and spiritually aligned with the values of the communities

it seeks to serve.
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