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Ethics is a critical and pervasive consideration in organi-
zational contexts, influencing a range of decisions from
entrepreneurial action to resource acquisition (e.g., Vallaster
et al., 2019). Recently, scholars have focused on understand-
ing the relationship between ethics and creativity (Shen
et al., 2019; Kundro, 2023; Winchester & Medeiros, 2023).
Creativity is defined as the generation of novel and appropri-
ate ideas (Amabile, 1983). It is a primary process by which
entrepreneurs, organizations and their employees create and
deliver value to their various stakeholders, and represents a
major source of an organization’s success, entrepreneurial
opportunities, and longevity (George & Zhou, 2001; Liu,
et al., 2020). Despite its importance, two different perspec-
tives have emerged on the relationship between ethics and
creativity.

On the one hand, ethics may limit creativity because
“doing the right thing” may interfere with “rule-breaking”
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or challenging the norms to create something novel (e.g.,
Dollinger, 2007; Shen et al., 2019). This is referred to as
the hinder hypothesis (Shen et al., 2019). Individuals may
become preoccupied, drained, or distracted by ethical con-
siderations, thereby hindering their creativity (Yuan, et al.,
2018). On the other hand, ethics may promote creativity.
This is referred to as the facilitate hypothesis (Shen et al.,
2019). Individuals may become more cognitively flexible,
benefit from morally positive emotion, and/or engage in
moral imagination (e.g., Malti and Krettenauer, 2013; Shen
et al., 2019; Kundro, 2023).

These two perspectives have been fueled by limited con-
sistency in terms of theoretical frameworks, definitions, and
mechanisms. As a result, scholars have encouraged a deeper
investigation into potential factors affecting the relationship
between ethics and creativity (Shen et al., 2019; Winches-
ter & Medeiros, 2023). One potentially important but over-
looked factor that may help shed light on this relationship is
religion (Dejardin et al., 2024; Smith et al., 2023a, 2023b).l
This is because religion is often considered a mechanism
that influences ethics and creativity (Dejardin et al., 2024).
From an ethical perspective, religion is important because
it may inform ethical attitudes, knowledge, and frameworks
for making decisions between right and wrong (Parboteeah
et al., 2008). From a creativity perspective, religion is impor-
tant because it has been associated with both positive and
negative creative processes (Liu et al., 2018). Despite this
potential promise of religion, it remains unresolved how
religion might influence the ethics and creativity relation-
ship. Therefore, our exploratory research question asks: How
does religion influence the relationship between ethics and
creativity?

! We recognize the longstanding debate about whether (or not) reli-
gion is required for ethics. Instead, we focus on the notion religion
can serve as a mechanism for ethics in certain situations and highlight
its relevance in the relationship between ethics and creativity.
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To increase theoretical focus, we turn to the emerging
theory of intimate co-creation (Rouse, 2020). Intimate co-
creation acknowledges that creativity is a social and col-
laborative process and it shifts the focus from the individual
to the collective, at a crucial and often overlooked level of
analysis: the dyad. Specifically, it focuses on how and why
intimate dyadic relationships under certain circumstances
can offer trust and support that lead to the development of
creative ideas (Rouse, 2020). This is important because
research on ethics and creativity has shown significantly
larger effects at the dyadic level, compared to either the
individual or organizational levels (Winchester & Medeiros,
2023). Intimate co-creation, which was developed to explain
interactions between two people, also allows us to integrate
religion to examine close relationships between individuals
and a deity to bring increased theoretical specification to
understanding ethics and creativity.

To elaborate theory on these relationships, we conducted
an inductive, exploratory study of creativity in the business
enterprises of Catholic monasteries in Italy. Specifically,
we negotiated sensitive access to obtain 49 interviews with
monks and nuns across 25 different monasteries operating
businesses. Our findings suggest an ethical process of rela-
tional moralization occurs between individuals and God and
does so through three stages: relational development, rela-
tional identity and relational obedience, resulting in a form
of relationally bounded creativity.

Our study makes three contributions to the literature.
First, we contribute to business ethics by elaborating the-
ory on the construct of relational moralization as a process
between individuals and God, rather than two individuals,
where ethical considerations are integrated into the relation-
ship. In so doing, we find relational moralization leads to
a more nuanced view of the ethics-creativity relationship
where ethics acts as a double-edged sword that both lim-
its the domain of creativity and enables innovation within
this domain, resulting in a form of relationally bounded
creativity based on relational obedience to God. Second,
we further contribute to the literature on business ethics
by highlighting the potential positive aspects of obedi-
ence. While prior research largely focuses on obedience as
destructive or ‘evil’ (Pina e Cunha et al., 2010), we find
obedience can also be potentially constructive, especially
when the source of authority is an altruistic God (Dyck,
2014), who can be known, and with whom relational obliga-
tions develop. Finally, we contribute back to the literature
on intimate co-creation. While theory identifies the role of
a shared interpersonal boundary of the dyad, we elaborate
theory empirically by moving from a shared boundary to a
relational identity and schemas (servant and co-creator) in
intimate co-creation.
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Theoretical Background
Ethics and Creativity

Ethics is an essential and ubiquitous element of organiza-
tional processes. Ethics are generally considered benefi-
cial to the functioning of organizations because “they help
employees avoid unethical behavior, reducing the frequency
and severity of organizational scandals” (Kundro, 2023:
1183). While ethics has been examined across organizational
processes, scholars have more recently turned their attention
to the role of ethics in creativity (Shen et al., 2019; Kundro,
2023; Winchester & Medeiros, 2023). Despite the frequent
benefits of ethics in organizational processes, scholars have
advanced two different perspectives on how it connects with
creativity.

First, some scholars suggest ethics may exert a nega-
tive influence on creativity. This is referred to as the hinder
hypothesis (Shen et al., 2019). Consistent with this per-
spective, research suggests the development of novel ideas
requires rule-bending or rule-breaking which stands against
the ethical adherence to accepted or moral norms (e.g.,
Runco, 2009). As such, ethics will have a dampening effect
on creativity. Going a step further, scholars find dishonesty
may contribute to creativity (Baucus et al., 2008). Finally,
research suggests employees may experience more stress or
exhaustion from behaving in a moral way, thereby hindering
the attention needed for creativity (Yuan, et al., 2018).

On the other hand, some scholars find ethics may promote
or encourage creativity. This is referred to as the facilitate
hypothesis. From this view, research suggests individuals
may not have to break ethical rules to be creative (Shen
et al., 2019). Instead, scholars argue the constraints imposed
by ethics may contribute to effective creativity rather than
blue-sky thinking by narrowing the search space area (Win-
chester & Medeiros, 2023). Ethics may also facilitate crea-
tivity through cognitive flexibility (Kundro, 2023) and moral
imagination (Werhane, 1999). This may be especially true
when values are aligned with the organization. As individu-
als confront opportunities to introduce ethical considerations
into a creative process, they may be focused on growth and
achievement to uphold these moral considerations (Kundro,
2023). Creativity may also be enhanced through morally
necessary positive emotion or aesthetic feelings (e.g., Malti
and Krettenauer, 2013). While theoretical and empirical
research suggests a positive correlation between ethics and
creativity, there is relatively limited understanding about
the mechanism(s) influencing this relationship (Shen et al.,
2019; Winchester & Medeiros, 2023).
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Religion in Organizational Studies:
A Mechanism-Based Approach

The theological turn in management and entrepreneurship
research highlights religion as a major (and neglected) cul-
tural force and seeks to provide novel answers to questions
in organizational studies and entrepreneurship (Dyck, 2014;
Smith et al., 2021). Religion is defined as a “systems of
meaning embodied in a pattern of life, a community of faith,
and a worldview of the sacred and what ultimately matters”
(Schmidt et al., 1999, p. 10) and “the feelings, thoughts,
experiences, and behaviors, that arise from the search for
the sacred” (Hill et al., 2000, p.66). The theological turn
begins to take seriously the role of religion in management
and entrepreneurship and provides a framework for under-
standing how the integration of religion may change organi-
zational processes. Emerging scholarship on the theological
turn in management and entrepreneurship has explored a
wide range of topics, including resource acquisition, deci-
sion making, entrepreneurial action and persistence (e.g.,
Smith, et al., 2022; Jones et al., 2024; Pidduck et al., 2024).
Therefore, we believe it may be useful for understanding the
relationship between ethics and creativity in both directions.
In terms of ethics, religion may inform ethical attitudes,
knowledge, and frameworks for making decisions between
right and wrong (e.g., Parboteeah et al., 2008). In terms of
creativity, religion has been associated with both positive
and negative creative processes, such as the development
of schemas to organize information (Bierly III et al., 2009;
Liu et al., 2018).

To clarify its relevance, scholars have encouraged a
mechanism-based approach for the study of religion in
creative and entrepreneurial contexts (Dejardin et al., 2024;
Smith et al., 2021). This is because a deeper understanding
of a religious mechanism may serve as a mid-range theory,
potentially bridging different theoretical approaches and
allowing for the explanation of positive or negative factors
(Dejardin et al., 2024), as is needed in the complex and mul-
tifaceted relationship between ethics and creativity. There-
fore, while the inclusion of religion in the understanding of
ethics and creativity may be worthwhile, more precise theo-
retical specification is essential (Barbosa & Smith, 2024).

Intimate Co-creation

One promising avenue to improve theoretical specification
is the emerging theory of intimate co-creation, defined as
“a process in which two people pass ideas back and forth
throughout idea generation, elaboration, and evaluation (the
phases of the creative process), with the goal of developing
novel and useful ideas and products” (Rouse, 2020, p. 124).
Intimate co-creation focuses on how individuals move ideas
between themselves through intimate interactions and shared

interpersonal boundary (Rouse, 2020). Intimate co-creation
identifies a major oversight in the literature on creativity: the
role of the dyad. This is important because practice reveals
countless examples, such as Sergey Brin and Larry Page at
Google, where “the pair is the primary creative unit” (Shenk,
2014: xxii) and research acknowledges significantly larger
effects at the dyadic level than at the individual or organiza-
tional levels (Damadzic et al., 2022; Winchester & Medei-
ros, 2023).

Based on the theory of intimate co-creation, two indi-
viduals engage in creative interactions that may lead to the
development of a shared interpersonal boundary, or sense of
‘we’ (Rouse, 2020). In turn, this shared interpersonal bound-
ary provides a safe space where individuals participate in the
vulnerable challenges and activities of creativity, including
the appreciation of differences to increase creative diver-
gence, the balancing of creative tensions to increase genera-
tive energy, and the leveraging of schemas to increase the
quantity of ideas (Rouse, 2020). Within this shared interper-
sonal boundary, individuals may experience shared owner-
ship, interpersonal flow, and validation (Rouse, 2020).

The centrality of a dyadic relationship has parallels in
religion. In the study of religion, there is a focus on devel-
oping a close and personal relationship with God that leads
to bi-directional communication (Luhrmann, 2012). Extant
literature focuses on the ability to communicate with a deity
or God, ranging from subjective experiences (James, 1902)
to spiritual exercises, where the exercises are considered
a means to initiate and nurture communication with God,
as modeled by Ignatius Loyola (Fleming, 2008). This is
seen most clearly in the case in Christian prayer, which is
considered as “a continuing conversation with God” (Kel-
ler, 2014: 48), where “God is actually speaking to you!”
(Packer, 1973: 36). In the study of communication and reli-
gion, extant research compares interpersonal communication
and communication with a deity and finds these processes
are similar in their dyadic nature, intention to communi-
cate, and bi-directional communication processes, “such as
speaking and listening” (Baesler, 1997: 10). Recognizing the
importance of a relational approach in religion, we believe
intimate co-creation is uniquely positioned to allow us to
specity, build, and elaborate theory about how religion influ-
ences the ethics-creativity relationship.

Methods

To examine our research question, we conducted a quali-
tative, inductive study that is particularly well-suited for
exploratory research focused on answering ‘how’ and
‘why’ research questions (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).
We investigated the creativity of monks and nuns employed
while operating business enterprises, which ranged from
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making and selling products ranging from soap to beer, as
an appropriate sample to investigate our phenomenon at the
intersection of ethics and creativity. While accessing these
religious orders is quite challenging, we were able to engage
prior relationships and partner contacts to conduct 49 inter-
views with monks and nuns across 25 monasteries in Italy
in four rounds of data collection (Table 1). We limited our
focus to Italy to reduce cross-country differences in creativ-
ity (Assouad & Parboteeah, 2018). A list of the monasteries,
interviewees, businesses activities conducted, locations and
other details can be found in the Appendix 1.

Research Setting

We focused on Catholic monks and nuns in Italy because
it is purposeful sampling—both empirically and theoreti-
cally—to address our research question. First, Catholic
monks and nuns have been engaged in creativity in their
business enterprises for many centuries. As a result, this
sample allowed us to empirically examine the intersection of
religion, ethics and creativity within longstanding business
enterprises. Starting with St. Benedict’s rule (540), many
Catholic monasteries began running business enterprises to
support their monasteries in Europe (Beales, 2003). Since
their origin, Catholic monks and nuns had the dual mission
of being financially sustainable and integrating their faith
into their daily work.

Second, monastic life offers an ideal setting for under-
standing the theory of intimate co-creation. This is because
monastic life focuses on the dyadic interactions and relation-
ship development (between nuns/monks and God), which are
essential to intimate co-creation. Anchored in centuries of
religious traditions dating back to St. Benedict, the Catholic
monks and nuns discern a ‘call’ to join the monastic life with
a deep faith in God. As part of their daily routines and life
purpose, monks and nuns practice religious contemplation
as a means to establish and cultivate a relationship with God.
The importance of the contemplation is documented in St.
Benedict’s rule (540), chapter XX: “We know by faith that
God is present everywhere and that ‘the eyes of the Lord
look in every place’ and we must believe it with absolute
certainty and without the slightest hesitation.” As a result,
the sampling of Catholic monks and nuns represent a form
of theoretical sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) because it
focuses on examining the development of dyadic relation-
ships between monks/nuns and God in the context of the
creative process in their entrepreneurial ventures.

Finally, given the ubiquity of religion in their daily lives
and across the business process, the research setting of the
Catholic monks and nuns is an extreme case that offers
unique insights to generate and elaborate theory on religion,
ethics and creativity. In seminal research of religious monks
and nuns, Baumol (1996, p. 906) highlights the historical

@ Springer

“entrepreneurial propensities” of the Catholic monks as the
“spearhead of technological advance”. Examples of their
entrepreneurial and creative success include the champagne
by Dom Pérignon, water mills, and beer, among many oth-
ers that have scaled businesses and influence of the mon-
asteries for centuries (Berman, 1986). Nowadays, monas-
teries are recognized for their creativity both for achieving
profitability despite developing commodity products with
limited resources but also for their innovative capacities
both in technologies, products, and art (Turak, 2009). For
some illustrative examples of creativity from our sample,
one monastery introduced important innovations related to
restoration of damaged historical books through the use of
magnets. Another monastery invented the first model of a
tripod-tracking solar panel system able to be used in adverse
weather conditions, like strong wind. A third monastery cre-
ated software to detect vineyard origins based on statistics
which resulted in a cheaper and more reliable system than
the previous one based on plant DNA. The above examples
illustrate the appropriateness of our sample to study the the-
ological turn in organizational studies and entrepreneurship
by focusing on creative activities within religious organiza-
tions (Smith et al., 2021, 2023a, 2023b; Tracey, 2012).

Data Collection

We built our data collection on three data sources of primary
and secondary data as documented in Table 1. First, the data
sources included semi-structured interviews conducted by
two members of the research team. We completed interviews
with 49 Catholic monks and nuns across 25 monasteries
in Italy. Second, we analyzed eight books and manuscripts
written or suggested by the monks and nuns interviewed,
including the book of the St. Benedict’s rules. We used sec-
ondary data to explore the contents mentioned in the inter-
views in greater depth while also gaining a general overview
of monastery’s organizations and history. Third, we visited
sixteen monasteries that allowed us to collect several obser-
vations. Despite monasteries traditionally being closed to the
public due to rules of cloister, we were able to gain special
access to observe their daily routines which include prayer,
work, and rest. These three sources of data allowed us to
triangulate the findings and cross-check the content of semi-
structured interviews with real-time direct observations and
published books (Jick, 1979; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The selection of the monasteries was based on the fol-
lowing criteria. First, we checked for their activities and the
number of members, when available, to ensure they ran busi-
nesses. Even though monasteries have the rule of economic
independence, some monasteries rely primarily on donations
due to a large number of elderly monks and nuns. Second,
we carefully selected monasteries running businesses in dif-
ferent industries—from the restoration of ancient clothes and
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books to the production of jams and liquors—to assess gen-
eralizability across a spectrum of their business activities.

The focus of the data collection evolved across three
rounds between October 2019 and September 2024. Ini-
tially, we completed informational interviews with multiple
monks and nuns in several monasteries to investigate how
and why they pursue entrepreneurial activities. Based on ini-
tial evidence, we realized the influence of religion and their
relationship with God in the way monks and nuns approach
business activities. Initial concepts that emerged from the
interviews guided us toward theory connecting religion
and creativity, narrowing our research focus, and further
developing the interview protocol accordingly, consistent
with an inductive approach (Murphy et al., 2017). During
the first round, we also conducted repeated interviews with
monks and nuns in two different monasteries to strengthen
our knowledge in preparation for our next round of data col-
lections. In the second round, combining exploratory inter-
views with an examination of archival data and observa-
tions in the field we identified several relationships between
religion and creativity. Moreover, we further explored the
relationship between monks and God and its influence on
their identities. For instance, seeking spiritual growth in the
work environment was mentioned in many interviews and
consistent with our observations and secondary sources. In
a third round, we continued to expand our data collection
by diving deeper into such relationships while returning to
academic literature for a theoretical understanding of our
evidence. Finally, we conducted additional interviews to
confirm evidence on how monks and nuns understood their
relationship with God, and how it influences their creativ-
ity in the entrepreneurial endeavor. We concluded our data
collection when we reached theoretical saturation, which
occurs when no substantial new insights emerge from the
data to better describe or explain the categories of the data
(Strauss and Corbin, 2015).

The semi-structured interviews were collected by two
authors who also made several observations in 21 visits to
16 monasteries. This granted us unique access to data allow-
ing us to observe their daily routines, spaces within monas-
teries (e.g., church, gardens, refectories, workshops, stores
etc.) and surrounding environments—often in rural areas or
even islands, isolated from main cities. The data analysis
was conducted separately by two authors, who then com-
pared their analysis while the third author cross-checked the
process to avoid biases and ensure consistency with the data,
as described in detail in the next section (Larsson, 1993).

Data Analysis
Data analysis was conducted in three steps following rigor-

ous analytical procedures: developing first-order categories,
axial coding, and building a grounded model (Gioia et al.,
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2013). We carefully conducted a multi-stage process that
allowed us to go back and forth between data and the emerg-
ing theoretical arguments (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Strauss
& Corbin, 1998). In doing so, we connected empirical obser-
vations to existing theoretical concepts, which resulted in a
grounded theoretical model (McMullen & Dimov, 2013).
Consistent with grounded theorizing, we analysed the
transcribed interview and developed preliminary codes by
following an “open-coding” process (Strauss & Corbin,
1998) which consisted in a fine-grained reading and re-read-
ing of the transcriptions. The purpose of this phase of analy-
sis is to reach meaning condensation from the large amount
of data collected. From this analysis we identified different
concepts. The identification of these codes was discussed
among all the authors to ensure consistency. Similar codes
were gradually collapsed into our first-order categories
(Gioia et al., 2013), being faithful to reflect our informants’
“concepts-in-use” (Gephart, 2004). Through this process we
identified twelve first-order concepts. As suggested by this
methodology, in the second step we grouped conceptually
overlapping first-order categories into second-order themes.
The purpose of this phase is to identify the first-order con-
cepts that are related to one another and group them in the-
oretical categories allowing the coding process to evolve
into second-order concepts. Accordingly, such themes were
informed by existing theories, and therefore, required us to
go back and forth between data and theory several times
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). For instance, first orders codes
that suggested monks “avoiding self-affirmation” and framed
“working to serve others” were grouped into a second-
order theme of “servant schema”. This enabled us to link
our emerging concepts with prior theory. A theory-driven
explanation of our phenomenon brought us to identify five
second-order themes. Supporting data for each first-order
theme are provided in Table 2 to ensure transparency.
Third, we developed these second-order themes into three
aggregate dimensions based on their connected theoretical
domains. The aggregated dimensions provided theoretical
elaborations (e.g., relational identity with God) and theo-
retical generation (e.g., relationally bounded creativity).
Here, our team of researchers worked closely, comparing the
emerging coding structures. The result of the analysis pro-
duced a data structure of first-order concepts, second-order
themes, and aggregated dimensions, as reported in Fig. 1.
Finally, elaborating on second-order themes and aggre-
gated dimensions, we constructed a conceptual model that
connect such dimensions in order to explain the influence of
religion on the relationship between ethics and on creativity
as shown in Fig. 2 and explained in the discussion section.
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Table 2 Supporting evidence

Second-orders codes

Supportive evidence

Aggregated dimension:
relational development with
god

Integrating faith & work

Working as a way to relate with God

“Ora et labora means live the prayer, so the relationship with the Lord in all aspects of the relationship exists
within work.” (Monk#3)

“I believe the greatest thing is that in work there is possibility of meeting the presence of God. It is a very power-
ful factor of human and spiritual evolution.” (Nun#20)

“When our Lord asked to a crowd of people “Who is the labor here? Who desire the life and live days of joy?”
Saint Benedict defined that person [the labor] as the person who will be happy. For us, work is a journey of
faith, a way to relate with God.” (Nun#1)

Working to give form to faith

“Work allows faith to become incarnate and ensure it is not disembodied. It involves my relationship with the
creation and Creator. This does not mean that I pray while working, but it means that when you work...you
give form to the spiritual dimension.” (Monk#17)

“It is when you enter work that you can truly understand it. You have absorbed it at that point faith becomes
natural, like a tailor-made suit. Living work to the full allows me to also live faith to the full.” (Monk#12)

“In the work you live for Christ. The work is where you do your personal journey of faith.” (Nun#45)

Working as a spiritual technique

“Work is an essential tool for balance your monastic life. The work helps to maintain the balance between inner
experience and outer development, because the asceticism of work allows the progress achieved internally to
pass into nature.” (Nun#42)

“Work is important not only for an economic perspective, but also as a spiritual technique. There is an apo-
phthegm of the Desert Fathers that says there was an old man who lived far away in the desert and therefore
was not able to sell the product of his work. He made baskets. At the end of the year, he burned everything and
started again. This says it all very well. Work not as an economic need but as a means to balance the spiritual
dimension.” (Monk#2)

“We constantly seek equilibrium between work and pray because work is to reach a unification of self, and so of
these two overcome constant tensions.” (Nun#43)

Aggregated dimension: relational identity with god

Servant schema

Avoiding self-affirmation

“Making the monastery machine work remains primary. One of the dangers of the spiritual life is the identifica-
tion of an activity with your own person: ‘I am the accountant.” Work should be experienced with humility.
So, the opposite of acting to emerge (...) to being envied by others. No, hubris! There is not prestige to be
conquered.” (Monk#8)

“There are risks of putting oneself a step above, feeling the owner of the activities. This is why if you are a man-
ager in our sector, we make sure you are a collaborator in another. So, you remember to serve others and you
avoid the risks to cannot impose yourself, it is a service I make myself available.” (Monk#6)

“St. Benedict was rather cautious precisely of the artisans of the monastery, that is, on those who came to the
monastery with already skills ... if there is a need, they can also be employed in the art in which they are
experts, but if they feel owner of the monastery’s outcomes because of their skills it is better to take that job
away and make them do something else.” (Monk#3)

Working to serve others

“You do a job that you have not chosen for yourself ... I don't go to the Abbess and I tell her 'I want to do that
thing ... send me there ..." Above all, it becomes beautiful when you live it as a service, so I'm not looking
for my profit, I'm trying to build a reality on the basis of work and therefore today it is important to make the
cream. It means it is a service to all.” (Nun#1)

“Cleaning, for example, is something that weighs heavily on me... in the sense that I don't like it... but I have
to do it... you feel these divisions. So, the attempt is to put them back together, why am I cleaning up? Which
service? What reasons? It is for the community.” (Monk#18)

“Listening with attention to the specific abilities and charisms of your members... and this is mutual between
brothers. Therefore, if I learned from those who preceded me a certain type of work, it enriches me. By treasur-
ing the experience of the other, gathering their greater competence, recognizing their existence ... this can give
rise to intuition, discernment, and understanding. So, the members here are at the service of the community.”
(Monk#35)
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Table 2 (continued)

Second-orders codes Supportive evidence

Co-creator schema Collaborating in God’s creation

“Work in this sense is truly a way in which man collaborates with God. Benedict X VI said when speaking about
the work of monks... that ultimately God works, he gets his hands dirty; therefore, our work is a responsible
participation in God's work, it is a collaboration.” (Nun#1)

“You worked with your hands, and you participated in the work of creation, because then the work ... in the
social doctrine of the church has this meaning here, the active participation that the Lord asks precisely of his
work.” (Monk#18)

“In the work you live this personal journey of faith, you adhere and live Christ through what He asked you. And
what He asks to serve the Church and within the service you make Christ present in the world. This community
itself is a place where you contribute to make God present. It so that you contribute to the Creation through this
faith in God.” (Nun#46)

Creating with each other

“Work interfaces with dimensions of faith. I see faith as a mission. More profoundly, work is a fundamental way
of relating from the point of view of the quality of the relationship with others... Working together allows us to
get to know each other in a much deeper way.” (Nun#15)

“We make decisions together, as a community. We discuss it together so that even the aspect of collaboration
makes one feel like an active part, we could say. I think that the esteem is linked precisely to the fact of being
an active part of, now let's talk about the work discourse but in fact of the whole life of the community, we
every decision is taken as a community. So already as our legislation there is the fact that it is a chapter vote,
but apart from the matter of law, it is also just an approach.” (Monk#7)

“Working with one another, which is an evangelical criterion, leads us to bear that fruit of human maturity, too,
which allows for better work. So being able to collaborate means establishing a team that has the same purpose
and that is supportive. Feeling useful for others makes you part of the community in which you live, otherwise
there are slices of exclusion, instead everyone should come together and bring his or her own creative contribu-
tion.” (Nun#26)

Aggregated dimension: relationally bounded creativity

Relational obedience as Accepting God’s restrictions
limiting constraint: Oper- “Obedience is a sort of bet because you throw yourself into something that you don’t know how to do it. And,
ating within guardrails sometimes it is a job that I say, ‘I am not suited to it or I don’t like it. I would like to do another job,” But, you

still have to do it. I remember when they asked me to work in agriculture. I was very shocked, and I had a lot of
difficulty because I didn’t have experience or the specific skills.” (Monk#31)

“Obedience is to God first of all and if I obey God, I also obey His words and then if I meditate on the word of
God also comes to understand certain things. He helps me to discern and understand better what He did for us
and wants from us with all we have here.” (Monk#30)

“Everything is fine when you are called to do what you like or what allows you to put into practice the talents
you have. But the work that is entrusted does not always correspond with one’s expectations: I have often felt
completely inadequate or unprepared for carrying out the task that had been assigned.” (Nun#42)

Trusting in God’s intentions

“It is like a virtuous cycle: God offered us a path of life that exists only in the relation with the given reality [by
God] and through obedience you grow your faith which leads you to entrust more in God. This gives you trust
in viewing the reality positively because you know that there is another dimension beside the one you can
tangibly see and touch.” (Nun#47)

“If I trust in a God who is the Creator and who has entrusted me with the responsibility for Creation, I can-
not seek the face of God in a disembodied way if not by incarnating it within what my life is called to live.”
(Monk#17)

“When you obey, you say a ‘Yes’, but you trust in it because the Lord is there with you. You believe to receive
a grace that helps you to accomplish that “Yes’, to do your tasks regardless of how difficult it is. When I was
nominated as responsible of the nursery, I was very worried. It was a great challenge to pass through it, but the
Lord taught me that I am not alone. And so, your fears disappear.” (Nun#48)

Relational obedience as Perceiving abundance of resource endowment
enabling constraint: “It's not that a prior selection made on the basis of professional qualifications, there is room for everyone because
Providential innovation everyone has a value. Who can be competent for works that are more intellectual, who instead can do more

practical job, you have to understand how to get the best out of it from them.” (Monk#37)

“We recognize what we have as sacred gifts that the Lord has given us.” (Monk#31)

“Everyone has his gifts and exercises them in the monastery. The Abbot recognizes there (the talents) and makes
each monk realize them with his abilities (...) Because as St. Benedict says, the Abbot must recognize and in a
certain sense value all the abilities that every monk has.” (Monk#4)
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Table 2 (continued)

Second-orders codes Supportive evidence

Embracing restriction with freedom

“Obedience liberates in the sense of freeing you from what constrains you...the false needs that keep us bound
as prisoners... so it is a discipline that tries to free you to make you understand what is for your good.”

(Monk#37)

“Through obedience one develops their potential. It can be challenging otherwise to accept to put energy in
something that does not look suitable for you. A monk was asked to work with the bees, he did not like the
idea, the environment, but then became very successful and won several prizes.” (Monk#35)

“Obedience leads to a freedom from oneself. It opens us up to creativity.” (Nun#20)

Assembling resources with faith

“The providence is trusting that God takes care of each of us. He doesn't abandon his children. Work is a way to
support us to give to do our part, to commit ourselves to moving forward... but here we are not self-sufficient.
We are not enough on our own we need God's providence and we also experience this providence.” (Monk#31)

“Providence is the Lord's gaze, His hand that watches over everything, and in the community, it is tangible
because one feels that many times humanly certain things cannot be explained except for this intervention of
the Lord. Every time a sister arrives it is like a piece of a puzzle that we say was missing because it brings with

it its history and abilities.” (Nun#38)

“Different businesses were opened at different times taking into account the capabilities and possibilities of the
people who became part of the community. For example, a publishing house was born from the work of some
brothers and sisters who did editorial work or wrote, translated, took care of things for other publishing houses.
The ceramic workshop was born from the sensitivity, the ability and desire of some brothers as well as the
icons and the carpentry workshop.” (Monk#37)

Working as a way to relate with God
Working to give form to faith

Integrating faith and work >

Relational development with God

Working as a spiritual technique

Avoiding self-affirmation
Working to serve others

Servant schema

Relational identity with God

Collaborating in God’s creation
Creating with each other

g Co-creator schema

Accepting God’s restrictions
Trusting God’s intentions

Relational obedience as limiting constraint:
Operating within guardrails

Relationally-bounded creativity

Perception of abundant resource endowment
Embracing restriction with freedom

Relational obedience as enabling constraint:
Providential innovation

Assembling resources with faith

Fig. 1 Data structure of moralization of relationally bounded creativity

Findings

Our data analysis highlights how religious beliefs and prac-
tices by monks and nuns led to a process of relational mor-
alization where ethical considerations based on the relation-
ship between individuals and God influenced the process
of creativity. The centrality of the relationship seemed to
evolve through three stages: relational development, rela-
tional identity, and relational obedience, resulting in a form
of relationally bounded creativity. Throughout the process,
the importance of the dyadic relationship and corresponding
ethical considerations remained at the forefront. As we iter-
ated back and forth between the data and theory, we found

the creative process was both limited and enabled by this
relational moralization. We find relational moralization leads
to a more nuanced view where ethics acts as a double-edged
sword that both limits the domain of creativity and enables
innovation within this domain through relationally bounded
creativity based on obedience to God. We now discuss each
of these stages.

Relational Development with God
As a starting point, we found monks and nuns integrated

faith and work as a means to build a relationship with God.
While research focuses on building relationships between
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Relational obedience as limiting constraint

Fig.2 A conceptual model of moralization of relationally bounded creativity

people, such as colleagues or partners (Rouse, 2020), we
found individuals building a relationship with God in the
context of work. Our data documented that this relationship
is built not only by prayer but also by work itself. In this
way, work influenced their faith by providing real-life expe-
riences to better understand their knowledge of God gained
through spiritual practices, such as prayer and Bible reading.
In this way, relational development served as a first step in
relational moralization.

Integration of Faith and Work

Both primary and secondary data documented that one of
the most important pillars of the Benedictine monasteries
is summarized in the expression ‘ora et labora’—‘pray and
work.” It refers to the monastic way of life integrating work
and prayer, outlined in St. Benedict’s rule (540). In chapter
XLVIII, the Rule explains the role of work in the spiritual
life highlighting how monks and nuns “must live off the
work of their own hands” to generate revenue to support
the monastery. As our participants commented, these two
elements are connected by the conjunction ‘et,” suggests an
integrated rather than segmented way of living. Our data
documented three features that express the integration of
faith and work.

First, we found monks and nuns experience working as a
way to relate with God. Similar to the act of praying, work is
a place of contemplation, representing a means to establish
a relationship with the divine. As nun Beatrice explained,
“The work becomes the battle field where you experience
the relationship with God. You talk to God, you establish a
dialogue with God” (Nun#46). Accordingly, work allowed
the monks and nuns to not only be “working ‘for’ God,
[but also] ‘in the presence’ of God: then work becomes an
instrument of discerning and knowing God” (Nun#42). In so
doing, monks and nuns could experience their faith within
the work which becomes, “a place where you exercise the
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prayer, where you do your spiritual journey, thus, prayer
becomes a sort of ‘making’” (Monk#8).

Second, we found work gives form to faith by contribut-
ing to the understanding of God through a participation in
real-world activities. As nun Elisabeth commented, “Work
is to give concreteness to faith. I act, enter and operate in
the history. Faith becomes incarnate through practical work
which itself is humanizing” (Nun#5). Monk Lorenzo pro-
vided another vivid example from his experience:

“St. Benedict said he learned more working in the
bushes then reading books, because in the work you
experience your spiritual journey, your faith. Even
I experience that when I was making cheese. I had
to touch it to understand its density. This allowed me
to move out of me, to focus on things which are not
myself. Within this work, you experience a concrete
growth of yourself and your faith” (Monk#2)

Finally, monks and nuns framed work as a spiritual tech-
nique to provide a balance for spiritual and personal growth.
Introduced in St. Benedict’s Rule, the relative emphasis on
work was a turning point in the monastic experience which
largely focused on issues of prayer and spiritual practices.
This aspect of the Rule shaped monastic life highlighting
the importance of balance between different aspects of life.
For example, Michele, the principal (abbot) of a monastery
which produced sacred icons and clay artifacts, shared:

“The rule helps give the right proportion to all the
activities, such as that of prayer and work. So, you
pray but not too much, you also work. We must inte-
grate them by balancing them. So, the manual, intel-
lectual, and emotional dimensions are all dimensions
that live in us and the goal is to keep them in balance”
(Monk#17)

Thus, work addresses an “anthropological need for a
human balance; it is to feed the spiritual and humans needs
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as such” (Monk#18). The principal (abbess) Valeria, lead-
ing a monastery specialized in restoring ancient books,
highlighted the role of work as a means to balance spiritual
life sharing her experience during the pandemic when “our
clients stopped the orders. Our concern was to continue our
work, not to have an income but to keep a balance in our
life” (Nun#15).

To conclude, the integration of faith and work are seen
as connecting two activities that lead to the building of a
relationship with God. The principal (abbot) Claudio of a
monastery explained:

“The monk has this double dimension that comes out
of the Rule. A vertical transcendent part, which is the
prayer, that binds him to the Creator. A horizontal
one, the work, that allows him not to detach himself
from history, that never makes him free from society
completely. Thus, work keeps him tied to reality and
social commitment, but with a capable gaze of thanks
to this more transcendent vertical axis that gives him
a vision.” (Monk#37)

Relational Identity with God

Our data provided evidence that through work and prayer,
a relationship with God led to the creation of a relational
identity with the deity for the monks and nuns. A relational
identity with God refers to “a role-relationship between an
individual and God” (Smith et al., 2024, p. 10), where indi-
viduals gain meaning for their identity and their role in the
relationship. In our data, we found two schemas or cognitive
frameworks informed the development of a relational iden-
tity and contributed moral considerations into their work:
a servant schema and a co-creator schema. In this way, the
religious understandings of the schemas influenced not only
how monks and nuns understood their roles but also how
these roles were not focused entirely upon themselves, but—
rather—held in conjunction with another. We now briefly
explain the two schemas that influenced a relational identity
with God.

Servant Schema

The relational identity with God was explained by the monks
and nuns through the role of a servant. It manifested itself in
two inter-related ways: avoiding self-affirmation and work-
ing to serve others. Related to avoiding self-affirmation, the
monks and nuns began to moralize this aspect of work by
overcoming pride. They wanted to detach themselves from
the identity threats of success and connect themselves to
the identity with God. For example, Angelo who heads jam
production explained, “An important part of our education is
detachment. Detach yourself from something that becomes

your definition and your fiefdom...Chapter 57 in the Rule
says the artisans who have a dowry are in danger. It is pride
because of personal affirmation instead of...working for the
common good” (Monk#7). The monks and nuns went to
great lengths to avoid self-affirmation, even if it was at the
expense of productivity. For example, monk Andrea, who
was a financial manager, shared:

“Saint Benedict said that if one thinks he is the savior
of the community and that you can’t go on without him,
you need to immediately take him out of that job and
put him in another one. No one should be considered
indispensable...so, this is the first of all to avoid—
personal affirmation. Here, every activity is shared,
from the cook to the washer precisely to avoid that one
becomes his own fiefdom” (Monk#16).

The servant schema was also focused on working to serve
others. This focus was important to keep the monks and nuns
connected to the identity of God by following the example
of Jesus. For example, the nun Angela who works in the
tailoring of the monastery claimed:

“I give myself to others because in reality it is my con-
crete way in which I can serve. Jesus asks of us, ‘Serve
another as I served you.’ In most cases, we are work-
ing for each other and within the community—those
who cook for all, who wash for all, and who serve the
sick—all reflect this pattern” (Nun#26).

Connecting these ideas of avoiding self-affirmation and
working to serve others, the servant schema also recognized
the collective efforts of all in the outcomes. The principal
(abbot) Marco of a monastery shared:

“All of the works serve the community. So, even if I do
a more individual job, there is always a community
behind me. Therefore, when we write a book, it is writ-
ten in the name of the monastery, not the author. Even
an individual work like a book becomes a fruit of the
community” (Monk#28).

Co-creator Schema

A second schema that informed and led to a relational iden-
tity with God was a co-creator schema. The role of co-crea-
tor acknowledged that monks and nuns were not working on
their own but actually working in partnership with God and
with each other. The monks and nuns suggested a primary
reason for partnering with God was to participate in collabo-
rating in God’s creation. As partners with God in creation,
monks and nuns began to moralize their work through an
increased sense of purpose because of its religious signifi-
cance. The nun Angela explained:
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“Our work is part of a greater design, we are called
to collaborate in the creation ... Because the creation
is not completed, it is constantly becoming, then our
collaboration enters there. So, whatever I do, I col-
laborate in a creative work with God. Whether I do
manual or conceptual work, the story is the same: |
am not just moving bricks, [ am building the cathedral
of God” (Nun#26).

The relational identity also informed and developed by
its ongoing nature. For example, the principal (abbot) Luigi
explained:

“We collaborate in creation with our work. It is
a continuous creation that never stops. I lived in a
monastery where there were one hundred people and
somebody was always working—a nurse tending to the
sick, others making cheese. Therefore, it is a creation-
continua which gives us a sense of vitality and partici-
pation in the co-creation with God” (Monk#32).

Beyond partnering with God, the monks and nuns were
also creating with each other. This co-creation with each
other was viewed as an expression of their faith and a con-
tinuation of the development of their relationship with
God. The principal (abbess) Elisabeth explained, “It is for
us as Benedictine monks and nuns that the work be done
together...because in some ways, this is a sacrament of the
presence of God. There is a monastic expression that has
been translated: Monks and nuns who have God as the abso-
lute goal of life have deeply understood that the relationship
with the others holds a fundamental place in the search for
God” (Nun#5). Co-creating with others also brought a sense
of solidarity to the monks and nuns in their faith and in their
mission. The nun Grace shared:

“It is clear that the faith discourse is grafted into col-
laboration because it is not collaboration between
business partners but between people who live the
same faith and belong to the same Lord. So, we col-
laborate not for the purpose of productivity but
because we are sisters in the same life and collabora-
tion reflects the idea of growing together in our faith
that goes beyond any economic criterion” (Nun#l ).

Overall, a relational identity with God, based on serv-
ant and co-creator schemas, increased moralization of their
work and served as an important antecedent to relational
obedience to God.

Relationally Bounded Creativity
Building on a relationship and relational identity with God,

we found the monks and nuns engaged in moralization of
their work through a unique process of creativity in their
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business enterprises. This moralization occurred through
relational obedience to God. They did not engage in unbri-
dled creativity without consideration of limitations. Instead,
their creative process was one of bounded creativity, which
parallels the notion of bounded rationality (Simon, 1969)
and acknowledges creative cognition in both recognizing
limits of the design space and creatively operating within
those limits (Brown & Cagan, 1996). While one school of
thought in creativity examines “outside the box” thinking,
bounded creativity focuses on “inside the box thinking”
(Hoegl et al., 2008). For monks and nuns, bounded creativity
was based on a relational obedience to God. Therefore, we
refer to this form of creativity as relationally bounded crea-
tivity. Specifically, the monks and nuns undertook business
activities where the boundaries of the creative domain were
limited by relational obedience to God’s guardrails AND
where the creativity within that domain was enabled by
relational obedience through providential innovation. In this
way, a relationship with God informed the intimate co-cre-
ation process between the monks/nuns and God where they
felt safe to trust where God placed restrictions and empow-
ered to carry out new experiments within those restrictions.

Relational Obedience as Limiting Constraint: Operating
Within Guardrails

Based on religious considerations, the monks and nuns
sought to obey God in their business activities, thereby con-
straining the range of opportunities. This often meant they
had to accept God'’s restrictions by giving up their own ideas
and will in favor of where God called them. This obedience
is explained in the Rule of St. Benedict, “Leaving imme-
diately all that is theirs, and forsaking their own will, with
their hands disengaged and leaving unfinished what they
were about, with their ready step of obedience, follow by
their deeds the voice of God who commands” (Rule, Chap-
ter 57). In this view, the principal (abbot) Luigi explained,
“We live in a regime of obedience, so that the monk must be
willing not to control his own life, the monk should give his
own life to God” (Monk#32). Accepting God’s restrictions
regularly challenged some monks and nuns. Yet, religious
obedience infused their choices with moral overtones and
provided an important boundary for creativity within which
monks and nuns operate. Using the analogy of a vase, Monk
Marco shared:

“Obedience educates your choices. It does not force
you. Obedience helps to give shape to freedom, not to
an unbridled freedom. Freedom for freedom’s sake is
wrong. It’s like water that doesn’t have a basin. It is
useless, if it is dispersed. Instead, obedience keeps the
water like a vase. So, it can be used to bathe, to drink,
for many things” (Monk#28).
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For instance, when we met with principal (abbot) Calu-
dio, he shared how the monks and nuns felt called by God
to build the monastery in an isolated area. Despite its lim-
ited accessibility by a mountainous road and unfavorable
agricultural conditions, the monastery was built there. He
shared, “When we arrived, there was just a forest, nothing
else. We slowly tried to clear the woods, and we had to think
of a business activity to undertake. We could not do ceram-
ics or anything else, because of the road. So, we started to
prepare some land to cultivate. Since the soil was acidic and
the land is not flat, we could not grow very many things.”
(Monk#6). In this way, their obedience to build in this loca-
tion restricted their potential creative business opportunities,
similar to the aforementioned basin.

Based on relational obedience, the monks and nuns also
trusted God’s intentions, believing that God’s divine plans
had a purpose or meaning, even if it limited their opportuni-
ties. In this view, “Obedience is not [seen as] an execution
of tasks, it is a ‘yes’ to which one entrusts yourself to God”
(Nun#46). One nun described her trust in God’s intentions
as “the hope that one has inside that accompanies us and
allows us to cross the tiring bottlenecks...looking at reality
and knowing that there is a meaning, a fulfillment that we
do not yet see” (Nun#20). This understanding of obedience
required monks and nuns to see beyond their own concerns
about limitations and trust in God. Nun Lucrecia shared,
“We have always experienced trust beyond any of our own
fears... how will it all end? We do everything not as if it
depended on us, but knowing that everything depends on
God” (Nun#38). Despite this trust, relational obedience lim-
ited the search space for possible solutions. For example,
when considering tourism alternatives, Monk Alessandro
explained, “I indulge in what seems to be His direction, to
follow God's ways and operate accordingly...Chiara Lubich
says, ‘Stay within the radius of your adventure’” (Monk#29).

Relational Obedience as Enabling Constraint: Providential
Innovation

While obedience to God established the boundaries of the
creative domain, it also acted as a source of inspiration
where God contributed to their creativity through provi-
dential innovation. This resulted in the expression of crea-
tivity “inside the box” of God’s obedience. First, based on
religious obedience, monks and nuns found inspiration for
creative innovation by perceiving an abundant resource
endowment within the restricted focus given by God that
may have appeared as limited. St. Benedict’s Rule states
that monks and nuns must “regard all utensils and goods
of the monastery as sacred vessels of the altar, aware that
nothing is to be neglected” (Chapter, XXXI). In this way,
monks and nuns saw great possibilities in the resources they
had. This is because, “Each person is valued, as St. Benedict

says: ‘It could also be the youngest, the latest arrival who
has the right idea’” (Monk#6). During our visits, we often
observed older monks and nuns contributing to the busi-
ness operations, participating in activities that suited their
age and abilities in order “to give a place for them to feel
useful... for instance, we have a sister of ninety years old
who paints icons” (#26). The principal (abbess) Christine
of a monastery producing sacred icons explained, “What is
God’s responsibility? God’s role surely is to give the basic
endowment...that of delivering this enormous potential into
our hands” (Nun#20).

These beliefs encouraged monks and nuns to see beyond
resource limitations to innovative combinations with the
resources. The principal (abbess) told us, “We have these
gifts, how do we put them into circulation? Providence
allows us to imagine how to find new ways to do things
through faith...Providence is precisely this ability to believe
that life opens up possibilities” (Nun#20). For instance, a
monastery working in editing and restoring ancient books
leveraged nuns’ knowledge to overcome the lack of finan-
cial resources to bridge technological gaps and create a new
innovation:

“an evaporation chamber in which the ancient and
burnt parchments were revitalized with certain vapors
put into play. (...) We studied and found how to sof-
ten it and how progressively restore them by using
magnets. We invented this through the expertise of
the typography that gave us a way to flatten without
ruining the parchment and make it readable again”
(Nun#5).

Obedience also acted as an enabling factor allowing
monks and nuns to embrace restrictions with freedom. Sur-
prisingly, our data documented how restrictions coming
from obedience encouraged monks and nuns to experiment
with new activities, relieving them from potential false prej-
udices and biases about their own capacities and passions
by relying instead on God’s providence to provide starting
points for innovation. One nun explained: “The obedience
at the service of others and to God make you free... free
from what? Freedom from your constrains, worries, weak-
ness; and this opens you” (Nun#46). Another commented:
“Obedience is what liberates, right? Letting ourselves mod-
eling and educating, obeying means freeing oneself from
the tyranny of one’s ego, passions and desires which make
us unable to read or interpret the greater project that is there
for us” (Nun#38). In this regard, the principal (abbot) Luigi
shared:

“I gave my life to God in order to get to know myself
better and avoid getting too used to an image of myself.
This enabled us to see if it is truly the gift we supposed
to have. Otherwise, the risk is we remain at some job
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roles that we suppose are good for us and this does
not allow us to expand our knowledge and abilities”
(Monk#32).

This often stimulated the capacity of monks and nuns to
discover new and sometimes hidden talents and meanings
of their own life. Monk Marco shared, “I was asked to work
in the book restoration workshop. I didn't have a particu-
larly developed artistic dimension, any expertise. In letting
myself be stimulated in this activity I learnt new talents and
passion” (Monk#16). Embracing freedom allowed monks
and nuns to pursue creative ideas they might have otherwise
ignored or discarded. During one of our visits, a tangible
example was offered about the notorious restoration work-
shop of ancient clothes placed on a small island. The current
head of the workshop described its foundation:

“When the Bishop told the head of the monastery to
open a restoration workshop on the island, she could
have said, ‘No, because I have here six young nuns and
maybe they cause me a lot of disasters since none of
them went to restoration school.” But even if it looks
the craziest thing in the world, if you trust in the Lord's
help, then the Lord helps you, gives you the strength
and gives you the serenity” (Nun#39).

Building on this, monks and nuns were able to experiment
with new ideas or creative combinations of resources. Accord-
ingly, monks and nuns often assembled resources with faith
that God will support their business opportunities. For instance,
Father Carlo explained how a monastery began to use waste
from the jam workshop to make fruit liqueurs. He shared:

“We saw that making the jams from the small apples
was more a cost than a profit: you must clean and peel
them; it was troubling. And we said, we have to find
a way to enhance their value more, so the idea was to
ferment them to make cider and then make the distil-
late. It is an inventiveness in transformation processes.
In the end, a waste became a resource” (Monk#6).

In another interview, we documented that providential
innovation encouraged a monastery to diversify production
of beers with bitters, as shared by the head of the produc-
tion during our visit to the plant: “At some point after two
or three years, we came out with this question: ‘But couldn’t
we do something else besides beer?” Combining the natural
resources we have here with a little bit of our knowledge
about bitters, we conducted an experiment, tasted some,
until we made an amaro that people liked” (Monk#3).

Overall, the monks and nuns engaged in relationally
bounded creativity, where obedience to God acted as a con-
straint imposing a guardrail on the creative domain and as
an enabler within the creative domain based on providential
innovation. These two functions of relational obedience did
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not happen in isolation. Instead, they interacted with each
other dynamically across the creative process, often lead-
ing to unexpected creativity. For example, Monk Michele
explained how he had to obey God’s imposed limitations,
as ordered by the Abess, even though he was very gifted at
his role. He shared:

“When the abess told me to leave the reception role
of welcoming guests in our retreat house, he did so,
because I was too attached to it. It was a huge con-
straint because I loved to interact with our guests.
Sometimes saying ‘yes’ doesn’t come naturally to me
or forces me into something uncomfortable.”

Despite this limiting function, Monk Michele continued to
innovate inside the box of these restrictions. He began to look
for starting points of creativity within these limitations. He said:

“Yet, it is precisely the ‘yes’ that breaks me from the
chains that bound me, that makes me a free person.
The obedience that forces you to always confront your-
self, this becomes a great help in freeing you from your
immediate perception that sometimes deceives. So,
what did I do? I started writing letters which eventu-

ally became a popular book that was printed in four
editions” (Monk#17).

Taken together, this example illustrates the interaction of
the limiting and enabling functions of relational obedience.
It shows how this interaction imposed by obedience both
restricted the creative domain and enabled creativity within
the remaining search space to discover a creative way to
pursue another entrepreneurial activity.

Discussion

Although extant research has been fruitful, it has also
yielded equivocal results and two different perspectives on
the relationship between ethics and creativity due at least
partly to theoretical under-specification (Shen et al., 2019;
Winchester & Medeiros, 2023; Barbosa & Smith, 2024). We
therefore began by building on the theory of intimate co-
creation to examine the role of the religious dyadic relation-
ship between individuals and God in creativity. To organize
the concepts and relationships in our data, we developed a
conceptual model of relationally bounded creativity which
summarizes and generalizes our primary findings, as shown
in Fig. 2.

Toward a Model of Moralization of Relationally
Bounded Creativity

The figure illustrates that creativity is influenced by the
dyadic relationship that both limits and enables creativity.
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As developed in our findings, the dyadic relationship is
essential to intimate co-creation and often results in the
moralization of creative work. When the relationship con-
tinues to develop through increasingly intimate interactions
in a shared boundary (Rouse, 2020), schemas or cognitive
frameworks unfold that contribute to the development of
a relational identity. In time, a member of the dyad may
define themself at least partly via the role-relationship. This
is because the increased and positive intimate interactions
will lead to personalization and attraction within the dyad
and, therefore, a more salient role-based identity (Sluss &
Ashforth, 2007). In our data, the monks and nuns began to
define themselves at least partly through a relational identity
with God, defined as “a role relationship between an indi-
vidual and God, where individuals understand themselves at
least partly in a parent—child relationship (as a child of God),
working from a received (rather than achieved) identity that
is enduring (rather than contingent on performance)” (Smith
et al., 2023a, 2023b: 10).

This development of a relational identity within the dyad
suggests the relationship may become more embedded in
common meanings, motivations, and goals (Sluss & Ash-
forth, 2007). As a result, a relational identity between God
and the individuals leads to continued moralization and rela-
tional obedience within the dyadic relationship. This may
be particularly true when power differences exist within the
dyad (Rouse, 2020). Based on our data, relational obedience
functions to both limit and enable creativity. Relational obe-
dience as a constraint defines the creative domain, thereby
providing both limitations to the search space for solutions
(Damadzic et al., 2022). As an enabler, relational obedience
stimulates freedom to push new boundaries and frontiers
within the creative domain (Winchester & Medeiros, 2023).
Taken together, we view creativity as a complex process that
is both constrained and enabled by the intimate dyadic rela-
tionship. We refer to this as relationally bounded creativity
because it is the obedience within the dyadic relationship
that sets the creative constraints.

Finally, we see how these interactions also create a poten-
tial feedback loop that influences the continued develop-
ment of the dyadic relationship and therefore future crea-
tive interactions. We find initial evidence of this feedback
loop as a means of deepening the relationship. For exam-
ple, one monk explained, “I have certainly deepened my
faith...through the work. It's not that what I thought of God
was wrong, but you know him better. God is certainly the

2 Qur data provided initial evidence of a feedback loop from crea-
tivity to the relationship with God. Consistent with research that
shows initial but not complete evidence (Younger and Fisher, 2020),
we include the data in the discussion section rather than the findings.
We represent this idea as a dotted arrow in our conceptual model in
Fig. 2.

fundamental reference in life, but I got to know increas-
ingly more affective, interpersonal, emotional dimensions”
(Monk#16). This illustrates not only how relationships influ-
ence co-creation but also how co-creation affects the contin-
ued development of the dyadic relationship (Rouse, 2020).
We now discuss the theoretical implications of our study for
business ethics and intimate co-creation.

Theoretical Implications for Business Ethics
and Creativity

Our first contribution is to the business ethics literature on
the relationship between ethics and creativity. While extant
research finds competing perspectives on how ethics may
hinder or facilitate creativity (e.g., Shen et al., 2019), our
study finds a more nuanced perspective where ethics intro-
duces constraints that both /imit and enable creativity in
relationally bounded creativity. In the process, we identify
a religiously informed mechanism of relational moraliza-
tion, where ethical considerations based on the relationship
between individuals and God, result in a form of relation-
ally bounded creativity. In so doing, we elaborate theory of
relational moralization and the role of ethical constraints in
creativity.

First, we augment the literature on business ethics
through the notion of relational moralization. While the lit-
erature recognizes a relational turn to ethics, the relationship
is generally considered between two humans (Kellenberger,
2005). Extending this idea, we elaborate the literature to
include a relationship between an individual and God. We
show how relational moralization between an individual
and God occurs through three stages: relational develop-
ment, relational identity and relational obedience. In this
way, our study extends research on relationship and eth-
ics to include a personal relationship with God. Our work
aligns with research that takes seriously how a relationship
with God and relational identity may influence entrepre-
neurial and creative processes (Smith et al., 2023a, 2023b)
and adds to this work by showing how relational obedience
may inform ethical decisions. Building on the theory of inti-
mate co-creation, our study responds to the call for greater
theoretical specification of the mechanisms influencing the
ethics-creativity relationship, the dyadic level of analysis,
and the role of religion (Barbosa & Smith, 2024; Winchester
& Medeiros, 2023).

Second, we elaborate on the literature on the ethics-cre-
ativity relationship by highlighting an important but often
limiting role of constraints (Tromp, 2023). While ethical
constraints are often considered limiting for creativity (Shen
et al., 2019), we illustrate how relational obedience leads
to two different functions of constraints, as both limiting
and enabling. The limiting constraint serves the function
of setting guardrails the search space of solutions (Tromp
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& Sternberg, 2022). This limiting function aligns with the
traditional view of constraints in creativity and the hinder-
ing hypothesis of the role of ethics (Shen et al., 2019). By
comparison, the enabling function provides starting points
within the search space to encourage out of the box thinking
within the guardrails (Tromp, 2023). Here, we move beyond
the view of constraints as any factor that “limits creativity”
(Acar et al., 2019: 98) by adding the generative view of con-
straints. This is consistent with meta-analytic research that
finds a positive and significant relationship between con-
straints and creativity (Damadzic et al., 2022) and with the
facilitate hypothesis where ethics enables creativity (Shen
et al., 2019; Kundro, 2023). In addition, we align with and
build on research that has theorized about different functions
of constraints (e.g., Cummiskey and Baer, 2018; Tromp &
Sternberg, 2022) and augment this work by showing how
both functions may occur within the same creative process.
Finally, we offer a path to reconcile the two views on eth-
ics and creativity that assumes a main-effect of constraints
on creativity with an ‘interaction’ perspective of two types
of constraints on creativity. Scholars suggest an inverted
U-shaped effect of constraints on creativity to explain equiv-
ocal results (e.g., Acar et al., 2019). However, integrating
both limiting and enabling ethical constraints in the same
process, our study challenges this curvilinear static relation-
ship by identifying a more dynamic, interactive relation-
ship. In this way, we align with recent theorizing about an
interaction paradigm of constraints and creativity (Tromp &
Sternberg, 2022) and offer one of the first empirical studies
demonstrating this interaction between two constraints. In so
doing, we provide a more complete theoretical and empiri-
cal picture of the role of ethics in creativity (Winchester &
Medeiros, 2023) and begin to reconcile competing views of
ethics as limiting or enabling, with a view that acknowledges
the interaction of both forces. In our case, both constraints
of relational boundedness were paradoxically based on same
the mechanism: obedience to God, to which we now turn.

Theoretical Implications for Business Ethics
and Obedience

Our second contribution is to the literature on business eth-
ics, obedience, and religion. Emanating substantially from
the seminal work and popular interpretations of Stanley Mil-
gram, research in social science has largely focused on the
dark sides or destructive aspects of obedience to authority
(e.g., Milgram, 1974). While subsequent research provides
new insights into these experiments (Haslam et al., 2014),
this trend continues in the literature on business ethics where
research has focused on the “evil” of obedience to author-
ity, ranging from Milgram to terrorist groups and extend-
ing across geographies around the world (e.g., Snell, 1999;
Pina e Cunha et al., 2010). The construct of obedience to
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authority has been rightly criticized for its focus on control
and the range of negative outcomes it may cause, even act-
ing in the name of religion (e.g., Pina e Cunha et al., 2010).
Endemic to this line of research is the “brutality and inhu-
mane treatment at the direction of a malevolent authority”
(Milgram, 1974: 157). While not discounting this destructive
possibility, our study complements the destructive view with
a constructive view of obedience to authority based on the
direction of an altruistic God.

The theological turn in organizational studies (Dyck,
2014) and entrepreneurship (Smith et al., 2021) is based
on the utility of “developing social theory on the assump-
tion that there is an altruistic god, even if one believes that
such a god does not exist” (Dyck, 2014: 27). This is because
it is difficult to theorize about concepts such as altruism
in the absence of a benevolent and loving God, where the
self-interested and instrumental economic and management
paradigm dominates (Dyck, 2014; Smith et al., 2021). In
our study, we build on the theological turn by examining
how monks and nuns obey the authority of an altruistic God
in the creative process of developing businesses to support
their monasteries. In so doing, our study shifts attention from
a malevolent to an altruistic authority.

Our study aligns with research that acknowledges the
existence of a positive view of obedience to authority
(Passini & Morselli, 2009), especially when it is based
on the authority of an altruistic God (Dyck, 2014; Smith
et al., 2021). In contrast to traditional views of obedience
to authority, our findings suggest that obedience to an altru-
istic God is rooted in an internalized moral framework that
prioritizes ethical integrity and altruism by means of moral
self-governance. This is consistent with self-determination
theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), which argues that internaliza-
tion of external values leads to behaviors that are consistent
with one’s personal ideals and social cognitive frameworks
(Fiske, 1991). Our findings align with research that suggests
when obedience is internalized from an altruistic source, it
fosters constructive outcomes rather than mere compliance
(Passini & Morselli, 2009). This form of obedience not only
shapes a relational identity, via the development of serv-
ant and co-creator schemas, but also integrates faith with
daily work practices, transforming obedience into an active
engagement with ethical dilemmas. Such intrinsic motiva-
tion enables individuals to operate within clearly defined
ethical guardrails, promoting creativity where innovative
ideas are pursued by aligning with moral principles.

In this vein, our study highlights the role of reflective
safeguards, such as ongoing prayer, meditation, and com-
munal discernment, which inform continuous feedback loops
that help prevent obedience from devolving into unthink-
ing submission. Unlike obedience to human authority, often
extrinsically driven by sanctions or fear, obedience to a
benevolent deity relies on intrinsic adherence, fostering an
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environment where creative processes are both limited and
enhanced constructively. This dynamic interplay between
constraints underscores how moral reflection not only stimu-
lates creativity but also ensures that ethical business prac-
tices remain central.

While we understand there is a long history of immoral
atrocities in the name of religion, our study suggests it may
be important to move beyond the legitimacy of the author-
ity and their demands (Kelman and Hamilton, 1989) to the
morality of the authority and their demands to more fully
understand the interaction between religion, ethics, and obe-
dience. Our study implies when obedience to authority is
directed by the morality of an altruistic God, the demands
of the authority are likely to result in more constructive,
inclusive, and generative processes and outcomes.

Theoretical Implications for Intimate Co-Creation
and Relational Identity

Our third contribution is to the literature on intimate co-
creation. While we leverage the theory for greater theoreti-
cal and empirical specification, we also contribute back to
the theory of intimate co-creation (Rouse, 2020). As one of
the first empirical studies on intimate co-creation, our study
moves from a theoretical to an empirical understanding of
the theory. In so doing, we examine the processes through
which creativity occurs in a dyadic relationship. Consist-
ent with theorizing, our study recognizes the importance of
a shared interpersonal boundary, including the shift from
“me” to “we” (Rouse, 2020). Although the theory implies a
collective (social) identity or “we-ness,” our study suggests
the development of a different form of identity: a relational
identity. A relational identity is defined as the “portion of
the role-based identity that is more or less directly relevant
to one’s role relationship” and is differentiated from a social
identity in terms of personalization and interpersonal attrac-
tion, among other aspects (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007: 12).
This is important because personalization and attraction
become critical theoretical mechanisms whereby the work
of co-creation fosters relationship-building, rather than the
other way around. In our study, we see initial evidence of
how the creative process leads to a feedback loop where the
experiences in the creative process contribute to a deepening
of the relationship. This is consistent with the literature on
theology where communication, activity, and relationship
become intertwined. For example, Willard (2012: 39) sug-
gests, “Prayer is an honest exchange between people who
are doing things together. God and I work together, and I
need to invoke his power in that activity. Joint activity is a
key to understanding how the conversation flows.” Packer
(1973: 36) adds, “God is actually opening his heart to you,
making friends with you, and enlisting you as a colleague...
a covenant partner.”

This also advances research on intimate co-creation by
explaining how and why co-creation happens between an
individual and a deity, or God. Some artists, entrepreneurs,
and even scholars credit a divine inspiration for their creative
work (e.g., Coleman, 1998; Smith et al., 2019). In our study,
we show this can happen through a relationship and rela-
tional identity between an individual and God. We extend
recent research on a relational identity with God (Smith
et al., 2023a, 2023b) by complementing prior motivations
and meanings of a parent—child relationship, a received iden-
tity and a more permanent identity with schemas of co-crea-
tor and servant. These cognitive frameworks help individu-
als organize new information about potential relationships
between religion and entrepreneurial tasks such as creativity
(Fiske and Taylor, 1991; Pidduck et al., 2020).

The identification of the servant and co-creator schemas
extend research on intimate co-creation by offering specific
types of schemas that inform co-creation (Rouse, 2020) and
may lead to better functioning within entrepreneurial teams
(Blatt, 2009). The development of schemas in creativity
builds on the theological turn in management and entre-
preneurship that takes God to be an important stakeholder
in organizational processes (Dyck, 2014; Schwartz, 2006;
Smith et al., 2021). While a servant schema is prominent in
the literatures on religion and leadership (Greenleaf, 1977),
a co-creator schema augments the literature on religion-as-
schema (Paloutzian & Smith, 1995) by calling attention to
the collaborative role an individual plays with God. Consist-
ent with other religious schemas (Mclntosh, 1995), a co-cre-
ator schema also opens the door for increased mental health
and well-being of entrepreneurs and creatives who must
often cope with loneliness (Cardon & Arwine, 2024, 2022)
and identity threats to achieve innovative breakthroughs
(Smith et al., 2023a, 2023b).

Limitations

While our study makes a number of important contributions,
it is also limited in a few ways. First, as a qualitative induc-
tive study of an extreme setting, our study may not general-
ize to all settings where religion may not be as salient to
the central actors. Given the prevalence and centrality of
religion to many actors around the world, we believe our
theorizing opens up new pathways to the role of religion in
entrepreneurship. While we generate theory from an extreme
setting of religious organizing, we believe the overall model
of relationally bounded creativity based on obedience to God
will generalize to other less extreme entrepreneurial settings
due to the prevalence and centrality of religion (Smith et al.,
2021). We also encourage future research to examine the
boundary conditions that specify when religious organizing
may (not) be so influential in the organizational process.
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Second, our study was conducted with Catholic monks
and nuns across monasteries in Italy. We acknowledge that
our findings may not be representative across Christianity,
across geographies, and across religions. We see our study
as an important step to increase the theological turn in man-
agement and entrepreneurship research and strongly encour-
age studies that begin to take further steps comparing and
contrasting the influence of religion across geographies and
religions.

Third, while our study is based on extant literature that
identifies bi-directional communication between an indi-
vidual and a deity, we acknowledge one of the differences
between interpersonal communication and communication
with a deity is difficulty in empirical verifiability of the spe-
cific communication processes (Baesler, 1997). Given our
focus on understanding the sensemaking perspective of the
monks and nuns themselves, this risk is relatively mitigated
in the context of our study.

Fourth, our study examined a specific entrepreneurial pro-
cess—creativity—and may not apply across different forms
of organizational and entrepreneurial dynamics. We believe
this is an important step that opens the door for research that
examines many other forms of organizational and entrepre-
neurial processes. Emerging work has focused on the role of
religion in resource acquisition (Anglin et al., 2023; Jones
et al., 2024) and impact investor decision making (Smith
et al., 2022). We suggest this is simply scratching the surface
of entrepreneurial processes (Smith et al., 2023a, 2023b).

Future Research

While we focused on the dyadic process of intimate co-
creation, there are many future paths for emanating from
our study. Future research may move beyond the dyad to
focus on how and why ethics influences group or collective
creativity. Studies could also move beyond a focus on crea-
tivity to see how ethics, religion, and dyadic intimacy affect
other organizational and entrepreneurial processes such as
resource acquisition (e.g., Smith et al., 2019). Finally, future
research could examine the directionality of the relationship
between ethics and creativity. Our study examines how eth-
ics influences creativity. Yet, the direction of the relationship
may be reversed to understand if and how the creative pro-
cess may influence the ethical beliefs of the creative actors.
Our hope is that future studies on ethics and creativity—as
well as other organizational processes—will move beyond
coarse aggregate variables and under-specified theorizing
to build a more robust foundation for the study of ethics and
creativity (Winchester & Medeiros, 2023).

Future research on business ethics may provide insights
into the conditions when obedience is destructive or
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constructive as well as when and how individuals may resort
to disobedience under conditions of moral intensity (e.g.,
Jones, 1991; Smith et al., 2016). Research may examine
contexts where both destructive and constructive forms of
obedience occur and how they may interact with one other.
Acknowledging the dark side, future research may help
advance knowledge of how a deity may shape obedience of
followers toward destructive ends or how destructive means
may be developed more easily because followers of a reli-
gion may be more prone to quick and deep trust. Finally,
the role of obedience may be examined across a range of
different religions and geographies to examine macro-level
influences on both destructive and constructive obedience.

Our study also opens up paths for future research on
intimate co-creation. We find a positive development of a
relationship and a relational identity in the process of co-
creation. Future research may examine the relational and
creative outcomes when there is difficulty in the relationship
or why and when difficulty may lead to relational rupture
(Olekalns et al., 2020). Research may also examine how the
different outcomes of creative processes may lead to rela-
tional identity threats as well as what conditions lead to rela-
tional identity opportunities or inter-identity opportunities
(Bataille & Vough, 2022). Finally, research may continue to
explore additional scripts, schemas, and content that further
inform the construct and nomological network of a relational
identity with God (Smith et al., 2023a, 2023b) and how and
when different forms of relational identification develop
(Kreiner & Ashforth, 2004).

Conclusion

Our study relies on an inductive, qualitative design to
understand the relationship between ethics and creativity.
Building on the theory of intimate co-creation, our study
examines the dyadic relationship of individuals and God in
the creative process. Rather than ethics simply hindering or
facilitating creativity, our study develops a more nuanced
understanding where ethics acts as a double-edge sword that
both limits and enables creativity through a form of bounded
creativity based on relational obedience to God. We find
this obedience to be constructive for creativity. Our study
takes an important step in reconciling competing views on
the relationship between ethics and creativity and the role
of obedience through more precise theoretical and empirical
specification. We hope this approach encourages the use of
more rigorous theoretical and empirical specification when
examining the study of ethics and creativity.
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Appendix 1

Data Collection: Monastery Interviews 2019-2024

#Int Nun/monk Position Businesses Places Monastery code
1 Nuns (3) Financial manager, Head of cream, Beauty care (creams, oils) Tuscany A
Head of oil production
2 Monk Head of jams production Honey, jams, sauces, herbs Lombardy B
3 Monk Head of beer production Beers, liquers, honey Lombardy C
4 Monk Principle (abbot) Honey, infusions, Lombardy D
5 Nun Principle (abbess) Restoration ancient books Lombardy E
6 Monk Principle (abbot) Jams, honey, liqueurs Piedmont F
7 Monk Head of jam production Jams, honey, liqueurs Piedmont F
8 Monk Financial manager Jams, honey, liqueurs Piedmont F
9 Nun Principle (abbess) Sacred icons Lombardy G
10 Nuns (2) Principle (abbess), Worker Sacred icons Lombardy H
11 Monk Worker Beers, liquers, honey Lombardy C
12 Monk Principle (abbot) Jams, honey, liqueurs Piedmont F
13 Monk Worker Jams, honey, liqueurs Piedmont F
14 Monk Head of jam production Jams, honey, liqueurs Piedmont F
15 Nun Principle (abbess) Restoration ancient books Lombardy E
16 Monk Financial manager Sacred icons, clay artifacts Lombardy I
17 Monk Principle (abbot) Sacred icons, clay artifacts Lombardy I
18 Monk Worker Sacred icons, clay artifacts Lombardy I
19 Monk Head of clay artifacts production Sacred icons, clay artifacts Lombardy I
20 Nun Principle (abbess) Sacred icons, honey, jams Lombardy J
21 Nun Principle (abbess) Tailoring Lombardy K
22 Nun Principle (abbess) Restoration ancient clothes Lombardy L
23 Nun Principle (abbess) Restoration ancient clothes Piedmont M
24 Nun Worker Tailoring Piedmont N
25 Nun Worker Tailoring Piedmont (0]
26 Nun Worker Tailoring, clay artifacts Piedmont P
27 Monk Principle (abbot) Tourism and cheese Piedmont Q
28 Monk Principle (abbot) Sacred icons, Tourism Lombardy R
29 Monk ‘Worker Sacred icons, Tourism Lombardy R
30 Monk Principle (abbot) Tourism, liquors Marche S
31 Monk Principle (abbot) Tourism, agriculture Puglia T
32 Monk Principle (abbot) Tourism and cheese Piedmont Q
33 Monks (2) Principle (abbot), Worker Wine, tourism, museum Campania U
34 Nun Worker Tourism, agriculture, liquors Piedmont A\
35 Monk Principle (abbot) Tourism, agriculture, liquors Piedmont A\
36 Monk Worker Agriculture, liquors Emilia-Romagna W
37 Monk Principle (abbot) Agriculture, liquors Emilia-Romagna W
38 Nun Principle (abbess) Repairing ancient clothes, Piedmont X
sacred icon
39 Nun Head of repairing clothes production  Repairing ancient clothes, Piedmont X
sacred icons
40 Nun Head of icon production Repairing ancient clothes, Piedmont X
sacred icon
41 Monk Worker Agriculture, liquors Emilia-Romagna W
42 Nun Principle (abbess) Tailoring, clay artifacts Piedmont P
43 Nun Worker Tailoring, clay artifacts Piedmont P
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#Int Nun/monk Position Businesses Places Monastery code
44 Nun Principle (abbess) Agriculture Piedmont Y
45 Nun Principle (abbess) Tailoring Moncalieri o
46 Nun Worker Beauty care (creams, oils) Tuscany A
47 Nun Principle (abbess) Beauty care (creams, oils) Tuscany A
48 Nun Worker Beauty care (creams, oils) Tuscany A
49 Monk Principle (abbot) Sacred icons, clay artifacts Lombardy I
49% women; 51% Monastery: 25
man
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