
South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.3 No.3 September, 2020 
 

Pentecostalism and Urbanization     231 

Pentecostalism and Urbanization 
 

By 
Ugwa James Kalu 

Department of Religion and Cultural Studies, 
University of Port Harcourt 

theveryrevugwa@gmail.com/+2349073757772 

 
Abstract 

This work concerns itself on the role of Pentecostalism in the overall development 
of Port Harcourt, Rivers state Nigeria. Pentecostalism, which has been in existence 
for over a century in Nigeria, is an Evangelical/Revivalist movement which, 
according to Ogbu Kalu (1998.25) has its origin from America. The claim has it that 
Pentecostalism genealogically is an “alternative pie” which started from Los 
Angeles as a humble root and flowered into a multimillion religious enterprise 
simply because it is a religion that is meant to travel. This study is necessitated by 
the fact that, in spite of its monumental contribution to the development of our 
contemporary society, especially in evangelism and human empowerment, not 
much is known about its contribution to the Urbanization of Nigerian prominent 
cities. A combination of oral interview, written materials of some scholars with 
personal participant observation of the activities of the Pentecostals were the 
methodologies utilized to obtain data for the analysis of this important 
phenomenon. The Pentecostals’ approach to ministry has shown the reasons for 
the automatic wind of social change in the contemporary society in that it tends 
towards modernizing and urbanizing any locality it enters. The recent happenings 
in the Nigerian society impose a social concern, leaving the researcher wondering 
what might be the genesis of the sudden development even among the less literate 
individuals struggling to live out civilized ways of doing things; such as 
acculturating dressing code, speaking English and socialization. This showcases 
the power of religion in the social transformation of human society and 
development. It also brings to bear that religion promotes social cohesion and 
gives people sense of belonging through helping to maintain social solidarity. In 
this dispensation, Pentecostalism provides meaning and purpose of life for many 
people especially in the urban areas in a country like ours infested with economic 
recession.  The work adopted functionalism theory of Emile Durkheim in 
discussing the functions Pentecostalism as a religious group plays in the society. 
It was discovered that Pentecostalism has over the years positively affected the 
society. This work, therefore, recommends that other churches should by their 
teachings and practice emulate some Pentecostal churches in doing those 
programmes and projects that will promote and develop our contemporary 
society. This work is very significant to the society and academics in the sense that 
it will help further research and help the society appreciate the immense 
contribution of the Pentecostals to the development of our contemporary society. 
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Introduction 

Pentecostalism has in recent time been aligned with some agents of social change in 
bringing a desirable change in the society. Social change is the transition form of the old to 
the new forms of society which happens through a change in social bonds, which Anele 
(2004) said is an alteration in pattern of social organization of a society. Ekpenyong (1993) 
opined that such alteration refers to the development of new norms, modifications of role 
expectations, a shift to new types of sanctions, the development of different criteria for 
ranking and, the introduction and use of new forms of production technologies and 
techniques. This implies that any form of change in any part of the society will result in 
change in other parts of the society (Ekpenyong, Odili in Kilani and Iheanacho: 2013.28) 
 
Looking into Pentecostal Movements as agents of social change in the area of Urbanization 
is of great value to modern scholarship, seeing the immense contributions of these groups 
to the developmental, social welfare, social gospel, Political might and other projects in 
recent times. 
 
There are factors that generate changes in the society, and the responses to these factors 
may not be the same in every society because, as noted by Odili and Ekpenyong (in 
Iheanacho 2013), the exact nature, rate and direction of the changes produced depend on 
the particular and peculiar socio-historical conditions that exist in a particular society. 
These social needs, which differ in societies, may include but are not limited to: Education, 
Population, Physical Environment, Ideology, Urbanization, Industrialization, Modernism, 
postmodernism etc. 
 
Definition of Concepts 
Pentecostalism: Pentecostalism is a powerful and popular force in Christianity today. It is 
also known as the Pentecostal movement. Pentecostal movement claims to be the "second 
Pentecost." It is also known as the charismatic movement, because it claims to recover and 
practice the extraordinary gifts of the Holy Spirit that are mentioned in Acts and in I 
Corinthians 12-14. 
 
According to David Engelsma (2007.93), in 100 years, it has spread from a handful of 
people in Topeka, Kansas and in Los Angeles, California to hundreds of millions 
throughout the world. The latest estimate is that half a billion people are involved in 
Pentecostalism. The movement is regarded as a "third force" in Christendom. 
 
In Africa, Pentecostalism, according to Ogbu Kalu (2008), emanated from the missionary 
churches and Evangelical Spirituality. He said that the formation was only but a response 
to Christian Missionaries, such as Ethiopianism. Ethiopianism was perceived as 
nationalism, though Mensah Otabil said that Ethiopianism was a recovery of African 
Identity through the power of religion. Scholars of like mind opined that Ethiopian 
movement was an avenue of redeeming Africa from Colonial Christianity and plant 
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Christianity that can truly be said to be African. This movement energized African 
Pentecostalism in the 20th and 21st Centuries. From African perspective Pentecostalism was 
borne out of nationalistic tendencies but used the power of religion to enact African 
liberation Theology.  
 
Suffice it to say here that Pentecostalism as a movement from Christendom has left the 
four walls of the church and penetrated into the secular society, producing and replicating 
social change. Many manifest social events in the social environment are attributed to 
Pentecostal movements and their Charismatic activities. Having seen that some motivating 
factors of Pentecostalism were/and are not only religious but social or psychological, one 
is left with nothing but to know the yearnings that produce the manifest social change seen 
imminent and inherent among the Pentecostal Christian movements. 
 
Urbanization: Urbanization can be seen as the physical growth of urban areas as a result 
of global change. The United Nation, according to Odili and Ekpenyong (2013), defines 
urbanization as movement of people from rural to urban areas, with population growth 
equating to urban migration. Urbanization is closely linked to modernization and 
industrialization. Urbanization in its simplest definition is “population growth,” which 
involves: economic changes; social changes; political changes and religious changes. Rapid 
urban growth and development is responsible for many environmental and social changes 
in both rural and urban settings and its effects are its capacity to provide services like: 
energy, education, health care, transportation, sanitation and physical and financial 
security. This works in tandem with globalization which is the process of interaction and 
integration between people, companies, and governments worldwide. Globalization has 
grown due to advances in transportation and communication technology; with increased 
global interaction comes the growth of international trade, ideas, and culture. 
 
However, globalization has today induced a movement which is similar to that of the 
developing countries where the concentration of investments in the cities attracts larger 
numbers of migrants seeking for employment, thereby creating a large surplus labour 
force with low wages. This situation attracts foreign investors. 
 
Pentecostalism and Urbanization 
. Religion as a vehicle for which culture travels; Pentecostalism harbors a strong 
“missionary impulse within its genes.”  This trait of Pentecostalism is worth evaluating.  
 
Urbanization as a tool of Pentecostalism: 
1. English Language: David Martins (2002.320) in line with Ogbu Kalu, said that there is a 
connection between Pentecostalism and English Language. To this effect, to attend a 
Pentecostal or evangelical church “in Latin America” one must understand and speak 
English language. That is to say that Pentecostalism manifested and was transmitted 
within the context of culture. Peter Berger opines that “Language is crucial in this cultural 
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diffusion.” In this way, language becomes the vehicle by which religion and by extension; 
Pentecostalism was established and spread, just as the principle vehicle for Hellenism was 
Koine. Therefore, American English Language rather than British English Language is in 
essence the language of the emergence of global culture, as every language carries with it 
a cultural freight, normative and cognitive and emotional communication. The American 
value was by this means planted alongside Pentecostalism through the use of American 
English language. Mass media was the major avenue by which the possibility was 
enhanced. However, in Nigerian society today, the use of English language, especially 
American English, is embedded in the everyday communication and it is almost cultural 
to mix vernacular with English not necessarily because English is the Nation’s Lingua 
Franca, but because Pentecostalism has made it a sense of identity among the class of global 
ministry prominent in the urban life style. Today, it is not difficult to see old men, women, 
and market women from the remotest rural dwelling speaking English in a stylish 
(corrupt) manner. This is an urbanization strategy of the Pentecostals which is spreading 
like wild fire and English Language in any guise is developing to be the common language 
of the Nigerian society especially in Port Harcourt City, Rivers State of Nigeria. Some 
scholars not withstanding argued that use of English language in some African countries, 
especially in Nigeria cannot be attributed to Pentecostalism in any form. To do this is to do 
disfavor to Early Portuguese missionaries and colonial masters that used Pidgin English 
to communicate to the pre-literate Africans. In the bid to transact, communicate, and 
preach, they employed corrupt stylish English language called Pidgin English. The riverine 
areas of the Nigerian society were the settling places of the white missionaries and by 
implication where their style of English was adopted. All things being equal, these two 
agreed in the sense that both Pentecostalism, Colonialism, and Missionaries are from the 
west which came with their cultures, of course language was part of it.  
 
2. Urban Development: Urban development is the process of building towns and cities 
and making them large. Although many people may be criticizing Pentecostalism, but a 
major aspect of their immense contributions are their development tendencies that result 
to change in the society. These changes occur within human history but the nature, 
complexity, duration and the rate of such changes have made scholars to read different 
meanings into the change phenomena. Scholars have seen these changes in different ways 
with different interpretations. Ekpenyong and Odili in Anele (2014) refer to this change as 
development, progress or evolution. Ekpenyong argues that seeing this concept of change 
as development, evolution and progress may crisis-cross with social change, and as well 
the three concepts do not mean the same thing. For instance “progress” is value laden 
because it means change in a desirable direction and it is evaluative, while “evolution” 
increases in the capacity to exploit the resources from the environment and to secure and 
use the resources from the environment. The Pentecostals have over the years, been in 
partnership with the Government in the provision of social amenities to the people. They 
have engaged in education -building of schools and universities ( Deeper life, Christ 
Embassy, Salvation Ministry, OPM, etc;  building of bridges (Deeper life), road 
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rehabilitations, etc, Many of the Pentecostals have built many houses, malls, etc at  strategic 
places in towns and cities that gave the society a face lift. Their beautiful edifices provide 
attraction and beautify the towns. Most of the beautiful and well designed church 
buildings that are seen almost at every corner in Port Harcourt  belong to the Pentecostal 
group, though main line churches have seen this as a big challenge which now led to major 
competitions in erecting church buildings. The church has, through this means partnered 
with the government in urbanizing Nigerian cities and lifting them to meet global 
standard. 
 
3. Control of Urban Sprawl: Some Pentecostals have complemented the governments’ 
efforts in infrastructural development, what more enhancing people’s lots. They provide 
shelter for the vulnerable and the indigent in the society, thereby assisting in making 
efforts to control urban sprawl (spreading of city buildings into the country side). Some 
Pentecostal leaders, such as Apostle Chibuzor Chinyere of OPM, have built bricks houses 
with corrugated iron roof for the poor and the less- privileged with city standard in the 
country side of Rivers State and beyond, by so doing extending urbanization to the rural 
areas. Many Pentecostal churches and pastors have provided befitting houses to their 
members and Pastors at the remotest areas of the society.  Social amenities have been 
provided for communities and businesses have been established for church members to 
help them survive in the cities. 
 
4. Political and Economic Solidarity: Urban sociology, as it stands, is the study of the 
social relationship, political and economic structures in the city ( Katheryn Sinast M. 
:2005.321). He opined that population change is also the result of epidemiological 
transition; economic development and the process of westernization, and that people 
migrate from rural settings to urban cities. The migrants move from the pre-industrial 
villages to industrial communities. The revolution changes the size and nature of the city 
and the people live closely to the factories and to one another from different communities 
with different backgrounds. This congregation leads to overcrowding. However, this leads 
to concentric zone model, the sector model, and the multiple nuclei model. Although rapid 
population growth in many global cities is producing a wide variety of urban problems 
such as overcrowding, environmental pollution, disappearance of farm lands and creating 
a limit in the availability of the basic public services, with Pentecostalism, there has been a 
dramatic positive impact on Nigerian population. Gideon Sjoberg argued that there are 
three preconditions that must be present in order for a city to develop. 
 
a. A favourable physical environment 
b. An advanced technology that could produce a social surplus 
c. A well-developed political system to provide social stability to the economic system.  
Therefore, Christian faith follows this development stages from pre-industrial cities, 
industrial cities to post- industrial cities. Since 1950s, post-industrial cities emerged as U.S 
economy gradually shifted from secondary (manufacturing) to tertiary (service and 
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information processing) production economy. This period was dominated by light 
industry such as computer software, manufacturing, and information processing services, 
educational complexes, and medical centers, retail trades centers, and shopping malls. The 
society migrated from mechanical solidarity society to organismic society, purely the 
urbanization of the modern society, (Kathreyn Sinast: 2005.326). 
 
Similarly, the churches, especially the Pentecostals, have over the years been an agent of 
change in urbanized societies.  Suffice it to say here that Pentecostalism has contributed 
much in the development of towns and cities. The roles some Pentecostal churches and 
their leaders play in building sustainable Nigeria, ensuring transparent and credible 
leadership and accountability is very encouraging, though it is observed that many among 
the Pentecostal leaders have left undone what they ought to have done and have done 
what they ought not to have done (Okunoye, Job O.(2017.1) According to him, it seems as 
materialism has replaced the messages of salvation through true repentance and true 
righteousness in some of our Pentecostal churches which should be looked into by 
Christian leadership.  
 
Role of Pentecostal Leadership in Urban Development: As observed earlier, Many 
Pentecostal church leaders have contributed much in the urbanization of the social society. 
They put their weight for political sustenance and stability of the society.   
 
1. Political Sustenance and Stability of the Social Society: A well-developed political 
system to provide social stability is identified as one of the key preconditions for 
urbanization. To this effect Mala and Akanbi (2012) said that Religion has become a means 
of political mobilization and platform to decry bad governance and clamour for good, 
transparent and accountable form of governance in a bid to build sustainable development 
in Nigeria. The role Pentecostal leaders have played and are still playing in recent times as 
far as governance and politics are concerned in Nigeria cannot be ignored. The Pentecostal 
leadership and members are now deeply involved in the contemporary Nigeria’s issues of 
politics and governance, even to the extent of holding political positions either through 
election or by appointment. The church leaders express their views publicly on Sundays, 
on pages of News papers, on television, radio programs and social media. 
 
Today, Pentecostal church leaders according to Okunonye Job (2017) are seen in the street 
leading protest and demanding for human rights from the government. An example is the 
“Save Nigeria Group” being led by Pastor Tunde Bakare. In Rivers state precisely, it has 
been witnessed that Apostle Numbere, Apostle Zilly Aggrey and some other Pentecostal 
leaders had a fall- out with the government over what was not going well in their 
governance, ranging from poor states of environment, roads, non -payment of workers’ 
salaries to misappropriation or diversion of funds etc. Some of them are so bold with the 
people’s backing to advocate for social justice. Another good example of Pentecostals 
taking lead in National affairs is the Vice President of Nigeria, Prof. Yemi Osinbanjo who 



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.3 No.3 September, 2020 
 

Pentecostalism and Urbanization     237 

is a Pastor in the Redeemed Christian Church of God. The bible times were filled with men 
of God who were concerned with the actualization of good governance during their era. 
They were bent on seeing that justice, equity and development were done in the society. 
The Pentecostal leaders today, especially the clergy, have brought back churches’ 
prophetic relevance.  
 
2. Provision of Education: Pentecostalism in all its orientation has effected much change 
in the modern societies. In the Educational sector, Pentecostal movements have engaged 
much in education qualitatively and quantitatively; qualitatively, because of their 
consistency in their academic system and quantitatively, because of the generality of the 
society going after them and their schools. The Pentecostals have punctuated every city 
with many schools with different names and that shows their immense contribution to the 
development of our society to meet up the global standard of our generation.  But, one 
wonders why the magnitude of social decay in the society compared to when the Western 
Missionary- affiliated churches were in control of education.  The morality paradigm shift 
in our society today has raised a social concern among the youth of school age. Can it be 
said that the Pentecostals lack the moral tendencies to bring up these children in a good 
way? Have their priests and education managements the moral fiber to be left with 
Nigerian children? If yes, what might be responsible for societal decay now that the 
Pentecostals are, so to say, in the lead of religious sphere in the present society?  Kpobari 
Ereba said that the social decay was not the off -shoot of Pentecostalism, but rather the 
product of mixed-culture and the globalization sway of the contemporary society and 
children of school age learn fast from the Western movies they watch every day. For him, 
therefore, to attribute social decay to Pentecostalism may be the worst injustice. Stella 
Abraham argued that the Pentecostals have by education permeated into the blood of 
Nigerian citizens.  Furthermore, they seem to be the desire of every parent because they 
believe that Pentecostal schools provide them the security they needed. In the Pentecostal 
schools, they provide buses that take the children to school, break period lunch and special 
care for children. This, among others, has won them the favour of the Nigerian society, and 
whatever anybody is saying about them is like water that is poured at the duck’s back.  
 
3. Marriage: The introduction of religious bigotry by some Pentecostals and the 
globalization oriented affiliation she has made as her basis of formation has contracted 
many cultures foreign to Africa. The heart breaking aspect of it is that this culture mixture 
was all in the name of religion.  Some of the Pentecostals have brought with them global 
culture that has mixed foreign cultures alongside religiosity: new sexual marriage 
orientation that does not cherish again the right way of doing things in African culture but 
adopts the civilized and Western ways of marriage. Some Pentecostal Churches organize 
mass marriage for men and women who cannot afford wedding expenses. Although it was 
argued that this type of marriage is a stage managed avenue for fornication and adultery 
in the church where the pastors prophetically brought many unmarried men and women 
together and wedded them not minding whether those wedded sincerely loved 
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themselves or not, it has gone a long way to assist the urban dwellers who could not settle 
down with means of settlement. Our finding proved that those marriages lasted few years, 
and only in the urban setting, only to crack at the time the man involved brings the wife 
home to his kindred and the kindred reject the woman on the ground that either she is an 
outcast or a slave, etc. The change in the society and the troubles such unions create are 
nothing to be desired. Subsequently, we discover that the normal African traditional 
marriage protocol has largely been destroyed, premarital sex and couples living together 
without a valid marriage, have been on the increase especially among the Pentecostals 
largely in urban areas. Christians today can change women like cloths and keep many girl 
friends and concubines without fear. Some do anything with them without fear of the 
church since some of the church leaders are also involved. Suffice it to say that some 
Pentecostal churches have, by the act of their magnanimity, sponsored weddings of people 
who would have ordinarily left the city due to hardship or loss of jobs and inability to cope 
with urban life, and by so doing, discouraged urban depopulation.  Many who could not 
survive or succeed with urban life are through their pastors connected to their destiny 
helpers who change their lives for good. Similarly, some ladies are able to survive by 
getting connected to men who will change their lives forever. The Pentecostals, in their 
approach to Christianity provide conducive atmospheres for the singles to meet 
themselves and enhance their dreams for development and growth. Be it as it may, 
globalization trend is the desire of the people and everybody wants to belong to the 
modern society, which makes Pentecostalism and their philosophy an alternative pie in 
the Nigerian society, especially in Port Harcourt City. Everything seems to be revolving 
around the Pentecostals. This means that to be a Pentecostal is to belong to the modern 
social class which the larger society is scrambling for. People concentrate where these 
social groups are identified, thereby producing urban setting. 
 
4. Civilized mode of Dressing: Gorgeous dressing is another observable change especially 
among urban dwellers. The adoption of American style of dressing even among the female 
folk is the order of the day. Some critics argue that it is no longer news the way girls and 
women generally walk naked in the street. In those days the mainline churches were 
enjoying religious monopoly, women dressed well. It was a public ridicule to see a woman 
or a girl dress with any part of her privacy exposed. The church would condemn it and the 
society would abhor such person, but the latest trend the Pentecostal Globalization copied 
from their foreign counterparts has brought a serious change in the African Society. The 
values and norms Africans cherish as Africans are derogated. Unfortunately, it is called 
civilization. The civilization that leaves female folks naked everywhere is a bad one. 
Tamuno Dokugbo argued though, that it is a worrisome trend which is an emanation of 
international trade and tourism and has nothing to do with Pentecostalism, not minding 
her global affiliations. Briggs Walter argued that the Pentecostals especially in Port 
Harcourt area copied much from their international counterparts such as women keeping 
their heads uncovered during church services, women wearing trousers, men wearing 
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earrings etc, which may not be their faults here locally but the fault of international 
Christianity or better still the change of Christian orientation worldwide.  
 
5.  Employment and Financial Empowerment:  Diffusion of Pentecostalism and 
Africanism is a by-product of Materialism in that it has gripped the churches today.  
Chibuzo Nwanguma (Joracuniport Vol.17, No1 2017.93) said that corruption and poverty 
are the two variables that have formed alliance. Kunhiyop (2008.138) agreed that poverty 
has been manifesting itself in so many ways such as prostitution, corruption, exposure to 
risk, robbery, street life, living in squander, and increase in unemployment etc. The quest 
for materialism among the Pentecostals has bred a society of corruption and other evil 
practices. Before the Pentecostal outburst in the African soil, Churches taught and had 
prayer that one should have just what is enough for daily upkeeps rather than having “too 
much and disown” God or becoming poor  to the point of stealing and consequently 
dishonouring God in deeds and word (Omoregbe Joseph 2007.23). Nwanguma, following 
Proverbs 30:8-9, said that corruption is not mentioned in this prayer but the features of the 
riches in this passage are similar to the natural tendencies characteristic of corruption. 
Consequently, Pentecostals today, through their prosperity preaching, see riches as 
yardstick of measurement of God’s blessing on His children, which has turned the society 
from being contented to a society of hustlers. This prosperity by all means philosophy 
resulted in struggling of everybody rushing to the urban area for either civil service or 
businesses. Laziness was never tolerated because hard work is always celebrated. Pastors’ 
encouragement to their members made them industrious and anxious to make wealth and 
money; they celebrate the money bags and provide for them front seats in their churches, 
thereby rewarding success. The society as well as church, celebrates and commends those 
doing well in their lives’ endeavours , as it was the case of Barnabas in Acts of the Apostles 
chapter 5 when they commended him for a perfect donation from his good will. Ananias 
and Sapphira his wife cultivated such commendation but could not gain it due to 
corruption. The same spirit has not left the church of our generation, because people want 
to belong to the reigning group. The church of the New Testament condemned that type 
commendation from corrupt practices. In like manner, the church of today can rise up to 
condemn materialism, corruption and evil practices that have engulfed the society, while 
celebrating and rewarding those who by the right means attain success. 
 
Conclusion:  
The understanding of the contemporary global social change is a great necessity for the 
society to be able to cope with the modern trends around her. Pentecostalism, from 
inception, has been misunderstood especially among the main line churches with 
missionary traits. The recent understanding that Pentecostalism has come to stay in Africa 
especially in Nigeria with the power of religion restoring African identity, should not be 
misconstrued. This identity seeks to make religion meaningful to all Africans without 
European influences. Though many scholars over the years have accused the Pentecostals 
as being responsible for the evils of the contemporary society, this work is pointing the 
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society to the immense contributions of Pentecostalism in bringing social change to the 
society that is dynamic in nature. So, Pentecostalism has contributed much to the 
development of our urban cities. It is unfortunate that, in spite of its monumental 
contribution to the development of our contemporary society, especially in evangelism 
and human empowerment, not much is known about their contribution in Urbanization 
of Nigerian prominent cities. Pentecostal Pastors have encouraged good governance, 
promoting quality education, promoting social equality and discouraging gender stigma 
on women and girl child, built houses for the less privileged people, and promoted 
civilization and development in different stages of human society. In the cultural life of the 
Nigerian society, they have sponsored those cultures that can globally promote Nigeria 
and carefully disregarded those that will paint Nigeria barbaric, naïve, and primitive. In 
urbanization strategy, they have built their beautiful church edifies on the strategic 
locations of every city, especially in Port Harcourt.   The Pentecostals plan their programs 
in such a way it encourages cluster membership; i.e. a congregation for community of 
people living within an environment and this grouping in essence starts developing into 
urban cities. Many cities have come into being through this means. The government that 
is sensitive to this sociological development quickly introduces her presence by giving 
them market, water, electricity and road. Pentecostalism in this modern time has become 
an agent of social change and must be encouraged by all and sundry.  
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