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Abstract. The history of Christian education in Nigeria 

reveals a complex trajectory that spans from the 

pioneering mission schools of the nineteenth century to 

the proliferation of faith-based private universities in the 

twenty-first century. Early mission schools established 

by the Church Missionary Society, the Wesleyan 

Methodist Mission, and the Roman Catholic Mission 

functioned as centers of literacy, evangelization, and 

social transformation, producing the first generation of 

Nigerian elites who later shaped politics, church 

leadership, and nationalist movements. However, the 

post-independence government takeover of mission 

schools in the 1970s, justified on grounds of 

standardization and secularization, eroded much of the 

moral and religious ethos embedded in Christian 

education, resulting in widespread concerns over 

declining standards and weakened character formation. 

The liberalization of the higher education sector in 1999 

marked a new phase, leading to the establishment of 

private Christian universities such as Covenant, 

Babcock, Bowen, and Madonna Universities. These 

institutions sought to revive the integration of faith and 

learning while offering alternatives to overstretched 

public universities. Yet, tensions persist: questions of 

elitism, commercialization, and the extent to which 

private universities continue the legacy of holistic 

Christian education remain unresolved. This study 

critically examines the historical shifts, continuities, and 

contradictions within this educational trajectory, with 

particular attention to its philosophical, theological, and 

socio-political underpinnings. 

 

Keywords: Christian Education; Mission Schools; 

Private Universities; Secularization; Evangelization; 

Neoliberalism; Nation-building 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The history of Christian education in Nigeria reflects a 

complex trajectory that has evolved from the 

establishment of mission schools in the nineteenth 

century to the proliferation of private universities in the 

twenty-first century. Christian missions, particularly the 

Church Missionary Society (CMS), the Wesleyan 

Methodist Mission, and the Roman Catholic Mission, 

were among the earliest agents of Western education in 

Nigeria (Fafunwa, 1974; Ajayi, 1965). Their schools not 

only served as centers of literacy and religious 

instruction but also functioned as instruments of cultural 

transformation, producing the first generation of 

Nigerian elites who later played significant roles in 

politics, church leadership, and nationalist movements. 

Education thus became a vital tool for evangelization, 

civilization, and social reform in colonial Nigeria 

(Taiwo, 1980). 

 

However, the post-independence period witnessed a 

dramatic shift. In the 1970s, following Nigeria’s civil 

war, the federal and state governments took over 

mission schools, citing the need for standardization, 

secularization, and control of educational development 

(Adesina, 1977). This policy, while intended to 

democratize access, resulted in the erosion of the moral 

and religious ethos that mission schools had instilled. 

Reports of declining standards, indiscipline, and 

weakened moral formation in public schools became 

widespread (Nduka, 2006). Consequently, the Christian 

community perceived this takeover as a dislocation 

from the original vision of education as both intellectual 

and moral formation. 

 

The return of some mission schools in the late 1990s, 

coupled with the liberalization of the Nigerian higher 

education sector in 1999, created the environment for 

the establishment of private universities, many of which 

are faith-based (Obasi, 2007). Today, private Christian 

universities such as Covenant University, Babcock 

University, Bowen University, and Madonna University 

have become significant players in Nigeria’s 

educational landscape. They not only provide an 

alternative to the overstretched public university system 

but also claim to restore the integration of faith and 

learning that mission schools once embodied (Ojo, 

2010). 
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Despite this remarkable trajectory, several problems 

remain. First, there is a historical disjunction between 

the ideals of mission schools and the realities of private 

Christian universities. While both claim to pursue 

holistic education, questions arise as to whether private 

universities have genuinely continued the legacy of 

character formation and moral discipline or have 

become elitist institutions accessible only to the wealthy 

(Okonkwo, 2012). Second, the commercialization of 

education has introduced tensions between profit 

motives and the missionary ethos of service. Third, there 

is insufficient scholarly attention to the continuity and 

discontinuity between the colonial mission school 

model and the contemporary Christian university 

enterprise. As a result, the historical narrative of 

Christian education in Nigeria risks being fragmented 

and misunderstood. 

 

This study, therefore, seeks to critically examine the 

historical trajectory of Christian education in Nigeria, 

from the pioneering mission schools of the nineteenth 

century to the rise of private Christian universities in the 

twenty-first century. It interrogates the shifts, 

continuities, and contradictions within this trajectory, 

paying particular attention to the philosophical, 

theological, and socio-political underpinnings that have 

shaped Christian educational practices over time. 

 

2. Conceptual Clarifications 

 

2.1 Christian Education 

 

Christian education may be broadly understood as the 

systematic process of cultivating intellectual, moral, and 

spiritual development in alignment with Christian 

principles. It transcends the narrow confines of religious 

catechism and instead emphasizes the integration of 

faith and learning as a holistic enterprise. Its ultimate 

goal is the formation of individuals who embody 

Christian virtues while also serving as productive 

members of society (Adeyemo, 2001). In the Nigerian 

context, Christian education historically functioned as a 

dual enterprise: it provided literacy and vocational 

training on the one hand, and on the other, it fostered 

moral rectitude and spiritual discipline. Thus, it became 

both an instrument of human capital development and a 

vehicle for moral transformation. 

 

2.2 Mission Schools 

 

Mission schools denote the educational institutions 

founded by Christian missionary agencies during the 

colonial era, particularly from the nineteenth to the early 

twentieth centuries. These schools were not mere 

academic centers but ideological instruments designed 

to transmit Western literacy, religious instruction, and 

cultural transformation (Taiwo, 1980; Nduka, 2006). 

While they expanded access to formal education, they 

also contributed to the marginalization of indigenous 

epistemologies, thereby reshaping the intellectual and 

cultural landscape of Nigerian society. Importantly, 

mission schools produced the first generation of 

Western-educated elites—men and women who later 

spearheaded nationalist struggles, political reform, and 

indigenous church leadership. Their legacy thus 

embodies both empowerment and cultural 

displacement, making them contested sites in the 

discourse of postcolonial education. 

 

2.3 Private Christian Universities 

 

Private Christian universities refer to tertiary institutions 

owned and managed by Christian denominations or 

faith-based organizations, a phenomenon that gained 

momentum following the liberalization of Nigeria’s 

higher education sector in 1999. Unlike mission 

schools, which were largely confined to the primary and 

secondary levels, private Christian universities 

represent an expansion of Christian educational vision 

into the realm of higher learning. They emerged as an 

alternative to the deteriorating conditions of public 

universities, positioning themselves as institutions 

committed to academic excellence, moral formation, 

and spiritual discipline (Obasi, 2007; Ojo, 2010). By 

claiming continuity with the moral ethos of the mission 

school tradition, they seek to integrate professional 

training with ethical responsibility, thereby presenting 

themselves as corrective spaces to the perceived moral 

and structural crises of Nigeria’s public university 

system. Nevertheless, these universities raise critical 

questions regarding elitism, affordability, and the 

commercialization of Christian education, which 

complicates their claim to embody the missionary 

legacy in its original sense. 

 

3. Christian Mission Schools and the Birth of 

Western Education in Nigeria 

 

The history of Christian education in Nigeria is 

inseparable from the missionary enterprise of the 

nineteenth century. Missionary societies such as the 

Church Missionary Society, the Wesleyan Methodist 

Mission, and the Roman Catholic Mission pioneered 

schools that introduced formal literacy in English 

alongside basic arithmetic, vocational training, and 

Bible instruction (Fafunwa, 1974). These institutions 

sought to produce a literate Christian community that 

could sustain evangelization and embody Western 

values (Ajayi, 1965). In doing so, they became pivotal 

sites of cultural transformation, nurturing the first 

generation of Nigerian elites—figures such as Bishop 

Samuel Ajayi Crowther—who would later serve as 

clergymen, teachers, and political leaders. Mission 

schools thus facilitated the rise of a new consciousness 

that both sustained colonial governance and generated 

the intellectual resources for nationalist resistance 

(Ayandele, 1966). 

 

The introduction of Western education was neither 

neutral nor wholly benevolent. Mission schools must be 

understood as complex institutions whose aims were 

simultaneously pedagogical, evangelical, political, and 
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economic (Ajayi, 1965; Fafunwa, 1974). They produced 

catechists, teachers, and administrators who localized 

missionary curricula while also supplying literate 

intermediaries for colonial administration. Yet, 

paradoxically, they nurtured intellectual currents that 

later challenged missionary paternalism and colonial 

domination (Taiwo, 1980). The curriculum typically 

combined catechetical instruction with literacy, 

arithmetic, and vocational training, emphasizing 

discipline, moral formation, and communal 

responsibility. In sociological terms, these schools 

transmitted cultural capital—new forms of language, 

comportment, and literacy—that could be converted 

into occupational and political capital under colonial 

rule. This dynamic rendered mission education both a 

vehicle of social mobility and a mechanism of 

stratification, privileging those who mastered the 

linguistic and cultural codes valorized by missionaries 

and colonial officials. 

 

The role of mission education was thus deeply 

ambivalent. On one level, it advanced the evangelizing 

agenda of missionaries and served the administrative 

needs of the colonial state. On another, the very skills 

cultivated in these schools—English literacy, 

organizational competence, and rhetorical ability—

became resources for political mobilization and 

nationalist agitation. Mission education cannot, 

however, be portrayed as a totalizing agent of 

Westernization. Local actors, including parents, chiefs, 

and indigenous teachers, actively negotiated the form 

and scope of missionary education, sometimes resisting 

or adapting its elements. As a result, mission schools 

became arenas of cultural negotiation, producing hybrid 

religious, linguistic, and pedagogical practices rather 

than simple cultural displacement. Yet these 

negotiations occurred within asymmetrical structures of 

power, where Western epistemologies and languages 

were privileged and indigenous knowledge systems 

marginalized. 

 

The reach of mission education was uneven across 

gender and geography. Provision for girls often 

emphasized domesticity and moral training over 

pathways to public authority, thereby reinforcing gender 

hierarchies even as it expanded female literacy. 

Regional disparities were also striking: mission 

education flourished in coastal and forest zones but 

remained limited in the predominantly Muslim north, 

where resistance to Christian missions curtailed access 

to formal schooling. These differences shaped divergent 

trajectories of elite formation and political participation 

across Nigeria. 

 

The legacy of mission schools remains double-edged. 

They established institutional norms—discipline, 

formal curricula, examinations—that continue to 

structure Nigerian schooling. At the same time, they 

contributed to the devaluation of indigenous knowledge 

systems and entrenched new social inequalities. A 

balanced assessment of their role must weigh the 

material benefits of expanded literacy and mobility 

against the cultural and epistemic costs of Western 

domination. Importantly, the ambivalent heritage of 

mission schools continues to shape contemporary 

debates on education, identity, and development, not 

least in the ongoing proliferation of faith-based 

universities and calls for the decolonization of 

knowledge in Nigeria. 

 

4. Christian Education, Colonialism, and 

Nationalism 

 

Christian education in Nigeria cannot be understood 

apart from its entanglement with colonial rule. 

Missionary societies such as the Church Missionary 

Society, the Wesleyan Methodist Mission, and the 

Roman Catholic Mission established schools in the 

nineteenth century with the stated aim of evangelization, 

literacy, and social reform (Ajayi, 1965; Fafunwa, 

1974). Their curricula combined literacy, vocational 

training, and religious instruction with discipline and 

moral formation. However, colonial authorities quickly 

found in these schools a convenient tool for 

administration, as they produced clerks, interpreters, 

and lower-level officials necessary for governance. 

Thus, while missions framed education as an integrated 

project of “civilization” and evangelization, it also 

served the broader goals of colonial control. 

 

Yet this same education became a catalyst for 

nationalism. Graduates of mission schools, such as 

Herbert Macaulay and Nnamdi Azikiwe, became 

leading critics of colonial domination and advocates of 

self-rule. The paradox is striking: the very institutions 

that inculcated obedience and Western values also 

cultivated the literacy, confidence, and political 

consciousness that later challenged colonial authority 

(Taiwo, 1980). This ambivalence reflects the dual role 

of education as both a technology of governance and an 

instrument of liberation, a tension that resonates with 

broader philosophical debates about the emancipatory 

and disciplining power of education. 

 

Following independence in 1960, Christian mission 

schools remained dominant until the 1970s, when 

federal and state governments initiated a nationwide 

takeover. The official rationale was to ensure 

standardization, secularization, and equitable access, 

particularly given regional disparities and the 

politicization of education (Alabi & Okemakinde, 

2010). However, the policy produced unintended 

consequences. The religious and moral ethos embedded 

in Christian education was gradually diluted, and 

scholars widely lament declining academic standards, 

indiscipline, and weakened character formation (Nduka, 

2006). Philosophically, this moment revealed the deep 

tension between the state’s vision of a secular, unifying 

system and religious communities’ conviction that 

education must integrate faith, morality, and intellectual 

development. 
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A straightforward historical reading credits mission 

schools with producing Nigeria’s first modern elites—

teachers, clergy, bureaucrats, nationalists, and 

politicians—who occupied central roles in both church 

and state. Yet a more critical account reveals at least 

three interrelated dynamics. First, empowerment was 

ambivalent: mission schooling enabled upward mobility 

but often imposed alien values, linguistic practices, and 

epistemologies that distanced elites from their 

communities. Second, education operated as a 

technology of colonial governance, aligning with 

administrative needs and legitimizing the rhetoric of 

civilization while shaping subjects useful to both church 

and crown. Third, Christian education elevated Western 

frames of knowledge while marginalizing indigenous 

epistemologies, though Africans did not remain passive 

recipients. Instead, they selectively appropriated, 

adapted, and resisted missionary curricula—using them 

to advance communal purposes, sustain transformed 

indigenous institutions, and fuel nationalist aspirations. 

 

The historical trajectory of Christian education in 

Nigeria therefore embodies a profound philosophical 

paradox. It illustrates how education can function 

simultaneously as a tool of domination and as a seedbed 

of liberation, how it can displace indigenous values 

while also providing resources for cultural renewal, and 

how it mediates the complex interplay of faith, power, 

and nation-building. The enduring significance of this 

history lies in its reminder that education is never 

neutral: it is always entangled with questions of identity, 

morality, and the struggle for freedom. 

Christian education in Nigeria cannot be understood 

apart from its entanglement with colonial rule. 

Missionary societies such as the Church Missionary 

Society, the Wesleyan Methodist Mission, and the 

Roman Catholic Mission established schools in the 

nineteenth century with the stated aim of evangelization, 

literacy, and social reform (Ajayi, 1965; Fafunwa, 

1974). Their curricula combined literacy, vocational 

training, and religious instruction with discipline and 

moral formation. However, colonial authorities quickly 

found in these schools a convenient tool for 

administration, as they produced clerks, interpreters, 

and lower-level officials necessary for governance. 

Thus, while missions framed education as an integrated 

project of “civilization” and evangelization, it also 

served the broader goals of colonial control. 

 

Yet this same education became a catalyst for 

nationalism. Graduates of mission schools, such as 

Herbert Macaulay and Nnamdi Azikiwe, became 

leading critics of colonial domination and advocates of 

self-rule. The paradox is striking: the very institutions 

that inculcated obedience and Western values also 

cultivated the literacy, confidence, and political 

consciousness that later challenged colonial authority 

(Taiwo, 1980). This ambivalence reflects the dual role 

of education as both a technology of governance and an 

instrument of liberation, a tension that resonates with 

broader philosophical debates about the emancipatory 

and disciplining power of education. 

 

Following independence in 1960, Christian mission 

schools remained dominant until the 1970s, when 

federal and state governments initiated a nationwide 

takeover. The official rationale was to ensure 

standardization, secularization, and equitable access, 

particularly given regional disparities and the 

politicization of education (Alabi & Okemakinde, 

2010). However, the policy produced unintended 

consequences. The religious and moral ethos embedded 

in Christian education was gradually diluted, and 

scholars widely lament declining academic standards, 

indiscipline, and weakened character formation (Nduka, 

2006). Philosophically, this moment revealed the deep 

tension between the state’s vision of a secular, unifying 

system and religious communities’ conviction that 

education must integrate faith, morality, and intellectual 

development. 

 

A straightforward historical reading credits mission 

schools with producing Nigeria’s first modern elites—

teachers, clergy, bureaucrats, nationalists, and 

politicians—who occupied central roles in both church 

and state. Yet a more critical account reveals at least 

three interrelated dynamics. First, empowerment was 

ambivalent: mission schooling enabled upward mobility 

but often imposed alien values, linguistic practices, and 

epistemologies that distanced elites from their 

communities. Second, education operated as a 

technology of colonial governance, aligning with 

administrative needs and legitimizing the rhetoric of 

civilization while shaping subjects useful to both church 

and crown. Third, Christian education elevated Western 

frames of knowledge while marginalizing indigenous 

epistemologies, though Africans did not remain passive 

recipients. Instead, they selectively appropriated, 

adapted, and resisted missionary curricula—using them 

to advance communal purposes, sustain transformed 

indigenous institutions, and fuel nationalist aspirations. 

 

The historical trajectory of Christian education in 

Nigeria therefore embodies a profound philosophical 

paradox. It illustrates how education can function 

simultaneously as a tool of domination and as a seedbed 

of liberation, how it can displace indigenous values 

while also providing resources for cultural renewal, and 

how it mediates the complex interplay of faith, power, 

and nation-building. The enduring significance of this 

history lies in its reminder that education is never 

neutral: it is always entangled with questions of identity, 

morality, and the struggle for freedom. 

 

5. The Liberalization of Higher Education and 

the Rise of Private Christian Universities 

 

The collapse of Nigeria’s public universities in the late 

twentieth century, marked by underfunding, frequent 

strikes, and overcrowding, created an urgent demand for 

alternatives. The 1999 liberalization of the higher 
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education sector by the Federal Government opened the 

door for private institutions, including those owned by 

Christian denominations. Leading examples include 

Babcock University (1999), established by the Seventh-

Day Adventist Church; Madonna University (1999), 

founded by the Catholic Church; Bowen University 

(2001), owned by the Nigerian Baptist Convention; and 

Covenant University (2002), established by Living 

Faith Church. These universities presented themselves 

as a revival of the missionary tradition, combining 

academic training with spiritual and moral formation. 

 

While their emergence appeared to continue the legacy 

of nineteenth-century mission schools, significant 

differences remain. Mission schools historically 

provided free or affordable education as a service to 

society, whereas the new universities are frequently 

criticized for elitism due to their high tuition fees, which 

limit access largely to students from affluent 

backgrounds. Nevertheless, these institutions have 

positioned themselves as corrective alternatives to the 

state-run system by promising academic excellence, 

discipline, predictable calendars, and global 

competitiveness. 

A closer examination, however, complicates this 

narrative. The claim of continuity with missionary 

education is selective. Religious rhetoric and practices 

are visible, but the universities operate primarily as 

market-driven entities, sustained by tuition fees, donor 

support, and entrepreneurial ventures. This market 

orientation has enabled innovation but also introduced 

tensions, particularly where financial imperatives 

influence enrollment strategies or curriculum choices. 

Similarly, while private universities enjoy advantages 

such as stable calendars and administrative efficiency, 

evidence of superior academic outcomes remains 

uneven. Faculty research productivity, global rankings, 

and infrastructural quality vary considerably across 

institutions, reflecting differences in financial capacity 

rather than denominational distinctiveness. 

 

Perhaps the most pressing concern lies in issues of 

equity and access. By catering predominantly to 

privileged social groups, private Christian universities 

risk entrenching socio-economic stratification, raising 

questions about inclusivity and the public purpose of 

higher education in Nigeria. They expand the system’s 

capacity but do so in ways that may exacerbate 

inequalities rather than bridge them. 

 

Overall, private Christian universities in Nigeria should 

be understood as hybrid institutions—faith-based in 

ethos, market-oriented in practice, and embedded in the 

broader struggles of the national higher education 

system. Their rise illustrates both the opportunities and 

contradictions of educational liberalization in Africa, 

where debates over access, equity, and the common 

good remain central. 

 

6. Christian Education in Nigeria: 

Continuities, Ruptures, and the Dynamics 

of Change 

 

The historical trajectory of Christian education in 

Nigeria reveals both continuities and ruptures that 

illuminate the interplay of religion, economy, and 

identity. From the establishment of missionary schools 

in the nineteenth century to the proliferation of private 

universities in the twenty-first, Christian education has 

served as a critical arena for negotiating moral 

formation, social mobility, and economic survival. At 

the heart of this development lies the dialectic between 

missionary ideals and market logics—a tension that 

continues to define the future of Christian educational 

institutions in Nigeria. 

 

Missionary societies initially introduced schools as 

instruments of evangelization, moral discipline, and 

communal uplift (Ajayi, 1965). Yet financial 

sustainability was a challenge from the outset, as 

schools relied on a precarious combination of 

philanthropy, colonial subsidies, and local 

contributions. This early tension between mission and 

market persists today. Contemporary Christian 

universities are expected to embody service and moral 

leadership while simultaneously competing in a 

liberalized educational marketplace (Marshall, 2009). 

The structural question remains whether market 

imperatives inevitably corrode moral mission or 

whether economic viability is itself indispensable for 

sustaining that mission. 

 

Historically, Christian schools produced Nigeria’s 

earliest professional and political elites, granting access 

to careers in administration, medicine, law, and the 

church (Ayandele, 1966). While such institutions 

expanded opportunities for marginalized groups, they 

also entrenched new hierarchies of privilege. A similar 

paradox characterizes private universities, where high 

tuition fees restrict access even as scholarship schemes 

and community outreach attempt to mitigate exclusion. 

The unresolved question is whether these institutions 

democratize access or reproduce inequality beneath the 

rhetoric of benevolence. 

 

Christian education has further functioned as a site of 

cultural encounter, mediating between Western 

epistemologies and indigenous knowledge systems 

(Sanneh, 1989). Although missionary schools often 

displaced local traditions, they also enabled the 

emergence of hybrid intellectual formations. Today, 

faith-based universities emphasize professional and 

scientific training while maintaining commitments to 

moral and religious instruction. The challenge lies in 

sustaining a Christian ethos without lapsing into 

dogmatism that undermines intellectual freedom. Their 

long-term credibility depends on the ability to foster 

holistic education that integrates moral and professional 

formation while remaining receptive to pluralism. 
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The rise of private universities has heightened the role 

of the National Universities Commission (NUC) in 

monitoring standards and enforcing accountability. Yet 

regulation presents a delicate dilemma: excessive 

oversight risks suffocating institutional creativity, while 

insufficient supervision fosters mediocrity. What is 

required is a reflexive regulatory framework that 

balances accountability with institutional 

distinctiveness. Debates on quality assurance must 

therefore extend beyond technical benchmarks to 

include the civic and moral contributions of Christian 

universities. 

 

Contemporary Christian universities demonstrate 

continuity with missionary schools in their emphasis on 

moral formation, denominational patronage, and 

professional training in theology, education, and health 

sciences. They also represent rupture: unlike missionary 

institutions supported by colonial governments or 

foreign philanthropy, private universities function in a 

market-oriented educational economy characterized by 

managerial governance and global rankings (Slaughter 

& Rhoades, 2004). This transition from charitable 

provision to fee-based education has opened 

opportunities for innovation but also risks exacerbating 

inequality. 

 

The geography of Christian education further reflects 

these dynamics. Missionary penetration was historically 

deeper in southern Nigeria due to coastal access and 

denominational rivalry, and private universities remain 

disproportionately concentrated in the south. 

Denominational competition—Anglican, Methodist, 

Baptist, Catholic, and Pentecostal—continues to fuel 

expansion, echoing nineteenth-century rivalries that 

once drove translation, teacher training, and schooling. 

The consequences remain ambivalent: Christian 

education opens pathways to social mobility while 

simultaneously reinforcing regional and class-based 

stratification. 

 

Taken together, the evolution of Christian education in 

Nigeria illustrates a complex interplay of mission, 

market, mobility, identity, and regulation. These forces 

are mutually constitutive: mission sustains purpose but 

requires market viability; education facilitates social 

mobility yet risks reproducing inequality; curricula 

embody identity but must accommodate pluralism; 

regulation enforces standards yet must not stifle 

creativity. The future of Christian universities will 

depend on their capacity to navigate these tensions 

reflexively, ensuring that the imperative of service does 

not collapse under market pressures and that academic 

excellence remains anchored in education as a public 

good. 

 

7. Tensions and Contradictions in 

Contemporary Christian Higher Education 

 

The emergence of private Christian universities in 

Nigeria represents a paradox in the history of Christian 

education. On one hand, these institutions embody a 

revival of the Christian ethos in higher learning, an ethos 

weakened after the state takeover of mission schools in 

the 1970s. By offering an alternative to public 

universities—often beset by industrial strikes, 

infrastructural decay, and declining standards—faith-

based universities present themselves as spaces for 

cultivating disciplined, morally grounded, and 

intellectually competent graduates (Ajayi, Goma, & 

Johnson, 1996). Yet this apparent revival conceals 

contradictions that reveal philosophical, theological, 

and social dilemmas inherent in their operation. 

 

Critics frequently highlight elitism, commercialization, 

and philosophical ambiguity as central challenges. High 

tuition fees restrict access primarily to affluent families, 

raising questions about justice, inclusivity, and the 

credibility of Christian claims to prioritize the 

marginalized. The perception that such universities 

function more like profit-oriented enterprises than 

missionary projects further complicate their identity 

(Obasi, 2007). Equally pressing are doubts about 

whether these institutions genuinely integrate faith and 

learning in the spirit envisioned by early missionaries or 

whether they have absorbed the neoliberal ethos of 

market-driven education (Nwagwu, 2017). 

 

These tensions underscore the disjuncture between the 

moral–missionary ideals that guided colonial-era 

mission schools and the socioeconomic realities of 

contemporary private universities. While both models 

employ the language of holistic formation, the financial 

structures of present-day institutions often reproduce 

social exclusion rather than promote equity (Okonkwo, 

2012). What was once a democratizing project that 

expanded literacy, civic responsibility, and moral 

instruction has become increasingly shaped by 

credentialism, revenue generation, and brand 

positioning. The danger is that Christian education may 

be reduced to rhetoric that conceals the underlying logic 

of the market. 

 

The scholarly literature on these issues remains uneven, 

often treating colonial legacies, postcolonial state 

policies, and contemporary market forces in isolation 

rather than as interconnected dynamics. This lack of 

synthesis obscures the continuities and discontinuities 

that inform institutional ethos. Compounding the 

problem is financial fragility: since most private 

universities rely heavily on tuition, access for rural, low-

income, female, and other marginalized groups remains 

constrained. Although scholarship schemes and donor 

funding offer some relief, they are typically insufficient 

and inconsistent, leaving unresolved the tension 

between financial sustainability and social inclusion. 

Reliance on merit-based scholarships alone risks 

reinforcing inequality, as disadvantaged students often 

lack the preparatory resources to qualify competitively. 

 

Questions of academic quality further complicate the 

picture. Despite infrastructural growth, many faith-
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based universities struggle with heavy teaching loads, 

underdeveloped research infrastructure, and limited 

funding opportunities. These conditions weaken faculty 

development and postgraduate training, undermining 

the mission of Christian higher education to integrate 

intellectual, moral, and civic formation. When 

institutional incentives prioritize undergraduate 

enrollment and revenue generation, long-term scholarly 

productivity and the cultivation of critical inquiry are 

compromised. 

 

Addressing these contradictions requires reforms that 

are both structural and philosophical. Policy 

frameworks could encourage sliding-scale tuition and 

targeted, means-tested scholarships to widen access 

without jeopardizing financial stability. Accreditation 

standards might incorporate obligations for community 

engagement, requiring universities to link their mission 

to measurable outcomes such as access indicators, 

outreach programs, and scholarship allocations. 

Governance reforms should mandate the transparent 

articulation of founding charters and regular public 

reporting to ensure consistency between stated ideals 

and institutional practice. Curricular innovation is 

equally crucial: alongside market-relevant disciplines, 

universities should embed civic and ethical formation 

through community-based practicums that embody the 

social mission of Christian education. 

 

The historical trajectory of Christian education in 

Nigeria raises deeper philosophical and theological 

questions. One is the tension between faith and 

secularism: while mission schools and private 

universities advance a faith-driven vision of education, 

state interventions emphasize secular nationalism. 

Another is the dilemma of inclusivity versus elitism: 

Christian education once empowered marginalized 

groups, yet contemporary institutions often remain 

inaccessible to the poor. A third is the uneasy 

negotiation between evangelization and 

commercialization: the blending of Christian mission 

with market practices challenges the authenticity of 

spiritual identity. 

 

These tensions illustrate the paradox of Christian higher 

education as both a tool of liberation and a potential 

instrument of exclusion. Its continued relevance 

depends on its ability to sustain the integration of faith, 

knowledge, and justice within the complex realities of 

modern Nigeria. Unless these challenges are confronted 

with courage and creativity, Christian universities risk 

undermining the very ideals of transformation and 

service that justify their existence. 

 

8. Conclusion 

 

From the era of mission schools to the present reality of 

private universities, Christian education in Nigeria has 

undergone profound transformation. The pioneering 

institutions of the nineteenth century did more than 

provide basic literacy; they fostered moral formation, 

civic consciousness, and an educated elite that later 

spearheaded nationalist movements and socio-political 

reforms. These schools laid enduring foundations for 

Nigeria’s intellectual and cultural development, even as 

they served the dual purposes of evangelization and 

cultural reorientation. 

 

The government takeover of mission schools in the 

1970s disrupted this legacy, eroding the moral and 

spiritual framework that had distinguished faith-based 

education in favor of a secularized, state-controlled 

system. This shift highlighted the perennial tension 

between faith and secularism in Nigeria’s educational 

history. The re-emergence of private Christian 

universities from 1999 onward represents both a revival 

of religiously informed pedagogy and an adaptation to 

neoliberal economic realities. By combining academic 

excellence with faith-based values, these universities 

respond to the inadequacies of public institutions while 

appealing to the spiritual and cultural aspirations of their 

stakeholders. 

 

Nevertheless, the rise of private Christian universities 

also raises critical concerns about accessibility, elitism, 

and the creeping commercialization of education. While 

they have reinvigorated the tradition of moral and 

spiritual formation, their high costs often restrict access 

to a privileged few, thereby deepening socio-economic 

inequalities. This reality underscores the paradox of 

Christian education in contemporary Nigeria: its ideals 

of inclusivity, service, and transformation are 

continually challenged by the pressures of market-

driven education. 

 

The historical trajectory of Christian education in 

Nigeria is therefore best understood as a story of 

continuity and rupture, resilience and compromise. It 

has evolved from being a missionary tool of 

evangelization and cultural transformation into a robust 

sector that now shapes intellectual, moral, and economic 

life. Its enduring significance lies in its ability to 

negotiate the delicate balance between tradition and 

innovation, faith and scholarship, and service and 

development. The challenge for the future remains how 

these institutions can preserve their Christian ethos 

while contributing inclusively and equitably to 

Nigeria’s broader educational and national 

development. 
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