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GETTING IN TOUCH
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Introduction

Excitement rushed to my finger tips as I switched on my mini disc recorder to capture
the voice of the ‘notorious occultist’ Dr. Beckley. Three hours of waiting on the wood-
en bench in the Afrikania Mission hall had uncomfortably settled in my buttocks, but
they were gone as soon as I sat in the intimate presence of the man who had over the
past months been overrepresented in the Ghanaian media with stories and images of
snake juju, flying coffins, human organ trade, and other evil beyond imagination. In
the bare room that Afrikania had offered him after the destruction of his Accra shrine
by an angry mob, the friendly anti-hero received me at his desk, a burning candle, a
handful of cowry shells, and my recorder and microphone between us. My ethnogra-
pher’s heart beat speeded up as I opened my mouth to pose my first question. After
many failed attempts to meet him, I was pleasantly surprised by his welcoming atti-
tude and the ample time he took for the interview despite the numerous clients wait-
ing outside for ‘spiritual consultation.’ We talked about the media scandal that had
evolved around his persona, about media and personality creation, about the media
representation of ‘traditional religion,’ about politics and spirits, and about his travels,
studies and work as an ‘occultist’ and a medical doctor. And all along, the silent buzz
of my sound recorder reminded me of the immense research value of this controver-
sial figure’s speech stored in the materiality of a disc. 1h26m the display told me as I
switched the device off. I felt jubilant. 

A week later, as I prepared to record an Afrikania service and searched for the
end of the previous recording, I got baffled with disbelief. The disc was blank. My fin-
gers started tingling, I got dizzy and my sight grew dim as I stared at the piece of
technology in my hands and realised that Dr. Beckley’s powerful spirits had interfered
with its operation. I had been using the recorder for nine months and never had one
event not been recorded. Never had one recording been accidentally erased. Why had

it now? Why this particular
interview? This crucial,
hard-gotten interview with
this crucial, hard-to-get per-
son, that I would never be
able to re-do. What had I
done wrong? I had felt dis-
belief when Osofo Fiakpui
poured libation to Legba,
asking for his benevolence
towards the successful com-
pletion of my research on
Afrikania. Had Legba
sensed dishonesty in my
offering of a 5000-cedi note?
Was this how he punished
me? I should not have
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laughed inside when Pastor Dan laid his hand on my forehead as he commanded the
Holy Spirit to come upon me and uproot the work of any demons against my doctoral
victory. I immediately regained myself. I did not believe in spirits and demons. Still,
reason left me empty-handed in explaining why Dr. Beckley’s voice had refused tech-
nological representation. And to my surprise I found myself seduced, if only for a
split second, into a preconscious and somatic turn to the invisible presence of spirit
powers. 

Looking back at that brief moment in December 2002, when I was in Accra to
carry out anthropological research on two religious groups and their engagements
with mass media, I realise that at the crossroads of media, religion, and the senses,
on which I found this thesis, I find also my own body, my own technological devices,
and my own underdeveloped sense of the metaphysical. I also realise that the tension
between immediate presence and media representation that runs through the chap-
ters that follow exists not only on an empirical, theoretical, methodological, and epis-
temological level. The possibility of a gap, and of its bridging, between a sense of
immediate presence of spirit power and the techniques and technologies of media-
tion that make this power sensible (capable of being sensed) touches the intimate
level of my own tingling fingertips and sudden dazes. Of course, I knew that the
tabloid images of snake juju, flying coffins, and victims’ skulls were absurd photo-
graphic constructions, that the libations surrounding my interviewing of Afrikania’s
‘spiritual consultants’ were acts of knowledge sacralization, that it was pastor Dan’s
firm hand that pushed me down in the Christ Temple and not the Holy Spirit. They
could not convince me. And yet, the power of such religious mediations (and many
others that I encountered during my fieldwork) was such that at other, unexpected
moments it suspended, or better perhaps, temporarily cracked my disbelief in super-
natural agency to open up a little space for a sense of awe in the face of the possibili-
ty of spirit intrusion. I do not think that the convincing power of religious
media(tions) worked essentially different for the religious people I studied. In the
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midst of my efforts at understanding the public manifestations and sensory regimes
of religion in Accra, I discovered that my body had become tuned to the tactile
omnipresence of the supernatural.

Power in Presence

In Accra the religious blends in easily with the powerful and unavoidable appeal the
city makes on one’s senses. Every morning the city awakens to the sounds of twitter-
ing birds, the rhythmic shww shww shww of brooms sweeping concrete compounds,
the Muslim call for prayers, and the singing and praying voices of devout Christians,
escaping churches and private rooms through the open louvre windows. Not much
later it comes to full life and engulfs one with a cacophony of traffic sounds and
human voices. Its humid air, heavy with dust and exhaust gasses, sticks to one’s skin
and penetrates one’s nose. Amidst the shouts of trotro (minivan) mates, calling out
their destinations - Sèk sèk sèk (Circle, fig. 0.3); Kanesh kanesh (Kaneshie) - , ramshackle
sliding doors, accelerating engines and tooting horns, one may suddenly be caught by
a song. ‘Do something new in my life, oh Lord!’ Radio and music cassettes blast from
taxis and trotros, pavement kiosks, and open-air drinking spots, merging in competi-
tion for sonic presence. Preaching, music, news, jingles. ‘Radio Gold, your power sta-
tion.’ With bells and yells street vendors and peddlers try to sell their wares on pave-
ments, along main roads, and around trotro stations and taxi ranks. Squeezed thigh-
to-thigh in a trotro, in an intimate exchange of sweat with one’s neighbour, one sees
pens and panties, batteries and bibles, trinkets and T-rolls passing by the window.
Scents of peeled oranges, meat pies, talcum powder, or mothballs coalesce with their
sellers’ high-pitched and melodious ‘aarange, ankaaaa,’ ‘meeeeeeet pie,’ ‘powda, powda,’
cááámfaaa.’ A preacher boards the vehicle and loudly pours out God’s promises on the
passengers. The veins in his neck swollen, his eyes red with passion, beads of sweat
running down his face, his voice
hoarse with shouting. The Holy
Spirit in its most bodily manifesta-
tion. Or a ‘false prophet,’ faking
divine inspiration for material gain?
From a billboard along Ring Road
(fig. 0.4) the magnified portrait of
pastor Ashimolowo looks down and
makes one feel small. Advertising
billboards throughout the city
assure one that ‘Guinness brings out
the power in you’ and invite one to
‘celebrate your life in style’ with
Star. Slick bus shelter adverts urge
one to watch Power in His Presence
on Ghana Television, because ‘at
Royal House Chapel Jesus Christ
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sets the captives free’ (fig.
0.5). And sometimes, amidst
all the audiovisual violence
of Christianity and com-
merce, a sudden aromatic
trace of Florida Water alerts
one to the much less showy,
more secret, but equally
powerful presence of tradi-
tional spirituality in Accra.

‘Power in His
Presence.’ The title of this
television broadcast by the
charismatic pastor Korankye
Ankrah nicely summarises
the understanding of reli-
gion that I favour and points
to the central paradox that

makes religion so fascinating for me. Religion is about the presence of power(s)
beyond the sensual. And yet for making this power experienceable, even imaginable,
religion depends on sensory mediation, as provided by, for instance, the performance
of religious ritual or, indeed, by television. Rather than referring to an abstract system
of beliefs, symbols and distant spirit beings, religion refers to people’s contextual
recognition of the immediate presence of forces beyond control and beyond under-
standing that can touch one’s daily life for the good or for the bad and their everyday
practices of connecting to and disconnecting from these forces as they may cross the
self-defined boundaries between ‘religions.’ Understood in this sense, religion always
needs mediation. Religion, then, is a practice of mediating the imagination and experi-
ence of supernatural presence.

Two things struck me about religion in Ghana. First, the vast representation of
religion in the mass media and in public space. And second, the physicality of reli-
gious practice, the tactile and bodily modes of engaging with the spiritual. Even a
casual immersion in Accra’s sound- and imagescape is enough to notice that religion
is conspicuously present in the media and in city space. It is the charismatic-
Pentecostal churches above all that have since the late 1970s entered the Ghanaian
scene with an overt strategy of public presence, informed by a double passion for
spreading the gospel and marketing churches and pastors. They have by now become
highly visible and, above all, highly audible in the public sphere. Loudly amplified
sounds of music, preaching, and prayer emanate from impressive buildings, mass
gatherings at open-air spaces, or smaller area meeting grounds. Huge billboards along
the city’s main roads show the most ‘powerful men of God,’ bus shelters publicise
church slogans, ‘power quotes,’ and religious broadcast frequencies, and posters and
banners on walls, bridges, containers, and pillars in every corner of Accra call people
to Christian crusades, conferences or concerts. Sermon and gospel tapes circulate from
hand to hand and are played in numerous homes, taxis and trotros, kiosks, shops,
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work places, and waiting
areas. But most spectacular
is churches’ appropriation of
broadcasting technologies.
Since the deregulation of the
Ghanaian broadcast media
in 1992, privately-owned,
commercial FM and TV sta-
tions are mushrooming,
enabling prosperous charis-
matic and Pentecostal reli-
gious leaders to buy airtime.
Televised church services led
by celebrity pastors, prophe-
cies and miracles,
Pentecostal video movies,
commercials for healing cru-
sades and prayer summits,
radio preaching, prayers, and phone-ins, and gospel charts and video clips make up
for a large portion of urban airtime. 

Confronted with the new axiom that being seen and being heard is what mat-
ters in the religious scene today, older ‘mission churches,’ Islamic organisations and
neo-traditionalist groups increasingly feel the need to also enter the public sphere and
compete for public presence. Hence Islamic Ids turn into spectacular, commercially
sponsored music and food festivals covered on radio and television. Quranic exegesis
is fitted into to the formats of television talk shows. The Afrikania Mission goes to
great lengths to attract newsworthiness and media coverage for African Traditional
Religion. And on a TV station in Kumasi the Etherean Mission advocates an intrigu-
ing mix of ‘the mystical traditions of Africa,’ ‘the principles of Jesus,’ ‘the natural sci-
ences,’ eastern philosophies, and New-Agey ‘spiritual technologies’ and ‘soul process-
ing,’ also available on tape and in MP3 format. With the new media freedom pushed
by neo-liberal reform, the Ghanaian public sphere has become a site of religiosity. This
boom in mass media religion struck me first during an earlier stay in Ghana in 1998,
when I studied Asante funeral celebrations. It made me return to Ghana to study the
charismatic-Pentecostal International Central Gospel Church and the neo-traditional
Afrikania Mission, and their media practices.1

If my initial interest was primarily in media, in the field I became fascinated
with the role of the body and the senses in religious practice. The spectacle and deci-
bels of charismatic worship and healing suck crowds into a multisensory experience
of ecstasy and spirit power. Pastors laying their hands on people’s heads, pushing
them to the floor, anointing body parts with olive oil, exuberant dancing and clap-
ping, stamping on the devil, going down on the knees, holding hands among the con-
gregation, touch featured centrally in charismatic ritual. Sound had a similar tactile
quality to it. The loud and penetrating voices of pastors preaching, surround-sound
amplification, crowds of born-agains praying aloud and speaking in tongues, and the
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moving beats, rhythms,
and melodies of praise
and worship music
made an impact on
one’s senses that went
beyond mere hearing
and touched not only
one’s eardrums, but
made one sense the
sonic vibrations from
toe to fingertip. Much
like the gradual build-
ing up of hand beats
on leather drumheads
in a nightly possession
ceremony produced an
urgency that made it

hard not to be carried away into dance. Ever since a deity in the bodily manifestation
of a slight, middle aged woman, went round to slap my and everyone’s hand so force-
fully that it left a lasting tingle, I never forgot about the tactile presence of invisible
spirit forces. Whether these forces were understood as God, the Holy Spirit, demons
or deities, the body was the primary locus of people’s interaction with them. 

Struck by the prominence of the body and the media in both ‘religions’ I stud-
ied, I asked myself how such tactile, embodied modes of engaging with the spiritual
relate to the audiovisuality and the intangible, disembodied nature of mass media.
What is the relationship between bodily and electronic mediations in producing a
sense of presence of spiritual power? How did those media-minded religious groups
get from power in presence to power in representation? What makes a religious
media representation powerful, convincing, touching? I take this ‘problem of media-
tion’ as the point of entry to analysing the intersection between modern mass media,
religious practice, and the senses that forms the core of this thesis. 

This is an ethnography of the public manifestation of religion in contemporary
Ghana, where the synergy of mass media, commerce and democracy has generated
and enabled new religious forms. It investigates the interrelationships between two
mass-mediated forms of religion that are at first sight at opposed ends of Ghana’s reli-
gious landscape, but on closer inspection show remarkable overlaps. The first is the
audiovisual culture of ‘charismatic Pentecostalism,’ with Mensa Otabil’s International
Central Gospel Church (ICGC) and its ‘media ministry’ as a case study. The second is
the public representation of ‘Afrikan Traditional Religion’ by the Afrikania Mission
(Afrikania).2 Both the ICGC and Afrikania struggle with the problem of mediation, if
in different ways. Charismatic Christian belief and practice evolves around ‘Power in
His Presence.’ Believers profess the immediate presence of God through the Holy
Spirit and seek to connect to this ‘presence’ through embodiment, spoken words,
music, (biblical) texts, and other, including electronic forms of mediation. But, deny-
ing that mediation is necessary to experience God’s presence, they see the ‘anointed
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Man of God,’ the Bible, or the spoken ‘Word of God’ not as media, but as manifesta-
tions of God’s immediate presence. At the same time, they are wary of ‘media,’ includ-
ing the human senses, that may stand in the way of an ‘immediate’ connection with
God’s power. The Afrikania Mission is first of all concerned with public ‘representa-
tion’ of Afrikan Traditional Religion, but has to convince its audience that the form it
uses to do so is not devoid of presence. Its slogan Sankòfa, biribi wò hò, ‘Return (to tra-
dition) to take it, there is something there,’ alludes to the presence of ‘something’ pow-
erful. The adherents of traditional religions that Afrikania claims to represent are
much more concerned with the presence of ancestral, territorial and other spirit pow-
ers and connect and communicate with these powers through embodiment, libation,
divination, objects, and music. They are often wary of electronic media, because what
for Afrikania is a harmless representation, may for them become an improper or non-
authorised presence. 

What is at stake in the problem of mediation, then, is what is perceived as
medium and what as immediacy, when so and by whom. While a religious perspec-
tive locates power in ‘His’ (or another spiritual entity’s) presence, from a social science
perspective power is not so much in presence, but in the attribution of presence. The
question is under what circumstances certain religious media come to be recognized
as mediation or representation (and hence as implying a certain kind of distance or
absence) and others are not experienced as mediation, but naturalized and authenti-
cated as an immediate manifestation of presence.3 Looking at how the ICGC and the
Afrikania Mission enter the new field of power relations constituted by the mass
media, this thesis investigates two intimately related issues. The first is the paradoxi-
cal dynamics between charismatic Pentecostalism and African traditional religion in
Ghana and what the increasing mass mediation of both does to these dynamics. The
second, comparative question is how the problem of mediation works out for the
ICGC and Ghanaian charismatic Pentecostalism in general and for the Afrikania
Mission and the traditional cults that it claims to represent. For both, mass mediating
a religion that centres on multisensory experience and embodiment of spirit power
poses challenges. But the specific contradictions arising from their efforts at public
manifestation differ and so do their modes of solving them. 

Charismatic Pentecostalism and African Traditional Religion

This is not a study of two religions in Ghana. It is a study of religion as it manifests
within and across the frameworks set up by two religious organisations in Ghana’s
religious field. Official and popular representations of ‘religion in Ghana’ or ‘religions
in Ghana’ (e.g. population censuses, school books, info sheets, tourist guides) general-
ly slice up Ghana’s diverse and volatile religious field into the categories of
‘Christianity,’ ‘Islam,’ ‘African traditional religion,’ and ‘other.’ Sometimes the category
of ‘Christian’ is further subdivided into ‘Roman Catholic,’ ‘Anglican,’ ‘Presbyterian,’
Methodist,’ ‘spiritualist,’ ‘Pentecostal/charismatic,’ and ‘other denominations.’ The
Population and Housing Census of 2000 (Ghana Statistical Service 2000) for the first
time had a separate entry for ‘charismatic and Pentecostal,’ which indicates that
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charismatic and Pentecostal Christianity has now become recognised as mainstream.
According to the population figures Christians make up 69 per cent of the population,
Muslims 15.6 per cent, followers of African Traditional Religion 8.5 per cent, and oth-
ers 6.9 per cent.4 More specifically, 24.1 per cent of the total population and 45.8 per
cent of all Christians in Accra regard themselves as charismatic-Pentecostal. These fig-
ures suggest that charismatic Pentecostalism has become the main religious orienta-
tion. 

This neat categorisation of people into religious tick-boxes forms part of the
dominant discourse, which people of various religious affiliations also use to cate-
gorise themselves (in fact, the census is based on self-categorisation). In practice, how-
ever, the boundaries between different religious categories are not all that rigid. As
the stories of several people presented in this study will show, people’s religious itin-
eraries involve moving back and forth and dual or multiple affiliation, and religious
practice may vary according to context or specific needs. Religious identification or
practice differs between the public and the private realm. Census taking or Sunday
worship clearly belong to the former, while visiting a shrine for spiritual consultation
and healing is often kept strictly secret. It may not be understood as ‘religion’ at all,
and even less as ‘religious affiliation.’ Of course, this is common knowledge among
scholars of religion in Africa (and elsewhere). And still, even if they take the plurality
of religious fields into account, they mostly take as their object of study one ‘religion,’
‘religious group,’ or ‘religious movement.’ Like the people they study, anthropologists
of religion also group themselves into distinct sub-fields such as the anthropology of
Islam and the anthropology of Pentecostalism.

The spectacular rise of neo-Pentecostal or charismatic churches has been con-
sidered the most significant phenomenon in the history of Christianity in Ghana
(Asamoah-Gyadu 2005a; Gifford 2004; Meyer 2004a), Africa (Anderson 2002; Corten
and Marshall-Fratani 2001; Gifford 1998; Meyer 2004b), and worldwide (Anderson
2004; Coleman 2000; Martin 2002; Robbins 2004). This neo-Pentecostal boom, starting
in the late seventies and peaking in the nineties, has been accompanied by an equally
exponential growth of a body of scholarly work dedicated to understanding and
explaining it. It seems too obvious to state that the anthropology of Pentecostalism, or
Pentecostal Studies in a more interdisciplinary sense, has focused on Pentecostals. Or,
more broadly, the anthropology of Christianity (Cannell 2006; Robbins 2007) has
focused on Christians. Anthropologists have examined the influence, effects, and sig-
nificance of conversion to Pentecostalism (or Christianity), and the tensions produced
in converts’ lives and in the wider social and cultural realms. Those who study
Pentecostalism have thus studied the people who embrace it and belong to it, but not
those who do not belong, who do not subscribe to it. 

I suggest that an anthropology of Pentecostalism should not remain limited to
studying Pentecostal churches and movements, and people who consider themselves
Pentecostal. It should equally take into account the ways in which through the media
Pentecostal and charismatic ideas and forms have their repercussions outside
Pentecostalism (Omenyo 2002), on non-Pentecostal and non-Christian religions, on
broader popular cultural forms (Meyer 2004a), and on what counts as ‘religion’ or
‘being religious.’ What is so interesting about the new mass-mediated form of
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Pentecostalism is that it is not limited to the particular churches that produce it or to
their media programming. As I will argue throughout this thesis, it has become a
powerful model for the public representation of religion in general and is being taken
over by other, non-Pentecostal, and even non-Christian groups seeking media access.
Some work on Islam in Africa has hinted at the influence of Pentecostal styles and tel-
evangelism on Islamic movements and their media use (Larkin n.d.; Schulz 2006; Wise
2003). African traditional religions, however, have generally been placed outside the
realms of public representation, media, and globalisation, and hence, outside the
influence of mass media Christianity.

In studies of African Pentecostalism reference has been made to African reli-
gious traditions and the ways in which these have been incorporated into African
forms of Pentecostalism. Studies of older Pentecostal groups and African Independent
Churches in particular have paid much attention to traditional religiosity and the
issue of ‘Africanisation,’ both ‘from above’ and ‘from below’ (Comaroff 1985; Fabian
1971; Fasholé-Luke et al. 1978; Fields
1985; Meyer 1999; for overviews see
Fernandez 1978; Meyer 2004b; Ranger
1986). Studies of the newer charismat-
ic-Pentecostal churches have also
noted continuities with traditional
religiosity (Asamoah-Gyadu 2005a;
Bediako 1995; Gifford 2004), but have
on the whole tended to stress these
churches indebtedness to global net-
works (Comaroff and Comaroff 2001;
Corten and Marshall-Fratani 2001;
Englund 2003; Gifford 1998, 2004;
Marshall-Fratani 1998; Maxwell 2006;
Van Dijk 1997) more than to indige-
nous religious traditions. Apparently, their strong global inclination seems to absorb
researchers’ full attention. 

In studies of traditional religions and neo-traditionalist movements in Africa,
attention has been paid to the presence of Christianity (Peel 1990, 2003; Schoffeleers
1985, 1994; Werbner 1989), but most studies of traditional religion are ethnographies
of relatively closed, rural communities. As Birgit Meyer has observed in her survey of
literature on Christianity in Africa, ‘it seems that a sophisticated treatment of African
religious traditions in relation to Christianity is still relatively scarce’ (2004b:455).
African charismatic Pentecostalism and African traditional religions have rarely been
studied together on an equal basis. This may be due to the fact that they seem so
intrinsically different in terms of religious doctrines and practices, outlook, and popu-
larity. The hugely popular charismatic-Pentecostal ‘media ministries’ and Afrikania’s
much less successful efforts at media representation can indeed hardly be compared.
In many other respects too they appear as each other’s opposites and this impression
is strengthened by their antagonistic tendencies. 

This study takes seriously, however, the inextricable intertwinement of charis-
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matic Pentecostalism and (neo-)traditional African religion as part of one religious
field with a shared history and a shared ‘audience’ and examines them together. The
point is not only that African charismatic Pentecostalism, as part of a global religious
movement, cannot be studied without reference to the local religious contexts in
which it manifests. The point is also that African traditional religion, generally under-
stood as ‘local,’ should equally be studied as part of the historical globalisation of reli-
gion (Chidester 1996; Ranger 1988; Shaw 1990). Just as Ghanaian charismatic
Pentecostalism, despite the ‘complete break with the past’ it requires (Meyer 1998) and
the very real changes it produces (Robbins 2007), shows remarkable continuities with
traditional religion, neo-traditional reformulations of African traditional religion often
show remarkable continuities with Christianity, despite their explicit rejection of
Christianity (see also Schoffeleers 1984). Instead of treating charismatic revival and
traditionalist revival as mutually opposed and distinct religious phenomena, then, this
study takes as a point of departure that one cannot sufficiently understand the rise of
new religious movements without understanding how they influence each other, bor-
row from each other, and define themselves vis-à-vis each other (Larkin and Meyer
2006). 

This is not to question the sincerity of Ghanaian charismatics’ claims of being
‘born again,’ of ‘a complete break with the past,’ nor to argue that they are ‘still’
caught up in traditional religious worldviews. Just as it is not to argue that Afrikania’s
claims to continuity with African traditional religions are false because Afrikania is
actually discontinuous and shows much more continuity with Christianity and thus
these people are actually Christians (in fact, most of the leaders of the movement are
ex-Catholics who converted to Afrikan Traditional Religion). As much as I welcome
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Joel Robbin’s (fc.) call
for investigating the
distinctive ‘culture of
Pentecostalism,’ a
strong emphasis on dis-
continuity (Robbins
2007; fc.) risks reinforc-
ing the assumed
boundaries between
Pentecostalism and
other religions instead
of problematising them.
I agree with Robbins
(2007) that people’s
own assertions of
break, boundaries, and

radical change are to be taken seriously and not written off as fake or shallow if we
want to understand what becoming and being Christian or traditionalist is all about.
But we should take them for what they are: assertions, claims and (conversion) narra-
tives that are part and parcel of the religious culture people belong to or wish to
belong to, that is, of a politics of self-representation. We cannot take them for granted
as analytical notions. As claims, their authenticity is also contested by others in the
religious playing field: Afrikanians claim that born-again Christians are fake, that they
only pretend to be possessed by the Holy Spirit, but that ‘real power’ is with the tradi-
tional priests; traditional shrine priests suspect Afrikania of being Christianity in dis-
guise; born-again Christians critique mainline Christians for being superficial and say
that ‘they are not real Christians,’ and some Catholics do not take the traditionalist
escapades of their walk-away-priest seriously, because ‘once a Catholic always a
Catholic.’5 The point is that charismatic Christian and traditionalist leaders operate
and manifest themselves in a single religious arena, in which they seek to convince
widely overlapping audiences of their claims to authority and authenticity. In other
words, they compete for the same ‘metaphysical space.’ This arena is increasingly con-
stituted by mass media and so are the modes of being present in it.

A dual focus on these two manifestations of Ghanaian religion reveals the para-
doxical dynamics at work in the relation between them: in opposing each other, the
Afrikania Mission and charismatic Pentecostalism also become like each other. African
charismatic-Pentecostal churches ‘fight’ against traditional religion, yet implicitly
incorporate the logic, spiritual forces, and ways of worship of local religious traditions
as media through which Christian spirituality is communicated. The Afrikania
Mission ‘fights’ (charismatic) Christianity, yet adopts Christian formats in its reformu-
lation of ‘Afrikan Traditional Religion.’ The entanglement of religion and mass media
reinforces these dialectics. On the one hand, the growing public presence of religion
extrapolates the antagonism. Religion increasingly becomes a site of public clash
(Hackett 1999), especially between Pentecostals and traditionalists. At the same time,
religious mass media generate and disseminate similar religious formats that have a
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cross-religious impact on the public representation of religion. I will argue that charis-
matic Pentecostalism, being the dominant and most publicly present religion, has
become the template for religion as such and, surprisingly, also for Afrikania’s public
representations.

The importance of mass media is well recognised in the literature on African
charismatic Pentecostalism. David Maxwell, in an editorial to a special issue of the
Journal of Religion in Africa on Pentecostalism in Africa (1998:255), stated that ‘the
appropriation of electronic media has become part of Pentecostal self-definition.’ In
the same issue Rosalind Hackett spurred scholars to keep up with this strong and
continuing media trend in Ghanaian and Nigerian charismatic Pentecostalism (1998).
Similarly, Paul Gifford commented on Ghanaian charismatic Pentecostalism: ‘This
Christianity is a media phenomenon, to the extent that services are often built around
the requirements of television’ (2004:32). Yet, despite this recognition of the central
role of mass media for the development and life of charismatic Pentecostalism in
Africa, no studies have taken this as their prime focus. Media have been treated as ‘a
feature’ of charismatic churches, as one of their distinctive ‘characteristics.’ Up till
now, no in-depth study of an African charismatic church has appeared that has taken
up the question of media and mediation as its central problematic. This study seeks to
do so.

There have been calls for investigating how the mass mediatisation of
Pentecostal and charismatic churches and the circulation of their images across the
globe leads to a globalisation of religious expression (Coleman 2000; Robbins 2004).
Indeed, this thesis shows how charismatic-Pentecostal performance in Ghana is influ-
enced, through mass media, by the styles of worship, preaching, prayer, dress, body
movement, and facial expression exhibited by charismatics and Pentecostals across the
world. Yet, a focus on the global spread of Pentecostalism alone may fail to notice how
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in the local religious and media landscape, such styles are appropriated outside of
Pentecostalism. This thesis, then, also looks at how they have achieved media hege-
mony and cross religious boundaries. It takes as point of departure that other reli-
gious groups’ appropriations of Pentecostal formats and styles are part of the culture
of Pentecostalism and should be explored if we want to understand the implications
of charismatic-Pentecostal churches’ extensive use of mass media.

African traditional religion is generally thought of outside the context of mod-
ern mass media and the public sphere. A host of studies have appeared on medi-
umship in various traditional cults (e.g. Beattie and Middleton 2004 [1969]; Behrend
and Luig 1999; Boddy 1989; Kraamer 1993; Stoller 1989a; Willis 1999), but virtually
nothing on electronic media (but see Behrend 2003).6 Partly, this may be due to the
rural bias of most literature on traditional religions in Africa, and partly to the mutu-
ally reinforcing tendencies of African media institutions and practitioners to censor
traditional religion out of the media and of traditional religious practitioners to be
wary of accommodating modern media. This thesis contributes to the debate on reli-
gion and mass media by focusing on the specificities of the relation between audiovi-
sual mass media and a religion that has usually not been associated with public repre-
sentation.

The International Central Gospel Church and the Afrikania Mission

The two religious organisations in this study appear diametrically opposed in many
respects. With over 7000 members, about 100 branches all over Ghana, in other parts
of Africa as well as in Europe and the United States, its 4000-seat Christ Temple in
Accra (fig. 0.11), a weekly prime time TV programme, and daily radio broadcasts, the
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International Central Gospel Church is one of the largest and most influential charis-
matic churches in Ghana. Its leader Mensa Otabil (fig. 0.12) is a public personality. His
well-established media presence and flamboyant appearance have given him celebrity
status. His ‘life-transforming teachings’ strike chords with a broad audience across
Ghana’s religious field and he is widely perceived as ‘the teacher of the nation.’ The
Afrikania Mission is dedicated to representing and reviving ‘Afrikan Traditional
Religion’ in Ghana’s Christian-dominated public sphere and on the international stage
of ‘world religions.’ In contrast to the ICGC’s well-oiled and capital-driven media
machine, the Afrikania Mission lacks resources and
struggles to find alternative ways into the media.
Intended as a counterweight to the Christian hegemo-
ny, it presents a strong voice for the defence of tradi-
tional cultural practices, but remains rather marginal.
Although the movement seems to attract a growing
number of followers in rural areas, the attendance of its
worship services in Accra, where the movement origi-
nated and is still headquartered, is a far cry from the
mass spectacles of charismatic worship. Lastly, the
emphasis in traditional religion on secrecy and seclu-
sion make Afrikania’s relationship to the media and the
public sphere a lot more problematic than the ICGC’s
with its explicit strategy of outreach and evangelisation. 

But there are also striking parallels between the
two groups. Both celebrated their 20th anniversary dur-
ing my research period in a building that pales their
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humble beginnings in the early 1980s. In a period of political turbulence and new cul-
tural awareness, the Afrikania Mission was founded in 1982. Two years later, amidst a
wave of Christian enthusiasm and new spiritual awareness, the International Central
Gospel Church was founded in 1984. Early meetings were held in a small classroom,
but to accommodate the rapidly growing membership a garage, a cinema hall, and a
scout hall were rented respectively. In 1996 the church completed its own, huge
church hall, the Christ Temple, which it uses for regular services, conferences, con-
certs and a host of other activities. Meanwhile the Afrikania Mission moved from
renting a drinking spot at the National Cultural Centre for its meetings and worship
services to building its three-storey headquarters, used for services, celebrations, edu-
cation, press conferences, and more (fig. 0.13). 

There is also, surprisingly perhaps, a considerable overlap between the visions
of the two movements’ leaders (figs. 0.12, 0.14). Behind the obvious antagonism of
Pentecostal anti-traditionalism and traditionalist anti-Pentecostalism they express,
both Mensa Otabil and the subsequent Afrikania leaders propagate an explicit mes-
sage of Africanist emancipation. Both strive for values of African pride and self-aware-
ness, seek to come to terms with the question of Africanness and modernity, and are
well-versed in the Pan-Africanist discourse of ‘liberation of mental slavery.’ Both also
expose a strong political awareness and a critical attitude towards the Ghanaian state.
They differ fundamentally, however, in how they flesh out this emancipation. For
Afrikania it implies a rejection of Christianity as ‘inherently foreign,’ as the religion
used to ‘dominate and exploit Africans,’ and a revitalisation of ‘traditional religion
and culture’ as the only source of selfhood for Africans. For Otabil, it implies an
Africanist re-reading of the bible and a very critical approach to ‘African culture.’

The two religious organisations also share a fundamentally contradictory
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nature. For both ICGC and Afrikania, internal and external contradic-
tions produce a continuous dynamics, but the specific contradictions
were different in both cases. This made working with their leaders and
members a fascinating trip all along. The Afrikania Mission aspires to
be a ‘church’ like all other churches, a ‘religion’ like all other recognized
‘world religions.’ In this aspiration, it takes over, as I will discuss, many
Christian forms. This ‘mimetic zeal’ (Mary 2002), however, is paired
with a ‘distinctive zeal,’ an explicit self-definition as non-Christian, to
the extent that it legitimises the movement’s existence. It fights for the

revival of Afrikan Traditional Religion against Christian suppression and claims to
represent all traditional religious practitioners and adherents. In practice, however,
the leadership finds it very hard to connect with local religious cults and shrine peo-
ple. The specificities of particular cults are hard to fit into the ‘common religious form’
Afrikania has created and undermine its ‘neutrality.’ Its concern with ‘cleanliness,’
‘orderliness,’ and ‘beauty,’ moreover, is hard to match with practices like ecstatic pos-
session ritual and blood sacrifice. For the people Afrikania seeks to attract and repre-
sent such practices are highly meaningful and powerful. Afrikania’s intellectualist and
modernising approach to traditional religion, then, produces a tension not only with
religious practitioners outside Afrikania, but occasionally also with those who have
joined the movement.

In the ICGC Otabil’s passion and plea for knowledge, education, and critical
thinking stands in tension with the emotional expression and concern with spirits of
charismatic-Pentecostal religiosity, also within his own church. He criticizes and
sometimes ridicules the spiritualist tendencies of many charismatics and his rational-
ist message of self-development sets him apart in the field of Ghanaian charismatic
Pentecostalism today (see also Gifford 2004; Larbi 2001). But at the same time he also
depends (for his celebrity status, for his followers, and thus for his income) on the
charismatic wave that sweeps the country. His message does not easily fit with charis-
matic practices like exorcism, divine healing, and reliance on divine intervention, but
he has to tolerate them in his church. In addition, Otabil’s Africanist message is con-
tradictory in that he wishes to promote African self-consciousness, but defines
‘Africanness’ in such a way – innovative and stimulating as his argument is – that he
empties it of all its possible content and leaves people with nothing more than per-
haps a black skin. Another contradiction is less specific to the ICGC, but characterizes
all charismatic mass churches. This is the tension between on the one hand the
emphasis this Christianity puts on the individual, on personal experience and devel-
opment and on the other hand the mass character and bureaucratic structures of the
church, that easily make individual church members get lost in anonymity.

All of these contradictions will be explored in the coming chapters, but one
contradiction stands out and affects both the ICGC and Afrikania: the leaders of both
organisations are mass media enthusiasts and their movements exist by the very grace
of mass media. For both, however, it is complicated to mediate the spiritual power on
which their authority and attraction ultimately thrive. It is only at first sight that
Afrikania’s thorny efforts at media representation stand in stark contrast to the explo-
sion of unlimited publicity of charismatic-Pentecostal media activity. Both struggle
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with the problem of spirit presence and media representation. For Otabil, his authori-
ty hinges on charisma, on his ability to set in motion what people experience as a flow
of Holy Spirit power. This flow risks being broken by the fixity of Otabil’s media for-
mat. The successful formula of his television broadcast threatens to overrun its own
success and be seen as a ‘mere’ media format. For Afrikania, the perpetual challenge is
how to represent in public a religion in which authority is rooted in restricted access
to spirit powers, mediated by practices of secrecy and seclusion, and threatened by
openness. Its media representations are met with caution by shrine priests for whom
images may not remain ‘mere’ representations, but mediate spirit presence. For both
the ICGC and the Afrikania Mission, then, entering Ghana’s new media sphere is far
from smooth and self-evident, but implies a constant negotiation of conflicting
impulses. Solving the problem of mediation requires a careful balancing act of revela-
tion and concealment. It is these efforts that are investigated in this thesis. 

Thinking religion, media, senses: theoretical considerations

The theoretical approach taken up in this study seeks to account for the triangular
relationships between religion, media, and the senses. It consists of a) a conception of
religion as a practice of mediation, b) a focus on the bodily and sensory regimes of
religious traditions, and c) a cross-sensual approach to mass media. 

Religion as mediation
The problem at stake in this thesis is not so much the meeting of ‘religion’ and
‘media,’ but rather the intersection of religious and technological forms of mediation.
This study is part of the NWO-PIONIER Research Programme ‘Modern Mass Media,
Religion and the Imagination of Communities,’ directed by Birgit Meyer. This pro-
gramme has gathered a team of social scientists to examine the intersections of reli-
gion and mass media in a number of postcolonial societies.7 To do so, we have found
it fruitful to conceive of religion as a practice of mediation (De Vries 2001; Meyer
2006a; Stolow 2005). Rejecting the remarkably resilient modernist view of media and
religion as separate fields, we have posited that media are intrinsic to religion. ‘Media’
as commonly understood bridge a distance in space and/or time and make it possible
to experience the presence of another person, through his/her voice and/or image,
even if s/he is no longer there or is somewhere else. Religious practices and objects
bridge an ontological distance between what is conceived as the ‘physical’ world and
the ‘metaphysical’ world and thus make it possible for religious subjects to experience
the presence of ‘divine’ power.8 At the same time media enable the very conception of
this ‘metaphysical’ realm. As a practice of both imagining and engaging with ‘the
metaphysical,’ religion always needs media: the Bible, the Quran, the Torah; prayer,
prophecy, glossolalia; music and dance; spirit mediums, diviners, priests, healers,
prophets; amulets, icons, rosaries, prayer beads; oils, powders, incenses, liquids;
shrines, temples, chapels, mosques. In a million ways written texts, ritual speech,
sounds, human bodies, objects, substances, and spaces function as media for religious
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inspiration: they enable people to conceive of and establish, maintain, and renew ties
with the presence of spirit beings. Religion, in other words, is a practice of producing
a sense of connection, of connecting people and spirits.

This understanding of religion as connection resonates with the etymological
explanation of the Latin word religio as deriving from the verb religare, to bind (again),
to reconnect, and referring to the bond (liga) between man and God, or between man
and the divine more generally.9 Both media and religion thus denote a practice of
binding together, of connection. 

The idea of religion as media also resonates with emic discourses in Ghana
about communication with the spirit world in terms of technology. In charismatic
circles, anointing with oil is said to ‘establish points of contact.’ Money offerings
‘create a divine connection’ and work as ‘spiritual electronics.’ Speaking in tongues
is ‘a direct communication line to God in the spirit.’ Praise and worship helps
believers to ‘tune to the power of the Spirit’ and prophecy, ‘seeing powers,’ is
likened to ‘radar’ or ‘röntgen’ technology.10 African traditionalists explain the pres-
ence and working of spiritual powers as ‘radio or television airwaves’ and compare
divination to ‘computer technology.’11 A ‘spiritual scientist’ described his work as
follows: 

People may call it juju, but it is not juju. It is spiritual science, because it is a
matter of putting the right things together in the right way for the power to
enter and the thing to work. It is like a mobile phone, if it is not arranged well,
it will not work. Or a TV and the remote, there is a power working between
them, which you don’t see.12

References to ‘juju’ as ‘remote control’ or ‘African electronics’ are widespread.
At first I saw this as interesting metaphors. Later I realised that the connection

between spiritual power and media technology was not just metaphoric. Media tech-
nologies enabled people to experience a connection with spiritual powers.13 People
reported having received Holy Spirit baptism through a TV broadcast and being
healed through live-on-air radio prayers. People could ‘catch the anointing’ by listen-
ing to sermon tapes, watching religious videos, or reading and touching religious
books. They could be healed or harmed through their photographs (Behrend 2003). Or
they could be affected by evil spirits through prop shrines on film sets (Meyer 2005a).
The relation between media technologies and the spirit world is thus not merely a
metaphorical one. As media shape people’s imaginations of the metaphysical, their
experience of connecting to this invisible realm may be channelled through media
technologies. This is what Friedrich Kittler meant when he wrote that ‘The spirit-
world is as large as the storage and transmission possibilities of a civilization’ (1999).
The available means and modes of representation make possible (and limit) not only
the religious imagination (Van de Port 2006). They also enable and constrain the
expression and experience of divine power. In their capacity of making the divine
imaginable and rendering it present, then, modern media technologies such as televi-
sion or radio are not so different from older or other modes of religious mediation
such as holy books, sacred spaces, divine objects, or ritual performance. It would thus
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be misleading to assume that ‘media’ are some kind of external actor doing something
to an already constituted religious formation. Any religious formation is the outcome
of particular practices and technologies of mediation, which precede the ‘arrival’ or
‘adoption’ of modern media technologies. In other words, religion and media are
mutually constitutive. 

The idea of religion as a practice of mediation has implications not only for
how we conceive of religion, and thus for the study of religion, but also for how we
conceive of media, and thus for the anthropology of media. I take as a point of depar-
ture that media are not to be conceived as mass media only (Mazzarella 2004; Mitchell
2005). The anthropology of media (Askew and Wilk 2002; Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod,
and Larkin 2002) generally limits its subject to electronic or print media. I propose to
widen the notion of media to denote practices of mediation and analyse media as
intermediaries in processes of communication, of connection, of establishing, main-
taining and transforming links between people, and, in the case of religious media-
tion, between people and what they take to be the supernatural. 

And yet, modern media technologies cannot be assumed to be unproblemat-
ic extensions of older forms of religious mediation. On the contrary, ‘media and
mediation constitute inherently unstable and ambiguous conditions of possibility
for religious signifying practices’ (Stolow 2005:125). The question of media and
mediated presence is often strongly disputed by and within religious groups.
Protestant iconoclasm is of course the classic and violent example that comes to
mind. But precisely because mediation is inherent to every form of religion, media
(old or new) are always possible sources of caution, concern, and conflict, as in the
cases of the rejection of the written bible by Masowe Apostolics in Zimbabwe
(Engelke 2007), the debates surrounding the circulation of audio recordings of the
Islamic devotional genre na’t in Mauritius (Eisenlohr 2006), or the controversy over
the production of home videos by and for Candomblé cultists in Bahia (Van de Port
2006). The point is that the immediacy of the supernatural, as an extrasensory pres-
ence, always needs media for being experienceable and imaginable. These media
may range from the bible to the body, from prophets to television, and from mini
discs to cowry shells. But what classifies as immediacy and what as mediation is
not given but negotiated (Engelke 2007). Which texts, bodies, or objects are ‘media’
or ‘representations,’ and which texts, bodies, or objects are manifestations of
‘immediate’ divine presence is contested and varies with religious traditions and
their ‘semiotic ideologies’ (Keane 2003) that define the relations between words,
things, and subjects.

Thus, whereas the immediacy of God’s word in the bible has been a long held
value in Christianity, Zimbabwean Masowe Apostolics reject the bible because they
see the materiality of the book medium as a barrier to a ‘live and direct’ faith marked
by immateriality of God’s presence. Ghanaian charismatics reject any kind of priestly
mediation between the believer and the divine and profess the ‘unmediated accessibil-
ity of spiritual gifts,’ but the charismatic authority of their pastors and prophets rests
on the presence of God they are held to embody and manifest. The Afrikania
Mission’s eager adoption of television is problematic for the traditional shrine priests
the movement seeks to represent, because for the priests TV images could make the
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spirits present in non-authorised contexts beyond their control. They rather privilege
the body as the appropriate medium for the manifestation of spirit powers, through
possession and other bodily techniques. Charismatics also authenticate the born-again
Christian’s body as the prime locus of Holy Spirit power, but they also expose a
strong distrust of the bodily senses as media through which knowledge of the world
can be gained and prefer ‘spiritual knowledge’ coming ‘directly’ from God. Finally,
whereas traditional diviners use cowry shells as media to communicate with the spir-
its, born-again Christians are often highly suspicious of such cowry shells as they take
them to make dangerous demonic spirits present.

What these examples of different semiotic ideologies point out is that the
dichotomous categories of mediation and immediacy, distance and intimacy, presence
and absence, or presence and representation can never be taken at face value. I use
them therefore not as analytical concepts, but analyse them as attributes, for they are
not intrinsic qualities, but qualities ascribed via particular semiotic ideologies. They
are made and attributed to certain objects, bodies, words, sounds and images in a
process of religious authentication that invests them with authority – or denies them
authority – in the relationship between a religious subject and the divine (cf. Engelke
2007:9). In a semiotic ideology of immediacy, mediation can thus be found problemat-
ic because it implies distance and counteracts the ideal of authentic, immediate reli-
gious experience and/or because it challenges established forms of religious authority
by facilitating new ones (see also Schulz 2006). At the same time, the acceptance of
particular media and forms of mediation as legitimate often goes together with a
denial of mediation. Religious practitioners call upon media to define, construct, and
experience their relationship with the spiritual world, but sacralize or naturalize these
media so as to authenticate a religious experience as immediate and ‘real.’ Such
denials of and debates over media and mediation point to, as Mattijs van de Port
(2006:457) has put it, an ‘ongoing struggle over the proper ways to render present the
sacred’ found in the relationship between religion and media. 

Obviously, this struggle takes very different courses and has different outcomes
in various religious traditions. The key concern of this thesis in comparing charismat-
ic-Pentecostals’ and neo-traditionalists’ adoption of modern media technologies, then,
is to investigate the relationship between practices of technological mass mediation
and other/older practices of religious mediation and the different forms the problem
of mediation takes for both groups. The observation here is that charismatic
Pentecostalism denies mediation, positing the direct access of every born-again
Christian to the power of the Holy Spirit, but enthusiastically takes on electronic
media technologies, while African traditional religions emphasise the need for media-
tion, channelling access to spirit powers through various types of religious intermedi-
aries, but find it, as said, very difficult to accommodate new media.

The sensibility of religion
A theory of religion as mediation implies a focus on the human body and its sensory
media in and through which religious presence get materialised. The current revival
of interest in the senses across the humanities (e.g. Bull and Beck 2003; Classen 2005;
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Howes 1991, 2004; Seremetakis 1994; Van Ginkel and Strating 2007) offers intriguing
avenues for the study of religion. As a practice of engaging with an extrasensory
world, religion depends on the senses for making that world experienceable and real.
Different religious traditions organise the sensory mediation of divine presence differ-
ently, through particular regimes of mobilising and disciplining the senses and the
body. The sensuous dimension of religion is receiving increased attention from schol-
ars of religion, especially in the fields of anthropology (Classen 1998; Csordas 1997;
Hirschkind 2006a; Mahmood 2004; Meyer 2006b) and history (Chidester 1992, 2005b;
Mellor and Shilling 1997; Schmidt 2000). Critical of taken-for-granted assumptions
about the primacy of the eye in hierarchies of the senses, such studies tend to investi-
gate how the human sensorium is culturally and historically informed and how
embodied forms and sensibilities help shape religious subjectivity, belonging, imagi-
nation, and experience. Focussing on the senses in charismatic Christian and African
traditional practices of religious mediation, I wish to contribute to a rehabilitation of
bodily and sensory formation as a crucial area of research on religion.

Much of the current interest in the body and the senses is inspired by Pierre
Bourdieu’s (1980) elaboration of the notion of habitus and Marcel Mauss’s (1973 [1934])
work on techniques of the body.14 For Bourdieu, habitus is the principle through
which ‘objective social conditions’ are inscribed in the body and generate a structure
of embodied dispositions that operate beneath the level of consciousness and mediate
between socio-cultural patterns of (class) behaviour and subjective experience.
Bourdieu’s emphasis on the unconscious power of habitus, however, leaves little room
for exploring the explicit practices through which a habitus is acquired (Mahmood
2001). Recent anthropological work on religion and the senses has focussed on the
body as a site of training and has shown how particular religious traditions discipline
the body and tune the senses through conscious learning and rehearsal of bodily and
sensory techniques (Alvez De Abreu 2005; Hirschkind 2001b; Van Dijk 2005; see also
Csordas 1997). Religious sensory regimes organize the ways in which religious sub-
jects relate to the divine and thus ‘modulate people of flesh and blood, seeking to
inscribe religion into their bones’ (Meyer 2006b:24). 

Although more concerned with sensory metaphors than with sensory regimes,
David Chidesters book Word and Light (1992) provides an illuminating example of
how the senses are implicated in the problem of mediation. Recognising seeing and
hearing as the two dominant sensory modes of Western religious thought, Chidester
observes a basic tendency to associate visual metaphors of light with presence and
immediacy and auditory metaphors of word with transcendence and mediation. He
shows how an emphasis on the visual by Christian thinkers like Augustine and
Bonaventura reveals a preference for the contemplation of God as immediate pres-
ence, whereas priority given to the auditory by authors like Arius and Melanchton
comes with a greater emphasis on God as inaccessible mystery.15 I do wonder what
Chidester’s focus on the senses of seeing and hearing alone left out with regard to the
other senses – and indeed, in a later publication he explicitly addressed the tactility of
Christianity (see below). But his analysis brings out well the merits of trying to define
the particular semiotic ideologies of the senses, and, I would add, the practices by
which these are embodied, in different religious traditions and currents.  
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Analyses of the particular sensory metaphors and regimes that shape the
charismatic Pentecostal subject’s engagement with the divine have tended to privilege
the visual (Meyer 2006c; Material Religion 1(3)) or, to a lesser extent, the auditory (Van
Dijk 2005). I wish to argue that the sense of touch is particularly well tuned in charis-
matic Pentecostalism. This has important consequences for how we conceive of its
relationship to the sensory regimes of traditional African religiosity and to those of
audio-visual mass media. Stressing tactility, however, I do not seek to privilege touch
as an alternative to vision and hearing, as much of the anthropology of the senses
tends to do. Rather, as will be outlined below, my plea to take seriously the sense of
touch extends to touch as it is implicated in sound and image. 

The Ghanaian theologian Kwame Bediako (1995:106) understands African
Pentecostalism, in resonance with African traditional religion, as ‘a system of power’
and living religiously as ‘being in touch with the source and channels of power in the
universe’ (my emphasis, MdW). The idea of African religion as a system of power is
recognised by various scholars of religion in Africa (Asamoah-Gyadu 2005a; Ellis and
Ter Haar 2004; Meyer 1999) and is a much needed correction to the dominant defini-
tion of religion as a system of symbols, beliefs, or ideas, that, as Talal Asad (1993) has
argued, is rooted in modern Protestantism, but has acquired a problematic, universal-
ist application (see also Chidester 1996). Leaving this discussion for chapter 5, what I
want to stress here is the tactile dimension of African religiosity and of Pentecostalism
worldwide. I do not want to oppose this tactility, however, to the ‘system of ideas,’
that Bediako holds Western Christianity for. Presenting ‘African religion’ as a religion
of touch risks reproducing a longstanding stereotypical opposition of detached
Western modernity and African embodiment and authenticity, manifested in forms as
varied as Western romanticist fantasies of the Noble Savage and Africanist Christian
searches for ‘African authenticity’ (see chapter 5). I wish to emphasise, then, that
‘touch is a bodily experience deeply encoded in Christian culture’ (Sennet 1994:225)
and in the very notion of religion as a practice of binding (Chidester 2005b: 51).16 I
equally wish to oppose the assumption that the touch is immediate and, by implica-
tion, authentic. The appreciation (or fear) of touch as more immediate than the other
senses is part of a particular semiotic ideology of the senses that authenticates touch
as immediate. 

In the West African context, this tactility of Christianity, and Pentecostalism
in particular, comes to be expressed in relation to religious traditions that authenti-
cate the body as the primary medium for spirit beings to become manifest and in
human form communicate with human beings (Geurts 2002; Lovell 2002; Rosenthal
1998). As a practice of mediation, Ghanaian religion is a practice of getting and
keeping in touch with spiritual powers, the Holy Spirit in the case of
Pentecostalism, various kinds of deities and spirits in traditional religions. But it is
also a practice of getting and keeping out of touch with other, evil or unwanted
spirit powers. Religion as a practice of connection is always also a practice of dis-
connection. In my analysis ‘being in touch’ and ‘being out of touch’ is not to be
understood metaphorically, but points to the centrality of the body, of embodiment
and tactility in African charismatic Pentecostalism and African traditional religion
alike. In both traditions, practices of religious mediation and the sensory regimes
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that shape religious subjectivity centre on the body and the sense of touch.
What happens to the embodied, tactile dimension of religiosity in the public

sphere? When being in touch is effectuated by mass mediated sounds and images?
And being out of touch ensured by restrictions on visibility and audibility, by conceal-
ment and silence? To rephrase the central question, how do audiovisual practices of
technological mediation relate to performative, tactile, bodily practices of spiritual
mediation? How does the adoption of new media technologies reconfigure the senso-
ry mediation of religious imagination and experience?

Cross-sensual media
Even though ‘from the Frankfurt School onwards, the question of our sensory engage-
ment with media has been at the centre of debates over their social implications and
effects’ (Mazzarella 2004:359),17 media have been largely absent from the anthropolo-
gy of the senses, just as the senses have been largely absent from the anthropology of
media. Constance Classen’s (1998) lamentation over the ‘proliferation of technologies
of representation in contemporary culture’ and ‘the rule of sight’ at the expense of ‘the
organic, synaesthetic cosmos of premodernity’ is only one example of an often taken-
for-granted view of modern media technologies as disembodied. Conversely, her cele-
bration of the ‘lower senses’ of taste, smell, and touch seems to entail an assumption
of these senses, in contrast to sight and hearing, as outside mediation, as im-mediate,
and thus outside the field of media.

In order to explore how the audiovisuality of mass media and the embodiment
of religious performance – the media and the body – intersect, I propose a cross-sen-
sual approach to media that combines the insights of the anthropology of the senses
and the (re)turn to bodily perception and response in cinema studies (Marks 2000;
Sobschack 2004) and art history (Freedberg 1989). The for scholars of mass media less
obvious question of touch helps explaining how the entanglement of mass media and
religiosity mobilises the sensorium in new ways and alters the formation of the reli-
gious subject through sound and image practices that go beyond mere seeing and
hearing (Verrips 2002, 2006). It is especially the seeming absence of tactility from mass
mediation that interests me, because of the central role of physical touch in the media-
tion of spiritual power in both charismatic Christian and African traditional religious
practice.

Scholars of religion and mass media have increasingly addressed the question
of how spirituality is informed by the visuality of the mass media (e.g. Gillespie 1995;
Meyer 2006c; Morgan 1998, 2005; Pinney 2002, 2004; Spyer 2001; special issue of
Material Religion 1(3)). This has yielded exciting theoretical approaches that go beyond
an understanding of vision as distanced gaze and think through the power of images
to touch the beholder (Freedberg 1989). The recognition that people’s engagement
with images is not limited to the eye, but is multisensory and bodily, produced a
plethora of evocative terms from ‘corpothetics’ (Pinney 2004), ‘haptic visuality’ (Marks
2000, 2002), and ‘teletactility’ (Benthien 2002) to the ‘corporeal eye’ (Turvey 1998) and
the ‘cinesthetic subject’ (Sobchack 2004). The return to aesthetics in the Aristotelian
sense of aisthesis, as referring to the apprehension and interpretation of the world
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through the totality of the senses (Classen 1998; Hirschkind 2001b; Meyer 2006b;
Verrips 2006), helps us explore the relationship between performative and mass medi-
ated practices of religious mediation. 

While image, vision and visuality are well theorized, sound, hearing, and aurali-
ty, however, are only beginning to receive serious attention from scholars of religion
(Hirschkind 2001b, 2006a; Hughes 2002; Oosterbaan 2006; Van Dijk 2005). In studies of
television, film, and video the audio dimension of these media silently disappears (but
see Hoek fc.; Hughes 2005). Most scholars of religion and film seem to subscribe to
what Star Wars sound designer Randy Thom called ‘the ridiculous idea that film is a
visual medium’ (cited in Henley 2007:61). While I recognize the importance of vision
and visuality, especially in Pentecostalism, I argue for taking more seriously the power
of sound to evoke (religious) experience. Henley (2007) has argued that sound has a
more powerful visceral impact than image, exactly because it demands our conscious
attention much less than (moving) images do. Not surprisingly perhaps, it is mostly in
the absence of images, in the field of music, that the possibility of acoustic touch has
been theorised (Henriques 2003; Putnam 1985; Stoller 1989a; Van Maas 2005, 2007;
Zuckerkandl 1956). A significant observation is that auditory and tactile sensations
share a highly invasive quality (Putnam 1985:61). As sound penetrates the listener, fus-
ing the material and the nonmaterial, the tangible and the intangible (Zuckerkandl
1956), religious sound is often found to be a powerful medium for connecting to and
accessing the effective power of spirits.18 Sander van Maas (2005), in an evocative essay
on the touch of contemporary electronic music, draws our attention to the particular
formal qualities of music, in his case the use of low and ultra-low frequencies, in effec-
tuating this touch. He argues that by engaging the body the ‘sonic presence’ of elec-
tronic music – and of the phenomenon of music in general – ‘problematizes the differ-
ence between insides and outsides. It destabilizes the distinction between sound and its
mediation, between content and form, between interior and exterior’ (Van Maas 2005).
Music, and for that matter sound, always engages the body in musical/acoustic percep-
tion, but it is important to pay attention to the specificities of particular sounds, or the
sonic texture, that enhance or reduce the possibility of being touched.

When we recognise that the senses in their aesthetic interaction shape the reli-
gious and cultural imagination, we thus have to look at how the sonic and the visual
dimensions of mass media work together to produce a sense of divine touch. The
question then is how the possibility of visual and acoustic ‘teletactility,’ opened up by
electronic media and their particular formal qualities, transforms the sensory media-
tion of religious imagination and experience.

Religious formats
Religion always needs mediation and mediation always needs forms. It is impor-
tant to recognise that the formal properties of a given medium condition its social
potential and enable and constrain the control and dissemination of information in
particular ways (Mazzarella 2004:358). This is true not only of ‘media’ in their con-
ventional understanding, but also of religious ritual, which involves ‘the perform-
ance of more or less invariant sequences of formal acts and utterances encoded by
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someone other than the performer himself’ (Rappaport 1999: 118). Mass media and
religious ritual share certain modes of formal organization, characterised by fixity
and repetition that I propose to call ‘format.’ I use the concept of ‘format’ to refer to
a more or less fixed set of stylistic features and sequence of ingredients applied to
arrange and/or to (re)present certain contents, be they textual, visual, aural, or per-
formative. It is a form meant for repetitive use. I conceive of format as a practice: a
practice of selection, editing, shuffling, of fitting in and cutting out. As such, for-
matting also hides: representation is both revelation and concealment. My under-
standing of religious formats comes very close to Birgit Meyer’s  (2006b:8) under-
standing of ‘sensational forms’ as ‘relatively fixed, authorized modes of invoking,
and organizing access to the transcendental.’ What the concept of format helps
bringing out is not only the relative fixity of particular forms through which people
are made to experience the presence of divine power, but also their repetition and
reproducibility. Continuous repetition is what makes a format powerful, because it
makes the format disappear and unconsciously recognised and the content con-
vincing. 

The concept of format is also attractive, because, as a key concept in the media
and entertainment industry, it is also an emic term, used by Mensa Otabil’s media
team in the context of their media productions. In line with my plea for broadening
the anthropological study of media beyond its current focus on mass media, I have
extrapolated the term from this specific media-related use to broader religious prac-
tice and in particular ritual, in which similar processes of formal organisation, struc-
turing, and repetition, indeed, of formatting, take place. Format and ritual share two
key features of fixed form and repetition. When people are continuously exposed to
particular media formats, they become so accustomed to these formats that they get
naturalized and shape people’s sense of what is convincing and what is not (Van de
Port 2006:455). Ritual, a church service for instance, is also a repetitive form, that
draws its convincing power from being repeated all the time and thus disappearing,
being naturalized. Formats, then, play a central part in the processes by which (reli-
gious) mediations get authorized and authenticated.

The concept of religious formats allows us to fine-tune the problem of media-
tion. Religious formats enable believers to experience a connection – being in touch –
with a supernatural presence. Continuous repetition of these formats naturalizes them
and conceals the work of mediation they do, so that believers perceive this experience
as immediate and true. In charismatic terms, people ‘experience the free flow of Holy
Spirit power.’ That is, if a religious format works. It may also not work, for a particu-
lar person or in a particular context. When an awareness of the format as human con-
struction takes precedence over the feeling of supernatural power, a religious format
is not convincing. Religious formats thus mediate a sense of spirit presence, but also
risk ‘killing the spirit’ or keeping it absent. A basic tension thus underlies the problem
of mediation: a tension between format and flow, or, to be more precise, between the
awareness of the mediating power of format and the sense of an immediate flow of
spirit power. 

How do the formats and bodily techniques of religious performance relate to
the formats and technologies of audiovisual mass media representation? When does
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representation become presence? And when does it not? How can format allow for
flow? And when does it preclude flow? In what follows I will bring out the contradic-
tions involved for both the International Central Gospel Church and the Afrikania
Mission in tying into the dominant formats and styles of the mass media.

Doing religion, media, senses: methodological considerations

What does a researcher do with religion? And what does the religion a social scientist
studies do to the researcher?19 This is a question many anthropologists and sociolo-
gists of religion have asked themselves, although not much has been written about it
(but see Poloma 2003; Verrips 2005). The same question can be asked with regard to
studying mass media and the senses. What does a researcher do with and to media?
And what do the media a media scholar studies do to the researcher? How are the
researcher’s own senses and sensory experiences implicated in the research? 

Let us return for a moment to the interview experience I had with Dr. Beckley
described at the opening. It brings out how I was sometimes carried away by the con-
vincing power of religious mediations, and at other times totally amazed at people’s
belief. At unexpected moments I was sucked into the sensory experiences and modes
of thought that I studied (see also Harding 2001). I had similar experiences in the
Christ Temple. When during an intensive prayer session I suddenly felt so dizzy that I
almost fainted, I immediately thought of my visit to a shrine the day before. The
opening vignette also highlights the sensuousness of doing fieldwork, including
seemingly disembodied methods of interviewing or note writing. Most importantly,
then, it points to the illusion of maintaining an outsider position and the impossibility
of writing myself out of the story.

For a total of fifteen months, from July to September 2001 and from March 2002
to March 2003, I lived in Accra with my husband, in the lively middle class area of
Dansoman. We first stayed in the house of my father-in-law, a retired journalist. In July
2002 we moved to a two-room apartment in the house of a middle-aged lady, acciden-
tally also a journalist, in the same area. From our house(s) in Dansoman I listened to
the sounds that entered through our louvre glass windows: churches and prayer
grounds, a Buddhist community, the noisy Club 250, the daily street commerce, the
neighbours, and the birds. I smelt the burning firewood or charcoal, and the soups that
needed too much time to cook for the gas stove in the kitchen. The penetrating stench
when a neighbour burnt his waste. I felt the sea wind blowing through our bed room,
and endlessly wiped the red dust that it brought along. I caressed the smooth surface
of the hardwood writing desk that we had ordered from a downtown carpenter and I
enjoyed the coolness of the terrazzo floor under my bare feet. In the darkness of the
night, behind the well on my father-in-law’s compound, I rinsed the sticky heat off my
skin with a cold bucket shower, a rough sponge, and lots of foamy Village Fresh soap.

Moving about in Accra, I gradually acquired practical knowledge about the
geographical structure of the city, its various neighbourhoods, trotro and taxi routes,
cross roads, major stations, and landmarks. I learned the logic of public transport, its
particular communicative practices of hissing, shouting and gesticulating destinations
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and immersed myself in the hectic of the rush hours, the long queues for taxi’s and
busses, the jam-packed trotros. When I started driving our own car, I was disoriented,
my knowledge of routes, connections, and landmarks proved insufficient. I needed a
different ‘mental city map’ (cf. Wiegele 2005:59-62), an aerial view of streets and how
all neighbourhoods are located vis-à-vis each other. It was only then that I started
using my (however outdated) KLM/Shell map to find the shortest route from the
Christ Temple to the Afrikania Mission, from the Ghana Broadcasting Corporation to
the National Media Commission, and from Radio Gold to TV3.  

Studying religion
In many respects my ways of learning about the religious groups that I studied did
not differ so much from the ways in which members or aspirant members learnt
about their (new) religion. I bought and read lots of Pentecostal and (fewer) Afrikania
publications, bought, listened to and talked about sermon tapes, videos and CD’s, and
watched and listened to religious TV and radio broadcasts. I did (and often recorded)
interviews and had informal conversations with leaders and members, and did a
questionnaire survey among Christ Temple and Afrikania members (which was more
successful in the former case). My main way of learning, however, was participant
observation in religious services. I went to church every Sunday, most often to the
Christ Temple and the Afrikania Headquarters, sometimes to other ICGC or Afrikania
branches, or to other churches. Sometimes I attended two services in a row at different
places. I audio or video recorded the services and took part in dancing, listening, and
taking notes, which in the ICGC was what one was supposed to do. Next to church
services, I attended other ceremonies like baptisms, weddings, and funerals, musical
events and religious conferences, and rehearsal sessions or meetings of various kinds
of smaller groups within the Christ Temple and the Afrikania Mission. Both organisa-
tions also celebrated their twentieth anniversary during my fieldwork. 

I also participated in religious education. At the Christ Temple I followed the
series of twelve ‘discipleship classes’ that prospective members are required to go
through. After that I joined several courses at ICGC’s Living Word School of Ministry.
At the Afrikania Mission I followed the two week intensive course in ‘Afrikan
Traditional Religion’ at the Afrikania Priesthood Training School. Participation in this
kind of religious education not only taught me much about the ideologies, beliefs, and
practices of the two groups, but as much about their modes of transmitting knowl-
edge and doctrines. Moreover, the group discussions that were always part of the
classes (at both places) brought out interesting points of tension. 

Both the ICGC and the Afrikania Mission put great emphasis on ‘knowledge’
and studying and my eagerness to learn, indeed, to study, was often interpreted as
religious commitment or even zeal. This confronted me with the question of sincerity
and the limits of participation. Sincerity towards others implied the question of how
open to be about my own religious convictions, or rather the lack of it. Obviously I
did not go to church with ‘non-believer’ written on my forehead. Neither did I make
any conscious effort to hide that I did not consider myself a Christian and was also
not considering becoming one. I always introduced myself to leaders and members as

-  29 -

Introduction

05-introduction-p1-40.qxd  2-4-2008  22:06  Pagina 29



a researcher and not as a potential member. Traditionalists mostly took my interest as
international recognition of their religion. For born-again Christians, it was often an
invitation to evangelise and try to convert me. My strong interest in the church and its
teachings and my not being a Christian was confusing and many people expected that
I would soon ‘see the light.’ But after a year I still did not fit into their mutually exclu-
sive categories of ‘believer’ and ‘non-believer.’

Sincerity also turned towards myself. Although I participated in many aspects
of religious ritual and was often drawn into participation by others, participation also
had its limits. In the Christ Temple I did stand up at prayers for pregnancy,20 but I was
much more hesitant to have myself anointed with olive oil. That happened twice, once
by my own in-promptu decision and once when a prophet called me forward too
explicitly to ignore. I did easily participate in dancing, clapping, and singing, but my
sporadic attempts to speak in tongues and my occasional participation in communion
caused a gnawing feeling of hypocrisy. But why this limit? What is the difference
between prayer and anointing, between dancing and communion? And why did I feel
insincere more often in the Christ Temple than when participating in Afrikania’s wor-
ship services? Certainly there were limits there too. I learned about spiritual consulta-
tion, but did not consult the spirits myself, even if this would be the only way to wit-
ness an Afrikania consultation session. I declined the invitation to be initiated as an
Afrikania priestess, even if this excluded me from witnessing the initiation rituals. I
also declined any invitation to ‘celebrate mass’ or sit with the priests during service.

Clearly, the fact that I studied two self-conscious, mutually opposed religious
groups, also informed these limits. At the Christ Temple I did not hide the fact that I
was also interested in the Afrikania Mission, and vice versa. My asserted ‘neutrality’
did not temper both groups’ strong evangelising tendencies. Leaders and members on
both sides pushed (or rather pulled) me to convert and become a member. Both
Mensa Otabil and Kofi Ameve tried to incorporate me into their broad religious
visions. Otabil envisioned me as a pastor in the Netherlands, rallying young Dutch
people for Christ in an effort to halt what he feared to be the ‘islamisation of Europe.’
To my objection that I was not even a Christian, let alone a pastor, he only said ‘that
can be dealt with.’ Ameve liked to present me as an Afrikania priestess to members
and visitors of the mission, as I followed the introductory course for prospective
Afrikania priests. He envisioned me delving deeply for the traces of any ‘indigenous
religion’ in the Netherlands, dating from before the advent of Christianity there.
When he realised that that did not really strike a chord with me, he wished me to join
in his struggle for Africanist revival in Ghana and wanted to initiate and publicly
ordain me with my fellow students. My objection now was that, in contrast to them, I
knew nothing of the herbs, techniques, and practices of traditional priests, so how
could I claim spiritual authority? Ameve then trivialised the spiritual power of
Afrikania priests and said that it is only people’s belief that they have ‘something’ that
counts. While pulling me in to become an insider and belong, both Otabil and Ameve
also tried to capitalise on my presence as an outsider for their strategies of public rep-
resentation. Ameve in his sermons and speeches often alluded to my and other peo-
ple’s foreign academic interest in Afrikania as recognition of African traditional reli-
gion in the international arena. Otabil in interviews with me presented the image of
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himself that he also publicised through his PR team and other channels, thus conceal-
ing or trivializing aspects that would make him appear less distinctive, sophisticated,
or intellectual in the field of Ghanaian (and global) charismatic Pentecostalism.

Reflecting on the limits of participation in religion, I wonder why it is that a
good number of anthropologists studying traditional healing or possession cults in
Africa (or elsewhere) become initiated and some indeed practice as spiritual healers
themselves (e.g. Stoller 1989a; Stoller and Olkes 1987; Van Binsbergen 1991, 2003;
Willis 1999), but those studying Pentecostalism do not become born-again, prophets,
or evangelists. 

Researching mass media
Anthropological research on mass media inevitably poses challenges to the classical
anthropological methods of participant observation. If ‘presence,’ or ‘being there,’ is
the ultimate source of authority for an anthropologist, anthropological research on
mass media raises the question ‘being where?’ For this study I have combined
methodologies of ethnography and media studies (Gillespie 1995; Ginsburg 2002;
Hasty 2005): I have looked at and participated in practices of media production, dis-
semination, and consumption and the socio-cultural contexts in which these practices
are embedded and analysed the media products themselves, their images, discourses,
and formats. Of course, these methods cannot really be separated. A focus on media
products already requires participation: buying a television and an antenna in a
downtown electronics shop, having the antenna mounted on your roof by an area boy,
arguing with your landlady about how to share the electricity bill when using a TV, a
radio, and a laptop, and dealing with power cuts tells much about how people’s prac-
tices with media technologies are implicated in local infrastructures, power relations,
and daily life. Not to speak of listening to radio broadcasts in taxis or reading and
buying newspapers at roadside news stands.  

I collected a great number of media products: I regularly bought various kinds
of newspapers, magazines, and other print media. They included the national dailies,
regional weeklies, tabloids, entertainment magazines, radio and television guides,
posters/calendars, religious publications, and popular literature. I regularly watched
and listened to all kinds of television and radio broadcasts and recorded some of
them. I also bought audio and video tapes and CD’s produced by different religious
organisations. In analysing these media, my focus was on how religion and religions
are represented in different kinds of media and on how the liberalisation of the media
was debated.  A focus on media products alone is not sufficient to understand how
they are embedded in people’s daily life and in wider socio-cultural and political-eco-
nomic processes. My major focus has therefore been on practices of media production.
To gain insight into the Ghanaian media scene, I did a short internship at the maga-
zine department of Ghana’s first private TV station TV3, where I tasted the daily prac-
ticalities of documentary script writing on a shared computer, of collegial competition
over the few available cameras for shooting on location, and of production research,
shooting, editing, presentation, and lunch breaks. I also interviewed professionals
working in the media field, with public and private radio and TV stations and with
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organisational bodies like the National Media Commission and the Frequency Board.
Most of my time, however, was spent on ‘participant observation’ of the ICGC media
team and of Afrikania’s interactions with the media. In the ICGC I followed mostly
the production of Otabil’s Living Word broadcast and its spin-offs: audio and video
tapes and CD’s and promotional material such as radio and TV commercials and fly-
ers. This took place in the auditorium (shooting), in Otabil’s office (shooting), and in
the church’s media studio (post-production). Afrikania’s media events took place at
the headquarters in Accra, at rural branches, shrines, and in media studios and con-
cerned press conferences, media coverage of important Afrikania events and tradition-
al festivals, the making of a television documentary on the movement, and radio and
television talk shows. 

I must admit that my choice for a focus on media production rather than con-
sumption was not a well-considered one. It was informed by a series of intriguing
media event at the Afrikania Mission, which always left me puzzled. It was informed
by the unexpected and fascinating encounters I had with the ICGC media people, and
by their surprising willingness to open up their editing studio and their daily work
routine to my frequent hanging around. To put it differently, my methodological
choice was informed by my sheer excitement about what I was getting at. This ‘choice’
implies that the consumption side of religious media remains under-exposed.21 A
source of information on the reception of Otabil’s media ministry in particular was the
collection of letters and emails sent to the church by viewers and listeners in response
to the programme. I also talked with people about their media consumption practices
and about the programmes they watched or listened to and the things they read.
Sometimes I watched or listened together with people in the houses were I stayed or
when I visited people in their homes. Although this rather casual method does not
allow me to analyse media consumption in any detail, it did give me some insight
into viewing, listening, and reading practices and into the chords religious media
stroke or did not strike. 

Sensory ethnography
The anthropology of the senses has offered stimulating reflection on the senses in
ethnographic fieldwork and the methodological problems the senses pose (see Bendix
2005; Geurts 2002; Stoller 1989b). Pleas for ‘sensory ethnography’ and ‘participant sen-
sation’ (Howes 2006), however, are often based on an implicit, but problematic distinc-
tion between embodied knowledge and cerebral knowledge, with the first to be
gained through participation and the second to be gained through interviews and
other supposedly ‘disembodied’ research methods. By talking to people one learns
about their viewpoints, their life stories, their opinions and imaginations. Through
participation a researcher gradually embodies ‘native’ cultural knowledge about sit-
ting, eating, greeting, giving, and taking. One learns, in Ghana that is, not to sit with
one’s legs crossed and never to use one’s left hand in any kind of social interaction.
One learns how to end a handshake with a finger click and when not to do so. This
knowledge becomes part of one’s bodily routine to the extent that is hard to abandon
when ‘back at home.’ Through participation in religious ritual one experiences how
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religion calls upon the senses and forms the body and its postures and movements; by
talking to people one can find out how they think about and imagine the body and
the senses. But although there are different modes of ethnographic learning, there is
no distinction between the methods of ‘interview’ and ‘participation’ with respect to
the ways in which the senses are implicated in the research process. Doing an inter-
view is also a physical, sensory experience and involves participation in cultural
modes of communication and interaction, which profoundly engage the researcher’s
body and senses. It does make a difference whether one has an interview over a
shared bowl of fufu with nkakra (pounded cassava and plantain with hot pepper soup)
in a bustling chop bar or over an ice-cold sparkling mineral water, seated on a luxuri-
ous sofa in a head pastor’s air-conditioned office. The interview as an interactive event
tells us much more than its audio recording alone. Next to recording interviews,
therefore, I also made notes about the non-auditory aspects of the interaction and my
own sensory perceptions. 

A related assumption often made is that ‘the technologies we bring to the field
… have stood in the way of allowing [us] to recognize [our] own body as a primary
instrument of research’ (Bendix 2005:8). The conventional tools of ethnography – pen
and pencil, sound recorder, typewriter, laptop computer, video and photo camera –
are expected or experienced to close off the possibility of using our senses as a
research tool. It may be clear from the opening vignette and my theoretical approach
of media technologies as cross-sensual, that this need not be so. Rather, using media
technologies myself has made me more aware of their appeal to the body and their
relationship to non-technological modes of data storage and communication. In the
media conscious environments that I studied, it also enabled me to participate in a
way that would not have been possible without these technologies.

Writing and reading

Since James Clifford and George Marcus’ Writing Culture (1986), the problem of pres-
ence - being there, participation - and representation - writing - has attracted much
anthropological reflection. As William Mazzarella stated, ‘Writing Culture and the cri-
tique of representation tackled the cult of immediacy in ethnographic writing, that is
to say the disavowal of the mediating work done by means of naturalized literary
devices’ (Mazzarella 2004:360). As anthropologists we no longer believe in the illusion
of immediacy conjured up by the ‘ethnographic present’ and have become critically
aware of our own representations. It is important to realise that an awareness of medi-
ation is not the privilege of the ethnographer, but is as much a concern for those we
study (see also Ginsburg et al. 2002). This is especially (but not only) so when one
works with media professionals and leadership figures. Conversely, the problem of
mediation, which, I argue, is at the heart of the ICGC’s and the Afrikania Mission’s
struggles with media formats, also pertains to my own struggle of transforming a
fieldwork experience into the format of a book. 

The medium of representation, written language fixed in the materiality of ink,
paper and glue, has serious limits. One of these is the impossibility of simultaneity.
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Words, sentences, paragraphs, sections, and chapters have to follow each other, and
they have to do so logically. But there is no single sequence in the story of this book,
which seeks to capture the symbiosis of two religions without placing one before the
other and the intersection of religious and technological forms of mediation without
suggesting that one precedes the other. Another limit of writing, and of the very medi-
um of language, is that words – concepts – cannot be separated from the politics of
representation that generates them. All key terms of this thesis (religion, African
Traditional Religion, charismatic Pentecostalism, media, mediation, representation,
presence, senses, body) do not exist outside people’s – including anthropologists’ –
practices of imagining, defining, and categorising the world they live in. These prac-
tices are profoundly political as they are imbedded in power struggles (local and glob-
al) over who defines what classifies as ‘religion’ and what not, and what counts as
‘knowledge.’ As anthropologists we can study these struggles, but we are forever part
of them. The terminology we use is thus always problematic. And still we have to
write. We thus have to deal with the limits of the medium of writing, including its lin-
earity. 

Borrowing from Julio Cortázar’s novel Rayuela, translated into English as
Hopscotch, I suggest several routes through the chapters that make up this book. The
easiest is to obediently follow the chapters in the order in which they are bound in
this cover and arranged into the three parts that make up this thesis. Chapter 1 pro-
vides a background to the public manifestations of the ICGC and the Afrikania
Mission that are discussed later on. It shows how the shifting relations and blurring
boundaries between the state, broadcast media, religion, and commerce have set the
conditions for a ‘pentecostalisation’ of the Ghanaian public sphere. The result of neo-
liberalism, democracy, globalisation, and infrastructural expansion, is a new politics of
representation that is particularly favourable to charismatic churches. This has serious
consequences for how we can think about the public sphere. 

Part two and three form the core of the thesis and present the International
Central Gospel Church and the Afrikania Mission respectively. The two parts relate to
each other in two ways. First, they examine the dialectical relationship between neo-
traditionalism and charismatic Pentecostalism. They show that, even though African
traditional religion and charismatic Pentecostalism can in many respects be consid-
ered antipodes, they are, as said, deeply implicated in each other. Secondly, the two
parts seek to make a comparison. They analyse the different ways in which both
organisations make use of mass media and relate the different challenges and dilem-
mas they face to the specific relationship in both religions between the modes of com-
municating spiritual power and knowledge and the formats of the mass media.

The central thread running through the three chapters on the ICGC is the ten-
sion produced by the mass reproduction of charisma. Chapter 2 presents ICGC leader
Mensa Otabil. It examines the constitution of religious authority through the conver-
gence of charisma and marketing strategies of branding. It argues that Otabil’s mass
mediated charisma hinges on a fragile fusion of modern celebrity and traditional
mediumship. Chapter 3 shifts focus to the church and the religious practices in the
Christ Temple. It analyses practices of mediating Holy Spirit power that constitute
religious subjectivity through at first sight contradictory, yet inextricably merged
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processes of charismatic flow and ritual format. It argues that the transformation of
the born-again Christian happens through a convergence of spiritual and rational
power in the human body in a way that collapses the western distinction between
body and mind. Chapter 4 examines the ICGC media department and its production
of the Living Word broadcast and its spin-offs. It shows how the formats of televisuali-
sation of religious practice create charisma, inform ways of perception, and produce
new kinds of religious subjectivity. Investigating the relationship between the embod-
ied process of becoming a religious subject and the experience of viewing or listening
to a religious broadcast, it argues that the possibility of feeling touched by the Holy
Spirit through radio or television is predicated upon particular sound and image prac-
tices and modes of listening and viewing that involve the whole body.

The thread that weaves together the four chapters on the Afrikania Mission is
the tension produced by the movement’s preference for representation over presence.
Chapter 5 presents the movement and its subsequent leaders. It addresses Afrikania’s
dilemma of representing ‘Afrikan Traditional Religion’ (ATR) in a public sphere that is
dominated by Christian voices and formats and situates this dilemma in a genealogy
of conceptualising ‘Africa,’ ‘tradition,’ and ‘religion,’ that can be traced back to the ear-
liest encounter between Europeans and Africans on the West African coast. Recent
developments in Afrikania are analysed in relation to the growing public presence of
charismatic-Pentecostal churches. Ironically, in staging African traditional religion for
a broad public as an alternative to Christianity, Afrikania adopts Christian, ever more
Pentecostal styles of representation. Chapter 6 deals with the tense relationship
between Afrikania’s intellectualist project of public representation and shrine practi-
tioners embodied modes of engaging with the presence of spirits. It analyses the
dilemmas Afrikania faces in mediating between the public that it addresses, the mem-
bers that it attracts, and the priests and priestesses that it claims to represent. Chapter
7 illustrates these dilemmas with three case studies of public debates over traditional
religion and culture, in which Afrikania participated as the representative of ATR to
counter Christian voices. Chapter 8 presents the specific media strategies and formats
Afrikania employs in its efforts to access the public sphere. It shows how Afrikania’s
project of representation is complicated by its awkward position in between the domi-
nant formats and styles of representing religion and traditional practices of mediating
spiritual power and constituting religious authority.

A concluding chapter draws the two movements together for closer compari-
son and discussion of their intertwinement. It also offers further reflection on the
question of media technology, religious mediation, and the senses in a broader, cross-
cultural perspective.

It may be interesting to read the chapters in a different order. Chapter 1 is to
remain anchored at its place, but chapters 2 to 8 provide promising shuffle options. A
worthwhile alternative would be to simply swap part 2 and part 3 and read the chap-
ters on the Afrikania Mission before the chapters on the ICGC. This would make
sense, because the argument advanced in part 2 about the proximity of Ghanaian
Pentecostalism to traditional religion draws on analyses of traditional religion made
in part 3. The more adventurous, brutal, but perhaps more interesting game variant
would be to cut up the parts and rearrange the chops into three pairs, of which the
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constituent halves may again be swapped to taste. This may bring out better the dif-
ferences, parallels, and dynamics between the ICGC and the Afrikania Mission, and
between African charismatic Pentecostalism and African traditional religion. 

Chapters 2 and 5, then, present both movements, their leaders, their histories,
their messages, and their relationship to the state, the nation, and the public sphere.
They treat the public nature of both religious groups and the dilemmas both leaders
face in the public representation of religious authority. They also discuss their shared
concern with African identity and modernity. When chapter 5 is read before 2, the dis-
cussion of the history of conceptualising African tradition in chapter 5 serves as a
background not only to Afrikania’s representation of ATR, but also to Otabil’s thinking
about Africanness, culture, and modernity discussed in chapter 2. Chapters 3 and 6
shift focus from the leaders to the members, from religious authority to religious sub-
jectivity, from message to practice. They show how the public images and messages of
both groups, characterised by an intellectualist approach to religion, stand in tension
with more embodied forms of spirituality both within the organisation and in the
broader movement that they form part of or represent. Chapter 7 can be read as an
interlude where pentecostalist and traditionalist voices meet in debates over religion
and culture. Chapters 4 and 8 investigate the ways in which both religious groups
make use of mass media and analyse the relationships between the formats and tech-
nologies of mass media and the body and the senses in mediation of spiritual power.
The conclusion recapitulates and goes deeper into the proximity and difference
between two religions.

I leave it up to the reader which route to take through the pages that follow.
Both routes lead into the public manifestation of religion in Ghana’s new media
sphere. This manifestation is not a self-evident process, but an ongoing search. I
explore how religious leaders and followers in dealing with modern mass media,
have to deal with the much broader problem of mediation. In this search charismatics
and traditionalists appear at once sharply opposed and closely entangled. 

Notes

1 In this thesis I use the term ‘charismatic-Pentecostal’ to refer to the new wave of independent
Pentecostal groups and churches that emerged in Ghana from the late 1970s and are also known as
neo-Pentecostal churches or charismatic ministries. I use the term ‘neo-traditional’ to denote a con-
scious reformation of what is considered to be ‘tradition.’ I recognise that it is a pleonasm, because
the very category of ‘traditional’ is already ‘neo,’ that is, a product of ‘modernity’ and thus a refor-
mulation of what existed before. Problematising terms is not just a matter of covering myself. The
realisation that all key terms of this thesis, and arguably even the key words of every sentence, need
quotation marks, points to the limits of the medium of representation, in this case written language.
The question of the limits of mediation that is at the heart of this thesis concerns my own writing as
much as the media practices of the people I write about (see below for further discussion).
2 ‘Afrikan Traditional Religion’ is Afrikania’s spelling (see chapter 5 for further discussion) and I use
it to refer to Afrikania’s imagination and reformulation of it and distinguish it from others’, includ-
ing anthropologists’ imaginations of ‘African traditional religion.’ Both ‘African traditional religion’
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and ‘charismatic Pentecostalism’ are academic (including theological) constructs to a comparable
degree. This is well recognized and problematized for African traditional religion (see chapter 5 for
further discussion), but much less so for (charismatic) Pentecostalism (Droogers 2001:46). Like
African traditional religion, Pentecostalism lacks a central organising architecture and encompasses
a wide variety of different types of Pentecostal churches and groups and an equally wide variety of
different doctrines, practices, styles, and moralities. Both designations are also used by leaders and
adherents of these ‘religions’ themselves, but this does not mean that we can take them for granted.
The usage of such terminology for self-categorisation and consolidation of religious identities forms
part of religious groups’ struggles for and over public presence and recognition investigated in this
thesis.
3 This question not only applies to religious media/mediations. Outside the religious context,
Mazzarella (2006) has argued that ‘one of the great structuring ironies of our age is the tendency for
increasingly elaborate systems of mediation to be deployed in pursuit of immediation.’ See also
Sconce’s fascinating book (2000) on the social construction of ‘electronic presence’ in the history of
telecommunications media from telegraphy to television and McCarthy’s (2001) discussion of televi-
sion’s ‘ideology of liveness.’ I will return to the intersection of religious and media ideologies of live-
ness, presence, and immediacy in the conclusion.
4 The 2000 census attracted much controversy as both Muslims and traditionalists contested the out-
come of the census, claiming that the figures for the number of Muslims and traditionalists were far
under-reported. To prove its point, the coalition of Muslim Organisations, for example, cited statis-
tics provided by the US government’s Central Intelligence Agency, according to which the popula-
tion of Muslims in the country stands at 30 per cent of the population, while Christians comprise 34
per cent, and followers of traditional African religion, 38 per cent. The Afrikania Mission equally
called for the withdrawal of the census results, contending that the entire process was ‘fraught with
inaccuracies’ and could not be accepted as the statistical representation of the people of the country.
Drawing on figures provided in both national and international surveys, its leader Osofo Kofi
Ameve concluded that ‘There is every indication to buttress the fact that the adherents of the
African traditional religion form the majority in the country.’ The public outcry over the census doc-
ument, which ‘invoked emotions and passion,’ not only points to the difficulties involved in cate-
gorisation and gathering statistics, but stands at the heart of the struggle over public representation
of religion examined in this thesis. 
5 Catholic Canon Law says: Tu es sacerdos in eternum secundum ordinem Melchisedech (You are a priest
forever according to the Law of Melchisedech). 
6 Some work has appeared on discourses about witchcraft and other ‘occult’ forces in the press and
radio broadcasting (e.g. Bastian 2001; Englund 2007). 
7 Apart from Ghana (Birgit Meyer, myself), the countries included in the programme were Nigeria
(Brian Larkin), India (Stephen Hughes), Bangladesh (Lotte Hoek), Brazil (Mattijs van de Port,
Martijn Oosterbaan), Venezuela (Rafael Sanchez), and Sint Maarten/Saint Martin (Francio
Guadeloupe).
8 From an anthropological perspective the ‘metaphysical,’ ‘supernatural,’ ‘sacred,’ ‘divine,’ or ‘spiri-
tual’ exists only in people’s practices of imagining and relating to this realm. Such terms and the dis-
tinctions that they evoke (natural-supernatural, material-spiritual etc.) are thus always problematic
and are part of a politics of perception and authentication that extends also to the power relation-
ships between anthropologists of religion and their religious interlocutors (Van Dijk and Pels 1996).
When I use these terms in this dissertation I understand them as constituted by religious practices of
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mediation and not as prior to or outside such practices. 
9 This etymology was first given by Lactantius (Divinae Institutiones IV, 28) and made prominent by
Augustinus. The etymology of the Latin word religio has been debated for centuries, however. Other
etymologies of religio include: relegere, to read again, in the sense of ‘to choose,’ ‘to go over again,’ or
‘to consider carefully’ (everything related to the worship of god(s) (Cicero, De natura deorum II, 28
and De inventione II, 22 and 53); re-eligere, to choose again (God, whom man had lost after the origi-
nal sin (Augustinus, De civitate Dei X, 4).
10 Such discourses are certainly not limited to Ghana or Africa, cf. Alvez De Abreu (2005) for a
description of discursive images of antennas or satellite dishes deployed by Catholic charismatics in
Brazil.
11 See also Ashforth (2005) for a description of how computer technology increased the plausibility
of witchcraft among young Sowetans in South-Africa and Ekwealo (n.d.) on Afa divination as com-
puter technology.
12 Interview Kofi Hande, 29 April 2002.
13 This is not to be interpreted as a particularly ‘African’ appropriation of media technologies. See
Sconce (2000) for an account of the historical and still persistent association of new electronic media
with spiritual powers and phenomena in American culture. See also Stolow (2006b).
14 Another strand of research on the body and the senses comes from a phenomenological perspec-
tive, inspired in particular by the work of Merleau-Ponty (1962). Although I take inspiration from
the phenomenological approach of for example Thomas Csordas (1990, 1997), I have not chosen it as
the main perspective for this thesis. As a social scientist I find it difficult to relate to the phenomeno-
logical focus on individual experience and prefer to focus on how bodily practices are socially and
culturally constituted and how experiences are discursively framed, signified, and authenticated.
15 See also Schmidt (2000) on the historical reimagination of Christian listening and hearing.
16 See also Classen (1998) on smell, taste, and touch in the history of Western Christianity. 
17 In his famous Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1966), Marshal McLuhan described
electronic media technologies as extensions of the human nervous system. Especially relevant for
the present discussion is McLuhan’s outspoken emphasis on the tactility of television. ‘TV,’ he wrote,
‘is not so much a visual as a tactual-auditory medium that involves all of our senses in depth inter-
play’ (ibid.:336). Whereas the invention of photography and the radio according to McLuhan led to
the extension of respectively the visual and the aural sensory experience, the TV ‘is, above all, an
extension of the sense of touch’ (ibid.:333). TV is ‘a massive extension of our central nervous sys-
tems’ enveloping ‘Western man in a daily session of synesthesia’ (ibid.:315). While McLuhan sees
this synaesthetic tactility as particular to TV and contrasts it with other media, I think that all visual,
audio, and audio-visual media have a tactile dimension and that the differences between television,
cinema, photography and radio in this respect are of degree rather than of kind.

Walter Benjamin was another ‘theorist of tactility’ (Chidester 2005b). In ‘The Work of Art in the
Age of Mechanical Reproduction’ Benjamin stated that the sense of touch had been reorganised by
recent technological developments creating what he called ‘shock effects.’ In his analysis, modern
aesthetics had become ‘an instrument of ballistics,’ with images and words, styles and techniques,
deployed in ways that ‘hit the spectator like a bullet … thus acquiring a tactile quality’ (Benjamin
1968:238).
18 Informed by a symbolic approach to religion, anthropologists have tended to analyse religious
sounds such as ritual speech, song, incantations and magical spells, in terms of their symbolic mean-
ings in cultural and religious life, but rarely in terms of the sound itself. I take as a point of depar-
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ture that spoken, sung or drummed words do not just have meaning, but are vibrations of air that
physically contact and influence the addressee (cf. Stoller, 1989a:111).
19 This was the starting question for a valedictory symposium for André Droogers, now professor
emeritus in the anthropology of religion, held at the Free University, Amsterdam, on 23 June 2006.
20 When my first daughter was born, I remembered these prayers and the prophecy that I had
received from a Christ Temple pastor on my departure, that I would give birth to a child within a
year. When I returned to Accra with my husband and one-and-a-half year old daughter and showed
the pastor that his prophecy had come true, he immediately took our picture to publish our ‘power-
ful testimony’ in an international charismatic journal that he worked with. 
21 For good ethnographies of religious media consumption, see Gillespie (1995), Oosterbaan (2006),
Wiegele (2005).
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1

Religion on Air

Changing politics of representation

Introduction

Wednesday, 3 April, 2002. At 4.15 in the morning pastor Eric blows his car horn at
our gate to pick me up. He is on his way to Uniiq FM, the new, commercial FM
station of the Ghana Broadcasting Corporation (GBC), to present Morning
Devotion and I am accompanying him. Pastor Eric Ampomfoh works in Otabil’s
office, but his programme, three times a week from 4.45 to 5.30 a.m., is not
related to the ICGC’s media ministry. He is employed by the station as a part-time
presenter on his own title. During the drive to the studio pastor Eric plays slow
American gospel on his car system. Accra is still dark and sleeping, except for the
joggers that take advantage of the coolness of this early hour and of the momen-
tary quiet of the city’s main roads. Here and there people are sweeping in prepa-
ration of the day. The GBC premises are still deserted. The soldiers that protect it
as a fortress during daytime have not yet arrived and we drive straight to the
Uniiq FM studio. The only person in the studio is the sound operator behind the
mixing desk. Pastor Eric gives her the CDs he has selected last night and puts on
the headphones. The music plays and he concentrates, closing his eyes and slowly
shaking his head. The Spirit fills him. ‘Why don’t you lift up your hands to the
Lord and praise him for what he has done in your life,’ pastor Eric moves his lis-
teners into devotion in between the song lyrics. After a few songs he greets the
audience and starts preaching. Today he talks about ‘goodness,’ continuing a
series on ‘the fruits of the spirit.’ All in English, because that is how the station
wants him to do it. His fellow Uniiq FM-pastor does Twi language programmes. On
Saturdays pastor Eric does not preach, but has people phoning in with prayer
requests. As he prays for them on air, he says, ‘people can get healed through the
radio.’

Fifteen years ago a state-owned radio station hiring a charismatic pastor to regularly
preach and play American gospel on the airwaves would have been unthinkable.
Now, pastor Eric confides, ‘it is very difficult to become a popular radio pastor,
because there are just too many on air.’ Driven by technological developments, demo-
cratic and neo-liberal state policies, and new global infrastructures and interactions
(Castells 1996), the media landscape in Ghana, as in many African countries
(Bourgault 1995; Nyamnjoh 2005), has been dramatically reconfigured. This has
opened the way, but also set the parameters for new, public manifestations of religion.
Remarkably, democracy and neo-liberalism have transformed the Ghanaian public
sphere into a site of charismatic-Pentecostal religiosity, where the Holy Spirit is
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omnipresent. This chapter investigates how this came about. Analysing the changing
relations and blurring of boundaries between the national state, broadcast media, reli-
gion, and commerce, it shows how the shift from state to market forces played into
the hands of charismatic Pentecostalism. 

In Accra today, the various media take up an important place in city space and
disseminate a broad variety of information, entertainment, messages, and stories.
There are about forty local newspapers and twenty magazines and tabloids in Ghana,
available at street corner kiosks. The number of FM radio stations in the country has
risen to sixty. They compete for presence on the airwaves and penetrate the public and
private spaces of society. Ghana Television (GTV) has been joined by five private TV
stations in Accra and Kumasi and a number of cable television providers. Although
this draws the audiences from the cinemas, the local video industry is still thriving as
new movies are ‘floated’ through the streets of Accra, sold as video tapes, and shown
on TV. Access to the Internet is growing exponentially, with many com centres turning
to the Internet business and new cafés opening in almost all neighbourhoods. The
influence of private FM and TV stations is great. Not only does the mushrooming of
new, commercial stations alter Accra’s soundscape and force the state-owned GBC to
go commercial too. A whole new popular culture evolves around radio and TV, con-
sisting of media personalities, RTV awards, review magazines, and live shows. One’s
favourite radio station has become an identity marker. This situation differs totally
from fifteen years ago, when the state still owned and controlled all broadcast and
most print media. The liberalisation of the media sector, as part of Ghana’s democrati-
sation process starting in 1992, has drastically changed the circulation of sounds and
images in public space.

In this new, commercialised public sphere religion is strikingly abundant.
Although law prohibits religious organisations to set up broadcast stations, the new
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media freedom does allow religious leaders, and especially the prosperous charisma-
tic and Pentecostal ones, to buy airtime or to appear on programmes. As a result, the
new media scene is characterised by a strong charismatic-Pentecostal presence.
Televised church services, radio sermons and phone-in talk shows, pentecostalist
video movies (Meyer 2004a), worship and sermon tapes, popular gospel music, and
Christian print media inundate public and private spaces, serving a ready market of
enthusiastic young Christians. Tuning the radio at any time of the day or zapping
through the TV channels on weekday mornings, one cannot miss the energetic, charis-
matic pastors, who like professional media entertainers preach their convictions and
communicate their spiritual powers and miracles to a widespread audience through
the airwaves. In the weekends chains of church services and sermons fill hours of tele-
vision time on all TV channels. The banners and posters that decorate many of Accra’s
walls and bridges and call people to Christian crusades, conferences or concerts
(Asamoah-Gyadu 2005b; figs. 1.1, 1.2) have been joined by radio and TV commercials
advertising such events. Churches have jumped into the new media spaces opened up
in the nineties to exploit their commercial and political possibilities to the fullest and
capture new religious audiences. The transformation of the Ghanaian public sphere
put religion centre stage. 

Surprisingly, however, the lively debate in Ghana about media freedom and
democratisation that accompanies the rise of independent media hardly discusses the
role of religion. Media professionals, policy makers, and public commentators seem to
implicitly reiterate modernist ideas of mass media, civil society, and the public sphere
that assume the retreat of religion into the realm of the private and hence leave no
place for the possibility of religious formations in the modern public sphere. In aca-
demic circles ‘secularisation theory’ and the Habermasian assumption of a rational,
disenchanted, and democratic public sphere have come under severe criticism for
being normative, ideological, and universalistic. It is important to realise, however,
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that the ideal of a rational and secular public sphere has become widely accepted and
taken for granted by media professionals and civic institutions world-wide. Cast as
the goal and principle of modern democracy, it informs public debates in Western and
post-colonial societies alike. This chapter shows how, contrary to this normative ideal,
religion plays a constitutive role in the ‘modernisation’ and ‘democratisation’ of the
Ghanaian public sphere (cf. Eickelman and Anderson 1999; Hoover and Lundby 1997;
Meyer and Moors 2006; Stout and Buddenbaum 1996). 

Jürgen Habermas’ pioneering work on the structural transformation of the
bürgerliche Öffentlichkeit in Western-European societies (1989) has triggered a whole
body of critical literature on the notion of the public sphere (see, among others, Asad
2003; Calhoun 1992; Casanova 1994; Mahmood 2004; Meyer and Moors 2006; Van der
Veer 1994; Warner 1992). Of particular interest here is the collection of essays on reli-
gion, media, and the public sphere (Meyer and Moors 2006). Critical of Habermas’
Euro-centric, rationalist, universalistic and normative account of the transformation of
the public sphere, contributors to this volume examine how processes of media liber-
alisation and practices of religious mediation join to transform public spheres into are-
nas in which religious organisations seek to capture new audiences with spectacular
images (Birman 2006; Meyer 2006a), compelling sounds (Hirschkind 2006b; Schultz
2006), and novel markers of religious authority and authenticity (Stolow 2006a; see
also Van de Port 2005). As outlined in the introduction, an approach to mass media
and the public sphere that foregrounds its sensory, aesthetic dimensions (Meyer
2006b) and analyses the transformation of the public sphere in terms of politics of rep-
resentation (Hackett 2006; Schultz 2006) seems well suited to account for the public
presence of religion in societies around the globe. The question is how changes in the
institutions, economics, technologies, and practices of media have changed access to
the public sphere, inform strategies of exclusion and inclusion, and contribute to spe-
cific ways of being a ‘public’ and specific notions of personhood (see also Warner
1992). Liberalisation, commercialisation, and globalisation of media allow new forces,
including religious ones, to enter the public sphere and compete for persuading audi-
ences not only on the basis of rational-critical argument, but also through the visceral
power of visuals, voice, rhythm, and volume.1

This chapter discusses how the historical and recent developments of Ghana’s
media landscape, in particular the broadcast media, have set the conditions for a ‘pen-
tecostalisation’ of the public sphere (Meyer 2004a), and with it, the address and consti-
tution of new publics, the employment of new techniques of persuasion, and the gen-
eration of new modes of belonging. Analysing the changing field of power relations
between media, religion, the state, and business, it shows how the politics of represen-
tation changed with neo-liberal policies and democratisation processes, the develop-
ment of media infrastructure, the rise of charismatic Pentecostalism, and the increas-
ingly global flows of business, media programming, and religion. An analysis of this
new configuration is crucial as a backdrop to understanding the specific styles and
strategies of representation adopted by the International Central Gospel Church and
the Afrikania Mission that will be examined in the remainder of this thesis.

I suggest analysing the changing politics of representation in terms of a strug-
gle over the means and the modes of representation.2 In the era of state ownership,
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the media served state purposes of nation building, social and economic development,
and political legitimisation. With the liberalisation of the media the state has lost its
grip on the media and faces the problem of how to control media representation. The
state, religious groups, media professionals, and entertainment entrepreneurs negoti-
ate control over and access to the media houses and the airwaves. At the same time,
the blurry boundaries between politics, religion and entertainment become increasing-
ly unstable, in particular with regard to modes of representation, that is, control over
or influence on media formats, styles, and frames. With the globalisation and commer-
cialisation of the media, the popular formats of the public sphere have come to evolve
around celebrity, show, and spectacle. The charismatic-Pentecostal emphasis on emo-
tional expression, spiritual experience and embodiment, and charismatic leadership
seems to link up easily with these formats, giving rise to religious media celebrities
and religious entertainment and addressing believers as mass spectators and audi-
ences. As a result, as I already indicated in the introduction, pentecostalist discourses
and styles of worship and expression increasing influence not only the wider religious
landscape (Gifford 2004:33; Omenyo 2002), but extend beyond institutionalised reli-
gion into popular culture and entertainment (Meyer 2004a), public debate and opin-
ion, and political culture, thus defying modernist distinctions between these domains.

The state, broadcast media, and politics of representation

To understand the transformation of Ghana’s public sphere and the changes in the
politics of representation, we have to go back to the introduction and development of
radio technologies by the colonial government. From the very introduction of radio in
the Gold Coast in 1935 until practically 1995, a period of sixty years, radio and later
television have been largely controlled by the colonial and post-colonial state and this
has greatly shaped media practice.

Radio and colonial governance 
Only thirteen years after the establishment of the British Broadcasting Corporation
(BBC) in London in 1922, the Colonial Governor Sir Arnold Hodson introduced the
technology of radio in the Gold Coast. The new radio experience made the world
‘become no longer the distant and strange place it had ever been before, but instead,
close and intimate’ (Asamoah 1985:6). As with many new technologies at their intro-
duction, radio was ascribed ‘magical’ qualities of connecting to far-away places.3
Indeed, one can easily imagine the thrill the listeners must have felt when they heard
the BBC announcer congratulating them live on the air from London. In no time, the
sheer novelty of radio attracted large crowds around the rediffusion boxes in the
houses that had them to listen to what came to be called ‘the stranger in the home’
(ibid.). 

Relaying BBC news, music, and other programmes, the Gold Coast
Broadcasting Service (GCBS), also called Station ZOY, served a small elite of European
settlers, colonial administrators, and educated Africans, whose homes were connected
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to the relay station through overhead wires hung on poles (P.A.V. Ansah quoted in
Ansu-Kyeremeh and Karikari 1998:4). But apart from the approximately 300 sub-
scriber homes, the Palladium Cinema was made a public listening venue with one
hundred loudspeakers attracting crowds that thronged the surrounding streets
(Asamoah 1985:7). Broadcasting in public spaces made the cosmopolitan sound of
radio from the beginning extend beyond the confines of elite homes, made radio lis-
tening a social event, and significantly altered central Accra’s soundscape at the time
(cf. Hughes 2002 on India).4

The expansion of radio technology in the country was mainly instigated by and
served the needs of the colonial government.5 Yet, it did not come only from above.
Adapting foreign technology to local needs, the Accra broadcasters creatively invent-
ed a new type of inexpensive device made from aluminium sauce pans running on
small batteries imported from England and smuggled into German territory (Moxton
1996). The development of radio in the Gold Coast also entailed a gradual shift from
foreign to local programming. While in its early years Station ZOY had not been much
more than a relay station of the BBC, the government’s search for popular support
during WWII meant a rapid increase in news broadcasts in Twi, Fante, Ga, and Ewe.
This trend continued after the war, when the GCBS employed full-time, BBC-trained
staff for local broadcasting.6 Apart from news in English and local languages, pro-
gramming included interviews with local personalities, local music, and live choir
performances in the studio. Restricted technology, however, still severely limited
access to radio and the majority of the population was not reached.  

Despite these limits, the jubilee publication at the occasion of fifty years of
broadcasting in Ghana celebrates the role of radio as ‘social ferment,’ its ability of cre-
ating one nation out of different people. 

Across the country, the stranger in the home stirred up a social ferment. It part-
ed the veils separating the main ethnic groupings, enabling them to talk to each
other and learn of each other’s customs and social habits. More than ever
before, radio gave them the opportunity to see themselves as one people, pur-
suing similar goals to attain a common destiny (Asamoah 1985:6).

This clearly reflects an Andersonian idea of the experience of listening to radio as one
of the vehicles enabling people to feel themselves belong to an ‘imagined community’
of nationality (Anderson 1991 [1983]). In the colonial context, however, this ‘imagined
community’ was not necessarily a national one. Certainly, Station Zoy, with its majori-
ty of programmes relayed from the BBC, did as much to make its listeners imagine
themselves as being part of the community of the British Commonwealth as to that of
the Gold Coast. It was not until independence that radio in Ghana was consciously
employed as a means of ‘framing the nation’ (Taylor 2001). The ideology behind the
introduction and development of radio was in the first place to ‘educate,’ ‘enlighten,’
and ‘civilise’ the colony, but also to subvert the nationalist consciousness and motiva-
tion of the educated African elite and to influence the political outlook of the new gen-
erations of educated Africans (Kyeremeh and Karikari 1998:5). When towards the end
of the war the demand for self-governance intensified, however, the colonial govern-

-  46 -

SPIRIT MEDIA

06-hoofdstuk-1-p41-82.qxd  2-4-2008  22:07  Pagina 46



ment became increasingly suspicious of radio being used exactly to rouse nationalist
aspirations and regularly sent its security forces to the broadcasting house to arrest
radio staff suspect of broadcasting subversive music and messages.7 This speaks of a
strong belief in the power of radio to shape people’s minds and thus a high concern
with control over the means of communication. This belief also inspired the use of
radio after independence and still informs media debates today. 

Media and ‘nation building’
After independence, in the euphoria of freedom and national pride and progress,
media were greatly valued as the means for political reform and ‘nation building.’
Media institutions like the Ghana Broadcasting System (GBS), popularly Radio Ghana,
and the Ghana Film Industry Corporation (GFIC) were part of the colonial heritage
and after independence passed into the hands of the new authorities. They employed
radio, film, and from 1965 also TV, for the purpose of national education, integration
and development. Although former GBC director Kwame Karikari views Africa’s
radio broadcasting systems of the post-colonial era as ‘but a pale carbon copy of the
former colonial systems’ radio broadcasting philosophies and practices’ (Karikari
1994:viii), Nkrumah did turn radio into something new to serve his triple purpose of
propagating national commitment, African liberation and his own charisma. In line
with Nkrumah’s nationalist discourse and anti-colonial critique, media production
focused on the promotion of a national identity. This also implied a disapproval of
regional or localised stations and community programming.8

For Nkrumah the independence of Ghana was meaningless without the total
liberation of the whole African continent and in line with his wish of spreading his
Pan-African philosophy, in 1961 the government inaugurated the External Service of
Radio Ghana.9 This was something quite unusual for a newly independent state (De
Gale n.d.). With broadcasts in various languages – first French, but later also in
Arabic, Hausa, Kiswahili, Portuguese, and Bambara – ‘The Voice of Ghana’ supported
African liberation movements across the continent with programmes such as The
African Scene, Cultural Heritage, One Continent One People, and For Freedom Fighters
(Asamoah 1985:14). The flip side of Nkrumah’s ‘liberating’ media policy, however, was
his command of the newspapers and the radio and news agencies for the build-up
and projection of his personal image and charisma, both in Ghana and abroad. Mass
media contributed to the glorification and mystification of Nkrumah as the ‘messiah’
of the nation, the personification of a free prosperous and united Ghana (Obiri Addo
1997). In his use of mass media for the creation of a personality cult, Nkrumah broke
with earlier colonial media traditions and ‘resymbolised Ghanaian politics through a
synthesis of the timeless institution of chieftaincy and the messianic tradition in
Christianity’ (ibid.:189). Tying in to chieftaincy and its fusion of the sacred and the sec-
ular, he set the trend for a connection between political ‘big men’ and the media that
still informs media practices today (Hasty 2005) and also informs religious leaders’
use of media for self-aggrandisement.

At the same time, state-supported innovations in transistor technology popu-
larised radio and tremendously increased access to programming. The CPP

-  47 -

1. Religion on air

06-hoofdstuk-1-p41-82.qxd  2-4-2008  22:07  Pagina 47



government,
recognising the
importance of
radio in nation
building,
entered into a
partnership with
the Japanese
company Sanyo
to assemble
small, portable
radio sets in
their factory in
Tema. These
affordable and

widely available akasanoma radios, as they were called, allowed many more people to
own a receiver and tune in to radio stations without direct cable links to the sources of
transmission (Asamoah 1985:4). The new ‘wireless’ gradually replaced the rediffusion
boxes in the houses and also reached widely into the rural areas. Akasanoma, meaning
‘talking bird,’ became a popular term for radio. 

When television was inaugurated in 1965 as part of the operations of GBS,
Nkrumah emphasised its political purpose of assisting in the socialist transformation
and its ‘paramount objective’ of ‘education in the broadest and the purest sense.’10 A
year later the capitalist-oriented military National Liberation Council overthrew
Nkrumah’s socialist government and introduced commercial broadcasting. The Ghana
Broadcasting System became the Ghana Broadcasting Corporation (GBC), as it is still
known today. TV transmission did only cover the southern part of the country, how-
ever. State Transport buses brought programme tapes from Accra to Tamale in the
Northern Region to be rebroadcast there the next day (ibid.). It was not until the late
eighties that TV gained nation-wide popularity.

After a long period of economic crisis and general decline in equipment, facili-
ties, and infrastructure, Rawlings’ Provisional National Defence Council in the 1980s
improved Ghana’s media infrastructure significantly with the help of foreign donors.
It rehabilitated GBC’s deteriorated facilities, purchasing new radio and TV transmit-
ters to expand TV transmission to all the regions of the country, refurbishing studios,
introducing colour transmission, and launching its first FM station, Greater Accra
Radio (GAR) (ibid.:6; Heath 2001:94). The 1980s were marked by Rawlings’ ‘cultural
revolution’ and this had considerable impact on media production. To solve the con-
tinued dilemma of how to create a unified nation out of many different ethnic groups,
the state adopted a cultural policy of ‘sankofa,’11 aimed at reviving and propagating
Ghana’s diverse cultural heritage and recognising cultural diversity within national
unity.12 The people’s pride in the African cultural heritage and history was seen as a
precondition for the development of the country. The state attempted to restore peo-
ple’s pride in the nation by having Ghana’s ‘rich and colourful culture’ shown on TV,
stimulating the celebration of traditional festivals, and teaching pupils in school about
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diverse cultural aspects of Ghana’s various ethnic groups (Coe 2005). GBC radio
played mostly local music and radio and TV programme makers were encouraged to
focus on ‘culture.’ The ‘sankofa’ ideology has come under heavy pressure, however, of
the Pentecostalist discourse of taking distance from tradition and Christianising the
nation and has lost much of its influence. Especially after the change of power in 2000,
when Rawlings’ National Democratic Congress lost the presidential elections to the
liberal New Patriotic Party, culture and tradition have dramatically fallen on the state’s
priority list.

The broadcast media under state control, then, both colonial and postcolonial,
were closely tied to the particular state ideologies and were primarily seen as a tool
for creating the desired citizens. In colonial times media ideology stressed education
and civilisation and programming served to bind people to the British
Commonwealth through news about others parts of the empire, European music, and
information about colonial state policies. After independence, the processes of nation-
alisation, in terms of ownership and programming, and popularisation, through the
promotion of widely accessible radio technology, served the education of national citi-
zens and the creation of a national identity. With the monopoly over the media and
media production, the state, as most post-colonial states, controlled the public repre-
sentation of belonging, national or Pan-African. As this also implied a nation-wide
sharing of the same programming, of a collective listening experience, the state thus
created shared understandings of past and present events, of inside and outside the
nation of Ghana, of morality and immorality. Interestingly, the most authoritarian
regimes were also those that invested most in the media infrastructure, clearly
inspired by the belief that when you have the media you have the nation. Indeed,
most coups started with the seizure of the GBC complex and the new, self-declared
regime addressing the nation through the airwaves.13 Although today the profusion of
private FM and TV stations has drastically changed the media field and undermines
the nation-building potential of the media, the belief in the political power of the pub-
lic media is still strong and up till today the GBC grounds are heavily protected by
soldiers and not easily accessible for non-staff. 

Religion on state radio and TV
Whereas the printing press has from its introduction to the Gold Coast been closely
entangled with Christianity and has over time become much less attached to it, the
relationship between the broadcast media and religion has seen a reversed develop-
ment.14 From a situation where the state owned all broadcast media and extended its
policy of religious neutrality to its media policy, radio and television have become
increasingly entangled with Christianity, of an entirely new type that is. Religion has
always been present on the Ghanaian airwaves. Since 1966 the main religious pro-
gramme on GBC-TV has been Church Service, which is still running under the title
Church Bells. It is a recorded and edited broadcast of a Sunday worship service in a
Christian church, another one each week. Scheduled Sunday mornings, it is targeted
at ‘Christians who are not able to go to church on Sundays’ and aims to ‘inspire,
strengthen, and enable people to gain knowledge and understanding of the bible, to
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know God better, promote balanced and mature Christian growth, to bring a life
changing transformation and personal relationship with God through Jesus Christ.’15

Organisation-wise GBC produced religious programmes come under the section of
education, thus revealing the old link between Christianity, education, and citizen-
ship. The subtle, implicit link between the state and mainline Christianity behind pro-
grammes such as Church Bells reminds us that the official policy of religious neutrali-
ty is to be taken with a grain of salt.16

Apart from its own productions, GBC-TV occasionally broadcast programme
tapes sent by religious bodies from abroad, for example the pope with Easter or the
American televangelist Oral Roberts sometimes. According to the GTV head of reli-
gious programming, Pearl Adotey, however, this was not structural and they did not
pay for it. Yet, from the late 1970s to 1982 Oral Roberts and the Nigerian preacher
Benson Idahosa could frequently be seen and heard on the nation’s TV screens. Their
programmes and the American evangelical books and tapes that started circulating
around the same time inspired a new wave of charismatic Christian enthusiasm in
Ghana (see below). This situation, however, changed when Flight Lieutenant J.J.
Rawlings took power for the second time in December 1981. Rawlings was very suspi-
cious of Christianity, and especially of this new charismatic strand of Christianity as
its generally negative attitude towards traditional culture run counter to the ideals of
his ‘cultural revolution.’ All externally produced (including foreign) religious radio
and TV programmes were taken off air and the neo-traditionalist Afrikania Mission
was the only religious group granted airtime on state radio. Every week Afrikania’s
founder and leader, the former Catholic priest Kwabena Damuah, spoke to the nation
about the people’s civil duty to uphold the values enshrined in the country’s tradition-
al religious system and to contribute to national development by integrating tradition-
al religious practices in their daily lives (see chapters 5 and 8).

Next to the Afrikania broadcast, traditional religion was quite well represented
in programmes such as the TV programme Cultural Heritage and similar talk shows
and educative programmes. Cultural Heritage featured a talk show hosting cultural
specialists who elaborated on specific topics like ‘traditional religion,’ ‘cultural festi-
vals,’ or ‘libation.’17 In contrast to Christianity, traditional religion was and still is rep-
resented as ‘culture.’ Rearticulated and polished as folklore, it was part of Ghana’s
heritage, about which the people of Ghana should know and be proud and so was
part of national education (Coe 2005). Not presented as religion in itself, it was not
meant to inspire people’s religious life, as the programme Church Service was meant to
do. Where programmes like Cultural Heritage had to generate and disseminate knowl-
edge about traditional religion, Church Service encouraged people to participate in
Christian religion.18 There was thus a big difference between the mode of representing
traditional religion and the mode of representing mainline Christianity. The first was
based on an abstract notion of ‘our nation,’ but from the audience’s point of view it
often pictured other people’s customs and beliefs. People were to identify with it in a
cerebral, almost distanced way as citizens. The second mode was one of involvement
and personal identification as believers.19

At the same time – and here it is important to not only look at the state-con-
trolled broadcast media, but also at ‘small media’ (Eickelman and Anderson 1999;
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Sreberny-Mohammadi and Mohammadi 1994) – a lively religious ‘cassette culture’
developed, constituted by numerous ‘tape ministries.’ In the late seventies the charis-
matic-Pentecostal upsurge had already gained momentum and the banning of Oral
Roberts and Benson Idahosa from the airwaves did not halt this. Indigenous charis-
matic churches popped up one after the other and many started recording their serv-
ices on audio and video tapes right from the beginning. Such tapes circulated
through sales, lending libraries, and hand-to-hand exchange among friends. This
cassette culture provided an effective alternative circuit, outside of state control, for
the spread of the messages and renown of new, charismatic preachers, or, in
Pentecostal terms, of the Holy Ghost fire. When in 1992 the broadcast media were
liberalised and the airwaves gradually became accessible, for most of these churches
the step to radio broadcasting and, for those who could afford, television broadcast-
ing was not that big.

Opening the airwaves

Return to democracy
In 1992 presidential elections effectuated a return to democratic rule after a long peri-
od of military rule under Rawlings. Rawlings now became the democratically chosen
president.20 Under pressure from Ghanaian civil society and international donors, the
state loosened control over the media, thus giving way to a rapidly evolving private
media scene and generating a debate and high expectations about the role of the
media in the process of democratisation. According to Carla Heath, while broadcast-
ing opened up in most African countries in the 1990s, the process ranges much further
in Ghana than elsewhere in Africa (1999:512). The 1992 constitution guarantees free-
dom and independence of the media and forbids censorship and licensing of any
media outlet.21 An inbuilt ‘escape clause,’ however, undermined this right ‘in the
interest of national security, public order, public morality’ and enabled the govern-
ment to require radio stations to apply to the state-appointed Frequency Control and
Regulation Board for transmission frequencies. 22 The airwaves thus remained under
state control.23 Despite several applications, by the end of 1994 no frequencies had
been granted yet for fears that private radio stations would be associated with particu-
lar ethnic groups, and thus challenge national unity and possibly subvert public order.
So, despite the constitutional liberalisation of the media, it was not until 1995 that the
first private FM station started broadcasting, and not without a struggle.

FM stations
After repeated attempts to obtain a transmission frequency had failed, on 19
November 1994 Charles Wereko-Brobbey, a self-confident opposition politician, start-
ed test transmissions on Radio Eye. Contrary to GBC, the new station played mostly
American hits, interspersed with a bit of talk, and this stirred the city. Many people
welcomed the breach of GBC’s monopoly and tuned in to Radio Eye. The euphoria
was short-lived however. Two weeks later, the police raided the station’s premises,
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seizing the equipment and arresting the owners and disc jockeys for operating a
pirate radio station. In response to this, about thousand people marched through
Accra demonstrating for media freedom. A counterdemonstration for law and order,
allegedly by people who were paid to march by the government, led to violent clash-
es. The case of Radio Eye was taken to the High Court and the three directors and a
technician were convicted guilty of illegal broadcasting. But the public outcry opened
the floor for a hot public debate about media freedom and forced the government to
allow private broadcasting in the country. A subsequently appointed committee on
private broadcasting recommended granting of frequencies to corporations that were
Ghanaian-owned and not associated with political parties or churches. In April 1995
JoyFM was the first legal private radio station to begin broadcasting in Ghana. Yet, to
the anger of other stations that had tried hard to obtain a frequency, Joy avoided the
whole bureaucratic process by leasing a frequency owned by GBC, 99.7 FM. From that
time onwards, however, it became possible to obtain frequencies and the late nineties
and early 2000s saw the mushrooming of other private, commercial FM stations. In
1999 there were nine FM stations in Accra and thirty-one in the whole country, in 2004
these numbers had doubled to eighteen and sixty respectively. ‘FM’ has become the
local term for radio.

The various stations in Accra have specific characteristics or identities and lay
different emphases. One’s favourite station has become an identity marker. FM sta-
tions being much like fashion, people also shift from one preferred station to another.
I introduce a few of them. JoyFM is known as ‘the first and the best.’ It uses mainly
English and emphasises news and current affairs. It is Christian oriented and targets
high income, well educated people. Top Radio, ammamre fie, the ‘house of culture,’
broadcasts in various local languages and emphasises ‘culture.’ Channel ‘R’ is the
‘channel of righteousness.’ It is, though not nominally, a Christian station and plays
only gospel music and hosts a lot of pastors. Atlantis Radio is the station for relax-
ation, playing ‘cool’ music (American R&B, jazz, and gospel) without talk. Vibe FM
has come to be known as the ‘boga’ station.24 It plays mostly American music and is
sometimes ridiculed for the presenters’ LAFAs (locally acquired foreign accent); Peace
FM is the only all Twi station in Accra, known as ‘the station of the taxi driver’ and
the most popular of all FM stations.25 In fact, Peace FM thrilled the media scene with
its unexpected success. Unexpected, because local language was not generally thought
to be fit for broadcasting.26 After the success of Peace FM, Top Radio followed with
broadcasts in various local languages. On other stations too, the use of local language,
mainly Twi, has grown steadily with the proliferation of FM stations and increasing
competition for listeners. Ga, the language of the autochthonous population of Accra,
was remarkably absent from Accra’s airwaves (Heath 2001:101) until GBC established
Obunu FM in 2001. These developments, together with the fall of the popularity of
English-oriented Joy FM and of the ratings of Vibe FM as soon as it became associated
with brofo (white) culture, indicate a trend of vernacularisation of radio. The new
environment of media pluralism and commercialism has changed GBC radio as well
(ibid.). GBC opened several FM stations (in Accra Uniiq FM and Obunu FM), where
programme content and presentation styles are much like the private FM stations.

A striking characteristic of the new privately-owned radio stations is the phe-
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nomenon of phone-in programmes, where listeners call in to share their opinions,
experiences, or questions live on air with the programme host, studio guests and
other listeners (see Heath 1999). Such shows are both in English and in some local lan-
guages and are generally very popular. Apart from opening up a space for public dis-
cussion on various civic issues, phone-in shows turn radio into a truly participatory
practice, where being on air is as important as what is actually said. While many cele-
brate this trend in the name of democracy and freedom of expression, others criticise
the new freedom and especially phone-in programming for allowing or even inviting
people to say just about anything on the airwaves, insulting persons or groups. A
struggle thus ensues about what can and what cannot be said on the airwaves. In the
absence of delay equipment, which would make editing of discussions possible, what
callers or studio guests say goes on air directly and can only be controlled by the
host’s skills in moderating debate. Several stations have indeed been sued for libel.27

Clearly, the speech practices that came with phone-in programming violate earlier
(GBC) conventions of ‘civilised’ radio speech. Several incidents raised questions
among media practitioners about what can and cannot be said in the name of freedom
of expression and what modes of speech are and are not appropriate for
broadcasting.28

Apart from news, discussion programmes, interviews, and information, music,
as anywhere in the world, takes up the larger part of radio content. Whereas in the
1980s of the ‘cultural revolution’ the playing of local music on air was stimulated by
the state to the (attempted) exclusion of imported music,29 since the mid-1990s the FM
stations have provided for the return of foreign music in Ghana’s public sphere and
soundscape. The state indirectly supported this move by levying tax on ‘traditional’
music (and other ‘folklore’), that it claims to be part of the national heritage kept by
the state. Moreover, the copy rights on local popular music can be a financial impedi-
ment to playing them on air. Playing foreign music on air circumvents both problems
of tax and copy rights and is thus much cheaper. American ‘cool music,’ reggae, and
rap enjoy much popularity. Still, Ghanaian highlife, gospel music, and hiplife are the
most popular musical genres. To solve the copy rights problem, most of the Ghanaian
music played on air has been recorded and purchased in Europe or the US (Heath
2001:99). Ghanaian musicians have thus found in the radio stations a new channel to
reach much wider audiences than before. The importance of recorded music on radio
has also further commodified music and made it dependent upon mass appeal
(Nadeau 2000:168). 

Radio in Ghana is more than what is broadcast on the airwaves and should be
understood as a social and cultural phenomenon. Around FM stations, a radio celebri-
ty scene has emerged, constituted by radio personalities (including pastors), annual
presentation of awards for the best radio presenter of the year, the best programme,
the best DJ etc., and live shows where presenters perform and, very importantly, show
their face. Instead of drawing upon the pool of officially trained radio journalists,
many new stations bring in their presenters from alternative circuits like Accra’s night
clubs (Nadeau 2000:149 ), churches, or through overseas connections.30 Employed pri-
marily because of their voice or charisma rather than their qualifications, many of the
now well-known personalities are self-trained. Not surprisingly, many professionally
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trained GBC people
look down upon these
‘amateurs’ and criticise
the commercial sta-
tions for lack of profes-
sionalism and respon-
sibility (Heath 1999).
Presenters and DJs
with the commercial
stations on the other
hand say that the lack
of bureaucracy and
hierarchy allows them
much more freedom to
develop their own
styles and creativity,
essential to becoming a

celebrity. Moreover, they receive between 10 and 50% higher salaries than their col-
leagues in public broadcasting (Adu-Gyamfi n.d.). The rise of independent FM sta-
tions has generated a new generation of young, practically trained and enthusiastic
presenters and DJs, who apart from their radio work are often also active in showbiz
or religious circles, which often overlap. The publication of review magazines, such as
Radio and TV review (fig. 1.5) and TV & Radio Guide (fig. 1.6) sustains this radio
celebrity scene. Apart from presenting a rarely updated and incomplete TV pro-
gramme guide, the TV & Radio Guide carries stories and recurrent features like ‘per-
sonality profile’ and ‘radio station profile’ that disseminate inside knowledge about
stations and presenters and so contribute to the creation of a radio and TV communi-
ty. In addition, in the competition for popularity and reputation, many FM stations
sponsor the Ghana Music Awards and other music events. Lastly, the radio culture
has stimulated informal national holidays like Valentine Day, which has become very
popular since 1996 (see Fair 2004) and ‘gets more exciting each year as the electronic
media struggle to outdo each other’ (Tapena 2002). With support from greeting card
shops, breweries, and other sponsoring companies, stations compete in organising big
Valentine parties, radio promotions, give-aways, and awards. 

Private television
If after the liberalisation of the media private radio took some time before starting to
actually broadcast, private television was again slower to take off, mainly due to the
financial constraints in setting up a TV station. Neo-liberal economic state policies and
global partnerships spurred the development of private TV. In October 1997 TV3 was
the first private free-on-air television station in Ghana to begin commercial broadcast-
ing. The TV channel together with the film production section, Gama Film, form the
company Gama Media International, which resulted from the sale in 1996 of 70% of
the shares of the Ghana Film Industry Corporation by the Ghanaian government to a
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Malaysian TV production company, Sistem Televisyen Malasia Berhad (see Ansah 2006).
The remaining 30% is Ghanaian owned. Extended to Kumasi in 2002, TV3’s transmis-
sions cover most of Southern Ghana. Until 2002 transmission times were very limited,
starting only in the afternoon. Now TV3 is in the air from five in the morning till mid-
night. Three months after TV3 came on air, another private station followed. Metro TV
is a joint venture between GBC and the international media enterprise Media1, owned
by two Lebanese-Ghanaian brothers.31 The station is particularly strong in sports and
that is very popular in Ghana. In 2000 the station came to Kumasi and has recently
expanded its transmission to Takoradi. Two other private TV stations are based and
broadcasting in Kumasi: Crystal TV and Fontomfrom TV. These are not free-to-air, but
operate through cable networks. Ghana’s fifth private TV station, TV Africa was
launched in May 2003. Founded and owned by the celebrated Ghanaian film maker
Kwah Ansah, it aims to broadcast both in Ghana and in 29 other African countries
news and programmes from the African perspective to ‘uplift and enhance the soul
and image of the African.’ It is designed as a pan-African network to offer pro-
grammes to otherwise small television stations in return for spots for commercials on
the local stations’ channel. 

Private satellite television is available through a few different companies. For a
subscription fee, stations such as TV-Agoro and M-net offer international channels like
BBC World Service, Cartoon Network, a movie and music channel, Discovery
Channel, Christian Broadcast Network (CBN), Trinity Broadcasting Network (TBN),
and the Catholic Eternal World Television Network (EWTN). Subscription fees are
high and so reception of satellite TV is still limited to the upper class. It is of little
direct significance for the local media scene. Yet, satellite TV is important in providing
programme formats for local productions. American televangelists such as Benny
Hinn, for example, serve as models for the producers of local religious programming
(see chapter 4). 

The commercial basis of the private television stations of course has implica-
tions for programming, as the station owners’ main objective is to make money. With
the commercialisation of the media there has also been a (partial) shift in the purpose
of media use from education and national development to entertainment and to for-
eign programming. GBC-Television had a tradition of screening ‘pure’ entertainment,
mainly television drama in Akan, Ga, Ewe, and English, and this was very popular.32

During the PNDC era the government came to use television drama as a tool for mass
mobilisation and national development (Dseagu 1991). In contrast, the new commercial
stations are characterised by much foreign, especially American entertainment pro-
gramming. Producing programmes is much more expensive than buying the rights to
old foreign programmes and films, which may cost as little as $200 per episode. They
show mostly films, entertainment shows such as Oprah Winfrey, the Cosby Show, soap
operas like the Bold and the Beautiful, and Mexican or Latin American telenovelas, such
as Acapulco Bay, La Usurpadora or Cuando Seas Mia. Such soaps, dubbed in English in
the Metro TV studio, are very popular, much talked about, and style-generating, as
young people copy clothing styles of these foreign TV stars. Also popular are Big 
brother Africa, from South-Africa, and the weekly Hindi movies.

Another emerging characteristic of the new broadcast pluralism is the live
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relaying on local radio and TV stations of programmes, especially news, originating
from foreign stations, including BBC, CNN, Voice Of America, EWTN, CBN, Deutsche
Welle, and Radio France International. Local stations affiliate to these international
stations and do not pay for relays. BBC for example has partnerships with eleven
radio stations in Ghana for broadcasts of news bulletins and Africa-oriented current
affairs programmes. Metro TV has an agreement with CBN Africa to broadcast at least
five hours of entertainment programmes a week (Adu-Gyamfi n.d.).

The upsurge of foreign programming has triggered a discussion about ‘the
onslaught of foreign cultures on our media’ that ‘threatens our culture and identity.’
Foreign values and (im)morality, visualised in foreign television programmes, are
believed to pervert the Ghanaian viewers. A slightly different critique is heard in
charismatic circles, where it is taught that the Devil uses immoral programmes to take
people away from Christ. Not only independent stations are criticised, also GTV,
which airs a lot of foreign news programming. Ansu-Kyeremeh and Karikari, for
example, two old-time media professionals, lament that ‘the state-owned GBC seems
to be spearheading the “foreignization” of broadcasting in Ghana’ (1998:10).
Nevertheless, there is nowadays much more local programming than in the beginning
of independent television. News, current affairs programmes, documentaries, talk
shows, films, games, drama, soap, cookery and beauty magazines are all produced by
the various TV stations in the country. Most of this locally produced programming is
in English. Although there is very few local language programming, entertainment
programmes in Twi are quite popular. Taxi Driver and Efiewura (‘the first telenovela in
Twi to hit the Ghanaian TV screens’) on TV3, or Maame Dokono’s Odo ne Asomdwe
(‘Love and Peace’) and Papa Ajasco on Metro TV. GTV has certainly much more local
language programmes, such as the drama series Cantata and the game show Agoro.
Further, it broadcasts Concert Party (popular theatre) live from the national Theatre,
Mmaa Nkommo, a talk show focused on women’s issues, Show Case in Ga or Ewe
(drama), and Akan Drama, and news and adult education in Akan, Ewe, Ga, Hausa,
Nzema, and Dagbani. There has also been an increase in ‘African movies’ (Ghanaian
and Nigerian) on television, which are widely watched. Mostly, these are shown earli-
er in the cinemas and video theatres, but their screening on TV draws audiences from
there. People rather wait till a movie is shown on TV, which usually doesn’t take long.
As a result, the Gama Films theatre is almost empty even on Saturday nights. 

Airtime for sale
With the shift of media production from a state monopoly to a private practice of
many small and larger producers, the most significant feature of the new radio and
TV stations has become their commercial nature. Rather than being meted out, airtime
is now sold at high profit and has thus turned from a public resource into a commer-
cial good. The forces of state interest loosing power to those of global capitalism
implied an increase in advertising, the advent of programme sponsoring, and the sale
of airtime for privately produced programmes. 

On Ghanaian television and radio we see and hear commercials by both big
multinational (Royco, Maggi, Coca Cola, Guinness), and national (breweries, food
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producers) and local companies (furniture producers, shops). The government has
adverts for family planning, tax paying and the like and churches advertise crusades,
religious conferences, and sermon tapes. TV3’s daily In loving memory shows televised
obituaries produced by bereaved families who buy a few minutes of airtime to adver-
tise the funeral of their beloved relation. Funeral announcements on radio account for
a significant portion of many stations’ income (Heath 2001:97).33

As prime time is only three hours, from 7 to 10 pm, and that is not enough for
advertisement revenue, many of the locally produced TV programmes are sponsored
by companies, that like to be affiliated with the content of that particular programme.
This means that ‘when you come up with a programme, they always think about do
you get a sponsor, before the programme can go and until a sponsor is found you can-
not start the programme.’34 The sponsor also influences the content of the programme
and may even give it its name, e.g. Maggi cooking on GTV. 

Airtime is also sold, per slots of half an hour, for privately produced pro-
grammes. Most are sponsored programmes, which means that they come with
adverts, included in the thirty minutes. Most private programmes come from church-
es. As the Metro TV MD, Fadi Fattal, said: 

We have about 12 to 13 churches that buy airtime with us. They are in fact one
of the best business relations. They pay $ 250-350 per 30 minutes, depending on
the time. It is restricted mainly to the mornings. We don’t have anything to do
with their programming. They just bring their tape to be broadcast, they do
everything.35

Not all media practitioners are happy with the abundance of church broadcasts on the
airwaves. Florence Nyantey of TV3 complained that 

There is too much religion in the media, it’s terrible, the same church services
always, it’s so boring. But, you know, we are a private station. The churches
have sponsors from among their members to pay for making the programmes
and for airtime. And we need the money. But I think God doesn’t want us to sit
behind the television watching religious programmes. He wants us to work
normally, else we don’t get any money.36

This market logic governing the new media field has forced GBC to go commercial
too and sell airtime to churches, something that did not happen before the liberalisa-
tion of the media. GTV sells airtime to mainly charismatic churches for between 4 and
6 million cedis ($ 300 to $ 450) per 30 minutes. Unlike Metro TV, GTV judges the pro-
gramme content according to its own guidelines for religious programming, which
are similar to those of the National Commission on Media (see below). 

Negotiating media practice
Not surprisingly, the rapid transition to media deregulation has not gone uncontested,
but has lead to a lively debate about media, democracy, and the role of the state (see

-  57 -

1. Religion on air

06-hoofdstuk-1-p41-82.qxd  2-4-2008  22:07  Pagina 57



also Hackett 2006 on South
Africa). A variety of voices,
participants, and institutions
have taken part in the negoti-
ation of new media practices.
Most media professionals,
civic commentators, and
other contributors are opti-
mistic about the mass
media’s potential of promot-
ing the liberal democratic
principles of openness, plu-
ralism, and participation and
so fully embrace the interna-
tional community’s celebra-
tion of ‘civil society’ in
Africa, including its mod-
ernist assumptions.37 The cel-
ebration of media’s democra-
tising potential of ‘educating
the masses’ is the general
tone, especially of the recent
debate over the repeal of the
Criminal Libel Law after the
change of government. At the
same time, many profession-
ally-trained journalists are
wary of the commercialisa-

tion of the media field and lament that ‘considering the weight entertainment (music)
takes on most of the stations’ airtime, the greater and immediate motive for invest-
ment in radio may have more to do with profits than with any commitment to social
and cultural enlightenment that ought to come with the yearning for broadcast plural-
ism’ (Ansuh-Kyeremeh and Karikari 1998:10-11). It is exactly this independence from
the state and dependence on local audiences’ preferences, that enables these stations
to operate effectively in a broad popular cultural field, including the music industry,
musical and theatre performances, fashion shows, entertainment magazines and radio
& TV guides. I argue that a normative approach to these processes is not helpful to
understanding the particular nexus of and the blurring of boundaries between media,
the nation-state, and religion.

Clearly, with the deregulation of the media the state has lost much of its former
control over what is broadcast on the nation’s airwaves and thus over the public rep-
resentation of culture and identity, which has instead become subject to fierce public
debate and negotiation by a variety of parties. Two examples are the annual conflict
over the ‘ban on drumming and noisemaking’ or the reheated controversy over the
pouring of libation at public functions (see chapter 7). This is not to say that the state
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has no control whatsoever over what happens in the public sphere. Instead of dis-
missing the role of the nation-state, I want to point out that the state has become one
of the players in this field of contestation that the media are today, struggling for a lit-
tle power over sound and image. The most direct control over radio and television
stations is executed by the National Communication Authority (formerly the
Frequency Control and Regulation Board). Appointed by the government, it has the
power to grant transmission frequencies to prospective stations and to regulate their
operations when they start broadcasting.38 One of the requirements for obtaining a
broadcasting frequency is that the station may not exhibit a particular religious or
political conviction. Baffou-Bonnie of Radio Gold:

They don’t want a station to be classified as a religious station. They don’t want
any radio station to become segmented, it should be a general station. You can
broadcast religious programs, you can broadcast entertainment programs,
instructive programs, but the station as a whole should serve the general pub-
lic. That is why, unlike in America where we have CBN, stations that are espe-
cially made for religious programmes, we don’t have it here.39

As we shall see, this prohibition of religious broadcast stations does not prevent that
in practice many stations do exhibit a particular religious, that is, charismatic orienta-
tion.

In the absence of clear guidelines on technology, FM stations started competing
with more and more powerful transmitters to maximise coverage areas and thus busi-
ness. The resulting technical problems urged the NCA to interfere with stations’ oper-
ations and regulate broadcasting equipment.40 Apart from technicalities, the ‘absence
of clear norms other than those of market competition’ has given rise to questions
about the quality, morality, and effect of private broadcasting. This is a concern for the
National Media Commission (NMC), the watchdog of the Ghanaian media.
Established by the constitution chiefly as a buffer between the government and the
state media, and as a conflict solving party between the public and the media general-
ly, it represents ten civic groups.41 Of the religious groups, there is a representative for
‘the Christian churches,’ one for ‘the Muslims,’ but, significantly, none for traditional
religion.42 According to the executive secretary Yaw Boadu-Ayeboafo, 

Traditional religion is too undefined to be incorporated into this kind of set-up,
because you don’t know how to identify them basically. Traditional religion is
so fragmented, not organised as one body.43

The Afrikania Mission, which posits itself as the representative body of traditional
religion in Ghana, is thus not recognised as such on the NMC. The (alleged) ‘unrepre-
sentability’ of traditional religion in the public sphere is one of the major predica-
ments of Afrikania’s efforts to enter the media and will be analysed in detail in
chapter 6.

In reaction to the rapid developments in the media field, which take place
without clear guidelines and ‘undermine the ethos of broadcasting as a public good’
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(NMC, National Media Policy), the commission came up with a National Media Policy
and Broadcasting Standards. Such guidelines are not new (see Heath 1999) and
despite their institutionalisation they are still without legal implications.44 Assessing
the developments in the broadcasting industry, the National Media Policy is con-
cerned about the ‘market oligopoly that serves vested interests,’ the urban and foreign
orientation of programming, curtailing the potential for reflection and nurturing of
local culture, the marginal use of local language, the insufficient exposure of
Ghanaian talent and impoverishment of Ghanaian culture, the relay of foreign broad-
casts, and the passive role of the audience (ibid.). To change this situation, ‘the public
interest shall be paramount in the operations of all media, […] together they shall
enact the role of the media to inform, educate, and entertain in pursuit of dynamic,
equitable, and culturally endowed national development.’ Although the times of
Nkrumahist socialism with its belief in a makeable society have passed, the idea that
radio and television serve as transformative forces is still strong, as is the implicit the-
ory of reception that assumes audiences to be passive receivers of predetermined mes-
sages and hardly leaves room for alternative interactions with media. Media debates
and media policy are characterised by an instrumentalist view of media that attributes
to media an almost magical power to influence the thinking and habits of the people.
National consciousness and identity, education, and social development are all sup-
posed to be largely shaped by the media. 

A quick look at the National Media Policy and the Broadcasting Standards
reveals their being hopelessly out of tune with the working practices of the private
media and the reception practices of their audiences in this era of media liberalisa-
tion, commercialisation, globalisation, and especially ‘pentecostalisation.’ The ‘pur-
suit of dynamic, equitable, and culturally endowed national development’ entails,
as stated in the National Media Policy, the use of local languages and the promo-
tion and growth of local culture. A prescribed percentage of 50% for radio and 30%
for television airtime (to be risen to 75% and 50%) should be allocated to local con-
tent, including music. Half of these percentages are to be aired during prime time,
and half also should consist of programmes promoting local education, culture,
and development. Programming should further contribute to civic education, fami-
ly life, good governance, human rights and gender justice. The media should
ensure that programme content reflects and advances Ghanaian cultural aspirations
and values through the use of imagery, symbolism and language that promote
national and African cultural heritage, self-identity, and self-esteem. The
Broadcasting Standards further specify these requirements and include, to pick just
a few: ‘avoid all indecency and incitement to ethnic, religious or sectional hatred’;
‘obscene or vulgar language should not be used’; ‘the sanctity of marriage and fam-
ily values should be promoted’; ‘Ghanaian cultural rites should be promoted with
accuracy’; ‘the distinction between truth and fiction should not be blurred’; ‘unde-
sirable aspects of human nature should not be glamorised’; and ‘actual sexual inter-
course between humans should at no time be transmitted.’ Concerning religious
programmes: the opportunity for religious broadcast should be available to the var-
ious religions and under the same conditions; religious broadcasts should be pre-
sented by responsible representatives of the religion, should not contain any attack
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on or ridicule of any other religion, and shall be prepared with due regard and
respect for the beliefs and sensibilities of all religions. Rules for commercial adver-
tising include that it is unacceptable for certain professions to advertise, namely
physicians, lawyers, dentists, osteopaths, chiropractors, occultists, optometrists and
others of a similar nature. 

Through such guidelines, the state, through the NMC, tries to direct the repre-
sentation of culture, tradition, and religion in the media within a common, national
framework of morality. In practice, however, these guidelines are subject to different
interpretations. Who decides what is ‘indecency’ and what are ‘undesirable aspects of
human nature’? And when we see charismatic pastors on television healing people
from all kinds of sicknesses, delivering them from evil spirits, or prophesying riches,
who judges whether this is truth or fiction or whether the distinction between the two
has become blurred?45 Such terms are simply not applicable to this kind of television
programming. Moreover, are those healing pastors not of ‘similar nature’ to
‘occultists,’ a very controversial category in itself? Surely, they do advertise their heal-
ing powers, that is, their business, and call people to come to their churches. And
although airtime is in principle available to all religious groups, financial constraints
make it a rather restricted opportunity, excluding in particular those who indeed ‘pro-
mote national and African cultural heritage.’

Talking to Boadu-Ayeboafo about the guidelines for religious programming, it
became clear to me how much the NMC is caught between, on the one hand, the free-
dom of religious expression, and on the other, the promotion of respect for all reli-
gions. 

Christians are able to stand there and say all manner of things about traditional
religion. Sometimes it is offensive. Part of what the guidelines are saying is that
people must be circumspect in religion, because religion is so emotional, it is
irrational, it defies all manner of thinking.46

He acknowledges that the principle of equal access to the media does not work in
practice, due to financial and other barriers. 

Because religion has been commercialised, it is about business. They are edu-
cated and they know how to go about it. A lot of the charismatic priests are
American trained with clip tongues, rapping you. The environment is choking
for traditional religion. People think that they are not enlightened. So somehow
they don’t have that confidence of putting themselves out to the public in a
forceful way that these charismatic Christians are doing.

He is not happy about this situation, but there is not so much the NMC can do,

Because it is about the freedom of expression. Religion is not like political par-
ties, we cannot regulate advertisement in that environment. You can’t stop
them from using their money the way they want, sponsoring a religious pro-
gramme or advert is not a crime. So we can do very little about it. But we
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would wish that these are used as a platform for national unity and integration
rather than causing disaffection and confusion.

State related institutions such as the NMC and the NCA thus struggle to position
themselves vis-à-vis the marked public presence of religion, and especially charis-
matic Pentecostalism. While pursuing neo-liberal economic policies and opening up
the media sphere for global flows of business, images, and ideas (Appadurai 1996;
Castells 1996), the state finds itself empty handed with regard to controlling a
national imagination of community (Anderson 1991). Its vision of the public sphere
as a secular, national space of rational interaction has come under pressure from
alternative, religious imaginations of belonging, both national and transnational.

The ‘pentecostalisation’ of the public sphere

As a result of the commercialisation of the media, the airwaves tend to be dominated
by the voices of those who have money and those who are able to attract sponsors, to
the exclusion of those who enjoy less popularity and financial resources. But contrary
to the concerns of media practitioners of the old school, who appropriate a modernist
discourse of ‘civil society’ and implicitly assume that religion has no place in a demo-
cratic public sphere (Ansuh-Kyeremeh and Karikari 1998; Karikari 1994), the religious
influence on independent broadcasting is enormous. In practice it is the charismatic
churches that have the financial resources to develop their own programmes, pay for
airtime on radio and television and dominate the airwaves. But also to organise big
gospel events that are covered by the media. Indeed, as Rev. Cephas Amartey of
JoyFM said,

The churches are keeping the radio stations in business, paying for interviews,
adverts, airtime etc. This means a significant contribution to national develop-
ment, since workers in these stations get employed and paid from some of
these contributions. Religious broadcast has therefore become the bedrock of
the media industry in the country.47

In response to the strong public presence of charismatic churches, the Islamic
Ahmaddiya movement has also started buying radio and television airtime and the
Afrikania Mission has been buying airtime on radio, but stopped its broadcast due to
the high cost involved. The charismatic voice literally shouts down the weaker ones. It
is aired not only through the churches’ ‘media ministries,’ but reaches much wider
and goes beyond the specific church related media activity to inform a much looser,
but all the more powerful, Christian inspired and mass mediated popular culture,
entertainment and discourse. In this section I present the impact of charismatic
Pentecostalism on the means and modes of representation in Ghana’s new media
scene. 
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Charismatic ‘media ministries’
More than forty different Christian broadcasts throughout the week fill about twenty-
two hours of airtime on the three free-to-air TV channels in Accra (see appendix I for
an overview). GTV shows religious programmes on weekday mornings at daybreak
and Sunday mornings four hours long; TV3 has a religious broadcast four days a
week at 5.30 am and at 6 pm, in the weekends also at 11.30 am; Metro TV’s Christians
programmes are concen-
trated on Saturday, from
6 to 11 am with some
more shown on week-
days and on Sunday. On
Fridays it has home pro-
duced Islamic program-
ming from 8 to 12 am.
This overview is not sta-
ble as programmes come
and go, but it does indi-
cate the amount of tele-
vision content taken up
by religious program-
ming on Ghanaian tele-
vision. Part of it is of for-
eign origin, such as the
American programmes
This is the Life (Lutheran
Media Ministries) and
Turning Point (relay on
GTV and Metro TV from
CBN) or the Nigerian TB
Joshua’s The Voice in the
Synagogue and Matthew
Ashimowolo’s Winning
Ways (Kingsway
International Christian
Centre, London). But
most of it comes from Ghanaian charismatic churches: Sam Korankye Ankrah’s Power
in his Presence (Royal House Chapel International), Charles Agyin Asare’s Your Miracle
Encounter and God’s Miracle Power (Word Miracle Church), Mensa Otabil’s Living
Word (International Central Gospel Church), Dag Heward-Mills’ Mega Word
(Lighthouse Chapel International), Nicholas Duncan-Williams’ Voice of Inspiration
(Christian Action Faith Ministries), Gordon Kisseih’s Treasures of Wisdom (Miracle Life
Gospel Church), and Christie Doe-Tetteh’s Solid Rock (Solid Rock Chapel
International), to name but a few. Among the few non-charismatic programmes is that
by the Christ Apostolic Church, which is also Pentecostal. Most of these programmes
consist primarily of the Sunday service in the particular church and are also broadcast
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on one of the radio stations, sometimes under a different title. In fact, most started as
a radio broadcast only and expanded to television later on, when the churches had
grown larger and richer. On the radio airwaves one can hear even more preachers
than on television as some churches, especially the smaller ones, limit their media
activity to radio, as for example the Mountain of Fire and Miracles, which has a
broadcast on JoyFM (Moyet 2005).  

From the very onset of the charismatic revival in Ghana, this movement was
closely tied to mass media. In the seventies, a period of severe economic malaise and
widespread suffering, a wave of Christian enthusiasm flooded the country, proclaim-
ing a message of prosperity and power over one’s condition and offering people
something to hold on to. The US were an important source of inspiration for this new
type of Christianity was the US and it came through revival crusades held by globe-
trotting evangelists and newsletters, books, audio and video cassettes, and television
programmes by faith preachers like Kenneth Hagin, Oral Roberts, and Morris
Cerullo.48 From 1979 to 1982 Oral Roberts’ Abundant Life was broadcast on GBC-TV
every Sunday evening from 6 to 7 pm, popularising the slogan ‘something good is
going to happen to you’ (Larbi 2001:308). The Nigerian preacher Benson Idahosa, who
trained in the US, had already started his TV programme Redemption Hour on
Ghanaian television in 1977 (ibid. 298). Kenneth Hagin’s books, like The Name of Jesus
(1979), How to Write your own Ticket with God (1979), or Redeemed from poverty and spir-
itual death (1983) came to Ghana through the Nigerian market and were among the
popular books circulating (ibid. 297). His messages also circulated on audio tapes,
making his slogan ‘you can have what you say’ a source of hope for people in a time
of deep economic crisis (ibid.).

Also in the United States, the birthplace of Pentecostalism, this religious move-
ment has been deeply entangled with mass media. Shortly after the birth of modern
Pentecostalism on Azusa Street in Los Angeles in 1906 (see Anderson 2004;
Hollenweger 1997), radio began to serve as an important channel for preaching and
evangelism. As early as 1922, evangelist Aimée MacPherson preached on radio and
created the first Christian radio station. In the fifties the first televangelists, such as
Billy Graham and later Oral Roberts, gained fast popularity and televangelism became
a phenomenon in itself (e.g. Alexander 1997; Bruce 1990; Harding 2001; Hoover 1988).
Christian media networks such as CBN and TBN have by now become very powerful
not only in the US, but all over the globe, including Africa. From the seventies up till
today mass media for a large part constituted the connections between Ghanaian
charismatic churches and their US counterparts, and also visualised these connections
for Ghanaian church audiences. This has been of much influence for charismatic
Pentecostalism in Ghana, both in terms of messages and of styles.

After Nicholas Duncan-Williams founded the Christian Action Faith Ministries
in 1979 many more charismatic churches emerged and they continue to blossom. The
doctrine and praxis of these churches emphasise the personal experience of the Holy
Spirit, emotional expression, spiritual healing and deliverance. The charismatic per-
sonalities of the founders and leaders form the spill around which the churches
evolve. They strongly proclaim a message of success, achievement, self-making, pros-
perity, and power, attracting not only the young upwardly mobile, but also a consid-
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erable number of those already at the top: executives, businessmen and politicians.
Most use English as main language and have a ‘modern,’ cosmopolitan and rich out-
look as regards their buildings, cars, technical devices, dress, practices, and interna-
tional connections.49 They have mass appeal and, emphasising church growth, parade
their high numbers of followers, visualising their mass audiences in their TV pro-
grammes and videos. Moreover, they attach high importance to evangelisation, which
is considered an obligation of every Christian. Their positive and productive attitude
towards mass media thus fits well with both their doctrine and ways of worship. Not
only are the media seen as an effective channel of spreading the gospel of Christ to
the masses, but also are the media useful in enhancing an image of success, prosperi-
ty, and modernity, in enhancing the charisma of the leader and managing his public
personality, and in visualising God’s miracles for an audience outside the churches.

Most charismatic churches, then, have a ‘media ministry,’ a church department
that occupies itself entirely with the production, sales and broadcast of radio and/or
TV programmes, audio and/or video tapes and PR material.50 Already in their early
days in the eighties these new churches made use of the limited media channels avail-
able to them. As the broadcast media were not yet accessible, they produced (that is,
recorded, edited, and packaged) video and audio tapes of their services. These circu-
lated through sales and further lending, but also through the churches’ tape libraries,
where members could borrow tapes. This sustained lively ‘tape ministries.’ When in
the nineties the broadcast media became accessible, many charismatic churches
grasped the opportunity and turned the already developed tape production into
broadcasts on radio and TV. It was a matter of looking for funds, buying airtime, and
sending their tapes to the media stations. Charismatic churches emphasise the biblical
command to give a tenth of one’s income to God and most charismatics eagerly
donate a lot of money to their church. This monthly ‘tithe,’ the weekly offerings dur-
ing services, ‘harvest’ yields, and other ‘seeds’ sown at special occasions contribute to
the large funds at many churches’ disposal. Moreover, the high popularity of this type
of Christianity makes that these churches can fairly easily get sponsorship for their
media programmes from large companies like soft drink producers, who see a market
in the Pentecostal ban on alcohol, or from among their own membership. Successful
businessmen are often more than willing to sponsor their churches’ TV or radio pro-
grammes while advertising their business, especially when they see their success as a
result of their being born again and their membership of the church. Lastly, many of
the new media owners and practitioners are convinced born-again Christians them-
selves and broadcast Christian programmes free of charge. 

Some churches own a media studio, where they produce their own pro-
grammes, but also make their equipment and expertise available to other churches
and film producers, on payment of course. These are the International Central Gospel
Church, the Word Miracle Church, the Church of Pentecost, and the Christ Apostolic
Church. Churches that don’t have their own facilities make use of these or other stu-
dios in the city. In terms of programming there is a great variety in quality and profes-
sionalism. Some churches use professional cameras and studios and employ media
trained personnel, while other invest less and use low quality equipment and hardly
edit their home-video-like recordings. Further, we can distinguish two ‘types’ of
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Christian programming, corresponding to two strands within the charismatic move-
ment: those that lay emphasis on the message of the pastor, and those that show
mainly the miracles he performs.51 Of the first type are Living Word by Mensa Otabil
of the International Central Gospel Church and Mega Word by Dag Heward Mills of
the Lighthouse Chapel International. The titles already emphasise the ‘word’ and the
make-up of their programmes mainly helps getting the message across to the audi-
ence at home, with titles, key quotes, and bible references running through the screen.
Of the second, miracle type are for example the programmes by Charles Agyin-Asare
of the Word Miracle Church. Your Miracle Encounter and God’s Miracle Power mainly
show how he heals people in his church from all kinds of diseases and problems, thus
advertising his healing power and attracting those in need of healing to his church.
Apart from the main programmes, many media ministries also produce and broadcast
commercials for their crusades and conferences, the books and tapes they produce,
and for the TV programmes themselves. Religion has become a matter of marketing
(Moore 1994; see also Dasgupta 2006; Gordon and Hancock 2005; Ukah 2003). As a
result of such TV broadcasts, a new, mass-mediated form of religious expression has
emerged, that makes the specific ways of worshipping in charismatic churches visual-
ly and aurally available to large audiences and is widely appropriated. And despite
differences in quality, style, and content, all convey a similar image: these churches
are dynamic, young, modern, and successful. Moreover, they portray themselves as
islands of morality in an increasingly immoral world. The message is: if you want to
be somebody in this life and also stay on the path of righteousness – and in the end
the one doesn’t go without the other – this is the place to be. Lastly, their television
images authenticate pastors’ claims to being conveyors of Holy Spirit power
(Asamoah-Gyadu 2005c).

We have to look at other media, however, to see that this image is also heavily
contested. The popular print media or tabloids present a totally different picture of
charismatic-Pentecostal pastors, employing a similar mode of the spectacular. With
large photographs and capital headlines, they carry all kinds of gossip stories and alle-
gations about pastors’ sexual escapes, criminal activities, and other immoral behaviour
, thus spectacularly exposing the hidden evil these ‘false prophets’ embody. A popular
theme is pastors’ consultations with traditional shrines and ‘juju men’ and their indul-
gence in ‘juju’ rituals in order to attract crowds to their churches and get rich quickly.
Clearly, pastors do not fully control their representation in all media and their media
strategies require a sensitive balancing act on the tightrope between genuine and fake,
moral and immoral (see chapter 2). The recurrent emphasis on frauds and fakes, how-
ever, still confirms the image of the genuine pastor. Moreover, the same tabloids pres-
ent the spectacular miracles these pastors perform, thus authenticating their claims to
power. The question of authentication will be further explored in chapter 6. 

Christian media ownership 
Apart from churches buying airtime, many of the new private FM radio stations, such
as Channel ‘R’, JoyFM, and Radio Gold, to name a few, are owned by confirmed born-
again Christians. Although stations may not be religiously based, the religious affilia-
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tion of the owner or manager greatly influences programming. The managing director
of JoyFM is a born-again Christian and a member of the International Central Gospel
Church. That personal religious conviction partners well with business interest is clear
from his PRO’s answer to my question whether JoyFM was a Christian station. 

Yes, it is. But I don’t want to call it a Christian station. What it is, is that because
it is a commercial station, obviously we know what makes commercial sense
and I would say that Ghana is a predominantly Christian country and that is
what makes commercial sense.52

Church affiliation is also an important channel for doing business and the MD asked
ICGC pastor Rev. Okyere (introduced below) to come and present Morning Devotion. 

A remarkable FM station is Channel ‘R’, established in 2001. It is, according to
the director, ‘not exactly a religious station in the strict sense of the word’ (Radio and
TV Review 28 (2001: 50), and so dodges the law against religious broadcast stations.
Yet, also known as ‘the Channel of Righteousness,’ it plays only gospel music, hosts a
lot of preachers, and has various religious talk shows with people phoning in to give
testimonies of what Jesus has done in their lives, ‘all geared towards campaigning for
the Kingdom of God’ (ibid.). Indeed, the director of Channel ‘R’, Mr. Adu, is a born-
again Christian and he set up his radio station in response to ‘what the good Lord has
done for him when he forgave him his sins and thus won him for his salvation’ (ibid.).
The station has not received any complaints that it operates on an exclusively
Christian basis. It has only been criticised for broadcasting ‘false prophets.’ The station
refuted these claims, saying that all the preachers are screened thoroughly before they
are allowed to go on air.   

The MD of Radio Gold, Mr. Baffou-Bonnie, broadcasts a lot of Christian pro-
grammes. Preaching, live shows from churches, and pastors who come live to the stu-
dio. Most is paid for by the churches, but for some, he does it free of charge, ‘because
it is also our duty to promote morality within the community. And therefore if we
realise that they cannot pay, we let them preach for free.’53 So he broadcasts the pro-
gramme Fruitful Life on Earth by Joyce Wereku-Brobbey of Salt and Light Ministries
every Wednesday between 8 and 9 pm, because ‘it is a very informative and good pro-
gram and it shouldn’t be limited by finance.’ 54 He plays Otabil’s messages every day,
also for free, because, even though he is not an ICGC member, he feels that ‘Otabil has
a lot of insightful messages to change the attitude, the belief system of the people in
this country.’ Baffou-Bonnie gladly admits that this is something personal. 

My drift towards sponsoring such religious activities is personal. It is born out
of the fact that I am a Christian myself. And I feel that if I die – and I know I
am going to heaven –  God asks me ‘what did you do when I put you on
earth?’ Maybe if I were to be a Muslim, I would be more inclined to do some-
thing to promote some Islamic activities.55

Of course, having a popular pastor is also commercially good for the station.
Indeed, media owners also try to bring non-Christian religions on the airwaves, but
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find it much more difficult to match this with their business interest. Metro TV for
example, is owned by a Lebanese and shows relatively many Islamic programmes,
four hours on Fridays, all home-produced. Still, it has a lot more Christian pro-
gramming and with ten hours a week even more than any other TV station. As
mentioned earlier, Metro has a broadcasting agreement with CBN Africa for five
hours a week. Interestingly, the station also tries to combine Islam and marketing.
During the Muslim festivities of Id al Fitr in 2002, it organised the Metro Rice
Festival, a musical show with free meals of rice, sponsored by a rice brand. In this
it follows Christian initiatives and formats, but is by far not as successful. Because
the institutions of the public sphere are all located in the Christian dominated
South of the country, Islam’s influence on public and popular culture is very limit-
ed. Crystal TV in Kumasi carries a broadcast by the Etherean Mission, a ‘church’
that seeks to combine Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and
African traditional religion. The owner, Mr. Crystal, who has himself ‘a tendency
towards Hinduism,’ was glad about the broad orientation of the Etherean Mission
including Hindu worship, and decided to put their videos on Crystal TV for free.
Obviously, this is an exception that does not at all tie up with broad popular cul-
ture and market logic. 

Radio and TV pastor-celebrities
Despite the law requiring a secular basis for media station, many radio stations (and
TV stations as well) have pastors or evangelists employed as part-time presenters,
DJ’s, and talk show hosts, independent of their particular church. Most of them belong
to a charismatic-Pentecostal one. The employment of pastors by radio and TV stations
allows pastors other than the founders and leaders of large churches to become
celebrities as well. People like Rev. Kofi Okyere, Rev. Cephas Amartey, and Rev.
Owusu-Ansah, all part-time presenters of JoyFM, have become popular media person-
alities, are interviewed for entertainment magazines, present gospel shows, and are
hired by various churches to host or perform on special occasions. 

I met pastor Okyere first during the 2002 Easter programme in the ICGC, a two
day music, dance and drama programme, where he was the MC. He is an entertainer
and knows how to play with the predominantly young audience, cracking jokes and
telling stories and also leading them in worship and inspiring them to devotion.
‘Tonight we celebrate the transforming sacrifice in the name of Jesus!’ Announcing the
church band Charisma, he shouted ‘we feel very charismatic tonight!’ The highlight of
the night was a performance by the Daughters of Glorious Jesus, who’s arrival on
stage turned the church auditorium into a disco. After their show pastor Okyere
smoothly took over from them and with much flair channelled the ecstatic energy that
they had evoked in the audience towards the ‘celebration of Jesus’ name,’ gradually
guiding them into prayer. 

Rev. Kofi Okyere is the head pastor of the ICGC branch in Osu, a radio and TV
presenter, and a popular MC. His church career started in the ICGC music ministry,
where he entered as an ordinary member and grew to leading praise and worship
during church services. After his ministerial training, he was assigned the youth

-  68 -

SPIRIT MEDIA

06-hoofdstuk-1-p41-82.qxd  2-4-2008  22:07  Pagina 68



ministry, where he could use much of his creativity and innovation, while continuing
to develop his charismatic talent in the music ministry. 

I think my experience on radio might have enhanced my life as an MC, but I
basically started out MC-ing some of our youth programmes. And I would just
MC for friends’ weddings, so that is how it started. And when I would organise
a music concert for the church, I would be the MC myself. That’s because of my
involvement with the music ministry. When JoyFM started in ’95, I was asked
by the CEO to come and do Morning Devotion.56

Later the producer of the gospel music programme Gospel Trail asked him to present
the show on GTV, which he did for a few years. Mostly it was pre-recorded, some-
times live. 

With radio and TV combined, people were now looking at me as a focal point
especially when it comes to gospel music programmes. But my involvement in
these programmes conflicts with my pastoral work, so I have suspended much
of that [MC] work. Except that there are some programmes that rather will
enhance your image. I find it honourable serving in my own church, dignify-
ing, so I would do that. And when there are major national programmes in the
National Theatre, at the banquet Hall, some good places, I still find it a privi-
lege to go and do it. 

The relationship he has established with some of the gospel musicians also helps
him in his church. When they ask him to MC for them, like for the Soul Winners’
Immortal Praise Jam at the Assemblies of God church in Dansoman, or the album
launch of Alabaster Box in the Christ Temple, he does it without charge, ‘because I
know that I will have a reciprocal return. I am going to call them back into my
church and then they are going to sing. And then I don’t also have to pay them
anything.’

Whereas pastor Okyere already was a successful pastor in a large church before
he started his radio work, the career of Rev. Cephas Amartey, known as the ‘Cardinal
on the airwaves,’ is different. Rev. Amartey did a lot of work for many newly estab-
lished churches, but thought he could never be a pastor ‘on a Sunday to Sunday
basis.’

I prayed a lot for radio to come, since I was also hustling and couldn’t find my
feet as a pastor. Moreover I saw myself as a bad local church pastor who didn’t
fit in and was therefore not cut out to be a pastor of any church. And then
when it came, hey, nobody gave me a buzz. So I decided to go fishing in the
FM waters myself.57

He contacted JoyFM, but there was no slot for him and he ended up working behind
the scenes of a lot of radio stations, organizing special programmes and providing
them with resource persons to speak on specific religious subjects. Finally he was
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called by JoyFM to come and do Morning Devotion. Now he also presents A walk with
Jesus and Joy Chapel on Sundays. ‘Since the other [JoyFM] pastors have to go to church
on Sundays and I am the renegade chap amongst them who wouldn’t go to church,
they agreed that I should be ‘sent’ to church every Sunday on the wave of Joy Chapel’
(ibid.). Rev. Amartey is well known by his trade mark phrases ‘Joy 99.sieben FM’ and
‘Celebrate your day in style.’ Like Rev. Okyere, Rev. Amartey is also active in the
gospel music scene (see below), promoting various artists, organising concerts, and
acting as a manager for the gospel duo Jane and Bernice.  

There is a big difference between radio and television popularity, between the
aural and the visual aspects of celebrity, voice and image. When Rev. Owusu-Ansah, a
radio pastor well known as JoyFM’s ‘tallest man,’ came on TV in the popular Twi talk
show Mmaa Nkommo (‘women’s talk’), my neighbour Sister Afua was very disappoint-
ed by his looks. 

Òyε popular, ne preaching yε popular, ne Bible reading, ne biribiara yε popular. Gye sε
wohu no a, òyε tuntum, òyε tiatia, ne hò nyε fε, ònyini, ne tadeε nso nyε fε. Wo tie ne
voice wo radio so a, wobεka sε òyε nipa kεseε. Na wohu no nso a, wonnim sε eyε òno,
wobε pa ne hò koraa!

He is popular, his preaching is popular, his bible reading, his everything is
popular. But when you see him, he is very black, he is short, he isn’t handsome,
he is old, and his clothing isn’t nice either. When you hear his voice on the
radio, you will think that he is a big person. But when you see him, you won’t
think it is him, you will just overlook him! 

Yet, when during an ICGC gospel show pastor Okyere invited Rev. Owusu-Ansah on
stage for the closing prayer, he was welcomed like a pop-star by the young public. 

These pastors are like a fish in water in the new celebrity scene created by
radio, TV, media magazines, and live shows. They have the necessary charisma and
know how to perform not only on the airwaves, but also during live shows. Contrary
to such established radio pastors, pastor Eric Ampomfoh, whom we encountered at
the opening of this chapter, is only just beginning and is not (yet) a ‘personality.’
According to him,

It is now very difficult to become a popular radio pastor, because there are just
too many on air. Otabil was already popular before he came on radio [be it in a
different way, see following chapters], it is not the radio that made him popu-
lar. Okyere started as a radio pastor with Joy FM immediately when they start-
ed, when they where still the only private FM station and everybody was lis-
tening to Joy.

Now every FM station has several or more pastors. The Top Radio Pastors Association
alone counts 26 members, all from charismatic and Pentecostal churches.  

Personality creation as such is not something new, but has strong traditions in
Ghana, in chieftaincy, politics and entertainment. It is the kind of personality celebrat-
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ed that has changed with the ‘pentecostalisation’ of the public sphere. This new form
of religious celebrity and spectacle ties into both global forms of representing person-
ality and local traditions of representing ‘big men.’ Locally, the pastor as entertainer
connects to older, ‘secular’ entertainment traditions in Ghana that generated popular
stars, in particular highlife music, concert party, and its evolution into television com-
edy. Apart from that, the visual representation of charismatic pastors, and especially
of their bodies as icons of both material and spiritual power, links up with the spec-
tacular body images of traditional chiefs, that emphasise their role as public figures of
power, but also as intermediaries between the human and the divine. The representa-
tional forms of chieftaincy reflect in the relation between the spectacular and the post-
colonial state (Bayart 1993) that informs the representation of political personalities
and other successful public figures. Globally, the Ghanaian religious celebrity has
been influenced most directly by American televangelical formats, but also by ‘secu-
lar’ celebrities and their spectacular bodies and extravagant lifestyles. I suggest, then,
that in the religious celebrity scene political, entertainment, and religious personality
merge (see also Alvez De Abreu 2005; Öncü 2006; Van de Port 2005). This argument
will be further pursued in chapter 2.

Gospel music and Christian entertainment 
At the intersection of media, entertainment and religion flourishes the Ghanaian
gospel music scene, in which both charismatic churches and mass media play a sus-
taining role. This genuinely local and very popular kind of music is characterised by
highly danceable beats, in which case it is called gospel-highlife, or slow melodies
when it is of the more devotional type. It has Christian lyrics, mostly in Twi, some-
times in English or Ewe. Ghanaian gospel music is booming and even seems to take
over from highlife in popularity. Many formerly ‘secular’ highlife musicians, among
whom Nana Ampadu and Kojo Antwi, now also turn to gospel. Often such a move is
motivated not only by a newfound religiosity, but also by commercial considerations.
They are well aware that Christianity sells and moreover, import taxes on instruments
and 10% VAT on entertainment make it very hard for ‘secular’ musicians to make
money (Collins 2004). Churches are exempted from such taxes and thus provide an
alternative way to make a living from music.

Charismatic churches generally emphasise the importance of music in minister-
ing to the people and spreading the gospel and provide instruments and musical
training for talented members. They minister during music programmes and concerts
organised by the church and on other occasions outside the church. Some churches
also provide the technical facilities to undertake music recording projects. Churches’
music departments have brought forth many gospel artists and groups that have
grown to be professional musicians, such as Josh Laryea (ICGC), the Soul Winners
(Apostolic Church), and Cindy Thompson (Church of Pentecost). They especially pro-
vide an avenue for the rise of female musical stars, who have been almost absent in
other types of popular music. Churches then create a broad entertainment infrastruc-
ture, offering the facilities, space, stage, and organisational capacities needed for large
gospel events (figs. 1.7, 1.8). The other way around do gospel artists, once popular,
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provide the songs that are
sung during worship in
many churches. 

The intertwinement
of religion and entertain-
ment in Ghana is not new.
John Collins (2004) has
described the relationship
between Christianity and
popular entertainment over
100 years. Missionary
Christianity greatly influ-
enced the development of
local popular music, dance
and drama. Later African
indigenous churches incor-
porated various forms of
popular entertainment in
their worship services, a
trend that is carried on
today by the charismatic-
Pentecostal churches. What
is new about the current
gospel scene, however, is
the crucial role of the mass
media both for the gospel
scene in Ghana, but also for

the transnational character of
the Ghanaian gospel business. 

Artists regularly travel to Europe to record new CD’s and give concerts in
Ghanaian churches overseas and their music travels back and forth on CD’s, tapes,
music videos, DVDs and net.radio. Gospel tapes are for sale on every street corner;
music video’s are both sold to the public and broadcast on TV, in music blocks in
between programmes on all TV stations. Every radio station plays a lot of gospel
music, promotes new albums, and interviews musicians. Gospel music charts, com-
piled by radio stations, appear in the entertainment magazines and on the Internet.
Many radio stations sponsor gospel concerts. Indeed, it is the radio stations most of all
that have made Ghanaian gospel to what it is today, bringing the praises of God into
private bedrooms and public spaces. Many taxi or bus drivers like to tune in to or
play gospel music because it keeps away evil spirits and prevents them from getting
involved in car accidents.

The ‘partnership’ of charismatic churches and the broadcast media has thus generated
a religious, charismatic-Pentecostally oriented public sphere (cf. Asamoah-Gyadu
2001; Meyer 2004a). In this public sphere religion is intertwined with both national
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and global politics and the field of commerce and entertainment and media audiences
are addressed as believers, consumers and citizens at once. In a situation of growing
economic hardship and growing scepticism about the capability of the state to cater
for people’s needs, it is religious leaders who talk about national issues like elections,
ethnic conflict or rising crime and mobilise their followers to support – which often
means to pray for – the nation of Ghana. Their commitment to the nation implies
Christianising it and their claims to globalised discourses of democracy, human rights,
black emancipation, and women’s emancipation all come under the final goal of a
Christian nation. Religious and political discourse thus flow into each other and vari-
ous parties negotiate a pluralism of moral ideas, religious doctrines, and ways of con-
ceiving of human dignity, selfhood, and citizenship. Religion, and above all charisma-
tic Pentecostalism, also merges into the field of commerce. Religion becomes like a
consumption good, a product in a religious market place where churches compete for
customers. The impact of charismatic Pentecostalism lies not only in its institutional
forms and rapidly growing number of followers, but also in more diffuse forms of
consumer culture and entertainment business. It has a marked influence on general
popular tastes and styles that may not be religious per se, but are clearly shaped by
Pentecostal-charismatic discourse and practice (cf. Meyer 2004a). ‘The culture of
charismatic Christianity is dominating both Christian and popular life and culture in
Ghana’ (Asamoah-Gyadu 2001:11). The result is a media environment that indeed
‘chokes’ other religions, such as Islam, but even more so traditional religion. 

Fear and fascination: ‘African traditional religion’ in the media

Whereas the dominant media image of Christianity is created by Christians them-
selves, be it a particular type of Christians, the public image of African traditional
religion is not shaped by adherents of this religion – although they do try to bring
their own image across as we shall see in part 3 – but by the same Pentecostal-charis-
matic Christians. The latter use or influence the media channels not only to present a
highly favourable image of themselves, but at the same time a counterimage of the
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Fig. 1.9 Details taken from a poster-calendar entitled Suro Nnipa (Fear Man), depicting
the 'True Life Story' of a man who sacrificed his wife at a 'spiritualist's' shrine for
material gain, but was killed by the spirits and punished after death. 
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non-Christian, traditionalist Other to strengthen the image of a successful, moral, and
modern Christian Self. Especially their generally antagonistic relationship with
African traditional religion and their use of media to represent the enemy make for a
particular, negative image of traditional religion in the media. The Pentecostal stance
toward African traditional religion is generally denouncing or at least ambiguous.
Contrary to missionary Christianity, African Pentecostalism acknowledges rather than
denies the existence of local gods, evil spirits, witches, and other spiritual beings that
characterise African traditional believes. It incorporates these into Christian doctrine
as demons under an image of the Devil and offers their followers a way to fight these
evil forces with the power of Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit, especially through the
practice of deliverance (cf. Meyer 1999). In this worldview, then, African traditional
religion is perceived as extremely dangerous, as Devil worship, and as the epitome of
evil. This diabolisation of African traditional religion is rooted in a long history of
Christian suppression (e.g. Steegstra 2004; see also chapter 5). The present charismat-
ic-Pentecostal dominance gives it a new impetus and nurtures a widespread fear of
and animosity towards traditional religion. At the same time people are also fascinat-
ed by this ‘evil Other.’

The media feed (and feed on) such popular fears and fascination with sensa-
tional stories and images of ‘juju priests’ and their ‘occult’ practices, commercialised in
video movies, tabloids, posters, and calendars for sale on the streets. Exploiting the
mode of the spectacular to the fullest, tabloid front pages scream about ‘occultists’
trading in human blood and organs, calendars depict the ‘true life story’ of a man ritu-
ally sacrificing his wife in exchange for millions of dollars (fig. 1.9), and radio stations
broadcast live-on-air testimonies of people confessing their previous visits to shrines
and revealing the sacrificial demands the priests would make. A spectacular image of
traditional religion as the dark and evil Other of a morally upright and successful
Christian self surely sells.

This spectacular mode of representing African traditional religion as evil makes
it very difficult for traditionalist organizations such as the Afrikania Mission to spec-
tacularise themselves. Employing the mode of the spectacular to visualize shrines,
priests, and priestesses risks slippage into audiences’ moral frameworks that posit a
dichotomy between Christianity as modern and good on the one hand and traditional
religion as dangerous and evil on the other. In chapter 5 I will discuss the Afrikania
Mission’s dilemmas in publicly representing African traditional religion and in chap-
ter 8 the ambiguous relation between the Afrikania Mission and the media. Here I
have sketched the generally negative representation of African traditional religion in
the new media field. With the commercialisation of the media there has been a shift in
the representation of traditional religion from the source of national pride and devel-
opment to the antipode, if not enemy of Christianity, modernity, and morality. In the
heydays of ‘Sankofaism,’ the state media associated African traditional religion with
an imagined ‘us’ that had to be the nation. Now private media production in particu-
lar, as for example documentaries or news items, tends to exoticise traditional religion
and connect it with a ‘them’ opposed to the Christian ‘us’ that many perceive to be the
nation now. The portrayal of traditional religion often focuses on those aspects of it
that are far removed from the daily life world of the majority of the urban public.
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Ironically, then, the Ghanaian media today reproduce a process of ‘othering’ that
reminds us of the representation of ‘primitives’ and ‘savages’ by early anthropologists
and explorers (cf. Fabian 1983, 2000).

Understandably, adherents of traditional religion feel threatened and disturbed
by the general disdain for their religion. Their representatives stand up and try to
counter both the charismatic-Pentecostal representation of ‘African traditional religion’
as the evil enemy and the state’s reduction of it to ‘cultural heritage.’ They lack control
over both the means and the modes of representation, however, and, as will be
worked out in part 3, they can hardly escape such media images and struggle to rep-
resent ‘African traditional religion’ as a full-fledged religion in its own right. One of
the results of the growing public dominance of charismatic Pentecostalism, in its vari-
ous, but often aggressive and intolerant forms, then, is an upsurge in interreligious
tensions, especially between charismatics and traditionalists. There has indeed been a
series of incidents of religious clashes over the last decade. One such clash, that over
the annual ‘ban on drumming and noisemaking,’ will be analysed in detail in chapter
7. Among the factors that Rosalind Hackett discerns as contributing to the emerging
pattern of conflict in several African countries over newer religious formations are ‘the
emergence of an increasingly mediated public sphere and new religious publics’ and
‘an increase in human rights discourses concerning religious freedom’ (Hackett
2001:187, see also Hackett 1999). Religion has become a site of public clash, fought out
partly through the media.

Conclusion: religious celebrity, spectacle, and the sensual public sphere

Over the course of the last fifteen years politics of representation in Ghana’s public
sphere have fundamentally shifted in favour of charismatic Pentecostalism.
Developments in technological infrastructure, increasing global media and business
flows, the spectacular rise of charismatic churches, and the crisis of the state in fram-
ing the nation all contributed to this shift. Since independence, the state fully con-
trolled the media and thus had the monopoly over the public representation of cul-
ture, religion, and national identity. Despite a media policy of religious neutrality, this
implied on the one hand a subtle, historical link between Christianity, education, and
citizenship. On the other hand, the project of nation building framed ‘African tradi-
tional religion’ as ‘cultural heritage,’ and in the 1980s Rawlings privileged ATR over
other religions. With the liberalisation of the media in the 1990s, state monopoly has
given way to the power of charismatic churches and of the market, which go together
remarkably well. The new political and economic media infrastructure offers ample
opportunity for charismatic-Pentecostal media strategies. This type of religion not
only mingles with, but helps constitute the business and entertainment culture of the
commercial media. Just as entertainment, business, and marketing constitute charis-
matic Pentecostalism. Having access to the means of representation, charismatic
churches also take over the language of nationhood from the state, but frame the
nation in Christian terms, aiming at and largely succeeding in binding people to an
ideal of Christian nationhood. In the new Pentecostalist mode of framing the nation,
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boundaries between entertainment, politics and religion dissolve ever more.
Habermas (1989) lamented the return to the display of personal prestige of

public representatives before a mass of consumers as the ‘refeudalisation of the public
sphere.’ For him this meant the end of the bourgeois public sphere, where the public
is abstracted from physical, theatrical representation and from power interests.
Charismatic religious leaders in Ghana derive much of their power from being seen
and being heard, from their publicly visible body images and publicly audible voices.
I propose to take seriously this interplay between media, power, and the body and to
investigate empirically how the connection between the emotionality, experientiality,
and sensuality of charismatic-Pentecostal practice and the celebrity formats of the
public sphere produces a particular aesthetics of sounds and images. The pentecostali-
sation of the public sphere calls us to take into account its sensual, bodily dimensions
and to look at how media images and sounds work upon the body and the senses and
thereby inform modes of religious subjectivity and personhood (see also Hirschkind
2001b; Meyer 2006b; Van Dijk 2005).

Charismatic Pentecostalism appears to fit well into the new commercial public
culture characterised by personality creation, spectacle, and dramatisation. A new reli-
gious format has come to evolve around charismatic media personalities. Pastors
become religious celebrities and employ the mode of the spectacular to capture audi-
ences far beyond the confines of their churches. Employing the notion of the spectacle
(Birman 2006; Kramer 2005), I wish to broaden its implied focus on splendid imagery
to include impressive sound. Charismatic-Pentecostal celebrity depends not only on
spectacular body image and theatrical show, but also on dramatic body sound and
sonic performance, that is, voice. Having an ear for the stylistic features of sound is
particularly important in the context of radio, a medium at least as important and
powerful for charismatic preachers as television. But also on television, it is the inter-
play of images and voice that makes (or breaks) the affective power of a pastor’s pub-
lic presence.

I have proposed to conceive of religion as a practice of mediation, and of
charismatic Pentecostalism in particular as a practice of being in touch with Holy
Spirit power. This tactile religiosity thrives well in Ghana’s public sphere, where being
in touch with the Holy Spirit may be facilitated by mass mediated sounds and images.
African traditional religion is equally about being in touch with spirit powers.
Traditionalists’ relationship to the mass media, however, seems to be a lot more prob-
lematic. The media formats that make charismatic pastors celebrities and authenticate
their power turn traditional shrine priests into fearsome antiheros, less attractive, but
equally spectacular and certainly not less powerful. In order to understand why the
charismatic-Pentecostal figure of the religious celebrity is so attractive and powerful
as a medium for effectuating this touch, and also why traditional religion has much
more difficulty spectacularising itself, we have to pay attention to the sensual dimen-
sion of the public sphere, and of religious mass media in particular. These questions
will be further explored in the coming chapters. 
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Notes

1 I acknowledge that we should always take into account the sensual, bodily dimensions of any pub-
lic sphere anywhere and thus reject Habermas’ notion of the disembodied public. The particular
nature of Ghanaian charismatic religiosity and its public articulation highlights this question.
2 With these terms I do not aim at a Marxist analysis in terms of class struggle. I employ them to
indicate that the media representation of religion always involves negotiation between various par-
ties in a historically constituted field of power relations.
3 In the maiden broadcast on 31st July, 1935, the Governor shared his excitement about the ‘magic’ of
radio technology with a thrilled audience:

I think you will agree with me that a new broadcast service opens up a new vista of life for all
of us who live in Accra. Few can realize what the new service will mean. It opens up a new
horizon. It brings the latest news to our doors. It is very similar to the magic stone we read
about in fairy tales. We press a button and transport it to London. Again, we press it and hear
again an opera from Berlin. In fact, nearly the whole world is at our beck and call (Asamoah
1985:6).

Several recent anthropological studies on people’s engagement with media have focussed on the
‘magic’ of new media technologies and on the cultural conception and integration into wider social
fields. On Africa, see for example Behrend (2003) on photography in East Africa, Larkin (2002) on
cinema in Nigeria, and Spitulnik (2002) on radio in Zambia. See also Kittler (1999).
4 Various ‘Information Centres’ were set up outside Accra and equipped with rediffusion boxes for
the purpose of public listening.
5 In response to chiefs who travelled down to Accra to request for radio extension to their areas, but
also in its own interest of explaining its policies and programmes to a larger part of the population,
the colonial government expanded the radio infrastructure beyond Accra. In 1936 a rediffusion sta-
tion was set up in Cape Coast; later other stations followed in various district centres of the colonial
administration. The outbreak of WWII provided an incentive for further technological improvement,
as Station ZOY became the primary means of mobilising British West-Africans behind the war
efforts. In 1940, during WWII, a new broadcasting house was opened in Accra. Its 1.3KW transmit-
ter was the first to broadcast programmes and patriotic messages to the neighbouring countries. The
number of relay stations rose to sixteen during the war (Asamoah 1985:8). 
6 When in 1954 the Gold Coast Broadcasting System was set up as a department of its own, distinct
from the Information Services, locally produced programming again increased, broadcasts to
schools and training colleges were started and outside broadcasting brought national events live
into thousands of homes (Asamoah 1985:13).
7 One of the radio pioneers, Ben Gadzekpo, remembers such an instance: ‘When the war was draw-
ing to an end, our demand for self-government was intensified […] and the European and the
African became highly suspicious of each other. One evening the famous Gracie Fields was singing
in the BBC Listeners’ Choice programme in the General Overseas Service. The song was “Now is the
hour that we must say goodbye. Soon I’ll be sailing far across the sea…” The Colonial Government
suspected that the recorded music was being deliberately played from Station ZOY to warn the
Europeans that it was time they left the country. Police were therefore rushed to the Broadcasting
House to arrest those suspected to be responsible for playing the record, […] only to find out that it
was a BBC programme being relayed overseas’ (quoted in Asamoah 1985:10-11).
8 A plan to introduce an all-Akan channel in the early 1960s was dropped because of fear that it
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might arouse discontent among other language groups (Ansu-Kyeremeh and Karikari 1998:4).
Community specific programming was discouraged because it was believed to strengthen ethnic
sentiments. In 1960, the Minister of Information and Broadcasting, Kwaku Boateng, told the
National Assembly:

I wish to emphasize that the radio is a unifying influence and there is no intension of regional-
izing the broadcasting system. […] I have no intension of encouraging either regional or class
or cultural distinctions among the people (quoted in Ansu-Kyeremeh and Karikari 1998:5).

9 Two new short wave transmitters made Radio Ghana now available outside the country as well.
Due to deterioration of facilities, the External Service ceased in the mid-1980s.
10 In his speech on that occasion Nkrumah said: ‘Ghana’s TV will be used to supplement our educa-
tional programme and foster a lively interest in the world around us. It will not cater for cheap
entertainment nor commercialism. Its paramount objective will be education in the broadest and
purest sense. Television must assist in the socialist transformation of Ghana’ (quoted in Ansu-
Kyeremeh and Karikari 1998:5).
11 ‘Sankofa’ is the name of the Akan symbol of a bird looking back. It translates as ‘go back and take
it.’ The bird’s feet are pointed forward, which shows that not a complete return to the past is aimed
at, but a use of traditions and past experience and wisdom to build the future, instead of allowing
local culture to be swept away by supposedly homogenising Western values, fashions and practices.
12 In line also with Rawlings’ popularist ideology of communalisation and ‘power to the people’, it
became, contrary to earlier times, a GBC policy to have community radio in the local language(s) in
all the ten regions, to inform, educate, and entertain the people. GBC opened new regional and dis-
trict FM stations in the late 1980s and 1990s (Heath 2001). 
13 The June 4th Revolution in 1979, for example, started with the rescuing of Flight Lieutenant
Rawlings from prison, after which the soldiers and he immediately ran to the just seized broadcast-
ing house where Rawlings made his first (and famous) public broadcast to the nation (Shellington
1992:44). When Rawlings took power for the second time, after having handed over power to a civil-
ian government, ‘the first thing most people knew of it was a radio broadcast by Jerry Rawlings at
11.00 a.m. on the morning of Thursday 31 December 1981’ (ibid.:79), in which he asked for ‘nothing
less than a Revolution’ and ‘nothing more than popular democracy’ (ibid.: 80). In a second broadcast
on both radio and TV on 2 January 1982 he articulated in detail the purpose and direction of the 31st

December Revolution and announced the suspension of the constitution, the dismissal of all mem-
bers of government, the dissolution of Parliament, the banning of all political parties, and the
assumption of power by the Provisional National Defence Council (PNDC) (ibid.: 82). This second
broadcast already mobilised people behind the revolution, but when three days later Rawlings
returned to the broadcasting house once again to explain what the Revolution was all about, ‘the
message was getting through to the mass of the people that this was indeed their revolution. Over
the next few days numerous demonstrations took place in Accra and other cities in support of the
PNDC (ibid.:85).
14 The second most important importers of printing machines, after the colonial authorities, were the
Christian Missionaries (Ansu-Kyeremeh and Karikari 1998:3). This reduplicates the historical pat-
tern in Europe, where the first users of printing technology were the church and the state. After
independence, however, the relation between the mainline churches, the state, and print media
changed and the three Christian newspapers, Methodist Times, Christian Messenger, and Catholic
Standard became well-known for their critical attitude towards the state (Gifford 1998:70), especially
during the Rawlings regime.
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15 Interview Pearl Adotey, GTV head of religious programming, 21 November 2002.
16 As in many public and business organisations, any meeting of the GBC board of directors starts
with a Christian prayer, one of its members, Enimil Ashon, told me. 
17 The programme continued to be broadcast until a few years ago, but it has according to Pearl
Adotey, now ‘served its goal and is no more relevant’ (interview 21 November 2002). The
discontinued public ‘relevance’ of ‘cultural heritage’ and ‘tradition’ is another indication of the
Pentecostal influence on public life.
18 This difference between participating in and studying ‘culture’ was also stressed by school teach-
ers confronted with the dilemma of having to teach pupils about traditional religion as part of the
subject Cultural Studies while at the same time wanting to make them good Christians (Coe 2005).
19 Born again Christians, however, criticise the religious involvement promoted by mainline church-
es for being too superficial.
20 The outcome was fiercely contested by the opposition, however, who claimed that the election
had been rigged and boycotted the parliamentary elections (Nugent 1995:234-42).
21 Chapter 12 of the 1992 constitution, ‘Freedom and independence of the media,’ article 162 reads: 

(1) Freedom and independence of the media are hereby guaranteed.
(2) Subject to this Constitution and any other law not inconsistent with this Constitution, there
shall be no censorship in Ghana.
(3) There shall be no impediments to the establishment of private press or media; and in par-
ticular, there shall be no law requiring any person to obtain a license as a prerequisite to the
establishment or operation of a newspaper, journal, or other media for mass communication or
information. 

22 Chapter 12, Article 164 reads: 
The provisions of articles 162 and 163 of this Constitution are subject to laws that are reason-
ably required in the interest of national security, public order, public morality and for the pur-
pose of protecting the reputations, rights and freedoms of other persons. 

23 The allocation of transmission frequencies has been a subject of debate up till today (Heath 1999).
24 ‘Boga’ derives from Hamburger and is a popular term for a Ghanaian who has been in Europe or
the US (Hamburg being the city where a large part of the early migrants settled) and implies a par-
ticular way of dress, of walking, of behaviour, and of talking.
25 In 2001, Peace FM was, according to a media survey on radio listenership by Research and
Marketing Services Ghana Ltd., by far the most popular radio station in Accra, with 46% of poll par-
ticipants voting for Peace. JoyFM came second with 17%. GBC radio scored a meagre 2 %.
26 As Yaw Boadu-Ayeboafoh, the executive secretary of the National Media Commission, told me,
‘When Peace started as the first station that used exclusively Twi for the bulk of their programmes,
it had a tremendous impact. Until then, JoyFM was the choice of everybody. But when Peace came,
many more people were able to relate to Peace than to Joy’ (interview 13 November 2002).
27 Although the repeal of the Criminal Libel Law in 2003 is much welcomed by media practitioners
and the public as a move towards more freedom of expression, which is now a popular ‘human
right’ drawn upon by anybody fighting for any case, there are also concerns that the new wave of
media freedom, causes increasing tensions between different political, religious, or ethnic groups. 
28 An example is the controversy over Obunu FM. Shortly after the station’s establishment in 2001,
the National Media Commission (NMC) received complaints from listeners that the language used
on the station, especially by ‘Ga “nativists” using strong language during live call-in programmes to
voice complaints about “non-Gas taking over Ga lands”’ (Democracy Watch 2(8):6), was ‘arousing Ga-
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Andangme passions’ and ‘inciting ethnic animosities.’ Upon that the NMC wrote a letter to Obunu
FM asking the staff to ‘maintain the quality associated with GBC’ and find avenues to prompt
callers and guests to be ‘a little bit civilised in their use of language.’ In reaction to this a prominent
Ga personality, Dr. Joshua Aryeh, lead a group of fifty wulomei, Ga traditional priests, to the office of
the Commission on Human Rights and Administrative Justice (CHRAJ) to lodge a petition against
the NMC in protest against this infringement upon their freedom of expression. The incident called
for ‘guidelines on what type of speech would rouse ethnic passions’ (Democracy Watch 2(8):7).
29 The music industry, however, was given low priority by the government and imported musical
instruments were heavily taxed (Collins 2004).
30 The only official radio training available in Ghana is at the Ghana Broadcasting Corporation. The
Ghana Institute of Journalism mainly offers training in newspaper reporting.
31 Metro TV started as an advertisement company, that produced the entertainment programme
Smash TV broadcast on bought airtime on GTV. After proven success they were asked by GBC to
join in a venture of a new, commercial TV station. Because of this partnership, Metro TV did not
have to apply nor pay for a licence at the Frequency Board and this sparked a controversy.
32 TV and concert party comedians like Osofo Dadzie, Super O.D., Bob Okalla, Maame Dokono, and
others were and still are immensely popular. 
33 This practice fits very well not only with the public nature of Ghanaian funerals, but also with
their commercialisation and increasing extravagance, in which the media play a significant role (De
Witte 2003b).
34 Interview Elizabeth Coleman of TV3, 27 July 2001,
35 Interview 18 July 2001.
36 Interview 19 March 2002.
37 See for example Karikari (1994) for a collection of papers on the implications and challenges of the
liberalisation of Ghana’s broadcasting system.
38 Although the NCA has outlined the requirements for obtaining a licence for a broadcasting fre-
quency, the grounds on which it decides whether a licence will be granted or not are very unclear
and thus subject to much criticism.  A person or company wishing to establish a radio or television
station has to submit an application including a business plan and information on the vision, pro-
gramming, and target audience of the station.
39 Interview Baffou-Bonnie, MD of Radio Gold, 10 August 2001.
40 Baffou-Bonnie recounted: ‘What happened in Ghana is that we put the cart before the horse. They
issued the frequencies without rules and regulations. So what happened was that Radio Gold, we
started with a 1 kilowatt transmitter. Later we realized that the radio stations which were coming
after us were using more powerful transmitters and thus consuming our area of coverage. So we
bought a 5 kilowatt transmitter and so expanded our area of coverage far beyond Accra. Now, the
National Communication Authority has realised that a lot of us are now operating with high-capaci-
ty equipments, our area of coverage is expanding, there is interference with other radio stations,
people are clamouring for more frequencies to operate radio stations and we don’t have a lot of fre-
quencies left. So now they come out with rules and regulations, that now we are going to regulate
you. Are you going to tell me to go and purchase or reduce my power to 1 Kwatt or 500 Watt? So it
is going to be a legal battle between us and the NCA’ (interview 10 August 2001).
41 The NMC is currently made up of eighteen people. The Christian churches and the Muslims have
one representative each. The teachers association, the retailers, the librarians, the public relations
practitioners and advertisers, the lawyers/the bar association, and the Trades Union Congress all
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have one representative. The Journalists association has two representatives and the media training
institutions have one representative each. Parliament has three and the president has two represen-
tatives. These people meet, elect their own chairman, and serve for a maximum of two terms of
three years (interview Yaw Baodu-Ayeboafo, 13 November 2002).
42 The (much older) Film Censorship Board, by contrast, did (and does) have traditionalist represen-
tatives (Birgit Meyer, personal communication). Apparently, when the censorship board was set up,
one thought differently about the representability of traditional religion. 
43 Interview Yaw Baodu-Ayeboafo, 13 November 2002.
44 When in 2002 it was recommended to turn the NMC guidelines into laws, thus making persecu-
tion possible when broken, a controversy arose, as this was widely considered a leap back on the
path of media freedom and democracy.
45 Since 2004 Nigerian media laws prohibit the broadcasting of ‘unverifiable miracles.’ See also
Meyer (2005b) on techno-religious realism. 
46 Interview 13 November 2002.
47 Interview in Radio and TV Review 28 (2001):57).
48 Oral Roberts, Billy Graham, Derek Prince, Reinhard Bonnke, T.L and Daisy Osborn, Morris
Cerrulo, and Benny Hinn have all visited Ghana to hold mass crusades (Asamoah-Gyadu
2005a:110).
49 Unlike in older Pentecostal churches, for example, men and women are not separated during wor-
ship and women do not have to wear headscarves in church.
50 See chapter 3 for elaboration on charismatic churches’ notion of ‘ministry.’
51 I am aware that this is an oversimplification that reproduces emic categorisations. Gifford (2004)
prefers to speak of a continuum. I will elaborate on this in chapter 2 and 3.
52 Interview Adjoba Kyerebah, public relations officer JoyFM, 13 August 2001.
53 Interview Baffou-Bonnie, 10 August 2001.
54 Interestingly, Mrs. Joyce Wereko-Brobbey (then Joyce Aryee) was the Secretary for Information
under Rawlings’ PNDC government. It was under her responsibility that all foreign Christian
broadcasts were banned from the airwaves. Much later she got ‘born again’ and became one of the
few publicly successful female evangelists in Ghana. 
55 Ibid.
56 Interview 14 August 2001.
57 Interview in Radio and TV Review 28 (2001):56.
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2

Mensa Otabil

Marketing charisma, making religious celebrity

Introduction

On a Sunday morning as so many Sunday mornings in Accra I take a shared taxi
from Dansoman to ‘Central,’ as Mensa Otabil’s International Central Gospel
Church is colloquially known. We pass the roadside art workshop on Dansoman
Highstreet, where Otabil’s portrait smiles at me together with four of Ghana’s
biggest musical stars, Kojo Antwi, Daddy Lumba, Lord Kenya, and Tic Tac, and
with the world’s political hero Nelson Mandela (fig. 2.1). It is the painter’s repro-
duction of the official photograph of Otabil as it appears on ICGC products,
depicting him in ‘royal’ kente cloth over a white shirt, sitting on a Victorian style
arm chair (fig. 2.2). Otabil’s motto ‘Vision, Perception, Action’ boosts the
painter’s workshop. Church traffic has started; everywhere well-dressed people
are queuing for trotros or trying to stop taxis. A young couple joins me on the
back seat. She wears a fashionable African dress and holds a lady’s bag on her lap
and a white hankie in her hand. He wears a black pantaloon and a white shirt and
tie and holds his bible, notebook, and pen in his hand. Our driver has tuned into
JoyFM and the deep voice of pastor Otabil teaches us that ‘if we want our nation
to develop, the laws by which we rule ourselves must be righteous.’ My new
friends go to Winners’ Chapel, but they love to listen to Otabil. ‘He brings down
the word of God for everybody to understand,’ says Emmanuel. ‘Yes, he talks
about the real problems we face in Ghana,’ says Linda as we drive past ‘to be
removed’ ramshackle kiosks built over open, rubbish-clogged sewers. ‘There is
hope for the future’ I read on the bumper sticker on the car in front of us 
(fig. 2.4), another ICGC slogan. I greet them and get down at the Christ Temple
(fig. 2.3), the prestigious headquarters of ‘the teacher of the nation.’

As do most charismatic churches, the International Central Gospel Church leans heav-
ily on the personality, vision, and charisma of its founder and leader, Rev. Dr. Mensa
Anamua Otabil. Otabil is not only the founder and leader, or ‘general overseer’; he is
the public face, the embodiment of the church. In daily speech the general public
often uses Otabil and ‘Central’ almost interchangeably. Most ICGC members also first
encountered the church through Otabil’s media ministry and public appearance. This
chapter deals with pastor Mensa Otabil as a public personality. His regular TV
appearance in his slick Living Word broadcast has made him a celebrity with fans such
as Linda and Emmanuel. Every week he receives hundreds of letters and e-mails, fan
mail from people in all kinds of churches and of all kinds of religious convictions,
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Fig. 2.1 Painted portrait of Otabil on display at Oman Art workshop in Dansoman, Accra.

Fig. 2.2 Official portrait 
of Mensa Otabil (photo:
AltarMedia).

Fig. 2.3 Christ Temple, headquarters of the International
Central Gospel Church.
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telling him how his programme has blessed them. This clearly indicates his success,
but it also points to his predicament in being both a pastor of a church congregation
and a religious celebrity with fans at the same time. This produces a central tension in
his strategies of managing his personality.

One important characteristic common to Ghana’s charismatic churches is their
emphasis on success, understood in terms of thiswordly, material wealth, physical
well-being, and social status (cf. Gifford 2004). The focus is on becoming a new, ‘born-
again’ person and on the power of the Holy Spirit that enables one to achieve victory
and success in all areas of life. Contrary to the Catholic tradition, charismatic churches
advocate a ‘direct,’ personal relationship with Jesus Christ and an ‘immediate’ access
to the power of the Holy Spirit, that is, unmediated by ordained priests, sacralised
church buildings or elaborate ritual. In Ghana, this means that they also strongly
oppose religious specialists such as traditional shrine priests, Islamic Mallams, or spir-
itualist prophet-healers, who equally function as indispensable intermediaries
between their clients and the supernatural realm (cf. Asamoah-Gyadu 2003). Instead,
they claim to offer their followers a way of personally receiving the spiritual power
needed to live a successful life and fight malevolent powers: without recourse to tradi-
tional, and thus ‘demonic’ remedies, but with a deep personal bond with Jesus Christ.
Despite this theological emphasis, however, Ghanaian charismatic Pentecostalism
increasingly emphasises the role of the supernaturally gifted, or ‘anointed,’ ‘Man of
God’ in overcoming problems and achieving success.1 A shift that Paul Gifford recog-
nises as ‘a certain resacramentalisation reversing the Reformation’ (2004:61), but that
also stands in continuity with African traditional religious practice. Much like an
African shrine priest, this ‘Man of God’ becomes a medium through which his follow-
ers can, with specific rituals of interaction, get access to the power of the Holy Spirit
in order to gain wealth, health, and greatness.

These new mediators of success vary greatly in their ways of operating and
attracting people, that is, in their modes of communicating and transferring this spiri-
tual power to their followers. Ghanaian charismatics usually distinguish between
‘miracle-oriented’ and ‘message-oriented’ pastors, and for that matter, churches.
Gifford (2004) speaks of a spectrum with at one end those, such as Bishop Agyin
Asare or Prophet Salifu, who perform miraculous healing and deliverance from
demonic forces. At the other end are those known for their ‘profound teaching,’ with
Otabil as the great example. His recurring emphasis on education, his self-presenta-
tion as a teacher, and his messages’ appeal to the ratio, do not imply, however, that
spirituality is of no concern. It only implies that spiritual power is expressed and
transmitted through specific ways. For Otabil, his message is the channel that allows
the Holy Spirit to bless, and especially to transform people in order to be successful in
life. The power of both message-oriented and miracle-oriented pastors is closely inter-
twined with their public personalities. As much as Otabil may differ from other
charismatic preachers, he certainly is a charismatic figure. He seems to have a kind of
natural authority based mainly on charisma as a natural, or rather supernatural, quali-
ty, a gift. In a much more explicit way than the power of African shrine priests, the
charisma or perceived supernatural power of ‘Men of God’ like Otabil, and hence its
transmission, thrives to a large extent on marketing strategies, personality creation,
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and on style and celebrity.2 It is quite striking how Otabil seems able to reproduce his
charisma on a continually increasing scale. The mass reproduction of charisma risks
undermining people’s belief in its supernatural origin and thus has its limit. Otabil
appears to escape this risk, but he is aware of the pitfalls of mass mediating charisma.
This chapter seeks to understand Otabil’s charisma in the context of religious media
marketing.

‘Charisma’ (or the plural ‘charismata’) is a central theological notion in charis-
matic-Pentecostal doctrine and discourse and refers to the extraordinary gifts given by
the Holy Spirit to individual Christians for the good of others, such as healing,
tongues speaking, prophecy, and miracles.3 In the theological sense, charisma belongs
to the realm of the supernatural, the mystical. It is something that you cannot choose,
learn, earn, or produce. Neither can you acquire it through the mediation of the
church. You can only receive it directly from the Holy Spirit. Charisma, in this sense,
is beyond human agency.

This theological understanding of charisma has come to interfere with the soci-
ological understanding of it. Max Weber, whose name has become inseparable from
the notion of charisma, built his theory of charisma (1978 [1922]) on a long tradition of
theological thinking about the difference between the institutionalised and the free,
‘spiritual’ aspects of Christianity (Fabian 1971:4; see also Poloma 1989, 2005).4 Weber
described charisma as a type of authority based not on traditional, inherited power,
nor on rational-bureaucratic power, but on an extraordinary personal quality (Weber
1978:241), on a special gift of grace. These exceptional qualities are not accessible to
the ordinary person, but are regarded as of divine origin or as exemplary (Ibid.),
hence they cannot be ‘learned’ or taught,’ only ‘awakened’ or ‘tested’ (Ibid.:249). While
many of his formulations echo the theological understanding of charisma as a super-
natural gift of power, for the sociologist Weber, charisma can only exist in the relation-
ship between the charismatic character and his adoring followers. Weber’s more pre-
cise, but often overlooked (e.g. Csordas 1997), relational definition of charisma as the
perception of supernatural giftedness among followers of a charismatic leader, then,
does leave room for human agency: perception can be influenced or manipulated with
strategic representation. Hence, I suggest, charisma lies in the capacity of a leader to
successfully project an image of himself as an extraordinary leader, or, in Pentecostal
terms, an ‘anointed Man of God.’ Media can be effective tools for such self-representa-
tion. But in order for people to perceive the person represented as indeed a ‘Man of
God’ and not as ‘merely’ a man of media, that is as embodying God’s immediate pres-
ence (through spiritual gifts) and not as a media production, the work of representa-
tion has to erase itself.

The notion of charisma helps us to capture the intrinsic relationship between
religion and media set out in the introduction and the fundamental instability of reli-
gious mediation. Denoting the gift of authority, the power to capture people’s atten-
tion, to evoke devotion, to make believe, to captivate, and to enchant, charisma oper-
ates at the interface between the technological and the religious. Media technologies
like television or film can make things and persons more beautiful and attractive than
they really are, while at the same time presenting them as true and accessible. They
give them a mystical kind of authority that makes people desire or follow them.
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Modern Ghanaian pastors have and cultivate this kind of charisma. It characterises
the leadership style of their churches and the mediatised personality cults around
them. But in this charismatic quality of mass media also lies the challenge of authenti-
cating charismatic authority, that is, of convincing media audiences that the extraordi-
nary quality of these mass media pastors exists beyond media representation. In other
words, that what is shown is really divine anointing and not media fabrication.

The success (or failure) of Ghanaian charismatic pastors seems to depend on
the extent to which they are able to hold the two seemingly incompatible impulses of
embodied charisma and media representation in a productive tension (cf. Wacker
2001). In view of Weber’s description of charisma as ‘foreign to economic considera-
tions’ (Weber 1978:244) and ‘a typical anti-economic force’ (Ibid.:245), their blend of
divine authority and strategic entrepreneurship seems paradoxical. In the case of
charismatic Pentecostalism, however, charisma appears to thrive exactly on churches’
effective ways of ‘selling God’ (Moore 1994) and his earthly representatives.
Interestingly, in the Ghanaian context this kind of charisma resonates with that of tra-
ditional shrine priests and healers, whose perceived spiritual power can neither be
separated from their entrepreneurial concerns with attracting clients (chapter 6).
Modern marketing techniques and flashy media styles, however, distinguish the
charisma of church pastors from that of shrine priests. At the same time, they also
pose a major challenge, as the inherent contradiction in this process of marketing and
mass mediating charisma is that economic strategies and media production imply cer-
tain ‘formats.’ In the introduction I identified the tension between ‘format’ and ‘flow,’
or, to be more precise, between an awareness of the mediating power of format and a
sense of immediate flow of spirit power, as fundamental to the problem of mediation.
The question that runs through this and the two following chapters is how the struc-
turing force of ‘format’ relates to ‘charisma.’ This chapter on Otabil examines strate-
gies of branding, chapter 3 on his church deals with the question of ritual and routini-
sation, and chapter 4 on his media ministry with television formats.

Without denying that part of Otabil’s charisma stems from an inborn flair, God-
given if you wish, I argue in this chapter that it is for a large part constituted by con-
scious self-presentation, PR strategies, stage performance, and protocol. Bringing
together religion, national politics, business, entertainment, and spiritual transforma-
tion in his preaching and performance, Otabil creates himself as the embodiment of
his message, carefully managing his public image and charisma and styling his body,
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Fig. 2.4 ICGC bumper sticker.
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voice, and
performance.
Dealing with the
figure of Otabil
and his teaching,
this chapter looks
at the marketing
of charisma with
a distinctive style
and a distinctive
message. The first
part looks at the
creation of Otabil
as a public per-
sonality through
careful PR-strate-
gies that ‘market’
him not just as a
Man of God, but

as a different kind of Man of God.5 The second part examines his main trademark and
‘channel of blessing,’ his ‘life transforming messages.’ This chapter thus examines the
constitution of religious authority through the convergence of charisma and market-
ing techniques. It also points to the fragility of this convergence: while format pro-
duces charisma, it threatens to undermine it at the same time. This is a challenge reli-
gious media celebrities like Otabil have to meet.

Dr. Mensa Otabil: the making of a charismatic figure

Mensa Otabil is often seen as an exception in the wide and still expanding field of
charismatic preachers. Public opinion in Ghana is not always favourable about the
charismatic explosion, but newspaper editorials, radio panellists and ‘the man in the
street’ often praise Otabil for his vision and set him apart from the numerous self-pro-
claimed, money-greedy ‘men of God’ who indulge in all kinds of immoral practices.
The Chronicle editorial of Wednesday, 16 July 2003, for example, headed ‘Otabil’s
vision must be taken seriously’ is an outright praise song:6

The ICGC founder has, over the years, proved himself not only to be a worthy
teacher, but a pan-Africanist in his own right whose messages are largely
geared towards the raising of new and effective leaders for a sustainable devel-
opment of Africa and its people. Topics he treats on radio, television, at camp
meetings, seminars and regular church services show him as a positive revolu-
tionary. And it is remarkable that, contrary to the general conditions in the
country, Rev. Otabil who heads a latter day, charismatic church has come to be
accepted, respected and considered opinion leader by not only Charismatics
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Fig. 2.5 Part of a flyer advertising the ICGC Greater Works 
conference 2002
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and Pentecostals, but even the Orthodox faithful and the old intelligentsia who
would normally have nothing to do with ‘mushroom’ churches. Otabil’s credi-
bility and respectability which have earned him a place among intellectuals
and national leaders are themselves issues of good lessons for all to take.

Otabil has also attracted quite some academic attention and scholars similarly portray
him as not representative of charismatic Pentecostalism in Ghana. Paul Gifford
devotes a whole chapter to Otabil in his recent book on Ghana’s new Christianity and
singles him out as the one charismatic figure with a structural focus on social aware-
ness, and thus as an exception to his doubts about charismatic Christianity’s ability to
foster socio-political change (2004:197). This echoes his earlier exemption of Otabil
from his view of charismatic churches as being easily co-opted by the government
(1998:11). The Ghanaian theologian Emmanuel Larbi, who also devotes a chapter to
Otabil, writes that ‘the distinctiveness of Otabil’s theology […] seems to set him aside
from all other neo-Pentecostal preachers in the country (2001:348). 

Behind this public and academic image of Otabil, however, is a strategic mode of
representation, almost in a marketing fashion. In the face of harsh competition in the
field of religion today, Otabil consciously wants to present himself as different from all
the others, as special, as more distinguished and sophisticated and he has over the years
developed certain ‘trademarks,’ of which his ‘distinctive theology’ is only one, closely
tied to his distinctive style. Instead of painting a portrait of Otabil, then, this section
analyses the portrait of Otabil as it is painted by himself and his PR team. This portrait
results from a careful balance of concealing and revealing vis-à-vis the church member-
ship, the outside public, and also the researcher. What does not fit the image he wants
to put forward is not brought in the media and not publicly spoken about.

Self-presentation
Two things strike the eye and the ear about Otabil’s self-presentation in relation to
other charismatic pastors in Ghana: his name and his dress. In contrast to other big
names of the charismatic scene, such as Nicholas Duncan-Williams, Charles Agyin-
Asare, Dag Heward-Mills, and Sam Korankye-Ankrah, Otabil does not use any
English name. This is significant in Ghana, where almost everybody has an English,
‘Christian’ name and not using it is a conscious choice. For Otabil ‘name is just a PR’
in that it doesn’t determine your behaviour, but is a very public sign about yourself.
He used to have an English name – which one is a well-kept secret – but he decided to
drop it, as he told me, 

when I started becoming very much aware that I don’t need to be a European. I
can use my African name and I can go anywhere. Kofi Annan is Kofi Annan, he
is not called William Annan.7

His four children have all-African names as well: Sompa, Nhyira, Yoofi Abotare, and
Baaba Aseda.

In accordance with his African name, Otabil is publicly known for his African
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dress. Whereas most charis-
matic pastors in Ghana wear
suit and tie, Otabil has
made the luxurious three-
piece agbada (fig. 2.5) his
trademark and he makes it a
point never to appear in
church or in public in west-
ern suit. He says that
although ‘wearing suit does
not make you less African, I
choose not to wear it. It is
my own personal statement
to show everybody that I
am comfortable with
myself.’8 Originally a

Nigerian style of dress typical of Yoruba royalty, the agbada (see Renne 2004) has
become fashion for ‘big men’ in Ghana too. The loose, ankle-length, richly embroi-
dered robe, worn over a tunic and pants, has large, flowing sleeves that can be draped
over the shoulders or left loose. The modern type is usually made of imported materi-
als, mostly lace or brocade fabrics. Due to the large amount of material and the labori-
ous embroidery, it is generally very expensive and, just like in pre-colonial Nigeria, a
marker of social distinction. Otabil appears in another one almost every week. With
his African name and his African dress, then, Otabil is the embodiment of the African
consciousness and confidence that he preaches. The lavishness of his outfit and
lifestyle (including posh cars and mansions, frequent business class travel, classy
office furniture, and high-tech equipment), moreover, testifies to the possibility of
Africans being as successful (read: rich) as westerners. There is a contradiction, how-
ever, in this charismatic style of showing off wealth and success. On the one hand,
such styles visualise spiritual blessing and thus serve to authenticate claims to being
‘anointed.’ At the same time, however, they risk to invoke the criticism of exploiting
poor people for self-enrichment. As pointed out in the previous chapter, the most
common complaint about charismatic pastors is that they are greedy opportunists,
who mislead ‘the people’ with false claims only to get rich quickly and lead extrava-
gant lifestyles. Despite his generally favourable public opinion, Otabil is not immune
to such criticism. In 1989 he got himself talked about in the media when his congrega-
tion gave him a Mercedes-Benz for his birthday. A reporter of The Mirror asked him
why a more modest car was not chosen. Otabil answered:

The Benz … serves as the amplification of the personality of the pastor because the
pastor does not just occupy a spiritual position. He is a source of inspiration to
the people he meets who do not relate to him as a pastor but relate to him on a
certain level. So if the church grows to a certain social standing and wants the
pastor to be able to meet people that he comes across with that kind of dignity
then I think buying a Mercedes-Benz car is nothing of a big deal.9
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Fig. 2.6 Photo of Otabil (right) participating in the
ICGC Life Walk published on the back page of the Daily
Graphic of 15 March 2005 (photo: Daily Graphic).
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In Otabil’s view, driving (or rather being driven in) an expensive car is essential as
personal PR in the world of business chief executives and government leaders.

In addition, his corpulent body, as for most African ‘big men,’ is a clear symbol
of success, the visible evidence of wealth, or in Christian discourse of divine blessing.
But what struck me when I revisited Otabil in 2005, was his sudden and publicised
concern with loosing weight. Not only had he visibly lost a considerable amount of
fat, he also eagerly talked about this in his sermons. The Daily Graphic published a
picture of a profusely sweating Otabil in T-shirt among the crowd participating in the
ICGC Life Walk (see chapter 3) on the back page (fig. 2.6). At first sight I thought that
he would not be pleased with this, as it contrasts starkly with the images of class, dis-
tinction, and Africanness that he circulates. It supports, however, his efforts to portray
himself as a man of the people, and moreover, as somebody who is so confident about
his own greatness that he does not need a fat body in order to be seen as successful.
Despite protests from fellow pastors and friends (as he told me), his new body strate-
gy is to portray himself as standing above this common African concern and partici-
pating in the global health trend.

PR strategies
One of the tasks of AltarMedia, the church’s media department to which chapter 4
will be devoted, is to take care of Otabil’s public relations, that is, to distribute and
guard outgoing information on and photographs of Otabil. This involves, first, the
production and updating of a biographical text, that is used on the ICGC website,10 on
church products such as video tapes and books, and that is sent to churches and
organisers of conferences or other platforms where Otabil is invited to speak. One of
the bionote versions currently circulating reads as follows: 

The general overseer Mensa Otabil is a respected Christian statesman, educa-
tor, entrepreneur and an international motivational speaker. He oversees the
multi-faceted network of ministries of the international Central Gospel Church
with its headquarters in Accra, Ghana and serves as Senior Pastor of Christ
Temple. His over-riding passion is to see the timeless principles of the Bible
made applicable to the renewal and transformation of Africa. His messages
speak to the pertinent issues of a continent and a people seeking solutions to
their perplexing challenges. Dr. Otabil is Chancellor of Ghana’s premier private
university – Central University College. He also serves on several Boards and
Trusts of organizations committed to human upliftment and presents the inspi-
rational radio and television broadcast – The Living Word. Rev. Otabil is a
devoted husband to his wife Joy and a father to their four children – Sompa,
Nhyira, Yoofi and Baaba. 

The title ‘general overseer’ is commonly used in charismatic-Pentecostal churches,
both in the US and in Ghana, for the highest leader. It places him above everything
and everyone and grants him the authority of an all-seeing eye, thus liking him to
God. The title suggests that he oversees the entire network of over hundred ICGC
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churches in Ghana and abroad, but in practice he exerts very little
control over other branches, especially those far away, and acts prima-
rily as the head pastor of the headquarters, the Christ Temple. The
qualification ‘Christian statesmen’ clearly refers to his political
engagement, his membership of the National Commission on Culture
and of various civil society boards and trusts.11 Otabil earned his cred-
its as an ‘educator’ not only by ‘teaching to the nation,’ but especially
by having founded a university, the Central University College.12

Otabil has little formal education himself and is almost entirely auto-
didact. He earned his honorary doctorate title from a university in
England, but he is reluctant to talk about this. All the more noise is
made about his establishment of the first private university in Ghana.

Despite the common critique of charismatic preachers being clever businessmen,
Otabil is officially PR-ed as an ‘entrepreneur.’ This materialises not only in his running
the church as a business organisation; in 2003 he established his own consultancy
company, Otabil and Associates (in another version of the text ‘entrepreneur’ is
changed into ‘consultant’). He has serious plans of establishing a church-linked
bank.13

By labelling Otabil an ‘international motivational speaker’ AltarMedia appro-
priates the globalised genre of motivational speaking, an increasingly popular genre,
especially in the US. In 1999 Otabil won the Millennium Excellence Award in Ghana
as the Best Motivational Speaker, a fact that was advertised in an older version of the
text. Identifying him not just as a motivational speaker, but an international one also,
hints at Otabil’s international travel and connections, that are publicised in church and
in another bionote version. He speaks extensively about his overseas trips, about what
he saw and learnt, the people he met, and thus cultivates an air of a cosmopolitan, a
global citizen. At the same time, his African
consciousness is stressed as his ‘over-riding
passion.’ It is this part of his message (see
below) and his book Beyond the Rivers of
Ethiopia that brought him national and interna-
tional renown, especially among black commu-
nities in the US, and has become his major
trademark. Finally, he is portrayed as a family
man, that is, a nuclear family man: a devoted
husband to his wife and father to his children,
something he also alludes to in his messages.14

In contrast to many charismatic pastors,
Otabil is thus not presented as a ‘miracle work-
er,’ a prophet, a ‘powerful healer.’ No reference
is made to any ‘special anointing,’ ‘spiritual
gifts,’ or ‘supernatural encounter,’ – phrases
commonly used to ‘market’ preachers – not
even to the Holy Spirit. This is a significant
marketing strategy, employed to present Otabil

Fig. 2.8 Official portrait of Mensa
Otabil and his wife by AltarMedia.

Fig. 2.7  Official
portrait of
Mensa Otabil by
AltarMedia.
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Fig. 2.9 Living Word video cassette jacket.

Fig. 2.10 Living Word VCD label.

Fig. 2.11 ICGC bookmark 2002. Fig. 2.12 ICGC bookmark 2005.

07-hoofdstuk-2-p83-124.qxd  2-4-2008  22:10  Pagina 95



Fig. 2.13 AltarMedia website (2006).

Fig. 2.14 Website of the International Central Gospel Church.
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as unique, different from all the others, and above all, more distinguished and sophis-
ticated. It is closely linked to his ‘rationalist,’ ‘anti-spiritualist’ message.

Secondly, the public relations department takes care of the photographs of
Otabil that are put into circulation (figs. 2.2, 2.7, 2.8). On the official portraits, he
wears kente, an expensive woven cloth associated with Asante royalty and globally
with African greatness and pride. He does not wear it the traditional way, however,
with one shoulder bare, but with a white shirt under it, like Nkrumah did. He sits on
a luxurious Victorian armchair, at which the picture hints by showing just a corner of
the back. These pictures portray Otabil as a confident, successful African, a thinker, a
controlled and respectable person, a rich man of class and distinction, but also friend-
ly and open, supported by his loving wife. The image of a father-like figure, warm,
caring, willing to listen to everybody’s problem, is reinforced by the format of his
media programme Living Word (chapter 4), but contrasts sharply with his inaccessibil-
ity and his authoritarian rule. 

These official portraits are replicated in many media formats associated with
the ICGC, sometimes in combination with the above biographical text: on the back
cover of Otabil’s recent book, as jacket image for video cassettes (fig. 2.9), as CD label
(fig. 2.10), on bookmarks (figs. 2.11, 2.12 ), on ICGC websites (figs. 2.13, 2.14), and on
websites of overseas churches that host Otabil as a visiting speaker. As a result it reap-
pears as a painted portrait in a roadside art workshop. More than just representing
Otabil, the image functions as an icon and a logo at the same time.15 As an icon, it con-
denses and embodies Otabil’s theology and the divine anointing upon his person and
his ministry. It enacts the power of the Holy Spirit to transform lives by visualising its
blessings as riches and success. As a logo it serves as an instant visual cue to the quali-
ty and uniqueness of the ICGC and its main ‘product,’ Otabil’s ‘life transforming’
teaching. 

Thirdly, apart from bionotes and photographs, PR also involves the circulation
of motivational and inspirational ‘power quotes’ by Otabil. Following this widespread
practice among charismatic preachers and business innovators and leaders, especially
in the US, AltarMedia has recently started to select pithy one-liners from Otabil’s ser-
mons and circulate them through the church’s website and other channels. To give one
example: ‘All problems have a life cycle and an expiring date. Keep your perspectives
right.’ The lay-out of Otabil’s most recent book Buy the Future also makes selected
statements on each page instantly recognisable as ‘quotable.’ Such emphasis on
‘quotability’ establishes Otabil as an intellectual, a teacher, and places him among the
great thinkers of world history, whose pronouncements have also been included in a
global ‘quote bank.’ It raises him from the Ghanaian level, where many people are
occupied with the spiritual powers that harm them, to the global level where power is
instead believed to derive from knowledge. 

Stage performance
In discussing Otabil’s stage performance, it has to be emphasised that this is not mere-
ly in-church, but forms the core of his TV broadcast and thus is addressed to his mass
audience as much as to the audience in church. Otabil’s performance style is a skilful
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mix of teaching, inspirational preaching, political commentary and entertainment. He
makes ample use of story-telling techniques and inserts jokes and anecdotes to enter-
tain his audience and at the same time teach a lesson or illustrate a point. His message
seems to flow naturally from his head, while in fact it is meticulously prepared.
Otabil’s preaching style is remarkable. With his deep voice and dignified authority he
commands respect and attention with calm confidence and clarity, not with shouting.
He does raise his voice when he becomes passionate about something, but never does
he lose his self-control. He admits that his preaching style is inspired by Kenneth
Hagin. In an interview he told me that he used to preach ‘just like the mainstream
charismatic preachers, screaming and shouting.’ Then he once heard Hagin preach,
slow and relaxed, and he thought ‘that is how I would like to preach’ and he started
changing his style.16

Otabil’s use of the stage is also unlike ‘the mainstream charismatic preachers.’
The stage is sober, not full of artificial plants and flowers, banners or other decora-
tions. Only two plants flank the stage. Otabil alone fills the wide stage with his flam-
boyant presence and large, flowing agbada. He uses the wooden pulpit in the centre
for his sermon notes, but includes the whole stage in his performance, walking up and
down and underlining his statements with his whole body. Not in the agitated man-
ner of many of his colleagues though; like his speaking, Otabil’s body movements are
always controlled and dignified. Never also does Otabil descend the stage-wide steps
to walk among the audience, address individuals or touch them, as is common prac-
tice in many churches. He always remains a level higher and avoids direct eye contact
even with people he knows. He thus enacts his authority and maintains a strict hierar-
chy. His use of teaching aids, first a white board, later a roll-down screen with a
Power Point projection of his message outline, underscores his role as a teacher rather
than a preacher. 

Yet, despite this performance of authority and despite the mass of people in the
audience, Otabil skilfully creates a relaxed atmosphere of sharing, of having fun
together, of intimacy almost. This image is reconfirmed by the visual introduction to
the Living Word broadcast, which shows a group of young men laughing out loud and
slapping their thighs during a service. As a professional entertainer, Otabil places the
right jokes at exactly the right moments and mass laughter is indeed not exceptional
during sermons. He is not afraid of making jokes about himself. Preaching against
taking advice of immoral people, he told his audience ‘you are all born-agains, but
your pastors, do you know what they do in darkness? That Otabil there, do you
know… have you gone to his bedroom? He’s a human being ooo!’ The fun was as
much in the content as in the typically Ghanaian way of speaking he accentuated.
Moreover, he hinted at the frequent tabloid publications about the immoral behaviour
of self-proclaimed ‘men of God.’ Indeed, most of his jokes are about Ghanaian situa-
tions or habits clearly recognised as ‘typical’ by the audience or resonating with wide-
spread rumours and beliefs. The interaction between men and their (multiple) girl-
friends is a frequent and always successful subject. In ‘The portrait of success’ he
made fun of men, Amega, Fosu, Asamoah, Lartey… , paying all kinds of bills for all
kinds of girlfriends: ‘you men do not have girlfriends, you are income leisure.’ The
male names he used are not coincidental, but are ‘typical’ in Ewe, Fanti, Asante, and
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Ga respectively. Often this kind of humour takes the form of ridicule. Talking about
‘fetishism’ in ‘Pulling down strongholds,’ he ridiculed the Ghanaian way of ‘jujuing
our way to power.’

A man wants his wife to love him. Instead of being nice, being romantic, talk-
ing nicely to his wife – sweetheart, how are you? – and just spending time with
his wife, no, he won’t do that. He goes to the juju man to give him a certain
potion to put under the wife’s pillow so that the wife will love him. Women
who want their men to love them, instead of changing their character, change
their fetish!

Indeed, the connection between ‘power’ and ‘juju’ is widespread in Ghanaian popular
thinking and this does not exclude the power of charismatic pastors. Their visual
styles that highlight ‘financial and material blessing,’ then, risk to resonate with beliefs
and stories about the immorality of wealth, that is, about getting rich through ‘juju’
rituals, and specifically about pastors’ consultations with ‘juju’ shrines. The fame of
powerful pastors may easily turn into infamy. By ridiculing such popular beliefs,
Otabil attempts to trivialise them and to immunise himself against such accusations. 

Finally, Otabil often tells anecdotes about himself, in a way that turns out to be
a recycling of the same kind of stories. How, as a little boy, he would go and rescue
white expat children’s toys from the trash to play with them. Or how he was refused
(‘by a Blackman!’) to enter a hotel with his father because he was wearing bathroom
slippers, while white children wearing the same slippers were allowed in. Or how,
when he started preaching, he was dressed in a simple shirt and simple trousers with
simple shoes, while all others wore three-piece suits. ‘Then my friend said ‘I like your
simplicity,’ but what I wore was what I had. In all my life I have never owed anybody
before’ (Teaching service 2 April 2002).’ This is clearly a Ghanaian version of the
American ‘from rags to riches’ dream. It doesn’t matter where or what or how miser-
able you are, you can become as successful (and rich) as I am. Such stories create an
impression of openness and intimacy, but they don’t actually reveal much about his
private life. Significantly, he also does not present the so common conversion narra-
tive of how bad and immoral he was in the past, how he went through a deep crisis,
how Jesus then saved him and how successful he became afterwards. Again a way of
saying ‘I am different from all the others.’

Office space and protocol
The publicity of Otabil’s on-stage presentation is reinforced by off-stage seclusion,
especially the seclusion of his private office. Otabil’s office is constituted as a ‘sacred
space,’ separated from the rest of the world by boundaries that are carefully guarded
and can only be crossed by a select few who have gone through the necessary ritual of
protocol. Otabil’s status as a ‘big man’ and his authoritarian leadership and patrimoni-
alism (see also Gifford 2004:185-87) thrives on social and spatial distance.17 Social dis-
tance is carefully guarded by Anna, Otabil’s secretary, deacon Eric, the protocol offi-
cer, and the lady at the reception downstairs. Spatial distance is emphasised by the
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architecture and decoration of the office building in the Christ Temple. Meeting ‘Doc’
is subjected to protocol and requires time, passing through different spaces, and inter-
mediaries. First you have to see the receptionist and wait in the reception hall while
she calls Anna upstairs. When Anna calls back after a while, you can pass through the
clean tiled staircase decorated with plastic plants and a shiny, wood-carved eagle
(referring to one of Otabil’s messages, ‘Come fly with the eagles’). The smoothness of
the wooden handrail leads you to the first floor, where the lower pastors’ offices, the
administration, and the accounts office (and previously also the media studio) are.
The leather couch and the cold mineral water dispenser in the waiting area, and the
coolness of the air-conditioning all contribute to the experience of being in a special
place, of being a privileged person. The next stairs lead to the top floor, with Otabil’s
office and that of his deputy pastor Edwin Donkor. The waiting area was just renovat-
ed in 2005 and is now decorated with ‘African’ paintings and sculptures (fig. 2.15), an
elegant side table with a dried flower bouquet and a mirror, in Ghana obviously an
upper class style of home decoration. Pass through another heavy, wooden door and
you reach Anna, the last gate keeper. Most likely, you will have to book an appoint-
ment with her, after explaining what you want to see Otabil about and her judging
that this cannot be dealt with by another pastor, and come back another time, usually
on a Wednesday afternoon, Doc’s time slot for appointments. But even with an offi-
cially scheduled time, prepare to wait a long time; one way of asserting status is hav-
ing people wait for you. Moreover, once you are in, Otabil does take his time to wrap
you in his charismatic presence. 

For many people the experience of entering and actually spending some time
in Otabil’s office (fig. 2.16), can indeed be a humbling one. The splendour of the
Victorian style furniture, the decorations, and the latest computer equipment comple-
ment the for Accra residents rather exceptional experience of being in a sound-proof
space, of not hearing any sounds from outside the office, only the humming of the air-
conditioning, a soft classical music playing in the background (another marker of dis-
tinction), and Otabil’s deep voice. The space of his office and the process of entering
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Fig. 2.15 Christ Temple office decorations.
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that space inform Otabil’s charisma and imbue him with a kind of ‘sacredness’ that
colours the experience of being physically close to this ‘great man of God.’

Otabil’s charisma thrives to a large extent on his public personality as it is constituted
by particular styles of presentation and representation. I argue that the key to Otabil’s
strategy of representation is distinction. Not only does he successfully distinguish
himself from the numerous other charismatic men of God, also does his style (of
dress, speaking, moving, stage performance, office decoration and furniture, music
and art preference) mark a class distinction (Bourdieu 1979). Reading Tamar Gordon
and Mary Hancock’s argument on ‘branding charisma’ (2005), I would argue that in
the context of Ghana’s religious marketplace where men of God increasingly compete
for followers, this class distinction converges with what in marketing theory would be
called brand distinction.18 Otabil’s marketing strategies entail body, image, text, per-
formance, voice, and space, merging together in a distinctive style that brands Otabil’s
charisma. Otabil’s style, however, cannot be separated from his message. Indeed, his
style is his message (Gifford 2004), as much as his message is part of his style. By
adopting a particular style he embodies his message and at the same time, his mes-
sage has become his major trademark, setting him apart from his colleagues, and is
just as carefully managed to fit the image of distinction.

A brand of Black consciousness

Otabil differs from many other charismatics in his special commitment to the mental
liberation of black people in the world, to true independence, freedom, and self-
esteem. Indeed, as Allen Anderson writes, ‘Otabil has become particularly well-
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Fig. 2.16 Mensa Otabil posing in his office.
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known for his brand of Black consciousness propagated in his writings and preach-
ings that takes him to different parts of Africa’ (2002:174). Gifford similarly observes
that ‘Otabil’s attempt to re-evaluate the role and worth of Blacks strikes chords wher-
ever he preaches across the continent’ (1994:249). Larbi (2001:348) has termed Otabil’s
thinking Evangelical-Pentecostal Liberation Theology. This thinking on African self-
hood and emancipation, influenced by the writings of the Senegalese presidents
Leopold Senghor and Abdou Diouf, started as a series of teachings in the early
nineties: ‘The inheritance of the Blackman’ (two parts), and ‘Ethiopia shall soon lift up
her hands.’ But it is especially his book Beyond the Rivers of Ethiopia: A biblical revela-
tion on God’s purpose for the Black Race (1992) (fig. 2.17), that has brought him interna-
tional fame, both in Africa and among black Christians in the US. It deals with ‘God’s
purpose for the Black race’ by revealing ‘the role and exploits of Blacks in the Bible
that have been either omitted or treated lightly by European and Euro-American
scholars’ (back cover).

Otabil starts out by stating that ‘the spirit of racism still thrives on misinforma-
tion and stereotyping’ (ibid.:2), especially in the media, ‘the most potent force for
either the control or the liberation of a people’ (ibid.). 

The images we see on TV screens are constantly influencing our attitudes either
for good or for evil. As a Blackman, I have observed this war being waged from
all fronts to portray our people in a very negative light (ibid.:3). 

Recounting his experience of watching the movie The Wild Geese,19 he explains his
enthusiasm in watching the European butcher the African as 

the brutal effects of self-negation and alienation that has plagued Africans and
people of African descent over the years. As liberated as I thought I was, the
effects of that movie brought into sharp focus the subtle and subliminal
attempt to condition my mind to accept as normal the supremacy of one race
over the other (ibid.:4). 

Beyond the Rivers is an attempt to make the bible counteract this black inferiority com-
plex that was caused by the African past of slavery and colonialism, separation and
segregation. As a result of that inferiority complex ‘political independence has not
brought us mental independence’ (ibid.:70). 

We now find ourselves in a situation I describe as “bondage in freedom”. The
most difficult part to break in any situation of addiction and dependency is not
the physical but the mental, so then mental slavery is more difficult to break
than physical slavery. The minds of our people are so hooked on to the supply
and superiority of the white skin that it is almost impossible to conceive the
thought of standing on their own feet. Whenever they attempt to stand they
would still want to hold the hands of the “old-master”. With that attitude, no
economic policy will take root and function (ibid.:69-70). 

-  102 -

SPIRIT MEDIA

07-hoofdstuk-2-p83-124.qxd  2-4-2008  22:10  Pagina 102



The key of Otabil’s plea for African
emancipation, then, is that there can
be no socio-economic improvement
without liberation of the African
mind. ‘We have to break these mental
barriers to development’ (ibid.:72). 

For Otabil, the bible is the
source of this mental liberation. It was
misinterpreted, however, and the
myth that the black race was cursed
was ‘used by Satan and his agents to
teach a doctrine of superiority and
inferiority of races and established
hideous governmental systems like
apartheid’ (ibid.:35). Otabil challenges
this myth by arguing that ‘Cush …
was the father of the black races of the
world; and he was never cursed. Full
Stop!’ and pointing out the key roles
blacks play in the bible. These show
God’s ‘divine purpose’ for the black
race in connection with his plan of
redemption for the salvation of
mankind. ‘I believe the total liberation
of black people will be preceded by a
major revival of God’s power and
glory in the nations’ (ibid.:62). For
Otabil a historical indication of this black liberation is the fact that the revival of ‘the
gifts of the spirit in the early 1900’s [that] birthed Pentecostalism and Charismaticism
[and] which is now changing the complexion of Christianity, was led by William
Seymour – a black man!’ (ibid.:63). Otabil then concludes that

The Liberator is Jesus the Son of the Living God and when you come to Him,
He does not just liberate your spirit, He also liberates your mind and your
thinking. He re-defines your history and puts you on a winning path. We need
Jesus to liberate us because He is the connection to our true history! (88).

It is clear that Otabil’s effort at instilling black pride is closely intertwined with his
style of self-presentation discussed in the previous section. He doesn’t need a
European name and he doesn’t need European dress to be someone in the world. As a
black man, he can be himself and still be successful on the same level as whites. I will
discuss his notion of Africanness in greater detail below. Here it suffices to say that his
version of African consciousness has become a major ‘trademark’ of Otabil’s
Christianity, both in Africa and in the United States. It is what people recognise as his
unique ‘brand,’ what distinguishes him from other preachers. He cleverly makes use
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of that image when he travels abroad. His current emphasis, however, has somewhat
shifted away from an exclusive focus on ‘the Black race.’ There is nothing about
‘Africa’ or ‘Black people’ on the church’s new website, for example, and the name of
the ‘Pan-African Believers’ Summit’ was changed into ‘Destiny Summit.’ In an inter-
view Otabil told me that 

I used to focus only on the value of being African and our uniqueness; that was
my only focus. That’s where I started. I have realised over time that there is
another dimension to it and when we keep talking about this we will stay
where we are.20

Although Otabil attributes this shift to a development in his thinking, I suspect that it
also has to do with the dynamics of the mass mediated religious marketplace. The
high volatility of religious audiences imposes a constant need for renewal, as success-
ful formulas risk loosing their enchanting quality quickly. As Otabil’s brand of Black
consciousness has become successful and other pastors start preaching similar mes-
sages (thus ‘imitating’ his ‘product’), Otabil needs a new focus in order to remain dis-
tinctive. He is still widely known for his African consciousness, however, and the
commitment as it was spelt out on the old ICGC website still informs his current
teaching.

We trust God to enable us to present to the world the eternal truths of the Bible
in a form that is doctrinally sound, spiritually inspired, mentally challenging
and socially relevant. The Gospel of Christ should not be seen as passive and
escapist for people who are perplexed by the world’s problems but an answer
to man’s real questions. For our commitment to the oppressed peoples of the
world who are disproportionately black, our message breaks the shackles of
mental slavery and inferiority complex. It builds freedom and self-esteem. It
liberates black people from dependency to be truly independent and ultimately
live interdependently with other members of the world’s society. We believe
that although Africa has gratefully benefited from the labor and sacrifice of
other nations to bring the Gospel, education and development to its society, it
is now time for Africa to raise its own leaders who will responsibly answer to
its challenges. Our message should produce such responsible individuals.

‘Life transforming messages’

The main medium for producing ‘responsible individuals’ who will answer to Africa’s
challenges are Otabil’s ‘life-transforming messages,’ which he preaches in the Christ
Temple on Sundays and Tuesdays and which are recorded and circulated through
various channels. Otabil, and for that matter the ICGC, is strongly committed to the
development of the country, and particularly to education and entrepreneurship. He
propagates what he calls practical Christianity and aims at making the bible an effec-
tive ‘tool for life’ for everybody. Core values are independence, human dignity, and
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excellence. Like many charismatic preachers, Otabil usually delivers his messages as
series of teachings built around one topic. Messages preached and broadcast over the
past few years include titles like: ‘Turning failure into success,’ ‘Leadership principles
of Jesus,’ ‘The spirit of the overcomer,’ ‘Opening new pages for your life,’ ‘Africa must
be free,’ ‘Marriage 101,’ ‘Positive attitudes for a happy life,’ ‘Transformation,’ ‘Talent,
work, and profit,’ ‘How to receive your harvest,’ ‘Walking in the footsteps of blessing,’
‘Getting beyond your limitations,’ and ‘The portrait of success.’21 His teachings
address various problems or challenges that Ghanaians experience or that characterise
Ghanaian society, offer people practical tools selected from (or rather illustrated by)
the bible, and encourage them to use this to overcome this problem and achieve some-
thing in life. He treats his topics in an intellectual way, tracing the etymological roots
and explaining the various meanings of certain words and concepts, referring to the
dictionary almost as often as to the bible. The clarity and wide applicability of his
ideas make Otabil very popular among Christians and non-Christians alike and he is
widely perceived as ‘the teacher of the nation.’

Like most charismatic preachers worldwide, Otabil’s focus is on success,
achievement, self-development, personal improvement. Likewise, ‘transformation’ is a
central concept in Otabil’s sermons, which are marketed and broadcast as ‘life-trans-
forming’ messages.22 In 2003, prophesied to be ‘my year of transformation,’ Otabil
delivered a message series titled ‘Transformation.’23 In this series Otabil exhorts his
listeners ‘not to conform to the prevailing standards of our world but be transformed
by moving away from the old forms to the new.’ He identifies the ways in which
forms are created and challenges listeners to go beyond the set forms; values, beliefs,
practices and systems that rule the time and place you live in. He teaches that ‘with-
out a renewed mind we will conform to a life that is far below our potential,’ and
advises to be ‘willing and obedient to Gods word, mixing it with faith in order to taste
the goodness of God in all areas of life.’ Now interestingly, as much as Otabil urges
people not to conform, but to move beyond set forms, the church moulds people
exactly by making them conform to the formats set by the church’s leadership and, as
I argue, these have become the prevailing standards.

What makes Otabil’s teaching on success and transformation unique is his
application of these globally shared concepts to the specific African or Ghanaian situa-
tion. The central understanding running through most of Otabil’s teachings is that
transformation and success on a personal level is intimately connected to transforma-
tion on a cultural level and on a political level. Responding to a common criticism that
he does not address people’s personal problems (e.g. visa, husband, children, busi-
ness, the common subjects in most charismatic churches), he says in ‘Pulling down
strongholds’:

When you talk about the problems of Africa, people will say “well, but you are
talking about the big problems, I don’t want to hear about Africa’s problems, I
want to hear about my own problems.” What you fail to understand is that
your own problems are the reflection of bigger problems. 
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Personal transformation
Otabil is a success-preacher as much as any of his charismatic colleagues. But whereas
pastors such as Korankye-Ankrah focus on health and wealth through divine inter-
vention, miracles, seed-faith, prayer, in short, through spiritual power, Otabil sees suc-
cess as individual achievement, self-development, and personal improvement through
human power. His preaching presents an intriguing mix of born-again ideology of
personal transformation in Christ, African consciousness, and self-development dis-
course characteristic of management and consultancy literature. His latest book, Buy
the Future: Learning to negotiate for a future better than your present (2002), based on the
biblical story of Esau and Jacob, teaches that ‘the future has no power to design itself,
but only takes the form and shape of our actions and inactions today.’ It thus makes a
case for human rather than spiritual agency, for the power of choice rather than fate,
for own responsibility in life, both on the level of individual persons and that of
nations. The front cover of the book, showing a handshake of a black and a white
hand in business suit (fig. 2.18), illustrates not only Otabil’s use of business as a

metaphor for living life, but
also his message that in the
business of life, blacks and
whites are equal business part-
ners. His much older book Four
Laws of Productivity: God’s foun-
dation for living (1991) also cen-
tres on human resource man-
agement rather than spiritual
resource management. 

This is not to say that
spiritual power is not important
for Otabil. In ‘The portrait of
success’ (2005), he uses Psalm
1:1-6 to describe five character-
istics of a successful or blessed
(interestingly he uses the terms
interchangeably) person. First,
s/he is a stable person, estab-
lished, deeply rooted, not
wishy-washy or double-mind-
ed. Secondly, s/he is spiritually
nourished, filled with God’s
Holy Spirit. ‘You cannot be suc-
cessful without a spiritual rela-
tionship with God.’ Thirdly,
s/he is productive in that activi-
ties end in result. Fourthly, s/he
is healthy and strong and,
Otabil says, there is a lot to con-
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trol about health, especially diet and exercise. ‘For some people the portrait of success
is a big bowl of fufu with palm soup and a lot of meat.’ And fifthly, s/he is successful
in every area of life, whatever s/he does prospers. He goes on to teach how to be a
successful person by managing three important areas of life: counsel, which stands for
the wisdom and advise you use to guide your life; path, referring to the direction of
your life; and seat, the conditions you allow into your life. After a long expose on sin-
ners, ungodly people, and scoffers, he concludes that it is the Word of God that gives
us good counsel, guides our path, and seats us in the seat of good success. 

Although ‘accepting Christ as personal Lord and Saviour,’ reading, listening to
and obeying God’s word, and living a Christ-like life are thus all crucial for personal
success, it is not enough and also not Otabil’s major emphasis. Indeed, nothing of the
book description at the back cover of Buy the Future does disclose its Christian orien-
tation. Otabil’s focus is rather on action, choice, performance, excellence. Yet, ‘every
key to success is in the Bible.’ In the very popular series ‘Turning failure into success’
Otabil identifies why people fail in life and, using the analogy with fishing, prescribes
six major steps to turn failure into success: know your target, prepare your net, launch
out, go into the deep, release your net, catch what you target. Target and results are
key words. 

Stay focused and be result oriented. Know what your targets are. I believe in
results, some people believe in action, but it is not how much you are doing, but
how well. To be result oriented is to be focused not only on the processes alone.
Whether you are running a business or running a family, show me the results.

Further, he stresses the importance of time planning – ‘setting a time helps you to
begin, time helps you to measure your progress, and time helps you to finish’ – and
overcoming barriers. ‘Determine what is a barrier for you and cross it […] When you
step out, your enemies will vanish and doors will open for you.’ If you follow these
principles well, 

you can turn any failure into success. You can have victory in any area of your
life. I see many people who have so many problems, but everybody can be vic-
torious in any area.

In a similar vein, ‘Come fly with the eagles’ (2004) discusses the eagle as a symbol of
strength and relates its physical attributes to the need to have far reaching vision, sharp
focus, strength for flight, speed in your endeavours, ability to catch your target, and
take hold of the future. ‘This series will inspire you to walk and not faint, run and not
be weary, mount up wings as eagles and fly to new heights’ (PR text). Titles like
‘Principles of prosperity,’ ‘Talent, work and profit,’ ‘Living the abundant life,’ ‘Principles
for effective living,’ ‘Developing the winning attitude’ and many others all carry a simi-
lar message about the road to personal success: for Otabil this road is paved with is
vision, knowledge, wisdom, responsibility, potentiality, productivity, result-mindedness,
choice, action, diligence, and neither with the faith gospel of ‘name it, claim it, take it,’
nor with a fight against ubiquitous demonic powers. This message strikes chords with
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many people. Young, aspiring urbanites, who are increasingly disillusioned by the
state’s promises of bringing development and well-being, of making Ghana catch up
with the rest of the modern world, long for a feeling of participation in a global society
of successful Christians that transcends the national mess of poverty, corruption, and
unemployment. For them, Otabil’s message is very attractive. It empowers them to take
their future into their own hands and work to produce their own success, independent
of social circumstances, familial restrictions, or governments. Otabil’s recurrent repeti-
tion of what is essentially the same message, however, also starts to bore people, as I
heard some complain, and his message risks getting worn out.

It should be noted here that there is a difference between in-church preaching
and ‘life-transforming messages,’ the teachings selected for public broadcasting. The
Christian character of a message is a criterion for selection: only those messages that
are not so strongly Christian oriented and address wider issues are selected while
those that are ‘too Christian’ are not. During a Living Word recording session where I
was present, Otabil expressed his doubt whether a sermon titled ‘Christ in you, the
hope of glory’ was suitable for broadcasting. He thought it was too much geared
towards Christians only. It was only broadcast after his media team convinced him
that the message was ‘very strong’ and relevant for all. But some sermons remain in-
house and are never broadcast. They focus much more on the mainstream charismatic
Pentecostal doctrine of sin, salvation, faith gospel, seed-planting, and divine interven-
tion. Not only are these topics considered not attractive for a wider, non-Christian
audience, they also do not fit Otabil’s marketing strategies that identify him with a
particular distinctive message and rather set him apart from mainstream charismatic
Pentecostalism. The next chapter will pay ample attention to this other, publicly hid-
den side of Otabil and the tension with his public representation. Here I wish to
emphasise Otabil’s insecurity in walking the tightrope between his fans and his fol-
lowers, that is, between his broad, cross-religious media audience and his church con-
gregation. This insecurity, as expressed during that shooting session, hardly shows,
but informs all of his preaching, performance, and modes of address. Indeed, since his
messages reach new audiences through radio and TV he has changed his way of
preaching. He told me that when he preaches, he does not talk to the Christian crowd
in front of him, but to a single person in his mind, a non-Christian first time visitor to
the church, for whom everything he sees and hears is still strange.

Much of what Otabil teaches, then, is not so specifically Christian and hardly
differs from business and leadership consultancy discourse, the roots of which he
traces to the bible. Indeed, in 2003 Otabil established his own consultancy company,
‘Otabil and Associates,’ which develops, organises and markets leadership training
seminars and workshops, both company tailored (several large banks, Unilever and
other multinationals) and public.24 Although the company is Otabil’s private business
and he keeps it separate from the church,25 there is considerable overlap between his
teachings in church and his leadership trainings, which he develops and often carries
out himself. In an interview he explained:

I use the same concepts, the same basic ideas, but in a different context, differ-
ently packaged. Of course I do not use biblical examples, but rather examples

-  108 -

SPIRIT MEDIA

07-hoofdstuk-2-p83-124.qxd  2-4-2008  22:11  Pagina 108



from studies, business literature et cetera. Also, as the educational and intellec-
tual level of the audience is higher, it can be more demanding than what I do in
church. And then we also have practicals, assignments, and so on. But what I
can do is I take a message that I have preached in church and transform it into
a training format; I package it according to the audience’s needs.26

This stress on format and packaging for specified audiences reveals Otabil’s marketing
consciousness and is characteristic of charismatic Pentecostalism, especially in connec-
tion with its media ministries. Significantly, companies have long been using Otabil’s
message tapes for staff meetings, morning worship and so on, to inspire their staff to
better performance. Otabil and Associates, then, is a financially clever institutionalisa-
tion of what was already happening in business practice. And although he has not
widely publicised it (possibly for fear of being accused of being a money-grubber, a
widely shared perception of charismatic pastors), it is widely known and seen by his
admirers as the practical example of the entrepreneurship and excellence he preaches.
The theme of success through personal transformation in Christ and the thin line with
management consultancy is common to many charismatic preachers worldwide, but
Otabil makes it specific to the African or Ghanaian context.

Cultural transformation
The recurring question around which Otabil builds his messages is: ‘Why are we in
this mess?’ His answer is that ‘one of the major reasons why Africa is where it is
today, is because of old, antiquated, unusable, unworkable traditions. You can talk
about structural adjustment. It doesn’t really change anything. The real adjustment is
cultural understanding adjustment.’27 Similarly, he stated that ‘our inability to modify
our culture is one of the fundamental causes of our underdevelopment.’28 Culture,
then, is an important focus in Otabil’s message and he pleads for a radical cultural
transformation. At the same time, he is well-known for his African consciousness and
his efforts to make people feel proud about their being African. This raises the ques-
tions: what is ‘African culture’? What is this ‘radical transformation’? What does
‘being African’ entail?29

In March 2005 I had a long interview with Otabil on Africanness and moderni-
ty, in which he raised many issues that also appear in his various messages. First of
all, Otabil challenged the common distinction between African and foreign. 

You see, the world, there is a blurring of cultures all over the world. The
headfast west-east, African-Europe, all those duals are crumbling. For exam-
ple, a lot of Ghanaian children are growing up and their first language is
English, it is a reality. Now if we say that English is a foreign language, than
what are we saying? English is not a foreign language, not anymore, it is a
Ghanaian language. It is the official language, it is the language we conduct
business in and for a lot of young Ghanaians it is their first language. Just like
Christianity is no longer a foreign religion. For some people, maybe a couple
of hundreds of years ago, Christianity was a foreign religion, because they
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had to convert from an African traditional religion at an age of maturity,
change their world view to become a Christian. I didn’t need to convert, I was
born into it. So it is not foreign to me, it is my religion. And those are the
things that our society has not come to terms with. That these things that
were foreign to some people a couple of hundreds years ago have now
become indigenous to us. So if somebody is wearing suit and tie, he is no
longer wearing foreign clothes. In fact, for most people putting on the cloth,
the ntoma, is more foreign. Many functionaries, public people, cannot put on
cloth. When they attempt it slips all over. They have all kinds of safety pins
holding it. So which one is foreign to them? Is it the cloth or the suit? For
those people I think the cloth is foreign.

Otabil’s rejection of any clear-cut distinction between what is African and what is
European or Western automatically implies a critique on the hegemonic thinking
about ‘Africanness’ as ‘tradition,’ as past.

A lot of things are changing in the African society. We lived in communities
were you interacted with everybody, every elderly person was your uncle or
your auntie. But now we have isolated communities, just the father, the
mother and the children, living in walled houses, they don’t interact with the
neighbours very much. Will they be less African? I don’t think so, they will
still be African. […] The whole issue of being African and being modern, we
haven’t seriously confronted that issue. When we define other people we
don’t define them mostly by their past, we define them by their current sta-
tus. But anytime Africa is defined it always goes back to the past, deep deep
deep ancient. I think we Africans we have defined ourselves that way. When
we talk about our culture it is almost always something very very past,
remote. The old Pan-Africanist movement idolised everything African,
because we were opposing the Europeans, who denigrated our persons or
beliefs and culture. So the Pan-Africanist movement reclaimed our
Africanness. In itself it was good, it was a reclamation that was to restore
dignity, things that were ours. But we also took those things and kept them
as ours and the world moved. We modernised with them, but we still kept
this African bit behind and anytime we want to be African we have to come
back to the past. We can’t move with it. That is the contradiction. And it hin-
ders our development agenda. I think Africa’s underdevelopment is not
because we cannot develop, but we are afraid to develop. Because develop-
ment is western and we will feel like we are moving away from our being,
our Africanness. Because those who defined it for us, defined it only in the
past of the ancestors. That is the challenge we are facing. We need new
thinkers who can really shake that box. There has to be a conscious effort to
determine what we are moving with and what we are leaving behind. But
most of our intellectuals were schooled in the old thinking of preservation of
our Africanness. So almost every intellectual discourse you hear focuses on
preserving our heritage, you almost never hear anybody articulating any
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view of modernity. The intellectuals who must lead the debate are all stuck
in the past.30

Interestingly, Otabil’s argument is very similar to what Achille Mbembe exposes in his
critical article ‘African modes of self-writing’ (2002). Mbembe starts from the observa-
tion that the history of slavery, colonization, and apartheid and its result of African
self-alienation, dispossession, and historical degradation, have become the centre of
Africans’ desire for self-knowledge, sovereignty, and autonomy. Yet, Mbembe argues,
instead of radically criticising colonial assumptions, African discourses of the self
developed within the racist paradigm, reappropriating the fundamental categories of
the Western discourse they claim to oppose and reproducing their dichotomies. Under
the guise of ‘speaking in one’s own voice,’ the figure of the African as a victimised
subject and the assertion of the African’s cultural uniqueness, both profoundly rooted
in the idea of race, serve to demarcate boundaries between ‘native’ and nonnative’ and
between the authentic and the inauthentic and to locate Africanity (or Africanness, in
Otabil’s terms) in a set of specific cultural characteristics. In chapter 5 I will discuss
this search for an authentic Africanness and the dichotomies that lay at the base of it
at length in the context of the Afrikania Mission. It is this, often nationalist, celebration
of ‘authentic African culture’ that Otabil seeks to criticise. He sees it as his task to trig-
ger a serious debate about ‘what we are moving with and what we are leaving
behind’ by calling for ‘cultural transformation’ and tries to convince people that trans-
forming their culture does not necessarily entail becoming ‘western’ and thus loosing
their ‘African identity.’

Being African is not based on the definitions of my ancestors. Neither is it
based on the limitations of their understanding at the time. So if my ancestors
felt that the way to solve a particular problem at a particular time was in such
a way, and over time I have discovered that there is a better way of solving
the same problem, I cannot say that because they were my ancestors and that
is how they solved the problem I should use the same methodology to solve
my problems today. I don’t see that if I move away from their world, I am
moving away from my Africanness. I am still African, engaged in a modern,
contemporary life with its problems. So I think that for all of us there is a ten-
sion between being African and being modern at the same time. Because
somehow at the back of our minds there is the assumption that being African
is almost the same as being ancient. And traditional or primitive. And I don’t
see Africanness as being traditional or primitive. It can be contemporary, it
can be very modern. And I can think in modern terms and respond to mod-
ern challenges. When it comes to issues like child naming, we use very old
traditional African symbols to name our children and I don’t see any conflict
between that and the modern challenges I am faced with. But when it comes
to issues related to time management, to value for certain attitudes, that are
required for a competitive society as we live in, we have a problem with
African culture that slows us down. And I don’t think that critiquing those
behaviours alienates me from my Africanness. Because my Africanness is
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intrinsic, it is part of me. Nobody can give it to me and nobody can take it
away from me. It is me.

The difference between Mbembe and Otabil, then, is that whereas Mbembe is not so
much concerned with ‘being African’ (but rather with ‘being cosmopolitan’), Otabil
does want to be ‘African’ (and cosmopolitan at the same time). But the question is
what that still is. Otabil is very outspoken on what that ‘intrinsic Africanness’ is not,
that is, on all kinds of cultural practices that can be left behind without becoming less
African. He is much weaker, however, on what remains. This is a fundamental chal-
lenge to his notion of Africanness.

Apart from ‘issues of time management,’ Otabil addresses in his messages
many more restraining, ineffective or harmful practices and habits that he considers
part of ‘African culture’ and that are to be left behind or transformed if Africans want
to be successful in the world. These range from the habit of African men to have mul-
tiple girlfriends instead of being faithful and devoted to their wives, the restrictive
pressure of the extended family, the uncritical reverence for the older generation
(‘don’t act on the advice of people with wrong morals, even if she is your mother’
(‘The portrait of success’)) to the habit of eating fatty foods and leading otherwise
unhealthy life styles. While Otabil often refers to such practices in passing, the series
‘Pulling down strongholds’ is more profound and calls on people of African descent
to move away from unproductive socio-cultural beliefs, arguments and negative tradi-
tions. He identifies seven major strongholds related to Africa’s problems and discusses
why they must be pulled down: inferiority complex, tribalism, cultural conservative-
ness and stagnation, idolatry and fetishism, village mentality, bad leadership, and
apathy (see Gifford 2004: 125-130). Here I will discuss the issues Otabil addresses in
this and other messages that are relevant for the present discussion: Otabil’s critique
on both African traditional religion and much of African Pentecostalism, and on
African leadership and politics. 

As pointed out in the previous chapter, charismatics are generally suspicious
towards traditional religious practices, regarded as ‘devil worship,’ and seek to spiri-
tually deliver their followers from ties with local gods or ancestral spirits. Otabil
opposes African traditional religion in a more intellectual way, arguing that traditional
religion hinders personal growth and initiative and therefore national development.

African societies are plagued by a general passive, submissive attitude. There is
no inquiry, no quest for knowledge. The roots of this attitude are in traditional
religion. Although there is a large and valuable body of traditional knowledge,
like medicine, this knowledge was very restricted. There was no broad training,
but only training on a one-to-one basis, from father to son. Therefore develop-
ment has been so slow. Moreover, although traditional medicine certainly has
its value and works, the mystique around it – you have to buy this, you have to
do that – made people believe more in the mystique than in the medicine itself.
When it did indeed work, they attributed the power to the spirits or gods.
Generally, all power was placed outside the person in the spirit world. This
repressed any reflection on the inner self. It has to do with a particular concept
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of personhood. Christianity instead stimulates inquiry, self-questioning, gener-
al knowledge, and thus development. That is why I think the solution for
Africa’s problems lies in Christianity.31

Otabil’s biggest problem with African traditional religion, then, is not that demons are
worshipped, but that ‘human effort is not encouraged’ (Pulling down strongholds).
But the ‘particular concept of personhood’ he criticises in African traditional religion,
is very similar to that found in many miracle-oriented charismatic churches, where
power, or more precisely, agency, is equally placed ‘outside the person’ and attributed
to spirits, demons and witches. It has been argued that one of the reasons for the suc-
cess of this type of Christianity in Africa is such continuity with traditional under-
standings of agency (e.g. Asamoah-Gyadu 2003, 2005c). It is thus not Christianity as
such that will solve the problem of a passive, submissive attitude, but, Otabil claims,
the kind of practical Christianity that he propagates. Indeed, Otabil’s critique on the
common tendency to hold evil spirits, demons, and witches responsible for one’s mis-
fortunes instead of taking one’s own responsibility is as much a critique on African
traditional religion as it is on many of his charismatic colleagues (including some in
his own church, see next chapter), who ‘cast out the demon of poverty rather than
fighting the culture of poverty’ (Teaching service 2 April 2002) and cast out ignorance
in the name of Jesus rather than casting out ignorance through education (Gifford
2004:122). In a way, then, ironically, we can see Otabil as continuing the old missionar-
ies’ efforts of introducing modern notions of self centred on individualised, human
agency. In contrast to the early missionaries, however, Otabil does acknowledge that
‘we must pray against evil spirits and there may be witches around that we need to
ward off’ (Teaching service 2 April 2002), but he is not called to do those things, he is
called to make people think and act. He does emphasise, however, that crucial to this
thinking and acting is a deep spiritual life, a personal relationship with Jesus Christ,
and an experience of the power of the Holy Spirit within and that this has a strong
public significance. His repetitive call to let the Word of God and the power of the
Holy Spirit guide personal and national progress alike, is thus is also a critique on the
secularist notion of modernity that draws on a problematic separation of spirit and
reason and sees spirituality as restricted to private life and public life as governed by
reason.

Political transformation
One of the key themes of Otabil’s ‘cultural adjustment theology’ is leadership. 

One of the reasons why Africa is where it is today is because of the immoral
leadership we have had for a very long time. Leadership that has elevated cor-
ruption of virtue, corruption of character, corruption of choices, corruption of
decision, which has resulted in mismanagement of our national resources.32

Otabil’s message thus has a strong political component (although he does not restrict
leadership to the political sphere). He is well known for his critical stance towards the
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state and African leadership in general and his strong voice in public debates. In this,
he strongly differs from most charismatic Christian leaders, who generally keep away
from political debate and tend to be easily co-opted by the government (Gifford 2004). 

During Rawlings’ regime Otabil’s call for ‘radical political change’ was widely
misinterpreted to be New Patriotic Party sympathy, or even propaganda, and he was
often seen as an opposition figure. Now that Kufour’s opposition party has taken over
power after the 2000 elections, he looks critically at the current regime. He criticises
Kufour for traveling round the world to beg donor countries for money, thus turning
Ghana into a begging nation, instead of dealing with structural internal problems. He
says:

We have gone a step forward with Kufour as president, but I don’t believe he
can bring about the radical change necessary. He is more a maintenance presi-
dent. Maybe he could lay some foundations, but not radical change.33

The change Otabil aims at is more profound than party politics, a transformation of
the general political culture in Ghana, and most other African countries. He is not
afraid of criticising political leaders, be it never personally. ‘One should not expect
anything from Africa’s rulers, because African leadership is concerned not with per-
formance or responsibility, but status, power, even titles’ (‘Pulling down strongholds’)
(see also Bayart 1993).

Otabil divides the causes of Africa’s current problems into three periods: pre-
colonial times nurtured a passive, compliant attitude; the colonial regime gave
Africans an inferiority complex; and post-colonial dictatorship installed fear in people. 

Some people say the white people brought development. Well, thank the colo-
nial master for some of the things they did, but you see, every railway line
established by the colonial master ended up at the port. Every railway line,
either Tema or Takoradi. From the mines to Takoradi. The reason is because
they didn’t do it so that you can travel. You were happy going third or forth
class, but the reason was that they could bring your timber and your gold
faster to the port, and gone. So you sit down and say, o, they are developing
our country, now we have railway lines. It’s not development, it is facilitation
of exploitation [laughter and applause] (‘Africa must be free’).

But, he says, ‘we cannot attribute the causes of Africa’s problems only to colonialism
as people tend to do. Some of the root causes are much older’ (interview 22 March
2002). He traces the untrustworthiness of African leaders to the era of slavery, when
African chiefs took their own people captive, chained them, took them away and sold
them. 

We can not blame the Europeans only for the atrocities of slavery. It was very
painful for me to come to the conclusion that Africans participated willingly
and knowingly. But it is the truth that people sold their own people for a bit of
sugar or a gun. Parents could even sell their stubborn child. The value of a
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horse was more then that of a human being. When I go to Elmina and I see the
Castle and the town and the little distance between I always wonder how it
could have been possible that these things were going on so close to where nor-
mal life was going on in the town. And people knew it. They knew that slaves
were held in the dungeons in terrible conditions and were shipped. Local peo-
ple went to the castle to negotiate deals. They knew what was going on there
and yet there were no protests. What worries me most about this painful truth
is the value of human life. That value was clearly very little. And the frighten-
ing question today is: has this changed? I believe it has changed only very mar-
ginally.34

In a similar vein, Otabil writes in Buy the Future:

Much as I hold the European merchants responsible for their low regard for the
sanctity of human life, the real question I ask myself is, ‘How could our African
forebears ever imagine that human life was equivalent to rum, sugar and guns
from Europe?’ […] Europe sold us their processed present commodities and we
sold them our future (Otabil 2002:89-90).

The issue of slavery is a sensitive problem in Ghana, and Otabil makes it even more so
by stating that ‘African chiefs are still doing it today. These days they are not called
chiefs. They are called Presidents and Prime ministers and they are still doing it.’35

They are still ‘selling’ their own people because by their bad leadership they leave
people no other option than to go and queue and be humiliated at the embassies and
airports to have themselves shipped to foreign lands only to suffer and be exploited.
‘Our young men and women are leaving our nations to labour and build other civi-
lizations. The future is being sold again’ (Otabil 2002:90). 

When Otabil talks about leadership, he thus refers to both national govern-
ments and the chieftaincy system, but also to leadership in schools, offices, and
homes. What needs to be transformed in his view is Ghana’s general political culture,
where anyone who assumes a leadership position becomes a ‘chief,’ that is, holds that
position for life, is beyond accountability, talks about development, but only makes
himself a big men and establishes his own position of power. ‘Ghana’s culture of lead-
ership is merely a continuation of old structures in a new disguise. It is all about
power’ (interview 22 March 2002). Ironically, we can say – and local critics do indeed
say – the same about charismatic Christian leadership, Otabil inclusive. 

The responsibility for bad leadership, however, lies partially with the citizens
themselves. Otabil says, ‘until we accept responsibility, we cannot change our condi-
tion.’36 In ‘Africa must be free’ he tells his listeners

We have to start putting pressure on our leaders in our nation to do the right
thing. And the way to do that is for you to understand. I tell people our prob-
lem is not party politics. Most of you think, we change the government, every-
thing will be solved. That is the narrowest mind thinking. Because the problem
is not a party-political problem. It is that the African leader has not learnt hon-
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esty, sincerity, truthfulness, irrespective of whichever party he is in. So one cor-
rupt government will succeed another corrupt government. So the thinking for
you to do is not to be mad about the party you support, but be mad about
what you think should be right in your nation and insist on it. If we don’t do
that brothers, parties will come and be corrupt. We have all seen it. Just
because you shout slogans doesn’t mean you will not be corrupt. Because if cer-
tain principles have not been developed in you over the years, you will be cor-
rupt. When you see the millions pass by, your eyes begin to go. Then your
hand begins to move involuntary and all of a sudden your fingers are begin-
ning to touch some cedis. It is sweet. After a year your conscience is dead and
you can lie with a straight face. You know why African leaders can lie with a
straight face? They believe everybody out there is ignorant. And you can
always deceive them. It is only the ignorant who are deceived.

Crucial in Otabil’s cultural adjustment theology therefore are education, knowledge,
and critical thinking.37 Stimulating and contributing to that is what he sees as his
calling. 

Because of his political vision, many of his fans say they would want Otabil as
president.38 But although he has seriously considered it (interview 22 March 2002), he
thinks that the political game would not leave him enough room to do what he thinks
is really necessary for this country to go forward. He would rather like to be a con-
sultant to the president and work together intensively. Otabil’s ultimate concern is the
transformation of Ghana into a successful nation, and of the entire African continent.
He is convinced that this should neither come from the government, nor from ‘the
developed world.’ Nor can it be attained by praying for the healing of the nation, for
God’s miraculous intervention. The solution to Ghana’s problems lies in the personal
transformation of individual Ghanaians and Africans into responsible citizens and
responsible leaders in Christ. As the ICGC motto puts it, ‘Raising leaders, shaping
vision, and influencing society through Christ.’

The pitfall of Otabil’s role as the ‘teacher of the nation’ is that his message is
perceived as too intellectualist, ‘too-know’ in Ghanaian parlance. This is indeed a
common criticism of Otabil. Otabil surfs on the wave of popularity of charismatic
Pentecostalism, while at the same time distancing himself from the basis of this very
popularity, the emphasis on spiritual intervention in people’s daily struggles and
problems. Otabil’s criticism of this specifically Pentecostal concern in order to attract a
much broader, cross-religious audience, is much like a ‘replay’ of the old message of
modernity as put forward by Nkrumah and his generation (although Otabil critiques
this as well). Although this secularist message is still part of the repertoire of public
debate, it has lost much of its convincing power to charismatic Pentecostalism. Its fail-
ure to fulfil the expectations of modernity it created is grist to the mill of charismatic
churches, that deal with (individual and national) failure through the spirit powers
that allegedly cause it (demons) and may conquer it (the Holy Spirit). Even if charis-
matic Pentecostalism’s promises of success and riches will neither materialise for all of
its followers and thus form one of its major weaknesses, many of these followers (still)
focus their hopes and expectations on the life transforming power of the Holy Spirit.
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By distancing himself from the spiritualist message of his colleagues, Otabil thus risks
distancing himself as well from the people that make up the charismatic movement,
including his own church members. The dynamics in which Otabil is caught, then,
complicate his strategies of self-representation. Financially, he depends on his church
members’ tithes and donations and on charismatics in other churches patronising his
conventions and other programmes. He also needs them to show up in his church,
because a (tele)visible mass following will make or break his reputation as a powerful
pastor. The contradiction of Otabil’s dual role, then, is that as a celebrity he needs fans,
who praise him and admire him for his teaching of the nation, but are too volatile to
build upon. As a pastor he needs followers, who not only finance his projects, but also
authenticate his power. As much as these followers are attracted by the intellectualist
content of his message, they also seek spiritual transformation (see chapter 3 and
appendix III). Otabil’s dilemma of distancing himself from mainstream charismatic
Pentecostalism while at the same time drawing upon its repertoires forms a tension in
his church that will be worked out in chapter 3. 

A religious vision on modernity in Africa

Otabil’s public authority depends largely on his innovative and critical vision on
African modernity discussed above. This deserves some further reflection before we
move to concluding remarks about charisma, branding, and religious celebrity. Many
scholars have related the exponential growth and tremendous popularity of charis-
matic churches in Ghana, as well as in many sub-Saharan African countries, to the
ways in which this new Christianity addresses the conditions of modernity in the
postcolonial society (Gifford 1998, 2004; Meyer 1999; Ter Haar 1994; Van Dijk 1997). In
a context where many people are disillusioned by the state’s promises of bringing
development and well-being, of making Ghana catch up with the rest of the modern
world, charismatic churches offer people an alternative road to modern life and
wealth, and a feeling of participation in a global society of successful Christians that
transcends the national mess of poverty, corruption, and unemployment. The mass
media technologies they use, the globalised images they show and songs they sing,
the futuristic buildings they build, and the individualised, breaking-with-the-past life
styles they promote give them an aura of modernity that makes their promises highly
convincing. At the same time, as I argue throughout this thesis, their success cannot
be explained without recognising the continuities they show with African traditional
religiosity: their thiswordly focus on health, wealth, and status, their emphasis on the
effective presence of spirit powers, the role of the religious specialist as a mediator
between these powers and humans, and the hierarchical, personalised, and opaque
structures of authority, often referred to as the ‘big men syndrome’ (see also Asamoah-
Gyadu 2005a; Gifford 2004). Charismatic preachers thus urge us, not only by their
messages, but also by their performances and modes of operation, to rethink the mod-
ern and the traditional, and the relationship between religion and modernity in Africa.
What these African churches present us with is a religious invention of modernity that
does never fully fit into a tight, classical Western notion of the modern, characterised
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by values of rationality, scientific thinking, democracy, accountability and transparen-
cy (see also Geschiere 1997; Geschiere, Meyer and Pels 2008). Neither does the part
that does not fit makes them less ‘modern,’ nor does the part that does fit makes them
less ‘African.’

What makes Otabil’s particular vision on modernity so powerful, is his synthe-
sis of concepts that are commonly thought to be incompatible because they belong to
the opposite poles of the in Ghana so pervasive dualist framework of tradition versus
modernity. First, cosmopolitanism and African identity: bridging the perceptual gap
between being African and being modern and developed, he offers people a way of
feeling connected to and part of the world, of being global citizens without having to
lose their sense of ‘Africanness.’ Yet, whereas Otabil’s vision of the way forward for
Ghana entails a quite clear picture of ‘what we are leaving behind’ (of our African cul-
ture), he is much vaguer on ‘what we are moving with.’ It is obvious from the above
what Africanness is not, but what it is, remains very abstract. ‘It is intrinsic, it is me.’
Even his dress and his name that he uses as markers of his African identity, are in his
final analysis not more African than English, Christian names or suit and tie.
Nevertheless, these are powerful symbols in his embodiment of African self-confi-
dence. Secondly, he integrates spiritual power and rationality: in order to be success-
ful, as a person, as a corporation, or as a nation, you need both. Spirituality and spiri-
tual power (of the Holy Spirit) are thus not restricted to the inner person, but have a
very strong public, political significance. At the same time, for Otabil, reason, knowl-
edge and scientific thinking are crucial not only for the proper functioning of states
and public institutions, but also for managing individual lives. One cannot go without
the other. Thirdly, he combines individual self-development and communal identifica-
tion. He talks about the power to design your own life through personal choice,
agency, and talent, and about liberation from all kinds of cultural and social con-
straints. But Otabil also appeals strongly to a sense of belonging. Not only to the
church or to wider ‘Christian family,’ but to Ghana, through repeated reference, either
in a serious, critical or humorous fashion, to a shared experience of being Ghanaian,
of having grown up in Ghana, of living in Ghana with all its frustrating, shocking, or
hilarious, but always recognisable ways. 

Otabil’s argument to escape the African-identity-versus-western-modernity
paradigm, then, is very similar to that of scholars like Jean-Francois Bayart, who asks:
‘how can we avoid thinking of acculturation and globalisation as a simple zero-sum
game in which adherence to foreign representations and customs inevitably leads to a
loss of substance and authenticity?’ (2005). The big difference, however, and one that
accounts for its attraction, is that Otabil’s answer to this question does not remain
intellectual only. Like that of many other charismatic preachers, Otabil’s version of
modernity is highly stylised, produced through PR strategies that depend on both
modern media technologies and personal embodiment. With his well-fed body
wrapped in luxurious, costly African outfits, Otabil embodies ‘the African dream’ of
many young people in Ghana’s cities: to be wealthy and successful, wise and hand-
some, to have a beautiful wife and kids to be proud of, to live in a global world of
unlimited intercontinental travel and foreign friends and yet be confident about being
African. As an icon of success, Otabil exemplifies the self-made man, who has made it
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to the global top through hard and honest work from the same underprivileged posi-
tion and in the same underprivileged part of the world as many young Ghanaians
today. Otabil’s body and image, as it is ‘produced’ by his media and PR department
and by himself, becomes a ‘screen’ on which to project ordinary Ghanaians’ hopes and
aspirations for the future. Indeed, Otabil embodies the future that many would wish
for themselves. It is this combination of a thoughtful and original message and an
effective management of style, public image and charisma that makes him so success-
ful, far beyond charismatic circles, in attracting people to a religious and African
design of modernity.

Conclusion: charisma, branding, and religious celebrity

In this chapter I have examined Otabil’s public personality as constituted by his par-
ticular style of performance, visual and textual marketing strategies, and his distinc-
tive message. In an article on the use of imagery in Reinhard Bonnke’s global charis-
matic ministry, Gordon and Hancock argue that Bonnke’s particular success ‘lies in
the ways that the visual reconstitutes the charismatic core of Pentecostalism in connec-
tion with his development of a “brand scenario”’(2005:387). In chapter 4 I will pick up
on their argument about the particular praxis of looking and ideology of visualisation
contained in Pentecostal imagery. Here I wish to point to the contradiction inherent in
this process of ‘branding charisma’: the development of a ‘brand identity’ comprises a
highly structured set of instantly recognizable logo, trademark, package design, slo-
gan, jingle et cetera, while charismatic authority depends on a sense of free flow of
spiritual gifts and power. Otabil’s authority is based on charisma defined as the per-
ception among his followers and admirers of supernatural giftedness, of divine
anointing. Yet, as we have seen in this chapter, it is a kind of charisma that is carefully
designed, crafted, and marketed, branded, so as to create him as a religious celebrity.
At the same time, the work of designing, crafting, marketing, and branding must not
show if Otabil’s charisma is to be perceived as ‘genuine,’ that is, God-given and not
man-made, and thus powerful.

As charisma resides in the encounter between preacher and listeners, Otabil’s
charisma is what binds him to an audience, both inside and outside his church.
(Media) communication and representation is crucial to this binding. It is exactly this
double target audience, however, his religiously diverse fans (outside his own church)
and his born-again followers (in his own church), that complicates his strategies of
representation. This will become clearer in the next chapter, which will bring out the
tension between in-church practices of becoming a born-again Christian and an ICGC
member and the public image of Otabil described here. First, let me offer some further
reflection on Otabil’s address of his media fans as consumers of a particular brand of
charismatic inspiration. 

In marketing theory, ‘branding’ seems to involve three things. First, the distinc-
tion of a particular product, line, service, or firm from similar products, lines, services,
or firms. Secondly, the promotion of consumer awareness of this particular distinctive
identity or quality. And thirdly, the effort to create loyalty on the part of consumers, to
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make them continue buying the same brand of goods despite the availability of com-
peting brands. In the religious, and especially the charismatic marketplace, numerous
new churches offer a similar ‘product,’ salvation and success. They compete with
other churches by trying to appear as more genuine, more powerful, more sophisticat-
ed, more modern or in one or the other way better than others, thus attracting and
binding people to the church despite the presence of so many other churches offering
basically the same thing. 

Otabil’s brand of charisma is clearly marked by a distinguishing image, a
‘logo,’ not only the official ICGC logo, but even more so the image of Otabil himself.
The image of the body of the pastor as a public figure takes on commodity logic and
becomes an icon for people to buy, as a bookmark for instance. This image embodies
his entire philosophy and vision. His brand, then, clearly comprises a distinguishing
message. Otabil seems to have a patent on the message of social awareness and
African consciousness. First, in interviews he is reluctant to talk about others who
may have inspired his theology – Myles Munroe of Bahamas Faith Ministries
International, for example, preaches a very similar message – but claims it as purely
his own invention, ascribing it only to the Holy Spirit. Secondly, when others start
preaching similar messages, people see this as a sign of ‘Otabilisation’ of Ghana’s
charismatic Christianity (Gifford 2004:198). Finally, by way of ‘brand quality protec-
tion,’ Otabil selects only those sermons that fit his brand message for broadcasting
and marketing purposes. 

The difference between branding and marketing a product – a thing – and
branding and marketing a pastor – a person – may not be as big as it seems. A brand-
ed commodity has to appear as being above branding, as being ‘more’ than the sum of
what goes into its making, for customers to ‘believe’ in its power. Branding has to
erase itself in a way. When we look at the celebrity scene, we see very similar process-
es of marketing and authenticating personalities going on, be they music stars, actors,
TV presenters or, increasingly, politicians (Hockett 2005). The media make them
celebrities and at the same time try to convince us that this is who they really are.
Otabil’s authority as well is based on this kind of commodified charisma, which is
authenticated as a genuine form of leadership yet cannot exist outside the commodity
and celebrity registers. His authority derives for a large part from his celebrity status,
his being a national and international star. His message and his public personality are
the two pillars on which his status as a religious celebrity (and indeed his entire min-
istry) is built. But despite similarities with ‘secular’ stars, there is something specific
about religious celebrity. One characteristic of celebrity status is that it magnetically
attracts the non-famous, who, by being close to a celebrity, hope to almost magically
acquire a little of his or her aura. The connection between the public personality and
the spiritual gifts of a charismatic leader is that the higher a pastor’s celebrity status,
the more his audience is likely to perceive his anointing as ‘powerful’ (Asamoah-
Gyadu 2005c). Otabil’s celebrity status as produced by media images authenticates the
impression or implicit message that he is not a ‘mere’ media creation, but embodies
effective spiritual power. The question of authentication is significant in the context of
local allegations about ‘fake pastors’ and ‘false prophets’ described in chapter 1. 

I would argue, then, that the religious authority of African ‘men of God’ such
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as Otabil thrives on the convergence of the mass mediated and marketed charisma of
modern celebrity and the charisma of an African shrine priest perceived as an inter-
mediary between the human and the spirit world. In other words, the figure of the
celebrity pastor fuses global celebrities’ embodiment of the enchanting power of glob-
al consumerism with traditional priests’ embodiment of divine power. It is in this
sense that Otabil functions as a medium: through him people can get access to a kind
of spiritual power, partake in his spiritual anointing, that thrives to a large extent on
his status as a national and international celebrity, a status shared with Nelson
Mandela, Kojo Antwi and other personalities depicted by local roadside painters. It is
this magical aura of celebrity that is at work in the transmission of Holy Spirit power
from the Man of God to his followers through the rituals of interaction that are exam-
ined in the next chapter. The convergence of celebrity and spiritual power is fragile
though. The perpetual challenge is that the process of branding charisma, ‘the making
of Otabil,’ must remain invisible for the audience. As soon as it shows through, it
threatens to undermine their sense of authenticity and destroy this magical aura.  

Notes

1 Asamoah-Gyadu identifies ‘anointing’ as ‘the key phenomenon that charismatic figures mediate
through their televised ministries’ (2005c:15) and defines it as ‘the empowering presence of God,
that makes things happen’ or ‘the power of God in action’ (Ibid.:22). 
2 This is not to say that the power of shrine priests does not depend on what we could call ‘market-
ing strategies.’ It does, but, as will become clear in chapters 5 and 6, on very different ones than the
mass media strategies employed by charismatic pastors. See Geschiere (2002) for an interesting
analysis of the parallels between American spin-doctors and African witch-doctors and the dialectics
of secrecy and publicity in their ways of exercising power. 
3 The bible passage charismatics mostly draw upon is 1 Corinthians 12 (8 – 10), in which Apostle
Paul distinguishes nine gifts:  the word of wisdom, the word of knowledge, faith, the gift of healing,
the working of miracles, prophecy, the discerning of spirits, various kinds of tongues, and the inter-
pretation of tongues.
4 For Weber, Jesus’ words ‘It is written…, but I say unto you,…’ are the basic proposition for every
charismatic authority (Weber 1968:51; see also Lindholm 1990:5). Whatever the leader says, it is right
because the leader says it, also if it goes against common knowledge.
5 I am aware of the danger in presenting Otabil and his message in terms of strategy and marketing,
which might seem to implicitly question his sincerity or his authenticity. My focus on ‘the making of
Otabil’ is certainly not meant to do so, but to lay bare some of the dynamics and contradictions of
his project. I do hope that this chapter also speaks to my admiration for Otabil, his daring and
thought provoking messages, and his remarkable achievements.    
6 We have to remark here that the owner and editor-publisher of the Chronicle, Kofi Coomson, is a
member of Agyin-Asare’s Word Miracle Church International, but a personal friend and admirer of
Otabil and also engages in the distribution of Otabil’s Living Word tapes. Although such congratula-
tory editorials and news items are thus more frequent in the Chronicle than in other newspapers (see
also Gifford 2004:138), the Chronicle is certainly not an exception in singling out Otabil as the only
‘good’ charismatic preacher. 

-  121 -

2. Mensa Otabil

07-hoofdstuk-2-p83-124.qxd  2-4-2008  22:11  Pagina 121



7 Interview 16 March 2005.
8 Ibid.
9 Interview in The Mirror, 6 May 1989, quoted in Asamoah-Gyadu (2005a:229, emphasis mine,
MdW).
10 www.centralgospel.com
11 Examples include the international advisory board of the African Public Broadcasting Foundation.
12 Central University College has its origins in a short-term pastoral training institute, which was
started in 1988 by the ICGC and later named Central Bible College. In line with national aspirations,
the College expanded its programme to include an integrated and practice-oriented business school.
To reflect its new status as a liberal arts university, the name was changed to Central University
College in 1997. It has a School of Theology and Mission, a School of Business Administration and
Management, and a Centre for Pentecostal Studies.
13 Interview 16 March 2005. To have an extra source of income next to members’ tithes and dona-
tions, Otabil considers establishing a financial institution. He has already set up a credit union and a
mutual association. ‘The financial weight of the church and the Central University would be enough
to run a bank. At present the university has its saving with the Mataheko branch of the Social
Security Bank and it sustains that branch almost on its own. So then why can’t we sustain our own
bank? Especially when we also think about members’ savings, and the finances of members’ compa-
nies. It will very well be possible. Central Bank? Sounds a bit like a government institution, ha ha.’
The American evangelist Pat Robertson is also engaged in banking and real estate.
14 His wife Joy is known as the ‘first lady’ of church, leads the women’s department, and has, some
say, more influence than pastors.
15 Cf. Gordon and Hancock (2005) on Reinhard Bonnke’s ‘brand image.’
16 Interview 22 march 2002. 
17 This is typical of African Big Man status. What is not, however, is Otabil’s age. The fact that he is
young (born in 1960), yet authoritative is interesting in the African ‘gerontocratic’ context and points
to a shift in the constitution of authority. 
18 I use the term ‘religious marketplace’ (Finke and Stark 1992; Moore 1994; Ukah 2003) not in the
narrow sense of a system of demand and supply, where people make choices based on rational cal-
culations of profit, but more loosely in the sense of a field of competition for followers who can be
captured on the basis of strong public presence and seducing and convincing rhetoric and imagery.
While I see significant parallels between the American and the Ghanaian cases, an important differ-
ence is that in Ghana the (economic) competition for followers between charismatic-Pentecostal pas-
tors has its roots in a much older, pre-colonial religious dynamics of competing religious specialists. 
19 In the adventure film The Wild Geese (1978) a British multinational seeks to overthrow a vicious
dictator in central Africa. It hires a band of mercenaries in London and sends them in to save the
virtuous but imprisoned opposition leader who is also critically ill and due for execution. Just when
the team has performed a perfect rescue, the multinational does a deal with the vicious dictator
leaving the mercenary band to escape under their own steam and exact revenge.
20 Interview 16 March 2005.
21 See appendix II for a more exhaustive list of message titles.
22 See Martin 1990 on ‘transformation’ as a key notion in charismatic Pentecostalism.
23 Responding to the trend that ‘by 2000 virtually everything in Ghana had to be prophetic’ (Gifford
2004:90), Otabil, who certainly does not present himself as a prophet, also started giving annual
prophetic declarations, which are marketed as bookmarks (figs. 2.11 and 2.12) and audio CD’s. 
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24 Workshops offered include ‘Personal change management’, creativity and innovation’,
Interpersonal Communication Skills’, ‘Leadership’, ‘Team- Building’, ‘Conflict Management’,
‘Coaching’, ‘Self-Management’, ‘Project Management’, and ‘Female Leadership.’
25 The link from the ICGC website to the Otabil and Associates website was purposely removed. 
26 Interview 16 March 2005.
27 Message series ‘Pulling down strongholds.’
28 First Ofori-Atta lecture, quoted in Gifford (2004:125).
29 See also Otabil’s ‘heritage lectures’, where he asks ‘what is African culture?’, ‘what does being
African entail?’ and calls for a ‘paradigm shift’ and for ‘African Renaissance.’ 
30 Otabil mentioned one exception, the Cameroonian scholar Daniel Etounga-Manguelle, who wrote
a chapter ‘Does Africa need a cultural adjustment program?’ in the volume Culture Matters (2000), a
book that inspired Otabil.
31 Interview 22 March 2002.
32 Speech at CUC matriculation, 13 January 2001, quoted in Gifford 2004:129.
33 Interview 22 March 2002.
34 Interview 22 March 2002.
35 ‘The people don’t care’, quoted in Gifford 2004:123.
36 ‘The people don’t care’, quoted in Gifford 2004:124.
37 With his emphasis on education and knowledge, Otabil in a way links up with the early mission-
ary project of education and civilisation. This seems to contradict the argument made by some
observers about ‘the end of education’, that the success and esteem of Africa’s big men in today’s era
of neo-liberal capitalism no longer depends on education and academic titles, as it did in the past,
but on riches and conspicuous consumption (e.g. De Boeck and Plissart 2004; De Koning 2005; Ndijo
2006). Otabil embodies both the scholar and the business man and his authority hinges on both. 
38 Radio interview and news item (Me for President? Never! Otabil dashes expectations of Christian
majority, Ghanaian Chronicle 22 Jan 2005). In 1998, Otabil was nominated for the Man of the Year
award, the only ‘Man of God’ among a bunch of political figures.
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3

Christ Temple

Holy Spirit ritual and the born-again subject

Introduction

‘Welcome to Solution Centre’ I read in coloured, animated graphics projected on
the screen in the Christ Temple. In front of it, the pastor on stage motivates peo-
ple to lift up their voice and pray to God. About three hundred praying voices fill
the auditorium. It is my first day in Accra, Thursday 7 March 2002, and I have
come to a Power Point supported prayer meeting. After three praise and worship
songs backed with drums, trumpets, and guitars, pastor Dan starts preaching
loudly in the mike. Hidden behind the large loudspeakers, a technician sits at a
laptop to lard the pastor’s stage performance with attractively designed Power
Point slides.

Suddenly a power cut puts an end to both the beamer and the mike. Pastor Dan
resorts to calling the people to prayer in preparation for the anointing. Walking
among the congregation, he loudly prays in tongues – rabachakabaratuka reem-
mmparamuratarabuka – until the light returns and the sermon continues. Five
minutes later the light goes off again. Now he carries on without mike. Standing
on one of the front row seats he shouts on top of his voice:

When we anoint you, what you receive is the power of the Holy Ghost,
divine deliverance. The anointing humbles the Devil. We anoint you with
physical olive oil, but the Spirit comes upon you. It is physical smearing of
oil, yet what comes upon you is the Spirit of God.

Then people are called to come forward for the climax, the anointing. From
behind people start queuing and I doubt whether to go or not. When the end of
the queue has reached my row, I stand up and join the queue. Three pastors
stand in front of the stage with cups of olive oil. When it is their turn, people lift
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up their hands and close their eyes. The pastor dips his right hand in the oil, places
it on the head of the person, and starts praying for God’s power to come upon him
or her. Most people fall backwards and are caught by the ushers behind them. It
takes a mere twenty seconds before the person is pushed away again and returns to
his/her seat, one after the other. Despite this ‘assembly line production,’ I start
feeling nervous the closer I get to the pastor. When it is my turn, I go forward,
stand in front of the pastor and do what I have seen the others do. I lift up my
hands and close my eyes and feel the oily hand on my forehead. The strong pres-
sure of the hand pushes me backward a bit and I surrender myself to the firm hands
of the woman behind me holding my upper arms. The pastor screams ‘may this
anointing bring the power of the Holy Ghost upon you’ and before I realise I am
pushed away already and walk back to my seat. People look at me. What do they
see? A new person full of freshness and newness? Divine touch? I haven’t experi-
enced it. I smell the olive oil in my hair and feel a drip running down my forehead.
I quickly wipe it away with my hanky and wonder whether this would be sacrilege.

This anointing session presents a stark contrast to the intellectualist public image and
message of Otabil examined in the previous chapter. Despite Otabil’s critique on the
Pentecostal overreliance on the power of the Holy Spirit and his emphasis on rational
thinking and knowledge, his church offers ample opportunity for mediating the effec-
tive power of the Holy Spirit to those who long for it.1 This chapter discusses such
practices of spiritual mediation that remain largely hidden from the public image of
the ICGC. The anointing session also highlights that charismatic religious practice
centres on the body. This holds for the application of oil and falling down in reception
of the power of God as much as for listening to a sermon. Religious practice involves
the performance of encoded, learned bodily behaviour, of discipline and what I have
proposed to call format. At the same time, charismatic religious practice, as I was
taught by pastors, believers, and publications, centers on the spontaneous, personal
experience of the power of the Holy Spirit. This chapter deals with the tension
between disciplinary structure and the sense of unmediated flow in practices of medi-
ating Holy Spirit power in the Christ Temple. It thus builds on the similar tension
between the perceived supernatural origin of charisma and its strategic marketing
analysed in the previous chapter. That chapter established the constitution of religious
authority through a convergence of charisma and marketing techniques. This chapter
deals with the constitution of religious subjectivity through a convergence of spiritual
and disciplinary power in the human body. 

In the ICGC, a constant tension exists between the supposedly fluid nature and
spontaneous experience of ‘Holy Ghost power’ and the disciplinary, institutionalised
format that not only moulds people into ‘good Christians,’ but also evokes such spiri-
tual experience. In its constitution the church addresses the tension between the free
operation and manifestation of the Holy Spirit and the constraints of organization and
government: 

As the representative of Christ on earth, the Holy Spirit is the Person responsi-
ble for leading and guiding the Church. Where the Holy Spirit is, the Bible says
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there is liberty (2 Cor. 3:17). This liberty grants us the opportunity not to be
limited by our narrow expectations and the constraints of our environment. It
also affords us the opportunity to allow for the freedom of the operations and
divers manifestations of God’s Spirit among us. At the same time the ICGC is
aware of the scriptural command to do everything in order and decency (1 Cor.
14:40). The balance and harmony of these two scriptural provisions require a
keen sensitivity to the Holy Spirit as well as a decent and orderly administra-
tion and execution of the vision given by out Lord. […] ICGC is aware that we
shall never get so organised that the Holy Spirit is blocked out from operating, but
we also know that organization helps eliminate confusion so that we can dis-
play quality and excellence in all we do (4, emphasis mine, MdW).  

Church discourse constantly reinforces and mobilises dichotomies between charisma
and institution, Holy Spirit and structure, spontaneity and ritual, inner and outer per-
son, body and spirit to shape born-again Christians. I wish to stress, however, that as
much as these categories are relevant for the people concerned and appear as opposi-
tions in their analysis, we cannot take them as analytical dichotomies. Having their
origins in Protestantism such oppositions have become inherent to Western concepts
of religion (Asad 1993; Meyer 2004a) and personhood. Maia Green (1996) has argued
that the anthropological theory of embodiment has tended to conflate dominant dis-
course and practice, thus reproducing and universalising symbolic constructions of
the body and dichotomies (body-mind, experience-representation), which are in fact
locally and historically specific. Moreover, they are part of a religious language of
authentication. It is important, then, to distinguish between dominant discourse and
practice. Charismatic doctrine privileges the gifts of the Holy Spirit and the sponta-
neous manifestations of Holy Spirit power as authentic religious experience. It rejects,
or at least mistrusts organisational and ritual structures for standing in the way of the
free flow of Holy Spirit power. Religious practice, however, collapses these
dichotomies. Their poles turn out to be inseparable and shape the born-again
Christian in mutual entanglement. The experience of spirit flow does not come out of
the blue, but is mediated by institutions, structures and rituals. At the same time it
needs to be authenticated as spontaneous and immediate. This tension, again, is what
I have identified in the introduction as the problem of mediation.

Let us return for a moment to Weber’s theory of charisma. Weber’s concern
with organisational forms led him to emphasise the routinisation of charisma. Starting
from a logical opposition between the flowing, spontaneous, and emotional character
of charisma and fixed, institutionalised forms of authority and behaviour, Weber con-
cluded that non-spontaneous, ritualised behaviour would destroy or at least counter-
act charisma. The routinisation of charisma, Weber predicted, would eventually lead
to institutionalisation and the death of charisma. In his study of the charismatic Jamaa
movement, Johannes Fabian rejects this view and argues that ritualisation is not the
same as routinisation, as would follow from Weber’s premises, but should rather be
understood as counteracting routinisation (1971:181). Responding to Fabian’s sugges-
tion to locate charisma in rhetoric and performance, Thomas Csordas moves the dis-
cussion of charisma further to the terrain of embodiment and self processes. In his

-  127 -

3. Christ Temple

08-hoofdstuk-3-p125-172.qxd  2-4-2008  22:12  Pagina 127



study of the American Catholic Charismatic Renewal he argues that ritualization of
practice and radicalization of charisma are two dimensions of the same process as rit-
ual practice came to be understood as a necessity for greater access to divine power
(1997:100). Further, and this is especially relevant, Csordas discusses how charisma, as
it becomes radicalised, is increasingly inscribed on the body and ritual practices,
including rhetoric, become techniques of the body. This emphasis on bodily perform-
ance can provide us with a theoretical link between notions of spiritual power and
institutional power (ibid.: 139). 

In the previous chapter I have discussed the emphasis in Otabil’s message and
in charismatic-Pentecostal theology more generally on ‘transformation.’ This chapter
elaborates on the transformation of a person into a Christian subject. I argue that the
charismatic-Pentecostal transformation of the person is effected, ideally that is, in two
mutually constitutive ways, by two forms of religious power. In charismatic doctrine,
the unrestricted personal experience of Holy Ghost power transforms a person ‘from
within’ and eventually manifests ‘on the outside,’ in appearance and behaviour. At the
same time, the institutionalised power of the church organisation (based on reason,
supervision, control, format) transforms a person through particular bodily regimes
which prompt an experience of inner transformation. In conjunction with these two
forms of effective power, becoming a born-again Christian or an ICGC member
involves two kinds of knowledge and modes of learning (cf. Marks 1999).2
Representational knowledge is gained through a symbolic/discursive mode and tied
up with institutionalised power; embodied knowledge is gained through a mimetic
mode and tied up, as we shall see, with the experience of spiritual power. Church
membership requires submitting oneself to religious teaching and instruction, as for
instance in the obligatory and highly formalised ‘discipleship classes,’ sermons and
explanation of doctrines, but also to the numerous forms one has to fill in order to
progress through the membership trajectory. One thus learns through discourse that
being a born-again Christian entails a very personal, immediate relationship with
Jesus, a deep inner transformation, and a spontaneous ‘baptism’ by the Holy Spirit. As
a new convert (or an anthropologist), however, one also observes and mimics
(whether consciously or unconsciously) how and when to sit, take notes, stand, raise
one’s arms, kneel, fall down, jump, pray in tongues, dance and clap to the music, and
how to ‘trample on the Devil’ with one’s feet or stretch out one’s hand to ‘receive a
miracle.’ Through mimetic performance, then, one learns through the body and grad-
ually internalises a shared and prescribed format of bodily behaviour that makes one
part of, and indeed able to participate in the religious community.3 The personal
reception of the Holy Spirit that one experiences through proper participation in col-
lective worship seems to be less spontaneous than is taught. A tension thus exists
between on the one hand the personal experience and expression of spirit power, that
is much valued and encouraged in charismatic Pentecostalism and, on the other hand,
the bodily reproduction of a rather fixed mode of worship. The same tension exists
between conversion as a spontaneous spirit-induced act and the bureaucratic organi-
sation and membership procedures, that have come with the growth of the ICGC into
a mass church.  

This chapter examines practices of mediating spiritual power that constitute
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religious subjectivity through at first sight contradictory, yet inextricably merged
processes of charismatic flow and ritual format. The first part looks at the relationship
between body, space, and spirit in religious performance in the Christ Temple with a
focus on the apparent contradiction between the promotion of personal experience of
spiritual power and the performance ‘script’ that makes such experience possible. It
also discusses the tension between Otabil’s rather rational teaching services and other,
more ‘spiritual’ activities that also draw many non-members to the church. The sec-
ond part looks at the ICGC’s supervisory and bureaucratic practices of binding people
and shaping members. Again, the focus is on the paradoxical relation between the
spiritual experience of being born again and the church’s elaborate technologies of
governance.

Space, spirit, and body in Christ Temple

In the previous chapter I have described how Otabil’s charisma, and hence his reli-
gious authority, derives in part from a particular style of performance in particularly
designed spaces, the relatively ‘public’ church stage and his private office. In this sec-
tion I look more closely at the role of space and performance in the transmission of
this charisma, of spiritual power, to the church congregation, and hence, in the consti-
tution of religious subjectivity. The space in question is the ICGC’s Christ Temple, and
in particular the ‘auditorium.’ After introducing the Christ Temple, I will discuss reli-
gious performance in the auditorium and show that the previously addressed distinc-
tion between ‘message’ and ‘miracle’ churches also exists within the ICGC and consti-
tutes a major tension. The teaching services on Sundays and Tuesdays and the
‘Solution Centre’ and prayer meeting on Thursdays and Fridays respectively present
us with two modes of mediating the Holy Spirit that are very different in performance

-  129 -

3. Christ Temple

Fig. 3.1 Christ Temple building and premises.

08-hoofdstuk-3-p125-172.qxd  2-4-2008  22:12  Pagina 129



and audience participation, but are both spatially and bodily organised according to a
‘script’ that involves both the service leader and the worshippers.

From classroom to Christ Temple 
Whereas at present the prestigious, 4000-seater Christ Temple cannot even accommo-
date the number of people attending a regular Sunday service, the first meeting of the
International Central Gospel Church, on the 26th of February 1984, was held in a
small classroom with just about twenty people. Because charismatics see the Spirit of
God at work in, with, through, above, and beyond all events, all space is sacred space
and all time is sacred time (Johns 1999:75). Any space can thus be turned into a wor-
ship space and any time can be worship time. It is not attributes, icons, or incense that
make a space sacred, but the congregation of believers in the name of Christ. Taking
inspiration from bible verse Matthew 18: 20, ‘For where two or three are gathered
together in my Name, I am there in the midst of them,’ charismatic groups all over the
world are using class rooms, private homes, theatre halls, stadiums and open spaces
to come together, worship and establish a relationship with the spiritual. To accom-
modate its rapidly growing membership, the ICGC rented a garage and later a cinema
hall, before moving to a scout hall in Central Accra, the Baiden Powell Memorial Hall,
where it worshipped for ten years. Yet, even though a consecrated church building is
not necessary to mediate between the congregation and God, as it is in the Catholic
tradition for example, having an own church building is important for charismatics.
Not only for practical reasons of not having to rent somebody else’s place, but also as
a symbol of success and as a sign of God’s anointing upon the church. In 1996 the
ICGC completed its own, huge church building at Abossey-Okay, the Christ Temple
(fig. 3.1). 

The story that circulates among church members about the struggles over the
land on which it was built, point to the spiritual dimensions of building. Jenny, who
has been a committed member for over ten years, told me the story as follows:

When Otabil stayed at Dansoman, any time he drove past this land, something
very deep inside him told him that this is where he should build his church.
This land was government land, earmarked for a mosque and a church. The
mosque was there already, so then the ICGC bought this whole land. But when
we wanted to start building, E.T. Mensah, the minister of Youth and Sports also
claimed the land. They put down sign posts that this was property of the min-
istry so everybody should keep off. When we wanted to get the building per-
mit, he made sure that we wouldn’t get it. Then one day, when E.T. Mensah
was out of the country for a few days, we went to the A.M.A. [Accra
Metropolitan Assembly] office and just that day the people were on strike. It
was God who arranged it like that. Because then we used our money to pay
our own workers. When E.T. Mensah came back there was nothing he could do
again. But he came on TV to say that he wondered whom ‘this man Otabil’
bought the land from and where he got the permit to build. So he should stop
building. But long ago, in 1985, during a revival held at this place, Reinhard
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Fig. 3.2 Advertising Christianity and advertising education.

Fig. 3.3 Fence between Christ Temple compound and Odaw drain.
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Fig. 3.4  Flag poles in front of the Christ Temple.

Fig. 3.5 Main entrance to the Christ Temple decorated for the occasion of the Come
Fly with the Eagles conference 2003.
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Bonnke prophesied that one day there will rise a very big church at this very
spot. So God had already ordained it! Who is E.T. Mensah to come on TV and
say he should stop building?4

By referring back to Bonnke’s prophecy, Jenny claimed a kind of ‘divine building per-
mit,’ the authority of which outweighed any human permit or prohibition. For her,
building the Christ Temple involved not only a bureaucratic (and a financial), but also
a spiritual struggle.

Anytime I visited the Christ Temple I was struck by the contrast between the
church compound (fig. 3.1) and the surrounding area. On 15 March I wrote in my
diary: 

By trotro to the Christ Temple – the ramshackle, endlessly repaired trotro
ploughs the bumpy dirt road through Zongo,5 the poor Muslim area, past the
open sewers clogged with refuse. I get down at Ayigbe Town, looking at the
portraits of J.A. Kufuor, Kofi Anan, Mike Tyson and Jesus Christ on the wall of
an artist’s workshop. Together with a stream of people coming for the second
service, I cross the narrow bridge to the Christ Temple, attempting not to
breathe the ‘lavender’ of the stinking drain beneath. Chuckling to myself about
the Accra term for this notorious nauseating stench, I look at the cows ‘grazing’
on waste and the children defecating alongside the drain, and suddenly find
myself praying for them. Across the bridge, behind the fence, the well-kept
green lawn, neatly parked shiny cars, and the impressive Christ Temple wel-
come us to the world of ICGC. 

Every corner of the spacious compound is planned. It has neatly paved lanes and
shaded parking spaces, mowed and all year green lawns with a few well-kept trees, a
refreshment kiosk called Altar Snacks, and a row of seven flag poles, one flying a
Ghanaian flag, the others used during visits of international guest speakers (fig. 3.4).
The main entrance to the building (fig. 3.5 ) has a ‘front desk,’ the Vision Bookshop, an
announcement board, and a small hall that can be rented for wedding ceremonies or
burial services. At the back of the church building are the offices. Behind it is a bap-
tismal font with a nicely designed waterfall and a half-open ‘multi purpose hall.’

This setting stands in stark contrast to the surrounding areas, from which the
compound is separated by a fence (fig. 3.3), but also, to the west, by the busy Ring
Road and the large Odaw drain that carries the city’s waste water (and solid waste) to
the Korle lagoon and the sea (fig. 3.6). A bridge over this drain connects the world of
Christ Temple to that of Zongo, the poor Muslim area, and Abossey-Okay, widely
known as the place to buy spare parts. One staff member complained that ‘this place
is surrounded by unhygienic practices. People defecate and urinate, the gutters in
Zongo, the meat market at the back of the mosque.’ Whereas to the west of the Christ
Temple the cramped, narrow streets of Abossey-Okay lined with seemingly disorderly
piles of spare parts and tyres make driving a car almost impossible, to the east lies a
wide, desolate space (figs. 3.6, 3.7). Although all kinds of buildings have been planned
here, nobody dares to build because it is clay ground and thus it has not been devel-
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oped yet.6 The ICGC uses part of it as a park-
ing lot for the hundreds of cars every Sunday.
Just behind these bare hills is the recently
appeared slum popularly known as ‘Sodom
and Gomorrah,’ where a mass of squatters –
many say prostitutes and armed robbers –
live in make-shift shelters amidst waste and,
according to the season, mud or dust (fig. 3.8). 

In the experience of many ICGC mem-
bers, the Christ Temple compound is an island
of cleanliness, orderliness, and morality in
central Accra’s sea of chaos, dirt, and immoral
behaviour, a separate city (or even a country)
in a city. A city that makes one feel proud to
belong to and want to be committed to. A
place of beauty and prestige, where one wants
to have one’s photograph taken (figs. 3.9, 3.10).
A city that, in contrast to Accra, is clearly
structured and well-organised, and functions
properly. Initially the idea was indeed to build
‘ICGC city,’ as Jenny told me. 

All this land was for the church and the plan was to build a nursery, a crèche, a
primary school, a JSS, a secondary, a university, hotels, a hospital, and all that.
But the land has been taken back again.

The university has been built and there are plans for a bank, but the other institutions
of ‘ICGC city’ are still future dreams. Still, the idea points to a process whereby
churches, supported by their own system of taxation, the principle of tithing (see
below), take over more and more responsibilities from the state, from providing edu-

cation, healthcare, social
security and facilities for
entertainment and cultural
production to the structur-
ing and maintenance of
urban space. 

Like many charis-
matic-Pentecostal church
buildings around the globe,
the Christ Temple gives the
impression of a theatre or
concert hall. Also, the des-
ignation ‘auditorium’ for
the main church hall indi-
cates a correspondence
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Fig. 3.6 Aerial photo of Christ Temple
and surroundings.

Fig. 3.7 Wasteland to the east of the Christ Temple.
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with American ‘audi-
torium churches’
(Kilde 2002). Although
‘auditorium’ empha-
sises its function as a
space for hearing (the
Word of God), it is
designed in such a
way that from every
seat one can not only
hear, but also see the
person on stage. In the
Christ Temple, the
audience, at least the
people who fit inside,
faces the stage. Two
aisles through the
length of the hall and
one through the width
of it divide the audi-
ence in main hall in
six ‘blocks.’ The front
row consists of
‘antique style,’ uphol-
stered arm chairs for
Christ Temple pastors
or other VIPs. The two
middle seats are one
grade classier again
and are reserved for
Otabil and his wife.
The mass of seats are
plastic with iron
frames, while in the
back of the hall there
are wooden benches.
There is more seating

on the balcony, that can be reached through two stair cases in the back. Outside the
building, extra seating is provided under canopies, visually connected to the stage
through closed-circuit TV screens and AltarMedia’s film equipment (fig. 3.11). The
Power Point operator ensures the projection of song texts and sermon outlines onto
the projector screen for viewing and use by the congregation (fig. 3.12).

The aural connection between both the inside and the outside audience and the
stage is provided by the sound equipment taken care of by the audio technicians of
the Production and Programming Ministry: hand-held wireless microphones used by
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Fig. 3.8 'Sodom and Gomorrah,' Accra 
(photographer unknown).

Fig. 3.9 Photographs on display at a photographer's board 
at the Christ Temple.
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pastors, speakers, and lead singers, small,
almost invisible microphones suspending
from the ceiling over the stage to amplify
the choir, and loudspeakers fixed at several
points in the auditorium. Still, pastor
Donkor regrets, ‘the sound is not good in
the back of the auditorium, because we did
not get any specialists on acoustics when we
were building.’ Because the Christ Temple is
quite isolated from the residential areas
around it, there have never been any com-
plaints about noise emanating from the

church, despite the sometimes rather high decibel levels. The many wide open doors
on both sides of the hall, allow the call for prayer emanating from the next door
mosque in to mingle with the sound experience of Tuesday evening’s teaching service
and the wind to blow inside the auditorium. Rarely, one smells a tinge of the stinking
gutter or of burning waste. 

The architecture of a church building or worship space is closely related to the
performative and entertainment aspects of a church service, and to the relationship it
establishes between preacher and audience. Jeanne Kilde (2002) examines the transfor-
mation of Protestant architecture in America and links it to changes in worship style
and religious mission. She argues that in evangelical Protestantism the dialogue
between preacher and audience is central, whereby clerical power lies in dramatic
performance and the congregation’s religiosity lies in consumerism as much as in
piety. This is facilitated by new auditorium churches, that are built like a theatre with
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Fig. 3.10 Mr. & Mrs. Nyaku posing at
the Christ Temple compound.

Fig. 3.11 Preparation of outside seating and screens before service starts.
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a prominent stage and rows of pews radiating up a sloped floor. Even though in
ICGC’s Christ Temple the audience does not sit in circular pews and the floor is level,
the spatial design does indeed serve a specific kind of religious performance, authori-
ty, and subjectivity. It is the performative dialogue between preacher and audience
that mediates Holy Spirit power and in the process establishes Christian subjects and
charismatic authority.

Sunday worship service
Religious events and church services in the ICGC are indeed very much like theatrical
performances in which the audience also has a clearly defined part to play. During
services and special events the auditorium of the Christ Temple is not only packed
with a dancing, singing, and clapping crowd, the officiating pastor too is entertaining
the audience as an experienced comedian or storyteller, evoking laughter and
applause with good jokes and stories and making use of theatrical body movements
and storytelling techniques. Entering the auditorium already reminds us of a theatre
visit: ‘greeters’ welcome you at the entrance and a team of ‘ushers’ in the hall guide
you to your seat, filling up the rows one by one. The format of the two-hour Sunday
service has several stages and at each stage the communication between the performer
and the audience plays a different role in the mediation between the physical and the
spiritual world, in the establishment of a relationship between the individual believer
and Jesus Christ, and in the generation of a feeling of communality. 

The first half an hour is filled with ‘praise and worship,’ led by the praise and
worship song team on stage with backing of the church band. The first few songs
have a fast and stirring beat and are aimed at lifting up the people and invoking the
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Fig. 3.12 Christ Temple Praise & Worship Team performing on stage.
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Holy Spirit in the auditorium. The entire congregation participates by clapping, danc-
ing and singing along with the song texts projected on the screen. This is followed by
a few slower songs, during which people lift up their hands in surrender to the Lord
and either sing along or start praying aloud or even crying. Then a few up-beat songs
bring back the spirit and excitement again to get people ready for the Word of God
and for giving a large ‘seed’ to the church. During the first offering, the church choir,
the Jazz group Charisma, or the church band Zamah performs, but here the people sit
down and listen motionless, even though the music can be quite danceable too. This is
the time for the ushers, who stand still and supervise during worship, to perform
their well rehearsed ‘choreography’ of collecting and taking away the money with
remarkable efficiency. 

After this comes the main ‘act’ of the service and the only part that makes up
the church’s media broadcast, the one-hour sermon by Otabil. He appears on stage in
an elegant and elaborate African lace gown and delivers the Word of God as a lecturer
and an entertainer, commanding attention and enacting authority with his characteris-
tic style described in chapter 2. The audience listens carefully and takes notes of the
bible references and the important points of the sermon, helped by a Power Point pro-
jection of the sermon outline.7 Although he always remains on the platform and does
not engage in any direct interaction with individuals in the audience, Otabil keeps his
audience active and awake by having them look up passages in the bible, repeat
words or phrases after him, or say things to each other, by inserting jokes, enacting lit-
tle sketches, and skilfully making use of variation in his voice. Preaching on victory
over sin one Sunday, for example, he said ‘God has given us power over sin. One
wife, not three. Ladies, tell every man “one wife is enough for you.” And men, tell the
ladies “one man is enough for you”.’ Amused, the people in the audience raised their
fingers and urged their neighbours to be faithful. 

The closest contact is after the sermon, when Otabil makes an ‘altar call’ and
calls all those who have not yet given their lives to Christ and want to do so now for-
ward.  The spontaneously converted assemble at Otabil’s feet and he calls upon the
entire congregation to join him in prayer for them. While they are led outside by the
‘welcomers,’ the ‘project offering’ is taken. People sit down, take out their money
when the basket passes, check their notes with the Power Point presentation that is
repeated on the screen, or just listen to the music provided by the band. Then first-
time visitors are asked to stand up to be welcomed by Otabil, church members sitting
close to them greet them with a handshake and ushers hand out invitations for the
newcomers reception afterwards. Before service closes, Otabil asks everybody to stand
up and hold hands and speaks his benediction over the congregation, always ending
with his ‘signature phrase’ ‘in Jesus Christ you are more than a conqueror.’

A Sunday service thus gives the impression that, other than many charismatic
churches, the ICGC is a rather ‘rational’ church, where the Holy Spirit enters people
mainly through the head. Although Otabil indeed focuses on the message, on educa-
tion, and presents himself in the first place as a teacher, the church also offers more
spiritually and emotionally inclined activities, where the Holy Spirit is communicated
rather through the body. 
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Solution Centre and prayer meeting
To meet popular demand and compete with other churches, the ICGC runs the
‘Solution Centre’ every Thursday morning, the healing and prophecy meeting intro-
duced at the beginning of this chapter. It was started by prophet Yaw Annor, who left
to pastor the ICGC branch at Adenta, and is now led by pastor Kisii and pastor Dan.
This is ‘Miracle Time’ for people from within and outside the church to come with all
kinds of problems and be healed or find a solution. The introduction given by pastor
Dan on 4 April 2002, with the interjections by the audience, is typical. 

This afternoon I want to announce to you that there is victory in the Lord for
you. You came here to partake of your blessing.  – Yes! – you came here to
receive your victory, you came here to be blessed of God. You came here to be
exalted. This is not the place that we pull people down. This is not the place
that Satan is able to target the children of God. This is the place to tell Satan in
the face that ‘get thee behind me, because greater is he who is in me than you
who is in hell.’ Tell Satan: Satan, – Satan- , get thee – get thee -, behind me –
behind me – In the name of Jesus, I walk over you and nothing of the enemies,
shall by any means, hurt me. Victory is mine, for me and my house, we shall
serve the Lord, in the house of the Lord, in the name of the Lord. Give him a
shout! –Yeeeaaaaah! – Hallelujah! – Hallelujah! –

The atmosphere set here is very much unlike that on Sundays. The use of the auditori-
um space is entirely different too. Whereas Otabil’s performance is characterised by
distance, pastor Dan hardly remains on the platform but, after a short sermon, comes
down and walks among the congregation while prophetically calling individuals or
groups forward. 

There is a lady called Gifty. You have been going through some attacks for
some time now. You are only afraid that something dangerous is going to hap-
pen to you. I am going to just pray for that Gifty right now, to minister to that
Gifty, in Jesus name. 

Or: 

I can see some numbers, it starts with 3785, I don’t know whether it is a credit
card number or a visa application number, but if this is your number, come for-
ward and great things are going to happen to you. Whose number is 3785? 

Or, once: 

There is a lady here who is doing some kind of research for a doctorate. I don’t
know where she is from, but if you are that lady, I want you to come forward, I
want to pray for you. 

Whereas Otabil never touches, not even makes eye contact with individuals in the
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audience, pastor Dan engages them in intimate, physical contact. Laying his hands on
their heads or on sick body parts and shouting in their ears and in the mike, he casts
out any demons that may be causing their sickness or failure in business or marriage,
commands the power of the Holy Ghost to come upon them, and prophesies victory
in the form of a visa, a villa, a pregnancy, a husband, or a dissertation. 

In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, I take authority over any spirit of fear. We
have arrested you in the past days and the past years. Today every assignment
of demons in the aid of fear against your life is uprooted by the blood of Jesus.
I speak you totally free, right now, you should not die before your time,
because the hand of the Lord shall be upon you. Nothing can revert what God
ordained. Receive the power of the Holy Ghost, right now in the name of Jesus.
I invert every work of the enemy, I ban it right now in Jesus name. For you
shall not die, you shall live and declare God. Holy Ghost, be free, NOW! NOW!
NOW! In Jesus’ name. Be free now. I bind the works of the Devil.
Masakalapakatula marrrabakatalapuru. You’re free! You’re free! YOU’RE FREE!
Don’t be afraid, I shall fight your battles for you and I shall be with you to pro-
tect your life. Your enemies shall bow before you and I shall defend you in
every area of your life. Don’t think of the past, because I am doing something
new in your life. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 

Sometimes anointing oil is applied on the body, either by the pastor or the believer
herself, to create ‘points of contact’ with the Holy Spirit. Upon the pastor’s touch,
prayer and prophecy, many people fall backward, or start shaking or spinning. A team
of ushers attends to them, by standing behind them, catching them when they fall,
tying a cloth around their waist, covering them with a cloth when they lie on the floor,
or guiding them back to their seats when they walk like drunk, drunk in the spirit.
The drama of the performance is intensified by music or sound effects by the band.
Sometimes also people who are not directly ministered to do suddenly ‘explode in the
spirit,’ usually after fervent prayer with the whole body. After intensive and solitary,
but not silent prayer, often in tongues, while shaking the head, rapidly moving hands
or fists up and down, or stamping with the feet, a person suddenly jumps up, cries
‘Jesus!’ or just ‘aaaaaaahh’ and falls backwards onto the chairs, sometimes pushing
others down at the same time. 

This kind of emotional and expressive prayer is also performed at the week-
ly prayer meeting on Friday evening. This is one and a half hour of prayers, divid-
ed into slots of about ten minutes for each topic, after which the leading pastor
(Kisii or Dan) hisses in the mike and everybody becomes quiet, whether praying in
tongues or in English. The prayer topics generally follow from the macro (national)
level to the personal level (for the nation; for the ministers of the church, that their
anointing may be released; for the departments of the church; for the members of
the church; to receive money before the weekend; to receive strength from the
Lord; to bind every spirit of opposition; to bind the Devil; that every condition that
does not belong to your life will leave) and in the course of the session people’s
prayers and body movements become more passionate. People walk up and down,
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heavily gesticulating, or clapping to the rhythm of their tongues. Some even run,
using the space in front of the podium. Others go on their knees, clench themselves
to the chair in front, or lie or even roll on the floor. Some get emotional and start
crying; a few even faint and are carried away by the ushers, laid down, and cov-
ered with a cloth.

During Solution Centre and prayer meetings spiritual mediation happens
mostly through touch and what Laura Marks (1999) has called ‘haptic sound.’8 It is
not the symbolic quality of sound (the meaning of words spoken or sung), but its
physical quality (uttering meaningless sounds, the sheer volume of shouting, the
rhythm of music) that makes the Spirit flow. Marks’ suggestion of ‘haptic sound’ at
once reminded me of charismatic practice. Having stood in the middle of a crowd of
people praying in tongues, having felt the indecipherable shouting of a prophet on
my eardrums, and having had my body moved by the stirring beat of a ‘gospel-life’
performance, I have indeed experienced the physical, tactile quality of sound. On 18
September 2002 I attended a prayer meeting in the Holy Pentecostal Church and
wrote in my diary: 

About two hundred people are walking around in the hall, clapping, moving
their arms, stamping, and fervently praying in tongues. I join the praying peo-
ple and start walking around and moving about a bit. Listening to the sound
and moving my hands up and down, I discover a beat, a kind of rhythm in the
apparent cacophony. The ‘tongues’ of the people are backed by the almost
Buddhist sounding prayer by the guy behind the mike. The backing sound of
the keyboard is hardly distinguishable from the human voices, but integrates
them into a cadence. It is not difficult to imagine that this kind of sound can
bring people into trance or possession.

I argue that it is primarily touch, including the tactility of sound, that most effec-
tively mediates the personal experience of the Holy Spirit during such activities.
Similarly, the presence of the Holy Spirit in the individual believer manifests itself
in the body or in bodily sound: involuntary spinning, shaking, jumping, falling
down, crying, screaming or speaking in tongues are all signs of the touch of the
Spirit. 

At the same time, however, wild body movements can also be signs of ‘evil
attacks.’ Sometimes these are hardly distinguishable from Holy Spirit manifesta-
tions, but they may also be very different from the usual expressions. For some
time (September 2002) there was a woman who attended Solution Centre every
week, but showed very deviant behaviour and was soon ‘diagnosed’ as being pos-
sessed by the Devil. Her screams and wild movements came too early, when the
rest of the congregation was still listening to the sermon, and in a way that I had
never seen in the Christ Temple before. She was alone, sat on the floor in between
the chairs, her back and limbs moving convulsively and her face contracting spasti-
cally, her eyes wide open, but very much absent. Her cry was terrifying and filled
the auditorium space, but nobody paid attention. Initially, the ushers ignore her
too, but later, at the appropriate time when other people went wild too, they
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brought her forward and prayed over her together with a group of others. Nothing
happened to change her situation. Two weeks later she was back; I immediately
recognised her cry. She wore the same plain red dress she wore the other time.9
After all the people received their deliverance, she was brought forward, where she
lay prostrate on the floor. Her case needed some more spiritual power and pastor
Kisii asked the whole church to join him in prayer for her by stretching their hands
towards her. They prayed to ‘free her from the bondage of Satan.’ Pastor Kisii
prayed through the microphone and walked up and down. He turned to her, but
he did not touch her. After some time of fervent prayer he stopped and the woman
was brought back to her seat. It didn’t work. She looked like a zombie, made no
contact whatsoever with anybody and passively allowed herself to be led. When
the service came to an end and everybody got up to leave, she remained seated for
some time, staring at nothing, totally closed off to what happened around her.
Nobody minded her. Ten minutes later, I saw her walking away, alone. The next
week, she wore her red dress again and sat on the floor, first curled up and silent,
soon screaming and with a jolting body and grimacing face, as if heavily strug-
gling. Totally closed off again, she did not respond to the pastor’s calls to hold
somebody’s hand, lift up hands, or repeat phrases. Nor did she take part in the
communion when the trays with bread and wine went round. She ignored every-
body and was left to herself. 

Apart from illustrating the bodily manifestation of spiritual power (in this
case ‘discerned’ as ‘evil’), this exceptional and pathetic case also points to the hid-
den ‘script’ behind religious activities in the Christ Temple. While the church’s
prayer meetings and weekly Solution Centre are much more experientially oriented
than the Sunday service, these too are performed according to a fixed arrangement
of activities and behaviour. When people are praying aloud in tongues, at first
hearing it seems purely spontaneous and unruly, and this is exactly what it is
understood to be in charismatic doctrine, a spontaneous manifestation of the sud-
den presence of the Holy Spirit within an individual. As one pastor explained it, ‘at
such a moment, the Spirit is speaking through us according to the will of God.’ But
in practice, it is the pastor who indicates when to start and when to stop praying. It
happens at specified moments, for specified lengths of time. Moreover, it is some-
thing you can learn by practicing, the same kind of sounds keep coming back, and
some people are clearly more advanced in it than others, using more variation, like
‘rapatulashakalukaram,’ than those at the level of ‘rabababababababa.’ Some people
told me that as children they were taught how to speak in tongues by saying ‘I love
Jesus’ quicker and quicker and quicker until the words became unintelligible.
Indeed, as Pastor Donkor told me, ‘you need a specific style of praying for it to be
effective.’ Praying, then, including the bodily movements that make it powerful, is
something you have to learn, requires training and experience. Another common
practice is the laying on of hands on the head of the believer by the pastor, upon
which many people fall down. This is interpreted to be a response to the touch of
the Holy Spirit, but it also happens within a format of body posture and timing,
which inexperienced newcomers are helped to acquire by the ushers, who for
example lift up a person’s hands when s/he doesn’t do this by him/herself, or by
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just mimicking others. In the above described case, the ushers initially tried to
accommodate the strangely behaving woman into the Solution Centre script. When
after several sessions, it turned out that this didn’t work, she was further ignored.
This points to the limits of religious power, then, in enforcing certain scripts or
formats. 

While activities like the Solution Centre and the prayer meeting are very suc-
cessful in terms of attendance, Otabil is rather uncomfortable with them. He does
never participate and never even announces them in church, unlike Tuesday evening’s
teaching service. Yet, he tacitly acknowledges them. A tension thus exists between the
church’s ‘intellectual’ public image and the more ‘spiritual,’ emotional activities in the
church, that are purposely not included in its public image. Otabil consciously tries to
distance himself from the widespread charismatic concern with witchcraft and evil
spirits and he frequently criticises, and sometimes even ridicules practices common to
‘miracle-oriented’ churches, such as speaking in tongues, deliverance from evil spirits,
anointing, or miraculous healing. In his message ‘Principles for effective living,’ for
instance, he says ‘the proof of the anointing is not shaking, jumping or falling, but the
products that can be verified on earth and attributed to you.’ Similarly, in ‘Talent,
work and profit’ he teaches that ‘it is not a matter of praying for change; you must
work towards change.’ During a teaching service (2 April 2002) he directly criticised
‘miracle-Christianity.’

Some of us only believe in the spiritual power of the Bible and use it to fight the
devil. But there is also power in the words written, power to fight underdevelop-
ment. … A systematic process of prosperity runs through the Bible, but most of
us don’t see it and see only the spectacular miracles. … Owing somebody money
because you have invested and your business is not going well due to circum-
stances, that is a respectable way of owing. But not owing money because you
have bought a microwave, and then come to the pastor to cast out the demon of
poverty. We have to fight not the demon of poverty, but the culture of poverty.

As pointed out in chapter 2, Otabil presents himself as standing above fighting
demons, almost as if not wanting to engage in the unsophisticated concerns of the
plebs. He does not (and cannot afford to) totally dismiss these concerns and admits
that ‘yes, we must pray against evil spirits and there may be witches around that we
need to ward of,’ but he is not called to do those things, he serves the higher purpose
of making people think and act. ‘Listen to me!,’ he told his audience during the 1999
conference ‘Lift up your head, Africa,’ ‘I did not come and tell you that I will lay
hands on you and all your problems will be solved. There is a time to lay hands on
people and there is a time to make them think, and today is that time’ (quoted in
Gifford 2004:124). 

We can thus roughly divide the weekly church events in those that primarily
engage the intellect and are mostly led by Otabil (sometimes by pastor Donkor), that
is Sunday worship service and Tuesday teaching service, and those that centre around
sensual and especially tactile experience, that is the Solution Centre and the prayer
meetings. These different religious practices present us with different ways of

-  143 -

3. Christ Temple

08-hoofdstuk-3-p125-172.qxd  2-4-2008  22:13  Pagina 143



mediating spiritual power, but
also with almost opposing
views on how the spiritual
materialises, or becomes mani-
fest. Where it is mediated by
the message, the anointing of
the Holy Spirit is expected to
show in a person’s effective per-
formance, in productivity.10

Otabil argues that the way a
Christian proves that he is spiri-
tual is by producing material
things (‘Principles of effective
living’), and thus by being in
control of oneself. Where the
spirit is mediated primarily by
touch and haptic sound, it is
rather a loss of self-control that
is taken to indicate to the pres-
ence of the Holy Spirit: speak-
ing in tongues and involuntary
and unrestrained bodily move-
ments. Both modes involve the
mediation of spiritual power
and, as I will elaborate below,
specific bodily regimes. Hence
it would be problematic to call
one ‘spiritual’ or ‘bodily’ and
the other ‘rational.’ The differ-

ence rather lies in the bodily forms through which ‘the spiritual’ manifests. During
annual church events we see these different modes of mediating the spirit coming
together. 

Annual conferences
Every year the ICCG organises two big international conferences, the ‘Greater Works
Conference,’ preceded by a ‘spiritual emphasis month’ with daily prayer meetings in
church, and the ‘Destiny Summit’ (formerly called the ‘Pan-African Believers’
Summit’).  Marketed as ICGC ‘products’ with TV and radio commercials, flyers (fig.
3.13), and banners throughout Accra, these conferences draw a wide audience far
beyond church membership. They feature national and international charismatic stars,
all from Otabil’s personal network, and offer a combination of praise and worship,
music, prayer, sermons, prophesy, and anointing. The messages take up a central
place and audio and video tapes of the sermons given by the guest speakers are sold
as spin-off products, together with ‘summit souvenir stickers.’ But at least as impor-
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tant for the thousands of worshippers is the totalising experience of ‘divine energy,’ of
being renewed by Holy Ghost power. 

Visiting evangelists bring with them much more emotional, exuberant styles of
ministry and worship, involving more expressive bodily performance than is usual
during the regular ICGC services. During the 2001 Greater Works Conference (30 July),
for example, Rev. Ebenezer Charquay preached on Mark 11:1-10, where Jesus released
a donkey tied to a tree, and used this story to turn up the energy in his audience.

A donkey tied to a tree can only make circular motion. That is wilderness. But
circular motion is not the principle of the Kingdom of God. That is upward
motion! There is potential fruitfulness and anointments, but people still go
round in circles. Giving the donkey the opportunity is making him free in
order to enjoy fruitfulness. There is a divine demand upon every life here!
When tied to the tree, he could see the fruits of figs and olives, but could not
participate in it. There are aspirations, dreams in this place. The feet are the
medium of possession: wherever you feet shall thread , I shall give that place to
you. God puts it all at our feet, it is yours. … Your day has come, your day of
deliverance has come, the donkeys are coming!! 

He then stirred the audience to participate in a physical game of ‘commanding pos-
session.’ After the pastor shouted ‘donkey one,’ the audience repeated ‘donkey one’
while raising the left hand; on ‘donkey two,’ they raised their right hand; on ‘donkey
three,’ they stamped with the left foot; and on ‘donkey four’ with the right foot. On
‘donkey five!,’ the whole crowd jumped up and shouted ‘hallelujah!!’ and then they
started all over again. The whole congregation participated in frenzied stamping,
jumping and shouting, spiritually commanding material possession. 

This strong emphasis on the faith gospel of ‘name it, claim it and take it,’ and
the physical performance of this ‘taking’ does not only come from visiting preachers.
During the ‘spiritual emphasis month’ preceding the Greater Works Conference the
ICGC greatly stimulates spiritual empowerment and spiritual claims to health and
wealth. All members, except sick, pregnant, or otherwise weak people, are supposed
to fast for a month, from morning to evening, and be in church every evening for one
hour of prayer.11 These evening sessions are very similar to the regular Friday prayer
meetings, with every day devoted to another prayer topic, divided into about seven-
teen subtopics, on which to pray for three minutes each. On 17 July 2001 the people
were led in prayer as follows: 

As we pray we are building our faith and trust in the Lord. With God all things
are possible. The Lord is about to do great work, to release his grace unto you.
You will succeed not in your own strength, but in the strength of the Lord.
Make sure that, whether you pray in Hispanic or in the language of he Holy
Spirit, you position yourself in such a way that the Spirit can enter you, fill you,
and empower you. As you start praying in the language of the Holy Spirit, God
is seeking to empower you. Pray in the Spirit!

Destroy every dependent trouble as it arises in your life. That we will not
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fall victim to it, but overcome everything that the enemy has set for you.
Destroy it! Destroy it! Destroy it! Destroy it! Destroy it! Destroy the power of
the enemy, the power of Satan, the power of witches.

Take authority over all the fears of the future and receive deliverance, as
God leads you into tomorrow. Fear is slavery. Break it under your feet. You are
free if God sets you free, you can never be bonded. Shed yourself from fear,
take authority over it. Who tells you you can’t possess? Who tells you you can’t
be delivered? Who tells you you can’t be rich? 

Make a prophesy into your future that your future shall be great. Your
future shall be marvelous. You shall rise, you shall be great!

Ask the Lord to bless the work of your hands and cause it to increase. That
blessings of God make us rich.

The physical performance accompanying this kind of prayer is very much like that
described above.

Although these daily prayer sessions are usually not led by Otabil, during the
Greater Works Conference,
for members the climax of
this month of fasting and
intensive prayer, Otabil him-
self goes more ‘spiritual’ too,
putting more emphasis on
faith and miracle. On 31 July
2001 he led the ‘anointing
service’ concluding the con-
ference.12 Stirring up his audi-
ence, Otabil told them
‘Whatever you are desiring
tonight, God will answer it.

He can do in a moment what you have been desiring for years. Supernatural things
are going to happen tonight!’ This is something he would never say during Sunday
services. After this he led them in a ‘transaction’ with God: a money offering for spiri-
tual anointing. ‘Give before you receive. Establish a point of contact. Give an offering
from your heart, not out of routine. Create a divine connection to be anointed.’ While
the ushers handed out special envelopes (fig. 3.14), Otabil asked the people to put
their money offering in it, hold it in their right hand, lift it up and pray over it. 

God bless me, God release me and let power explode. The Devil will have
nothing to hold on to; enlarge my coast. You have given me much, but I want
more; let your hand be on me, mark me for success. Give me competitive
advantage; keep me from evil, spiritual forces and powers; keep me from grief
and pain. Amen.

While the offertory basket went round he kept on encouraging the givers: 
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This is a matter of destiny, trust in God for the supernatural release into your
life. It is going to take only a moment, but in that moment there is going to be a
contact. Thank you Jesus, glory is in your hands. You have released your gift;
that is one part of the transaction. God is also going to release something you.
Stretch your hands towards the offering and pray that the fire of God shall
receive it. Let light destroy darkness. Let expectations be met.

After this containers with oil passed round and everybody dipped his/her right hand
into it, raised it, and prayed ‘for a release of your power with the application of this
oil. Let there be a release of divine energy.’ Everybody put the hand with oil on the
head, subsequently on the mouth, on the ears, on the feet, and on the hands, on all
bodily ‘points of contact,’ while they repeated phrase by phrase Otabil’s long and very
un-Otabil-like prayer, of which I quote the latter part. 

In the name of Jesus – by the manifestation – of the Holy Spirit – I release – the
power – of transformation – over my spirit – my soul – and my body – This is my
season – of total transformation – I reject – every ancestral curse – over my life – I
reject – the spirit – of fear – I reject – the spirit of poverty – I reject – the spirit – of
failure – I reject – the spirit – of death – Now! Now! Now! NOW! – In the name of
Jesus – I release – the spirit of faith – I release – the spirit of prosperity – I release –
the spirit of success – I release – the spirit of life – In Jesus’ name – I open my spir-
it – my life – and my body – to receive – God’s power – of transformation –
Tonight – I receive it – I receive it – I RECEIVE IT! – Holy Spirit – Holy Spirit –
manifest – manifest – now – NOW – in my life – In Jesus’ name – Amen! 

Again, the ‘release of divine energy’ went together with screaming, jumping, emotion-
al singing or crying, spinning and falling down. Otabil shouted too. During such spe-
cial events, then, the discourse and terminology Otabil uses, the way he stirs up his
audience, his use of olive oil, indeed, his whole performance style is much more like
mainstream charismatic, ‘faith gospel’ churches than what we see of him on regular
Sundays and on TV. The format of charismatic conferences requires certain styles and
discourses and Otabil masters this format very well. 

As pointed out in the previous chapter, in contrast to the many charismatic churches
that attract followers primarily with miracles, healing, and deliverance, the emphasis
of the ICGC is clearly on ‘the message’ and Otabil is publicly known and appreciated
for his focus on human development, his political consciousness, and his concern with
the African plight. However, as the above discussion makes clear, this public image is
only one side of the coin. During more ‘spiritual’ activities, such as the Solution
Centre, prayer meetings, the ‘spiritual emphasis month,’ anointing services, and vari-
ous ‘Christian entertainment’ programmes (briefly discussed in chapter 1), there is
much more room for emotional expression and bodily experience of spiritual power
than the TV audience might expect. On such occasions too, Otabil’s performance may
come much closer to the ‘average’ charismatic preacher, and his message closer to the
faith gospel that he so often despises in his ‘life transforming messages’ that are select-
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ed for media broadcast and that constitute the church’s public image.
At first sight, the Solution Centre, the prayer meeting, and parts of the annual

conferences seem to be much more bodily oriented than Otabil’s televised Sunday ser-
mon, where the audience sits still and takes notes of the message. Yet, during the ser-
mon too, it is a specific bodily way of listening that facilitates the flow of spiritual
power. During a Tuesday teaching service in the Christ Temple on 19 March 2002, my
attention was drawn to a guy who was clearly different from the rest. He wore jeans,
a cap, and a tight, sleeveless shirt showing his muscles. His body language spoke
skepticism. He was sprawling in his chair, hanging over to one side, legs wide apart,
one leg stretched into the aisle. He was turning his head as if exercising his neck mus-
cles. He did not make notes and did not have a bible, only peeped into his neigh-
bour’s once in a while. Looking at this guy, I became aware of the significance of body
language, posture, movement, dress and attributes in making the church members a
common body and indeed of the high level of uniformity concerning the body. No
other men’s shoulders were uncovered, only women’s. There were no caps and not
many women’s headscarves either. But more than dress, what was uniform was body
posture and expression. A particular straight up, active, way of sitting and paying
attention, reacting at the right moment in the right way with clapping, laughter, turn-
ing to one’s neighbour, lifting up one’s hand, or interjecting amens and hallelujahs are
all part of a learned, bodily discipline of listening to the Word of God. A discipline
that the guy just described clearly did not submit to.

The different modes of interaction between the ‘man of God’ and the religious
subject thus all involve the performance of encoded, bodily behaviour by all partici-
pants. There is a format for worship, for prayer, for anointing, for prophesy, and also
for listening to sermons. In order to be fully part of the social and spiritual communi-
ty of believers and to take part in the blessings bestowed upon this community by
God through the pastor, an individual has to participate in the interaction with the
man of God according to the specific formats of clapping and dancing, sitting and
standing, saying ‘amen’ and ‘hallelujah,’ praying aloud, and raising hands at the
appropriate moments and for the appropriate lengths of time. Much of this behaviour
is almost implicit, hardly explained or talked about. Indeed, it is supposed to be spon-
taneous, and incited by a spiritual touch. It is through mimetic behaviour, however,
that one gradually embodies this knowledge and develops the mannerisms character-
istic of the different ‘genres’ of charismatic practice. It is this proper participation in
collective worship that enables one to ‘feel the Holy Spirit at work.’ This paradoxical
relationship between disciplinary format and spiritual experience also characterises
the ICGC’s membership trajectory. 

‘Raising leaders, shaping vision’: making ICGC members 

As stated in church PR material, it is the commitment of the International Central
Gospel Church

to provide the opportunity, facilities and tools for the release, development and

-  148 -

SPIRIT MEDIA

08-hoofdstuk-3-p125-172.qxd  2-4-2008  22:13  Pagina 148



sharpening of the gifts, talents, skills and abilities of its members. By this we
expect to produce mature, intelligent, principled, spirit-controlled, individuals
who will exercise dominion on earth in the true expression of their leadership
potential. These individuals who are vitally and experientially committed to
God through a personal relationship with our Lord Jesus Christ would be
empowered to be the salt and light of the world in which they live. We are con-
fident that such individuals will have the capacity to bring direction to our
world.

This commitment is summed up in the church’s motto ‘Raising leaders, shaping
vision, and influencing society through Christ,’13 that is projected on screen during
church activities and mentioned during broadcasts and on message tapes. This section
takes a closer look at this process of raising, shaping, and influencing by examining
what it takes to become and to be a member of Otabil’s International Central Gospel
Church. First of all it takes discipline, subjection to authority and to bureaucracy. At
various stages members are requested to fill in forms concerning their Christian life
and spiritual growth and can earn certificates. The bodily, sexual, and social discipline
required of church members is high. From the moment a person joins the ICGC, s/he
is socialised into the church community as a born-again Christian through a learned
discipline of prescribed and forbidden practices. But at the same time s/he internalises
the narrative of deep inner transformation which presents this change in a person’s
behaviour and lifestyle as a result of an inner meeting with Jesus Christ and being
filled with the Holy Spirit. It is this far-reaching inner transformation that Otabil aims
at when he teaches about ‘transformation’ and advertises his tapes as ‘life-transform-
ing messages.’

Before examining the church’s membership trajectory in detail, let me introduce
a Christ Temple member, Enimil Ashon. This is not to suggest that he is representative
or ‘typical,’ for a ‘typical’ Christ Temple member could only be fictive and Enimil is a-
typical in many respects. I have chosen him for his and his wife’s interesting religious
itineraries, which for him included the Afrikania Mission, and we will meet him again
in the context of Afrikania in chapter 6. Enimil was in his late forties when I met him
in 2002. He is an intellectual, a Ghana School of Journalism graduate with a postgrad-
uate diploma in Communication Studies from the University of Legon. He works as a
press journalist for various newspapers, writing especially on matters of ‘culture,’ and
this interest is what primarily attracts him to Otabil’s church. 

The other churches, they don’t even know what Afrikania is, they don’t know
what African culture is. They don’t know what African religion is and yet they
condemn it. They don’t know what the deities are, they don’t know African
religion, they don’t even know Africa. What they are condemning is what the
white man asked tem to condemn. About 500 years ago. So they are just toeing
the line. Otabil doesn’t rubbish Afrikania. Otabil is a member of the culture
commission. But his concept of culture is different from the concept of the cul-
ture commission. The culture commission believes in drumming and dancing
as culture. But culture is developmental. That is what Otabil believes in, culture
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should serve our purpose. Why is it that when a whale gets washed ashore, we
go and pour libation? The white man will go and cut up the whale and start
discovering why the whale died. They will use part of the whale for oil, part of
it for chewing stick. Why are we like that? We have condemned ourselves to
stagnancy, we are stagnant in time. We don’t move, because of our believes.
The concept of the culture of the NCC [National Commission on Culture] and
of Afrikania is very very static, we won’t progress with it. By movement we
don’t say we should be western, but we should be able to progress. 14

Enimil acknowledges that his vision on Africa, culture, and development is to a large
extent shaped by Otabil’s preaching. His interest in ‘African culture,’ however, dates
from long before he first heard Otabil preach.

Born a Roman Catholic, Enimil joined the Afrikania Mission in his late twenties
as part of a personal and political search for African identity and became ‘violently
anti-Christian.’ Six years later, however, after a severe health crisis, he suddenly gave
his life to Christ, in response to an altar call at a breakfast meeting of the Full Gospel
Businessmen Fellowship International. Being ‘a man of extreme positions,’ he
‘switched all the way to the end of it,’ devoted his six months sick leave to reading the
bible and started going round to speak at Christian forums. His wife, whom he had
married early in life, an Anglican by birth, had joined the Church of Pentecost when
she became a nurse in Accra. Together with the Nurses Christian Fellowship, she had
tried to convert her husband, both when he was still a Catholic and when he became
an Afrikanian, but had given up when she realised that he was ‘not convertible.’

I asked them a few questions about life. I realised that most of them didn’t
have any answers, apart from ‘the Bible says,’ ‘according to the Bible.’ What if I
don’t know the Bible? When I became a Christian, I realised that if I wanted to
avoid the shallowness of these people, then I have to know the Bible very well
and I have to know other religions too. So I studied other religions. I have a
Quran at home. I have friend who are Buddhists. One thing I don’t do is to
condemn another religion.

After his conversion to Christianity, Enimil joined his wife in the Church of Pentecost,
but felt that ‘deep as they were in prayer, they could not impart the word of God.’ Yet,
he did not know any other church and stayed with them for almost a year.

Then one day I heard somebody preaching on tape in a car, a taxi. It was pow-
erful, the exposition on the Bible was deep. So I asked the taxi driver ‘who is
this?’ He said ‘his name is Otabil.’ I said ‘where is he,’ so he showed me. The
driver was playing a tape, at that time there were no FM stations yet, that was
in 1988. So he said his name was Otabil and they were worshipping at Baiden
Powell, so I went there a few times and I realised that it was the place to be.

He told his wife about Otabil and although ‘it took some time to convince her’ both of
them went to Otabil’s church. At present, however, she is a Baptist. When they moved
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out of Accra, coming all the way to Central Accra by taxi with their children was too
much of a hassle and too costly. She found a Christian church close by and this hap-
pened to be a Baptist church. Enimil remained in the ICGC, however, and is now
active as a ‘consultant’ in the church PR committee.   

Anything ICGC has to do that has to go public, I have to help, it is a committee
sort of thing. Anytime something has to be done by way of PR, we constitute a
committee, like we constituted a committee recently to launch Otabil’s book.
When I came at first the church realised that in the various departments there
was not much of PR consciousness, so I organised seminars for some of them,
the choir and other departments. Talking about PR, how they have to be con-
scious of that. 

I asked him what is important about PR for the church.

Look at some of these pastors, their public way of speaking, they say just any-
thing. I am not attracted to most of them. They just talk, their knowledge of the
Bible is not even deep. With all sorts of gesticulations and things like that, I am
not attracted to them, to their church and the way they are structured. So I
thought ICGC should be different. Otabil is a PR person in himself. So con-
scious about his public image.

Attracting people to the church, then, is very much a matter of good PR. In the previ-
ous chapter I have analysed Otabil’s personal PR and the role it plays in attracting
people to religious celebrity. Here I address the problem of binding people to the
church as committed members. Both Enimil and his wife frequented four different
churches before joining their current church and they are certainly not exceptional in
this. Such high religious mobility, or ‘church hopping,’ is characteristic of Ghana’s cur-
rent religious climate and of the charismatic-Pentecostal field in particular. This poses
challenges with regard to membership, as people may be easily attracted by convinc-
ing PR, but they may as easily be lured away by other, more ‘powerful’ churches or
pastors in the religious marketplace. The ICGC is thus very conscious not only about
attracting people, but also about keeping them. The demanding membership trajecto-
ry selects only the really committed ones, as full church membership is difficult to
attain. It requires several steps, usually starting with the public ritual of giving one’s
life to Christ.15

Being born again
By confessing the Lordship of Jesus Christ over one’s life in front of the church con-
gregation one becomes ‘born-again.’ This confession is a requirement for membership.
So even though being born again is in the first place considered an inner, spiritual
transformation, it has to be accompanied by a public ritual. This starts with Otabil’s
‘altar call’ at the end of both Sunday services. 
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Now bow you head. There are some of us who have not yet received Christ.
Those of you who want to be born again, raise up your right hand, rise up on
your feet, come to the front, bring your Bible and I will pray for you. We will
all pray together.

Usually around twenty-five people come forward and assemble in front of the stage,
where Otabil leads them in their confession.16 Then he tells them that ‘something dra-
matic has happened in your life right now. Because you did what the Bible said, you
believed in your heart and confessed with your mouth.’ Right after this conversion rit-
ual, the newly born Christians are led outside by ‘welcomers’ to the multi-purpose
hall behind the Christ Temple, where they receive information on what it means to be
a Christian and what it takes to become an ICGC member and fill a ‘new convert
form,’ on which they, among other things, state issues for prayer and counselling.17

Pastor Charlotte, who processes these forms and gave me the harvest of three weeks
to go through, told me that almost all who give their life to Christ after the altar call
during Sunday service (about fifty people each week) are first time visitors, who have
heard the message on radio or TV before coming.18 After they have filled in the form,
a letter will be sent to them and the counsellors will visit them at home. Almost all of
them become members of the church. The church is thus very fast growing.

People who are already born again and come from another church to join the
ICGC do not have to make a public confession again, but have to produce evidence of
their conversion in the form of a water baptism certificate (see below). At the new-
comers’ reception after service ICGC hosts recognisable by their badge, guide visitors
to the multi-purpose hall (fig. 3.15). I joined as a newcomer on 17 March 2002. The
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new converts were already seat-
ed at the tables with table cloths
and platters with soft mints.
There were about forty people.
Some took pictures against the
background of the waterfall of
the baptismal. Our host William
handed us ‘let’s get acquainted’
visitor’s forms (fig. 3.16) (intro-
duced in August 2001) and
quickly explained how to fill
them, before moving on to the
next table. Then he returned to
serve us with coke, fanta, and
malta and poured a waterfall of
standard church information on
us: on the discipleship classes,
the covenant families, and on
where to get a membership
number needed to pay your
‘first fruits,’ so that ‘when you
have any problem, you can
come to the church and they can
see in the computer that you are
paying.’ The newcomers listened rather passively, sipped their soft drinks, hardly
talked to each other, and left quickly. The reception gave me the impression of effi-
cient processing of individuals rather than community building. This is indeed the
predicament of a mass church as ICGC’s Christ Temple and it characterises the mem-
bership trajectory as much as the various services. Efficient processing of (potential)
members is facilitated by tools such as, to start with, the acquaintance form, on which
people write their name, address, and telephone number, tick their age group, the
way they learned about the church (radio, television, Internet, or other), and the kind
of information they require.19 On Tuesday morning after the newcomers’ reception I
got a phone call from William, inquiring whether I had attended the discipleship class
and encouraging me to finish the whole course. A week later I received a personal let-
ter of encouragement ‘signed’ by Otabil and tailored information in the form of
Christian brochures by the Bible Society of Ghana and an ICGC publication First steps
in Christ.

Discipleship classes
Every prospective member is required to follow ten ‘discipleship classes’ on Sunday
afternoons that teach the basics of charismatic Christian doctrine and the specific
ICGC vision. I participated in one series of classes together with about 150 other peo-
ple, most of them in their twenties. All where already born-again, as a quick survey
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by the teacher showed.20 This is important to stress, as it reflects the charismatic con-
version discourse that presents conversion not as a result of learning church doctrine
(as in the Catholic Church), but conversely as a spontaneous spiritual transformation
that nurtures a profound interest in learning church doctrine. I argue, however, that
the spiritual experience of being born-again is as much nurtured by repeated and
embodied participation in religious practice, including discipleship classes. Everyone
was officially registered for the classes and attendance was checked weekly and
marked in a book. A missed lesson had to be made up for later. Each lesson took at
least one and a half hour, started and ended with a prayer, and consisted of class
teaching, supplemented with discussion, evaluation of assignments, and memorisa-
tion of bible verses. This very much followed the format of teaching in Ghana’s school
system. The course material was a booklet written by pastor Morris Appiah of the
Christ Temple, Getting established in Christ, and the bible. The course book, a bible
(‘not this small, blue one that you get for free, invest in a nice, big Bible’), a notebook
and a pen, and command of English, were basic requirements for participation (which
obviously restricts church membership). Obviously aware of the problem of feeling
lost in the mass, the teacher encouraged us to get to know ourselves and make
friends. 

It is important here to briefly discuss the contents of the discipleship course,
because much of the charismatic doctrine that is taught is hardly stressed by Otabil in
his ‘life-transforming messages,’ yet constitutes an important area of transforming
church members, of forming religious subjectivity. The first lesson treated ‘the fall of
man,’ man’s inheritance of the sinful nature of the Devil. As a newborn Christian you
must thus first accept that you are a sinner. Fortunately, God has a plan of salvation:
the deliverance of man from the power of sin and death, that is, from the domain of
Satan, through the death of Christ. One can get saved through the ‘ABC of salvation’:
‘Accept that you are a sinner, Believe that Jesus died in your place, and Confess the
lordship of Jesus Christ over your total life.’ One has to be assured of one’s salvation
(inner confirmation), first because the Word of God says so and second, through indi-
vidual experiences, such as sensitivity to God and to sin, desire for God’s word and
for sharing it, attitude to ‘the things of the world,’ and joy in prayer. It is this kind of
teaching of course, that largely induces such experiences. When one ‘believes’
(defined as a process of hearing, conviction, faith, obedience, confession), one has to
be baptised by immersion in water to identify with Christ’s death, burial and resurrec-
tion. But one should first receive the baptism of the Holy Spirit: the experience of the
presence of the Holy Spirit within one, with the initial outward evidence of speaking
in tongues, the ‘direct communication line to God in the Spirit.’ Even though it is the
Holy Spirit that manifests itself in the person, a person can and has to do something
in order to receive it: acknowledge the gift, believe, confess, and expect it, lay on
hands as a point of contact, and endeavour to speak the ‘tongue’ during prayer.
Significantly, after the lesson on Holy Spirit baptism, many people ‘spontaneously’
experienced this manifestation and started speaking in tongues during the closing
prayer.21

We were also taught what our personal devotion should look like. One should
aim at Christian growth through Bible study, prayer and devotion as ‘personal com-
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munication links with God, not through someone else.’ Although ‘personal,’ there is a
recommended time (early morning, daily), space (in seclusion), and mode (prayer,
singing, bible reading, tape listening) for devotion. The goal of the lesson on evangel-
ism was to ‘lift each single member from a convert to the level of a disciple with a
lifestyle of real spirit-filled soul-winning.’ Again, evangelism is said to be the ‘release
of fire by a spontaneous flow of the Holy Spirit,’ but it is also very much an imposed
obligation to be carried out in a strictly prescribed mode (‘to be able to effectively
evangelize you must…’). The last three lessons dealt with ‘the church.’ ‘Every
Christian must of necessity belong to one local church where the Word is taught and
practised.’ So even though being born again is about one’s personal relationship with
God, one cannot do without a ‘shepherd who is a representative of Jesus Christ.’ The
church has a commitment to believers and offers certain benefits: spiritual, mental and
emotional, physical and social. ‘The church is an avenue God has designed to bless
YOU.’ More specifically, but this isn’t taught, in practice the ‘Man of God’ is the medi-
um God uses to bless. The believer also has a commitment to the church: s/he has to
show respect, appreciation, submission, and spiritual support towards the pastor, and
be committed to church programmes and activities in terms of attendance and finance
(see below on finance). 

After the formal teaching of the above subjects, there was time for questions
and discussion. An example of such a group discussion, about the question whether
to watch porn films with one’s spouse is sinful or not, and more generally about
media and ‘the world,’ will be discussed in the next chapter. Here I want to note that
the discussion, which gave people the chance to ask any kind of question and to sug-
gest answers to each other’s questions, gave the impression of a free exchange of ideas
and opinions. In the end, however, there was always only one right answer and the
teacher made sure that everybody understood and internalised that answer and knew
the bible verses that supported it by heart. Through these classes new converts not
only learnt what it takes and means to be a born again Christian, they first of all learnt
to speak the language that comes with it. Here we clearly see institutionalised reli-
gious power at work.   

Water baptism
Like all charismatic churches, the ICGC practices baptism by immersion in water
when a person has accepted Christ and has been baptised in the Holy Spirit. Although
water baptism is required for membership, it does not make you a member, neither is
it restricted to members. It is a service offered to the general born-again public, open
to both ICGC members and people of other churches, including Catholics, as long as
they are born again. There is no effort to assess this, however. When the ICGC was
still based at the Baiden Powell Hall in Central Accra, people were baptised in the
nearby sea. Nowadays the baptism ceremony takes place in the baptismal behind the
Christ Temple once a month on a Saturday morning. 

On Saturday 23 November 2002 I attended such a baptism ceremony. About
fifty people had turned up at six o’clock in the morning, much less than usual. Pastor
Kisii received them in the auditorium and taught them ‘the meaning of water bap-
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tism.’ Outside, while queuing to enter the water, their names and church affiliations
were written down for the purpose of making baptism certificates. Three pastors
stood in the water, praying aloud and holding hands. The baptisees stood by and
watched or prepared by praying. I was surprised to see a child among them, as nor-
mally only adults may be baptised. Then they were led into the pond three at the
time. The pastors prayed with them one on one, both in English and in tongues, hold-
ing their hands. After having thus spiritually prepared the person, the pastor put his
hand on his/her head and gently pushed him/her under water. The person came up
again, walked out of the pond, and went to change into dry clothes in the lavatories.

Charismatics themselves commonly explain water baptism as a symbolic repre-
sentation of Jesus’ death, burial and resurrection. By going down into the water your
old self dies and when you come up out of the water, you are a ‘new’ person.
Distinguishing between dominant discourse and practice (cf. Green 1996), however, I
would argue that water baptism as a practice of the body not so much represents a
spiritual order, but reconstitutes the body, conceived as permeable to spirits, in its
relation with the spirit world. By total immersion in water, made holy and powerful
through the pastors’ prayer in it, the body becomes the medium that establishes a con-
nection with the Holy Spirit. The practice of water baptism thus serves to effect a
physical-spiritual transformation of the body and thus to constitute a particular kind
of religious subjects, rather than to embody a symbolic representation.

Covenant Families
After completion of the discipleship classes, pre-membership supervision continues in
neighbourhood ‘covenant families’ and it is not until six months afterwards that one
may attain full membership. ‘Covenant families’ are neighbourhood-based groups of
church members, who meet once a week on Thursday evenings in one member’s home
under the supervision of a church-appointed leader. Borrowing the idea of cell groups
from the global charismatic movement, Otabil introduced it to meet the challenges
posed by a mass church like the ICGC. Meetings are highly structured in a manner
prescribed by the Covenant Family manual used by leaders and by senior pastors to
train leaders. The detailed prescription of the format of the meeting concern the meet-
ing place (e.g. ‘the premises must be fenced or walled to provide physical security’),
the arrangement of the room (‘must be swept and cleaned 30 minutes before the meet-
ing, chairs should be arranged in a circular form’), and the sequence, duration, and
content of activities. The content of the opening prayer, for example, is prescribed as
‘commit the meeting to the Lord and pray for the Lord’s anointing on the people and
programme.’ And the content of the ten minutes of praise and worship reads:

Worship joyfully. Start with a few fast-timed praise songs and end with quieter
worship choruses. Musical instruments such as guitars and tambourines could
be used. … Encourage expression such as lifting of hands, clapping, dancing, etc.

The most important part of the meeting is 50 minutes of bible study and discussion,
following a lesson outline including listed ‘share-questions’ prepared by the church.
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The leader reads the introduction to the lesson, has members read parts of the outline
and the referenced bible passages, and ensures that the group does not deviate from
the topic under study. After this, 20 minutes are available for prayer, first congrega-
tional prayer, whereby each member has to talk to God about his/her life in relation to
the lesson learned, and then special prayer requests from individuals. One or two tes-
timonies confirm answered prayers. After reading a relevant bible verse, an offering is
taken with musical accompaniment (if available) and the meeting is closed with spe-
cial announcements by the leader and a prayer. 

What speaks from the Covenant Family manual is that the institutionalisation
of a format for religious service, as described above for the mass services in the Christ
Temple, starts at the small scale Covenant Family level, through selection, instruction
and training of leaders. Apart from worship, bible study, and prayer, the CF meetings
are also, very importantly, a means of supervision. For prospective members attend-
ing covenant family meetings is obligatory and a means of assessing whether they are
fit for ICGC membership or not. First, it is the leader’s task to keep a record of atten-
dance on a weekly basis and submit this to the central Covenant Family secretariat,
giving remarks where a member does not attend regularly. Moreover, s/he should fol-
low up on absentees and encourage them to come to meetings, and also on new mem-
bers ‘to find out about their lives.’ But attendance alone is not enough. The CF leader
uses a membership recommendation form to assess a person’s Christian commitment
and growth over six months, ticking scores concerning attitude to the word of God, to
prayer, to evangelism, to leadership, to giving, social behaviour, character et cetera
and recommending the person for membership or not. Only after a positive recom-
mendation one can become a member. What is interesting about these forms is not so
much the information about the persons,22 but the questions asked, the kind of things
looked at, and the very practice of using such an assessment form to judge whether a
person is fit to become a member or not. ‘We want to be sure of our people,’ pastor
Charlotte explained. It brings out the highly bureaucratised and supervised nature of
the church’s membership trajectory. 

Membership
After positive recommendation, a person is given a membership data form to fill. This
form again comes to pastor Charlotte, who prepares the membership certificates (with
the person’s name printed in calligraphic font) and has the membership data entered
in the church data base. At the time of my fieldwork the assistant administrator,
Divine, was in the process of acquiring and applying data base software specifically
designed for churches. Unfortunately, this was not yet advanced enough for me to
have access to the electronic data base, as the former administrator had promised me
earlier. All membership data were still kept on paper in bulky folders, out of which
Charlotte allowed me to take a random sample of 240 records. The form records
extensive information on every member: surname, other names, sex, date of birth,
tribe, languages spoken, nationality, residential address, work address, father’s name
and occupation, mother’s name and occupation, next of kin, address of next of kin,
last two institutions attended, academic qualifications, professional qualifications,
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employed or unemployed, present occupation, job nature, employer’s address, marital
status, marriage type, date of marriage, name of spouse, work address of spouse,
spouse’s church (plus tick born-again, church goer or non-believer), number of chil-
dren, marriage blessed by ICGC or other, date of becoming born again, date of Holy
Ghost baptism, date of first attendance, introduced by, date of completion discipleship
classes, hobbies, and special talents.23

The church’s membership consists mainly of young people between the ages of
20 and 35 (71 %), and counts, in contrast to many other charismatic churches, more
men than women (55 %). A (male) church member explained that 

For every church, the membership thrives on the vision of the church. Our
vision ‘bringing vision and leadership to our generation,’ is more rational than
that of many other churches. Otabil is teaching you about society, making you
aware of problems and encouraging you to do something yourself. Here you
are being told that prayer alone does not work. That rational emphasis attracts
men. Other churches have much more women than men, because they focus
more on emotion, on miracles.

This argument is common and it indicates that religious styles are gendered, that is,
different religious behaviour is expected from women than from men. As can be
expected, Otabil’s exclusive use of English attracts not only an ethnically heteroge-
neous, but also relatively well-educated membership. The majority of Christ Temple
members (65 %) has finished Senior Secondary School or its equivalent and one third
(33 %) has followed or is currently following tertiary training or university education.
Only little over half (51 %), however, is employed, most of these in white collar jobs
(15 %), skilled trades (13 %), or as educated professionals (13 %). Many also are
traders or businesspeople (the difference is not clear, 11 % together) and there is a rel-
atively high number of students (8 %).24 The dominance of young educated people in
the church also reflects in the members’ marital status: the large majority (67 %) is sin-
gle and has never been married. Less than a quarter (23 %) is currently married. The
membership data records are a very valuable source of church statistics, but this kind
of record keeping as such is also interesting as a practice of government, of supervi-
sion and control. It again points to the ICGC’s high level of institutionalisation and
bureaucratisation of religious authority and religious subjectivity, which seems to con-
tradict the significance of charisma as the source of authority.

Concerning membership, we have to keep in mind that there are different
kinds of ‘members’ and not assign too much weight to church statistics. The figures
given above concern the official members, who have a membership certificate, are reg-
istered, and are thus included in the church statistics. They do not necessarily attend
church, however, because they may have travelled or moved to another church. One
of the reasons of registering members is finance. Apart from the anonymous money
offerings that people give during the two collections held during Sunday services
(and one during weekday services), members are required to contribute 10 % of their
monthly income, tithes or ‘first fruits,’ to the church. Every first Sunday of the month
people have to put this amount (in the form of a cheque or in cash) in a specially
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designed envelope (fig. 3.17) and a special collection is held during which people pray
over their money and hand in their envelopes amidst celebratory and danceable
music. The amounts given are registered under their membership number, marked in
the upper corner of the envelopes. Occasional offerings and contributions to specific
projects are also registered under this number. Financial commitment is thus expected
to be high and it is indeed high. Although the church’s accounts books were not acces-
sible to me, the head of administration told me that tithes and offering are by far the
major financial source. The building and running of the church and all its projects
(including Otabil’s and other staff salaries), is almost exclusively paid for by the mem-
bership. There are no immediate sanctions on not paying tithes and of course not
everybody does. Yet, pressure to pay is high, but by holding out the prospect of abun-
dant blessing to those who pay and by stigmatising those who don’t, as in the follow-
ing sermon quote:

An offering is out of free will, but the tithe is compulsory, a command of God.
Honour God with the first fruits to finance his kingdom. The first fruit pre-
pares the ground to receive full blessing. Less than 50% of the membership of
Christ Temple do pay their first fruits. If you don’t do it, you put yourself in the
category of robbers and thieves.25

Moreover, there are instances when your fulfilment of the financial obligation to the
church is checked, for example when you need help from the church, when you want
to get married in the church, or when you die and are to be buried by the church.26

Apart from the official members there are a lot of people who attend regularly
and identify with the church, but may not be registered as members and thus remain
in a sense ‘invisible’ for church authority. This concerns especially many members
from the early days. One of the church’s senior staff members confessed:

There are 6000 to 7000 people who call themselves members. Not all are official
members however. To be honest, I am not either, but I was with the church
from the beginning, among the first 40 people. Then we didn’t have these
membership certificates and all that. And I never wanted to do that. But still,
they will have to bury me when I die. Of course! 

This shows that some older members, even the very people running the church
bureaucracy, do not accept, at least not for themselves, the bureaucratisation that came
with the church’s growth into a mass church. A third kind of ‘membership’ that I will
consider in the next chapter is the regular Living Word audience. These people also in
a way take part in the Sunday sermon and sometimes engage in follow-up actions like
writing, phoning, or visiting the church, thus participating in the church more than
some of the official members who are no longer around. It is clear that there is a con-
siderable overlap between these three groups of ‘members.’ It points to the possibility,
apart from the official membership trajectory described here, of alternative forms of
belonging to the church, other ways of being an ICGC member. When I stress the high
degree of supervision and control that comes with ICGC membership, I am not
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arguing that this is totalitarian. One can always choose not to submit oneself to church
authority, simply by not signing up for the discipleship classes and not registering for
official membership, but just coming, participating, and going as one pleases. In a
mass church like the ICGC, no-one is likely to bother you. Most members don’t know
each other’s membership status. In order to take part in any of the church depart-
ments, however, one has to be registered. Members are expected not only to attend
church services on Sundays and Tuesday evenings, and Covenant Family meetings on
Thursday evenings, but also to participate actively in church departments (on
Wednesday evenings and sometimes also on Saturdays) and other activities, thus hav-
ing most of their spare time governed by the church. 

Talent, skills, and lifestyle
The ICGC has 25 different church departments or ‘ministries,’ to many of which mem-
bers can belong.27 In charismatic doctrine, ‘to minister’ is to serve as a channel for
God’s spirit and message to bless the people of the church or outside the church.
Pastor Morris explained it thus: 

There are many ways to minister. Ministry is like marketing, catering for spe-
cific needs of different target groups. The different types of ministry can be
compared to different kind of products in the market. Being ‘called’ to a specif-
ic ministry requires specific qualities, character, talents, and passion in the
heart. Compare it with ‘profession’ in the world. There are full-time ministers,
who are called by God and paid by the church, and there are volunteers, who
offer themselves to serve. Every Christian has the responsibility given by God
to serve in one or the other way, to do something. But in what way is not
always clear for everybody. Gradually you have to find out into what ministry
you are called.28

The ICGC thus puts much emphasis on personal growth, discovery of talents and
development of skills, on ‘becoming a leader’ in a certain area and taking responsibili-
ties. 

Some ministries focus on performing arts: the music ministry and the drama
and dance section of the youth department. Others take care of the smooth function-
ing and organisation of the church: the guest ministry (including greeters, ushers,
hosts, and front desk), the programming and production and the security ministry.
Still others are more spiritually oriented: the intercession (prayer) and the evangelism
ministries for example. Some also are organised around gender or age group: there
are ministries for youth, men, women, single adults, and ‘senior citizens.’ Entry into a
specific ministry requires (again) screening, training, disciplining and a high level of
commitment. The music ministry provides a telling example. 

The constitution of the music ministry states on recruitment that membership
of the music department is open only to individuals who have gone through the
church’s discipleship classes and have been accorded full membership of the ICGC.
Applicants must show evidence of talent in music and an appreciable understanding
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of music as a ministry. First they must go through a prescribed audition, during which
the former is assessed, and if successful, are recommended for an interview by the
music director. During the interview not only a person’s understanding of music min-
istry is assessed, but also his/her Christian commitment and moral lifestyle. If this is
found satisfactory, the person is recommended for membership of the ministry. New
members then undergo training for three months, which has, as pastor Morris
explained, a technical and a spiritual side. It includes musical and vocal training exer-
cises, but also schooling on the concept of ministry, on what it takes to be a good min-
ister of music according to biblical principles. 

Your devotional life must be strong; you must get up early in the morning to
have time to pray, to fellowship, to read the Bible. The word of God must be
practical in your life, the principles must be lived, that is, you must apply the
truth that you take from the word of God to your life and make self-assessment
and analyses. You don’t just come to church and live your life anyhow.29

Once part of the ministry, discipline is strict. The ‘music ministry constitution’ states:

The following offences shall attract necessary disciplinary action: absence, late-
ness, insubordination, unethical behaviour (unwarranted talking, chewing
gum, sleeping, any such act that is incongruent with the smooth running of the
rehearsal), and immoral conduct (gossiping and backbiting, poor interpersonal
relationship, immoral behaviour).

Commitment expected from members is high, both in terms of attendance and active
participation and of fulfilling financial obligations. Procedures and expectations are
similar in other departments.

One remarkable, recently established department is the Health and Fitness
Ministry. In accordance with recent middle class trends, the ICGC, Otabil told me,

firmly believe[s] it is essential that every Christian takes good care of his/her
physical body. A healthy lifestyle is very important, including physical exercise
and a balanced diet, and I try to install that awareness in people through my
messages.

And through his own example: Otabil himself jogs every day, lost weight and doesn’t
hesitate to tell his congregation. To encourage members of the church to take up
sports and adapt a healthy lifestyle, the health and fitness ministry was established in
2004. That same year it organised a non-competitive half-marathon for all members,
but it turned out that it was too much for most people. In 2005, therefore, the ministry
organised a ‘Life Walk’ over a distance of about 21 km, as part of the activities of the
‘Health and Fitness Month’ in March. Participants were to buy a T-shirt and a cap, the
proceeds of which would be donated towards the building of a boys’ dormitory block
at Osu Children’s Home. That way, the Life Walk gives both physical and spiritual
benefit. Spiritual because giving to people generates blessings. The Health and Fitness
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Fig. 3.18 Wedding at the Christ Temple.

Fig. 3.19 Wedding card of ICGC members George Atsu and Millicent
Agbenohevi.
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Ministry and the Life Walk fit into the new urban trend of organising walks on vari-
ous occasions and the general health awareness that has become part of a new, urban
middle class lifestyle.30

Church ministries provide the opportunity to discover and develop various
kinds of talents and skills, but the emphasis is on leadership qualities and becoming a
leader, in one of the ministries, in the covenant family structure, or as a discipleship
class teacher. As ‘raising leaders’ is the church’s aim, we have to take a closer look at
what leadership is understood to be by the ICGC.

Leadership
The Covenant Family manual gives insight into the qualities and characteristics
expected of a leader.  First, ‘s/he must be born-again and filled with the Holy Spirit
with the evidence of speaking in tongues’; second, ‘s/he must walk by the spirit and
live in conformity with Christian principles as taught in the Word of God and exhibit
a lifestyle worthy of emulation’; third, ‘s/he must have good understanding of the
principles of spiritual authority and hence submit to the authority of the overall lead-
ership of the local church’; and fourth, ‘s/he must be committed to the local church as
evident in active participation in all worship services, faithfulness in giving.’ There is
no emphasis on formal religious education or leadership training or experience, rather
on ‘a heart that seeks to serve,’ ‘the ability to motivate and inspire,’ and ‘entire
dependence on the Holy Spirit.’ Charisma, lifestyle, and submission to authority are
clearly valued much higher than planning and organisation, which appears as the
very last ‘gift.’

In the ICGC’s Living Word School of Ministry, Rev. Simon Tinglafo teaches a
course on ‘Principles of Leadership.’31 He defines the essential ingredients of effective
leadership as follows: 1. Divinely initiated vision that comes from God directly to
your spirit. 2. Communication. 3. Motivation, both one’s own motivation made up of
God’s call, the vision received from the Holy Spirit, a desire to please God, a passion
for souls, the Holy Spirit friendship, fellowship and daily instructions, and the ability
to motivate others by imparting enthusiasm and awakening them to action. 
4. Decision-making, which receives much less attention. Although Tinglafo states that
‘leadership is not a handsome looking man radiating certain personality traits [but]
something that can be studied and applied,’ the ‘essential ingredients’ rather depict a
kind of leadership based on supernatural giftedness, divine inspiration, and the abili-
ty to communicate this, in short, charisma. Despite the high level of bureaucratisation
and the hierarchical structure of the organisation, charisma thus remains the key lead-
ership principle in the ICGC. 

Church marriage
As a result of the high level of commitment and participation demanded from mem-
bers, much of their social and spiritual life takes place within the supervisory struc-
ture of the church. But apart from this regular church life, the church is also involved
(to various degrees) in the life course events of its members: marriage, childbirth, and
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death. The rites of passage the church offers to mark the key moments of a person’s
life give opportunity for specific teaching, for encouraging individual introspection
and reflection on life’s progress at the same time as bringing this in line with Christian
doctrine. 

As in many charismatic churches, the life course event that gets most emphasis
is marriage. Marriage is also a recurring area of emphasis in Otabil’s pleas for cultural
transformation. Marriage and love relationships often feature in his sermons as exam-
ples of Ghanaian or African culture that need to be changed, often jokingly, almost
ridiculing common and very recognisable practices to the entertainment of the audi-
ence. To give an example from ‘Turning failure into success’: ‘Ladies, don’t let your
whole life depend upon the generosity of your husband. Your life does not depend on
a man. Make your own money, be rich yourself. Don’t sit and wait to be married by a
rich man and offload your ancestors’ poverty on him.’ He also devoted a whole mes-
sage series to the subject, titled ‘Marriage 101,’ designed as a ‘course in marriage’ that
‘challenges the socio-cultural stereotypes that harm marital relationships’ (promotion-
al text). The series was very successful, in terms of tape sales it ranked second in 2003
after ‘Turning failure into success.’ The success of this message is not surprising, con-
sidering the fact that the largest part of the membership in most charismatic churches
consists of young singles. A common remark about these churches is that they func-
tion as a wedding market and that many people join them primarily in order to find a
partner. One of ICGC’s marriage counsellors, Joshua, confirmed that ‘a good place to
find a partner is church.’32

The ICGC marriage procedure can be divided into four phases: choosing a
marriage partner, registration, pre-marriage classes, and church wedding. The
church clearly attempts to influence members’ choice of marriage partner. Meeting
a partner in church is already encouraged during discipleship classes, when new
converts are urged to ‘get to know yourselves, organise yourselves, establish rela-
tionships. Chat a little before rushing out. Make friends. Meeting your marriage
partner in church is not a crime.’ During one of the teaching services pastor Donkor
spent a whole sermon, ‘Achieving a blissful marriage’ (26 August 2001), on how to
choose a marriage partner, a rather rational, information-based choice in his view.
The most important point is to choose a Christian; in the ICGC you can’t marry an
‘unbeliever.’ But denomination and spiritual development also matter; the person
must be born again and committed to the will of God. Sharing spiritual values is
considered crucial. Further, you must marry somebody who is committed to per-
sonal growth and development, who has a passion to reach somewhere in life.
Marriage must be based on friendship and love, on sharing ideas and life goals, on
conversation, mutual understanding, encouragement and dependence. Yet,
although a common level of education is considered important for communication,
‘the man has to be higher in education, income, and age than the woman to make
things flow naturally; a woman must marry somebody you can submit to, a man
must marry somebody you love.’ You must also marry somebody you find physi-
cally attractive, but inner beauty is regarded as more important. A man must have
leadership qualities; a woman must be respectful, hospitable, and submissive. 

Although the church thus clearly promotes conservative Christian gender roles
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of the man as the head of the household and the woman as subordinate, in the
Ghanaian context many of the ideas about marriage, love, and gender roles that the
church tries to instil in its members are considered very ‘modern’ and differ from cul-
tural values. Marriage as a bond between two individuals, who make a personal
choice for each other, based on knowing each other well, on friendship and on roman-
tic love, is the ideal for many young urbanites, an ideal greatly influenced by the
media (cf. Spronk 2006) and by a desire to break with the influence of extended fami-
lies and the ‘traditional’ marriage as a bond between two families. At the same time,
however, the church integrates ‘traditional’ ways of marrying into the Christian mar-
riage by discussing (and recording on the marriage preparation form) the ‘knocking’
ceremony and the customary marriage as part of a couple’s wedding plans.33

Interestingly, the customary marriage ceremony, including the ritualised exchange of
words, gifts, and drinks by both families, is nowadays commonly celebrated as the
‘engagement’ prior to Christian marriage, with the gifts including an engagement ring
and a bible. Often this is even done on the morning of the wedding day, not in church,
but in the home of the bride. 

If you find a fiancée that you want to marry, the second step is to see pastor
Donkor and register the relationship. This registration involves an interview and fill-
ing a ‘marriage registration and preparation form.’ Through this, pastor Donkor
explains, ‘we get details about themselves and their families and this background is
very important for building the marriage.’34 The form records age, education, occupa-
tion, residence, and Christian biography. Marriage in the ICGC requires being born-
again and Holy Spirit baptism for both partners. Both things will be asked during the
wedding ceremony and should be answered positively. But of course this is very diffi-
cult to prove. If people say they are born-again and baptised in the Spirit, that is it.
The partners must have completed discipleship class. In case one partner is from
another church, the pastor Donkor checks with that church. He also looks at whether
a person has paid first fruits, ‘because that shows how you have lived your life.’
Living conditions are investigated because ‘when you live in a family house, there
may be no peace, some of them may not be Christians. You cannot take your wife
there; first you have to have your own place.’ He also asks about the parents’ relation-
ship – ‘maybe the father had more wives, or the father hit the mother, or somebody is
from a Muslim background and had a change of mind, or from a broken home’ – and
about the parents’ jobs. He records how the families see this marriage, and whether
they have discussed the marriage with each other. Finally, but very importantly, he
counsels the partners on how to keep themselves during courtship. The last question
on the form is: ‘Have you and your partner set boundaries as to how far you will go
in physical intimacy? If you have, do you feel comfortable and at peace about these
boundaries? Are you both keeping within these boundaries? If you have not set
boundaries, do you feel you should?’ Although these questions seem to leave the set-
ting of the boundaries to the couple, the church explicitly sets a boundary before sexu-
al intercourse. Both partners are to sign ‘My Marriage Preparation Commitment’:

“I, …., commit myself to actively participate and to complete this series of
counselling sessions and to carefully work through assignments. I consider
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preparation for marriage, not just the wedding, to be a top priority in my life. I
also commit myself to honour God, my partner, and our relationship by not
having sexual intercourse from now until we are married.”

When a couple is thus thoroughly screened and considered ready for preparation
towards marriage, the third phase involves participation in a weekly pre-marriage
counselling class for three months. There is one counsellor to three or four couples at
the time. Pre-marriage classes follow the outline of a marriage counselling book writ-
ten by one of ICGC’s marriage pastors, Daniel Jenkins, How to have an enjoyable mar-
riage (1996). It covers different topics, ranging from the biblical foundations of mar-
riage and love, the practice of love in marriage, and six keys to a happy marriage to
how to build a Christian home, how to relate to one’s in-laws, and how to deal with
money. The emphasis is on the effort put in marriage and romance by both partners.
A medical doctor teaches the future couple about male and female anatomy, sex, and
family planning. Indeed, the classes are rather explicit about sex and the book con-
tains images of the sexual organs. Much more could be said about the contents of the
classes, but what I want to emphasise here is the high degree of formalisation of the
marriage preparation and the close and lengthy monitoring of the partners. Even
though there is no ‘exam’ to pass, when a couple is about to end the class, the counsel-
lor has to approve that both partners have been serious and have really finished. Only
if the approval has been given, a wedding date can be planned and the couple can
start preparing towards the day.

When the date is set, the couple is introduced and the wedding is announced
in church through a Power Point animation. If anybody among the congregation has
any objection to the marriage s/he can inform the pastors. The wedding usually takes
place on a Saturday and is a big event drawing lots of people (fig. 3.18). Without
describing the whole wedding ceremony here, I do want to point out that this, again,
follows a detailed script, prescribing all words (except the sermon), actions and move-
ments to be spoken and performed by the officiating pastor, the groom, and the bride.
Indeed, one week before the wedding the two protagonists come to rehearse the play.
In half an hour, Joshua takes them through the whole process and teaches them how
to hold each other, what to say and what to do at what point. They are told, for exam-
ple, that they have to embrace and not kiss each other. ‘Ghana’s culture is not like
Europe. Here we don’t kiss in public, there are children present.’ Again, the power of
the Holy Ghost, in which the couple is pronounced one and which ‘gives Satan no
place in this marriage,’ is channelled through church procedures and formats, meticu-
lously designed to transform two young people into a Christian husband and wife
(fig. 3.19). 

When we look at the whole process of becoming an ICGC member, growing in the
church and church marriage, we see a dialectics between shaping individuals and cre-
ating community. On the one hand, there is much emphasis on the discovery and
development of individual talents, skills, and spiritual gifts, on personality and indi-
vidual growth, and on one’s personal spiritual experience. On the other hand, mem-
bers are required to participate in all kinds of church activities and church groups and
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pressurised to conform in behaviour, thinking, speaking. The church thus tries to
dominate not only its members’ spiritual life, but also their social life, and even their
mental life. In a mass church as Christ Temple it is difficult, however, to keep the level
of community and face-to-face control that characterises small churches. It therefore
employs bureaucratic technologies of modern governance, such as record keeping and
data forms, assessment interviews, questionnaires and reports as modes of subjectiva-
tion and supervision. In a way, the church organisation thus functions as a kind of
micro-state, supported by its own effective system of taxation. The challenge posed by
the efficiency and smoothness of the well-oiled Christ Temple machine, however, is
that it may perform very well in processing a mass of individuals, but much less in
establishing among these individuals a feeling of communality, interdependence,
mutual commitment, indeed, of belonging to a community. While much of church
practice and discourse is directed at the individual person, and this is also one of the
church’s attractions, this individual at the same time risks getting lost in the mass.
Indeed, the few people I spoke who left the ICGC indicated that they found the
church too massive, too ‘impersonal,’ too ‘cold,’ as one of them expressed it. They
found it difficult to make friends and establish lasting relationships within the church
and left for smaller churches. This tension between individual and mass also marks
Otabil’s media ministry, examined in the next chapter.

Conclusion: format, spirit, and the religious subject

Otabil’s message, the various Christ Temple activities, and the institutionalised
process of becoming and being an ICGC member are all geared towards the forma-
tion, or rather transformation, of the person and, ultimately, of society. In this process,
the religious subject becomes a site of production and of power (Foucault 1977; Bayart
1993, 2000). Analysing the formation of the religious subject in the ICGC, I have in this
chapter distinguished between two kinds of knowledge and two kinds of power, that
seem to contradict, but deeply inform each other.

A notion of charismatic or spiritual power takes a central place in the ICGC.
Despite Otabil’s ‘rational’ emphasis, we have seen that divine inspiration, Holy
Ghost power, and individual spiritual encounters inform many of the church’s activ-
ities, organisational aspects and above all its teachings and are considered both per-
sonally and institutionally empowering. The centrality of spiritual power is linked
to a kind of knowledge that transcends human intelligence. Poloma (2003:23, draw-
ing on Johns 1999) also points out that in the ‘transrational’ worldview of charismat-
ic Christianity knowledge is not limited to the realms of reason and sensory experi-
ence. ‘Knowing’ comes from a right relationship with God rather than through rea-
son and the bodily senses. This experiential knowledge of God alters a believer’s
approach to reading and interpreting reality (Johns 1999, quoted in Poloma 2003).
Poloma reproduces, however, the dominant charismatic discourse that opposes spir-
itual, Holy Spirit-given knowledge to rational, human knowledge. I argue instead
that both kinds of knowledge cannot be separated, but produce each other. 

Despite the church’s privileging of spiritual power, rational, bureaucratic
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power also shapes the ICGC to a great extent. It can be found in formal teaching and
indoctrination, bureaucratic procedures, institutionalisation, supervision, and church
authority and leadership structures. By submitting oneself to church authority and lis-
tening to sermons, following discipleship classes and other modes of religious instruc-
tion one gains theo-logical knowledge, understanding. Official charismatic discourse
teaches that being born-again involves a deep inner transformation, caused by person-
al relationship with Jesus Christ and being filled with the Holy Spirit and resulting in
success in all areas of life. One also learns how to interpret one’s bodily responses to
religious ministry or to media programmes, music, or books: as a touch by the Holy
Spirit or as the presence of the Devil.35 At the same time, the born-again Christian
subject is formed by a gradual embodiment of a format of bodily behaviour appropri-
ate to listening to a sermon, worshipping, being delivered or prophesied to. While
much of these charismatic mannerisms are signified as spontaneous responses to the
Holy Spirit, they are acquired by mimetic performance, that is, the bodily reproduc-
tion of ritual formats. Whereas charismatic leaders oppose style and spirituality as
supposedly superficial versus deep, or outside versus inside of the person, this chap-
ter has argued that it is exactly through bodily practices of self-styling that the inner
transformation of the religious self comes about (cf. Peperkamp 2006). The transfor-
mation from ‘within,’ in charismatic teaching caused by the power of the Holy Spirit,
can thus not be separated from a transformation from ‘outside,’ instituted by bureau-
cratised church authority. 

With the growth of the ICGC into one of the largest charismatic churches in the
country, the experience of Holy Spirit power has come to be embedded in the church’s
well-organised religious performances and strictly governed membership procedures.
The church itself is concerned that organisation threatens to blocks the operation of
the Holy Spirit. Yet, we have seen that in religious practice the working of the Holy
Spirit is experienced exactly if one submits to and incorporates certain bodily regimes,
behavioural scripts, and explanatory models. Other than Weber I would thus suggest,
and agree with Fabian (1971) and Csordas (1997), that organisation and ritualisation
can actually enable rather than counteract the sense of power that some call charisma
and others the Holy Spirit. The question that they do not address, however, is how
Zairian Jamaa members or American Catholic charismatics are able to escape the pit-
fall of routinisation. When does ritual become experienced as routine and when does it
not? Or, for that matter, how is it that Ghanaian ICGC members do not experience the
formats that govern the activities in their church and the membership procedures they
go through as hindering the free flow of inspiration and spiritual empowerment they
long for? I think the answer to this question has to do with the continual production
of a sense of expectation that is itself ritualised. The emphasis on constant renewal, on
a kind of transformation that never results in a static new state, but continually pro-
duces ‘something new’ is deeply engrained in charismatic religiosity. As the very pop-
ular gospel song by Elder Mireku goes, ‘Another day has gone, another day has come,
do something new in my life.’ The expectation of something new is nurtured not only
by doctrines of ‘transformation’ and ‘new life,’ practices of prophecy, and rhetoric like
‘expect your miracle!’ It also feeds on the never-ending renovation of the church
building and premises, where new structures are being built all the time, new stage
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backgrounds created, new office decorations and pieces of furniture arranged, and a
new media studio equipped; the initiation of new church groups, ministries, and
events; the design of a new house style for church products, a new logo, and new
packaging; a new twist to Otabil’s messages. In the Christ Temple there is always
something new going on. It is only now that I realise how often I have surfed to the
ICGC website since my return from fieldwork, just to check what new things were
going on. Being around for a year had produced a strong expectation of newness also
in myself. In the Christ Temple the expectation of something new is ritualised and
embodied to the extent that it becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. This is a kind of ritu-
alisation that always challenges the status-quo and thus goes against a possible expe-
rience of routine.

This chapter has shown that the mediation of the power of the Holy Spirit and
of charisma in the ICGC has strong physical, material, and spatial components.
Clearly, the ICGC is a message-oriented church, and Otabil first of all a teacher. Yet, it
is not only the more ‘marginal,’ spiritual activities such as speaking in tongues, laying
on of hands, healing, and anointing that are carried by ritual involving the body, the
senses, and sharing of space. The flow of spiritual power through the sermon is just as
much dependent on specific bodily and spatially organised modes of both delivering
and receiving ‘the Word.’ Moreover, the transformation a person is supposed to
undergo as a result of the reception of the Holy Spirit is strictly supervised, prescribed
and generated by the church’s membership procedures. This observation raises the
question as to how this relates to Otabil’s extensive and successful use of electronic
mass media, which lack much of the physicality of church performance, transcend the
spatial boundaries of the church building, and preclude the possibility of supervision.

Notes

1 Holy Spirit and Holy Ghost are used synonymously in the ICGC.
2 This parallels the two complementary modes of anthropological learning discussed in the intro-
duction: interviews, courses, and discussions on the one hand, and participation, mimesis, and
gradual embodiment on the other. 
3 Shaba Mahmood (2001, 2004) makes a similar argument in her study of Islamist women in Cairo,
where she argues that the religious subject is formed by embodied participation. ‘Conversion’, then,
does not precede a change in bodily forms, but rather vice versa.
4 Conversation 31 July 2002.
5 When I returned to Accra in March 2005, I saw that the Zongo road was now tarred.
6 The ICGC has invested a lot in piles to be able to build there. 
7 Otabil used a whiteboard for some time, but it turned out that the white background behind his
face did not yield good television images. Since he started using Power Point, copying the slide text
has become a common practice among the congregation and not starting to write as soon as a new
slide appears can evoke an attentive nudge from one’s neighbour.
8 Marks does not elaborate her provisional concepts of ‘haptic sound’ and ‘haptic hearing’, nor does
she, surprisingly, apply them to the films she discusses.
9 Wearing plain red is unusual in the Ghanaian context, where red carries connotations of danger,
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4

Living Word

Formatting charisma and the televisual body

Introduction

‘It’s a new day! And it’s time for transformation. Destiny Summit 2002. It’s time to
discover your destiny and change your paradigm from the old to the new, as you
receive inspiration for transformation at the Destiny Summit 2002 by the
International Central Gospel Church.’ On Sunday evening November 2002, the week-
ly Living Word broadcast on TV3 starts with an advert for a church ‘product’: a
seven-day long religious conference ‘full of life transforming ministry,’ to begin the
next day. An excited female voice urges the TV viewers at home to attend the ses-
sions in order to change from ‘the old,’ visualised by an old-fashioned type writer,
to ‘the new,’ represented by a computer. The next shot shows a crowd of worship-
pers, hands lifted up. The slogan ‘inspiration for transformation’ lards the image, in
graphics and in voice. The backing trumpet music builds up as ‘the place to be’
comes on: a frontal shot of the mass audience filling the Christ Temple auditorium.
Then the spectacle’s protagonists, four ‘seasoned international ministers of the
gospel’ are presented: as the voice-over mentions their titles, names, churches and
countries, their pictures appear with their names and national flags. Just as the
advert seems to end with a spinning logo against a moving graphic background, a
last shout of ‘transformation!’ and fading trumpets, a show music beat takes over
and a flashing text ‘Coming Up TONIGHT’ appears. The female voice calls us to ‘get
ready to receive the life transforming ministry of pastor Randy Morrison’ and we
see a video clip of the man preaching: energetically walking up and down, his
expressive face making the volume of his voice visible. Both arms gesticulate in the
air, his motions enforced by the music. A similar clip presents the ‘summit host, Dr.
Mensa Otabil, Coming Up TOMORROW MORNING @ 9:00am.’

The advert beautifully illustrates not only the marketing techniques the ICGC
employs, but also the vision behind its plurifold media ministry: to use modern media
technologies to radically transform Ghanaian people with the message of Christ and
not to remain stuck in an archaic idea of religion as separate from ‘the world’; to move
along with technological developments and use the computer when the typewriter
has become outdated. It also shows the extent to which charismatic televisual culture
revolves around images of the bodies of pastor-personalities and of their mass follow-
ings, around the convergence of visual technology and the human body. 

This chapter deals with the ICGC’s media department AltarMedia and its
Living Word broadcast. It investigates the relationship between the ICGC ‘media min-
istry’ and the more performative modes of mediation discussed in the previous chap-
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ter. It builds upon the dynamics between charisma and format running through the
previous chapters and shows how the format of televisualisation of religious practice
creates charisma, informs ways of perception, and produces new kinds of religious
subjectivity. It treats the styling of Otabil and of his audience through Living Word and
analyses the creation and mediation of charisma through a specific religious media
format, with attention to styles of dress, body language, setting, graphics, and visual
and audio styles and effects. Describing the whole process of making, editing, broad-
casting and watching or listening to Living Word, the chapter shows that, although
Otabil focuses more on the message than on the miracle, his programme attempts to
mediate charisma and give its audience a sense of spirit power. It argues that the tele-
visualisation of religious performance fuses with commercial television culture and so
constitutes new forms of religiosity.

Charismatic preachers have been successful in transferring the power of the
Holy Spirit not only through live events such as church services, conferences, miracle
crusades, and healing and prayer meetings, but also through the airwaves to radio
and TV audiences (Asamoah-Gyadu 2005c). Testimonies abound of people being
touched by the Holy Spirit while watching a religious TV broadcast, being healed
through a radio prayer, or having received another miracle through the broadcast
media. While television and radio are commonly understood as media of seeing and
hearing, the mediation of the Holy Spirit in religious performance depends, as argued
in the previous chapter, on bodily and spatially organised modes of interaction
between the ‘man of God’ and the religious subject, immersed in a crowd of fellow
believers. How then, can we understand its transmission through electronic media
technologies, which lack the physicality of ritual performance, transcend the spatial
boundaries of the church building, and are usually consumed individually or in small
groups? Conceiving of religion as a practice of mediation, this chapter examines the
relationship between performative technologies of mediating the Holy Spirit, that pre-
suppose a shared space and involve all senses including physical touch, and broadcast
technologies of ‘media ministries,’ that address the eye and the ear. As set out in the
introduction, I wish to expand the focus on image and sound to include the question
of touch. I suggest that tactility is less absent from mass mediation than might be
assumed. This chapter, then, deals with the relationship between the senses of vision,
sound and touch in the technological mediation of spiritual power and the formation
of religious subjects.

Recent work from cinema studies on the bodily sensuality of film experience
focuses on the relation between audiovisuality and tactility. Laura Marks’ theory of
‘haptic visuality’ and ‘tactile memory’ (1999) and Vivian Sobchack’s work on ‘carnal
thoughts’ (2004), even if neither of them deal with religion, can be of interest to under-
standing the relationship between the tactility of religious performance and the audio-
visuality of religious broadcasts. Examining the multisensory quality of the image,
both authors argue that looking at an image triggers embodied memories of touch,
taste and smell.1 ‘[W]e do not experience any movie only through our eyes. We see
and comprehend and feel films with our entire bodily being, informed by the full his-
tory and carnal knowledge of our acculturated sensorium’ (Sobchack 2004:61). An
image’s appeal to the viewer’s intellect, that makes meaning of it, is thus informed by
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and informs the images’ appeal to the senses, that touch, taste, and smell it (see also
Verrips 2002).2 Such an approach of the relation between vision and touch is helpful to
understanding charismatic mass media spirituality in that it provides us with a clue to
the link between religious experience in church and behind the TV screen. It helps us
to overcome the opposition of representation and embodiment, or mediation and
immediacy, and to see both as two sides of the same coin. 

While Marks’ and Sobchack’s work is useful for their concern with cross-sensu-
al perception, or ‘synaesthesia,’ the question that emerges is how their phenomenolog-
ical approach to media experience can be used ethnographically. Sobchack’s recogni-
tion of the acculturation of the sensorium provides an opening here. The understand-
ing that the subject’s sensorium is pre-structured by certain acquired, cultural disposi-
tions, is the basis of the anthropology of the senses (e.g. Classen 1993; Howes 1991,
2004; Stoller 1989b, 1997; Etnofoor 18(1)). The focus on how the senses are differently
ordered and signified in various cultures, however, keeps them somehow separate
from each other (Ingold 2000). Moreover, while vision, sound, smell, and taste have
received considerable attention, touch has remained underemphasized (but see
Classen 2005; Verrips 2002, 2006). This chapter draws upon the combined insights of
the (re)turn to bodily perception in cinema studies and of the anthropology of the
senses. The link between media and the senses has recently inspired a number of
anthropologists of religion and media to ask how the nexus of media technologies and
the sensorium shapes religiously informed subjectivities and senses of belonging (e.g.
Alvez De Abreu 2005; Hirschkind 2001b; Meyer 2006b; Morgan 2005; Pinney 2004;
Spyer 2006). Taking Otabil’s Living Word as a case study, this chapter aims at under-
standing the relationship between the embodied process of becoming a born-again
Christian, as described in the previous chapter, and the cross-sensual experience of
viewing or listening to a religious media broadcast. It argues that the reception of the
touch of the Holy Spirit, that facilitates the transformation of the religious self, is
predicated upon particular sound and image practices and modes of listening and
viewing that involve the whole body.

AltarMedia’s Living Word

The ICGC has a separate department fully devoted to carrying out its media ministry,
AltarMedia. It is part of the overarching body of Altar International, which also
includes a publishing company and a bookshop. Its aim is to market the products of
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the church, with a focus on Otabil’s products, that is, the weekly TV and radio pro-
gramme Living Word and the Living Word video and audio tapes and CD’s. A side task
of AltarMedia, public relations, was described in chapter 2. When Otabil goes out to
give speeches or to preach, AltarMedia sources the information and photographs to
the people involved. The Altar staff thus control anything that leaves the boundaries
of the church and becomes accessible for a wider public. As one of them put it, ‘we
are like a betweener between Otabil and the audience.’ With five staff members with
an educational and professional background in media as well as a religious commit-
ment to the church, Altar International is purely commercial and supposed to – but in
practice does not yet – operate (financially) independently of the church. 

In the AltarMedia studio
The ICGC is one the few churches that have their own editing studio and it became
my favourite hangout during my fieldwork in the Christ Temple.3 Otabil’s ‘research
permission’ included access to the AltarMedia studio and I spent much of my time
there with the editors Clifford, Duncan, and Kofi, and occasionally also with the head
of AltarMedia, Bright. At first, Bright’s office functioned as editing studio, video
library, and storage room at the same time and the rather small space was usually
packed with staff members busy at various media production tasks, computers, print-
ers, and editing and recording equipment, and boxes with tapes, labels, and other
materials. Still, I was always welcome to join and given a seat in one or the other free
corner. I witnessed the daily work that went into the making of Living Word and other
media productions and the numerous people – pastors, free lance workers, other
ICGC staff, or business relations – popping in for a question, a request, a contract, or a
chat. I listened to and joined in the exchange of ideas and experiences, jokes and opin-
ions, and in between asked my never-ending questions. In 2003 AltarMedia moved to
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a new, spacious studio at the other side of the church, with a separate office for Bright
(fig. 4.2). The ICGC invests a lot in professional equipment and to ‘satisfy customer
expectation’ and ‘provide excellence,’ the new studio was expanded with new, power-
ful computers and an editing deck for both Betacam and digital video. A fire wire con-
necting it to the computer and an internal hardware that can read Betacam images too
make it possible to edit all images digitally with Adobe Premiere software. Finished
productions are stored on digital video cassette and compact disc. The new studio,
which is even more advanced than the editing studio of TV3, greatly pleased the staff,
as it made their work more professional and reduced disturbance. I was still welcome
to disturb them though. 

Normally I would find Clifford and/or Kofi behind the editing computers.
Clifford works with AltarMedia from the beginning. Trained at the National Film and
Television Institute (NAFTI), he used to work with the video company that did the
filming and editing for the ICGC. He was already an ICGC member then. When
AltarMedia was established, he came to work here. Clifford believes God called him
to do this work. 

You have to determine your personal calling. Personally I, as a media man,
believe that God has called me to use the media to spread the gospel. I could
have stood in the pulpit, like Otabil. That has even been prophesied to me. But
I feel my calling is the media.4

In the studio Clifford works mostly at image editing, but he also works as a camera
man or operates the camera control unit. Kofi worked with AltarMedia since six
months when I first met him in March 2002. He is in his twenties and graduated from
‘Tech’ (Kumasi University of Science and Technology) in graphics. Together with
Clifford he does image editing and graphics for Living Word and for Power in his
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Presence, the TV programme of pastor Korankye Ankrah of the Royal House Chapel
International, who makes use of AltarMedia’s studio and expertise. Kofi also made the
ICGC 18th anniversary video, which he proudly showed me, and several church
adverts. Kofi has a great interest in the latest technological gadgets in media and com-
munications and in between his work he likes to browse through foreign sales cata-
logues. He also loves ‘cool music’ (American jazz and gospel) and he has hundreds of
digital music files in his computer, which he likes to play while working. The sound
does not disturb his editing work, on the contrary; it gives him the divine inspiration
he needs for working on Otabil’s messages. At the same moment, Duncan would also
be behind his computer, busy at sound editing, or duplicating, labelling, and organis-
ing the distribution of video and audiotapes (fig. 4.3). Work load permitting, he
enjoyed playing patience on his computer. In 2005 Matthew joined the team to carry
out organisational tasks.

From audio tapes to DVD
The name AltarMedia comes from the intention that, as Duncan put it, ‘everything
that comes from the altar, everything that is preached, is to be commercialised,’ in
other words, to be made available to the public in a commodity format. This started as
a tape ministry right from the birth of the church. Sunday services were recorded and
sold to the public on audio and videotapes and there used to be a video library. With
the rise of FM stations, AltarMedia expanded and since 1995, Otabil has been on radio
in Accra and later also in other towns. With the commercialisation of television from
1997, AltarMedia applied for airtime with Ghana Television and started telecasting
Living Word every Monday morning, but soon switched to TV3 on Sunday evening.
Although the production and sales of audio tapes (figs. 4.4, 4.6) is still important,
video tapes (fig. 4.5) have in 2005 been replaced by VCD’s and audio CD’s are also
available (fig. 4.7). Duncan told me that ‘DVD is catching on in Ghana and Altar
decided to stimulate that development.’ A pile of six video decks was used to dupli-
cate tapes, but now stands idle in the studio. With the rapid technological advance-
ment, equipment soon becomes outdated, Duncan told me as a matter of fact. The
new professional colour printer that was bought in 2003 to be able to not just design,
but also print the video sleeves ‘at home,’ making it affordable to give each message
its own characteristic sleeve (fig. 4.5), is now used to print a new type of full-colour
cartons for audio cassettes (fig. 4.6). 

A clear vision on the relation between religion and technology informs ICGC’s
media ministry. Kofi explained: 

For some churches […] technology does not go together with the divine inspi-
ration in the pastor’s work. In traditional religion too knowledge was not wide-
ly shared. The person kept it secret and surrounded by mysticism and when he
died the knowledge was lost. But churches have to use all new technologies
available. If they don’t do that, they will be behind and die. The Devil is using
all technologies, so we also have to use the same weapons to fight him. […]
Churches have to go beyond the confines of their buildings. In contemporary
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society journalists have more influence on society than pastors preaching in
their churches, because television and especially radio are everywhere. So if we
don’t want to loose out, we have to use the media to spread the gospel and not
say technology is of the world. That whole separation between sacred and sec-
ular should be broken.5

Media technology should however not be used randomly. Clifford has clear ideas
about how to use the media effectively by employing a media format that reinforces a
pastor’s personal ‘ministry gift’ from God.6 While editing Korankye Ankrah’s Power in
his Presence he told Kofi and me: 

As a minister using the media, you have to determine what media format is
suitable for your specific calling or ministry. You should not use a certain for-
mat because somebody else is using it successfully. Otabil is first of all a
teacher, not a prophet or whatever, so we use a format that reinforces and clari-
fies his teachings. Others may be in the ministry of prophecy or healing. The
focus of Korankye Ankrah is the manifestation of the power of the Holy Ghost.
To bring that over needs a totally different format. Many pastors today use the
media just to showcase their church, but you have to use the media according
to your personal calling. Whether your ministry is healing, or prophecy or
teaching, the media format you use should suit your purpose. That is all mar-
keting is about. Determine your target group, determine what you have, and
find the best ways to get what you have to your target group.7

The programme format for Power in his Presence, then, not only includes the message,
but also the church choir, worship, deliverance, and people shaking, falling down, and
rolling on the floor in reception of the Holy Ghost. This is a format very different from
Otabil’s Living Word.
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The making of Living Word
Over the years the Living Word programme format has
developed in line with Otabil’s divine calling as a teacher.
In the early beginnings the programme included the
choir, some praise and worship, and the sermon. The
viewers were lifted up and spiritually prepared to receive
the Word. Later it included shots of Otabil standing at the
church entrance to welcome people. The current format focuses on the teaching only.
‘Praise and worship is also important,’ says Clifford, ‘but we want to use expensive
airtime to inform and transform people, as that is the main purpose of the media min-
istry’ and indeed, of the church as a whole. The review of the previous week’s and the
preview of the next week’s message were dropped, however, when a sponsor came in
and part of the thirty minutes time slot had to be used for a commercial. Living Word,
then, is basically a broadcast of half a church sermon preceded and followed by Otabil
addressing the viewer personally from his office (fig. 4.11). As each Sunday sermon is
cut into two parts of less than thirty minutes, Otabil, speaking with a media broadcast
in mind, briefly revisits the major points after thirty minutes. Each sermon thus pro-
vides material for two weeks broadcast, enough to select only those messages found
to be suitable for the general public for broadcasting. This format, Otabil told me, ‘has
become a successful formula,’ but he is not very happy with it anymore. ‘It seems to
have reached somewhere that it has become too static, there is no improvement any-
more, it is always the same.’8 The success of the Living Word formula thus threatens
this very success. The latest idea to improve the programme format is to include short
clips of ‘people on the street’ commenting on how the topic for that week relates to
their personal lives.

Much inspiration for making Living Word comes from American televangelists
like Benny Hinn, Billy Graham, Morris Cerrulo, and Kenneth Hagin, who reach
Ghana through Trinity Broadcast Network, available on cable TV. As Clifford said:
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Fig. 4.8 Living Word audio cassettes on display in the
AltarMedia Bookshop.

Fig. 4.9 Living Word tapes
order form.
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We watch those American TV preachers and try to use some of the things they
do there. But we should think about our audience here and not loose the
Ghanaian identity. It is more things like how the programme is done, how it is
compiled technically, that we try to copy. People like Benny Hinn and Billy
Graham also use the media to suit their specific ministry. When you look at
Benny Hinn on TV, you see him not preaching to a congregation, but minister-
ing to individuals.9

So for as much as the content of the messages is specifically Ghanaian, much of the
format used to broadcast them derives from American televangelism and mass
churches.

For filming, people and cameras are hired from outside. Mostly they are
church members, such as Jonathan and Philip, who work at the TV station TV3 and
do this privately as a side-job, what they call ‘moonlighting.’ They use three cameras
to record from different angles, while Clifford coordinates the recording from behind
the control board and monitor in the middle of the church auditorium. The master
camera is fixed on a platform next to him and records only Otabil’s sermon and move-
ments. Clifford instructs the camera man by patting his leg. A sub-master camera is
fixed on the balcony and records Otabil on stage in front of his audience and
overviews of the audience from above. A moving camera (fig. 4.10) is used for ‘cut-
aways’ of the congregation, close-ups of people in the church reacting to Otabil’s
preaching (fig. 4.11). The film crew, with the help of the security department, is also
acting as a ‘gatekeeper’ to prevent others from recording. I was, for example, allowed
to film anything except Otabil’s preaching. The reason is that he sometimes says
things that are not meant for public consumption outside the church and they can’t
control where the images and statements will end up. AltarMedia thus guards the
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border between inside and outside the church and wants to have full control over
what passes this border to make sure that nothing could possibly damage Otabil’s or
the church’s image. The media are used to create Otabil’s public image and this
process is carefully controlled by AltarMedia. Editing of the outgoing message
already starts during the service by preventing anybody to record what might be edit-
ed out for TV. Of course, the tapes are for sale, so there are also business interests
involved.

As all Altar workers are also church members, the film crew are also part of
what they are filming. This became very clear during the anointing service described
in the previous chapter, when the film crew participated in the rituals of communion,
offering, and anointing at the same time as filming them (for record keeping, not for
broadcasting). While filming people holding their donation envelope in the air for col-
lective prayer, the camera man held his own envelop in his mouth. When people laid
their hands with olive oil on their heads, the camera man filmed this with one hand
and placed the other on his head. The wire carrier followed him, also with his hand
on his head. When the bread and wine were passed round for communion, one of the
crew who was not busy at that moment took some cups and rounds of bread for her
colleagues and put it on the camera platform for them to take later. But of course there
is a limit to this participation; a camera man will not spontaneously fall on the floor in
reception of the Holy Spirit. 

Once every month Otabil’s office is turned into a film set to record the
‘intros’ and ‘outros’ for four broadcasts at a time. In the otherwise carefully guard-
ed sacred office space with its posh furniture, ‘golden’ light switches and sockets,
and newest computer equipment, Clifford and his colleagues move plants to make
a nice background, rearrange furniture, set up camera and lights, and fix colour fil-
ters. They empty the salon table and put a monitor, control board and sound
machine on it. Otabil talks to the camera without notes, sitting behind a round
table with his hands resting on a large bible, which he never opens. With his father-
ly voice he welcomes viewers to the programme, introduces the topic and briefly
recapitulates last week’s teaching. Halfway the introduction, the camera zooms in
on his face. For the ‘outros,’ Otabil starts with ‘well, my friend…’ and stresses the
importance of the message for one’s personal life. Sometimes he asks the viewers to
bow down their heads and pray with him. While praying he leaves just enough
time for them to repeat his words. He thanks the viewers for watching, urges them
to write or email to him and concludes with his well-known ‘signature’ phrase ‘my
name is pastor Otabil, shalom, peace, and life to you.’ In between the recordings,
Otabil changes his dress to match it with what he wore on the day he preached the
message.

All post-production is done in the AltarMedia studio: design, editing, duplica-
tion, labelling, packaging, promotion, and distribution.10 Above I have described the
studio activities of the AltarMedia staff and the technologies they use. Before looking
at the editing process in detail, let me first turn to broadcasting strategies. As pro-
gramme production means moving on the waves of technological development,
broadcasting means moving along with the rapid developments in Ghana’s media
scene. 
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Broadcasting the message
To broadcast Living Word AltarMedia has (had) agreements with various TV and radio
stations. In early 2001 Living Word was aired on the national station GTV on Monday
mornings at 5.30, thus reaching the whole of Ghana. This lasted for only four months;
the station charged too much. Moreover, there were other problems with GTV, Otabil
said.11

GTV is not serious, they don’t handle your programme with care. It was sup-
posed to start at 5.30, but sometimes the person in charge just forgot to play it,
so I had to phone them and only then did they put it on. But then at 6, when
their own programming is supposed to start, they just take it off even though it
is not yet finished. Sometimes it didn’t even come on at all. It is because their
mind only starts working from 6, as that is when their own programming
starts. Anything that comes on before that time is not taken seriously. Yet I pay
for the 30 minutes! So I said you are not doing me a service, so I stopped. TV3
is much more professional. Even though they can also make mistakes, they
always try to make up for it. The other thing that put me off was the time. At
5.30 in the morning nobody has time to watch TV. People are rushing to go to
work. It is a waste of money. At that time radio is better, because it can be on
while you are in the kitchen doing something else. Other churches have also
tried it at GTV, but most of them have stopped.

Since mid 2001, then, Living Word has featured on TV3 every Sunday evening at six
o’clock, prime-time. Normally TV3 covers most of Southern Ghana, but, as viewers’
letters testify, during the harmattan season it may reach as far as Nigeria. Airtime
costs $ 600 per thirty minutes. This used to be paid for by sponsors of the church’s
media ministry. The main programme sponsor was for several years Kingdom
Transport Services, a successful transport company owned by an ICGC member, who
attributes his business success to his membership of the church and Otabil’s teachings.
A KTS advert followed every Living Word broadcast. In 2005 the company ran into
financial problems and had to cut down on advertising costs. That means that the
church now has to pay for the programme, which is no problem, Otabil told me, but
he is looking for new sponsors. In Kumasi the programme is on Fontomfrom TV twice
a week, lagging behind TV3 a fortnight. Outside Ghana, Living Word is broadcast on
TV in Kenya. Since November 2000, Nairobi and environs receive Living Word weekly
through a Christian broadcast station called Family TV. AltarMedia is currently dis-
cussing a new package with African Broadcast Network, which will take Living Word
to thirteen African countries at once. 

The radio version of Living Word (formerly called ‘Believer’s Voice of Hope’)
comes on JoyFM in Accra every Sunday morning at seven. The station owner is a
member of ICGC, but has a business contract with the church, that pays for airtime
like any other business partner. The radio station uses the slogan ‘Joy 99.7 FM, taking
you closer to heaven’ to announce and close the broadcast. Messages preached and
recorded in the past are broadcast daily on Radio Gold, every afternoon at two. The
managing director of Radio Gold, Mr. Baffou-Bonnie, is a great fan of Otabil and does
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not require any payment. He has partnerships with entrepreneurs who sponsor the
programme, among others, in 2001, Lady’s Paradise, a lingerie store in Accra. 

I don’t attend ICGC, but after listening to Dr. Mensa Otabil, his tapes, I felt that
he has a lot of insightful messages to change the attitude, the belief system of
people in this country. As a Ghanaian who was born in this country, in a village,
very poor, I never dreamt of even going to school. Having worked my way up
till this time, God having given me the opportunity to go and study abroad and
come back, and having instituted a comparison between my people and what I
saw outside, I have realized that we are living in the 1750s, the sort of life we are
leading. It is very very sad. I think we need some people in this society, who will
give the people some shock system to wake up and change our attitude towards
things. No amount of positive change preaching will transform this country if
the attitude of the people does not change.12 So we need powerful speakers who
will send out these messages and I find that in Dr. Mensa Otabil. What is unique
about pastor Mensa Otabil is that he always intertwines his religious message
with social problems, political problems, traditional problems, that are con-
fronting the African and for that matter the Ghanaian’s own society. That a lot of
pastors do not want to talk about. Personally I think that he should be the presi-
dent of this country. There is a proverb which says ‘when a fish rots, it rots from
the head.’ If you have a good leader, who is not leading you to slaughter, but is
leading you to life, the whole society will progress. And that is how I see pastor
Mensa Otabil. I admire him and I study his works very intently. So what I did is
that I went to him and I told him that, look, I think you have a very powerful
message for this country and money should not be a hindrance, so I am going to
put your messages on my station for free, five days in a week. And he said ‘wow,
do you think we can do it?,’ and I said ‘we can do it, with your support.’ I think
that it has paid off, because I know that every day at 2 pm, most people listen to
Living Word on Radio Gold. And it is transforming lives in geometrical numbers.
Every day different messages. He has preached over one thousand messages, we
play the older ones too. Every day another one. And it is good, because what he
preached five years ago is still relevant. And it was only limited to the people of
his congregation, because then there were no radio stations, so a lot of people…,
if you did not go to his church, if you had not the advantage of buying his tapes,
then you wouldn’t know what he is preaching about. And they were all powerful
messages and very relevant today.’13

When AltarMedia started with Gold, they also used the earliest messages, until Otabil
said that they should not go back that far, because at that time he didn’t preach with
radio in mind and a lot of editing was necessary to make it fit for broadcasting. From
the time when he started to disseminate his sermons to mass audiences, he does the
editing in his mind and has changed his modes of preaching. As mentioned in chapter
2, he told me that he does not preach to the born-again crowd in front of him, but to
an imaginary non-Christian visitor representing the broad audience he aims to reach.
This also reveals Otabil’s constant media consciousness. 
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Since 2004 Living Word has another daily broadcast on a new radio station in
Accra, Happy FM, every morning at 11. This means that Otabil’s voice can now be
heard twice daily all over Accra and the power of this repetitive aural presence cannot
be underestimated. Moreover, the fact that many owners of publicly audible radios
simultaneously tune into the popular Living Word broadcast adds an amazing echo-
like effect to the listening experience in urban space, where one often hears Otabil’s
voice from different directions and over different distances at once. Outside Accra
AltarMedia has weekly programming on Sundays in the Brong-Ahafo region, in
Kumasi on Luv FM, in the Western Region on Sky Power FM, and in the Volta Region
on Volta Premier station, but because the CD has to be sent to the various stations,
they lag behind Accra a week. New communication technologies make it easier: as
JoyFM and Luv FM are on the Internet together (as they are part of the same compa-
ny), they can now beam the programme right from the website onto Luv FM by con-
necting the mixer in the studio to the station’s website. 

Such technological innovations inform AltarMedia’s choice of radio stations,
‘because as things get better, you have to move along with it,’ as Kofi said. Another
consideration is of course the target audience:

We do not want to put our messages on Christian radio stations, because then
you will not reach the non-Christian who will never tune into such a station.
We want to reach an audience as wide as possible, so we prefer the secular sta-
tions. But Otabil should also not come on Peace FM. His target audience are
not the Peace FM listeners. Peace FM is the Twi station and Otabil aims at the
educated, English speaking group. They listen to Joy.14

As soon as a message is aired, people want to have the tape or CD. AltarMedia thus
makes sure that these are available very shortly after or even before the broadcast.
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Audiotapes are distributed through the Altar Bookshop, the Christian Music Shop, the
Radio Gold office, A-life supermarkets Kumasi, filling stations, and some private dis-
tributors, among others Kofi Coomson, the editor-publisher of the Chronicle.
Videotapes and now audio and video CD’s are only on sale in the Altar Bookshop (fig.
4.8) or at the special Living Word stand in front of the church on Sundays or during
conferences (figs. 4.12, 4.13, 4.14). Marketing strategies include various promotional
campaigns, such as the Sweet Sixteen promotion, offering sixteen tapes of your choice
at the price of fourteen (fig. 4.15), or the Golden Surprise Packs, offering packs of the-
matically grouped tapes (‘finances,’ ‘leadership,’ ‘prosperity,’ ‘faith,’ ‘new life,’ and
‘heritage’) at a small discount. There are also gift packs of tapes in baskets decorated
with kente print paper, ribbons, and cellophane (figs. 4.16, 4.17). Luxury cases with
series of four, five or six audiotapes and beautifully designed colour sleeves, meant
for export, were AltarMedia’s latest pride in 2002 (fig. 4.4). Bright: 

That is one of the interesting things about this job. We are sitting here in Africa
and using our creativity to produce something for the international market. We
make creative products while there is not even a local market for it. These new
tape packages are mainly for outside, but everything is done here, the design-
ing, the editing, the graphics, the lay-out, the packaging, everything.15

In 2005, however, this new type of packaging was already left behind. It had turned
out to be too expensive to import the cases from the US, print the sleeves, and export
them again. Altar thus switched to full-colour printed cartons (fig. 4.6), that are also
attractive and totally home-made. Not only are they cheaper, Bright said, they also fit
better with Otabil’s philosophy of African independence and productivity.

AltarMedia also produces TV and radio adverts for Living Word tapes. During
the soccer World Cup in June 2002, for example, an advert for the ‘Turning failure into
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success’ series was shown on Sundays after Living Word. The advert compared life to
a soccer match; you can win or lose. Images of a player falling down during a match
had the subscript ‘failure’; a team winning the cup in front of a cheering audience was
‘success.’ An enthusiastic voice announced ‘now you can win and turn your failure
into success with Mensa Otabil’s messages on audio and video tapes; priceless inspira-
tion.’ The series was very popular already, but this advert gave sales figures an extra
boost. 

Since 2005 AltarMedia has an online sales outlet, AltarMedia.com, where you
can e-shop for messages (tapes, CD’s, books) by reading abstracts, looking at covers
and paying with credit card (figs. 4.18, 4.19). More than just spreading the gospel,
AltarMedia thus has a strong business aspect. But according to Bright, bringing
church and business together is not yet obvious for everybody. 

The church still does not run as a business. Ideally it should, but it still doesn’t.
The attitude of the people in the church is not like that. Even the word itself:
church – non-profit; business – profit. It is very difficult to make them meet.
We try here, but we are not there yet. People’s attitude is that ‘o, this is church,
we just have fun and worship God.’ But God himself wants profit, he is a profit
minded God, as Doc [Mensa Otabil] has said. He has laid down management
principles in the Bible. Business management started from the Bible. But some-
how that seems to be lost in the church today. People think we are here to fel-
lowship only, so they come to the office and chat the day away.16

Yet, the whole production process of Living Word shows that AltarMedia successfully
operates on the intersection of religion and marketing. For AltarMedia the market is
not a profane place to keep away from as a church, but to enter with vision and
expertise in order to ‘influence society through Christ.’ The logic of marketing shapes
the format that AltarMedia employs to sell the gospel and transform as many people
as possible.

Editing Otabil and his audience
Much of the style and format used to broadcast religious messages, like camera use,
editing, and the use of globally circulating computer graphics, derives from a global
charismatic media culture.17 What is most characteristic of the charismatic representa-
tion of religion is the visualisation of the communication or flow of spiritual power
between the preacher or worship leader and the congregation. The spectacular theatre
of charismatic worship is further dramatized on TV by editing the parts both pastor
and audience play (cf. Kramer 2005). A closer look at the editing process reveals inter-
esting details about how Living Word not only addresses, but also creates the audience
at the same time as creating a particular image of Otabil. 

First of all, the message is edited, that is, certain passages are cut out.
Statements with political implications for instance, because ‘the newspapers will mis-
represent it and the politicians will not understand.’ A critical, political statement
about HIPC,18 for example, was left out, and a cut was put after the passage ‘if you
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want to turn failure into success, follow what God has put in your heart,’ leaving out
‘not what the government officials are saying.’ Kofi explained: 

This is in-house; it is preaching for people to get motivated, not teaching. This
[TV programme] is not a platform for critique on the government. Doc does
that elsewhere, in newspapers or radio discussion programmes, but this is
meant for teaching the people.

Sarcastic statements are also cut out, for example ‘if you want to follow that agenda
[of inefficiency], follow it!’ Things said specifically for the congregation, like informa-
tion about a certain church programme, are not relevant for a larger audience. Lastly,
long pauses, as when Otabil wipes his face or when people are looking for a passage
in the bible and he waits for them, are minimised. ‘We have only half an hour and else
it becomes too boring.’ When the message is ready, Kofi inserts ‘power quotes,’ power-
ful statements made by Otabil that reflect the core argument of the message. Put in
graphics under the image on screen, they are primarily meant to help the TV audience
to follow the lines of thought and take notes. They should thus stay on long enough
for people to copy them. An example from the message ‘Transformation’: ‘When you
conform to your world, you will only become what your world wants you to become.’
Such ‘power quotes,’ as argued in chapter 2, also contribute to Otabil’s charisma as a
national and international celebrity. 

While Kofi and Clifford edit the message, Duncan edits the sound. Basically
that is adjusting Otabil’s voice and adding laughter where appropriate and the Living
Word signature tune, a sound clip from the American gospel trumpeter Phil Driscoll.
Sound editing is difficult with Otabil, Duncan explained, because of the high contrast
in the volume of his voice, as Otabil dramatises his performance. The low parts
should be raised and the high parts tempered for audibility’s sake, but the dramatic
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effect should remain. Occasionally he adds special sound effects. In the message ‘The
portrait of success,’ for example, Otabil speaks about kinds of persons one has to be
careful with: the ungodly, sinners, and scoffers. We hear him speaking about ‘friends
who are always mocking your values’ and as soon as he finishes the sentence ‘you
have to warn them and let them know where the limits are and if they don’t …
[silence], you take legal action against them for harassing you,’ we hear a powerful
sound effect and see a shot of a chief in the audience nodding smilingly. The effect
emphasises the power of legal action, enforcing the implicit warning against immoral
people. In view of Otabil’s critique on the institution of chieftaincy, it is interesting to
note that Altar uses a shot of a chief to visualise legal power. Indirectly, of course,
such sound effects and the image of a powerful person agreeing reinforce the authori-
ty of Otabil’s statements.  

Visual editing creates Otabil’s authority and charisma even more so. Close-ups,
almost intimate sometimes, of the man that not many people can come close to in
reality are followed by wide-angle shots showing him elevated on the stage, watching
over his large congregation. The ‘general overseer’ indeed. Shots that highlight his
impressive dress are included, as when he spreads his arms in making a statement.
Shots from below that make him look huge are preferred to shots from above that
make him look small, as I heard Clifford teach Kofi. This display of flamboyance and
elegance on stage, combined with close-ups of his face and afterwards a personal
word to the viewer (fig. 4.11), whom he always calls ‘my friend,’ suggest that Otabil is
a man of the people who, despite his mega church and his successful rise to the top in
many spheres of life, does not feel superior and relates to the common man in a per-
sonal and egalitarian way, with a warm heart, a listening ear, and a word of encour-
agement for everybody. The facts that in practice he rules his church in a hierarchical
and authoritarian manner, that protocol makes it very difficult to get access to ‘the big
man,’ and that hardly any of the letters or emails written reach him personally, does
not affect the charisma of his televised personality. The focus on the image of the pas-
tor, on his body, his expressive face and gestures, and his dress can be found in charis-
matic TV programs and video tapes world-wide and has much to do with the impor-
tance in charismatic churches of the personality of the leader (and usually founder) of
the church. An emphasis on emotional or powerful expression as an indicator of spiri-
tual power is globally shared. With African pastors it is often also the fatness of their
bodies and sometimes, as in the case of Otabil, their precious African dress, that are
visible evidence of success, of spiritual blessing and as such of the power of the Holy
Spirit in a pastor’s life.

Just as Otabil’s public personality is edited, so is his audience. ‘Cut-aways’ of
the massive church audience are intermixed with shots of Otabil preaching (fig.
4.11). Again, the image of the mass of worshippers is characteristic of charismatic
imagery worldwide. From the US to Brazil to Africa to the Far East we find images
(electronic or printed) of church halls filled with masses (cf. Birman 2006). On TV
and video tapes we see these masses moving and being moved almost as one body,
dancing and clapping, simultaneously responding to the preacher or worshipping
God with particular gestures (raising hands, arms, lifting up face and hands while
closing eyes) and utterances (amen, halleluiah, Jesus!). The Living Word editors too
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spend much time editing the audience, cutting out any deviant or undesirable
behavior and ensuring that no empty chairs are in view, so as to produce a perfect
image of a mass.

Yet, as Kofi emphasized when he referred to American televangelists’ minister-
ing to individuals, not only the image of the mass is important, but also the image of
the individual in the mass. Hence we see close-ups of people in the audience. From
the raw recordings of the moving camera, different shots of audience reactions are
selected, categorised and saved in digital folders named ‘opening Bible,’ ‘reading
Bible,’ ‘nod’ (meaning agreement or confirmation), ‘lifting of hand’ (this also comes
under this category, as it carries the same meaning), ‘clap,’ ‘smile, laughter,’ ‘atten-
tion,’ ‘writing,’ ‘say after me’ (where people repeat words after Otabil, specific for
every message), ‘shout.’ What we then see on TV are beautifully dressed people tak-
ing notes, listening attentively, applauding, laughing, responding to Otabil’s preaching
(fig. 4.11). We see them admiring Otabil, learning something from him, and having
fun with him. We see close-ups of their faces as the Word of God by mouth of the pas-
tor brings them into a state of exaltation or near trance. Hearing Otabil’s deep voice in
the background, we can almost see the Holy Spirit flowing into them. This alternating
focus on the image of the individual believer and that of the mass is closely related to
the individual spiritual experience evoked by being in a crowd of believers that char-
acterizes the spectacular mode of charismatic worship world-wide. 
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What we don’t see on screen, what is purposely left out, is just as clarifying as
the images we see. Kofi:

Certain shots of people in the audience do not fit the format. We have a certain
format and some people do not conform. For example people who are sleeping,
not paying attention, chewing gum, looking straight into the camera, or people
who do not look neat, should not appear. Or shots where people are walking in
the background. It gives a wrong impression when people are walking about
when church is going on. Or shots with empty chairs in view. That doesn’t help
the ministry.19

Thus, when one person looks into the camera, chews gum or happens to sit in front of
an unoccupied seat, the shot is spoilt. The editors also look at dress or hairstyle,
because a person carries a message by his or her look. A shot of a lady wearing a very
low-cut dress showing part of the breasts, was left out, because ‘we don’t want to
expose her and create a wrong impression.’ According to Kofi, shots of the audience
are meant to 

bring across the communication between Otabil and the audience. So the shots
show non-verbal communication. Facial expression, mood, gestures. We look at
what people are communicating. It should add something to the message of
the main speaker. Somebody chewing gum does not add to the message, while
somebody nodding or clapping does. The shot should fit into the message.

Making the shots fit the message needs a bit of ‘cheating.’ When there are no good, fit-
ting shots of that particular service, shots of another service can be used. But then the
editors have to take care, for example, that they ‘don’t put a shot of people opening
the New Testament when Doc refers to the book of Numbers. If you have to cheat,
you have to be smart.’ Similarly, a shot of a person writing should not be so close-up
that it is readable on screen, because it might not be what Otabil actually said at that
moment. Sometimes Kofi makes the audience react differently from how they actually
reacted if that seems better. When he was editing a message where Otabil preached
against eating fat, he put a cut-away of a laughing audience after the serious and
warning statement ‘take some kelewele, kaklo or tatali,20 wrap it in a tissue and
squeeze… the amount of oil, you’ll be amazed what you have been drinking,’ which
seemed a bit odd to me. Did the audience really laugh when he said this? ‘No, but I
am editing. It is serious, but funny. The humour is that you have been drinking oil.’

Through the Living Word format, then, not only a specific public image of
Otabil is carefully constructed, but also a specific image of his public, the immediately
visible embodiment of the ‘achievement’ and ‘success’ he talks about, and a specific
way in which people are supposed to react to his message. Clifford: ‘people at home
like to identify with the people they see on TV. If they see the people there nodding in
agreement, they also want to agree with the statement.’ Moreover, the manner in
which the people on the TV screen are seen receiving Otabil’s preaching is vital for his
public image and charisma. When he speaks, the crowd of thousands is orderly and
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full of attention and devotion,
laughing when it is appropriate to
laugh and nodding when it is
appropriate to nod. The church
audience is shown to admire
Otabil and the TV audience is
expected to do the same. Clifford,
Kofi, and Duncan’s daily practice
of editing Otabil and his audience,
then, links up in an interesting
way with Weber’s notion of
charisma as located in the rela-
tionship between leader and fol-
lowers. Visualising and idealising
this relationship on television not
only adds to the message of the
main speaker, but constitutes his
charisma.

AltarMedia has thus devel-
oped a specific television format
not only to circulate Otabil’s teach-
ings and transform people, but
more specifically to create reli-
gious subjects. Programmes such
as Living Word visualise the bodi-
ly regimes necessary to appropri-
ately receive the Word of God and

with it the Holy Spirit. In order to be spiritually blessed and internalise the Holy Spirit
through a message by a ‘man of God,’ one cannot just listen to it anyhow. Living Word
shows how the whole body is involved in a particular way of listening. Bodies that do
not listen appropriately and thus do not receive the Spirit, but hear mere words, are
not shown. The Living Word format strongly suggests a way of perceiving Otabil and
receiving his message. Through a process of identification with the televised bodies of
the church audience, the TV audience at home is expected to similarly subject to ‘the
general overseer’ and to the Word in order to experience the power of the Holy Spirit
that he transfers onto them. As the physical bodies of the ‘powerful man of God’ and
his followers function as a medium in religious practice, so do the edited and televised
images of their bodies function as a medium for the Holy Spirit to ‘touch’ the viewer
through the television screen. So whereas Protestantism radically breaks with the
Catholic visual culture that features prominently images of the body of Christ, of Mary
and of various saints, its charismatic-Pentecostal version has developed a visual culture
around pastors and worshippers themselves, around the bodies of living human
beings. Not only are they the tangible evidence of the workings of the Spirit through
people and communities, they become ‘living icons’ mediating the power of the Holy
Spirit to the spectators at home.21
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Watching Living Word

Audience research
According to audience research by Research International, a private research company
in Accra, and by Ghana’s TV & Radio Guide (Nr. 97, January 2003), Living Word is
among the most popular TV programmes in Ghana. With half of the TV3 audience
watching, AltarMedia itself estimates that it has an audience of two million in Ghana
alone. The ICGC’s media audience is much broader and more diverse than the church
membership. As Otabil’s message is very relevant to everybody, it is composed not
only of charismatic Christians, but of people of different churches and religions,
including many Muslims. Otabil’s use of the English language and his appeal to the
intellect and scholarly way of preaching, however, limit his ‘target audience’ to the
educated middle class. Although in terms of age too the media audience is much
broader than the church membership, Otabil’s message is especially attractive for
young people. In these ‘hipik-times,’22 with its high rate of unemployment also among
the educated and a general feeling of lack of improvement, young, aspiring people
crave for a charismatic role model who tells them that they are somebody, that they
have talents to develop, that they can be successful and become rich. Moreover, his
teachings can easily be related to personal problems and experiences people have. I
have heard many reactions like ‘he talks about the real problems we face in Ghana’ or
‘when I heard him preaching I felt he was talking about me.’ Making biblical lessons
personal and practical is exactly what Otabil tries to do. He clearly steps into many,
especially young people’s longing for a personal experience of Christianity, even if
‘anonymously’ through a TV screen. 

In 2002 a group of theology students at the Central University College carried
out a study on the reception of Living Word among various layers of the Accra popula-
tion.23 From this research, my own informal talks with people about watching Living
Word and occasionally watching with them, I have gained some insight into viewing
practices. Many people told me that Sunday six p.m. is a special time for them and
they consciously sit down to watch the programme attentively. Living Word is not a
programme to listen to with a half ear while doing other things like eating, drinking,
cooking, or chatting. Many people make sure there are no disturbances during broad-
cast time, some even lock their door. Some people pray before watching that the Lord
may allow the Word of God to transform them and bless them. People watch – some
rather speak of listening even though it is TV – actively. Many take notes, which they
may use later on during bible studies or personal devotion. They say ‘amen,’ ‘hallelu-
jah,’ and ‘yes’ when it is appropriate, and join Otabil in prayer at the end when he
invites the viewers to do so. Receiving the message often does not end with the broad-
cast. People buy or order tapes, listen to them repeatedly, and give them away or
exchange them. Some decide to join the ICGC or to convert to (charismatic)
Christianity after hearing Otabil. A common follow-up action is to respond to Otabil’s
call to write to him, just as in the early years of the charismatic movement in Ghana it
was very popular to correspond with Oral Roberts, who was then on Ghana television. 
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Living Word correspondence
In the Living Word correspondence department, pastor Charlotte and her group of
carefully selected and screened church members file and answer the great many let-
ters (about 400 a month) and e-mails the church receives. Most of the letters come
from non-members, who write after having heard Otabil preaching on radio or TV,
including viewers in Kenya. Some people write just to ask for audiotapes, Otabil’s
books, bibles, or information about the church. But many write with a specific prob-
lem they think Otabil will have a solution for, or to tell him what his teachings have
done in their lives. Some also give testimonies of being baptised by the Holy Spirit or
converted to Christianity after listening to him. Letters are filed into thirty categories –
including appreciation, salvation, adultery, masturbation, homosexuality – for which
standard reply letters have been written, but are modified to suit each particular case.
They always start with ‘greetings in the mighty name of the Lord Jesus Christ,’ also
when the addressee is a Muslim. Letter or e-mail writers are not pushed to come to
the ICGC, but advised to worship at any bible-believing church. 

The letter files are kept in pastor Charlotte’s office. Letters dealing with very
personal problems are handled with great care and were not accessible to me. From
the less personal letters that I was allowed to read and photocopy (with the author
names folded away) I selected a few examples. Many people write to thank Otabil for
his preaching, often in very general terms. 

Dear Dr. Otabil. I greet you and your entire church in the name of the Lord, I
also thank God for bringing you Otabil into this world, may God bless you and
your ministry. […] It was but the grace of god that I met the voice of the great
man of God Otabil […] Your message has given me three hundred and sixty
degree change of mind, character, attitude and made me even more useful in
my local church. Through your teachings I have high and deeper understand-
ing of the word of god.

Other letters of appreciation thank Otabil for a specific message, such as the following
letter from Nigeria, where TV3 appears to reach once in a while.

Dear pastor Mensah, thanks for giving to the lord and doing his will, may the
almighty God whose and whom you are, continue to bless his work in your
hand. I was just tuning the TV when I came across TV3, while I was wondering
which station is this, you came on air and began to release the undiluted word
of the most high. I sat down and had a good meal of the teaching that evening.
What do I say but to thank you for giving to the lord, to do his work. Your
audience is not in Ghana alone, but it includes Nigeria, right now I tell my
friends about your programme. The series that has just been concluded – open-
ing new pages for your life – is the one I am referring to. I am wonderfully
blessed by the exposition of the word of life through your ministry. […] I was
encouraged, motivated, reassured and chastised by the message, sir, thanks for
giving to the lord. Since I have not gotten it all, the ideal prescription is to get
the tapes and listen over and over again and again and again. Sir, how many
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are the tapes in the series –VIDEO, and what is the cost and freight? I promise
to work by the teachings and my testimonies shall soon reach you. 

Apart from appreciation, people’s reaction to a message also depends on the topic.
When Otabil talks about more intellectual or national topics, people write to join in
the discussion and may comment on Otabil’s contribution to national issues.

[…] I have been following your messages on JoyFM on Sunday mornings.
Some indeed may be irked by the frank and courageous way in which you
address our national experience. But, to me, the messages spell out a godly and
non-partisan approach to true national reconciliation. My prayer is that the
message will accomplish the purpose for which it is sent and that, as the Lord
grants, you will also address the issues relating to understanding in the inter-
tribal, inter-faith, and economic spheres of national life.

The following letter dates from the time that Living Word was on Ghana Television
and thus reached the (predominantly Islamic) North of the country.

Dear pastor, I thank Almighty Allah for giving you the wisdom and resources
to spread your message to the whole nation through Ghana television.
However, I was deeply disappointed at people’s ignorance about your message,
better still the message of Allah because of the time, that is 5.30 a.m. [when
Muslims pray] I pray that Allah will change the minds of GTV staff to shift the
time probably from 9am to 12 noon on Sundays so that the import of your mes-
sage to my people in the North is felt. Perhaps we need the message better.
Pastor, I would urge you to continue with your work and I am confident that
Allah is using you as an instrument to change our negative perceptions to the
realisation of the immense spiritual reality of Africa. God does not hate
Africans, our present predicament of wars, poverty, corruption, ignorance etc.
are a source of worry but I have hope in the WORD of God. Why did Joseph
suffer in the hands of his brothers? Why was he made a slave and a prisoner in
the house of Pharaoh? Why was Jesus brought to Africa to escape death? Why
Africa and not any continent? Why did Moslems escape from Saudi Arabia to
Ethiopia in Africa and not any other continent? I hope you would use the scrip-
tures and the pulpit to teach us and that we are not cursed by Allah like Satan. 

When Otabil talks about personal development, people write about their own lives
and how the message has helped them. 

Dear Pastor. I feel good any time I heard you preaching on both the radio and
the television, in fact, your messages has really changed my life, and I wish I
will imminate [sic] you if God wishes me to be.

[…] I listened to your message yesterday on ‘opening pages of your life’ part VI
on TV3. I was greatly blessed by the message especially as it applied to a par-
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ticular need in my life right now. After listening to you, my eyes were indeed
opened to see that God could still bring blessings from the same source of my
pains. It’s a wonderful knowledge! 

When Otabil preaches about speaking in tongues or on how to receive the Holy Spirit,
people send testimonies of their own spiritual experience, as the Presbyterian woman
who was baptised by the Holy Spirit while watching the programme. She was busy
sweeping the living room when Living Word came on and caught her attention. As she
heard pastor Otabil preaching on speaking in tongues, she put down her broom, sat
down and listened to the whole message. After the sermon Otabil said ‘let’s pray’ and
suddenly she found herself praying in tongues without stopping. For the first time in
her life she was filled with the Holy Spirit. Her children started crying, it was such a
beautiful experience, and she was so excited. So she wrote to the church to thank pas-
tor Otabil, saying that she would from now on allow God to use him to bless her. 

Letters also express a strong belief in Otabil’s power of prayer and solving
problems and in his, as one writer put it, ‘spiritual occupation of the nation.’

[…] I am a Catholic anyway, but I love your teachings. Dear pastor Otabil
what I want you to do for me is first to pray with me so that any obstacle that
is blocking my marriage life would be broken in Jesus name so that my path
would be clear and secondly please pray with me so that the man God himself
has chosen for me would come my way so that we would live together praising
and giving thanks to the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

What the letters make clear is that apart from the rational, practical message that
Otabil preaches on air, there is also a spiritual side to receiving this message. People
speak of the blessings of God being released in their lives, of being totally trans-
formed, of receiving spiritual strength, encouragement, and restoration of hope, and
some of receiving the Holy Spirit. As speaks from their testimonies, such experiences
are fundamental to their sense of self as a born-again Christian. Otabil’s words, carried
to a broad audience by radio and television, can transfer the power of the Holy Spirit
into the lives of his listeners and viewers and thereby inform religious subjectivity. In
order to understand the relation between spiritual mediation in church and through
technological media, I will now discuss charismatic notions and doctrines of sensory
perception.

Doctrines of sensory perception

In the previous chapter I have already referred to Poloma’s (2003) argument that
charismatic doctrine is suspicious of perception through the bodily senses. It favours
‘spiritual knowledge’ instead, knowledge directly given by God. In a similar vein,
Gifford (2004:71) argues that Ghana’s charismatic Christianity puts great stress on not
believing what you see, hear or feel around you. The faith gospel preaches that, for
example, when you look at your living conditions, you may see that you are poor. But
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God tells you that you are rich. Are you going to believe what your senses tell you or
are you going to believe what God (through the bible) tells you? The answer is obvi-
ous. Yet, despite this disbelief in human perception, charismatics also recognise that,
in the words of prophet Dan, ‘God communicates to us through the five senses.’ And
not only are the human senses the vehicle for divine communication, but also for spir-
itual power, both good and evil. In much of charismatic practice, then, the senses are
both mobilised to connect to the power of the Holy Spirit and disciplined to discon-
nect from the power of the Devil. In this section I look at how in Ghanaian charismatic
perception and practice the Holy Spirit uses the eye, the ear, and the touch (smell and
taste are less prominent) to intervene in the life of the believer, but how the senses can
also be ‘demonic doorways’ to the human body. 

The eye
Charismatic Pentecostalism has an ambiguous relationship with looking and the
image. On the one hand it strongly rejects, in Protestant, iconoclastic tradition, the
Catholic use of saintly images as sites of worship and means of divine communication
and emphasises the Word instead. Yet, at the same time, we cannot deny that it is a
religion in which the visual plays a key role. Various authors have related the lively
visual culture of Pentecostalism to the centrality of vision and the power of revelation
(Gordon and Hancock 2005; Meyer 2006a, 2006c; Morgan 1998; see also special issue

of Material Religion 1(3), 2005). Prophecy
and healing, as in ICGC’s Solution
Centre described in the last chapter,
depend on the prophet’s ability to see
into the spiritual realm and to commu-
nicate his visions to those who cannot
see. Christ Temple prophet Pastor Dan:
‘The vision is the eye. As somebody sees
a picture physically, we see pictures in
the realm of the spirit. I close my eyes
and see a vision.’ This function of a
prophet as an intermediary eye has its
roots in local religious traditions and
has become central to Ghanaian
Pentecostalism. Meyer (2006a) analyses
video technology as an extension of
such Pentecostal looking practices, as
part and parcel of a ‘new regime of visi-
bility, in which visuality is a proof of
true existence.’ This conclusion is thus
quite the opposite of the above observa-
tion of mistrust of what the eye sees.
Furthermore, Meyer argues, visuality
can even become true existence, as there
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is no clear-cut boundary between the representation and its referent, in her case fake
shrines on a film set that risk being inhabited by demonic spirits. Representation or
fiction can become real and thus acquire a power of its own, that can affect the person
seeing it. 

Gordon and Hancock (2005) make a similar argument when they state that in
Pentecostalism’s praxis of looking, the image is iconic rather than symbolic.
Pentecostal images do not simply represent a physical reality, in their case the vast
masses of worshippers at Reinhardt Bonnke’s crusades, but embody the spiritual reali-
ty behind it. As the believer’s sight penetrates the image surface to experience the
Holy Spirit, the image can trigger gifts of healing and tongues. Of course, only the
‘real,’ biblically informed Christian has the privilege of this kind of vision. Visual
experience, then, is an important medium of divine intervention in the life of the
Christian viewer.

But in this iconic power of the image also lies the danger of images. As
images do not merely represent, but make present Holy Spirit power, they do the
same with evil power. Images of evil or sin thus not only show, but embody demon-
ic power, thus enabling Satan to get hold of a person through the image, through
his/her vision. Hence the suspicion in charismatic circles against imagery, and espe-
cially the imagery of the mass media, that is often considered sinful. During an
ICGC discipleship class (17 March 2002), a discussion was held about the Devil
using our eyes, especially through media and advertisement, as entrances to the
body. Teacher Peter Dzandza: 

Three main ways the Devil uses: eyes, flesh, pride of life (1 John) and all that
marketing people aim at is our eyes. The devil has a Ph.D. in packaging and
marketing. Take sin and make it look good. Everything that is evil is presented
as good. Gambling, cigarettes, alcohol, sex, they are all advertised as signs of
good life. Advertisement boards are not in obscure places, but a nice picture on
a big board, with nice colours, so you will see it. They show a nice young lady,
slim, wearing a short shirt, neatly dressed, smiling, and a young man, slim,
slightly taller, standing by her and a nice posh car and they are telling you to
smoke. When you smoke you will get a nice lady and a nice car and be beauti-
ful. They aim at you, the younger generation, aiming at your eyes to create a
desire in you, a lust, a negative desire.

By merely seeing such images, a person can already be caught by the Devil.
Demonic power can enter a person’s body through the eye and affect the person’s
life. The only way to prevent this is to clearly frame the images in the Pentecostal
worldview of good and evil. This is done in video films (Meyer 2006a), but not in
most advertising and foreign films and TV programmes and that is why these are
considered so dangerous. The public has to mobilise that frame and thus charis-
matic-Pentecostal churches make sure they teach their members to do so. It is
important thus to examine Pentecostal imagery and looking practices and not to
take the Pentecostal rejection of the image and centrality of the Word for granted.
Yet, a too exclusive emphasis on vision taken for granted as distanced gaze risks
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overlooking the equally important role of sound and hearing in charismatic
Pentecostalism. 

The ear
The opening phrases of a booklet published by The End Time Evangelistic Church in
Accra, Be careful about what you hear, summarise very well the general understandings
of hearing that are taught in charismatic-Pentecostal circles: ‘There is power in the
spoken word. It can either be for good or for evil’ (Nketia n.d.:1). It is this idea of
power in the spoken word that informs common prayers, such as this one by a radio
preacher on Akasanoma Radio (September 2004): ‘Lord, as your people are hearing
the sound of my voice, let your mighty spirit touch them.’ There is a strong emphasis
on the spiritual effect of the sound of divinely inspired speaking. Saying you are poor
indeed makes you poor (hence also the fierce resistance in charismatic circles against
Kufour’s acceptance of the HIPC programme), while saying you are rich makes you
rich. This principle is well summarised by the faith gospel slogan ‘name it! claim it!!
take it!!!’ (Heward-Mills 1999), based on the biblical understanding that the power of
life and death is in the tongue (Proverbs18:21).  The power of prophecy, of preaching
and of praying aloud rests on this principle. The divinely inspired sound of gospel
music also embodies the power of the Holy Spirit and is thus able to affect and protect
one’s life. Hence the belief that playing gospel music in a car keeps evil spirits away
and prevents car accidents.

Contact with the Holy Spirit, especially as divine advice or directions, is also
often described as ‘hearing a voice.’ All Christians can, and should endeavour to hear
the voice of the Holy Spirit speaking to them, but this gift is most developed in
prophets, who’s divine revelations depend on hearing as much as on seeing. Pastor
Dan: ‘God works through the ear, we hear a voice. As I am speaking to you, that is
what the Holy Spirit is speaking to me. That is prophecy’.

But as the ear thus serves as an entrance for the Holy Spirit to touch a person,
the Devil can equally make use of this ‘doorway.’ Hearing something spiritually
affects you and thus you have to be very careful about what you hear and ‘guard you
ears.’ According to Nketia ‘what you see is not as serious as what you hear’ (n.d.:9).

Whether you like it or not you will hear something: over the Radio or
Television, from friends, and other sources. …With the recent springing up of
FM Radio Stations all over Ghana, it is clear that what a nation hears is very
important. If a nation hears good and encouraging news, this affects the people
for good. Frightful news on the other hand transmits fear into people, causing
panic and even leading to the loss of innocent lives (Genital Scare [sic],
Mataheko Murders in Ghana)’ (ibid.:2-3).

As what people hear on the radio news can transfer ‘the spirit of fear’ into them, listen-
ing to ‘wordly music,’ especially sexually loaded song texts, can transfer the spirit of sin.
The only way to ‘be careful about what one hears’ and prevent such demonic spirits
from entering through the ear, is to check everything one hears with the bible to know
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whether it comes from God or from the Devil. As with looking at images, one can listen
to evil words or sounds, but only when they are Pentecostally framed as such.

A similar argument as made above for images and looking can thus also be
made for sound and hearing (see also Hirschkind 2001b). The spoken Word of God,
divinely inspired music or sinful songs do not just represent meanings, but embody
spiritual power that can affect the hearer. The Holy Spirit and the Devil fight about
the ear in order to enter a person’s body and life. 

The touch
In the previous chapter I described how during the ICGC Solution Centre spiritual
power is primarily mediated by the pastor’s touch. The Holy Spirit also communicates
through the sense of touch. Pastor Dan told me that ‘at times, whilst you are praying
for somebody, you sense that something is paining your this thing, then you know
that this person is going through a pain on that part of the body. We feel it.’ Prophetic
revelation thus depends not only on seeing and hearing, but also on feeling (and even
on smelling; pastor Dan said he can smell demons and ‘witchcraft spirits’). But ‘feel-
ing the Holy Spirit’ is not restricted to prophets. The experience of the manifestation
of the Holy Spirit, which forms the foundation of being a born-again Christian, is
commonly expressed in terms of tactility. The popular miracle preacher Dag Heward-
Mills, for instance, preaches on one of his miracle videos (Miracle days are here) (fig.
4.20): ‘I see the healing of the Lord moving into your body right now. Some of you
may feel it like a warm passing through. Or something you feel, but you don’t know
what it is.’ Testimonies captured on the tape include that of a woman who miracu-
lously became pregnant after having both tubes removed. She said ‘I felt the power of
God inside my stomach and knew that I was healed.’ Others described their experi-
ence to the audience as ‘I felt some heaviness in my legs and all of a sudden the pain
vanished,’ ‘I felt some heat in my knees and believed that I was healed,’ ‘I didn’t feel
any warmth or heaviness, but at a certain point I just felt like checking and the pain
had disappeared,’ ‘I felt something coming out,’ or ‘I felt something very cold on my
shoulder and as I checked I felt the lump in my breast shrinking.’ The touch of the
Holy Spirit, then, is experienced as an extreme temperature, as weight, or as ‘just feel-
ing something.’ Moreover, this indefinable physical experience (‘some,’ ‘something,’
‘don’t know what it is’) precedes the understanding that this is the Holy Spirit
touching. 

Let me repeat that for Otabil physical touch as employed in miracle healing is
problematic. Still, as I described in the previous chapter, both physical touch, as in the
Solution Centre, and the discourse of tactility and bodiliness feature prominently in
his church. I argue that common charismatic expressions like ‘being touched by the
spirit’ or ‘feeling the power of the Holy Ghost’ should not be understood only
metaphorically, but quite literally, as indeed a bodily experience (cf. Sobchack 2004),
also when mediated through the airwaves, by religious radio and television broad-
casts. The point is that the touch by the Spirit, which constitutes a born-again
Christian’s being, may be mediated by physical touch, that is, through laying on of
hands, but not necessarily. It may also be mediated by sounds and images, either of a
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live performance, as described in the previous chapter, or of technological media.
Similarly, demonic power may be mediated not only by touching evil matter or physi-
cally indulging in immoral behaviour such as pre- or extramarital sex, drinking, or
smoking, but also by seeing images (billboards, television) or hearing sounds (music)
of such matter and behaviour. Hence the emphasis is not only on not touching but
also on not seeing and not hearing in order to remain out of touch with evil powers.
Only when we acknowledge the interrelatedness of the senses and the possibility of
touch through the eye and the ear, can we understand why images and sounds may
cause so much concern among charismatics, as in the above examples (see also Verrips
2006). And only then can we also understand charismatics’ use of audiovisual media. 

The tactile dimension of religious subjectivity in charismatic Pentecostalism is
not limited to its African strain. In the African context, however, the emphasis on
being touched by the Spirit resonates with the central role of the sense of touch in tra-
ditional religiosity. This point will be discussed in detail in chapter 6 in the context of
the Afrikania Mission and its ambiguous relationship to tactile spirituality. Here I wish
to point to the phenomenon of spirit possession and the application of ritual objects
and substances to the body in religious practice to underline that traditional religious
subjects connect to the spiritual primarily through the sense of touch. In traditional
religion too touch can be mobilized through the other senses. To give just a few exam-
ples: the use of people’s photographs in magical practices of healing and harming
(Behrend 2003); the beating of particular drumming rhythms to invoke the tactile pres-
ence of particular deities in possession ritual; the idea of witchcraft or ‘juju’ as physical
touch over distance (in local parlance often referred to as ‘African electronics’).
Charismatic-Pentecostal sensory practices, then, in which images and sounds can trans-
fer the touch of Holy Spirit power to viewers and listeners and affect their being, show
a continuity with traditional African ideas about seeing, hearing, touch, spiritual
power, and personhood. I argue that we have to take into account the specific sensory
practices of African traditional religiosity in order to understand what Asamoah-
Gyadu has called the ‘sacramental use of television’ by African charismatics (2005c:23).  

Receiving the Word, being touched by the Spirit

While prospective converts are often urged to ‘visit this church on a Sunday to really
feel the Holy Spirit at work,’ it is also possible to have this experience over a large dis-
tance, through electronic media. The text on the cover of the religious video tape
Miracle Days Are Here (fig. 4.20) proclaims:

Join Bishop Dag Heward-Mills in the powerful miracle service captured on this
video and experience the miraculous touch of God which is able to heal, deliv-
er and restore! As you receive the Word of God about the Anointing and the
miraculous, may faith be stirred up within you to receive your own miracle! 

The tape cover thus promises an experience of ‘miraculous touch’ through an audiovi-
sual medium. Indeed, testimonies abound of people having received the touch of the
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Holy Spirit through a media broadcast or video tape. 
Some preachers solve the problem of mass media’s lack of tactility by calling

their listeners, viewers, or readers to create a ‘point of contact’ by laying their hand on
the radio set, the TV screen, or the book page. Asamoah-Gyadu writes, for example,
that Bishop Agyin Asare of Word Miracle Church International, often opens his palms
and asks viewers to place their own open palms into his on the TV screen as he prays
for them, in the belief that ‘there is transference of “healing anointing” to the sick
through the screen’ (2005c:20). Or, viewers may be asked to place a bottle of oil on the
television set in the belief that the oil will be infused with anointing as the pastor on
the screen prays (ibid.:23). Media preachers thus make use of the materiality of the
medium, much like the materiality of the body is used to create ‘contact points’ dur-
ing anointing services. The television set or the radio, Asamoah-Gyadu argues, thus
‘acquires a talismanic status as a medium for effective anointing’ (ibid.). Yet, also with-
out physically touching the medium, people can receive the touch of the Holy Spirit,
as happened to the sweeping woman. Divine touch can thus work through the eye
and the ear.

Let’s return to Clifford, the Living Word editor, and his statement that ‘people at
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home like to identify with the people they see on TV.’ What he seems to hint at is the
same bodily process of posture, tension, and intention that Sobchack describes as
‘mimetic sympathy.’

Focussed on the screen, my “postural schema” or intentional comportment
takes its shape in mimetic sympathy with (or shrinking recoil from) what I see
and hear. If I am engaged by what I see, my intentionality streams toward the
world onscreen, marking itself not merely in my conscious attention, but
always also in my bodily tension: the sometimes flagrant, sometimes subtle,
but always dynamic investment, inclination, and arrangement of my material
being (Sobchack 2004:76).

Note that it was only after the sweeping woman put down her broom and sat down to
listen to the whole message that she was touched by the Holy Spirit and started
speaking in tongues. Watching a religious TV broadcast with an intentional body, ‘sit-
ting in readiness’ and ‘in mimetic sympathy’ with the attentive audience onscreen,
then, may be a prerequisite for the reception of the spiritual power contained in the
Word. We don’t know what would have happened had she continued sweeping while
listening to the message, but charismatic doctrine also suggests a bodily way of listen-
ing necessary to ‘catch’ the spiritual power embedded in the religious message. 

In charismatic circles a distinction is commonly made between listening to ‘the
Word of God’ as an educational exercise and as a spiritual event, between ‘learning’
and ‘catching’ in the words of Dag Heward-Mills. He writes about ‘the art of soaking
in tapes’ in his book Catch the Anointing, which has a revealing cover photograph of a
hand literally catching an audio tape (fig. 4.21).

“Soaking” in tapes simply means to listen to the words over and over again
until it becomes a part of you and until the anointing passes on to you! When a
tape is fully “soaked”, both the Word content and the spirit content are
imbibed in your spirit. The anointing is not something you learn, it is some-
thing you catch. Do not assume that the “soaking” in of the tape is just an edu-
cational exercise. It is a spiritual event. Two important things happen when you
soak in a tape. First, faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the Word (Romans
10:17). Secondly, the anointing of the Spirit through the words, comes into you.
The Spirit enters a person as he receives the Word of God. That is why many
people experience a radical transformation by just listening to a powerful mes-
sage from the Word of God (2000:12).

He thus advises his readers to listen to tapes in such a way that you no longer just
hear the meaning of the words, but embody their spiritual quality and the anointing
‘comes into you.’ One may listen to the message only with one’s ears and brains and
understand it alright, but it is only when one also absorbs it in one’s material being
like porous matter absorbs liquid that one can ‘catch the anointing.’ The taped or
broadcast message, the sound of the spoken words, thus becomes the vehicle for the
Spirit to enter the person. Heward-Mills reminds us that our presupposed opposition
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of intellectual versus spiritual,
teaching versus spiritual experi-
ence, does not hold: people experi-
ence the power of the Holy Spirit
by listening to teachings, provided
they listen in a particular way. This
charismatic listening practice is
strikingly similar to Islamic prac-
tices of cassette-sermon audition in
Egypt described by Charles
Hirschkind (2001b). The particular
‘affective-volitional responsiveness’
necessary for ‘understanding’ ser-
mon speech, described by practi-
tioners as ‘hearing with the heart,’
‘is not strictly something cognitive,
but involves the body in its entire-
ty’ (ibid.: 624) and is distinguished
from the kind of hearing that
engages only the mind. Although
Otabil’s emphasis is more on learn-
ing and education, he shares
Heward-Mills’ convition that real
understanding should and can only
be accompanied by the embodi-
ment of God’s Spirit.

This emphasis on soaking
spirit content with one’s full being
reminds of Marks’ notion of

embodied, tactile knowledge, gained through mimesis and physical contact and trig-
gered by ‘haptic vision.’ Without using the concept of mimesis, Heward-Mills alludes
to this pre-conscious process when he writes that one of the signs that you are catch-
ing the anointing is when ‘you unconsciously begin to use certain phrases and points
in these messages. Unknown to you, you begin to walk and think like the person you
are listening to’ (ibid.:33). He compares this process to a young girl learning how to
cook by watching her mother and doing it over and over again (ibid.:35). Moreover,
he tells us to ‘avoid the mistake of leaving out the video dimension. [It] helps you to
catch things that you cannot catch on an audio tape: posture, attire, gestures’
(ibid.:34). ‘Soaking in tapes,’ then, is a bodily practice of mimesis supplementing the
cerebral practice of understanding the meaning of the words. 

Viewing and listening with one’s body, then, triggers the embodied sensory
memory of a live church event and the spiritual experience it evokes. In church, the
body and voice of the man of God and the bodies of the audience joined together in a
collective performance of communication facilitate a link between the individual wor-
shippers and the spiritual realm and evoke the presence of God’s spirit in the physical

-  207 -

4. Living Word

Fig. 4.21 Front cover of Dag Heward-Mills' book
Catch the Anointing.

09-hoofdstuk-4-p173-214.qxd  2-4-2008  22:17  Pagina 207



space of the church hall. In front of the TV, through the sensual relation with what the
religious viewer sees on and hears from the screen, s/he becomes part of the event,
participates in a way with the onscreen audience in religious worship, and, more
importantly, interacts in a close association with the anointed man of God. Otabil’s
introductory and closing words to the viewer at home clearly serve this purpose of
intimacy. Not only does he address the viewer (as if) personally, always calling
him/her ‘my friend,’ the intimate close-up of the face of the man that not many people
can come close to in reality also render him present in their living room, rather than
represented on the screen. As Heward-Mills writes: 

For many people, the close association with men of God is not possible except
through the medium of books and tapes. … “Soaking” in books written by
anointed men is an invaluable way of associating with them. … What a great
privilege it is to interact with a great person for three hours in the privacy of
your home! As you read this book you are fellowshipping with me and I am
fellowshipping with you (Heward-Mills 2000:8).

While watching an anointed man on TV, you are fellowshipping with him, closely inter-
acting, and thus able to partake in the spiritual power he gives off. Looking at his image
calls up the religious subject’s tactile memory of sitting in a church hall, surrounded by
his amplified voice, of feeling a pastor’s firm hand on one’s head, of being immersed in
a crowd speaking in tongues, of being moved by the beat of the music. The boundary
between onscreen and offscreen, between object and subject thus blurs and the Holy
Spirit ceases to be an onscreen representation, represented by the interaction between
pastor and congregation, but becomes present and able to touch the viewer. 

Conclusion: television and the religious subject

Building upon the tension between charisma and format set up in the previous chap-
ters, this chapter has shown how the televisualisation of a religious ritual, the teaching
sermon, creates a pastor’s charisma and addresses as well as constitutes new religious
subjects. AltarMedia makes use of television and video not only to spread a message
and an image of Otabil and his followers, but also to mediate charisma and spiritual
power to the audiences at home. Through careful framing and editing of pre-recorded
church services, the televised religious spectacle invites the TV spectator to partake of
the power of the Holy Spirit present in the Word of God.

In the previous chapter I have shown that the Christ Temple celebrates services
according to a specific format, that entails not only a more or less fixed sequence of
practices and performances, but also a similarly fixed, but more implicit pattern of
bodily behaviour and vocal utterances required of the congregation. In order to share
in the blessings that God, through the pastor, bestows upon the social and spiritual
community of believers, a person has to participate in the communication between the
man of God and the congregation according to this format. The dynamic between the
body and voice of the pastor on stage, the mass body of the audience, and the individ-
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ual body of each worshipper, often evokes the emotional experience interpreted as a
personal encounter with the Holy Spirit. These bodies, joined in a communal religious
event, are the medium that carries spiritual power.  

This ‘formatting’ of the church audience through performance practices is carried
further in the AltarMedia editing studio. The Living Word programme format that the
editors use to circulate and market Otabil’s teachings, visualises the dynamics between
the pastor, the mass and the individual believer in church. By mixing shots of Otabil
preaching with shots of the crowd filling the auditorium and close-ups of individual
persons in the audience, Living Word implicitly provides the bodily format one has to
submit to in order to not only understand the Word of God, but ‘catch’ the spiritual
power inherent in it. Bodies that do not conform to this regime of listening to the Word,
and thus hear but words without feeling the Spirit, are edited out. The bodies, reactions,
and emotions that are shown provide the format for what viewers at home are expected
to experience in receiving Otabil’s message and the Word of God. Through identification
with the church audience, the viewer is invited to participate in the service and, just like
the people on screen, to subject to pastor Otabil and to partake in the Holy Spirit power
that his message transfers onto them. By giving them a feeling of belonging to that larg-
er community of believers, Living Word thus not just addresses and creates an audience
outside the church, but constitutes religious subjects. 

The Living Word format, a common format for religious programmes, bears a
striking resemblance to the format of a TV show with a host and a studio audience yet
directed at a mass TV audience. A charismatic church service similarly features a host
pastor and a local church congregation, but is, through the media ministry, also direct-
ed at all those not-yet-born-agains, Otabil’s imaginary first-time visitor. In both cases
too, the host is often a national celebrity and the people present at the live event func-
tion as ‘the people like you and me,’ who are nevertheless interacting with this
famous personality, giving the TV audience a feeling of ‘I could also be there.’ The for-
mat of the TV show with studio audience, be it a talk show, a quiz or whatever enter-
tainment show, always includes both wide-angle shots of the whole or a large part of
the studio audience and close-ups of individual persons. This works to draw the
viewer into the show, to be part of the studio audience, to experience the live event.
Sometimes the studio audience is only present audibly, by their applause and laugh-
ter, sometimes even faked. Still, this sound works to increase a feeling of participation
in the TV audience. This is very different from programme formats without a visible
or audible studio audience. 

I argue, then, that the success of the televisual culture of charismatic
Pentecostalism in Ghana can be traced to the similarity between specific formats,
styles, and modes of address of the medium of television and those of mediating the
Spirit in charismatic religious practice. Charismatic churches communicate spiritual
power through mass gatherings, spectacle, and theatrical performance. Their domi-
nant mode of address (in preaching and in leading worship and prayer) is a mode of
addressing the masses, or more precisely, the individual as part of a mass of worship-
pers. The Holy Spirit seems to be easily attracted by crowds, be they in large church
halls or in open spaces. This fits the televisual logic of creating public spectacle and
visual attraction to enchant the masses and addressing the individual TV viewer at
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home as being part of a mass audience. Indeed, Pentecostalism’s strong emphasis on
evangelization, on winning as many souls as possible, has given its main ways of
transmitting religious knowledge and spiritual power an outward direction that is
very similar to television’s commercial logic of reaching an audience as wide as possi-
ble, targeting and entertaining a maximum of potential customers for the advertisers
or program sponsors. Moreover, as Asamoah-Gyadu has argued, charismatic-
Pentecostal discursive practice has developed to suit media demands and produces a
‘crisp, clear, and direct message, which speaks to the concerns of broad masses of
Ghanaians in terms that are fascinating and enchanting’ (2005c:10). Charismatic slo-
gans, ‘power quotes,’ and serialized thematic messages are well-suited to commercial
mass media. Lastly, Pentecostal dramatization, by stressing emotion, and serialization
of religious performance shows affinity to popular formats of TV programming. The
medium of television thus offers formats and modes of address that are familiar to
those of charismatic events and practices.

While television is commonly understood as an audiovisual medium, one that
engages the eye and the ear, in this chapter I have argued that watching a religious
broadcast involves the whole body and appeals to all senses. I thus argue that the tac-
tile language most charismatics use to describe their spiritual experience, in church
and behind the TV screen, is not necessarily or solely metaphoric (cf. Sobchack
2004:79). Acknowledging that vision and hearing are informed by and inform the
other senses, claims of being ‘touched’ by the Spirit while watching or listening to a
powerful ‘man of God’ delivering the Word can be taken quite literal. Agreeing with
Sobchack and with Verrips (2002) that all audiovisual media engage the other senses, I
argue that the particular format of the religious broadcast reinforces this process.
Watching ‘common people’ one can identify with experiencing a religious service on
screen can trigger the embodied, multisensory memory of a similar experience in
church, making it possible to physically experience a touch. This experience may not
be very different from the touch experienced in church, which is also mediated partly
by electronic technologies such as closed-circuit television, Power Point projection,
and all-round sound amplification, and partly by bodily technologies. The Christian
consciousness then frames this tactile experience in the learned Holy Spirit discourse.
The fact that people send testimonies of being touched by the Spirit in front of the TV
screen means that this touch is very important for their being, their Christian person-
hood. Being touched makes a vital change in their life. Body and language thus work
together in shaping the Christian self, as so beautifully captured by the title Living
Word: language, the Word, is not merely representation, it lives, and does so in and
through the body. 

It would follow from the above that people who have no sensory memory of
charismatic religious practice that can be triggered by the TV images, could never
experience a touch of the Spirit. Let me repeat that both the performative, expressive
way of worship and the emphasis on the Holy Spirit are no longer restricted to charis-
matic churches. Through their media ministries and through the numerous, publicly
accessible crusades and conferences, the charismatic style of practising religion has
greatly influenced worship and preaching styles in other churches, that are loosing
more and more members to the charismatics. Many of Ghana’s Christians thus have
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some lived experience of what they see on TV. Still, we cannot assume that this is the
case for all viewers of charismatic programmes. Otabil in particular has many Muslim
viewers, many of whom have probably never attended a charismatic or charismatic-
like event. While for insider charismatics, seeing and hearing a service on TV may
trigger, unconsciously, on the mimetic, embodied level, the ‘tactile’ memory of being
touched by the Holy Spirit, for outsiders such as Muslims watching a televised service
engages them on the more conscious, rational level and they may not be ‘touched by
the Spirit.’ Indeed, it is noteworthy that Muslims who write to the church in response
to watching Living Word, always comment on the content of the message and what it
teaches them and the nation as a whole, while reports of spiritual experiences mostly
come from Christian viewers. More research would be needed, however, to see
whether such a correlation indeed exists. 

As argued in the previous chapter, the ‘inner’ transformation of the religious self
happens through bodily practices of self-styling. The power of the Holy Spirit needed
for this transformation can only be received through modes of listening and viewing
that involve the whole body and all senses. It is here that the experience and embodi-
ment of live church events and the bodily reception of religious broadcasts inform each
other in the constitution of religious subjectivity. The question, however, is whether
without the outside discipline church members must submit to, the media format
indeed changes religious experience. In other words, whether the media format is as
powerful as the bodily formats inscribed on church members. Listeners and viewers of
Living Word, who participate in sharing the church’s message and sometimes engage in
follow-up practices, may in a way be regarded as part of the ICGC community. Yet, the
church is in no way able to control the persons that make up this fluid and unbounded
community. As the reception of the ICGC message does not go together with close
supervision and physical interaction, the ‘inner transformation’ that the message is
aimed at cannot be monitored as is attempted with the registered members. Charismatic
church leaders fear, then, that as a result of increasing mass-mediatisation and populari-
sation, for many people being born-again becomes, in their analysis, a matter of ‘out-
ward style’ rather than ‘inner transformation.’ Otabil also struggles with this dilemma,
as becomes clear from a prayer meeting he led in the Christ Temple: 

Today we pray for the propagation of the gospel. In the times of the apostles,
they went by horse or by foot and held crusades to spread the gospel. Now,
planes and cars are available to travel long distances. But it is no longer neces-
sary to travel to spread the gospel. We can now use media, especially TV, radio,
and satellite for propagating the gospel. It is more effective than the crusades
of earlier Pentecostalism, because it is not mass, but enters into people’s homes,
where they take time to listen and make their choices. Today we pray that God
will make the word as spread through TV and radio not only attract people,
but turn them to Christ, make them born-again. Born-again is a change in life
(16 July 2001).

Pastors like Otabil criticise identification with and appropriation of the charismatic
format of worship and being a Christian without an inner experience of Christ. At the
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same time they unintentionally stimulate what they reject as ‘bumper sticker
Christianity’ by the ways they showcase their churches in the mass mediated religious
marketplace. Such criticisms, however, should be understood as a particular religious
concern with authenticity that privileges ‘deep’ over ‘superficial,’ ‘content’ over ‘form,’
‘spirit’ over ‘body,’ ‘spontaneity’ over ‘ritual,’ ‘immediacy’ over ‘mediation,’ and ulti-
mately ‘Holy Spirit’ agency over ‘human’ agency. In this and the previous chapters I
have attempted to escape such dichotomies by arguing that the experiences that are
authenticated as deep, inner, spontaneous, immediate and generated by the Holy
Spirit are necessarily mediated by forms: ritual performance, bodily and rhetorical
styles, membership forms, and media formats. While opening up new possibilities to
create and mediate the kind of charisma such churches thrive on, the television format
has also expanded the challenges posed by the problem of mediation. 

Notes

1 While Marks uses the concept of ‘haptic visuality’ to analyse the in my view problematic category
of ‘intercultural cinema’ and its particular kind of imagery, Sobchack argues that all films and all
images engage the sense-making capacities of our bodies.
2 Marks speaks of a dialectic of optical and haptic visuality; Sobchack of a reciprocity of the figural
and the literal aspects of the image. Both thus view representation as inseparable from embodiment
(Marks 1999:142).
3 Only three other churches have their own studio: the Word Miracle Church International, the
Church of Pentecost, and the Christ Apostolic Church.
4 Conversation 18 April 2002.
5 Conversation 2 April 2002.
6 Charismatics generally distinguish between five ministry or leadership gifts: that of pastor, teacher,
apostle, prophet, and evangelist.
7 Conversation 18 April 2002.
8 Interview 16 March 2005.
9 Conversation 18 April 2002.
10 From 2005 duplication, labelling and packaging of CD’s was contracted out. 
11 Interview 16 March 2005.
12 ‘Vote for positive change’ was J.A. Kufour’s election slogan in 2000. 
13 Interview Mr. Baffou-Bonnie, 10 August 2001.
14 Conversation 26 September 2002.
15 Conversation 19 September 2002.
16 Conversation 3 December 2002.
17 See a special issue of Material Religion (1(3), 2005) on the visual culture of Pentecostalism.
18 For many charismatics, the Ghanaian government’s acceptance of the Highly Indebted Poor
Countries initiative was a straightforward acceptance of poverty and thus totally opposed to their
message of achievement and prosperity as God’s aim for everybody. Otabil furthermore strongly
criticises the government for going round the world begging for money instead of leading the coun-
try out of poverty with a vision of self-development and true independence.
19 Conversation 4 June 2002.
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20 These are different fried snacks made of ripe plantain and usually absorbing a lot of oil.
21 While Coleman (2000:150) uses the term ‘living icons’ to denote the body image of charismatic
pastors who preach and embody prosperity, I argue here that the prosperous bodies of their audi-
ences invest them with religious authority as well.
22 Since president Kufour embarked on the ‘Highly Indebted Poor Countries’ initiative, HIPC, also
spelled hipik, has become a popular term for poor, poverty, difficult times, or suffering. The notion
has generated spin-off terms such as hipim and hipiw, highly indebted poor man and woman, and
the junction near the Tetteh Quarshie roundabout which leads to President Kufuor’s house is popu-
larly named Hipik Junction.
23 Unfortunately, apart from the survey done by Rev. Asamoah among Pentecostal (non-ICGC) stu-
dents no results were available. I gained additional data from talking with the students about their
research findings.
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5

Afrikania Mission

‘Afrikan Traditional Religion’ in public

Introduction

The bright yellow paint of the three-storey building in Sakaman, Accra, is still fresh
and the gowns of the sixty men and women sitting in front of it are immaculately
white (fig. 5.1). They are about to be ordained into Afrikania priesthood. All fol-
lowed the two-week course offered by the recently established Afrikania Priesthood
Training School. The ceremony is part of the celebrations commemorating
Afrikania’s 20th anniversary in March 2002. Last night the initiates participated in
the ‘night vigil for the nation’ and tomorrow their presence will liven up the public
inauguration of the new headquarters. The gathering has attracted food and ice
cream sellers and there are Afrikania headscarves and badges for sale at the
entrance of the premises. A special cloth with the mission logo has been printed
(fig. 5.3) and a new signboard put by the roadside (fig. 5.2). Two young men are
testing the public address system, ‘one-two, one-two, Amen-Ra!’ There are photog-
raphers, video makers and media reporters. The large group of new priests and
priestesses, dressed in plain white and holding whisks, make a beautiful shot. In his
welcome speech, the mission leader Osofo Ameve proudly announces that 

We started very humbly, in the bush. When the first nine Afrikania priests
were ordained, they were ordained in the bush, we didn’t even clear the
place. Twenty years after, we are ordaining sixty priests in a castle. 

Then there is drumming and dancing, shouting of Afrikania slogans, and an ‘open-
ing prayer’ in the form of libation to the ancestors. 
Ameve and the initiates withdraw to the back of the building for ‘initiation ritu-
als.’ A little later, they spectacularly reappear amidst flute music, wearing neck-
laces of herbs (fig. 5.4) and holding leaves between their teeth. Ameve introduces
them to the public in Ewe, English, and Twi. 

Today they have brought to us sixty strong men and women to be ordained
into Afrikan Traditional Religion, to defend our tradition and culture.1 They
are the soldiers of our heritage. Therefore we will give them the title
‘okufo’, fighter. We will ask them whether they are sincere about this task.
If they are not sincere, the leaf in their mouth should stay, but if they are
sincere, they should remove the leaf and answer the questions I am going to
ask. 
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They all vow. Then Ameve gives them a ‘stone’ (piece of clay) to eat, ‘because
they have to have a heart of stone in order to do this work,’ and rubs a herbal
medicine into their hair to ‘make some of them wizards and some witches, for
you must be a wizard to see far away, to think fast and lead the mission’ (fig.
5.6). A blue strip of cloth tied to their gowns symbolises their new priestly status.
To complete the ceremony, an elder priest blesses their whisks to enhance their
spiritual power. Some have not bought one yet and have their handkerchief
blessed instead. Afterwards they all pose for a photo session (fig. 5.5). Equipped
with a little basic knowledge about the Afrikania Mission, a blessed whisk, a white
gown, and a new title, they are now ready to go out to the rural areas and start
an Afrikania branch on their own.

Having just arrived ‘in the field,’ I wondered what to make of this intriguing formula-
tion of African tradition. How to reconcile the newness of it all – the new ‘castle,’ the
new school, the new signboard, the new cloth and gadgets, the new priests and their
newly invented title – with the constant claims to and symbols of tradition and
African religious culture? At first sight I was tempted to conclude that this was an
invented public performance lacking any spiritual significance and having nothing to
do at all with what goes on in ‘real shrines’ where ‘real traditional priests’ are ‘really
initiated’ into the secrets of ancient religious cults. Or, that the public part of the cere-
mony in front of the building was ‘just entertainment,’ while what happened behind it
was what really mattered. After many years of training in critical anthropology, I did
certainly not subscribe to a notion of tradition as located in the past and as opposed to
modernity. And yet, when confronted with a performance of tradition that was clearly
a new invention, I nonetheless tended to oppose it to something ‘really traditional,’
and less public. Clearly, Hobsbawm and Rangers’ distinction between ‘invented tradi-
tions,’ that are typical of the modern era (1983:13), and ‘genuine traditions’ (ibid.:8)
implicitly shaped my first impression.

This chapter addresses the Afrikania Mission’s dilemma of ‘modernising’ ‘Afrikan
Traditional Religion’ (ATR) and reviving it in a public sphere that is dominated by
Christian voices and formats. The question of how to be an African and a modern reli-
gion at the same time has long occupied indigenous, including Christian, religious move-
ments and is also central to Mensa Otabil’s theology elaborated in chapter 2.
Interestingly, Afrikania’s project is similar to Otabil’s. Both are committed to the mental
liberation of Africans (including their descendants elsewhere in the world) and look for
answers to the question of Africanness and modernity. The ways in which they work this
out, however, are entirely different and their positions are often diametrically opposed to
each other, especially on matters of ‘tradition,’ ‘culture,’ ‘Africanness’ and ‘foreignness.’
While Otabil propagates an African Christianity, Afrikania’s answer is that one can never
be African and Christian at the same time, because it sees Christianity as ‘inherently for-
eign to Afrikans.’ The movement thus aims at countering the hegemony of Christianity
with a modernised version of ‘the religion of Afrika.’ In this project, however, it finds
itself caught between the dominant, Christian formats and styles of representing religion
in Ghana’s public sphere and the shrine priests and priestesses in the rural areas, whom
it claims to represent and tries to mobilise as keepers of ‘the real thing.’ The next chapter
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deals with the tensions
that this produces in
Afrikania’s relation-
ship with traditional
priests and priestesses.
First, however, it is
necessary to examine
in detail Afrikania’s
reformulation of ATR
and its relationship to
Christianity. This
chapter analyses
Afrikania’s creation of
a religious format for a
nationalist purpose
and its growing public
presence and establish-

ment as a religious organisation. It argues that this process entails a ‘protestantisation’ of
traditional religion. I will show how, in the process of reforming ATR for a public pur-
pose, Christianity, in its changing dominant forms, has provided the format for Afrikania
at the same time as being cast as its ‘Other,’ legitimising Afrikania’s claims to Africanness.
Afrikania seeks recognition for ATR by presenting it as essentially similar to Christianity.
The authority of its claims to Africanness, however, rests on presenting it as essentially
opposed to Christianity and the West, that is, on processes of Othering that are very simi-
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Fig. 5.1 Ordination of Afrikania priests at the Mission
Headquarters (March 2002).

Fig. 5.2 Afrikania Mission signboard along Winneba Road, Accra.
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lar to that of missionary ethnography, early anthropology, and also later anthropology,
despite the impact of the literary turn (Fabian 1983; Said 1978). The irony of Afrikania’s
project, then, is a double one. As the public face of ATR in Ghana, it has become far
removed from existing religious traditions and many shrine priests contest Afrikania’s
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Fig. 5.3 New Afrikania priest posing
with the author in front of Afrikania
fence wall.

Fig. 5.4 Osofo Adzovi and Osofo Komla Matrevi after the
'initiation rituals'.

Fig. 5.5 Newly ordained Afrikania priests and priestesses posing for a photo session.
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claims to be representing them. And while struggling against the dominant discursive
framework that does not allow African traditionalists to be modern and African, it has
got stuck in this very dualism.2

The first point of this chapter is to situate Afrikania’s struggle for ATR in a
genealogy of conceptualising ‘Africa,’ ‘tradition,’ and ‘religion,’ that can be traced back
to the earliest encounter between Europeans and Africans on the West African coast. A
discussion of this genealogy makes clear how ‘African traditional religion’ never existed
by itself, but only in what Jean and John Comaroff (1991) have termed a ‘long conversa-
tion,’ an intercultural dialogical exchange with other discourses, first of all with (mis-
sionary) Christianity, but also with colonialism and anthropology. An analysis of local
notions of African tradition, such as Afrikania’s, alerts us to the legacy of missionaries,
colonizers, and anthropologists in those places of the world that they sought to trans-
form, dominate, and order with their concepts and categories. Such an analysis points to
the resilience of constructions of ‘culture’ and ‘tradition’ in people’s own struggles for
and over Africanness. It shows how much current local debates are locked up in the
Western-modernity-versus-African-tradition paradigm generated by the long conversa-
tion between Europeans and Africans. This makes it hard for Afrikania to present its
religion as modern and African at once. 

The second point is to examine the new directions Afrikania has recently taken
and to place these in the wider context of the shifting relations between the Ghanaian
state, religion, and the media described in chapter 1. The first ten years of the move-
ment’s history are well documented in several studies and articles on Afrikania (Asare
Opoku 1993; Boogaard 1993; Gyanfosu 1995, 2002; Schirripa 2000). Especially Pauline
Boogaard’s in-depth study is of immense value and I will draw upon her work repeated-
ly. Afrikania’s developments since the 1990s, however, remain hardly documented. They
are significant especially in relation to the current political, religious, and media climate.
At this particular historical moment Pentecostalism reigns supreme in Ghana’s public
sphere and it can be argued that its success ultimately depends on its insistence that
African spirits are real and to be taken seriously. Despite Pentecostalism’s negative stance
towards these spirits, I contend that its widely publicised emphasis on spiritual power
drives Afrikania closer to shrines and their occupation with spirits and powers. From its
foundation, Afrikania’s approach to traditional religion has been (and still is) mainly
intellectualist and hardly left room for a more embodied, experience-oriented engage-
ment with the spiritual (a tension to be worked out in the next chapter). Its primary con-
cern with ‘representation’ put Afrikania in a weak position vis-à-vis Pentecostalism,
which does offer modes of dealing with the ‘presence’ of spiritual power. Recent devel-
opments in Afrikania indicate that the movement now also offers more room for spiritual
practices and experiences, such as ‘all night prayer meetings,’ spiritual consultation, and
healing, and increasingly claims having access to spiritual powers.

An Afrikania service

The first time I attended an Afrikania service was on 21 July 2001, when I had just
arrived in Accra for a pilot study. A few days before I had visited Osofo Ameve in his
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Fig. 5.6 Scenes from the ordination of Afrikania priests and priestesses.
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brand-new office to introduce myself, explain the objectives of my research, and ask
his permission to hang around for a year. He had warmly welcomed me and invited
me to the worship service, Sunday at 10 am in the hall downstairs. Since the new
building was completed, this had become the main congregation. The old congrega-
tion at the Arts Centre downtown was also still active, as were twenty branches in the
rest of the country and four oversees. That following Sunday morning I encountered
just a handful of people. Whom were those huge loudspeakers outside meant for
then? As drumming went on some twenty more people dropped in. On arrival they
dipped their thumb in a bowl with water and herbs standing at the entrance and
made a circle on their forehead. An Afrikania version of the Catholic holy-water font
and the cross? The puduo symbol of God’s infinity, I was told later. The congregants
(fig. 5.8) gave me a first impression of the wide variety of people that make up
Afrikania’s membership and audience: elderly and middle-aged men, some in
trousers and shirt, others in traditional cloth and wrist beads; women in beautiful wax
print outfits, western dresses, or the white calico and beads typical of shrine priest-
esses; children of all ages and young people.3 They all sat down on white plastic
chairs facing the altar: a wooden table covered with an Afrikania print cloth and deco-
rated with a Ghanaian flag, bronze statues of King Akhnaton and Queen Nfertiti of
Egypt and two colourful plastic plants. An Afrikania priest nicknamed Obibini
Kronkron (‘Holy Blackman’) and the mission’s secretary Mama sat behind the table. I
wondered where Osofo Ameve was.

Around 11 am the officiating priest silenced the drummers, beat the bell and
called ‘agoo!’ ‘Amee!’ responded the congregation. ‘In the Name of Ra, our Supreme
Creator and Father,’ he called them to attention and commitment. Then Ameve
descended the stairs and while the people sang nsuo yε aduro (water is medicine) he
blessed them with sacred water from a calabash, to which they reacted with the puduo
sign again. It all seemed to me very routine, perfunctory almost. The way the wor-
shippers responded ‘Amen!’ to the priest shouting ‘Amen-Ra!’ and ‘Biribi wò ho!’ to
‘Sankofa!’ (Go back to fetch it! – There is something there!), resembled the hal-
leluyah–amens in charismatic churches, but lacked the fervour of charismatic shout-
ing. Only during the drumming slots, when children, women and men took turns in
dancing in small groups, could I sense excitement and spontaneity. Indeed, the whole
liturgy was printed out, including the opening prayer. Obibini Kronkron read it out:

Father of mercy Ra, we thank you for bringing us together at this hour to pray
and glorify your name. Father, we plead for forgiveness for sins that we have
committed against you, your creation, and humanity. We humbly bow at your
feet and call upon you, oh Ra, to have mercy on us and forgive us our sins. We
call upon the divine spirits that you have created and put in charge of this land
on which we now stand, these gods who are in Your Obedient Service, join us
and guide us and in communion with us convey our prayers and pleadings to
you. Amen-Ra! - Amen! -

The prayer struck me as very Christian in form, with phrases that are standard dis-
course in Christian prayers, whether in churches, or at private gatherings. At the same
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time the calling on the Egyptian Sun God Ra puzzled me. The libation one of the
shrine priests performed appeared at first sight much closer to traditional forms of
prayer, except for the pouring of water instead of the usual ‘schnapps.’ In his prayer
he called on Akhnaton and Imhotep, but also on the legendary Asante priest Okomfo
Anokye, Ghana’s first president Kwame Nkrumah, and Afrikania’s founder Osofo
Damuah. 

Like in a Catholic mass, one of the congregants was called upon to ‘give us a
reading from our bible, the Divine Acts’ (fig. 5.7, 5.9), a book Ameve wrote in 2000. A
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Fig. 5.7 Hunua Akakpo reading from the Divine Acts during an Afrikania Sunday service.

Fig. 5.8 Members of the Afrikania Mission during a Sunday service.
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young lady took place behind the pulpit and monotonously read out the seven
‘Proclamations,’ starting with ‘There is only one Supreme God.’ The reading was
translated into Twi and Ewe. Then Osofo Ameve stood up to preach, also both in Twi
and in Ewe. He introduced me and boosted people’s pride of ‘this new branch called
headquarters,’ the new office, and the new school. He expressed his worry about the
small number of people that came today and about their coming so late. He urged
them ‘to be very serious about our tradition,’ but what exactly that was did not
become very clear. When he finished, Obibini Kronkron took the microphone and said
in English: ‘I thank His Holiness for his words. And I want to let Osofo know that we
have heard you and we shall follow you. Because of you we are here. Amen-Ra!’
‘Amen!’ responded the congregation. 

The drummers started a stirring rhythm and the worshippers lined up to dance
around a plastic bowl in the middle while dropping some coins or a note in it. Then
Osofo Atsu Kove raised the bowl and prayed over the money.4 At the end of the serv-
ice it was announced that this week’s ‘offertory’ mounted to 96,000 cedis (about $ 14).
If all Afrikania’s money came from the membership, as Ameve had proudly told me,
and this was what members donated on an average Sunday, how could the movement
not only survive, but also build these impressive headquarters? I was yet to find out
that Afrikania’s main source of money was Ameve’s private pocket.

After welcoming six visitors, a couple of announcements, and lastly, benedic-
tion by Ameve, drumming went on till the end. As people shook hands, exchanged a
few words, and departed, one woman in plain white cloth and white beads started
dancing vigorously and her eyes started rolling. Two other women quickly calmed
her. No one else paid attention. It was the only instance during the two-hour service
that I felt that something powerful was going on and it was suppressed at that very
moment. Only once more during the over thirty services that I attended over the
course of my fieldwork did I see someone showing signs of spirit possession.
Afrikania’s ambiguous relationship with the spiritual, and especially spirit possession,
will be discussed in the next chapter. This chapter examines what struck me most dur-
ing that first service: the movement’s constant use of Christian formats. A sketch of the
genealogy of the concept of ‘African traditional religion’ will place this discussion in
historical perspective.

Conceptualising ‘African traditional religion’

In chapter 1 I have identified two dominant modes of representing ‘African traditional
religion’ in Ghana’s public sphere. While the nationalist Sankofa ideology represents it
as a positive force and a source of African identity, Pentecostalism represents it as a
negative and dangerous one, a source of evil power. Both, however, place traditional
religion in direct opposition to Christianity, framing it in the dualism of tradition and
modernity that is as old as the encounter between Africa and Europe. 

The point in this section is not to deconstruct the imaginary and thus misleading
category of ‘African traditional religion’ and to unmask it as a historical and politically
charged construction. That argument has been well established by others (e.g. Chidester
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1996; Meyer 1999; Peel 1990, 1994; Ranger 1988; Shaw 1990) and does not need to be
repeated here. Instead, I wish to point out how this historical construction has influ-
enced contemporary Ghanaian imaginations of African traditional religion, and that
presented by the Afrikania Mission in particular. The aim of this section is to identify
historical discourses and practices that contributed to the construction of ATR as a cate-
gory and that have a direct or less direct bearing on Afrikania’s project of reforming and
promoting ATR. It thus sketches some genealogical roots of the idea of ATR that will
resurface in the next section’s account of the history of the Afrikania Mission.

Various, often intersecting discourses and practices have contributed to the
conceptualisation of African traditional religion. Early travellers, Christian missions
and African indigenous churches, anthropologists, the colonial and postcolonial state,
Pan-Africanism, and, more recently, global and local media all participated in the
‘long conversation’ between Africa and Europe that shaped notions of ‘Africa,’ ‘tradi-
tion,’ ‘culture,’ and ‘religion.’ Before turning to the conceptualisation of ‘African tradi-
tional religion,’ let me take the three components of that notion separately. 

The imagination of Africa 
It is now common to say in Africanist circles that Africa does not exist. As various
Africanist scholars have argued, ‘Africa’ is an invention (Mudimbe 1988; Appiah 1992), an
idea (Mudimbe 1994), an imagination (Coombes 1995; Mbembe 2002), a construction that
does not exist outside the discourses that produce(d) it. As Achille Mbembe (2002:257)
put it, ‘Africa as such exists only on the basis of the text that constructs it as the Other’s
fiction.’ From their first arrival on the African continent, Europeans produced essentialist
notions of ‘Africa,’ that have profoundly influenced contemporary ideas, including
Afrikania’s, about ‘Africanness’ and about what it means to be ‘African.’ As such, the idea
of ‘Africa’ is intimately tied up with questions of knowledge and power (Mudimbe 1988).
Eighteenth century traders, nineteenth century missionaries, and late nineteenth-early
twentieth century colonial officials all produced accounts of ‘Africa’ and ‘the African’ to
legitimise the superiority of white over black people and to justify their respective proj-
ects of slave trade, conversion to Christianity, and colonial domination. Depictions of
Africa as a ‘dark continent’ and its inhabitants as ‘savage,’ ‘barbaric,’ ‘primitive,’ or ‘child-
like’ were founded on the notion of race and on the premise of a natural inferiority of the
black race. In contrast, many early anthropologists’ and travellers’ accounts conveyed a
romantic idea of ‘Africa’ and ‘the African’ as still possessing an authenticity that the
civilised, modern Westerner had lost (Lindholm 2002). What the negative, denigrating
and the positive, romantic discourses about Africa and Africans had in common, howev-
er, was that both constructed the African as the fundamental Other to the European and
posed an essential difference between Africa and Europe. ‘African’ thus became equal to
exotic, to a distance in time and space that constructed the Other as the object of anthro-
pology (Fabian 1983, 2000). Even if this Western invented notion of an ‘authentic’ Africa
is now rare in anthropology, similar expectations of Africanness as otherness still persist
today in for example the tourist, music and art industries. 

The a-historical and often racial notion of Africa that characterised European
discourses about Africa was taken up by Pan-Africanism. Anthony Appiah (1992)
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argues that African-American Pan-Africanists such as Crummel, Blyden, and Du Bois
took for granted the essential distinction between the black and the white race used to
justify the colonisation of Africa. They thus not only accepted the very terms of the
ideology of the domination of Africans, but also set the tone of the debate on African
identity in Africa. Surely, the invention of Africa is not exclusively an outsiders’ affair
– European or African-American. For a long time Africans have been thinking about
Africanness and Africa. Both Appiah (1992) and Mbembe (2002) have critiqued the
long debate among African intellectuals about Africanity and the meaning of being
African. Appiah states that despite Pan-Africanism’s positive valuation of the black
race, the acceptance of the dichotomy of ‘blacks’ versus ‘whites’ entails an untenable
notion of race and prevents African intellectuals from appreciating the rich and com-
plex cultural ‘syncretisms’ resulting from Africans’ contacts with other people.
Mbembe similarly argues that instead of radically criticising colonial assumptions,
African discourses of the self developed within the racist paradigm, reappropriating
the fundamental categories of the Western discourse they claim to oppose and repro-
ducing their dichotomies. ‘Nativist’ and ‘Afro-radicalist’ narratives have driven
African scholarship to ‘a dead end’ that can only lament the effects of the West’s con-
tamination of a pure ‘Africanness.’

Anti-colonial and nationalist movements in many parts of Africa also drew
upon the ideology of Pan-Africanism. Their search for cultural identity and emphasis
on Africanness were part of a political struggle for independence and of building new
nation-states. But it was also the flip side of a long history of being Othered. Mobutu’s
project of promoting ‘African authenticity’ is a case in point. In Ghana, Kwame
Nkrumah spoke of ‘African personality.’ Much later, Jerry Rawlings’ military coup of
1981 included a ‘cultural revolution,’ a return to the nation’s cultural roots. Such polit-
ical quests for Africanness had a religious counterpart in, for example, the rise of so-
called African Independent Churches (Fernandez 1978; Meyer 2004b) or the move
towards ‘enculturation’ or ‘Africanisation’ in the Catholic Church in Africa (Pobee
1988). These were reactions against the ‘foreignness’  of missionary Christianity. The
Afrikania Mission can be placed in this tradition. As we shall see in the next section,
African-American Pan-Africanist thinking, Rawlings’ emphasis on Africanness, and
the ‘Africanisation’ movement within the Catholic Church all had a direct bearing on
Damuah’s foundation of the Afrikania Mission. 

The imagination of tradition
The imagination of Africa has been closely linked to the notion of tradition. The idea
that African societies are dominated by tradition whereas Western societies are
dominated by rational modernity has long characterized Western social thought and
the study of African culture, religion, and ritual in particular (Comaroff and
Comaroff 1993:xv; see also Steegstra 2004). ‘Tradition,’ then, has come to be insepa-
rable from ‘modernity,’ and the ‘self-sustaining antinomy’ (ibid.:xii) between ‘tradi-
tional African’ societies and ‘modern European civilization’ underpins the long-
standing European myth of modernization as linear progress that denies Europe’s
Others their part in a shared history. Since Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger’s
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pioneering work on the invention of tradition (1983), anthropological and historical
research has come to focus instead on how ‘traditions’ are constructed as part of
modernist projects of missionary work, colonialism, and post-colonial nationalism.
Yet, Hobsbawm and Ranger’s distinction between ‘invented traditions’ and ‘genuine
traditions’ still resonates in much work on tradition (e.g. Otto and Pederson 2000).
Ranger himself later critiqued the notion of invention and found the notion of
‘imagination of tradition’ more historically appropriate (1993). However, the discur-
sive framework that parallels an opposition of invented to genuine, with that of
modernity to tradition proves hard to eradicate. This modernist dichotomy fails to
notice that ‘genuine tradition,’ including ‘African traditional religion,’ is equally con-
structed as modernity’s Other in the historical dialogue between ‘The West’ and 
‘The Rest.’ Moreover, the constructivist approach of many invention-of-tradition
studies has been critiqued for its overemphasis on ‘creation’ and ‘make-believe.’5 It
tends to overlook not only cultural continuities with the past, but also the fact that
despite their ‘invented’ nature, ‘traditions’ do have a very real and powerful appeal
locally and indeed constitute life worlds (Steegstra 2004; Coe 2005). Instead of
unmasking Afrikania’s performance of tradition as a modern, urban invention and
opposing it to a supposedly ‘real tradition’ of rural villages and shrines, I place it in
the local genealogy of discourses about tradition in which shrines figure both as
conversation partners and as points of reference, but not as loci of tradition in and
of itself. 

In Ghana, as in many parts of Africa, the essentialist notion of ‘tradition’ (and
its sister notion of ‘culture’) developed by missionaries, anthropologists and coloniz-
ers has been appropriated by the postcolonial state for the project of building an inde-
pendent nation. As described in chapter 1, in its search for an African national identi-
ty, the Ghanaian state promoted a cultural ideology of Sankofa – taking on from tradi-
tion – and stimulated celebration of traditional festivals, media production on culture
and tradition, research on Ghanaian traditions in African Studies departments of
national universities, and education of ‘culture and tradition’ at public schools. In her
excellent study of the ‘dilemma of culture’ in Ghanaian schools, Cati Coe (2005)
reveals that the Ghanaian state’s effort to forge a national culture through its schools
has created a paradox: while Ghana encourages its educators to teach about local cul-
tural traditions, those traditions are transformed, objectified and nationalized as they
are taught in school classrooms. 

As will be recalled from chapter 2, Mensa Otabil heavily critiqued the public,
intellectual discourse on ‘tradition’ and ‘Africanness,’ that places both in the past
and reproduces the age-old African-tradition-versus-Western-modernity paradigm.
The Afrikania Mission relates to this ongoing debate in a very different way. As the
next section will show, Afrikania’s struggle for African tradition can be traced direct-
ly to the state’s cultural ideology and the intellectualist, symbolic approach to
African tradition that dominates African scholarship and the educational curricu-
lum. At first sight its reformulation of ‘Afrikan Traditional Religion’ as a modern
religion seems to defy the tradition-modernity dualism. Yet, as I will argue, it
remains trapped in this Western framework that has shaped the construction of
‘African’ and ‘tradition’ as Otherness in the history of the encounter between Africa
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and Europe and still determines the ‘limits of the discursive space’ (Steegstra 2004)
within which Ghanaians make sense of the world.

The imagination of religion
We now have to consider the genealogy of the notions of ‘religion’ and ‘religions.’ As
several scholars of religion have argued, these concepts cannot be taken for granted,
because, like the concepts of ‘Africa’ and ‘tradition,’ they emerged out of the encounter
between Christianity and other religions on colonial frontiers (Asad 1993; Chidester
1996; Comaroff and Comaroff 1991; Meyer 1999; Peel 1990). Failure to recognise this
would blind us not only for the unequal relations of power inherent in the very con-
cept of religion, but also for the contemporary consequences of this history for repre-
sentations of African traditional religion such as those discussed here. 

As David Chidester points out in his brilliant study of the emergence of the
conceptual categories of ‘religion’ and ‘religions’ on colonial South African frontiers
(1996), throughout the past centuries travellers, Christian missionaries, ethnographers,
and colonial officials all generated knowledge about religion and religions and thus
participated in practices of comparative religion on the front lines of intercultural con-
tact (ibid.:10). ‘They practiced comparisons that mediated between the familiar and
the strange, producing knowledge about the definition and nature, the taxonomy,
genealogy, and morphology of the human phenomenon of religion’ (ibid:.11). Thereby
they not only interpreted the practices of the African people they encountered within
the known framework of Christianity, but in this process of ‘discovering’ indigenous
religions also reinvented all the religions of the world. I put discovering between
inverted commas, because, as Chidester argues, ‘we cannot assume that some “real”
religion waited to be discovered, since the very terms religion and religions were prod-
ucts of the colonial situation’ (ibid.:16).6 Moreover, the discovery of an indigenous reli-
gious system depended upon colonial conquest and domination. Before coming under
colonial subjugation, Africans were thought to have no religion; once local control was
established, an indigenous population was found to have its own religious system
after all. Similar practices of religious comparison and translation between indigenous
religious practices and Christianity took place in West Africa, as Birgit Meyer has
shown in the case of the Peki Ewe (1999) and John Peel in the case of the Yoruba (1990,
2000). In the former case, Meyer argues that the historical encounter between Pietist
missionaries and Ewe people involved both the diabolisation of indigenous religious
practice and the translation of the Pietist message into its language, thus integrating
Ewe concepts into Christianity while at the same time drawing a strict boundary
between Christianity and Ewe religion. In his analysis of the encounter between mis-
sionaries and Yoruba Ifa diviners in the nineteenth century, Peel observes that mission-
ary agendas depended upon the construction of homologies between Christianity and
Yoruba ‘heathendom.’ 

From the arrival of early missionaries, travellers and ethnographers, then,
throughout the colonial era and beyond, African religious practice has been historical-
ly constructed as ‘fetishist,’ ‘primitive,’ ‘animistic,’ ‘magical’ or ‘traditional’ in opposi-
tion to modern and Christian, and shrine priests have had to defend their practice by
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referring to Christianity. At the same time, through comparison, taxonomy and the
construction of homologies indigenous religious practices were presented in accor-
dance with Christian understandings of the essential features of ‘religion,’ a system of
representations with regard to God that was shared by believers (Meyer 1999:62). The
reification of what ultimately came to be known as ‘African Traditional Religion’ was
largely the product of ‘the paradigmatic status accorded in religious studies to the
Judeo-Christian tradition and of the associated view of “religion as text”’ (Shaw
1990:339), both within Western and African universities (see also Ranger 1988).
Rosalind Shaw (1990) argues that while Geoffrey Parrinder (1954) gave the term
‘African Traditional Religion’ its hegemony within African religious studies, it were
African scholars of African religions in the pan-African movement of cultural nation-
alism during the 1950s and 1960s that had the most enduring impact. Works such as
those by the Nigerian scholar E. Bolaji Idowu (1962, 1973) and the Kenyan theologian
John Mbiti (1969, 1970) constructed ‘African Traditional Religion’ as a single, pan-
African belief system comparable and equivalent to Christianity. In Ghana, the works
of J.B. Danquah (1944) and Kofi Asare Opoku (1978) are significant in this respect. As
a result of their Christian definition of religion, such studies give priority to ‘belief’
and ‘cosmology’ over action and practice. They especially emphasise African concepts
of a High God and some make claims to monotheism (Idowu 1973). African religious
studies created an authorised version of indigenous religions as ‘African Traditional
Religion’ that is still strongly hegemonic and transmitted through school texts books,
the media, and other public channels. More than a century after missionaries started
constructing homologies between Christianity and African religions, this version is
still characterised by very similar practices of selection and translation. 

The genealogy of ‘African Traditional Religion’ sketched in this section has cre-
ated a paradox of ‘otherness’ and ‘sameness.’ On the one hand, the dualisms of
African versus Western, traditional versus modern, and traditional religion versus
Christianity still shape the discursive frame and terminology in which, in Ghana and
throughout Africa, debates on tradition, culture and Africanness are cast (even though
these dualisms have been deconstructed by Africanist scholars). Up till today, any talk
about ‘traditional religion’ in Ghana, both popular and intellectual, both pro- and con-
tra-tradition, seems to be stuck in this modernist framework that relegates ‘African
tradition’ to a distant past ‘before the white man came’ and presents it as opposite to
Western, modern, and Christian. On the other hand, however, Africanist theology cre-
ated an authoritative version of ATR that depends instead on sameness in relation to
Western Christian religious forms and values African religion (only) by the grace of
such sameness. This paradox of presenting African religious practices as both other
and same vis-à-vis Christianity is central to Afrikania’s reconstruction of ATR. 

Three Afrikania leaders, three approaches to ATR

This section presents a history of the Afrikania Mission. It highlights how Afrikania’s
three subsequent leaders have struggled for an African religious and cultural identity,
and in this struggle have engaged in the above described ‘long conversation’ that con-

-  230 -

SPIRIT MEDIA

10-hoofdstuk-5-p215-264.qxd  30-3-2008  20:21  Pagina 230



structed religious practices in Africa as ATR. In particular, it points out how they have
related, each in different ways, to Christianity and to the Ghanaian state. 

The Afrikania Mission is well aware and highly critical of Christianity’s and
anthropology’s legacy in current representations of African religions, as speaks from
its ‘Holy Scriptures,’ The Divine Acts.

At first, some scholars […] gave Afrikan religions terms that were derogatory
and prejudicial. For example, terms such as animism, Totemism, Fetishism,
Paganism were used to describe the religious beliefs of the people of Afrika.
The term animism in particular was invented by the English anthropologist
E.B. Tylor who used it first in an article in 1866 and later in his book in 1871.
Tylor’s ideas were popularised by his disciples and the term Animism was
widely used to describe Afrikan religion. The writings of these strangers who
knew very little about the Afrikan subjected the Afrikan religion to a great deal
of misinterpretation, misrepresentation, and misunderstanding. […] The
Religion of Afrika is not Fetish (Ameve n.d.:12-13).

Today Afrikania criticises charismatic-Pentecostal churches for using exactly the same
derogatory terms to describe ATR. To counter the charismatic Christian hegemony, its
negative representation of African tradition as ‘fetish’ or ‘juju,’ and its monopoly over
modernity, the Afrikania Mission aims at reconstructing ATR as an equally modern
religion to serve as a source of Afrikan pride and strength and as a religious base for
political nationalism and pan-Africanism. Afrikania emphasises cultural renaissance
and strives for mental and spiritual emancipation of the black race and the develop-
ment of the Ghanaian nation and the African continent. It believes that Christianity
can never be a base for that, because Christianity is not only ‘inherently foreign to
Afrikans,’ but also the religion used to ‘oppress and exploit Afrikans.’ Although after
the death of the founder there has been an internal conflict over whether Afrikania
was meant to be an African form of Christianity or a non-Christian African religion,
Afrikania now takes an explicit non-Christian stance and fights for the public recogni-
tion of ATR as a world religion in its own right. In order to ‘reorganise, reactivate,
rehabilitate, reform, and modernise traditional religion to make it relevant to our
times’ (Damuah 1982) and to ‘build in the Afrikan a spirit of self-realisation and self-
consciousness’ (Ibid.1984), the movement seeks to mobilise and bring together all dif-
ferent cults and shrines in the country, and ultimately, the continent.

Osofo Komfo Damuah and the early Afrikania Mission
In the abovementioned studies of the Afrikania Mission two aspects appear central to
the foundation of the movement in 1982: the historical and political connection with
Flight-Lieutenant J.J. Rawlings’ 31st December Revolution in 1981 and the Catholic
background of the founder Kwabena Damuah. Both have shaped Afrikania’s represen-
tations of ATR. After seven years working as a Roman Catholic priest, in 1964
Damuah went to the United States to further his studies, resulting in a Ph.D. in theol-
ogy at Howard University.7 It was during this twelve year study and teaching stay in
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the US that he got inspired by the African-American emancipation movement and
issues of Black experience, Black Power, identity and dignity. When he came back to
Ghana in 1976, many saw him as a ‘controversial revolutionary’ and a ‘rebel’ and his
pleas for spiritual renewal and enculturation brought him into conflict with his bishop
(Gyanfosu 1995). A few years later Rawlings invited him to take part in his revolution-
ary Provisional National Defence Council (PNDC). Damuah accepted, against the
wish of the Catholic bishops, but left the government not long afterwards to concen-
trate on the spiritual, cultural, religious, and moral aspects of nation building. On 22
December 1982, he officially resigned from the Catholic Church and inaugurated the
Afrikania Mission with a press conference at the Arts Centre (now Centre for National
Culture) in downtown Accra. The following Sunday, 26 December, Afrikania was
‘spiritually outdoored’ (Gyanfosu 2002:273) with a worship service at the same venue.
After these two widely publicised events, Damuah and his handful of followers start-
ed a nation-wide ‘crusade’ to spread Afrikania’s message and open branches in all of
the country’s regions. This effort seemed very successful, as in less than a year
Damuah claimed branches in all the ten regions of Ghana, in four African countries, in
two European countries and two branches in the USA (ibid.). Yet, what constituted a
‘branch’ and how sustainable these ‘branches’ were, remained unclear. Indeed, many
of the rural ‘branches’ died a silent death. 

Damuah’s main strategies of mobilization and public representation were writ-
ing tracts, giving speeches and organizing rallies that were reminiscent of political
ones, and a weekly radio broadcast replete with revolutionary rhetoric. Apart from
travelling throughout the country, Afrikania engaged in the publication of pamphlets
written by Damuah, Ameve or other core leaders (e.g. Damuah 1982, 1984). It also
published its own newspaper, the Afrikania Voice, although this was very irregular and
only a few issues appeared. From 1986 Afrikania was granted free airtime and had a
weekly radio broadcast on GBC2, the English language station. Although Damuah
wanted to reach the non-English-speaking populations, he did not get airtime on
GBC1, the station used for local language programming. In chapter 8 I will elaborate
on the media strategies and formats Damuah employed. From 1989 Afrikania organ-
ized monthly ‘Cultural Awareness Programmes’ in various parts of the country
(Boogaard 1993:40). Starting Saturday evening, local traditional priests and musical
groups were asked to drum, sing, and dance to attract the attention of the population.
The next day would be filled with speeches by Afrikania leaders (mostly from Accra)
and dignitaries (the local PNDC secretary, other state functionaries, or important
chiefs), alternated with traditional music and dance. Logistical support for such events
(chairs, canopies, PA system, loudspeaker van) came from local CDR’s (Committee for
the Defence of the Revolution).

What is important to stress here is that Afrikania depended for its public repre-
sentation largely on Damuah’s relationship with Rawlings. As a result, the Afrikania
Mission was widely perceived as the cultural-religious corollary of the Revolution
(Gyanfosu 2002:271). Indeed, Rawlings supported Damuah with a car, a public
address system, a press conference (at Afrikania’s inauguration), and airtime on state
radio. His moral support consisted of frequent visits to Afrikania’s services and
encouraging speeches (Boogaard 1993:35). Afrikania was an explicit nationalist move-
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ment with a strong political vision on African identity and national development and
shared the radical anti-Western and anti-Christian ideology of the Revolution. Yet, the
common ideals and Rawlings’ support, especially in the beginning, did not mean that
the movement received broad support from the PNDC-government. The Christian
majority of the PNDC was very suspicious of Afrikania and Rawlings’ public sympa-
thy for Afrikania soon decreased, apparently after he had been put on the carpet by
his party (Ibid.). Nevertheless, in the perception of the public, including local adminis-
trators, Afrikania remained strongly connected to the PNDC. 

The PNDC-Revolution under the leadership of the charismatic and populist
Jerry John Rawlings was a turning point in the nationalist crisis caused by corruption,
incompetence, and mismanagement of the previous regimes. Committed to ‘people’s
participatory democracy,’ the new government’s decentralisation politics, aimed at
actively engaging the people in the project of nation building and development,
revived, initially, nationalist ideals among broad strata of the population. Popular
enthusiasm for the Revolution soon decreased when severe economic problems forced
the PNDC to take unpopular measures. Damuah wanted to carry the new nationalist
moral further and give it a religious inspiration to create a deeper motivation.
According to him, ‘religion and nation building should always go together. Our
national duty is a religious duty and every good thing we do is a prayer and service
to God’ (cited in Boogaard 1993:148). The two routes he saw to nation building were,
first, mental decolonisation, or liberation of ‘mental slavery,’ and secondly, practice-
oriented religion concerned with development and solving the problems faced in
Ghana here and now. The cultural, religious, and spiritual redemption that Afrikania
preaches should support political redemption and is seen as a necessary condition for
true political independence. While there are obvious similarities between Afrikania’s
and Otabil’s calls for African emancipation, Afrikania’s strong link with the nation is
very different from Pentecostalism’s link to the nation. Pentecostalism challenges the
state’s authority over the nation and aims at Pentecostalising the nation. Afrikania’s
project is, at least in Damuah’s time, to support the state in building a nation with a
national traditional religion. 

Damuah did not only concentrate on the Ghanaian nation. Just like Nkrumah
actively devoted himself to the liberation of other African colonies after Ghana had
reached independence, it was Damuah’s ambition to create in Afrikania a spiritual
basis for the liberation of the whole of Africa and for the Pan-African movement in
general. Afrikania thus clearly has transnational aspirations and inspirational connec-
tions with transnational political movements, especially with Pan-Africanism and
Black American emancipation.8 Afrikania still remains a pilgrim-site and a source of
inspiration for visiting African-Americans and several of them have been ordained
into Afrikania priesthood and established oversees ‘branches.’ Yet, after such foreign
adherents - and sponsors! - have left for the US, they seem to be doing their own thing
there and contact remains very limited. In practice no significant transnational net-
work sustains Afrikania. 

In 1992, when the documented history of Afrikania in the abovementioned
studies stops, two events took place that had great implications for Afrikania’s link to
national politics and for the new directions Afrikania has taken over the last decade.
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The first is the turn to democracy in Ghanaian national politics and consequently the
break of Afrikania’s ties with the government. The second is the death of Afrikania’s
founder Damuah and his eventual succession by Osofo Kofi Ameve.

Break with the state
In 1992 democratic elections were held in Ghana, and although Rawlings remained in
power, relations between the state and Afrikania became weaker, as the government
from now on depended more on other powerful (religious) groups in society. In the
competition for votes and popular support, it especially couldn’t do without the
increasingly popular and influential Pentecostal and charismatic churches. Rawlings
gradually embraced Christianity and even Pentecostalism – according to Afrikania
leaders under the influence of his wife Nana Konadu. As a result, Pentecostal influ-
ence and rhetoric started penetrating the government on several levels and pushed
the state’s cultural policy of Sankofa to the background. Moreover, Rawlings let go of
the radical anti-Western rhetoric of his early years in power and adopted a more west-
ern-oriented tactic in order to receive IMF and World Bank support. In the 2000 elec-
tions Rawlings’ National Democratic Congress government lost power to the opposi-
tion, the liberal New Patriotic Party, resulting in a further loss of state support for tra-
ditional culture. 

Where in the past Afrikania was, due to its close link with and partial depend-
ency on Rawlings’ Revolution, very uncritical and unconditionally supportive of the
state and its leadership (Boogaard 1993:155), now it became increasingly critical of the
state and its cultural policy, especially since the new NPP government came to power.
Ameve accused the state of being made up of only born-again Christians and criti-
cised the government, foreign embassies, and NGO’s for corrupting traditional values
and imposing foreign religious beliefs. For Afrikania, the ultimate proof of the
hypocrisy of the state’s cultural policy is the fact that the National Commission on
Culture is made up of only Christians, with – and that is the summit of it - a charis-
matic pastor (Mensa Otabil) heading the religious section. Afrikania put pressure on
the government to change the situation, but in vain. It also publicly urged the govern-
ment to stop ‘Christian indoctrination’ of children in public schools and fiercely raised
its voice after a government minister called for the abolishment of libation at public
functions.9

Damuah’s death
The second event that greatly changed Afrikania’s public course was Damuah’s death
on 13 August 1992.10 After Damuah’s funeral, Afrikania first seemed to disappear
from the public stage as a result of an internal conflict and eventually a split over who
should be the new leader. Afrikania’s council of priests, responsible for choosing a
successor, had difficulty finding a suitable candidate. Various potential candidates
were considered, but either they were not willing to dedicate their life to the leader-
ship of the mission (and thus give up their job), such as Dr. Kwakuvi Azazu, a lecturer
at Cape Coast University, or they were not considered suitable. The well-known tradi-
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tionalist Dr. Kumordzi’s commitment to the Hu-Yaweh cult, for example, was seen as
too ethnically exclusive and potentially dangerous for the national character of
Afrikania. Osofo Ameve was among the first Afrikania priests ordained by Damuah
and had been Afrikania’s deputy leader since the beginning, and thus would be the
logical successor, but he only had an MA degree and the council wanted someone
with a Ph.D. Ameve was thus rejected. When no suitable person could be found, how-
ever, a delegation was sent to Ameve’s house to, as he told me, ‘plead’ with him to
take up the leadership of the mission after all, which he ‘humbly’ accepted. In the
meantime, however, Osofo Kwasi Quarm, who was also among the first nine priests
ordained by Damuah, had claimed leadership already and called himself ‘Head of
Afrikania Mission.’ When I spoke to him in his house in Madina, he claimed his right
to succeed Damuah, based on the fact that he had buried him, or to be more precise,
he had led the Afrikania delegation to Damuah’s funeral, while Ameve had not even
attended Damuah’s funeral due to the funeral of his own brother.11 So how could
Ameve ever imagine succeeding Damuah, Quarm asked.12i To solve the issue strategi-
cally, Ameve registered a separate religious body, named Afrikan Renaissance Mission
(ARM), and claimed it to be ‘reorganized Afrikania.’13 The conflict now evolved, how-
ever, over the question of which organisation was the genuine Afrikania Mission. One
of the points of contention was the direction Damuah had envisioned for Afrikania.
While Quarm and his supporters maintained that what Damuah had actually meant
was an African version of Christianity, Ameve and his group said that Afrikania was
from the beginning meant as a radically non-Christian religion. 

Although this conflict was still being fought out in court and in the newspapers
at the time of my stay, Osofo Komfo Kofi Ameve, a building contractor by profession,
became widely recognised as Afrikania’s legitimate leader and successfully asserted
himself (although not uncontested) as the mouthpiece of traditional religion in
Ghana.14 Ameve’s Ewe identity has greatly influenced the ethnic composition of the
movement, with Ewe members now being dominant (about 80%) and Ewe being the
main local language spoken. Osofo Quarm has not managed to attract a large follow-
ing, mainly operates on his own or with his few supporters, and largely disappeared
from the public stage.15 The names Afrikania Mission and Afrikan Renaissance Mission
are now used synonymously by Ameve’s organisation, although Afrikania Mission
remains better known publicly. The reappropriation of the name Afrikania also
allowed Ameve to reinterpret its meaning. According to him, the name has nothing to
do with the African continent, it is only coincidence that the names resemble. Instead,
Afrikania is said to derive from the Twi phrase εfiri kanea, meaning ‘it comes from the
light.’ What Afrikania propagates then, is ‘the religion of the light’ and that is the
‘authentic, traditional religion’ of a particular locality. Hence, Afrikania is not limited to
Africa alone. Everywhere in the world people should delve for their religious roots.

Afrikania’s ‘Second Servant,’ Osofo Komfo Kofi Ameve
During the year that I spent with the Afrikania Mission in Accra, I came to know
Osofo Ameve as a passionate and militant, yet amiable, modest, and pensive man. By
then no-one expected that this would be the last year of his life. He suddenly died not
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long after I had left Accra. Ameve was a very different character than Damuah, whom
Boogaard (1993:14) has described as an extremely exuberant, spontaneous, and impul-
sive person. He was a very different character also than Mensa Otabil, whose flam-
boyance, self-presentation, and charisma I sketched in chapter 2. Ameve certainly had
charisma, but his charisma was of an entirely different kind than that of Otabil. He
had an aura of wisdom that commanded respect and gave the impression of a man
carrying the world’s problems on his mind. He was a thinker and liked to talk with
me about the problems of Africa, the inability and bad leadership of the government,
the Christian dominance and suppression of traditional religion, and African selfhood.
He seemed personally worried about his task and about the brainwashed minds of the
people. I once found him in his office, his worries showing from his face, and he
expressed his ‘great doubts whether it will ever be alright with this country.’ He said
he grew ‘very very sad’ when he thought about Ghana.

Wisdom is a pain, ignorance is a blessing. When you know too much, you feel
very sad, when you are ignorant you are happy. I do not see any improvement
for this country. NDC, NPP, they all have the same mentality, they go round the
world begging. There is something very wrong with the mentality of the lead-
ership, or they are intentionally fooling the people for their own interest. Until
we have a religion that brings people back to what they have and that makes
them self-reliant, this country can never go forward. It’s a very bad disease in
Africa that everything from abroad is thought to be better and people turn
away from their tradition. But what can you do? Even when you shout they
will not hear your voice. When you tell them it is their religion that affects
them, they will not believe. It will not be alright with this country until I die
and reincarnate to lead this country.

This personal dedication to promoting African self-reliance and harsh criticism of the
state in this respect clearly reminds us of Otabil. Although Ameve shared his commit-
ment to African selfhood and consciousness with his predecessor Damuah, his atti-
tude towards the government thus differed radically from that of Damuah, who was a
friend of Rawlings and had even been a member of his PNDC, if only for a short
while. On another occasion, Ameve told me:

I have learned that you have to do everything by yourself and not be depend-
ent upon anybody. The government will not do anything for you. This road
here [leading to the Afrikania building] is a public road, but it is so bad that it
worries us. So I have brought workmen and cement and materials to repair it.
If you wait for the government nothing will happen. I have nothing to do with
the government. I only pay my taxes and obey the law to keep my conscience
free, but that’s it.

Ameve also cultivated an aura of mysteriousness. He hardly talked about himself,
about his biography, only about what occupied his mind. I remember very well my
frustration in the field when after three failed attempts to interview him about his life
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and many hours of waiting for him at the veranda of the Afrikania building, he finally
called me in and asked me what I wanted to see him about. After switching on my
recorder, I told him for the fourth time that I would like to talk about his life story,
about his studies, his travels, and how he came to be the leader of Afrikania. All he
said was 

You know, we have a problem in Afrikania, a leader is not supposed to talk
about his private life. The only thing I can say is I went to primary and second-
ary school and I couldn’t continue because my father was poor. That’s all. A
leader is supposed to be humble and should not boast about his education and
achievements or how he got to his present position. Talking about your life is
too boastful, you are showing off. Moreover, there would be nothing mysteri-
ous about it anymore. We create myth around everything. There must be some
little cloud about the mission.16

When one of the students of the Afrikania Priesthood School asked him to tell some-
thing about his biography, Ameve gave him a similar answer. 

His aura of wisdom and mysteriousness and his intellectual orientation did not
prevent him from mundane practices. When I came up the stairs of the Afrikania
Mission house one morning and found Ameve quietly dusting the chairs on the
veranda, I realized that his modesty was not a mere performance. When I visited him
in his house for the first time, then, I was surprised at his wealth. At the time when
Boogaard did her research on Afrikania, Ameve did not have a paid job, unsuccessful-
ly tried to put up some business, and was financially supported by his three wives.
When I met him ten years later, however, he had become a successful building con-
tractor, running his own company Seba Constructions. His fortunes had enabled him
to build a huge mansion in Haatso, an Accra suburb, where he lived with his wives
and the four youngest of his ten children. I knew he had money; I had seen the nice
car he used to come to the mission sometimes. Still I was struck by the two car gates
and the spacious plot, where his watchman assigned me a place to park my car, the
well designed multi-storied building, the fully equipped modern kitchen, where his
elder wife welcomed me, and the leather couches and 40 inch flat screen television in
the living room, where he sat watching CNN while awaiting my arrival. I saw very lit-
tle that referred to what he himself would call ‘African culture,’ not even the ‘African’
paintings and wood sculptures that decorate many urban middle and upper class
homes, and, as will be recalled, Otabil’s offices. Indeed, the whole atmosphere of his
home gave me the impression more of a well-to-do family somewhere in the United
States, than of a traditionally oriented Ewe family in Accra. But despite his riches,
huge mansion, and luxury cars, Ameve remained a simple man, averse to the kind of
flamboyance and public ostentation characteristic of charismatic Christian leaders.
Hence also his frequent complaints against the title ‘His Holiness,’ that ‘they have
conferred upon me.’ 17 This does not mean that he did not manage his public person-
ality, on the contrary. His plain white outfit, his fly whisk, his dignified body move-
ments, his public rhetoric, his title, which has been enshrined in the constitution that
came into being under his leadership, and his general performance of spiritual leader-
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ship were all part of his public personality as the leader of the Afrikania Mission. And
so was his performance of humility and reluctance to talk about himself.

Despite this reluctance I gathered bits and pieces of biographical information
from his preaching, his Afrikania School lectures (‘sometimes if you are teaching it is
necessary to mention something as a reference, this is different from sitting for an inter-
view about your life, when I am teaching my students, that is a different situation’) and
from Afrikania priests and members. Like Damuah, Ameve was an ex-Catholic. He left
the Catholic Church in the 1970s, when he suddenly felt alienated and started searching
for his ‘African self.’ He also dropped his former Christian names Sebastian Clement, an
assertion of African pride and autonomy that we have also seen with Otabil. Until his
death, however, Ameve remained a member of several Catholic lodges, among others
the Knights of Marshall. This interest in mysticism fed his interest in the spiritual power
of African traditional religion. But as it came through an interest in the esoteric part of
Christianity, it was a specific interest in studying and understanding it rather than prac-
tising or dealing with it. Ameve’s personal interest in spirituality combined with a gen-
eral, public upsurge in spirituality connected to Pentecostalism’s popularity and its
emphasis on the spirit. As we shall see, during Ameve’s leadership there was more
room in Afrikania than before for spirituality, be it only in restricted contexts, and for
public claims to spiritual power. On the other hand, however, Ameve was very skeptical
about spiritual power. When he wanted to ordain me as an Afrikania priestess and I
refused, telling him that I took Afrikania priesthood seriously and did not feel spiritual-
ly mature to fulfil such a position, he answered:

An Afrikania priest does not have any spiritual power, it is the belief of the
people that you have something powerful, that makes God work through you,
so that people perceive it like you are performing miracles. But in fact you have
nothing. I have also nothing. I have had no spiritual training or anything, but
still people believe I have something. Miracles do not exist, nobody has the
power to perform miracles. Damuah did not believe in God. It is people’s belief
in you that gives you the power, it is the group spirit that comes from people’s
belief. When I appear with my flywhisk in my hand, people believe that it has
a power, but I know that it is just a flywhisk I bought in the market.18

Interestingly, Ameve’s analysis that people’s belief that you have ‘something powerful’
makes them perceive that you perform miracles reminds us of Weber’s interpretation
of charisma as people’s perception of special gifts of a leader (chapter 2). Like Weber
in his definition of charisma, Ameve thus located spiritual power not so much in the
person of the spiritual leader, but in the relationship between leader and followers.
Spiritual power then becomes closely linked to ‘impression management.’ Ameve’s
interest in spiritual power, then, was clearly also part of his public personality as
Afrikania leader, partly embodied by his appearance, partly by his rhetoric. 

Ameve was born around 1950 in Klikor, a village in the Volta Region known for
the strength and public presence of several traditional shrines. He spent his early youth
with his grandfather, a powerful shrine priest, but his father was a staunch Catholic.
He went to a Catholic school and later lived in the mission house with white mission-
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aries. When he was fif-
teen, he went to stay
with his father. In his
late youth, Ameve was
a member of the
Ghana Young
Pioneers, the youth
wing of Nkrumah’s
Convention People’s
Party. The nationalist,
patriotic orientation of
this movement still
echoes in Ameve’s
rhetoric.19 For a long
time Ameve worked 
as a (head) teacher in
Ho (Volta Region) and
was an active member
of the Teachers
Association. Both
organizations brought
him many semi-politi-
cal contacts. When he worked at the education office in Ho, he was rewarded a scholar-
ship to go and study in Europe and went to Brussels. As said, however, he did not talk
about his travels or his intellectual achievements or failures. Around 1980, he went to
study in Cairo for some time. It was in Egypt, that Ameve became particularly interest-
ed in the problems of Africa, of the Black man, and in Black Egyptian history and civil-
isation and its links with Black Africa. ‘It was there at the pyramids and other things
that I realized that our history has to be rewritten. When I came back I discovered that
Damuah was doing this and I joined him.’ Ameve was among the first nine Afrikania
priests ordained by him in 1982 and soon became the deputy leader. When he finally
became the leader after Damuah’s death, his fortunes enabled him to finance many of
Afrikania’s projects. Next to members’ monthly dues and weekly donations, (foreign)
visitors’ donations, occasional fund raising among members, and sales of publications,
especially the Divine Acts (fig. 5.9), Ameve’s personal capital became one of Afrikania’s
major sources of money. So much so that when he suddenly passed away in June 2003,
the financial basis of the mission became very insecure. 

Ameve’s death
On 5th June 2003, three months after I had returned to Amsterdam from Accra, I
received an email from Ameve’s son Senyo: 

Adwoa sorry to tell you this, Osofo fell sick seriously and gave up his ghost (died) on
Tuesday June 3rd, I will keep you informed as to when the burial will take place. Bye
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He needed no more words to inform me that his father had suddenly and unexpect-
edly passed away two days before after a very short illness. The news came as a shock
to me. Suddenly my thoughts about this ever-active, passionate, and dedicated person
were memories. Also, I immediately realized that this was, again, going to change
Afrikania’s course, dependent as the movement had become, especially for its public
presence, on Ameve’s vision and money. Unfortunately, I could not go back to Accra
for his funeral on the 25th and 26th of July, but I got information from Afrikanians, his
successor Osofo Atsu Kove, and the funeral videos and brochure. Atsu Kove told me
that Ameve’s funeral was organised and paid for by Afrikania, not by Ameve’s family.
Initially, the family wanted to do everything, but Afrikania insisted that ‘the man is
our father, he did a great work for us, for the whole Africa. So if he dies and we can-
not bury him and have to leave him on the family it is a big disgrace.’ The family
agreed and Afrikania organised everything. According to their father’s wish and to
customary practice, Ameve’s children bought the coffin. The rest, refreshments, organ-
isation of everything, the media report, announcements, totalling around 52 million
cedis (over 6,000 US dollars), was paid for by Afrikania members. 

You know, Afrikania, money matter is our problem, but wonderfully our peo-
ple help a lot, they raised money, before we remember we raise enough money
to organise his funeral. If you come you will like it. TV Africa cover it, TV
Africa show it more than one week, every evening. TV3 also show it, only GTV
didn’t come. GTV we have problem with them, anytime we call them, they
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don’t come. Even after the funeral, my installation, we invited them, they
refused. TV3 came and TV Africa, they came.20

The funeral was held at the empty space in front of Ameve’s house at Haatso, which
was  cleared with a bulldozer. Despite the traditional practice of burying people in
their hometown, Ameve was buried at Osu Cemetry in Accra. Atsu Kove explained:

Because the man is so great. If we should be dragging his body here and there
it will create some confusion. He was also a national figure. Normally, people
like this, we shouldn’t have been burying them. If we were to have money, we
have to embalm them.

Ameve had left a note concerning his own funeral that was copied on the first page of
the funeral brochure (fig. 5.11) and that read:

When I am dead read the FF at my funeral. 17 – 6 – 1996. No one should read
or say anything about me. Whatever anyone thinks I have done or achieved in
my life is done by God through me. If I have ever done any good to anyone,
that person must also try to do something good for someone, if I have offended
anyone in the course of my life I plead that the person should forgive me. This
is my command and it should be respected. 
Kofi Ameve, 17/6/96.

In an email Osofo Komla Matrevi, an Afrikania priest in Togo, told me that indeed ‘as
the Holiness had written it, nobody read or said nothing about him at his funeral.’
Contrary to Ameve’s command, however, the funeral programme as printed in the
funeral brochure announces the ‘reading of tributes accompanied with playing of
dirges with flutes and interspersed with traditional music.’ More than half of the
brochure’s 48 pages are dedicated to tributes by various persons and groups. The for-
mat of the brochure is exactly like those of Christian burials (De Witte 2001). The front
cover shows a picture of Ameve in his white gown with his names, including his
Christian names, and the text ‘burial, memorial and thanksgiving service.’ What dif-
fers is the ‘translation’ of the dates of birth and death into two afa signs.21 The back
cover carries a verse from the Divine Acts and a note of ‘appreciation’ from the
‘Afrikania Mission and the Entire Families’ ending with the phrase ‘May the good
Lord richly and bountifully bless you all.’ 

Afrikania’s ‘Third Servant,’ Osofo Komfo Atsu Kove
When I returned to Accra in March 2005, Atsu Kove (fig. 5.13) had been chosen as
Ameve’s successor by the council of priests. I knew him from my fieldwork period as
an enthusiastic, cheerful, dedicated priest of the headquarters branch. As he is a very
good and motivating speaker, he often preached during Sunday service. He was a
French teacher for 24 years, but quit his job to dedicate himself to the leadership of the
Afrikania Mission. Unlike Afrikania’s first two leaders Atsu Kove is not an ex-Christian
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who ‘converted’ to ATR out of intellectual conviction.22 He was born in a traditional
religious family in Togo, 44 years ago, and has never gone to any church before. He
went to school in Togo, where the Christian hegemony is much less strong than in the
Ghanaian school system. He is proud of his traditional religious background.

Even around the age of nine, ten, I always challenge Christians. Since my child-
hood I have never gone to any church before, my grandmother is a divine
priestess. In Togo. So normally when they are drumming traditional drums like
that I love it. For me I like those things. When it comes to juju matters I like it.
Even sometimes at a tender age around eleven I build shrines, I go to the bush
to build a shrine myself to play there, I made icons and even steal people’s fowl
to kill on it. And drum in the bush. Sometimes I even had people around who
will claim that they are possessed. Children, as a play. So I have never gone to
church before, though my village is full of churches and my friends were going
to Roman, to learn catechism. They were trying to drag me, but I told them,
you, you are joking. God is everywhere. God of Israel cannot come and save
you in Africa. No pastor baptised me before. Because I hate them since my
childhood.23

When he came to Ghana at the age of sixteen to study French and English at the
Ghana Institute of Languages, he did not loose his traditionalist interest and
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remained fiercely anti-Christian and that is how he came into contact with
Afrikania mission.

Because of the way I have been challenging the Christians, someone said do you
go to Afrikania? I said what is Afrikania? He said it is a church who behave like
you. I said are you sure there is a church like that? Do they use bible? He say
no. He say that every Tuesday they come to wireless. So on Tuesday I open the
radio, aaoo, I love it. They pour libation, I say yes, this is my church. That hap-
pen in 1982, as soon as Damuah established the church. That time I was around
eighteen years. Very young. So Sunday quickly I went to Arts Centre and met
Komfo Damuah. […] That day he gave me a book called The Ancient Wisdom
and a picture. Damuah himself handed those things over to me like this. I knelt
down before him and thank him, that I am pleased to meet him. Not knowing
that maybe what happen that day is symbolic. Spiritually it mean that he has
handed something over to me that one day I shall continue with his work.
Today today I have that picture and his book with me. 

When I asked him why he was chosen to succeed Ameve, he did not mind ‘boasting’
about his achievements and pointed to the role he played in Afrikania as an active
campaigner, establishing branches in the Volta Region and in Togo.24

I remember I had a car, Peugeot 104, I bought speakers myself, address system,
and put it on the car, roaming about, campaigning like an evangelist. So that
made me popular. So the name they know me around those areas is Sankòfa.
Because of our slogan. Sankòfa, biribi wò hò! [go back to take it, there is some-
thing there!] I shouted it through the loudspeakers. With my cassettes I would
be playing songs, traditional songs. And people would challenge me, but I stop
the car and preach to them. Even Accra here, most of the shrines, I brought
them to Afrikania. To the point that they have realised that this boy can do the
work. I do it selflessly, I don’t collect money from anybody. I use my own
money. Afrikania doesn’t have money, the work belongs to all of us, so I did
that selflessly. I soon as I get my salary at the end of the month, I just go round
start making the noise of Afrikania. 

Unlike Ameve, Atsu Kove is not a rich man, but he is able to ‘feed himself’ of a
French school book that he wrote and that is now widely used in Ghanaian schools.
Apart from that, he believes that ‘it is the ancestors who have chosen me to do this
work, how I shall survive, they know. They will provide.’ Although Atsu Kove has
been able to use his own money to campaign for Afrikania, it is clear that he has no
private resources at his disposal to invest in Afrikania and its public representation
in particular, as Ameve did. The future of the movement will thus remain uncertain.
The fact that he is not an ex-Christian, like his two predecessors, may make a big
difference for Afrikania, especially for the relationship with traditional shrines,
which will be discussed in the next chapter. To what extent, however, remains to be
seen. 
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Afrikan Traditional Religion in a Christian format

In order to create an alternative to and compete with Christianity, Afrikania has
adopted a Christian religious format, despite its explicit refusal of all Christian influ-
ence. From Afrikania’s foundation up till now, Christianity has provided the format
for the new religion in several ways. First, its project of reforming traditional religion
implied a Christian concept of religion; secondly, its rewritten history of Africa in the
end appropriates and identifies with key elements of Christianity; and thirdly,
Afrikania’s form of Sunday worship and organisational structure are modelled on the
Catholic church. At present, charismatic Pentecostalism, being the dominant and most
publicly present religion, has become the template for what ‘religion’ is and should
look like and hence also for Afrikania. 

Reforming Afrikan Traditional Religion
Afrikania’s ‘origin myth,’ as it circulates among members and is taught to prospective
priests, has it that the mission was ‘born’ on a global religious platform, the World
Religions Conference. It is told that Damuah, who had then been a Catholic priest for
25 years and was about to be ordained a bishop, was sent as the Ghanaian representa-
tive. At the Conference he noticed that all parts of the world had representatives for
their own religion: Islam, Christianity, Judaism, Buddhism, Hinduism, Confucianism,
but there was not a single representative for African religion. He thus got the idea to
form the Afrikania Mission to represent Afrikan Traditional Religion as a world reli-
gion in itself. Born in a global context of world religions as different, but structurally
comparable varieties of ‘religion,’ it may thus not be surprising that the reformulation
of ATR implied the adoption of a universalised, yet originally Christian concept of
religion as belief. To create a ‘systematic and coherent doctrine for Ghanaians and
Africans in the diaspora,’ Afrikania has picked elements from traditional religious
belief, such as belief in multiple gods and spirits, in the power of ancestors, and in
possession, and reformed and brought these together in an intellectualist, Christian-
modelled doctrine. This includes Holy Scriptures, the Divine Acts (Ameve n.d.; fig.
5.9), prophets, a list of commandments, and a standardised liturgy, prayers, and slo-
gans (see appendix IV). Significantly, the Divine Acts were written by Ameve in a few
months after a radio station in Kumasi wanted to interview him on air, but only on
the condition that the movement has a ‘sacred book’ like the bible. Termed ‘Holy
Scriptures’ or ‘our bible,’ the book is more of a manifesto. Other terminology used in
Afrikania also indicates this kind of borrowing from a Christian idea of what religion
entails: church, liturgy, preaching, communion, offertory, evangelisation. Afrikania
also takes up a Protestant-like concept of the person as a makable and controllable self
and is committed to ‘self-reliance, self-determination and self-development.’ At the
same time ‘Afrikania believes in the phenomenon of possession,’ which is quite the
opposite of self-determination. So while Afrikania consciously posits itself as non-
Christian and calls for a ‘revolution in the meaning of Religion,’ it exactly subscribes
to a universalist, modern definition of religion that has its roots in Protestantism
(Asad 1993) by recasting traditional religion in terms of belief, teaching, and symbols

-  244 -

SPIRIT MEDIA

10-hoofdstuk-5-p215-264.qxd  30-3-2008  20:22  Pagina 244



(cf. Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988). One of the instructions Ameve gave to prospec-
tive Afrikania priests, then, was to ‘remind people all the time what we believe in,’
while local religious traditions are rather organised around practices of communicat-
ing with and influencing the
spiritual world. Here, then, we
can discern the legacy of the
long intellectual tradition of
conceptualising ATR in
Christian terms. 

Interestingly, not only is
Afrikania’s assertion of culture
and tradition similar to early
anthropology’s constructions,
the movement’s leaders also
used such anthropological stud-
ies of the culture of a people, in
which Christianity was usually
conspicuously absent, as
authoritative sources on
‘Afrikan culture.’ During
Damuah’s time, for example,
the studies of Asante culture by
the British colonial anthropolo-
gist R.S. Rattray (especially
Religion and Art in Ashanti, 1927) were among the favourite books read from during
Afrikania services (Gyanfosu 1995).25 Despite Afrikania leaders’ criticism of ‘foreign
scholars’ misrepresentations of the Religion of Afrika,’ then, Africanist academic litera-
ture also provided them, and still does, with a means to substantiate their claims to
‘Afrikan culture.’

Rewriting the history of civilisation
Damuah’s revolutionary background provided the intellectual, political, nationalist
orientation and the rhetorical styles. Afrikania shared the anti-Western and anti-
Christian ideology of the Revolution and its Africanist discourse included a radical
rewriting of the history of civilisation, inspired by Black emancipatory literature (e.g.
James 1992[1954]; Williams 1992[1971]). This version of history teaches that civilisation
was born and developed in ancient Egypt, which was, contrary to what the colonial-
ists have made Africans to believe, inhabited and ruled by blacks. This ancient black
civilisation forms the basis of all African culture and religions, was stolen by foreign-
ers that came to Egypt at the height of its civilisation and so became the basis also for
Christianity and for the Greek and Roman cultures on which Western civilisation is
founded. When the Romans invaded Egypt, plundered the libraries and killed the
priests, the blacks moved away, spread across the continent in small groups and set-
tled in West-Africa and other parts. In Afrikania’s doctrine, then, the Egyptian Sun
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God Ra is ‘our supreme Creator,’ the Egyptian Book of Life and Death is appropriated
as the written Revelations on which African religion is built and King Mena of
Ethiopia, King Akhnaton of Egypt and his wife Queen Nfertiti, feature together with
the famous Asante priest Akomfo Anokye, King Shaka Zulu, Marcus Garvey, W.E.B.
DuBois, and Kwame Nkrumah as its prophets. In his book The Origin of the Bible
(2002) (fig. 5.10) Ameve also traces the concept of monotheism, the bible, the ten com-
mandments and other central elements of Christianity to black African religion. By
claiming ancestry to black ancient Egypt and its cultural products, Afrikania engages
in a struggle with the whites about the symbols of civilisation, aimed at appropriating
the symbols the whites have used to legitimise their superior position vis-à-vis
Africans. In creating an ideological instrument to free Africans of their inferiority
complex, however, Afrikania invents an Africa that resembles the West more than it
celebrates its own specific cultural characteristics (cf. Schirripa 2000) and makes
claims to Christianity as deriving from an African origin rather than to West-African
religious traditions. Rather than practically drawing upon and taking pride in the
practices of traditional religious practitioners in Ghana, Afrikania identifies with the
achievements of the ‘high civilizations’ of ancient Egypt and Greece.

This recourse to ancient Egyptian religion and civilisation is also an attempt to
solve the problem of the ethnic and territorial specificity of local religious traditions.
As the various local deities and their cults are often incompatible and even competing
with each other, Afrikania had to look for a common, universal object of worship else-
where. This was found in the supposed common religious source of all these cults,
ancient Egypt. Damuah, influenced by the popularity of ancient Egyptian spirituality
among American Pan-Africanists, hence appropriated the Sun God Amen-Ra or Ra as
the ‘supreme Creator and universal almighty God.’ During Sunday service this divine
creator was thus endlessly addressed with the phrase ‘Amen-Ra! – Amen!’ and called
upon as ‘Father’ (just like the Christian God) in prayers and formulas. When I talked
about Ra with some Afrikanians, however, it appeared that Ra had very little personal
significance for them. In contrast to various local deities and spirits, Ra was generally
not felt to have any impact on one’s life.

Finding a common form of worship
Let us return to the Sunday service described at the beginning of this chapter. Apart
from the ‘protestantisation’ of ATR described above, Afrikania has also appropriated
Christianity more practically as a format for religious worship. Damuah’s Catholic
background provided the practice of and format for Afrikania’s newly invented
Sunday worship (fig. 5.7). All ingredients, the symbols, the texts, the rituals, the songs,
the sequence of events, are carefully selected or created and arranged in a way that
follows the structure of a Catholic mass and has very little to do with what goes on in
rural (and urban) shrines. When I discussed this with Ameve, his response was that if
you want to bring together all traditional religions, which include so many different
cults that all have their own practices and ways of worship, you have to ‘find a form
where everybody can feel at home.’ Let me discuss three worship practices that form
part of this common form of the Sunday service: prayer, communion, and music.
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Afrikanians address Ra and the deities and ancestral spirits that are his inter-
mediaries both through Christian-like prayers, such as those quoted at the beginning
of this chapter, and through libation prayer. Here again, the problem of uniformity
emerges. The pouring of libation is generally conceived as a form of prayer common
to all traditional religions. The liquid used, however, differs, although alcohol is most
common. Afrikania has chosen to pour libation with water, as Ameve explained in an
Afrikania Priesthood School lecture on Afrikania liturgy: 

We don’t use alcohol for libation, because all shrines use different things: palm
kernel oil, alcohol, soft drink, cola nut. But all shrines use water, so we use
water. We have to look for the things that unite them.

When one of the student priests objected that water is not as powerful as alcohol,
Ameve answered that if you want to unite, you necessarily have to compromise. A
similar search for the things that unite all shrines informed Afrikania’s practice of
sprinkling and eating ‘ancestral food,’ also called ‘communion.’ Osofo Yaw Osono
taught in the school:

When we enter a new moon, we sprinkle ancestral sacred food. In Akan this is
akwasidae, but in Accra we do it on the first Sunday of the month for conven-
ience and uniformity. You can use eto [an Akan sacred food], kpekple [a Ga
sacred food], but in future all communion should come from one source, here,
like all Catholic communion comes from the Vatican. Eto is white yam and red
oil, like the bread and wine in the Catholic church. What we prepare and use
here is edza, made of corn and honey and baked to be like biscuit. Then it is cut
into pieces for sprinkling. While sprinkling you say good things you want to
happen in the lives of the people, calling the divinities, abosom. You are ringing
the bell whilst you go and the people sing a solemn song. Then you share what
is left among the people.

Immediately one of the students raised the issue that ‘certain foods may be taboo to
certain divinities; corn, millet, cola nut, goat meat. How do we deal with this?’
Another teacher, Osofo Kwakuvi Azazu, then responded that 

A food taboo is no problem when you take it in a congregation and you don’t
know it. The moment you know you are taking it, the taboo will affect you. So
we shouldn’t worry about this as long as we don’t tell the person.

The questioner did not seem satisfied with this answer, but said nothing. In creating a
common form of worship out of ancient Egyptian gods and prophets, local traditional
practices and Christian forms, then, Afrikania tries to find a balance between unifor-
mity and neutrality on the one hand and cultural significance on the other. 

But there is more to it than finding a common form, as Ameve explained when
I expressed my surprise at the Christian worship and prayer formats. 
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Some people say it is modelled after Christianity. But that seems to be what
people want. That they can also say ‘we are going to that and that church.’
Coming together every Sunday for the purpose of worship and mutual inspira-
tion is crucial. If you don’t form the habit of coming together every Sunday,
your people will be diverted into various churches, because the group spirit
and the drumming attracts.26

Being religious in present-day day Ghana has come to mean dressing up and going to
church on Sundays to sing and dance together and listen to preaching, usually visible
and especially audible for the whole neighbourhood. Traditionalists, even if con-
sciously not choosing for a Christian church, also want a church to go to and be seen
in order to be recognised as belonging to a religion. Clearly, Afrikania has to compete
with the Christian churches in providing Sunday entertainment, especially music and
dance. Drumming fills a large part of the service and brings priests and ordinary
members, men and women, and children together in dancing. As most of the drum-
mers are Ewe, they most often play Ewe entertainment rhythms, such as agbadza or
borborbor. Various types of song are performed throughout the service, including tra-
ditional Ewe, Akan, or Ga songs, warrior songs, patriotic songs, such as the ‘Afrikan
Anthem’ Yεn ara y’asaase ni (This is our own land) composed by musician and nation-
alist Dr. Ephraim Amu, or specific Afrikania songs. A public address system amplifies
both music and preaching. Unnecessary for reaching the handful of people attending
a service, it is meant mainly for establishing a public presence in Sunday’s battle field
of religious sound and for raising the curiosity of the people in the neighbourhood.27

This raises the question of whom Afrikania actually addresses. This issue of publics
and members will be addressed in the next chapter. As will be worked out there,
Afrikania addresses different audiences at the same time, which makes its politics of
representation highly complicated.

Growing public presence and getting established

Under Ameve’s leadership, Afrikania has embarked on a process of growing public
presence and getting established as a religious organisation. Ameve narrated: 

Damuah was the pioneer. It is only now that Afrikania is getting established. It
is a pity that Pauline [Boogaard] came too early. There were many difficulties
in the past. We had government support, both morally and in the form of a
loudspeaker system, vehicles and other equipment, from Rawlings’ revolution,
but no popular support. People thought it was only revolutionary. We have
been doing our thing quietly, so not many people knew us. Only recently we
came out. In 1997 we organised a big convention at the Independence Square
that shocked the world. Thousands of traditionalists came from all over the
country. We had to struggle, because those Christians tried to block the road
and prevent us from reaching the square. We had to insist that this is a public
place, but in the end we got there. Then we were quiet again and now we are
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again coming out. But now we are not doing propaganda, but establishing a
real training programme.28

This mass gathering at the place of the nation par excellence was clearly an answer to
Pentecostal attempts at claiming the nation, a sign to the Christian majority that tradi-
tionalists are alive, kicking and many. Two other conventions followed in 1999 and in
2000. In addition, Afrikania established its public presence by celebrating its 20th

anniversary with two days of spectacular public ceremonies covered by radio, televi-
sion, and the press, building a huge, new headquarters (the opening of which was
part of the 20th anniversary celebrations), founding the ‘Afrikania Priesthood Training
School,’ publicly ordaining sixty newly trained priests and priestesses (also as part of
the celebrations), and adopting an ‘evangelisation’ programme of mobilising tradition-
alists and establishing branches throughout the country and abroad. Due to the loss of
government backing, competition with other religious groups has grown. Afrikania
increasingly manifests itself in the public sphere and has during Ameve’s time started
to establish a strong public presence on its own.

The Afrikania Mission Headquarters
In March 2002 Afrikania’s new headquarters in Sakaman, Accra, were officially opened
(fig. 5.14). The mission used to be somehow hidden away, renting a drinking spot at
the Arts Centre for their Sunday services. Now it is clearly claiming public presence
with a huge, yellow painted four storey building with ‘Afrikania Mission’ written on
top of it in big capitals. Visible from very far away, the new building is a sign of finally
being established, an important step in the struggle for public recognition.

Ameve proudly showed me around the tiled entrance hall and broad staircases,
the numerous spacious rooms, his own lavish air-conditioned office, the two-room
apartment for his overnight stays, the airy veranda overlooking the neighbourhood,
and the brand new toilets and showers. I was surprised at the ‘secularity’ of the build-
ing, as to me it had nothing of a religious building. The worship service in the
entrance hall of an office-like building seemed out of place. Still smelling of fresh
cement and paint, the building was spectacularly opened with a public durbar and
worship service.29 Many members wore the special anniversary cloth with the mis-
sion’s logo that had just been printed and was ‘outdoored’ that day. A new large and
colourful signboard was put by the roadside for the occasion. The libation scene paint-
ed on the signboard is a clear sign to the general public that here traditional religion is
practiced.30 The entrance hall and the altar outside had been decorated with balloons
and ribbons. The press, radio journalists, photographers, and a Ghana Television crew
were present to cover the proceedings, including the spectacular arrival of a shrine
priest of national fame, Nana Drobo II of the Kwaku Firi shrine in Brong Ahafo,31 and
his retinue, music and dance by youth groups, various speeches, and cutting the tape
tied across the entrance. The speeches and presence of dignitaries and the tape cutting
were all part of the common format of public opening ceremonies, performed daily by
state officials and publicised in the state media. The decorations also conformed to the
popular aesthetic styles characteristic of such festivities. 
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What this format hid were the spiritual aspects of the building. While at first
sight Afrikania’s headquarters seem like an ordinary office building, it also has spaces
where spirits are given a dwelling place, spaces that do not form part of the public
scripts of an opening ceremony or a Sunday service. Right at the gate of the premises,
for example, is a small, rectangular pit in the concrete pavement, covered with a
wooden lid. It is so inconspicuous that I had never seen it until two priests, Torgbe
Kortor and Osofo Fiakpo, wanted to inform Legba, the divinity staying there, about
the reasons why I was asking so many questions and took me there to pour libation
and offer a few cedis. They explained to me that Legba is like a police man, oversee-
ing and protecting the whole mission.32 He is involved in, and thus has to be
informed about, anything going on at the premises. He also asks for food, sometimes
eggs, sometimes a cock, a ram, or another male animal. Before the 20th anniversary
celebrations, a secret ceremony was done for Legba and he was given a cock,
‘because,’ Osofo Fiakpo explained, ‘here is like a shrine, so there must be spiritual
police.’ ‘So do you call this place a shrine too?’ I asked. Both agreed that ‘this is not a
shrine.’ ‘It is a church,’ Torgbe Kortor said, ‘but because we are doing tradition, this
man controls what we do.’

Eliciting more about the difference between ‘church’ and ‘shrine,’ I then asked
about the fenced, empty sand pit at the back of the building, also termed ‘shrine’ and
used for pouring libation during private spiritual performances (not during Sunday
services or public events, when libation is poured on the concrete floor in front of the
building). 

MDW: What about the little place in the back, where the sand is?
TK: Where the sand is, that place is known as the shrines. They are governing
the whole mission; that is where they are. But in actual fact they are in a room.
But because this is a mission, there is nothing like that. We designed a place for
them, so that when we want to mention our great-grandfathers’ name or any-
thing, or anybody comes for prayers, we go there to pray and mention their
name. And they will listen to you there.
MDW: So that place is like a substitute for what happens in a proper shrine?
TK: Correct. 
MDW: But why can’t you make a room like that here? There are so many
rooms in this building. 
TK: We should have, but… I don’t know… we may do it in some time to come.
OF: We are several cults, so some people may say that ‘if this cult is here, I am
not coming.’ So we do it general. Neutral. So that anybody can come here.

As with finding a common form of worship, with such practices of sacralising space the
aim of ‘neutrality’ threatens to preclude spiritual substance. In traditional religion
divinities are far from neutral; they are ethnically and territorially specific and compete
with each other for power. Moreover, they are often located in physical objects. Bringing
divinities to a new place in the form of such spiritual objects, as can be done to establish
a new shrine, would in Afrikania’s case undermine its very objective of uniting all tradi-
tional cults. What is left are empty pits and the claim that divinities dwell therein. 
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A new sacred space, created by Osofo Atsu Kove after Ameve’s death, is the
‘stool room’ on the top floor of the building. Atsu Kove recounted: 33

First there was no stool house, but now there is. A miracle happened here. We
the Afrikania Mission, we are just handling the academic side, the intellectual
side of the whole thing, to promote our tradition and culture. So we were not
worrying ourselves about stool houses and those kind of things. But the ances-
tors saw that no, what we are doing is very big. The whole thing must sit. So
when they chose me to be the leader and we were thinking about the day [of
installation], on February 18th [2004] something happened here. Since I told you
I will tell you every secret, I will tell you right now. I was here when somebody
was possessed, we don’t know the person, a young man, about 25, 30, pos-
sessed, dressed in traditional beads, kente, this thing. And he came here with a
stool. The person was possessed and said that Okomfo Anokye, Kofi Ameve
and Osofo Damuah say he should bring the stool to us. He went to sit under
the picture of Okomfo Anokye, shouting ‘Papa, maba, papa, maba, maba. Enne
mede w’akonnua naba, w’akonnua aba fie’ [Father, I have come. Today I have
brought your stool. Your stool has come home]. So that stool, according to div-
ination, is the stool which has come for Afrikania to grow. So since then, we
have a stool house for this place.

It is there that ‘the spirit of Afrikania’ is said to reside and the spirits of Afrikania’s
deceased leaders will get their own stools in the future. The room is not accessible to
anyone except Atsu Kove and a few senior priests and priestesses. They use the room
for prayers, libation, and rituals. ‘That is our contact point now,’ Atsu Kove told me, ‘the
spiritual room of Afrikania Mission. That is our power, everything. So many miracles
are taking place here.’ While Afrikania’s new building is clearly a public symbol of
being an established religion, a claim to public presence, it also has spaces that are cer-
tainly not meant for the eye of the general public. It is there that spiritual powers are
given a place through practices of sacralising its otherwise ‘secular,’ office-like premises.

Of a different nature, but equally kept hidden from public ceremonies and
rhetoric, was the fact that the building was not owned by Afrikania, but by Ameve’s
construction company. One afternoon I sat on the balcony chatting with Osofo Ameve
and Osofo Enim, when Ameve started complaining about Osofo Frimpong, a now dis-
missed Afrikania priest. He had accused Ameve in the media of adverting the
Afrikania building for private purposes. But Ameve turned it around:

Afrikania did not build this building. I built it and I gave the ground floor to
Afrikania. People even come and want to hire it, but I gave it to Afrikania. I put
Afrikania’s name on the building as an advertisement on the wall. You can
lease pieces of wall and put your advert there. I put the name there for free, I
bought the paint myself, as an advertisement, to sell the mission.34

It turned out that the building was Ameve’s private property. His construction compa-
ny, SEBA Constructions Ltd., was also located in the building. Actually the first floor
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Fig. 5.14  Scenes from the inauguration of the Afrikania Mission Headquarters (March 2002).
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was for the company, and the ground floor for Afrikania. Awaiting the completion of
the offices downstairs, Afrikania’s office was also on the first floor. That afternoon I
also discovered that one of Ameve’s secretaries, Naki, was actually not a secretary for
Afrikania, but for SEBA Constructions. Only Mama, a young queenmother from
Klikor, Ameve’s hometown, worked for Afrikania, officially that is. In practice, this
division was not so clear, as Naki also carried out many administrative tasks for
Afrikania. She was not an Afrikania member, however. Interestingly, she went to the
Church of Pentecost. Yet, she liked what Afrikania does. She told me about her tradi-
tional Krobo home – ‘we have a shrine in the house and all that’ – and showed me the
dipo marks on her hands.35

Tradition is very important. So anything Afrikania does, I am here with them
and I help them. Except on Sundays, then I go to my own church. I also tell the
people in my church that it is very important to have and respect tradition.
And they accept it.36

While Afrikania thus merely made use of the facilities the office building offered,
including an extra secretary, the grand opening rather celebrated Afrikania’s achieve-
ment in putting up such a building.

The controversy over the building, however, already partly played out in the
press during Ameve’s lifetime, developed into a major conflict after his death, when
his children claimed the building, saying that it was their father’s private property.
According to Atsu Kove, the land was bought by a special Afrikania committee with
money raised among the priests and members. The building, however, was put up by
Ameve himself, without involving Afrikanians. That is why, Atsu Kove said, ‘the
thing is no more in the form of a church building.’ But ‘no-one didn’t really mind
much, because we know he is dedicated.’ After the inauguration of the building, how-
ever, Ameve called a meeting of priests and elders, where he told them that the build-
ing is not for Afrikania. This shocked the elders and ‘the meeting did not come to a
good end.’ Five months later Ameve died. When Atsu Kove told me this, I realised
that I had been present at the time of this inauspicious meeting. Apparently the issue
had been too sensitive to tell me about it at the time. When I came back two years
later, the conflict had generated a physical struggle between Ameve’s children and
Afrikanians. When the children put a gate at the entrance and heightened the fence
wall, Afrikania members came to demolish it and sack the workers. They reported the
incident to the police and tied red strips of cloth to the building as a sign of war. As of
July 2007, the case is still pending in court and thus the future remains highly uncer-
tain.37 Atsu Kove expects, however, ‘that God and the ancestors are going to perform
a miracle.’38 The whole case also brought Ameve in posthumous disgrace with many
Afrikanians. Atsu Kove:

The members are aggrieved. Even some of them threatened that if it come to
critical point they will never mention his name in libation again. Because he
has defrauded them. He has fooled us. He shouldn’t behave like that. Very
unfortunate. … He did good work, actually during his era Afrikania grew,
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Afrikania developed a lot, especially the trokosi war that he fought made
Afrikania very popular.39 But then, as far as this building matter is concerned,
he didn’t try at all. The members are aggrieved, including me.

Still, Ameve’s portrait figures with that of Damuah at an Afrikania memorial cloth cel-
ebrating ‘the great ancestors’ printed after his death (fig. 5.12). Clearly, there is an
uncomfortable tension between the popular formats of representing (religious)
authority, to which this type of memorial cloth certainly belongs, and Afrikania’s
internal struggles and disillusionments that are rather kept outside public representa-
tions.

The Afrikania Priesthood Training School 
Not only the building itself, but also the offices and the new Afrikania Priesthood
Training School it houses are significant with respect to public presence. Like any self-
respecting church, the Afrikania Mission now also has its ‘school of ministry.’ So far,
the school offers a two-week intensive introductory course in Afrikan Traditional
Religion for prospective Afrikania priests and priestesses, but Ameve dreamt of devel-
oping the training programme up to Ph.D. level. After the course, which covers ATR
‘in general,’ history, ideology and teachings of Afrikania, and liturgy and worship
practice, the participants are honoured with a public ‘graduation ceremony’ and
encouraged to go out and establish a branch. The course is open to anybody, but
attracts mainly traditionalists from the Volta Region, where Ameve hails from. They
pay a moderate fee of 50,000 cedis ($ 3.75), which covers teaching and accommodation
in the Afrikania building. 

In 2001, I participated in the introduction course, together with twelve prospec-
tive Afrikania priests, eight men and four women. Apart from one Afrikania member
from Kumasi and one from Lomé (Togo), they were all from the Volta Region. Most of
them were already active in one of the Afrikania branches there, some already acting
as a priest. One of the rooms on the first floor of the Afrikania building was equipped
as a class room, with thirty new wooden chairs with side tables and one teacher’s
desk arranged in a formal class room setting. This setting informed the mode of class
teaching, which consisted of lectures in both English and Ewe. The lectures, many of
them given by Ameve and some by other Afrikania priests, dealt with the history of
the relationship between Africa and Europe: slavery, colonialism, neo-colonialism; the
present Christian suppression of ATR; the ‘content’ of ATR: ‘deities’ and ‘spirits,’ sacri-
fice, ancestors, creation; and the history and ideology of Afrikania. In general the stu-
dents listened to all of this rather passively. Only a few of them took notes. Not all of
the students were able to read and write well. Most of them just listened and some
asked a question afterwards.

Sometimes a group discussion evolved, such as when Alorlezuma, a young
Ewe woman from an afa family, voiced her complaints about the course. After yet
another lecture on the goodness and the power of abosom and vodu and the evil done
by Christianity, Alorlezuma suddenly expressed that she did not know what she was
here for. Abiba, who had come with her and depended on her because she is illiterate,
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then complained that Alorlezuma’s lack of confidence also affected her and asked
Osofo Ameve to talk to her sister. Alorlezuma explained that she wanted to leave tra-
ditional religion and go to church and be baptised. She had seen in her own house
how traditional religion was used to exploit people. The divinities in her house
belonged to her grandparents and her brother was in charge. He demanded so many
things from people who needed help or healing, even from his own family members,
his own sister from the same parents. This disturbed Alorlezuma very much and
therefore she wanted to go to church where the pastors give you healing without
charging you so much. Ameve admitted that many afa and vodu priests charge too
much. Afrikania tells them to use a shrine to render service to the people, not to make
money. Nevertheless, he added, ‘the person has to bring something for the thing to
work spiritually. It is not always exploitation.’ A group discussion followed and after
advice by various people, Alorlezuma decided to remain traditionalist. 

Much attention was also paid to what to do as an Afrikania priest, how to
establish a branch in a local community, how to make ATR respectable, hygienic, and
beautiful and on how to bring it into public. On 20 August 2001 Ameve taught:

When sprinkling food, go to your boundaries; go outside so that people will
see it. That’s why we also have the loudspeaker, the incantations will sound
and people will come out to see what we are doing. We don’t want to hide, are
proud of what we are doing.

Apart from the lectures, a few mornings and afternoons were spent on Afrikania litur-
gy, whereby students learned songs, slogans, and prayers, received preaching tips,
and practiced to lead service. A few examples of discussions that ensued in the teach-
ing process have been given above. Despite the obvious difference in authority
between teachers and students – teachers always had the last say - the class room for-
mat did leave room for exchange of opinions and ideas. This rational, discursive inter-
action between well-informed individuals that was open to the general public, struck
me as much closer to what Habermas had in mind when he wrote about the public
sphere than to the mystical, secretive initiation into shrine knowledge. The latter was
remarkably absent from Afrikania’s teaching modes. In the next chapter I will come
back to the gap between the teachings of the Afrikania Priesthood School and tradi-
tional spiritual knowledge and its modes of transmission. Here let me add that when I
watched (and joined) the student priests taking turns to ‘lead service,’ with the liturgy
sheet in hand, I could not resist the impression of a group of school pupils rehearsing
a theatre play. They would need much more practice and passion to convince any
audience that this was something real, that indeed, as was endlessly repeated during
the lessons and rehearsals, biribi wò ho, there is something there.

The opening of this chapter described how, as part of the three day long cele-
brations marking Afrikania’s 20th anniversary in March 2002, sixty new Afrikania
priests and priestesses were publicly ordained into Afrikania priesthood as ‘fighters
for our tradition.’ This was considered a major step or even victory in Afrikania’s his-
tory of establishment, especially as the event took place in the mission’s new building,
which was inaugurated the next day. In front of the cameras and the audience, includ-
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ing leading scholars in culture and tradition and representatives of Hare Krishna and
of Soka Gakkai (Buddhist) – the invited Christian churches did not show up – , the
yet-to-be-ordained priests and priestesses were led away to a hidden place behind the
building, where, as it was announced, they would be taken through the necessary ini-
tiation rituals, not to be witnessed by anyone else. When they reappeared before the
audience, with a leaf in their mouth, they were taken through a ceremony replete with
militant rhetoric and symbols vaguely referring to ‘traditional spiritual power.’ Ritual
substances such as clay, herbs and holy water were applied to their bodies and ritual
words whispered into their ears in order to infuse them with spiritual power. Their
newly bought whisks were equally infused with magical words by one of the senior
priests and a blue strip of cloth was tied to their white gown as a symbol of priestly
authority. I couldn’t help thinking about what Ameve had told me not long before:
that an Afrikania priest does not have any spiritual power, but that it is people’s belief
that gives him or her power. Was this ceremony, designed by Ameve, not first of all
meant to make people believe that Afrikania priests indeed ‘had something’? That
despite all the newness and Christian-like formats of Afrikania, the movement was
not at all a spiritually empty copy of Christianity? Anticipating on the discussion of
authentication in the next chapter, I wish to suggest here that this public ordination
was an occasion where Afrikania publicly made claim to spiritual power and staged
otherness vis-à-vis Christianity with mystical substances and magical words. 

The course and subsequent ordination of priests form part of Afrikania’s recent
‘outreach’ or ‘evangelisation’ programme of mobilising traditionalists and establishing
branches throughout the country and abroad, linking up with local chiefs, traditional
priests and healers, and building a network of traditionalist associations. By now
there are about thirty Afrikania branches, mostly in the Volta Region, some in other
parts of the country, and four in the US and Europe. Although the influence and sus-
tainability of all these new rural branches can be debated, they are successful at least
in bringing adherents of various cults together and drawing public attention to tradi-
tional religious festivals. 

Spiritual consultation
Another innovation introduced by Osofo Ameve is the service of ‘spiritual consulta-
tion’ to the general public. Two mornings a week, Torgbe Kortor, an elderly bokor
(shrine priest), and Osofo Fiakpui, a younger Afrikania priest, are present in the
Afrikania building to receive and help people with all kinds of problems through afa
divination and healing rituals. In one of the bare rooms downstairs, they spread a
cloth on the tiled floor and arrange their ritual items. Interestingly, the service attracts
mainly Christians and hardly any Afrikania members. The latter usually either have a
shrine in their hometown where they seek spiritual consultation, or they are not inter-
ested in spiritual consultation at all. For Christians, as several of the people I met in
the waiting hall told me, the step to the modern and civilised Afrikania building is
smaller than to an ‘obscure’ place in a small village or in the bush. ‘This place is less
frightening than a real shrine,’ a young lady from a charismatic church told me.

In the next chapter I will present some stories of people who came to Afrikania
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for consultation and examine the practices of divination and healing. Here, I argue
that this recently introduced spiritual service, which attracts mainly Christians,
reflects a much more general interest in the spiritual causes of life’s problems and its
spiritual solutions in Ghanaian religiosity, that has regained recognition by the strong
public presence of charismatic-Pentecostal Christianity. So behind the obvious antago-
nism of African traditional religion and charismatic Pentecostalism in the public eye,
there is a strong connection on a deeper level of relating to spiritual powers. In com-
petition with various forms of spiritual healing offered by these churches, Afrikania
now also provides ‘spiritual consultation’ and thus seems to get closer to the spiritual
practices of shrines than before. This emphasis on spiritual practice is a recent trend in
Afrikania, which, although still marginal, seems to be continued by Atsu Kove.

All night prayers
When I returned to Afrikania in March 2005, after Ameve’s death and the installation
of Osofo Atsu Kove as the new leader, one of the new developments Atsu Kove told
me about was the introduction of a monthly ‘all-night prayer meeting.’ Initially he
proposed a weekly meeting, every Friday night. That turned out too demanding –
‘people are tired after a week’s work’– and few people turned up each time. Now it is
done every first Friday of the month. I attended one such meeting. In front of the
building rented plastic chairs had been arranged in a square. Around nine pm, when
the meeting was supposed to start, there was hardly anybody present yet. The musi-
cian present started singing on his own, accompanying himself with rattle and bell,
until the rest of the drumming group trickled in, joined him with their drums and
produced a volume that could keep the whole neighbourhood awake. Two guys put
up a public address system with a powerful amplifier, giant loudspeakers, and two
microphones. In the end, about fifty members came to join in the drumming, singing
and dancing, the prime activity of the night. In contrast to the all night prayer meeting
during Afrikania’s 20th anniversary celebration, however, nobody got possessed.40 At
midnight a libation prayer was said by Atsu Kove, amplified into nightly Accra.
Around 1 am the meeting was called to an end, the sound equipment stored, and peo-
ple diverged to their homes. When I asked Atsu Kove later whether Afrikania fol-
lowed the Christian trend of organising all night prayers, he fiercely denied this.
Coming together at night to worship the deities with drumming and dancing is a tra-
ditional practice in shrines, he defended. ‘The Christians have rather stolen it from
us.’

As a result of the shifting relations between the state, religion, and the public sphere,
Afrikania has come to face increasing competition with other religious groups while
having to operate without any form of government backing. Ameve was well aware of
the increasing need for public manifestation and during his time established a strong
public presence for Afrikania in several ways. In order to be recognised as a legiti-
mate, attractive and powerful religion, Afrikania has appropriated many symbols of
being established as a church: a huge building, head offices including a copious office
for the leader, a signboard indicating times of worship and healing, a ‘ministry
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school,’ printed cloth with name and emblem, official registration as a religious group,
a constitution, membership cards, branches both in Ghana and abroad, and patronage
by dignitaries. With the rapid rise and public appearance of charismatic churches,
however, there has been a shift in what constitutes the format for religion. Whereas in
the past Catholicism provided the format for Afrikania, it seems that now practices
like evangelisation, spiritual healing, all night prayer, and the preoccupation with
public visibility and audibility are increasingly being taken over from charismatic
churches. I also understood from a colleague Afrikania researcher that spirit posses-
sion is increasingly being accommodated and ‘ “frenzied” possession is not an unusu-
al occurrence during the Sunday meetings, both at the Sakaman Headquarters and the
Arts Centre branch.’41 This would be a significant change, on which the next chapter
will shine more light.

Conclusion: dilemmas of sameness and otherness

In this chapter I have addressed the ways in which the neo-traditionalist Afrikania
Mission has transformed ‘Afrikan Traditional Religion’ in Ghana’s Christian-dominat-
ed public sphere. First, I have shown how Afrikania continues the long conversation
about ‘African traditional religion’ that started when the first Christian missionaries
arrived on the West African coast. I have traced the genealogical input of the various
African and European interlocutors in this conversation at different moments in histo-
ry, in Afrikania’s version of Afrikan Traditional Religion. Throughout history mission-
aries, travellers, ethnographers, colonial officials, Pan-Africanist intellectuals, African
theologians, cultural revolutionaries, post-colonial state officials, educators, media
producers, chiefs, shrine priests, and Pentecostal pastors have all produced their ver-
sions of ‘African traditional religion.’ Afrikania speaks to all of these. 

Secondly, I have examined how at the current historical moment, where
Afrikania’s main and most powerful interlocutor is charismatic Pentecostalism,
Afrikania’s strategies of representing ATR have taken new directions in the context of
the changing relations between the Ghanaian state, religion, and the mass media over
the last decade. To briefly reiterate the argument of chapter 1, in Ghana’s religious
playing field, the balance of power has shifted from the old mission churches to the
new type of independent charismatic-Pentecostal churches. Starting in the late seven-
ties and peaking during the nineties, the phenomenal rise and spread, high populari-
ty, and public dominance of this exclusionist type of Christianity has greatly impacted
interreligious relations and tensions in the country, sometimes leading to outright
clashes. Over the same period, Ghana’s political scene has greatly transformed. Where
the eighties were marked by Rawlings’s Revolution, his subsequent military rule, and
his anti-Western ideals of political and cultural self-consciousness and assertion, the
nineties saw a return to democratic rule, a growing leaning towards neo-liberal capi-
talism, and a gradual ‘pentecostalisation’ of the state. As a result of these develop-
ments Ghana’s public sphere has also seen a transformation from a state monopoly on
the media, which where employed to voice out the nationalist cultural state ideology,
to a liberalised media scene, which has seen the mushrooming of a myriad of private,
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commercial media channels and is dominated by charismatic-Pentecostal Christianity.
Negative stereotyping of African traditional religion in public has intensified tensions
between Christians and traditionalists. Sensational representations of ‘juju’ priests and
practices flourish in the media and reinforce Pentecostal conceptions of traditional
religion as demonic and feed both popular fear of and fascination with this evil Other. 

In this nexus of politics, religion and the public sphere, the Afrikania Mission
at first developed, in line with the Revolution and with its Pan-Africanist inspirational
sources, a radical anti-Western cultural-religious discourse, directed against cultural
and mental domination by the West and propagating African pride and self-con-
sciousness. Now, in response to the rise and public dominance of an exclusionist and
militant form of Christianity embodied by Africans themselves, Afrikania’s struggle is
in the first place directed at ‘our own brothers and sisters’ in the charismatic-
Pentecostal churches and, with the ‘pentecostalisation’ of the state, at the government.
Although Afrikania keeps stressing that it is not against any other religion, in speech-
es, preaching, and encounters, it implicitly identifies (charismatic) Christianity as the
enemy, thus mirroring the widespread Pentecostal attitude towards traditional reli-
gion. Paradoxically, however, for their project of reforming traditional religion to gain
public recognition the leaders of the movement have adopted a Christian derived
form and concept of religion. Both its coherent doctrine and its form of worship are
designed after Christianity. And it is the same charismatic type of Christianity that has
pushed Afrikania to adopt a more anti-Christian attitude, that now also provides the
format for what religion is and drives Afrikania to take over many of its practices and
symbols. I argue that the current Pentecostal hegemony in Ghana’s public sphere
pushes Afrikania closer to the occupations of shrine priests and adherents with spirits
and powers. Pentecostalism’s incessant confirmation that African spirits are real and
to be dealt with, and on which its success ultimately depends, serves as an incentive
for Afrikania to also put more emphasis on the existence of spiritual powers and on
ways of dealing with them, be they entirely different from Pentecostalism’s ways.
However, as will be worked out in the following chapters, Afrikania’s increased fore-
grounding of spiritual power remains removed from shrine people’s modes of relating
to the spiritual.

In its project of publicly promoting Afrikan Traditional Religion, the Afrikania
Mission faces a dilemma. Afrikania challenges the hegemonic thinking (in the media,
in state policies, in the educational curriculum) about traditional religion that posits it
as anti-modern antidote of Christianity and (Western) civilisation. Its leaders rather
aim to show that ATR is also a very ‘modern and civilised’ religion. However, they can
hardly escape the very framework they try to fight and find it very difficult, if not
impossible, to present ATR as modern and African at the same time. To make ‘the reli-
gion of Afrika’ attractive and publicly presentable as an alternative to Christianity, to
be respected as an established and civilised religion, and to counter the negative
Christian-derived stereotypes of ‘juju’ and ‘fetish’ religion, the movement has to
reframe it in Christian formats. 

Afrikania’s ‘modern’ reformulation of ATR, however, presents it with a prob-
lem of authentication. Within the discursive space that still opposes African tradition
to Western modernity, Afrikania has to convince its public that this is not a ‘modern
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invention,’ but ‘really Afrikan,’ that is, ‘uncontaminated’ by Western, Christian influ-
ences, in order to retain legitimacy. This involves the outright denial of any Christian
influence. Rather, if anything Afrikania does looks Christian, be it the concept of
monotheism, a list of divine commandments, the practice of communion, or ‘all night
prayer’ meetings, it claims that the Christians ‘have rather stolen from us.’ But
Afrikania also presents itself as Other to Christianity and ‘the West’ by invoking and
constructing distance, as in the ordination ceremony, and thus legitimates its claim to
Africanness. In order to be modern and civilised, Afrikania has to invoke sameness
and frame ATR in Christian formats, but in order to be perceived as authentically
African, it has to stage otherness and represent itself as traditional antidote to modern
Christianity.

Anthropology (and its partners missionary Christianity and colonialism) clear-
ly left a legacy here. First, it divided the world into two: a modern, Western,
Christian-based half and its Other, be it primitive, fetishist, traditional, non-Western,
or whatever designation was in vogue. With its emphasis on cultural difference and
comparison, it then made the non-Western world a patchwork of unique and authen-
tic cultures. Freed from colonial rule and the colonial practice of studying culture to
facilitate this rule, anthropological constructions of ‘tradition,’ ‘culture,’ but also ‘reli-
gion’ are eagerly taken up by the former colonial and anthropological subjects them-
selves as they offer them new possibilities to claim authority or legitimacy. Yet, as this
chapter has shown, they also impose constraints that prove very hard to escape. 

Notes to chapter 5

1 Afrikania’s use of K instead of C is a protest against being misrepresented on outsiders’ terms, a
claim to self-representation. According to present leaders the name Afrikania derives from the Twi
phrase èfiri kanea, ‘it comes from the light’ (although this etymological interpretation seems to be
more recent than the movement’s name), hence their concern with the K. Ironically, the use of the K
in writing indigenous languages originates from German missionaries, foremost Johannes
Zimmerman and Johann Gottlieb Christaller of the Basel Mission, who worked in the Gold Coast
from the 1850s (Schweizer 2000:89-90), and Diedrich Westermann of the Norddeutsche
Missionsgesellschaft (Meyer 1999:59). They gave serious attention to putting local Gold Coast lan-
guages, especially Ga, Twi, and Ewe, in writing and had a profound impact on the spelling of and
writing in these languages up till today. I use the spelling Afrikan and Afrika to denote Afrikania’s
imagination of what that is and to distinguish it from others’, including anthropologists’ ideas of
what is African. 
2 For a discussion of the opposition of modern and traditional as an ideological product of moderni-
ty itself see, for example, Comaroff and Comaroff (1993), Geschiere, Meyer and Pels (2008), Knauft
(2002), Piot (1999). 
3 In the past the membership consisted mainly of adult men; women and children were conspicu-
ously absent (Boogaard 1993). Now women make up half of the membership in Accra and much
more in the rural branches, where membership seems to be growing fast. Afrikania’s membership
will be discussed in chapter 6.
4 ‘Almighty father God, we call you this very moment, we thank you for bringing us together this
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morning to worship and glorify your name. You know everything you do is money matter, before
you build is money matter, before you come to the service is money matter. And we gather together
to put some few coins into this bowl. We call upon your holy name to bless this money so that
whatever we are going to do with it, it is done in the correct way and profitable. We thank you, we
glorify your name. Those who have got to put into this bowl, bless them to get more. Those who
couldn’t get, bless them so that next week when they are coming here, they will get enough to fill
this bowl. Those who are not here today, bless them, so that next week when they are coming, their
pocket will be full. We know you will do it for us, the way you did it for our forefathers. Amen-Ra!’ 
5 See for example Van der Port (2004).
6 See also Van der Veer (2001) for a discussion of ‘religion’ as a nineteenth century concept produced
by the colonial encounter. 
7 In his thesis, ‘The Changing Perspective of Wasa Amanfi Traditional Religion in Contemporary
Africa’ (1971), Damuah argued that ‘even though there is only one theology, Africans must approach
it not from a colonial perspective, but Afro-centrically, that is, from an African dimension’ (quoted in
Gyanfosu 2002:276).
8 Among Afrikania’s main sources of inspiration were Pan-Africanist and Black emancipatory litera-
ture and figures like Edward Blyden, Marcus Garvey, W.E.B. Dubois, Louis Farrakhan, Kwame
Nkrumah, Sheick Anta Diop, and Jomo Kenyatta (Boogaard 1993:321).
9 The government requires that all students in public schools up to the equivalent of senior second-
ary school level attend a daily devotional service, which is a Christian service including the recital
of the Lord’s Prayer and Bible reading (See Coe 2005). The libation debate will be discussed in chap-
ter 7.
10 After Damuah’s death, allegations appeared in the media about the spiritual causes of his death,
pointing to the controversial nature of his biography and the movement he founded.
11 Interview 4 March 2003.
12 In Akan customary law, the (potential) successor of a deceased chief has to attend the chief’s bur-
ial and, once he has been installed as the successor, organize his predecessor’s funeral (see De Witte
2001). This is similar for Ewe and Ga chieftaincy, as Akan chieftaincy provided the model for the
development of pre-colonial priestly leadership into chieftaincy with European colonisation. 
13 In order to control the proliferation of new churches, in 1989 the Ghanaian government passed
the Religious Bodies Registration Law (PNDC law 221) requiring all religious organisations in the
country to register with National Commission for Culture. While the established churches fiercely
criticised the law, the new, independent churches rather saw it as an opportunity to gain legitimacy
and enhance their status and were eager to register. The Afrikania Mission was the only traditional
religious group that registered. The law was repealed in 1992. See also Dovlo (2005).
14 The conflict did have an impact on my research. In anticipation of the final court ruling,
Afrikania’s library at the former mission house, containing a wealth of Afrikania pamphlets, docu-
ments, and books, inspirational sources, and audio-taped radio broadcasts, had been locked with
two padlocks, one fixed by Ameve and the other by Quarm. Up till today this treasure remains firm-
ly locked behind closed doors.
15 Osofo Quarm was drawn upon, however, to pour libation on behalf of traditional religion during
the closing ceremony of an academic conference on traditional religion and leadership organised by
the Institute of African Studies (University of Ghana) on 24 April 2002. 
16 Interview 29 April 2002.
17 Ameve (Interview 29 April 2002): ‘It was the committee which felt that the Afrikania head should
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be called His Holiness. His Holiness because the religions which have come to trade their religion
here, instead of coexisting with the system they came to see, they took several steps to destroy it
and labelled it as evil. Satanic. We must tell the world that there is nothing evil or satanic about it.
We want to break that chain and call our religion Holy, so the leader of that religion is His Holiness.
So the name is not for me, the name is for the religion.’
18 Conversation 13 March 2002.
19 The main objective of the Ghana Young Pioneers was ‘to inculcate in the children of Ghana a feel-
ing of pride in the country [and] to foster a sense of duty and of responsibility and above all a love
for and a strong desire to serve the country’ (Obiri Addo 1997:142).
20 Interview Atsu Kove, 17 March 2005.
21 According to afa principles, every person has a kpoli, one of the 256 life signs that make up the afa
geomantic system, and attached to this is one’s ‘beginning-beginning’ in dzogbe (Rosenthal 1998:157
ff).
22 For a discussion of ‘conversion’ to ATR see chapter 6.
23 Interview 17 March 2005.
24 In 1996 the Afrikania Mission was registered in Togo.
25 Other favourites included Kofi Antubam, Ghana’s Heritage of Culture (1963), J.B. Danquah, The
Akan Doctrine of God (1944), Cheick Anta Diop, African Origin of Civilization, Myth or Reality? (1974),
Precolonial Black Africa (1987), G.M. James, Stolen Legacy (1954). 
26 Interview Ameve16 July 2001.
27 When I left the Afrikania Mission after my year of fieldwork, one of the priests subtly reminded
me that ‘we need a van with loudspeakers on top to use for our evangelism.’
28 Interview 16 July 2001.
29 ‘Durbar’ (from the Persian darbar) is originally a term used in India and Nepal for a ruler’s court
or ceremonial gathering. The British Empire brought the term to Ghana, where it is applied to the
public ceremonial gathering of traditional rulers.
30 When I came back to Accra in March 2005, the signboard had been vandalised. The paintings of
the libation prayers had been removed and were found in the bush. Afrikania people did not know
who were responsible for this, but suspected ‘certain Christian groups.’ Incidents like this, the dem-
olition of the statue of the legendary Asante priest Okomfo Anokye in Kumasi by an Evangelist of
the Christ Living Temple in 2001, and even the violation of shrines make clear that the presence of
or reference to traditional religion in public spaces is highly controversial. 
31 What brought Nana Drobo national fame was the claim in 1986 that his shrine had discovered a
cure for AIDS (see Damuah n.d.: 92-93).
32 Torgbe Kortor explained it thus: ‘Where we have taken you, that man there is called Legba. He is
more or less the police for Afa cult. Legba is a police man, a divinity. That man is at the gate. If any-
thing bad is coming, he prevents it from entering. In the shrines, he is always at the gate. If you are
coming here he asks your spirit what do you want to do here? You don’t see him, you don’t see any-
thing there. You cannot see him, but he is there. If we are celebrating anything, if we come to
church, he is there, holding spiritual arms. The person who has the eye can see. That is why we
don’t have any evil around here.’ As a protective deity Legba is found in various related cults in
West-Africa and also in the Caribbean. He is also perceived as a messenger for other deities and a
trickster (e.g. Geurts 2002:184ff; Preston Blier 1995). 
33 Interview 17 March 2005.
34 Conversation 20 March 2002.
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35 Dipo are puberty rites performed by the Krobo to mark the entry of young women into adulthood.
See Steegstra 2004 for an in-depth study of dipo. 
36 Conversation 20 March 2002.
37 Kwame Zulu Shabazz, personal correspondence, 16 July 2007.
38 Email from Atsu Kove (11 May 2005): ‘Concerning the court case between Afrikania Mission and
the late Osofo Kofi Ameve’s children, we were called at the court on 3rd May but they couldn’t turn
up. An action which shows that God and the ancestors are going to perform a miracle.’
39 Afrikania’s campaign in defence of trokosi, a traditional practice in some Ewe shrines that has
come to be heavily critiqued as ‘ritual slavery,’ will be discussed in chapter seven.
40 Atsu Kove told me that people may get possessed during the Friday night prayers, especially in
times of crisis, such as the fight over the building. ‘But sometimes the spirit just comes to dance and
leaves again.’
41 Kwame Zulu Shabazz, personal correspondence, 16 July 2007. I have not been able to verify this
information.
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6

Publics and priests

Dilemmas of mediation and representation

Introduction

Together with my friend Kofi I attend the wake-keeping for a deceased Afrikania
member, a Ga priestess. The place Afrikania has been given is somewhat away
from the house where everything takes place. Across the open space adjoining the
house they have put up their table with the usual symbols: an Afrikania cloth, the
Gye Nyame figure, a steel bowl on a wooden tripod, a Ghanaian flag, and a copy
of the Divine Acts (fig. 6.1).1 A bad quality loudspeaker system amplifies their
preaching and drumming (figs. 6.2 – 6.4) to the whole area, but the open space is
virtually empty. In front of the house, where the crowd is, a group of akomfo
(priestesses) are dancing to the rhythm of their drummers (figs. 6.6, 6.7). Others
are watching a Ghanaian movie played on a large TV put outside in front of the
dead body’s room. I leave Afrikania’s side to join the activity. A dreadlocked
drummer tells me that he and his fellows are fetish drummers. When I ask him
why he calls the music fetish, he says it is fetish because the akomfo use it to
dance.2 It doesn’t take long before one of them suddenly jumps up and starts
dancing wildly and running around. She puts white powder on her face and the
others remove her white head tie, her white top, her bra, and her earrings. After
some time she is brought back to her chair to sit down, water is poured on her
feet and her face is rubbed with water. She looks exhausted. Not much later
another woman shows signs of getting possessed. Her eyes are rolled away and
she starts shivering and talking aggressively. More women follow, all behaving dif-
ferently when possessed. One goes round to slap everybody’s hand forcefully.
Another one dances wildly and summersaults over the ground. They dance either
bare breasted or with a white cloth tied around their chest. Most have white
powder sprinkled on their bodies and sooner or later all of them have water
rubbed on their faces and sprinkled on their feet. Some of them are carried away.
In the midst of this Kofi comes to pull me away to the Afrikania performance.
Away from the boisterous chaos Afrikania people orderly drum their rhythms,
dance their dances, sing their songs, shout their slogans, and preach their mes-
sages. The delegation leader Osofo Boakye preaches the usual Afrikania message
and hardly addresses the life of the deceased.

Afrikania states that we all worship one and the same God. But we, we do it
according to our tradition. Because every church in the whole world worships
according to the tradition of the place where that church originated. But we
Afrikanians, someone will ask us ‘which church is it that lets akomfo cele-
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brate church service?’ That is the question that people ask. We want every-
one to understand that in the olden days there were no churches in the
world, no chapels. Wherever the okomfo prays, that is our place of worship
(asòreyεso). Amen Rah! The white man came and told us that we should build
chapels. But we don’t go inside a chapel; it is at asòreyεso that we call on
God. Amen Rah! That is what we want to make clear. An okomfo does not
hold a bible. If she holds a whisk and uses it to speak to God, God under-
stands her.3

At midnight, the Afrikania delegation files past the body and performs some ritu-
als (fig. 6.5). As soon as we enter the room where the priestess lays in state, one
of the Afrikania women shows signs of getting possessed and she is quickly taken
outside. While we stand around the exuberantly decorated body, Osofo Boakye
swings an incense vessel with burning charcoal and a palm flower and a very
young, still straight palm leaf over the body. Then he bends one young palm leaf
into a circle, puts it on the body’s chest, and places a straight one just below.
Later he explains (as ‘there is a meaning to everything we do’) that the palm nut
tree is a tree that no wind can make fall. The palm flower thus means strength
and protects against evil spirits. The straight young leaf means that a human
being looks straight up to God and the bended one that when a person dies she is
forever united with God. Then he dips his thumb in a bowl of water and makes
the puduo sign, the symbol of the infinity of God also used during services, on the
body’s forehead, but without touching the skin. Then we leave and walk back to
our place. The possessed woman is half undressed. Her assistants remove her top
and bra and tie her cloth around her breasts while she is hanging on the bench.
When they finish, she starts crawling to the open space. There she starts rolling
on the ground. Osofo Boakye later explains that she and the deceased are of the
same divinity. So he was around and came to take possession of the woman. But,
he adds, ‘priests and priestesses can use tricks and pretend to be possessed,
because they know the signs of being possessed by a particular divinity. That is a
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false prophet. The majority of them are quacks. All these priestesses you saw,
they just pretend that they are possessed.’

What struck me most about this event was the strict separation between the perform-
ance by the deceased’s fellow priestesses and the part played by the Afrikania
Mission. I do not know the details behind the spatial arrangement of the wake-keep-
ing.4 But the physical distance between Afrikania’s preaching and the priestesses’ pos-
session dance illustrates the gap between two different registers of relating to the spir-
itual that I wish to foreground in this chapter. The previous chapter focused primarily
on Afrikania’s creation of a new, Christian-derived common form of Afrikan
Traditional Religion for a public purpose. This chapter deals with the tension between
Afrikania’s intellectualist, symbolic approach to traditional religion inherent to its
project of public ‘representation’ and the embodied, sensual character of traditional
religious practices of ‘presence.’ Afrikania’s preaching about the importance of akomfo,
for example, seems to contradict its uneasiness with their central religious practice
and experience, spirit possession. This tension also manifests itself in Afrikania’s con-
cern with the symbolic meaning of ritual objects and substances rather than with their
spiritual power; or, in its privileging of deities as part of a cosmological pantheon that
‘we believe in’ over the location of such deities in human bodies and physical places,
that is, its privileging of representation over presence. 

The formats that Afrikania has used to represent all cults and shrines in the
region or even the continent as ATR have been shaped by the markedly public charac-
ter of the movement. From its very foundation, the notion of ‘the public’ has been cru-
cial to Afrikania’s activities and development. The recurring concern is to show the
goodness of traditional religion and culture to ‘the people,’ ‘the general public,’ or ‘the
rest of mankind’ and Afrikania has developed a strong public voice. Before turning to
the relationship of this public voice to more private registers of engaging with the
spiritual, several related questions need to be addressed. What kind of public does
Afrikania envision and address? Whom do they want to attract? What kind of people
is actually attracted by Afrikania? These questions are dealt with in the next section.
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The section thereafter addresses the issue of how Afrikania convinces its public and
its members that what it does is not merely an invented performance of tradition, a
public show, but ‘real’ traditional religion. In other words, how does Afrikania
authenticate its claims to traditional religion if, as we have seen in the previous chap-
ter, this very category is produced by the interaction with Christianity? This question
is important in the light of the recent creation of Afrikania’s religion, pointed at by
local critics, but also in the context of competing claims to offering access to spiritual
power and concerns over the corrupt practices of ‘false prophets.’

The relationship between Afrikania’s public representation of ATR and tradi-
tional religious practices and practitioners, however, forms the core of the chapter.
From the beginning the movement has been opposed by many shrine priests and
priestesses for reasons that will be pointed out below. Their attitude towards
Afrikania and vice versa has become considerably more positive and accommodating
over the course of the movement’s history. Yet, a number of tensions and matters of
contention remain and these will be analysed in detail. In short, this chapter deals
with the dilemmas Afrikania faces in mediating between the public that it addresses,
the members that it attracts, and the priests and priestesses that it claims to represent. 

Addressing and attracting ‘the people’

The question of Afrikania’s audience is a complicated one, because Afrikania tries to
reach and attract very different people on very different grounds. In this section I dis-
cuss its abstract and unknown publics, its known, but differentiated and often volatile
members, and the clients of its spiritual consultation service. 
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Publics
In almost anything Afrikania does, there is an awareness of ‘the public.’ Often
Afrikania directly and exclusively addresses this abstract, unknown public, as when
the leaders speak in a radio or television programme, send letters to the editors of
newspapers, or put a signboard by the roadside. Sometimes an event is directed both
at a physically present audience and ‘the general public,’ such as when the press is
present to cover the proceedings of a newsworthy Afrikania occasion or when the
sounds of a Sunday service or the above described performance are amplified into the
whole neighbourhood. And sometimes also ‘the public’ is addressed indirectly, for
example when prospective Afrikania priests are taught how to go about representing
their religion or shrine keepers are told to keep their shrines neater and more hygienic. 

Although Afrikania thus constantly addresses ‘the public’ in general, its intend-
ed audience is very diffuse and differentiated. In fact it addresses many different
publics at once, with different aims and different messages. First of all, ‘the public’ is
implicitly envisioned as Christian, urban and alienated from traditional culture and
religion. Hence Afrikania’s concern with showing beauty, modernity, hygiene, orderli-
ness in order to first change people’s negative attitude towards ATR, and ultimately
bring this alienated public back to their religious roots. The following ‘sermon’ quote
from Ameve (11 August 2002) is typical for Afrikania preaching:

Our duty is to make you feel proud. Go to the Agbeke palace and seek salva-
tion openly. Go to Pokuase and seek salvation openly. It is your heritage; that is
what your ancestors left for you. That is what your ancestors have done and
left. Don’t feel shy. If you feel shy you are coward. Our own ancestral things
are there. You are sick, you are in distress, you are in problems, you can’t go
and seek salvation because of fear. Why do you make yourself a slave in your
own country? In your own home? If something is there that can give you relief,
go and take it.

Such discourse is addressed not only to those attending the service, but perhaps even
more to all people, who as a result of their Christian (or Muslim) faith have supposed-
ly distanced themselves from their ‘cultural religious heritage,’ but may be brought
back to it if shown its value. In line with Afrikania’s concern with national develop-
ment and national cultural strength, this alienated public is first of all national, but it
ultimately includes all (alienated) Africans in the world, both in Africa and elsewhere.
An important public ‘elsewhere’ are African-Americans and African-Caribbeans,
whom history has separated from their ‘true African roots,’ but who are encouraged
to return to these. But Afrikania’s global public also includes non-Africans, whom
Afrikania wishes to educate and to sensitise about ATR in order to change global pub-
lic opinion and prejudice about ATR. Just as it wishes to improve national public
opinion about ATR, it also seeks to teach ‘the rest of mankind’ that the religion of
Africa is not ‘fetish,’ ‘voodoo,’ or ‘black magic,’ but a developed and positive world
religion. This global non-African public is not called to return to a cultural heritage,
but to respect African religion as equal to any other religion. Finally, Afrikania
addresses traditional religious practitioners in Ghana. Afrikania encourages them to
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be proud of their religion, not to hide it out of shame, but to bring it out into the open
and to be more assertive in the face of Christian hostility. But this aim may clash with
the message that ‘our religion is not fetish or voodoo,’ as traditional religious practi-
tioners often employ exactly those terms to talk about their gods (Rosenthal 1998:1).
Afrikania also calls on them to join to movement and stand strongly united in an
increasingly hostile religious climate. With such differentiated publics that are
addressed with different, sometimes conflicting messages, it is not surprising that the
membership Afrikania attracts is also very diffuse. 

Members 
Afrikania claims that all traditional religious practitioners are automatically Afrikania
members, but this is of course highly contested. Although membership seems to be
growing fast in the rural areas with the establishment of branches there, the question
is what Afrikania membership entails. Certainly, Afrikania membership is not exclu-
sive as membership of a Christian church usually is. Afrikania members from a tradi-
tional religious background continue to have their spiritual loyalty to a particular
shrine and serve a particular god or gods. Afrikania membership is very loosely
defined and much less elaborate than in the ICGC. In chapter 3 I have discussed the
carefully supervised membership trajectory and disciplinary structures that mould
ICGC members into ‘good Christians.’ By contrast, in Afrikania disciplining and
supervision of members is (almost) absent. In fact, all it takes to become a member is
1,500 cedis ($ 0.18) and a passport picture for a membership card and monthly mem-
bership dues of 1,000 cedis ($ 0.12). ‘So that when you have a problem, we use that
money to help you.’ The main page of the membership card (fig. 6.9) contains a pass-
port picture, personalia (name, age, hometown, country, occupation, mother’s name,
father’s name, and next of kin), and Ameve’s signature. Then there is space to write
down the monthly dues paid, funeral contributions and special donations (much like
is done in Catholic churches). The last page states some constitutional rules, among
others the rule that ‘membership is open to all members of the black race.’ Blackness
is negotiable, however, as Ameve and his secretary Mama repeatedly pushed me to
become an official member and in fact already counted me among the members.

Since Boogaard’s study (1993) of the Afrikania Mission, the movement’s mem-
bership has considerably changed. Although Boogaard distinguished different cate-
gories of members, she pointed out that the majority of the membership of the Accra
branch was formed by ex-Christian, middle-aged men, whose interest in traditional
religion was first of all intellectual and political. Conspicuously absent from
Afrikania’s Sunday service at the Arts Centre were women and young people, exactly
the group that is well represented in charismatic-Pentecostal churches. Also, there was
not a single shrine priest or priestess among the Accra members.5 When I came to
Afrikania ten years later, I noticed that there were many women and children among
the people attending service at either the Sakaman branch or the Arts Centre branch,
the gender balance being more or less equal. I also saw many young people. As
Gideon, one of Afrikania’s younger members, commented on the difference between
the past and the present, ‘in the past it were only older people who were just doing
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their thing at the Arts
Centre. Now it is also
young people, who have
become aware that they
have to preserve their tra-
dition.’ Finally, I observed
that quite some shrine
priests and priestesses
and traditional healers
attended these services,
were officially registered
members, and were given
specialised tasks to per-
form.6 Several of them
will be introduced and lis-
tened to below. Here, let
me present two young

members of the Sakaman branch. It must be kept in mind, however, that they are not
representative for the membership, exactly because this is so diffuse. 

I met Kofi at Telstar, the Internet café on Dansoman High Street, where I often
went to check my email and where he works as an attendant. It was not until I came
to photocopy some Afrikania material that we discovered our shared interest. When
we went to the above described wake-keeping of an Afrikania member together, we
talked at length about his life, his interest in traditional religion and related issues.
Kofi grew up with traditional religion, although neither of his parents are traditional-
ist. As a kid he stayed with his aunt in a village near Kumasi for four years. She is an
okomfo and he helped her preparing the herbs. That way he got to know a lot about
herbal healing. His interest in Afrikania started in secondary school, when he did a
research on Afrikania. He attended all Afrikania meetings and after secondary school
he stayed. His mother didn’t like it at all, but she had to go back to the US, where she
stays with two of her children, so she couldn’t say anything. His father stays in
Kumasi and doesn’t mind. He doesn’t go to any church himself and says you should
do whatever you like. Kofi stays in Dansoman with his elder brother; they rent a two
room apartment. His brother is a Pentecostal, ‘always wearing suit and tie and play-
ing Ron Kenoly tapes.’ He doesn’t like at all that Kofi is a traditionalist. So when Kofi
plays his traditional music, his brother puts it off. Kofi also has to put his things like
batakari and cowries in his trunk. If he leaves his cowries on the table, his brother will
take them away and he will not find them again. But apart from the religious differ-
ence, they can get along quite well. Still, Kofi is happy that his brother will be leaving
for the US soon. Then he has peace of mind and the freedom to do whatever he wants
to do with Afrikania. 

Kofi stresses the importance, if you want to get somewhere in life, of taking
pride in your own thing. So he has decided to search for what his ancestors had. 

There are so many good and powerful things in it. The majority of the people
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nowadays do not want to see that. For everything they look to America. Why is
something better just because it comes from America or Europe? If you want to
become somebody, it is not necessary to go to the US, like everybody thinks.

Therefore he does not want to join his mother in the US. He thinks that you need a
purpose in life, and you can have and develop that here in Ghana just as well as any-

where, even better. Kofi has never been without
work for more than one week, even though as
an Afrikania member it is hard to find a good
job. People do not like Afrikania; his boss nei-
ther. So Kofi doesn’t tell him much about it. He
didn’t tell him that we went to an Afrikania
wake keeping, for example, but said that we
went to church.7 He works 14 hours a day, six
days a week. On Sundays he is free, attends
Afrikania service, but not every Sunday, washes
his clothes, and relaxes. He works hard, but
unfortunately the job doesn’t pay well. He says
it would be very easy to stop Afrikania and get a
better job, ‘but dignity is more important than
money.’

With 19 years Kofi is one of the youngest
people in Afrikania (apart from the members’
children). He likes to take advice from the older
people, such as Osofo Boakye or Osofo Anim.
He plans to follow the Afrikania Priesthood
course next year. For the practicals that are part
of it, he might go and stay with his auntie again,

to learn from her. After that he might establish his own shrine. He doesn’t know
where yet, whether in the city or in the rural areas. It will be easier in the rural areas,
he says, because there it will be easy to find drummers and other helpers you will
need. In the city that is difficult. At the moment, however, he hardly ever visits the
rural areas.

Another young Afrikania member is Raymond, a student of sociology and phi-
losophy at Legon. He also told me the story of how he came to join Afrikania.

I used to be a Catholic, but I stopped because of many things in my life. My
mother has not been herself since ten years. At that time, she had applied for a
job as accountant at the University of Ghana and a co-applicant took her to
juju. Since then she has not been herself. She didn’t get the job. I tried to help
her, but she would not co-operate, saying that ‘these things are fetish.’ She is
also a Catholic. Myself I had a severe stomach ache just before my exams. I was
taken to Korle-Bu and underwent a major operation. I nearly died. I was told
here that had it not been for the ancestors, I would have died, so I should thank
them. So I should perform some rituals here to thank them. I was also told that
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the spirits of the air are pursuing me and that another accident will happen in
the future. So I have to do rituals to prevent that. My auntie once called the
spirit of my grandmother, and she heard the voice of the ancestors say that she
is not at home, she went to the market. They also said ‘we are here at our
peaceful place.’ Then I started doubting the Christian doctrine of heaven and
hell. Because how can they, non-Christians, be at a peaceful place?  […] I heard
Ameve speak on TV during the clash between Christians and traditionalists
over the ban on drumming. Then I heard him say something on one of the FM
stations that I liked very much. Anytime I went to Winneba, I passed this place
and saw the name painted on the building. Then I decided to come to this
place.

While Kofi was attracted to Afrikania by a combination of a personal affinity with tra-
ditional healing nurtured by his priestess aunt and an intellectual interest nurtured in
school, for Raymond it were first of all several spiritual experiences, or to be more
precise, afflictions experienced to be spiritual in nature, combined with an interest in
Ameve’s public rhetoric that pushed him to come.

Surely, the members who came to Afrikania through the intellectual, political
angle are also still there and they form the pivot on which Afrikania turns. They take
up the leadership positions and influence the direction of the mission. These are peo-
ple like Osofo Boakye, one of Afrikania’s senior priests, and Osofo Aba Baffour, the
only woman in the Afrikania council of priests; or younger people like Kofi Agorsor,
an young artist and musician, and Godwin Azameti of the Blakhud Research Centre
in Klikor (Volta Region). Despite great differences in background, their interest in
Afrikania came from a combination of a political awareness of Africanness and a per-
sonal search for an African religious identity. They share the militant approach to ATR
started by Damuah and continued by Ameve. Instead of introducing one of them in
greater detail, let me introduce Enimil Ashon, who also joined Afrikania as part of a
personal and political search for African identity, but left six years later. He is now a
member of the International Central Gospel Church, where we met him in chapter 3. 

I was a Roman Catholic, I was born into it. I was a mass server, altar boy, I was
a chorister, everything that a Catholic should do. Before I went to school I
thought that the only religion was the Catholic religion. Then in sixth form I
started reading about other religions and I got to know about Confucianism,
Buddhism, all these thing, and then West African religion. But this was aca-
demic [part of the school curriculum], we used it to pass the exam to get to the
university. This was in 1972. Then I went through life, I went to the School of
Journalism, where I got to know about all these philosophers and the things
they were pondering. Some of them were saying that religion is the opium of
the people and I began to search my mind. Then I started work as a newspaper
man and I started writing on the arts, talking to poets, to dramatists, people
who are questioning the status quo all the time. People like Kwah Ansah. Then
came the revolution in 1981 and then emerged Osofo Okomfo Damuah, who
incidentally I had also met as a Catholic, in the Catholic Youth Organization. So
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for me Damuah was somebody special. So then emerged Damuah from the
revolution talking about traditional African religion. It was then that I got to
know the type of things he was writing, the radio programmes and stuff like
that. I got very interested, so I drew closer to him. They were meeting at the
Arts Centre and I was going there. That was my turning point, it was Damuah
who came to focus me. Talking to Kwah Ansah and all these poets, like
Atukwei Okai, for a long time I had already become an advocate for the
African way of doing things. So when Damuah came with the African religion,
I thought this was it and I left Catholicism. That is how I came into Afrikania.8

Six years later, however, in 1988, while pursuing his MA in communication studies at
the University of Ghana, Enimil left Afrikania. I asked him why.

When I was there, some of the Christians, mostly Pentecostals, would come to
my room to convert me. But I asked them questions, just basic fundamental
questions about Africa and by the time they left me, they had doubt about their
Christianity. Then one day I got very very ill. I was in hospital for three weeks.
There was a Catholic priest whom my sister had gone for to come and pray for
me, but I didn’t want Jesus, so the priest could not pray for me. At that time I
was violently anti-Christian. And somehow I lost consciousness. I was in coma.
When I regained consciousness, according to my relatives, the first thing I
requested was prayer. […] I got out of hospital and met a friend of mine whom
I respected very much. I was afraid to die so I was very susceptible to influ-
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ences. My friend came and prayed in my room. The prayer he prayed was so
powerful. When he finished he invited me to a breakfast meeting of the Full
Gospel Businessmen Fellowship International, whom I had attacked in my ear-
lier articles, when I was not a Christian. So I came. It was a meeting of intense
prayer and worship. They shared testimony of what God has done in their
lives and when they finished they made an altar call and I thought I had heard
enough to want a relationship with Jesus. So I responded. I am a man of
extreme positions. So when I converted into Christianity, I just switched all the
way. I was on sick leave for six months so I just took the Bible and read it and
read it and read it. And I was convinced that it was the book of life, that it had
the solution.

Enimil’s story not only points to what may attract searching people like himself to
Afrikania, but also to the limits of Afrikania’s intellectualist representation of ATR.
During his severe health crisis he did not turn to Afrikania, but rather to Pentecostal
prayer, and converted as a result. These limits will be explored in greater detail below. 

Clients
A last group of people attracted by Afrikania, although in a very different way, are the
people who come for the spiritual consultation and healing Afrikania offers since
recently (fig. 6.11). I call them ‘clients,’ even though Osofo Fiakpo, one of the ‘spiritual
consultants,’ stresses that Afrikania does not actively advertise the service.

Ameve is not telling people on TV to come to Afrikania, that we can solve their
problems for them. That is what these Christian pastors do, they advertise
themselves on TV that you should come to their church and your problems will
be solved. He doesn’t do that, he is not forcing people to come. He just shares
his ideas with the interviewer on TV or on the radio, that is all. And that may
attract people.

As pointed out in the previous chapter, almost all of these are Christians. Afrikania
members, when coming from a traditional religious background, usually have a
shrine in their hometown where they go to seek spiritual solutions, or, when not from
a traditional background, may not be interested in spiritual consultation at all.
Spending several afternoons waiting in the hall for my turn to see Torgbe Kortor and
Osofo Fiakpo, I met many clients, among them Helen and her mother. Helen is a
Catholic, her mother, ‘a best friend of Osofo Ameve,’ goes to the Church of Pentecost.
They came to Afrikania secretly, Helen told me. 

In the Catholic Church they don’t like it when you go to places like this, and in
the Church of Pentecost especially they are very negative about it. So we don’t
tell anybody in our churches. I also don’t tell any of my friends. In Africa here,
when you come to places like this, you do it secretly. When you say you have
gone to a shrine to seek this and that, they will say you are not a Christian and
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advertise your name. Only if you would meet somebody here, then you would
know of each other, but then you have both seen each other at this place and
will not talk to anybody about it.

Helen had never been to any shrine before, this was her first time. She told me about
her travels through the desert to Libya, about the robbers on the way and how she hid
her dollars sealed in a condom in her anus. Her plan was to go to Italy through Tunis,
by boat, but once in Tunis it turned out to be difficult to find a boat and her money

started running out. She decided to come back. Later
she tried again and crossed the desert with a group of
Malians to Morocco, where they posed as Sierra
Leonean refugees, hiding their passports under the
inner sole of their boots. But they were exposed and sent
back. Now she wanted to go to Korea. She had the visa
already, but the ticket money was the problem. That was
the reason why her mother brought her here to seek
spiritual consultation. But there was more. She was a
trader, but her business had collapsed. She had a son of
seven years, but she couldn’t marry the father, because
his family did not agree. Her son lived with the father,
she didn’t even know where. She dreamt about finding
a white husband, ‘or if he is black, then a good one.
White men are caring and good in making love.’ She
always prayed to God that he will give her a good hus-
band. ‘Every woman wants a good husband.’

Another time I met Ami, an Ewe woman in her
forties from Keta, living in East Legon. She is well edu-
cated and speaks very good English. Like Helen, she

came here for the first time. She heard of Afrikania through television, ‘Ameve always
comes on television to explain things,’ and she also saw the signboard by the road-
side. She is a Presbyterian and goes to Presby service on Sundays. She also goes to
other shrines sometimes, ‘for the sake of adventure.’ ‘Presby pastors say it is not good
to go to shrines, but they know that many people are going.’ Like many Christians,
she believes in traditional religion to solve spiritual problems. 

The people here are more Christian than the Christian pastors themselves.
They don’t sleep with somebody else’s wife, because they fear the gods. But the
Christian pastors do that. Only modern pastors come to shrines, old pastors do
not. Modern pastors want money. And to show the people that they are power-
ful, so that more people will come to their church. That is why they come for
consultation here. 

Indeed, once while I was talking to Ameve, a Christian pastor came in. He had started
a church not so long ago, but it was not going well, so he came to ask Ameve for
advice. Ameve told him that he should come back for spiritual consultation and so he
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did. Osofo Fiakpo also stressed that ‘pastors come here too, because they want to get
more people in their church, to get quick money, and we can do the rituals for them
and they will get results.’ When I asked him why they are helping Christian pastors to
make their churches grow, while these same pastors denounce traditional religion in
public, he answered:

Hmmm, well, if we do not help them, the gods will say we should help them,
because he has a problem, so we should help him, like we should help anybody
who comes to solve his problem. So if we do not do it, the gods will not like it. 

But he also stressed the financial aspect of spiritually supporting pastor clients.

It is they who bring us money. When you say to a pastor, we can do this ritual
for you when you bring us four million, he will agree to it and pay. But with
the Afrikania members, they cannot pay. When you ask them to bring one mil-
lion for rituals, they will come with stories that they cannot pay. So it is the
Christians and especially the pastors who are our regular customers rather
than the Afrikania members. So the Christians are rather supporting us.

Unlike the members, these ‘regular customers’ do not share Afrikania’s goal of pub-
licly promoting ATR or its militant public discourse against Christianity. On the con-
trary, many of them will, in other contexts, participate in the widespread denunciation
of traditional religion and its practitioners. Instead, what draws them to Afrikania, in
secret, is a conviction that life’s problems have spiritual causes and demand spiritual
solutions that Christianity cannot offer, a strong awareness of the power of African
spirits. They could go to any other shrine or spiritual healer, and many Christians
indeed do so, but for many others the ‘civilized’ outlook of Afrikania lowers the men-
tal barrier just enough to make the step. 

Practices of authentication

During the Sunday service of 21 July 2002, Osofo Oson preached as follows:

Our lesson this morning from the reading from our Holy Scripture is about
asking ourselves if it is good for the government or the state and its informa-
tion machinery to support people who preach falsehood to our people. This is
what we inherited from the colonialists and it is up to us to do something
about it. So that our real traditions surpass what they are doing today. This is
the main reason why Afrikania has come to preach about all these things so
that the falsehood will be known to us. We have to differentiate truth from
falsehood. 

Time and again Afrikania points out the falsehood of Christianity to its public and
stresses the need for honouring ‘our real traditions’ or ‘the real religion of Afrika’ and
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proclaiming ‘the truth.’ This claim to authenticity is obviously problematic and raises
the question of authentication. In the previous chapter I have shown that in order to
be respected and acknowledged as a ‘true religion,’ Afrikania draws heavily upon
Christian-derived formats. At the same time it has to convince its public that what it
has to offer is still ‘truly African.’ This section discusses Afrikania’s practices of
authentication vis-à-vis its diffuse public. 

The question of ‘authentication’ emerges out of a critical approach of the notion
of authenticity in anthropology that examines how the authentic is socially construct-
ed. This question has been most fruitfully explored in relation to tourism and com-
modities (e.g. Cohen 1988; MacCannel 1989; Steiner 1995). The deconstructivist
approach to authenticity has been criticized for failing to explain how constructions of
authenticity nevertheless mange to convince people that they are ‘real’ (Van de Port
2004; see also see Bruner 1994; Chidester 2005a; Lindholm 2002). A focus on ‘authenti-
cation’ as a practice implies, first, understanding authenticity as a resource and identi-
fying those who make claims for authenticity and the interests that such claims serve.
Second, it implies identifying the means these claimants employ to make their claims
convincing and the circumstances under which they are successful or not. The prob-
lem is not so much to reveal how what is presented as authentic is actually construct-
ed (and thus fake), but to explain, given that all of social life is in a way made up, why
and by whom some constructions are perceived as ‘authentic’ or ‘real’ and others as
‘fake.’ This is again the problem of mediation cast in different terms.

To analyse Afrikania’s practices of authentication, it is useful to distinguish
between two different, but related understandings of authenticity implied in
Afrikania’s public representations. The first is ‘cultural purity’ and has to do with ‘the
African quest for authentic religious identity’ that inspired indigenous religious move-
ments across the continent, including the Afrikania Mission. The antonym of authentic
in this cultural sense would be ‘foreign’ and it refers to a communal identity, an ‘Us’ in
relation to others. The second understanding is what I would call ‘spiritual sincerity’
and this has to do with the ‘genuineness’ of religious behaviour, the question of
whether people really believe and experience what they say they do, that is, whether
one is a ‘true believer.’ Or whether religious specialists’ claims to spiritual power are
legitimate, that is, whether someone is a ‘true man of God’ or a ‘false prophet.’ These
matters are much debated in Pentecostal circles, but draw on pre-Christian forms of
religious power and are of increasing concern for Afrikania also. The antonym of
authentic in this sense would be ‘fake’ and it refers to the relation between inner per-
son and outward appearance. These two understandings of authenticity, however, are
intimately related. For Afrikania, there can be no spiritual sincerity without cultural
purity. One can only be ‘true to oneself’ if one is true to one’s cultural heritage. African
authenticity thus has a spiritual dimension. From this perspective, African Christians
cannot be but spiritually fake, because Christianity is ‘inherently foreign to the
Afrikan.’ Both notions of authenticity carry political value and are produced in rela-
tions of power. Claims to authenticity, both cultural purity and religious sincerity, are
central to the public struggle over religion and culture as resources for strategic inter-
action and contest, to manipulate and justify authority. But because authenticity is so
often contested, the challenge is to convince one’s intended public of the validity of
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one’s claims to authenticity. This is especially challenging for Afrikania, both because
what it does seems so newly invented and Christian-like, and because its audience is
so diffuse.

As already hinted at in the previous chapter, Afrikania’s techniques of cultural
authentication involve creating distance. In the first place, this is temporal distance.
Despite the movement being merely twenty years old, it makes claim to ancient tradi-
tions from ‘times immemorial,’ ‘before the white man came,’ before the advent of
Christianity, before even ‘our ancestors migrated from Egypt to West-Africa.’ But it
also draws on spatial distance, in claiming that Afrikania religion derives from the
rural areas where what is called ‘the real thing’ still exists. From the Accra perspective,
what is far away in the village and partly hidden, is experienced as being ‘more
authentic,’ in the double sense of being culturally purer and more powerful, than
what is just around the corner and easily accessible. These far-away, rural places are in
Afrikania’s events in Accra represented by visiting priests and chiefs from villages in
the Volta Region, adorned in their traditional paraphernalia (fig. 5.14). The public’s
experience of distance and inaccessibility is strengthened by the performance of secre-
cy. The ordination of priests described in chapter 5, for example, was a public specta-
cle. Part of the event, however, was not to be witnessed by the audience and the
media public: the ‘initiation rituals,’ which took place in seclusion behind the build-
ing. More than the concealment of a powerful ritual – I was told that hardly anything
had happened – it was the suggestion of it, an assertion of spiritual authority. Lastly,
Afrikania tries to create a mental distance of unfamiliarity for the public by using
mystical substances vaguely referring to ‘traditional spiritual power.’ The grass neck-
laces around the initiates’ necks, the leaves in their mouths, the herbal water sprinkled
on their bodies, the ‘stone’ they were given to eat, and the medicine rubbed into their
hair, all had to invoke a vague idea (in the minds of the public) of ‘traditional spiritual
power’ and thus confirm Afrikania’s authority. 

Afrikania thus creates an aura of authenticity for its reproduction of ATR by
presenting itself as Christianity’s Other. This otherness is created by invoking on the
part of the urban, Christian public an experience of distance in time, space, and sym-
bolism. This is similar to processes of creating otherness and authenticity in anthropo-
logical writing (Fabian 1983). Or in contemporary African art trade, where the longer
the journey, the deeper into the foreign territory, the greater the illusion of discovery
and the belief in the object’s authenticity by the buyer (Steiner 1995). In this respect it
is also similar to popular depictions of traditional religion, where shrines and priests
are usually located in the bush, far away from the city (Meyer 2005a). Yet, Afrikania
carefully presents another Other than the negative, Pentecostal-derived stereotype
that dominates the popular media. Its message is that, contrary to what ‘these liars’
make you believe, in reality ATR is just as clean, beautiful, well-organised, and
civilised as Christianity, but whereas Christianity is foreign, this is really Afrikan and
powerful. 

Afrikania thus not only claims cultural purity vis-à-vis Christianity, but also
spiritual sincerity and power. It tries to disrupt people’s belief in especially Pentecostal
spirituality and expose its agents as impostors, saying that the spiritual power of
Pentecostal pastors derives from traditional shrines. These pastors, Afrikania claims,
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consult shrine priests and perform ritu-
als to gain power. When these rituals
work and the pastors succeed, they
attribute this success to the power of
the Holy Spirit. But this claim is fake,
just as their speaking in tongues, their
‘possession,’ is just a performance for
their followers to make them believe,
and give their money away. Afrikania
thus denies Pentecostal spirituality to
be real; the real and only source of spir-
itual power is ATR. At the same time,
however, Afrikania leaders such as
Osofo Boakye say that many shrine
practitioners are ‘quacks,’ which is one

of the reasons for the ambivalent attitude towards them addressed below. 
This struggle for power also has its economic side, as the religious field has

become a marketplace where people no longer automatically inherit their religious
affiliation by birth, but shop around for spiritual solutions and where religious organ-
isations or specialists compete for followers and thus income. In this competition,
claims to spiritual power have become crucial to attracting people. Afrikania too has
realised that what people are looking for is not only cultural identity, but also access
to spiritual power and has joined charismatic-Pentecostal pastors and prophets in the
game of convincing the public that they provide access to the real sources of spiritual
power. The use of symbols, substances, and attributes that vaguely hint at ‘traditional
spiritual power’ to this end may be convincing for the larger public because of the
widespread belief in the power of spirits and deities and limited familiarity with their
human mediums. Here it is important to stress that even if, as I argue, Afrikania’s rep-
resentations are first of all symbolic and far removed from shrines’ modes of dealing
with spiritual power, they may be perceived very differently by the public and res-
onate with very real beliefs, experiences, and fears people have concerning spirits and
powers. Although I have not examined the reception of Afrikania’s images and rheto-
ric by the predominantly Christian public, one indication of such resonance is the fact
that Afrikania’s ‘spiritual consultation’ is well patronised by people belonging to vari-
ous Christian churches. Afrikania’s challenge in claiming spiritual power, however, is
not to play into the hands of those who want to portray African traditional religion as
indeed powerful, but evil. After all, its techniques of authentication are quite similar
to that of the latter.

Yet, if Afrikania’s practices of authentication might work out for the media
public, they do not convince the shrine priests and priestesses that Afrikania tries to
mobilise. Many of them contest the mission’s claim to represent all traditional reli-
gion and some even see it as Christianity in disguise. Most of them do not share
Afrikania’s political discourse of African emancipation and its concern with cultural
identity. Their concern is to deal with spiritual powers, but the clean and orderly
form that Afrikania has adopted to reframe existing religious practices hardly leaves
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room for that. To them, Afrikania’s claim to spiritual authority has no basis, as it
lacks the long processes of initiation into secret knowledge that justify their power
claims. 

Shrine priests in Afrikania

Changing attitudes towards shrine priests
The issue of whether or not and how to involve shrine priests and priestesses has
been a longstanding debate within Afrikania. During Damuah’s time the Afrikania
branch in Accra had no traditional priest among its membership (Boogaard 1993:245).
Damuah did have contacts with traditional priests and organisations such the
Traditional and Psychic Healers Association (founded in 1966 under Nkrumah), but
they did neither play an active role in nor attended the Sunday services or other activ-
ities. Only the rural branches had some traditional priests among the members
(ibid.:68), but these branches operated quite distinctly from what Damuah and his fol-
lowers did in Accra. As Boogaard noted during her fieldwork, despite Afrikania’s
public discourse of ‘being proud of our chiefs, traditional priests and priestesses’ and
‘preserving our spiritual traditions,’ there was in practice very little interest in what
these traditional priests and priestesses had to offer among the Afrikania leadership
and urban membership. There was even a certain fear of them, especially of their ten-
dency to get possessed by spirits during meetings (ibid.:246).  

One of the major reasons for the general disdain towards traditional priests
was that ‘they don’t know anything.’ The Afrikania leaders and many of the members
were all well educated and thus saw themselves as superior to traditional priests,
many of whom were not. Intellectual, written knowledge as taught in the modern
school system was valued much more than the practical, spiritual knowledge that was
orally and experientially transmitted in shrines. This practical knowledge was even
dismissed by Damuah (ibid.:249). Paradoxically, then, Afrikania blamed, and still
blames, the ‘foreign’ European educational system in Ghana for teaching Ghanaians
foreign values and alienating them from their own cultural traditions, but at the same
time valued the kind of knowledge this system transmitted as far more authoritative
and relevant than the knowledge transmitted by these very ‘cultural traditions.’

Another reason for the reluctance to involve traditional priests were aesthetic
values. The appearance (dress, amulets, beads, body paint) and behaviour (especially
spirit possession) of traditional priests and priestesses was generally not considered
‘modern’ and ‘civilised’ by Afrikanians and thus countered Afrikania’s claim that tra-
ditional religion was equal to other ‘civilised’ world religions. As long as priests
would not adapt their appearance, behaviour, and practices to ‘modern standards,’
they would not be welcome to Afrikania’s activities, many Afrikanians reasoned.
Afrikania saw it as its task to help them ‘develop’ and ‘civilise’ themselves through
information and education. Boogaard sums up Afrikania’s attitude towards traditional
priests at the time aptly when she states that ‘the priests are not a source of knowl-
edge, but an object of modernisation’ (ibid.:254, translation MdW). Clear is that what
informed this ambivalent relationship with traditional priests and priestesses was
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Afrikania’s primary aim of representing ATR to ‘the public’ that clashed with the ways
of traditional religious practice. 

Thirdly, Afrikania leaders’ caution vis-à-vis shrine practitioners was informed
by their doubts about the sincerity of the latter’s claims to spiritual power (ibid.:257).
Aware of the strong competition between shrines and the money involved, they sus-
pected many of them to be impostors and found it hard to distinguish between gen-
uine spiritual specialists and quacks. As Osofo Boakye also pointed out to me when
we witnessed the priestesses’ possession dance at the above described wake-keeping,
this distinction is hard to make because ‘they know the signs of being possessed.’ In
other words, just like the charisma of Pentecostal pastors such as Otabil, the convic-
tive power of shrine priests hinges on specific formats and styles of dance, speech,
dress, and other behaviour. Afrikania leaders mistrusted such learned performance.
While acknowledging that there surely are genuine priests and priestesses, they
lacked the means to verify this and preferred keeping distance to all of them to being
‘fooled’ by those who just ‘know the tricks.’

The relationship towards shrine priests was one of the major points of dis-
agreement between Damuah and Ameve. Despite his explicit efforts at establishing
contacts with traditional priests, Damuah was reluctant to involve them in
Afrikania at that point in time. He did hope, however, to establish a productive
relationship with them when time would be ripe. This would be a gradual process.
His deputy Ameve, on the other hand, did not see the necessity of involving them
at all. He argued that such an emphasis on the shrine priest is a result of a taken-
for-granted and invalid parallel drawn between traditional religion and
Christianity, an institutionalised religion organised around the mediating role of
the pastor or priest in the church building (ibid.:260).9 By disputing the importance
of ‘religious specialists’ in African traditional religion, he thus distanced himself
from priests and their shrines and felt that Afrikania had to concentrate on tradi-
tional religion outside of these institutions, because ‘traditional religion belongs to
nobody’ (ibid.:264), yet is present in every aspect of life. Therefore he did not see it
as Afrikania’s task to reform existing traditional religious practice, but instead
argued for intensive, scientific study of the religious-philosophical knowledge sys-
tem behind this practice without necessarily involving the practitioners themselves.
Although a decade later Ameve still placed much emphasis on the study of ATR as
a religious-philosophical system, for example in the Afrikania Priesthood Training
School, he seemed to have radically changed his attitude towards shrines and
priests. During his time in leadership, he made the mobilisation of shrine priests
and priestesses a core concern and succeeded in involving them in many aspects of
the movement. The conflicting sets of values concerning knowledge and aesthetics
that Boogaard described, however, still cause tensions and will be discussed in
greater detail below.

Mobilising shrine priests
As part of its ‘evangelisation’ efforts, Afrikania has during Ameve’s time tried to
mobilise traditionalists all over the country, take over existing traditional shrines or
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establish links with them. As Ameve told the general public in front of the camera
during a worship service in Accra for TV3 in April 2003:

The shrines are now being mobilised to meet every Sunday to organise their
members, to teach them, to guide them, to present God to them in a way that
the modern world can now accept.

It is striking to note how much this echoes Damuah’s approach of shrine priests as an
object of modernisation, rather than a source of knowledge. Nevertheless, Ameve has
been relatively successful in mobilising them for Afrikania. As mentioned above, there
are many more traditional, or, in Afrikania’s terminology ‘divine,’ priests and priest-
esses among the Accra membership than in the past, they are officially recognised in
the organisational structure in the ‘council of divine priests,’ and they are involved in
all kinds of Afrikania events and practices. As Ameve made use of his personal net-
work and ethnic background in contacting shrine priests, most of them are Ewe origi-
nating from the Volta Region, who are now living in Accra. Some are attracted by
Afrikania’s ideology, others by the Sunday worship service. Many of them are attract-
ed by Afrikania’s strong voice for the defence of ATR in the public sphere and have
joined Afrikania to stay strongly united in the face of increased Christian hostility and
even physical attacks on shrines. 

Okomfo Abena is a practicing Ga priestess in downtown Accra and an
Afrikania member. She comes to Sunday worship at the Arts Centre branch almost
every week and is a regular participant of other Afrikania activities. I visited and
interviewed her in her house in Jamestown. She told me that when she was thirteen
years old, akom (spiritual possession) took her. Since her whole family was Christian,
they took her to various churches and pastors, but nothing could heal her. When they
finally realised that it was akom that had taken her, they sent her to a Tano Shrine out-
side Accra to be trained as a priestess. After three years of training she came back to
Accra and has been practising as a priestess for 34 years now. She receives clients in
her house for spiritual consultation and makes use of rituals, herbs, and possession to
solve their problems, ranging from marriage and fertility to business and travel. Eight
years ago she joined Afrikania. I asked her why. 

Everybody in my family and in this house is Christian. Every Sunday they say
they are going to church. I am sitting here all by myself. One day an Afrikania
priest gave me an invitation, saying that this church does tradition. I said well,
if that is the case, I will go. So I went to meet them on a Sunday and I saw that
there is wisdom in the things they are saying and doing. When you worship
God like that, you see how he really is. That is why I came to Afrikania. And it
is true, ever since I joined Afrikania, nothing has happened to me. My every-
thing goes well. Afrikania really helps me.10

This underscores the point made in the previous chapter that being religious in Ghana
has come to be equivalent to going to church and that in order to be recognised as
belonging to a ‘religion’ many traditionalists also want a ‘church.’ While for Okomfo
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Abena the first drive to visit Afrikania was thus a wish to also belong to a church to
go to on Sundays, it was the content of the preaching and the worship that motivated
her to stay. When I asked her how exactly Afrikania helps her, she stressed the cooper-
ation among Afrikania members versus the competition between individual shrine
priests and their spirits.

Our spirits are very many and sometimes some can challenge others. With
Afrikania, they come there different different different. Sometimes you have a
work that the spirit cannot do. Then there will be another spirit that can help to
do the work. That is why I like Afrikania. And also, when you are with
Afrikania, witchcraft cannot destroy you. When you are with Afrikania, evil
spirits cannot harm you. You get protection. That is why I like Afrikania and I
will never leave. Even when I die, my spirit will join Afrikania.

Apart from the cooperation that Afrikania offers, Okomfo Abena thus also feels she
gains spiritual protection from belonging to Afrikania. The only thing she does not
like is that some of the priests ‘are not disciplined.’ She says that when you are called
by God, you have to leave sin behind and do good, but some priests can get angry
quickly, especially when you are critical about something. Apart from such minor irri-
tations, she really likes Afrikania as a whole.  

Another reason for shrine priests and priestesses to join Afrikania is the institu-
tional protection the organisation offers. Osofo Fiakpo explained:

Many of the traditional priests are illiterate. And they are attacked by
Christians, especially during their annual festivals. Then they are not able to
defend themselves properly. Afrikania can write on your behalf. They can pub-
licise your case in the media. They can take the offenders to court. Because
Afrikania are many people organised, when you belong to Afrikania the
Christians are afraid to attack you. If you are a member of Afrikania you stand
stronger, you are better protected, and Afrikania can help you to get justice.

During Sunday worship service the Afrikania leaders call upon people like Okomfo
Abena and her fellow priest(esse)s Okomfo Pobee, Nii Nabe, Hunua Akakpo, and
Torgbe Kortor to perform specific spiritual tasks. While an Afrikania priest officiates
the service, the present divine priests perform libation, bless, distribute, and sprinkle
ancestral food, and bless money offerings. Although divine priest(esse)s thus perform
rituals of spiritual communication selected or designed by Afrikania, the form of spiri-
tual communication most common in shrines, that is possession, is not allowed during
service, as I will discuss below.

Torgbe Kortor is an eighty-year-old bokor, who was spiritually called into
priesthood at an early age. He has a shrine in his house in Accra, where he practices
afa divination and healing. He joined Afrikania some years back and was appointed
by Ameve to give ‘spiritual consultation’ when the new building was finished. Osofo
Fiakpo, an Afrikania priest, assists him. I visited them regularly in their consultation
room (fig. 6.11), where they told me about afa and showed me how they would con-
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sult the gods. Afa div-
ination does not rely on
spirit mediumship, but
on a system of signs
that are interpreted by
the diviner. While wait-
ing in the hall, I often
heard the rhythmical
tapping on the wooden
afa board, invoking the
presence of the gods.
Inside the room, Torgbe
Kortor and Osofo
Fiakpo showed me how
to cast the agumaga, a
double divination
string with four large
seed pods each. The

combination of front and back sides cast on the mat would form patterns of single and
double lines, kpoli life signs. Each of the 256 possible signs refers to a sacred text that
is interpreted by Torgbe Kortor and clarifies the future, explains the causes of misfor-
tunes, or provides direction to those seeking guidance. By casting the agumaga, cowry
shells, various seeds, and other small divination objects, Torgbe Kortor and Osofo
Fiakpo also found out from the gods what kind of rituals to perform for a client.
Although I was never allowed to witness a divination session for a client, I once
attended healing rituals. 

In the big class room at the back of the building Atiso and Kwasi sat on a bench
with their chests bare. On the mat in front of them stood two earthen bowls with
cooked red beans. Torgbe Kortor poured corn flour on the wooden board, drew the
client’s kpoli signs in it with his fingers and tapped on it with the wooden stick. While
Osofo Fiakpo prepared bowls of herbs, Torgbe Kortor performed ‘air force’ rituals,
anaxexe in Ewe, for Kwasi, rituals against witchcraft. He gave him three pairs of one
anthropomorphic and one abstract red clay figurines, which he had to take pair by
pair and move around his head and over his body while talking softly about his sick-
ness. He placed all the figurines in a plastic plate. Then Torgbe Kortor gave him a cal-
abash full of cassava and plantain pieces and corn kernels. Kwasi took three handfuls
of this mixture, also moved it about his body, and poured it over the figurines. When
Kwasi finished, Atiso had to do the same. Then Torgbe Kortor sprinkled the flour
from his board over the beans and over the figurines and food pieces. Two guinea
fowls were brought in. The two men had to stand up and hold the fowls in their
hands, holding the head very close to their mouth and softly speaking to it. Osofo
Fiakpo took the fowls back and moved them about the men’s body, touching their skin
with the feathers. Then he moved them through the air, whispering to the gods. He
cut their throats and poured the blood and some palm oil on the beans and the clay
figurines. 
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Then both men had to bath with herbal water behind the building. When they
came back, still a bit wet and with a few leaves on their back, Fiakpo took a small bot-
tle with a light yellow liquid and poured a bit into their hands for them to rub it on
their bodies. I recognised the strong, spicy scent of Florida Water and asked to see the
bottle.11 Fiakpo asked me whether I was menstruating and when I said I was not, he

handed it over to me. ‘We have put some
herbs in the bottle; that makes it powerful.
It is good for protection and success in mar-
keting.’ He also had some ‘fresh’ bottles
without herbs. ‘The Christians use it like
this, but it doesn’t do anything when you
don’t add the herbs. Anyone can hold it,
also menstruating women.’ While Atiso and
Kwasi put on their shirts again, Torgbe
Kortor swept the floor, put the bowls and
plates aside and cleaned the blood stains on
the tiles. Both men knelt in front of the mat
and prayed with a bottle of schnapps in
their hand. Fiakpo brought the intestines of
the fowls and put them on top of the beans.
Both clients put 10,000 cedis under the
bowls. When they had left, Fiakpo consult-
ed the gods again with his agumaga to
know whether they had not forgotten any-
thing, because ‘when you omit the smallest
thing, the whole thing is useless.’ Fiakpo
and Kortor started laughing at the answer;
the gods said they wanted a drink. Of
course! They had not poured some drink on
the beans. They did what the gods asked
for and consulted them again. The gods
now said they had finished. They laughed

again at how perfect it all worked. They now had to ask the gods where they wanted
to receive the offerings and the watchman would bring it there in the night. 

Witnessing the rituals I was struck by the stark contrast they posed with the
public Afrikania performances that I had attended. While the latter centred on strong
rhetoric, here the whispering over the ritual objects was not even audible for human
ears. And while in Afrikania’s representations the body featured first of all visually, as
an image of beauty and neatness or as a symbol of traditional religion, here the body
was the medium for engaging with the spirits, foremost through the sense of touch.
When I came back a few days later, I saw the bowls with the beans and the plates
with the clay figurines by the roadside under Afrikania’s signboard (figs. 6.12, 6.13). It
exemplifies a central tension within Afrikania: the large, brightly coloured signboard
depicting the traditionally dressed bodies of three men pouring libation and symbolis-
ing ATR, assertively caught the eye of anyone passing by; right under it, but hidden in
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the weeds and hardly discernable for the
passer-by, laid the half-rotten food offer-
ings and clay figurines, having touched
and thus spiritually connected to the bod-
ies of Atiso and Kwasi. Although
Afrikania’s leaders are ambivalent about
such spiritual practices, for reasons that
will be worked out in detail below, they
hesitantly accommodate them behind
their public image. Torgbe Kortor is thus
given the opportunity to employ his
experience with and knowledge of afa
within the framework of Afrikania. This
is a significant departure from Ameve’s
earlier stance that Afrikania can do with-
out traditional religious specialists. Although they are thus much more than in the
past involved in Afrikania’s activities, there remains a strict division between those
called ‘divine priests’ and ‘Afrikania priests.’

‘Divine priests’ versus ‘Afrikania priests’
The division between ‘divine priests’ and ‘Afrikania priests’ is enshrined in the move-
ment’s constitution. The organisational structure has a ‘council of priests’ and a ‘coun-
cil of divine priests.’ A divine priest can never become an Afrikania priest and an
Afrikania priest can never go for initiation in a shrine. Osofo Atsu Kove explained this
when I spoke to him after his installation as the head of the Afrikania Mission:12

We have a law that if you are a divine priest you cannot be Afrikania leader or
priest. The leader must only be chosen from the priest council and our priest
council system is different from the divine priest council system. We [the
Afrikania leaders] learn one or two things about traditional religion, and how
to organise management and those things. What is taught in the school, strictly
like that. The two can’t mix. You cannot go to any shrine to be trained as a
divine priest. No, the spirit get possessed of you, even in some places, the spirit
themselves direct you, you see. Torgbui Hogbator shrine, you cannot go and
acquire Torgbui Hogbator spirit. Akonnedi shrine, Kwaku Firi, Torgbui
Adzima, those ones you cannot go in to acquire. Their leaders are not trained,
the spirit itself get possessed of them and teach them what to do. There is a
laid down regulation at the shrine already, a form of ritual, a form of prayer,
that the divine priest, if the old one pass away, the new one must follow that
system. The elders of the shrine normally keep it. So ours is not like that sys-
tem. As I am here [as the head of Afrikania], there are a lot of things I don’t
know about shrine matters. In Afrikania we have a separation between the
leaders, who are more occupied with the intellectual side of it, and then the
divine priests, who are more occupied with the spiritual side. But we are all in
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the same work. It is just like an office of government. This minister is playing
this role, that minister is playing that role, the same thing we are doing here. So
we don’t interfere with their work.

I asked him why one person cannot be involved in both the spiritual and the intellec-
tual side of Afrikania’s project.

If you go to our shrines, most of them are not educated. So when it comes to
the intellectual side, they can’t. For example, one of them get a letter from the
government that Kufour say they should come and meet him. They can’t; they
will be afraid. So we the Afrikania people handle that intellectual side. If some-
body want to frighten them, like the trokosi matter for example [see chapter 7],
we come in to defend. Even they don’t read the papers to see what is being
written about them. They are just there in the shrines, unconcerned, but we are
here, we see those things, and quickly we react. We report to them, they come
together with us and then we fight. 

[Also] if you are a divine priest you cannot be Afrikania priest, because
you will not get time. Those people, the spirit can snatch them at any time. You
will be at the table, conducting service like this, somebody will raise a song
and [finger click] off. He has fallen into trance. Into trance straight away and
everything is scattered there. And sometimes when the spirit is coming, they
have to scatter a lot of things before the spirits cool down. So that is another
reason why we don’t accept them [as leaders]. Apart from that, they are queens
and kings, they have a high position in Afrikania. Higher than Afrikania
priests. So somebody like komfo Abena, komfo Pobee, togbui Dzati, togbui
Adzikpodi from Klikor, or togbui Kortor can never come down lower at the
table to serve people. 

Osofo Asu Kove thus stresses a division of work between Afrikania priests and divine
priests within a common project. Both are supposed to have their specific talents,
kinds of knowledge, capacities and experiences and to co-operate in a single struggle
against suppression of ATR. Osofo Ameve formulated it as follows:

A tigari priest may be trained in tigari proper and know everything, but he can-
not explain its philosophy, what tigari is about. If you ask him questions, he
will say ‘this is how they gave it to me.’ But we want to go beyond that, into
the intellectual side of it. Because if you don’t know the intellectual side, you
cannot defend it in the world nowadays. The world is no longer satisfied with
‘this is how it was given to me.’13

What is behind the division between Afrikania priests and divine priests, then, is the
question of public knowledge and representation ‘in the world nowadays,’ that is, the
question of ‘the public.’

I soon discovered a tension within Afrikania between Afrikania leaders and
divine priests, especially the more educated ones. Not many people were prepared to
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talk about such internal tensions, however. Only Hunua Akakpo, whom I visited at
his shrine just outside Accra, hesitantly voiced his discontent about the attitude of the
Afrikania leaders.14 As a child Hunua Akakpo went to a Roman Catholic school and
thus was made a Catholic. But when he got to the middle school, around 1975, he fell
seriously ill. After failing treatment in the hospital, his grandfather, a divine priest
himself, found out by divination that he had to be initiated into the afa cult in his
hometown in the Volta Region. 

I thought that it was just a healing method of my sickness and I forgot about it.
But when I got to the university, first year, I had another problem and it turned
out that I need to be involved in the shrine of an uncle of mine, who used to be
a divine priest. I need to take charge of this shrine, because I had earlier on
been initiated into the Korku shrine by this uncle. When they enquired from
the shrine, I was pointed to be the one who can take over. It coincided with my
university education, when I was pursuing my first degree in pharmacy, from
84 to 88. Every holiday at the end of every semester I need to go home and
assist this uncle of mine in shrine administration, to see how things are done.
When I finished university in 1988, I started working and in 1995 I got
enstooled as a divine priest of the Hu Korku shrine. 

Three years ago, Hunua Akakpo came to his current place, after several years of
small-scale practice in a rented two bedroom accommodation in Dansoman (Accra). In
his own house in Kasoa, just outside Accra, he uses two rooms as a temporary shrine,
one for consultation and divination, and one for his three divinities. He plans building
a larger shrine on the compound, so that his divinities, who all have particular rules
to obey and ideally should not be invoked in each other’s presence, do not have to
share a room. But for the meantime, ‘they understand the situation.’

Hunua Akakpo joined the Afrikania Mission in 1999, after he had established
his current shrine. 

Even though I heard of it, I wasn’t too sure whether they were really propagat-
ing any message or any information on the shrine and what not. I thought it
was just some religious movement like the others. So initially I was a bit hesi-
tant, especially when the leaders were not priests themselves. Later on I
realised that the doctrines of the mission were just in line with mine and I
decided to join. Even though the leaders are not priests, they seek advice from
us the priests and priestesses. In fact, their prime objective is to rally us togeth-
er, put us under one umbrella. They are not in to destroy any aspect of our
practices, but they warn us against those that are not humane. They warn us
against vices that are anti-social and I think it is good for a body like that to be
checking us, to serve as a check and balances for us.

Even though Hunua Akakpo is the chairman of the Sakaman branch he does not
consider himself as part of the leadership, because ‘if you don’t invite me, I wouldn’t
come forth.’ What he means is that the leaders do not involve people like him
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enough in the public representation of ATR, especially in speaking on the radio or
on TV. 

When it comes to radio programmes or TV programmes…, well of course, the
need for priests and priestesses on the programme is not always necessary, but
any problem pertaining to the shrines, I don’t see why we are not involved.
That is one thing we need to address. Nobody has ever questioned me on my
contribution towards a programme. Even if people do, when I listen to them on
the air, I don’t see what they are really talking about. Sometimes they are only
using their head to argue. But the one questioning knows what he is talking
about. So if you are not the one who is experienced enough to defend what
they want to say, then you are in trouble. The more we are depending on litera-
ture, the less efficient our tool of defence. Rather we need some practicality, we
need to be involved.

In a similar vein, he criticises Afrikania’s leaders for not involving experienced tradi-
tional priests in teaching in the Priesthood Training School. 

You know the school that they organise over there? I sometimes think that
the curriculum is fibrous. What has to go into one becoming a priest of the
tradition is not there. It is very empty. But they will not invite you. Well, they
have their own doctrines they are operating with. If you want somebody to
be a leader of a religious movement, you should look at the components of
the movement, the people who are going to comprise the movement. And
therefore the leader should seem to have an idea of everything that goes on. I
don’t see why they don’t invite people like me to come and present. They
should create a subject for me. If you are not a priest you cannot talk about
priesthood. When someone is talking about witchcraft, the question is: are
you a wizard yourself; are you a witch yourself? Have you exorcised some-
body of witchcraft before? Do you know the manifestation of witchcraft? So
how can you talk about it? Right now, the priests that we have, that we say
we have trained, what are they doing? What are they supposed to be doing? I
don’t know how much they take there to become priests, I don’t know, I don’t
see it at all. If you don’t have a standard as a qualification for people, the pro-
gramme will be shallow. So our leaders, even if they are not priests, it does
not mean that they cannot do well, but they need to seek advice. They need
to seek direction and wisdom from the people whose cause they seem to
defend. 

And that, according to Hunua Akakpo, does not (yet) happen enough. Kofi Hande,
an active Afrikania member and a ‘spiritual scientist’ who produces and sells ‘bind-
ing charms,’ ‘mouth power,’ and other ‘charms’ (fig. 6.10) and has a small shrine in
his house, put his criticism of the Afrikania School teachers even more outspokenly.
‘These people don’t know anything. Theory without practice is worthless.’
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Tensions and contention

Although quite some shrine priests like Torgbe Kortor, Okomfo Abena and Hunua
Akakpo have joined Afrikania, many others are resistant to Afrikania and dispute its
claim of representing all the various shrines and cults and their priest(esse)s and
devotees. In this section I discuss some of the tensions that Afrikania’s project pro-
duces. My knowledge of traditional religions is limited to Afrikania’s rendering of
these and the narratives of divine priests in Afrikania (who also, at least partly, speak
the Afrikania discourse). Unfortunately I have had only little opportunity to follow
their narratives in practice, but they tend to correspond with what has been described
in ethnographic studies of West African religious cultures (De Surgy 1988; Field 1960;
Lovell 2002; Meyer 1999; Mullings 1984; Preston Blier 1995; Rivière 1981; Rosenthal
1998).  

Conversion and initiation
A corollary of the ‘protestantisation’ of ATR described in the last chapter is the possi-
bility of ‘conversion to traditional religion.’ Most Afrikania leaders are ‘converted’
from Catholicism. Ameve told me that a Presbyterian moderator once asked him why
he does not let the ‘real traditionalists’ lead the movement instead of former
Christians. He had answered him that

You can convert to traditional religion just like you can convert to Christianity.
After being exposed to different ideas, and learning and gaining knowledge,
one can decide to convert to traditional religion. That happened to Damuah
and also to me. Unfortunately I am not initiated into any shrine, but I am a
convert, just like among the Christian leaders there are many who are not born
into Christianity, but converted from traditional religion and grew to become
leaders.15

Conversion is generally understood as a personal choice on the basis of an inner con-
viction and belief. But, as anthropologists have argued, this understanding of individ-
ual religious transformation ‘is founded on a Protestant Christian heritage imparted to
social-scientific theories of religion, theories that tend to reify (systems of) belief and
abstract them from the social practices and power relations that give them meaning’
(Pels 1998; cf. Asad 1993; Comaroff and Comaroff 1991). The concept of conversion,
then, is foreign to African traditional religion, which is not a ‘belief system’ one can
convert to. In African traditional religious practice, as in many other religious tradi-
tions, religious transformation occurs through very different models, most notably
that of ‘initiation,’ which suggests a ritual transformation not only of the spirit, but of
the body. Moreover, this transformation is not initiated from within, by personal
choice, but from outside.

As in the stories of Okomfo Abena and Hunua Akakpo recounted above, a per-
son does not choose to be initiated as a priest(ess) out of his/her own will, but is called
by a deity, usually through an illness or other crisis (cf. Lovell 2002:10, 49-50; Meyer
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1999:185). This physically manifested calling is usually followed by a long period of
training and gradual initiation into the ‘secrets’ and spiritual knowledge of a particu-
lar shrine or cult (Lovell 2002:53), culminating in the full initiation into priesthood.
This ritual transformation of an ordinary person into a priest(ess) is usually marked
by seclusion (Ibid.:44; Rosenthal 1998:214-216), restriction of knowledge, and the pas-
sage of time (Ibid.:169). Also, the body plays a major role in this transformation, start-
ing with the bodily crisis signifying the spiritual call or spirit possession and ending
with the treatment of the body as a magical object during the initiation ceremony. For
example, the body has to be ritually bathed with herbs, smeared with white clay, or a
fowl has to be slaughtered on the initiate’s feet. This bodily process of going through
affliction and healing and the fusion of human body and deity forms the basis of spir-
itual authority. 

As none of Afrikania’s leaders are trained or initiated into any shrine or cult,
people who are do not accept their spiritual leadership. Some even suspect them to be
‘just another Christian group out to destroy us’ or to ‘steal secrets.’ Hunua Akakpo: 

Some feel that maybe the leaders of the mission are just in to steal their knowl-
edge. Either they think they are coming to take some information from them or
they want to identify them for tax. Some operate fraudulently, and they are
afraid to associate themselves with any society, as their fraudulent deals or
incompetent practices would come out.

Afrikania does organise some kind of ‘initiation,’ the ordination, including ‘initiation
rituals,’ of priests and priestesses into Afrikania priesthood described in the previous
chapter. This ordination, however, is disputed, because the basis of Afrikania priest-
hood, the two-week, publicly accessible and scholarly course is nothing like the long
process of one-to-one initiation into secret spiritual knowledge that is required for tra-
ditional priesthood. Moreover, Afrikania readily ordains foreigners into priesthood,
especially African-Americans, but also myself. Because I attended the classes, Ameve
and the other leaders saw me as a priestess. And although I refused and did not go
through the initiation rites, they assured me that I was still a priestess, because, as
Ameve told me,

what happened in seclusion at the back of the building wasn’t much. They
were just bathed with water with some ordinary herbs. The same herbs you see
in the water in the bowl at the entrance. After that they came out and got some
medicine on their head and a stone to eat, that is all. The only thing you need is
a white costume. You can just make one for yourself. 

This easy initiation into ATR has proved attractive for visiting African-Americans
searching for their spiritual roots. Many of them find in Afrikania the source of inspi-
ration and African authenticity they long for. Some skeptics even say that Afrikania’s
worship services are staged especially for the purpose of providing American roots-
tourists with an easily accessible piece of African religious identity in exchange for
American dollars. 
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Clearly, Afrikania’s initiation into priesthood is first of all a symbolic initiation,
whereby the herbs, medicines, and white costume symbolise the initiate’s new status
instead of constituting his/her body as the location of spiritual power, as happens
with initiation into traditional shrines or cults. This also points to the different notions
and practices of religious subjectivity and personhood implied in conversion and initi-
ation respectively. For Afrikania, both conversion to ATR and initiation into Afrikania
priesthood are first of all cerebral processes, brought about by education and informa-
tion about ATR, and by consciousness and willpower. The emphasis is thus on self-
control and self-realisation. As far as the body plays a part in the transformation
process, it is mainly as a symbol, as a screen for projecting a symbolic representation
of ATR. Traditional religious practice, by contrast, constitutes religious subjectivity by
treating the body as the locus of spiritual power. Spiritual beings are not represented,
but are part and parcel of bodily practice and experience (Lovell 2002:20). Far from
being self-controlled and bounded, the religious subject is open and susceptible to
outside spiritual forces (cf. Preston Blier 1995:171 ff). Here we can see an interesting
parallel with charismatic-Pentecostal conversion and religious subjectivity described
in chapter 3. Although becoming ‘born again’ is discursively presented as a personal
choice for Christ, based upon a deep inner conviction, it also implies a ritual and sen-
sual transformation of the body, whereby the body becomes the locus of the Holy
Spirit, manifested in involuntary bodily behaviour such as speaking in tongues.
Moreover, conversion is often preceded by a (bodily) crisis, which is signified as a call
by the Holy Spirit, who then heals the person. This seems to be much closer to the ini-
tiation processes of traditional religiosity than Afrikania’s symbolic attitude towards
conversion and initiation. 

Church and spirit possession
In the previous chapter I discussed Afrikania’s Sunday worship service and its reflec-
tion of the current trend that mingles religiosity and entertainment. Many members
themselves also see the Sunday service as entertainment. Okomfo Abena: 

For me, I see Afrikania as worship of God (Nyamesom) and every Sunday we
come to communicate with him (yε ne no badi nkutaho). But many others see it
as a social club (ekuo) where you go to entertain yourself (yεko gye y’ani).16

The reason that many people, especially shrine priests and priestesses, see Afrikania’s
Sunday service as mere entertainment, is that in traditional religious practice commu-
nication with the spirit world requires formats that are very different from the formats
of ‘church service,’ such as spirit possession or divination. The issue of possession has
always been controversial in Afrikania. During Sunday service, people are not
allowed to get possessed, because ‘this is church.’ The drummers, then, play only
entertainment drumming styles, such as agbadza, borborbor, or kpanlogo, not rhythms
used to call the divinities. As Bokor Togbui, an afa specialist in Accra, pointed out to
me:
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Afa or brekete drumming, we don’t beat it in Afrikania, because it is church. We
don’t want the gods to come. The rhythms are connected to the stars. If you
beat a particular rhythm, the god of that star comes to take possession of peo-
ple. Some bokors don’t want to come to Afrikania, because of the drumming in
Afrikania.17

When the gods are nevertheless called by the rhythms and people show signs of
impending possession (rolling eyes, shaking movements), they are quickly calmed
down and forced to remain seated. Okomfo Abena explained why:

When a spirit comes in someone, he will speak. That can be like quarrelling
(ntokwa) or like a madman (kwasea). Maybe he will do bad things. When he
speaks, he speaks in public (krofo anim). That is why when that happens, we
don’t want them to speak. It doesn’t fit church (εnfataa asore). 

The unruly, sometimes even violent ways in which spirits behave, then, is the reason
for not inviting them during ‘church service.’ Rosenthal beautifully describes the
excessiveness, carnivalesque, unruliness, and ‘uncanny wildness’ of gorovodu posses-
sion ceremonies and writes: ‘rules and conventions, powers and identities, all sort of
hierarchies are put into question during such ritual, and the taking apart does not
always take place along prescribed lines and according to rehearsed acts’ (1998:58).
This ‘aesthetics of ecstatic excess’ (ibid.:59) forms a stark contrast with Afrikania serv-
ices, which are performed according to the rules and conventions of a prescribed and
rehearsed liturgy, sometimes with the printed liturgy sheet in hand. This does not
mean, however, that possession is always disapproved of. On other occasions is it
often tolerated, sometimes even encouraged. 

For the ‘all night prayer meeting’ that was part of the celebrations of Afrikania’s
20th anniversary, many traditional priests and priestesses had come to the mission
headquarters. Drumming and dancing went on all night and one person after the
other got possessed and behaved in the frenzied and unruly ways characteristic of the
specific spirits (fig. 6.14). Particular drum beats evoked particular spirits (someone
explained that every spirit has his/her own ‘signature tune’) with their particular
styles of dressing, dancing, speaking, and movements. While in the beginning only
women got possessed, later there were men too. This was one of the few Afrikania
events where full expression was given to ‘the powers seated in possession trance, an
altered state and time during which worshipers are fused with their deities’ (ibid.:75).

On another occasion, when teaching prospective Afrikania priests, Ameve
praised the power of traditional music to make people possessed and stated that con-
trary to traditionalists, Christians only pretend they get possessed. 

The words and rhythms in the drumming will make somebody possessed. One
of the students in the last course got possessed when we were singing a song.
So if you change the wording in a song [as some Christian churches do with
traditional songs], you have nothing. That is why they [the Christians] do not
get possessed. They do not get possessed, but they pretend.18
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Possession as such, then, is no longer a taboo in Afrikania, but it does not fit the for-
mat of a Sunday worship service. As already indicated in the previous chapter, this
seems to change now under the leadership of Atsu Kove. A colleague researcher of
Afrikania, Kwame Zulu Shabazz, witnessed ‘frenzied’ possession at both Afrikania
branches in Accra. Apparently, possession is limited to shrine priestesses. No
Afrikania priest(ess), nor, for that matter, any male devotee, has to Shabazz’s knowl-
edge been possessed during a Sunday service.19 The increased accommodation of
spirit possession is a very interesting development that deserves further investigation.
Could it be that Afrikania is changing its public image? If so, what circumstances
could be contributing to this change? During Ameve’s time, spirit possession did cer-
tainly not fit the image of ATR that Afrikania sought to portray to the general public.
The nightly prayer meeting was clearly not directed at the public. No media were
present or invited and filming or sound recording was not allowed. 

Public knowledge and secret knowledge
The differences between conversion and initiation and between church service and
possession point to different kinds of knowledge. The kind of knowledge that
Afrikania values mostly and teaches in the Priesthood School is first of all abstract,
intellectual knowledge about ATR as a religious-philosophical system, accessible to
anyone who is interested and able to pay the course fees. The religious knowledge
that is valued and taught in traditional cults is practical knowledge about the spiritual
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powers that harm or heal and how to influence the balance between these powers.
Access to this kind of knowledge is restricted by long processes of initiation and
transmission of spiritual ‘secrets’ from established priest to initiate. The public knowl-
edge Afrikania teaches serves its project of organisation and standardisation on a
national level, necessary to compete with Christianity and Islam as a modern world
religion. This is hardly compatible, however, with the small-scale, face-to-face oral
transmission of knowledge in traditional religions (cf. Boogaard 258-259). It is exactly
the inimitable, individual and often secret knowledge, that forms the basis of tradi-
tional religious practitioners’ authority. On 24 August 2001 Osofo Ameve instructed
future Afrikania priests:

Because we have no written history and no sacred book for the shrine, we have
no way of improving and developing it. You must organize the people to write
down what they have. They must write a sacred book to be kept nicely, so that
when one person dies and another comes to power, it is there. When we don’t
write our things down, our things will be loosing power. Writing the history
and tradition down will promote effectiveness. So if you are an okomfo and you
know how to write, start writing things down.

One of the students, however, objected that ‘some things cannot be written down
because of secrecy; only when you reach a certain rank in the hierarchy you may see
or hear it.’ Afrikania’s aim of organising ATR and the public knowledge facilitating
this, then, is at odds with the secret knowledge at the power base of those it wishes to
organise. In other words, the reformation of ATR as a public religion conflicts with
traditional religious practice, where spiritual power is closely linked to secrecy and
concealment, a point that will be worked out in depth in chapter 8.

At this point it may be useful to return to the distinction made by Laura Marks
(1999), and referred to in chapter 3 in the context of ICGC membership, between two
modes of learning, two kinds of knowledge: a symbolic mode of gaining representa-
tional knowledge and a mimetic mode of gaining embodied knowledge. Afrikania’s
highly formalised classes that educate future priest(esse)s about ATR as a coherent
system of deities, spirits and ancestors that ‘we believe in,’ but also its public modes of
preaching and teaching about the importance of ATR and the meaning of certain ritu-
als and symbols clearly testify to a symbolic, representational approach to knowing
about the spiritual. One can know by listening, reading, seeing, and understanding. In
traditional religious cults by contrast, as Nadia Lovell argues for Vodhun in Southern
Togo, ‘the body mediates directly in the experience of the vodhun. Indeed, there are no
other ways of knowing about the gods’ (Lovell 2002:54). In this approach, then,
knowledge of the spiritual can only be generated by mimesis, spirit possession, and
bodily experience. One can know by feeling, moving and being moved, that is,
through the senses that a symbolic approach neglects.20 Rosenthal also points to the
incompatibility of representation and embodiment when she writes:

[T]he “Real” unleashed during Vodu possession […] cannot as such be repre-
sented and therefore is not a text. Outside the symbolic system, it is the fullness
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of being prior to and underlying langue. […] The possessed host cannot speak
in a normal way. […] S/he takes the floor in dance and joyful crying out. S/he
can only “be” the Real; s/he cannot represent it (1998:3-4). 

In the case of the ICGC I argued that symbolic and embodied knowledge form a sym-
biosis that constitutes the born again Christian subject. Here I suggest that these two
modes of knowledge form a tension that parallels the tension between public knowl-
edge and secret knowledge and informs Afrikania’s ambivalent relationship with
shrine practitioners. This is not to suggest that the religious knowledge of priests and
priestesses is exclusively secret or private. As Lovell (ibid.:58) writes, ‘knowledge of
vodhun is simultaneously overtly public and intensely private.’ Nevertheless, she con-
tinues, ‘to demonstrate too much public knowledge of a deity with whom no special
and sanctioned links had been established was deemed highly suspect and potentially
punishable.’ It is exactly such special, embodied links with deities that Afrikania
leaders lack.

Beauty, hygiene, and spiritual power
For Afrikania, the reformation of ATR is very much about beautifying it, that is, elimi-
nating any elements that are considered ugly, dirty, unhygienic, unruly, or uncivilised.
Osofo Ameve, teaching student-priests about the purpose of Afrikania:

Religion is beauty. People follow a religion because it is more beautiful than
another. We must present our religion so that it is beautiful and attractive, to
particularly the youth. Not only the pictures, but the whole religion. Yewe is a
war divinity. There is a time that they parade it through the streets like the
Catholics parade the sacrament. When the Catholics do this, you see the beauty
and dignity with which they do this. But when they are carrying Yewe, people
are running around, shooting, and shouting. How can this attract people?
Dignity versus disorder. The theory behind both parades is the same. We can
do it better than we are doing, to attract our children. They have to sit down
and look at how to do it better. Not that it should be quiet and copy the
Catholics, but it can be more beautiful. The point is to beautify the thing. That
is our target.

Another example that often comes up is the untidiness of many shrines, especially
due to the use of animal blood during rituals and the failure to clean up afterwards.
Okomfo Abena: 

Sometimes when you visit a traditional priest, you see that the place where
they have consultation is very dirty. We want them to make it all very neat,
(yεepε sε womo yε bibiara kama, fine), but some of them slaughter a fowl and
leave the blood just like that and the whole place turns filthy. So we train them
not to do that. When someone has come to you for consultation, afterwards
you have to sweep well.21
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Other points of contention in the struggle for beauty and hygiene are the fermentation
of herbs in water (to gain healing power), leaving food offerings to rot (for the deities
to eat), and the use of incisions on the face and body for healing purposes. Although
Torgbe Kortor and Osofo Fiakpo do not incise their clients’ bodies for healing, they do
often place ritual food offerings in the vicinity of the mission house, such as cooked
beans and guinea fowl blood and intestines in the above described example.
Afrikania’s leaders disapprove of this, but tolerate it as long as it remains out of sight.

This concern with beauty and attraction has always been of importance within
Afrikania. Boogaard describes a discussion over the appearance of traditional priests:

Some Afrikanians think that priests should dress more beautiful and neat, like
representatives of other religions (no bare breasts and strange, sometimes dirty
clothing), and not smear themselves with clay or chalk, because that would
make them look gruesome and primitive and alienate the public (Boogaard
2003:255, original in Dutch, translation and emphasis MdW).

Opinion on the topic was divided, however, with others arguing that accepting the
appearance of priests is part of the mental decolonization that Afrikania strives for. At
present ‘primitive’ dress is no longer an issue. As long as they do not look dirty,
priest(esse)s decked out in traditional costumes, beads and white clay are welcomed
at any Afrikania event and their look appreciated as authentic. Still, the concern with
cleanliness and beauty vis-à-vis ‘the public’ has remained very much the same. In
order to be seen as a respectable religion and to attract more people, Afrikania wants
to make ATR look neat, clean, and civilized, just like any other modern religion.

The practices of particular cults and shrines, however, often do not fit the form
Afrikania has created in Accra and some shrines oppose the ‘Afrikanianisation’ that
Afrikania’s leaders try to impose. Ameve maintains that this form is only meant for the
Accra branches, were different ethnic groups worship together, whereas in the rural
areas ‘the real thing still exists’ and should be used in worship. Yet, also in the rural
branches, Afrikania tries to shape existing religious practices into a new format that
includes regular fellowship on Sundays and a concern with public image, with cleanli-
ness and beautification to make ATR attractive to ‘the people.’ This concern with clean-
liness can conflict with the spiritual power of, for example, animal blood used in rituals
or herbal medicines. At the same time, however, Ameve claimed that ‘blood sacrifice is
good, because blood is powerful. Blood sacrifice is within our culture, that is why it
works’ (Ameve 21 August 2001). He equally praised the power of alcohol used in liba-
tion. Yet, for the sake of a common form, Afrikania pours libation with water, a point-
less act for people making use of the spiritual power of alcohol in communicating with
the ancestors (Akyeampong 1996). Afrikania’s leaders, then, are ambivalent about ‘the
real thing’ of blood, alcohol, possession, and the like. They refer to it as spiritually
powerful when they claim power for ATR, but do not accommodate it in Afrikania’s
public performances for reasons of unity, hygiene, beauty, or representativeness. 

In the public face of traditional religion, what really matters for many practitioners
and adherents, namely its spiritual power, seems to be lost. Afrikania’s project
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remains intellectualist and far removed from what occupies the shrine practitioners
that the movement tries to mobilise. Recently Afrikania has accommodated spiritual
practices, including spirit possession and healing rituals. Yet, these do not form part
of Afrikania’s public image and Afrikania leaders still approach the spiritual symboli-
cally in order to represent ATR and its adherents to the public. I argue that this
excludes the bodiliness and sensuality of the latter’s ways with spiritual power.
Afrikania’s leaders are aware of the tensions and objections, but they argue that while
traditional priests know how to practice traditional religion, they miss the knowledge,
the abstractive capacity, and the organisational skills to explain their religion to the
general public and defend it vis-à-vis unsympathetic outsiders. This, they say, is cru-
cial for the survival of ATR in this modern era of religious plurality and conflict. 

This tension between an intellectualist discourse about traditional religion and
traditional religion as a (not always ‘beautiful’) practice comes to the fore most explic-
itly in the positions and experiences of shrine practitioners within Afrikania. Hunua
Akakpo is a trained pharmacist and uses his abstractive capacity and organisational
skills to teach visiting American student groups about ATR at his shrine. Yet he is not
invited by Afrikania leaders to teach future Afrikania priests. Torgbe Kortor is
appointed to give spiritual consultation to (mainly Christian) outsiders who face chal-
lenges or difficult decisions, but he is never consulted by Afrikania leaders about the
challenges or decisions the movement faces. Okomfo Abena is ‘respected as a queen’
for being a divine priestess, but her divinity is never welcome during Sunday services.
Some of these people, such as Hunua Akakpo, do indeed experience this tension as
problematic. Others, such as Okomfo Abena and Torgbe Kortor, did not seem to both-
er much about it and talked about the difference between ‘church’ and their own prac-
tice in quite a matter-of-fact way. Yet, all of them operate in Afrikania’s two parallel
registers at the same time: the public register of representation and the hidden, but
nevertheless present, register of spiritual power. 

Conclusion: mediating between the public and the priests

In this chapter I have examined Afrikania’s difficult position as mediator between the
public sphere and the practices and concerns of shrine priests. As a movement that
strives for revaluation of indigenous religious traditions, it engages in the mediation
of traditional religious practices and beliefs to the general public, envisioned primari-
ly as Christianised and (thus) alienated. This mediation entails the creation of a new,
Christian-derived format for the representation of ATR as a world religion. At the
same time, it calls for strategies of authentication to convince this public of both the
truly African character and the real power of this new form of traditional religion.
These strategies hinge on symbols that refer to the spiritual power of ATR and present
it as essentially Other to Christianity. 

While we have seen that this double strategy attracts both people who share
Afrikania’s politically motivated, anti-Christian discourse (as members) and people
who seek spiritual solutions for their problems (as clients), Afrikania’s relationship to
those it claims to represent and aims to mobilise remains thoroughly problematic.
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There is a big gap between the intellectualist reformation of ATR that Afrikania brings
to the attention of the general public and the practices and concerns of shrine practi-
tioners. Afrikania’s aims of modernisation, organisation, and beautification conflict
with the practical, bodily, and often secretive ways of working with spiritual power
that characterise African religious traditions. As a result, shrine priests, even those
among the membership, perceive the movement as offering at most ideological lead-
ership and organisational protection, but certainly not spiritual leadership. Afrikania
is thus caught between the requirements of the Christian dominated public sphere,
that presuppose certain formats for what ‘religion’ is and should look like, and the
standards of traditional religious specialists. Mediating ATR is a matter of carefully
manoeuvring between the two.   

On a deeper level, a fundamental tension exists between Afrikania’s very proj-
ect of public representation and the everyday, embodied character of African religious
traditions, that is, between Afrikania’s public register of representing gods and shrine
practitioners’ more private registers of dealing with the presence of gods. Afrikania
engages primarily in public discourse of talking about spirituality and has, as will be
demonstrated in the next chapter, developed a strong public voice for the defence of
traditional religious practices. It remains very limited, however, in more private regis-
ters of engaging with the spiritual. The spiritual consultation it offers now is still a
marginal side-activity. Afrikania’s symbolization of traditional religion through visual
representations contradicts religious traditions that are not about symbols and repre-
sentations, but about embodiment and experience. The division between public and
private registers of relating to the spiritual remains strong and points to a difference
in the role of the body and the senses in the constitution of religious subjectivity.
While Afrikania’s symbolic approach foregrounds the visual and the vocal, it neglects
the other sensibilities, notably touch, and the experientiality that constitute traditional
religious subjectivity through practices like initiation, healing, and spirit possession.

Afrikania leaders also notice these frictions and limitations, which are a major
source of insecurity about what they have to offer. Hence the constant need for authenti-
cation, for convincing the public, their followers, and also themselves that what they do
is not an empty or shallow representation, but connects to a powerful presence. Their
slogan Sankofa! Biribi wò ho!, endlessly repeated during services, meetings, classes, and
when Afrikanians meet in the street, thus serves as a constant reminder that really ‘there
is something there.’ At the same time, it is exactly the gap between Afrikania’s intellectu-
al discourses about ATR and the excessiveness and uncapturability of what this ‘some-
thing’ can be that sustains the ultimate authority of African spirit power. This gap repro-
duces the idea of ATR as not to be represented, framed and thus controlled, but as
always remaining volatile, and thus powerful. According to traditional religious semi-
otic ideologies, spirit powers not only refuse to be captured by audio, visual, or material
media (as will be worked out in chapter 8), they refuse the very register of representa-
tion. They can only be absent or present. And in their presence they subject human
beings to their always unpredictable ways. Their absence from Afrikania’s representa-
tions thus ultimately affirms their potential presence and power. From this perspective,
the gap that confronts Afrikania with a major dilemma in mediating between the public
and the priests could actually be its major authenticator.  
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Notes to chapter 6

1 Photographs referred to here were taken the following morning during the funeral and thus do not
depict the exact events as they occurred during the wake-keeping.
2 Clearly, this ‘fetish drummer’ did not share Afrikania’s preoccupation with the derogatory conno-
tations of this term. Rosenthal (1998:1) similarly observed that the term ‘fetish’ has been co-opted by
vodu worshippers in Togo as a synonym for vodu and tro, meaning deity, spirit, or god-object, and
holds no pejorative connotations for them. Afrikania uses only tro (and its Twi equivalent obosom),
because that is the term most widely used by Ghanaian Ewe, but also because of the historical and
political load of vodu (or ‘voodoo’) and ‘fetish.’ 
3 Remarkably, Afrikanians seem to perceive no contradiction between such rhetoric and Afrikania’s
concerns with having a church building and a ‘bible.’ Original in Twi (translation MdW): 

Afrikania n’asεm ara ne sε Nyame baako na yεn nyinaa yεsom no. Na yεn, yεde yεn deε na nam
yεn ammammre so. Efiri sε asòre biara a εwò awiase nyina ara no, baabi koro a asòre no bae no,
wòde εho ammammre na deyε asòre. Na yεn Afrikaniafuo, obi bebisa yεn sε ‘asòre ben na
òbεma akomfo ayε asòre?’ Eno na εyε question a kurofuo bebisa. Na yεpε sε obiara te aseε sε
tete ho asòre biara nni awiase, chapel dan biara nni awiase. Okomfo no, baabi a òbò mpae? no,
εhò na εyε asòreyεso. Amen Rah! Oburoni bae na òse yεnsi asòredan. Na yεnkò asore danmu.
Na asòreyεso, εhò na yεfrε Nyame. Amen Rah! Wei εna yεpε sε yεkyere mu. Wohu sε okomfo
no ònkuta bible. Na se òkuta bodua a, bodua a òde kasa kyere Onyankopòn, Onyankpòn te
n’aseε.

4 The woman had been an Afrikania member for a long time, but had not come to Afrikania any-
more for about two years due to a family conflict. She had told her children, however, that when she
would die they must call Afrikania to come. So they did, but the Afrikania leaders asked them to
first pay the monthly dues over the past two years (just as in Christian churches). They paid and so
Afrikania came. 
5 The situation was different in the rural branches, where many more shrine priests, priestesses, and
initiates had become members. Because of the predominance of women in traditional cults, this
automatically meant that in the rural areas the gender balance in Afrikania’s membership was sig-
nificantly more female than in Accra.
6 See appendix IV for more detailed membership data.
7 Other Afrikania members also reported on the difficulty of openly adhering to traditional religion.
Hunua Akakpo was refused membership of the land owners association in his neighbourhood for
being ‘an occultist.’ Senyo had trouble at school for not having a Christian name to put on his forms.
A priestess who works in Accra’s public hospital, chooses to keep her religious affiliation secret at
her workplace.
8 Interview 22 November 2002.
9 It is interesting to note that Ameve criticised the creation of homologies between ATR and
Christianity at the same time as drawing upon such homologies all the time to gain respect for ATR.
10 Interview 4 March 2003, translation from Twi MdW.
11 Florida Water is a 19th century formula for a commercially-prepared toilet water that blends an
array of floral essential oils in a water-alcohol base. In Ghana it is imported and widely used in ritu-
als of spiritual cleansing, both in traditional religion and in Christian churches. 
12 Interview 17 March 2005.
13 Afrikania course, 20 August 2001.
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14 Interview 16 January 2003.
15 Interview 17 December 2003.
16 Interview 4 March 2003.
17 Interview 16 January 2003. Rosenthal (2005:49,113) writes on the gorovodu order that while the
agbadza rhythm is used, its distinguishing feature is brekete, so much so that the gorovodu order is
sometimes called brekete, as in the Ghanaian Volta Region. 
18 Afrikania course, 22 August 2001.
19 Kwame Zulu Shabazz, personal correspondence, 16 July 2007.
20 Approaching vodhu religion as a system of body, or a set of techniques for sensory manipulation,
Geurts (2002:171ff) argues that the sense of seselame (‘feeling in the body’) plays a vital role in know-
ing about and sustaining ties with ancestors, gods, and supreme being.
21 Interview 4 March 2003.
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7

Defending Tradition

Afrikania’s voice in public debates

Introduction

In chapter 5 I have presented the Afrikania Mission as a political-religious movement
that fights for the public recognition and revival of Afrikan Traditional Religion. In the
face of three centuries of Christian suppression of local religious practices and a cur-
rent religious climate in which exclusionist and militant Christians publicly demonise
traditional religion and its adherents, Afrikania leaders stand on the barricades for the
defence of ATR. Despite its Christian-like outlook, Afrikania strongly positions itself
as non-Christian and its struggle is first of all directed against Christian groups’
denunciation of ATR. Chapter 6 dealt with the movement’s ambiguous relationship
with shrine practitioners and argued that Afrikania’s public representations and dis-
courses stand in tension with the practices and concerns of the latter. This chapter
illustrates these points with three case studies of public debates over traditional reli-
gion and culture, in which Afrikania participated as the representative of ATR to
counter Christian voices.

Despite its relatively marginal position as a religious group in Ghanaian soci-
ety, especially in terms of numbers and public influence, the Afrikania Mission has
become a strong and well-known voice for the defence of African traditional religion
and culture in the public debate. It is mainly in relation to public debates and con-
troversies over traditional practices that Afrikania enters the public sphere and is
publicly known. Three such public debates were topical at the time of my research
and kept Afrikania leaders occupied: the controversies over the ‘ban on drumming
and noise making,’ libation, and trokosi. These political-religious debates on ‘tradi-
tion’ all have a longer history, but have intensified as a result of the increased public
presence of religions and the mounting tensions between especially charismatic
Pentecostalism and African traditional religion. Afrikania actively engaged in these
debates through press conferences, TV and radio interviews, and letters to newspa-
pers. Here I will mainly discuss the content of the debates, while the next chapter
deals with these specific media formats. The debates and Afrikania’s involvement in
them highlight the dilemmas Afrikania faces in mediating between African tradi-
tional religious practitioners and a public sphere that is dominated by Christian
voices and globalised discourses. They present concrete instances where Afrikania
publicly acted as the counter voice of the Christian majority and spoke in the name
of all traditional religion. In taking up the self-proclaimed position as the represen-
tative organisation of traditional religious practitioners and adherents, Afrikania
leaders were challenged by the untenableness of such claims and by the gap
between their public intellectual voice and the concerns of those they were talking
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about and for. In the final analysis they faced the impossibility of representing tradi-
tional religion through the public formats they drew upon. 

The ban on drumming: sound, spirits, and urban space

From 1998 to 2002 Ga traditionalists and born-again Christians in Accra clashed every
May over the traditional ‘ban on drumming and noisemaking.’ During this thirty-day
period of silence preceding the Ga Homowo festival, the traditional authorities in
Accra do not allow drumming, handclapping and other forms of ‘noisemaking.’ This
silence is meant to give the local deities the peace to look after the growth of the ritu-
ally sown corn before it is harvested and prepared into a ceremonial dish (kpokpoi) to
‘hoot at hunger’ (literal translation of homowo) during the harvest festival. It also
enables chief priests and priestesses ‘to seek communion with God for soul cleansing
and spiritual direction and uplifting.’ Several charismatic-Pentecostal churches refuse
to respect the ban, claiming their right to freedom of worship and the right of
Christians to not be involved in ‘animistic’ rituals. Traditionalist groups, such as the
Afrikania Mission, the Ga Traditional Council, and Ga priests, in turn oppose the
‘noise-making’ that accompanies many Pentecostal services and require respect for the
‘local cultural heritage.’ Churches have been raided, worshippers wounded, and
instruments seized, until in 2002 a Special Commission and a Task Force on Nuisance
Control were installed to resolve the matter. In the public debate over this conflict var-
ious charismatic churches, Christian organisations, Ga traditional priests, the Ga
Traditional Council, the Afrikania Mission, local government authorities, the national
government, and the media struggle over sound and over issues of culture, religion,
land, the constitution, and human rights. 

While the Ga ban on drumming is centuries old, just as the presence of
Christianity and its sounds in Accra, it was not until 1998 that the practice developed
into a major struggle over sound and public space (Van Dijk 2001). In May that year a
group of about 50 Ga youth and traditional rulers attacked the Lighthouse Chapel
International (figs. 7.1, 7.2), a charismatic church in Korle-Bu, an old Ga neighbour-
hood in central Accra. Following this violent physical clash, police investigations,
claims and accusations by both parties, and a myriad of views on the matter inundat-
ed the media. It was especially the contributions of listeners to radio phone-in pro-
grammes that led the Minister of Communications, John Mahama, to ‘extreme circum-
spection’ in order to prevent ‘unguarded utterances that are currently whipping up
ethnic sentiments around the issue.’ Still, ethnic and especially religious tensions
mounted and the conflict seemed almost irresolvable as both charismatic-Pentecostals
and traditionalists called on the constitution, the former to defend their freedom of
worship and the latter to demand respect for cultural heritage.1 In 1999 the
Commission on Human Rights and Administrative Justice (CHRAJ) determined that
‘while the ban on drumming is constitutionally protected, it does not extend to other
groups, nor does it overrule the right of people practicing different religions to exer-
cise their own freedom of worship.’2 This declared the general enforcement of the ban
unconstitutional, but did not solve the conflict; it rather worsened the situation. In
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May that year ‘busloads of angry traditionalists armed with clubs and dangerous
weapons’ stormed Pentecostal and charismatic churches in various parts of Accra,
seizing or destroying musical instruments and sound equipment.3 In May 2001 a Ga
youth mob attacked the Christ Apostolic Church in Osu, Accra, destroying the sound
system and other property and injuring several worshippers. A week after, five other
Pentecostal churches in Accra were attacked. 

The new NPP government led by president Kufour, who had come to power in
January that year, realised that the conflict escalated and started new negotiations
with the Ga Mantse (‘chief’), Nii Adote Obour II.4 A committee on the ban on drum-
ming and noisemaking (officially known as the Greater Accra Permanent Conflict
Resolution and Management Committee) was set up to mediate between religious
bodies and traditionalist groups and to prepare policy guidelines on the ban.
Meanwhile, in the month preceding the 2002 ban on drumming, a Ga youth group
was mobilising forces to ‘enforce the ban and meet any opposition with war.’ They
blamed the violation of the ban by especially charismatic and Pentecostal churches for
five mysterious disasters that had befallen the Ga Dangme state in recent years.5 They
also claimed that the location of the Christ Apostolic Church in Osu was supposed to
serve as a cemetery for local chiefs and wulomei (spiritual leaders) and that the land
had been sold to the church illegally. To prevent violence that year, the Accra
Metropolitan Assembly (AMA) set up a Task Force on Nuisance Control that was to
enforce a 1995 local bye-law abating excessive noise in the city throughout the year.6
The Task Force was made up of people from the AMA, the police, and Environmental
Protection Agency; no traditionalists or representatives of the traditional council were
included. Equipped with decibel measuring instruments, they went round the city to
check sound levels, especially around churches, night clubs and drinking spots. Sixty
people were arrested during the 2002 ban on drumming for excessive noisemaking,
including representatives of several churches and bar operators. It was emphasised,
however, that the enforcement of the law would continue after the ban on drumming.
No violent clashes were reported that year, neither in the following years, but the situ-
ation remains tense. Apparently, the turn to an environmentalist discourse of ‘noise
pollution’ and noise as a ‘health hazard’7 provided a way out of the impasse between
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Fig. 7.1 Demolished fence wall of the
Lighthouse Chapel, Korle-Bu, Accra.

Fig. 7.2 Lighthouse Chapel
Headquarters, Korle-Bu, Accra.
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one party claiming freedom of worship and the other party claiming the right to pro-
tection of cultural heritage, and both legitimising their claims with the constitution. 

What is at stake in the conflict between Pentecostals and traditionalists over the
ban on drumming is not only religion; it is also a conflict over different understand-
ings of citizenship between ‘native’ Ga people and ‘strangers,’ mostly Akan (and born
again), that have invaded the city of Accra, the national capital, yet situated in Ga
country. The born-again Christians make claim to universal rights, guaranteed in the
constitution, on the basis of their national citizenship, while the Ga traditionalists
claim religious obligations that come with local citizenship and their spiritual ties to
Ga land. The state takes up an ambiguous position in the debate, mediating between
the ‘universal’ liberal democratic ideals of a modern nation-state, its cultural policy of
preserving local cultural heritage, and its dependence on the popular and powerful
Pentecostal and charismatic churches. In Ghana’s new public sphere, then, various
parties negotiate moral citizenship, human rights, religious doctrines, and ways of
conceiving of human dignity and selfhood.

For many ‘immigrants’ in Accra, most of whom are Christian and Akan, the
city is first of all the national capital and they see themselves more as national citizens
than as strangers in Ga country. Moreover, being self-consciously born-again, many of
them see themselves as ‘better’ citizens than traditionalists. They see no reason to
respect a law associated with a religion they do not wish to associate with and claim
their constitutional right to worship as they wish. Ga traditionalists on the other hand
feel that their land is invaded by strangers who do not only loudly profess an exclu-
sivist religion, but have also numerically and economically become far stronger than
the Ga people. They have become a minority on their own land. The wulomei see that
the charismatic and Pentecostal churches are making money on their lands while they
themselves are living in poverty. Their assertiveness in the name of the religious obli-
gations of local citizenship is thus also a way of claiming supremacy over people per-
ceived to be intruders and feared to be totally taking over their land. A way of saying
‘now for once you have to obey our law, because you are living on our land.’

Afrikania’s position in the debate is difficult and ambiguous, because the tradi-
tional practices it seeks to promote or defend conflict with the ‘universal’ norms and
rights of its nationalist project. In its effort to unite all traditional religions, ethnicity,
blood descent, and land are de-emphasised in the broad traditionalist, national identi-
ty it seeks to promote. In the ban on drumming debate, then, Afrikania claims peo-
ple’s right to tradition on the basis of the constitution, that is, on the basis of national
citizenship. The respect for traditional religion and culture it demands cannot be but
very general and abstract. In practice Afrikania does not link up with the wulomei and
other Ga traditionalists to make a fist against Christian hegemony and arrogance,
because the ethnic identity that the latter fight for, is exactly what Afrikania tries to
overcome. In fact, even though one of the attractions of Afrikania for traditional
priests is the organisational backing and protection it offers in conflicts with
Christians, there is not a single wulomo among Afrikania’s membership, not even of
the Arts Centre branch, which is located in a Ga neighbourhood in central Accra. 

Instead of fighting side by side with the Ga traditionalists, then, Afrikania rais-
es its voice in the debate in another way. At press conferences and in radio and TV
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interviews devoted to the ban on drumming, Afrikania speaks up as the representa-
tive of traditional religion and culture in general and thus fiercely argues for the ban
and against the charismatic churches defying it. At a press conference Afrikania
organised after the first clash in 1998, for example, Ameve stated that the ban was a
‘highly spiritual requirement’ that should be respected by everybody living on Ga
land regardless of one’s religious conviction. Around the same time Ameve featured
in the GTV talk show About Life where he explained the spiritual meaning of the ban
in a highly intellectualist way: 

The world, if I should say it in mystical terms, is a world of vibrations, full of
things that we do not see. Now, me and you are talking on television. The rays
that are taking these waves to the various instruments and interpret things for
people to listen to and so, can they be seen? There is no way you can see a par-
ticular wave and say this wave is carrying this particular radio message. The
waves are there all along, but only when you have a particular instrument you
can catch them and see and hear. You have to bring a radio here to get a radio
message. So in a similar manner the spiritual forces exist. And so many things
connect to the spiritual forces. If you play a particular instrument at a particu-
lar time, you will get some vibration. Certain vibrations are attracted by certain
instruments and certain level of sounds. So these vibrations are there, and you
can use them to make harmony or to destroy. […]

Vibration is the source of life, everything is vibration. Vibration is sound,
is movement. You can manipulate everything with a certain type of sound.
Setting the thing in a state of vibration. At certain times of the year, when the
plants are going to take seed, certain sounds can destroy it. Just like when a
woman is in the early stages of pregnancy, exposure to certain noises can cause
abortion. Sounds that cause destructive vibration are: yelling, shooting, drum-
ming, especially with drums made of leather, what we call membranophones.
Some of these things cannot be explained to the masses, only those who are
more advanced can understand. So to the masses we simply come up with a
law that says don’t do these things at this particular time. We live in a world of
forces, we need to have rules that permit nature to do its work. We need more
than these thirty minutes to explain the spiritual meaning, the scientific mean-
ing, because our ancestors have taken years, generations to observe those
things. These are experiences they have handed down to us up to today.8

Pastor Mensa Otabil, who was involved in the solution of the conflict as a member of
the National Commission on Culture, in an interview with me trivialised the spiritual
meaning of the ban for those defending it most passionately, especially the wulomei: 

The wulomei are very negative about the intellectuals talking big English on TV.
What they are saying about the power of sound, the anger of the gods, and the
meaning of it all, is none of their concern. They are just surviving, so they use
this opportunity to get money from the churches. It is just about money. It is so
simple as that.9

-  307 -

7. Defending Tradition

12-hoofdstuk-7-p303-322.qxd  30-3-2008  20:26  Pagina 307



He thus explained the conflict as essentially a political-economic one, where ‘tradi-
tional religion’ and ‘cultural heritage’ are mobilised to regain power and get access to
money. The acting Ga Mantse, Nii Adote Obuor II, an Anglican himself, told me that

It is not a religious thing at all. Actually the period of silence has more of an
agricultural and environmental significance than a spiritual one. It is meant for
people to farm, harvest, fish, so that there can be abundance of food and no
hunger. They add some mystical, spiritual air to it so that people would abide
by the law.10

For Samuel Addai-Kusi, deacon of the Christ Apostolic Church, the issue was obvi-
ous: ‘We are talking here about a conflict between the Christian religion and the tra-
ditional religion.’11 Certainly, the conflict was also about religion, as initially it were
only Pentecostal and charismatic churches that were found to disrespect the ban and
none of the other sources of noise in the inevitably noisy metropolis. It was only later
that sounds such as the Muslim call for prayer, amplified into the neighbourhoods,
music played at open-air drinking spots and night clubs, yelling at football matches,
wailing at funerals, military drumming and trumpeting at state ceremonies, and the
beating by shoeshine boys on their tool boxes to attract customers entered the discus-
sions.

We are dealing in this case with conflicting ways of conceptualising sound in
relation to urban space and personhood (Van Dijk 2001). The ‘official’ discourse on the
tradition of the ban on drumming is occupied during a specified ritual period with
specific kinds of sound (drumming, hand clapping) that are believed to have a spiritu-
al effect (on growth of agricultural produce; causing disasters). Afrikania, in repre-
senting the Ga traditionalists’ point of view in the public debate, emphasises first of
all this spiritual aspect of sound. But ironically, in so doing, it looses touch with the
concerns of the wulomei, for whom this ‘official traditional’ discourse Afrikania voices
out in the media may not be so relevant at all. They rather contest sound and noise
because of the political presence implied. For them, the sonic occupation of public
space in Accra is a way of asserting power, and especially so by those considered most
threatening to their local authority, Pentecostal churches. Interestingly, in the
Pentecostal politics of sound (Van Dijk 2005), sound equally has a spiritual compo-
nent, facilitate movement of the Holy Spirit and exorcism of evil spirits (see also chap-
ter 3 and 4). Sound is thus crucial in the spiritual struggle between the Holy Spirit and
the Devil. Hence the leader of the Ghana Evangelical Society claimed that ‘the ban is
being used to denounce the work of God and obstruct the movement of the Spirit of
God that brought the liberation of the church and the people from idolatry and cap-
tivity.’12 What stabilised the conflict eventually was the mediating role of the state in
turning away from a focus on religion and tradition towards an occupation with
measurable levels of decibels throughout the year but during specified hours of the
day. This conceptualisation of sound is closely connected to ideas about citizenship,
civilisation, and a healthy body, but also hopelessly out of tune with actual sound pol-
itics in Accra. 
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Libation: cultural heritage and national development

In August 2002 the Deputy Local Government Minister, Captain (Rtd) Nkrabeah
Effah-Dartey, publicly called for the abolishment of libation pouring at state functions.
This traditional religious practice, he claimed, is harmful to national development,
because it ‘surrenders the country’s destiny to idolatry.’ A similar statement had been
made earlier by the Ashanti Regional Minister, Mr. Sampson Boafo, in February 2001.
A hot debate followed, in which Pentecostal statements about ‘invoking evil spirits in
the nation’ and ‘idolatry changing the country’s destiny’ clashed with arguments
about ‘Africanness,’ ‘freedom of worship,’ and ‘national cultural heritage.’ Obviously,
the discussion about libation has a long history, both in the Christian theological
debate in Ghana on whether and how to accommodate cultural practices (e.g. Sarpong
1996), and in the political, nationalist discourse on cultural heritage. What was new,
however, was the appearance of the question of ‘superstitious beliefs’ at the centre of
Ghanaian development discourse. 

The pouring of libation, generally with a strong alcoholic drink (‘schnapps,’ gin,
akpeteshi), but also with water, palm oil, or food stuffs, is a central practice not only in
the traditional religions of many of Ghana’s ethnic groups. It is much more widespread
as a cultural practice integral to the celebration of naming ceremonies, marriages, and
funerals (De Witte 2001), ethnic cultural festivals, royal traditions, but also parties and
informal gatherings.13 In these various cultural contexts, it is perceived in different
ways; as a way of communicating with ancestors, gods, or God, of remembering them
and honouring them, of invoking their presence, as the traditional form of prayer, or as
a cultural duty. A distinction is generally made between remembering the ancestors and
invoking the presence of their spirits through libation-pouring, with Christians practic-
ing libation stressing remembrance and honouring, traditional religious practitioners
pouring libation to call the spiritual presence of the ancestors and deities to the particu-
lar event, and indeed, Pentecostals fighting it exactly because it would invoke the pres-
ence of evil spirits. Conceived as the traditional form of prayer, the practice of libation
has been incorporated together with the Christian prayer and the Muslim prayer at state
functions to represent the ‘three major religious traditions’ in Ghana and express the
multi-religious character of the nation. While the pouring of libation in all kinds of con-
texts is contested and not only recently so, it is especially its performance at state func-
tions that has come to be under fire, because of the official government recognition it
lends to what some people perceive as a backward or idolatrous cultural practice.
Pentecostal groups were outraged, for example, when during the official state visit of
President Bill Clinton to Ghana in September 2002, he was called upon to pour libation
upon arrival at the airport in honour of the ancestors. What is contested, then, is not
only the status of traditional religion as equal to Christianity and Islam, but also the
invocation of spiritual power in the public domain of the nation-state. 

Immediately after Captain Effah-Dartey had made his provocative statement in
the media, Afrikania organised a press conference to voice its anger and defend the
practice of libation at public functions. The meeting consisted of a speech by Ameve
and questions by the press members answered by Afrikanians. Ameve started by
adopting the official state discourse of secularism. 
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Ghanaians must be taught to understand that Ghana is a Secular State with a
constitution, which provides for Freedom of Worship. Our parliamentarians are
not voted into parliament on religious considerations. They are voted into par-
liament by all the citizens irrespective of their religious affiliations.

The two ministers of state in question, Ameve thus claimed, had subverted the consti-
tution with their statements. Invoking Nkrumah’s heritage, he continued that 

when the government calls on the major religious groups to offer prayers at
state functions, the purpose was not to make magic, but to demonstrate the
world the unity of the people of Ghana. That is, despite religious diversity, we
are firmly united as one people.

After voicing this rather modernist view on religion, a view also put forward by vari-
ous newspaper editorials (e.g. Chronicle 9 March 2001) and public commentators, he
suddenly switched to legitimising libation by emphasising its spiritual power and
challenging the miracle-performing power of other religions.

God accepted the Libation Prayer of Okomfo Anokye and handed down the
Golden Stool that unites the Ashanti Kingdom and kept it intact up to date.
This is the greatest miracle performed in Ghana through libation prayer. If any
other religion in Ghana has performed miracles equivalent to this let them
show it.

As in a good exchange of blows, Ameve then accused these ‘other religions’ (read:
Pentecostalism) of what they accuse traditional religion of, retarding national progress. 

It can be stated with certainty that all-nights and all-day prayer camps and
churches that divert the minds of our people from hard work are directly
responsible for the stagnation of our progress. These are the root causes of our
problems.

Interestingly, in the debate on the effect of ‘superstitious beliefs’ on national develop-
ment charismatic and Pentecostal churches have come to be under fire as much as tra-
ditional religious practitioners. A variety of social commentators, including many
Christians (among whom also Mensa Otabil, as will be recalled from chapter 2),
increasingly criticise the overreliance on spiritual forces and on the power of prayer,
fasting, and exorcism these churches promote at the expense of rational ways of
solving problems. The web columnist Y. Fredua-Kwarteng exemplified this wide-
spread critique when he stated that ‘the rapid growth in the number of spiritual or
charismatic churches in the subcontinent has proved to be equally detrimental [as juju
and witchcraft] to development in West-Africa.’14 Ameve, however, did not join this
by now strong chorus of critical voices in his counter-attacks on charismatic
Pentecostalism. Instead he chose to join the charismatics in their emphasis on the spir-
itual and hence defended the practice of libation by boasting about the miracles it can
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invoke. His critique on charismatic Pentecostalism in this debate thus remained limit-
ed to the hours spent on worship instead of productive work.

Further, Ameve dismissed the idea that ATR is idolatrous as an ‘ignorant mis-
take,’ saying that ‘idolatry is an emotion, which affects people in all religions. Some
people idolise ideas or fellow human beings; others idolise beliefs, money or wealth.’
As a response to widespread Christian and especially Pentecostal condemnation of
traditional religion as idolatrous, he thus turned to an intellectual, psychological dis-
course that conceives of idolatry as characteristic of the human mind, and not of par-
ticular religions or religious practices.  

In 2005 Afrikania’s signboard, depicting a libation scene, was demolished and
the libation paintings removed and found in the weeds by the road side (fig. 7.4).
Whether this had any connection to Afrikania’s speaking out on the issue of libation
or not, it attests to the continuing contestation of libation in the public sphere. Both
the debate on the ban on drumming and that on libation were prime occasions for
Afrikania to enter the media in defence of traditional religion and culture. But the
public controversy in particular that made Afrikania widely known and has come to
be attached to its name is what is known as the ‘trokosi war.’

Trokosi: tradition, ‘fetish slaves,’ and human rights

In 1994 several reports appeared in the Ghanaian media about the plight of young,
female trokosis, who were allegedly kept and maltreated as slaves in shrines in the
Volta Region. This raised the concern of citizens, government officials, development
agencies, and missionaries, who argued and fought for the abolishment of such human
rights violation by traditional practices and for the liberation of the ‘slave girls.’ This
again triggered a counter-reaction from traditionalists, who denied the existence of cru-
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Fig. 7.3 Detail of
the Afrikania
Mission signboard.

Fig. 7.4 The Afrikania Mission signboard after it was demolished.
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elties and defended the ‘trokosi system’ as a valuable traditional cultural practice on the
basis of the constitutional freedom of religion. Afrikania came to be the main fighter in
this pro-trokosi camp. Over the years, the trokosi controversy grew into a public arena
where different religious groups, NGOs, the state, foreign embassies, and the media
interact in the negotiation of personhood and community, tradition, modernity and
religion, and where the private – as private as the body - became a matter of public
concern and local religious practice got linked up with national politics and global
human rights activism.15 Public representation and the political power of images and
texts have become key to what Christian NGOs call a ‘fetish slaves liberation cam-
paign’ and Afrikania an ‘international money making gimmick.’

The trokosi controversy has attracted quite some research and several studies
and reports have appeared about the institution and its contestation (e.g. Ameh 1998;
Dovlo and Adzoyi 1995; Eckardt 2004; Romanoff 1999). What trokosi or troxovi (as the
institution is termed in Ewe) is, is heavily contested, especially as it exists in various
forms, multiple translations of the terms circulate, and its definition serves the agen-
das of the various contesting groups. Traditionally it is understood to be a cultural-
religious practice of crime-control in Ewe communities, whereby a virgin girl or
young woman is appointed by her family to become a trokosi and serve at a shrine as
reparation for crimes committed (in the past) by a (now deceased) relative in order to
end the resulting misfortunes (divine punishments) that befall the family. Translated
as ‘wife of the god’ by the advocates, she serves the tro (god) (and sometimes the
priest) and is instructed in the ways and rituals of the shrine for a short or long
period, according to the circumstance (cf. Rosenthal 1998:132).16 As servant of the god,
she often becomes a highly respected member of the community and may even
become a priestess herself. Translated as ‘slave of the god’ or ‘fetish slave’ by the ‘abo-
litionists,’ however, the practice has in recent years been defined as a dehumanising
practice that violates victims’ fundamental human rights. 

The leading campaigner of what has come to be dubbed the ‘abolitionist

-  312 -

SPIRIT MEDIA

Figs. 7.5 and 7.6 Illustrations with web article 'Punctured Hope Reveals the Agony of
Trokosi Through the Eyes of an Irrepressible Survivor' by Jane Delson (www.daria-
magazine.com/features_specials/features3.asp) about the feature film Punctured
Hope (Dir. Bruno Pischiutta, Toronto Pictures, 2006).
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movement’ is International Needs Ghana (ING), the Ghanaian branch of a global
Christian human rights organization, headed by Reverend Walter Pimpong. Its
major activities are ‘liberating’ trokosis from shrines, running economic recovery
projects for their reintegration into society, and carrying out or commissioning
research. The basis of ING’s campaign is the view that ‘trokosi practice is slavery …,
[it] is obnoxious, inhuman, contravenes human rights laws and must be stopped’
(ING 1998:5). Some of the human rights abuses in trokosi shrines are said to be servi-
tude ranging from three years to lifelong, physical, sexual, and emotional abuse by
the priest, long working hours in unsuitable working conditions, and denial of
appropriate food, education, and medical care (ING 1998; Dovlo and Adzoyo 1995).
In its  project of ‘liberating over 5,000 women and children believed to be in Trokosi
servitude,’ ING is joined by a host of other organisations, that are campaigning, rais-
ing funds, commissioning research, or educating liberated trokosis.17 Afrikania’s
counter-campaign hinges on the argument that anti-trokosi claims are false, no
human rights violation takes place, and trokosi as defined by the abolitionists does
not exist. Instead, Afrikania says, the institution as it does exist controls crime by
teaching young women how to be role models in their families and communities,
which is an honour bestowed upon the girl.18 According to Ameve, troxovi shrines
‘serve as hospitals, healing centres, pharmacies, courts of last resort and justice,
places of worship and devotion, sanctuaries of refuge, schools of learning, conserva-
tories of culture, morality, and lodges of esoteric knowledge’ (Ameve 2002:48).
Troxovi is thus anything but harmful and should be maintained under the freedom
of religion act within Ghana’s constitution. In June 1998, however, partly as a result
of the ING lobby, Ghana’s Criminal Code was amended to criminalise all ‘customary
or ritual servitude,’ but this did neither put an end to the controversy nor to the
practice.19

The trokosi controversy cannot be properly understood without taking into
account its global dimensions. In her introduction to a collection of articles on the
visual culture of human rights in American Anthropologist, Meg McLagan calls our
attention to the ways in which in human rights campaigns in our globally mediated
world, ‘“local” actors’ claims are formatted into human rights “issues”’ (2006:191).
She argues that human rights advocacy has become a kind of ‘transnational story-
telling’ (see also Gregory 2006), in which ‘seeing is believing’ and visual formats of
persuasive images (film, video, and photography) play a crucial role in driving
international audiences to action. Attention to the social processes through which
global publicness is achieved and a visual culture of human rights is produced and
circulated is crucial also to understanding Afrikania’s response to the anti-trokosi
campaign, which has come to be tied up with global publics, global media, transna-
tional networks, and global actors with global voices. The 1999 US Department of
State Report on International Religious Freedom defined trokosi as ‘religious slavery’
and ‘an especially severe human rights abuse and a flagrant violation of women’s
and children’s rights.’ International audiences watched BBC and CNN documen-
taries on ‘trokosi slavery.’ Western journalists visited Ghana to investigate the issue
and wrote articles on ‘Ghana’s slaves to the gods,’ ‘Ghana’s trapped slaves,’ and
‘Juju’s fetish slaves’ in newspapers and magazines. And a Google search for trokosi
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on the Internet yields 22,300 hits that
link one to similar texts about ‘system-
atic abuse,’ ‘vestal virgins,’ ‘child slav-
ery,’ ‘sex slaves to the gods’ or ‘African
sex slavery,’ images of young, sad look-
ing, poorly dressed girls (figs, 7.5, 7.6,
7.8), in one instance even behind bars
(fig. 7.7), and ‘trokosi slave petitions’ to
be signed and ‘prayer requests for the
slave project.’20

McLagan argues that much of
global human rights campaigning takes
on the transnational cultural form of
the testimony, that hinges on the pres-
entation of the victims’ body. This
seems to be true for the globalised anti-
trokosi campaign, where the testimony
of former trokosi Juliana Dogbadzi

(figs. 7.9, 7.10) has become famous. This is her life story as it circulates on the
Internet (see appendix V for full text) and in international campaigning material:

Sex Slavery
“I was a kid, seven years old, when my parents took me from our home to captiv-
ity in a shrine where I was a sex slave to a fetish priest.”

Bio
Juliana Dogbadzi, enslaved in a shrine in her native Ghana as a young child under
a custom known as Trokosi, was forced to work without pay, without food or
clothing, and to perform sexual services for the holy man. She was able to escape
seventeen years later, after several failed attempts, at the age of twenty-three.
Trokosi comes from an Ewe word meaning “slave of the gods,” and is understood
as a religious and cultural practice in which young girls, mostly virgins, are sent
into lifelong servitude to atone for the alleged crimes of their relatives. In 1997,
it was estimated that approximately five thousand young girls and women were
being kept in 345 shrines in the southeastern part of Ghana. Through Juliana
Dogbadzi’s daring escape and her subsequent efforts to denounce the system, the
Trokosi practice was banned in Ghana; however, law enforcement against Trokosi
is still lax. Dogbadzi speaks out against Trokosi, traveling the country, meeting
with slaves, and trying to win their emancipation; and increasingly, she is not
alone in her courageous stance.21

Leshu Torchin (2006) describes how in the case of the film Ravished Armenia (1919)
and its context of the much larger fundraising campaign for the Armenian cause, the
Christian underpinnings of the human rights movements offered an instrumental
iconography of suffering that shaped an early ‘rights imaginary’ at the beginning of
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Fig. 7.7 DVD cover 'Slaves to the Gods: The
Trokosi of Western Africa' by International
Needs.
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the 20th century. Images of Turkish atrocities against Christians connected to ‘a visual
tradition of suffering in Christian iconography as they travelled through a sophisticat-
ed transnational network responsive to and dependent on these modes of expression:
missionary organizations’ (Ibid.:215). But aesthetic and narrative strategies also capi-
talized on an Orientalist imaginary and drew heavily on established tropes of the sav-
age Turk, sexually avaricious and cruel, ravishing helpless Christian women. Finally,
celebrity was mobilised as a mode of publicity. 

Despite the totally different contexts and time frames, the parallels with the
anti-trokosi campaign are striking. Like the heroine of Ravished Armenia, Juliana
Dogbadzi’s personal life-story was turned into a marketable script (in the broad sense
of the term). Also, this script is characterised by a similar mix of sexual sensational-
ism, religious discourse and commercial interest. From Dorgbadzi’s story: ‘I was raped
repeatedly by the priest on torn mats on the cold floor of windowless huts. … I was
about twelve when I was first raped.’ 22 Also, there is implicit religious language in
the story: ‘The shrine claims powers it does not have in order to instil fear in the
slaves and to stop them from escaping.’ The eradication of false fear is the classical
missionary argument for spreading Christianity. In some campaigning texts the reli-
gious, evangelical orientation is much more explicit (see also fig. 7.8): 

Real, eternal hope for these girls is found only in Jesus, who fully paid the
atonement for all our sins when He died on the cross in our place and rose
again triumphantly. Idolatry has held the Ewe tribe captive for centuries, but
now God is loosening those bonds. These girls have seen the horrors of idola-
try up close. After their release, is it any wonder they show a great interest in
knowing Jesus Christ? Our programs include opportunities to share the Good
News with the girls and with their communities. He gives them Real Hope!23
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Fig. 7.8 'About the System of Child Slavery Known as Trokosi or Ritual Servitude,' 'before-
after' story published on the website of Every Child Ministries (www.ecmafrica.org).

Yayra was a miserable young girl abandoned
at an idol shrine when her mother was given as
a human sacrifice in a desperate attempt to
appease the angry gods, and died there as a
trokosi slave.  After Yayra was rescued from
the idol shrines, she rejected her shrine name
and chose instead to be called, "Yayra", mean-
ing "blessed."  Yayra believes she is blessed
indeed to be free from the awful system of idol
worship that enslaved and killed her mother,
blessed to be able to live at ECM's Haven of
Hope through sponsorship, blessed to be
attending school.  She has received Jesus as
her Savior and is developing into a beautiful
young woman.    
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Juliana Dorgbadzi turned into a ‘martyr,’ that Western
and largely Christian audiences were happy to save.
Certainly, Dogbadzi’s heroine status also had its com-
mercial sides and she became a well-marketed celebri-
ty. In 1999, for example, she was elected the Reebok
Human Rights Hero. In the stylish coffee table book
Speak Truth to Power by activist Kerry Cuomo and pho-
tographer Eddie Adams (2000) and sponsored by The
General Motors Foundation, her picture and story fea-
ture together with those of other human rights celebri-
ties, such as Desmond Tutu, Marian Wright Edelman,
the Dalai Lama, Dianna Ortiz, and Vaclav Havel. Like
the Armenia campaign, then, the anti-trokosi campaign
is characterised by an uncomfortable alliance between
religious organisations, commercial media, and human
rights activism.

Its transnational dimension makes the ‘trokosi
war’ very different from the ban on drumming and the
libation controversies and also much more difficult for

Afrikania to engage in. Afrikania’s strategy, then, is not to format their claims in similar
ways in order to get them represented in the global human rights circuits, but to expose
precisely the ways in which local anti-trokosi activists’ interests are moulded into the dis-
courses and visual formats of global human rights activism, local ‘victims’ are celebrat-
ed as globalised ‘martyrs,’ and local priests are turned into a kind of universal, sexually
avaricious and cruel savages. Specifically, Afrikania tries to expose the degree of per-
formance, staging, and ‘lies’ involved in the process of global trokosi publicity and
attacks the axiom of ‘seeing is believing’ that underpins the use of photographs and
video in the campaign. In letters to newspapers, press conferences, papers presented to
government agencies and foreign embassies, and an Afrikania publication (Ameve
2002), Ameve and other Afrikania priests point to the ambiguity, if not hypocrisy of
many of the local actors’ interests. They claim, for instance, that the trokosi liberations by
International Needs are staged, with local school children and market women being
paid to dress up in traditional attire and pose as trokosis. Ameve told me about a libera-
tion ceremony where Afrikania interfered:

The children thought they where going to do some kind of cultural perform-
ance and happily complied, not knowing what the recordings were going to be
used for. They had cleared some part of the bush and put a small hut there, the
‘trokosi shrine.’ It was a very small place, how can there be over a hundred
trokosis in such a place? But from the camera angle it would look very big.

Such video recordings, Afrikania claims, are then sent to international human rights
agencies and foreign embassies to raise funds and to the media to raise public support
for the so-called liberation campaign (e.g. Afrikania Mission 2001).24 Afrikania priest
Osofo Azazu stated to me that ‘all you have to do to get rich is organize some women
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Fig. 7.9 Portrait of Juliana
Dogbadzi by Eddie Adams (Cuomo
and Adams 2000).
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and girls, film them as slaves and send the materi-
al abroad to the international organisations and
the money will start flowing.’ Afrikania priest and
Secretary General, Osofo Tordzagbo, who con-
ducted research on trokosi and the abolition cam-
paign, complained that ‘people all over the world
believe these stories, because the abolitionists have
the means and control the media to circulate their
lies. All the trokosi news is made up and devoid of
any truth, but people don’t want to hear the truth.’
Because of the donor money involved, abolition-
ists also inflate figures about trokosi women and
liberated trokosis, Afrikania claims. Moreover,
priests are being paid ‘compensation’ for each lib-
erated trokosi or are forced to liberate trokosis they
do not have and thus they also inflate or make up
figures themselves (cf. Eckardt 2004) and comply to
staging liberation ceremonies.25 In addition to this
‘big international fraud,’ Afrikania points to the
evangelical urge of many Christian NGOs and activists and claims that the movement
to eradicate trokosi is in fact an evangelisation movement aimed at destroying ATR and
converting traditional religious practitioners to Christianity. As stated in a paper titled
‘Trokosi Abolition Fraud,’ presented to the Ministry of Interior and cc-ed to various
media houses, foreign embassies and NGOs, ‘the Christian rhetoric in which the
Troxovi Institution is couched and condemned clearly shows that the campaigners
against the institution are more interested in upholding an imagined superiority of
Christianity over African Traditional Religion’ (Afrikania Mission 1998a:17). Another
paper concluded that ‘an attempt is being made to replace African Traditional Religion
with Christianity. This is unfortunate and discriminatory’(Afrikania Mission 1998b).

One success resulting from Afrikania’s activism in the trokosi war is that the
description of trokosi in the latest US Department of State Report on International
Religious Freedom (2005) much more reflects Afrikania’s view of the practice than
before, when it echoed International Needs’ claims, especially where it concerns num-
bers (see note 81) and sexual abuse.26 Many international human rights NGOs, however,
especially Christian ones, perceive and present the movement as promoting ‘harmful
traditions,’ ‘slavery,’ idolatry,’ and ‘backwardness.’27 Nevertheless, despite widespread
negative public opinion about the practice of trokosi and the provision of the Criminal
Code (Amendment) Act 314, there has been no prosecution under the act so far. 

Conclusion: in defence of tradition

What all three conflicts over culture and religion described above make clear is that in
post-colonial Ghana, religion and culture have become arenas for struggle between
different societal groups and matters of conscious choice and contestation. Public rep-

-  317 -

7. Defending Tradition

Fig. 7.10 Portrait of Juliana Dogbadzi
by Eddie Adams (Cuomo and Adams
2000).
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resentation has become crucial to this struggle, especially so since the liberalisation of
the media in 1992, that gave way to a plurality of voices. Whereas in the past the sta-
tus of traditional religion and culture was protected by the state (as it still is constitu-
tionally), its legitimacy is now questioned from different sides, especially Pentecostal,
but also governmental ones. In Afrikania’s struggle for the legitimacy and defence of
traditional religious practices public representation is key. 

Afrikania’s voice in public debates is not unequivocal. In a public sphere that is
dominated by Christian voices, Ameve and other Afrikania leaders are all the time
‘talking back’ and follow different, often surprisingly contradictory strategies. Most
often they speak the language of secularism and religious freedom, equality and toler-
ance. In response to Pentecostals’ condemnation and demonisation of traditional reli-
gious practices, this strategy of preaching tolerance is also a way of returning the ball
and demonstrating the moral superiority of traditional religion. This was clear in the
debates on the ban on drumming and on libation. Paradoxically, however, the secular-
ist argument fundamentally contradicts Afrikania’s project, which is to provide Ghana
with a national traditional religion on the basis of which and through which the
nation should be governed. The secularist stance is an answer to the obvious unfeasi-
bility of this utopian aim. Ameve especially also likes to speak the language of mysti-
cism in public, explaining the spiritual meaning or ‘technology’ behind certain prac-
tices, such as in the case of the ban on drumming. This is a detached, intellectualist
discourse, arrogant even when he claims that ‘these things cannot be explained to the
masses.’ He employed a very different strategy again when he claimed spiritual
power and miracles in competition with Pentecostalism in defending the practice of
libation. Instead of explaining how and why libation works, he urged the public to
just believe in its power. Finally, the discursive strategy followed in the case of the
trokosi war was to reveal the ‘truth,’ expose ‘falsehood,’ and unravel the conspiracy of
Christian groups, the government, foreign religious and political institutions against
African traditional religion. Again, a way of claiming moral superiority over the
implicitly or explicitly Christian opponents, not only in response to being demonised
by Ghanaian Pentecostals, but more so in response to being dehumanised by global
media representations. 

Despite this volatile voice, Afrikania’s public defence of traditional religious
practices hinges on its access to and disposal of public knowledge. Afrikania leaders
participated in the three debates discussed on the basis of their knowledge of public
policy and law, especially the constitution, and their intellectual ability to advance
critical arguments. They are capable of critiquing the problematic terminology of the
national debates, such as ‘slavery,’ ‘idolatry,’ and ‘development,’ and are well-versed
in globalised discourses of human rights, religious freedom, secularism, environmen-
talism, and health. What they profess is ‘universal knowledge,’ knowledge that is uni-
versally valid, shared, and accessible. What they do not at all connect to is the spiritu-
al knowledge of the Ga wulomei and the Ewe trokosi priests, which is secret, restricted,
and not openly valued (but all the more powerful) in the public sphere. Not only do
Afrikania leaders have no access to such knowledge, it also does not fit the formats of
public debating. 

What Afrikania’s role in the three public debates makes painfully clear, then, is
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that the movement can never be the representative of traditional religion. This is not
only so because its aim of promoting a national traditional religion contradicts the
ethnic interests of some of the traditional religious practitioners, as most pronounced-
ly in the case of the ban on drumming. On a deeper level, Afrikania’s claim of repre-
senting traditional religion is untenable, because the very practice of representation
contradicts the very unrepresentability of African traditional religions (Meyer 2006c).
With this I do not mean that such religious and spiritual practices and beliefs do not
or cannot play a role in Ghana’s public sphere. Or that the secret, spiritual knowledge
of traditional religious specialists is confined to the private. On the contrary, as
Stephen Ellis and Gerrie ter Haar (2004) have argued, beliefs about an invisible world
of spiritual powers and practices of mediating between this invisible and the visible,
human world are intrinsic to African politics and public spheres (see also Geschiere
1997; O’Brian 2000). The point I wish to make rather is that such practices and beliefs
exist in and are expressed through different, often more hidden registers. While the
formats of representation in the public sphere and participation in public debates are
visible, discursive, cerebral, and overt, the formats of traditional religiosity are often
invisible, embodied, sensual, and secret. The presence of spiritual power in bodies,
objects, and places cannot be captured by polemic discourse, activist formats, or pub-
lic symbols. Keeping silence during certain periods, pouring alcohol, and serving gods
at shrines are practices of communication with gods and ancestors, practices of estab-
lishing and sustaining relationships between human subjects and spiritual powers.
This is a register of communication far removed from that of public representation
and activism. 

Notes to chapter 7

1 Chapter 5, article 21 (1) (c) of the constitution guarantees everyone the right of ‘freedom to practise
any religion and to manifest such practice.’ Article 26 of the same chapter states that (1) ‘Every per-
son is entitled to enjoy, practise, profess, maintain and promote any culture, language, tradition or
religion subject to the provisions of this Constitution,’ but also that (2) ‘All customary practices
which dehumanise or are injurious to the physical and mental well-being of a person are prohibit-
ed.’
2 Ghana Review International, 18 May, 1999, accessed at www.ghanaweb.com news archive.
3 Churches attacked in May 1999 included: the Church of Pentecost (Dansoman), the Assemblies of
God (James Town), Word Harvest Church (Kwashieman), Victory Bible Church International
(Awoshie).
4 The Ga people have two types of traditional authorities, mantsemei (chiefs) and wulomei (priests),
and the relationship between them is complicated. In pre-colonial times the wulomei were the rulers
and they had a political and a spiritual function. When the British came, they insisted on talking to a
chief, as they were used to in Fante land. The Ga people then elevated certain people as chiefs
according to the Akan chieftaincy system. Now chiefs and wulomei are both ‘traditional rulers.’
Chiefs handle jurisdiction and political matters; wulomei handle spiritual matters. In practice this
‘division of labour’ is of course not that clear-cut, for example in the case of the ban on drumming.
Moreover, the relationship between both kinds of rulers is tense, as the chiefs claim authority over
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Ga country and superiority over the wulomei and the wulomei look with mischief at the chiefs,
because they feel they are the ones who have the traditional power.
5 These disasters were: the May 9 stadium disaster in 2001 that claimed the lives of over 100 persons;
the death of a wulomo who could not perform his traditional rites two years before; the floods that
hit Accra and its surroundings three years before; the death of a traditional priest who was forced
by the previous government to celebrate the Homowo; and the sudden death of the prosecutor.
6 Accra Metropolitan Bye-law on Abatement of Nuisance: the noise level permissible at residential
areas is 55 decibels between 0600 and 2200 hours but this comes down to 48 decibels between 2200
and 0600 hours. In areas with some commercial or light industry the levels are 60 decibels and 55
decibels in the day and night, respectively. At places of entertainment or public assembly and places
of worship located in this zone levels are 65 in the day and 60 decibels in the night.
7 Noise was described by an environmentalist in the public debate as ‘an acoustic phenomenon that
produces an unpleasant or irritating auditory sensation’, which has the effect to ‘increase heart rate
and blood pressure, shorter attention span, loss of memory, anxiety, reduced field of vision, gastro-
intestinal problems, physical and mental fatigue, insomnia, bulimia, chronic hypertension, depres-
sive or aggressive behaviour’ (Ghana News Agency, 11 April 2002). In April 2004 the Environmental
Protection Agency launched an annual National Noise Awareness Day under the theme ‘Stop Noise,
Protect your Hearing, Protect your Health.’
8 Kofi Ameve in About Life, Ghana Television, 20 May 1999.
9 Interview 19 December 2002.
10 Interview 17 January 2003.
11 Interview 17 January 2003.
12 www.ghanaweb.com news archive, 21 May 1999.
13 See Akyeampong 1996 for an excellent study of the social history of alcohol in Ghana. 
14 Y. Fredua-Kwarteng, ‘Trial of Irrationality in West-Africa – Rejoinder’,  www.ghanaweb.com, fea-
ture article of 25 July 2004. 
15 See Ameh (1998) for an overview of the historical development of the anti-trokosi campaign. 
16 The translation of the Ewe term trokosi is inherently political. Tro is usually translated as god,
deity or fetish and kosi as wife, virgin or slave. The term ‘slave’ is especially problematic, because
Ewe notions of slavery do not connote the strict hierarchy of inferiority and superiority, possession
and property that Westerners might infer into such terms (cf. Rosenthal 1998:133). It is these
Western connotations of ‘slave’, especially in combination with those of ‘fetish’, that make ‘fetish
slave’ an effective, but problematic catch word in global human rights campaigns.
17 Among these are Mark Wisdom’s Fetish Slave Liberation movement (FESLIM), Missions
International and the Vocational Training Centre for Vestal Virgins (headed by Canadian Sharon
Titan), Survivors for Change (founded by former trokosi Juliana Dorgbadzi), and the Commission for
Human Rights and Administrative Justice (CHRAJ). The International Central Gospel Church
organised a fundraising Christmas concert for the education of liberated trokosis.
18 This argument is shared by other pro-trokosi organisations, such as the Troxovi Institutional
Council, the Ghana Psychic and Traditional Healers Association, and Dr. Kumordzi’s Hu-Yewhe
Association. 
19 The Criminal Code (Amendment) Act 314 of 1998 reads: ‘Whoever sends or receives at any place
any person or participates in or is concerned  with any ritual or customary activity in respect of any
person with the purpose of subjecting that person to any form of ritual or customary servitude or
any form of forced labour related to customary ritual shall be guilty of a second degree felony and
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liable on conviction to imprisonment for a term of not less than three years.’
20 http://www.in-australia.org.au/stbpetition.htm, accessed 1 June 2006.
21 http://www.speaktruth.org/defend/profiles/profile_02.asp, accessed 1 June 2006.
22 This kind of sexual sensationalism was criticised by a shrine secretary, Ahadji, interviewed by
Rachel Eckardt: ‘This marital aspect of the priests and the trokosis is one of the sensational hot
spots, worldwide. When the abolitionists were trying to sensitize to the whole world that trokosi is
the worst practice of the human race, then all these issues come in: they have sex with them on the
bare floor, whipping them, raping those of very young age and all of that. That is what they say to
sensitize people and raise their emotions. They insult the whole African race just to solicit money.
They put us at the level below beasts, even apes and monkeys don’t do that. That a human being
would do that to another just to solicit money from foreign donors is very unfortunate’ (quoted in
Eckardt 2004:63). 
23 www.slavechild.com by Every Child Ministries, accessed 5 June 2006.
24 Similar accounts were given by several shrine priests interviewed by Eckardt (2004). I attended
one International Needs liberation ceremony myself. While I cannot judge whether the women liber-
ated that day at Agave were ‘real’ trokosis, I was struck by the obvious control of ING over the
whole performance, including the arrangement of wooden benches for the priests and the trokosis,
plastic chairs for the ING people from Accra, and a ‘high table’ for foreign dignitaries, the Christian
opening prayer by a pastor, the speeches, the ‘emancipation rituals’, and the ‘signing’ of the legal
liberation documents by the priests. The unequal power balance between the local traditionalists
and the Accra-based activists was highlighted during this last ‘ritual’, when a young International
Needs lady routinely pressed the thumbs of the elderly priests queuing in front of her table on the
ink pad and the forms. An argument arose when one of the priests who was able to read and sign
for himself strongly objected to the use of the term ‘fetish slaves’ in the document and refused to
sign before this was changed into ‘trokosis.’ The terms were then changed with pen in the printed
documents and he signed. Other than this small, but significant act of resistance, the chiefs seemed
to have no other choice than to play their role in a spectacle put up by others, a point the chief priest
also hinted at in his libation prayer.
25 While the 1999 US Department of State Report on International Religious Freedom mentioned
4000 trokosi women and girls living in bondage (thus echoing International Needs claims), the 2002
Report stated that ‘According to the local NGO International Needs, there were more than 2,000
women or girls in Trokosi shrines; however, according to credible reports from international
observers, there were no more than 100 girls serving at Trokosi shrines throughout the Volta
Region.’ An Adidome assemblyman working closely together with FESLIM admitted to me that
‘Yes, as for the figures, they are not reliable. The figures are inflated by the NGOs, because they also
have to make a living. While they are doing the liberations, they also have to eat’ (interview 10
January 2003).
26 ‘The practice explicitly forbids a Trokosi or Fiashidi to engage in sexual activity or contact during
the atonement period. In the past, there were reports that the priests subjected girls to sexual abuse;
however, while individual instances of abuse may occur and many priests have eventually taken
Trokosis as their wives, there is no evidence that sexual or physical abuse is a systematic part of the
practice’ (US Department of State 2005).
27 See for example the accusing articles on ‘Afrikania, Idolatry, and Slavery’ on the website of
Teaching Africa (Every Child Ministries) (www.teachingafrica.com).
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8

Media Afrikania 

Styles and strategies of representation

Introduction

In April 2003 Kafui Nyaku, a programme producer with the private television sta-
tion TV3, approached the head of the Afrikania Mission, Osofo Ameve, to make a
documentary on the survival of ‘African traditional religion’ in times of Christian
dominance. It was to appear as part of the weekly series ‘Insight.’ Keen on public
representation, but restricted by lack of money, Ameve was pleased with this pro-
posal, as it promised half an hour of television exposure at the expense of TV3.
What followed, however, was a long process of negotiations between the TV crew
and Afrikania leaders, members, shrine priests and priestesses. In the end there
was much frustration and a disappointing result. Ameve was especially bothered
by the abundant shots of a goat and fowl sacrifice at one of Afrikania’s rural
branches. He felt that this would only confirm popular Christian stereotypes of
traditional religion as cruel and backward. According to Ameve, ‘the media always
refuse to show how beautiful traditional religion can be, because they are all
Christians.’

This chapter examines the Afrikania Mission’s struggles with the mass media and the
dilemmas it faces in its attempts to counter the dominant image of traditional religion
with an alternative image. In the face of the general negative public opinion on
African traditional religion and the fierce contestation of particular traditional reli-
gious practices examined in the previous chapter, Afrikania is very much concerned
with public representation and promotion. In response to the assertive visibility and
audibility of charismatic Christian churches in the public sphere, the Afrikania
Mission actively seeks to access the media to also establish a public presence and gain
recognition for ATR. Its politics of representation is complicated, however, not only by
its limited financial means, but also by its awkward position in between the dominant,
Christian formats and styles of representing religion and the shrine priests and priest-
esses that it claims to represent, but who are often more concerned with concealing
than with revealing.

To repeat the central concern of this thesis, the religious appropriation of mass
media raises the question of how the formal particularities of a medium relate to the
formal particularities of religious practice. I have taken as a point of departure that
neither religion nor media can be reduced to the other; they are mutually constitutive.
Mass media are never a purely technical form that can be applied to the realm of reli-
gion; rather, they entail specific formats, styles, and modes of address. The question is
how these different aspects of media resonate with, clash with, or transform religious
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modes of representation and practices of mediating spiritual power and connecting to
the divine. Linked to this set of concerns is the question of how mass media formats
relate to the constitution of religious authority. Although the adoption of mass media
is never smooth and uncontested, some religious forms seem to be particularly well-
suited to technological mass representation. In chapter 4 I have argued that the suc-
cess of the televisual culture of charismatic Pentecostalism in Ghana can be traced to
the similarity between specific formats, styles, and modes of address of the medium of
television and the Pentecostal emphasis on spectacle, mass spirituality, revelation, and
charismatic authority. With African traditional religions, the use of mass media is
much more problematic and contested. The emphasis on secrecy and concealment, in
practices of dealing with spiritual power, and in the constitution of religious authority
does not easily fit the publicity of audiovisual mass mediation. 

To understand the dynamics of African religion in an era of rapid mass media
development, we can thus not limit ourselves to studying doctrines, beliefs, and ritu-
als, but must take into account matters of style and format associated with public
media representation. Challenging easy oppositions of form and content, medium and
message, this chapter deals with the interplay of religious formats and media formats
in the reconfiguration and public representation of a highly contested religion. It does
so by situating these dynamics in the context of the wider power relations within the
media field discussed in chapter 1 and its dominant discourses and representations of
religion. For Afrikania, the historical changes in the relations between the media, the
state, and religion in Ghana, resulting in the current charismatic-Pentecostal media
dominance, have been crucial not only for its possibilities of media representation, but
also for the media styles it has adopted or has been forced to adopt. 

We have seen that Pentecostal-charismatic churches not only broadcast their
message, but also found ways to mass-mediate charisma, a sense of spiritual power,
and miraculous experiences. This chapter points out that Afrikania uses the media
mainly to spread an intellectualist message about traditional religion. While commu-
nicating and being in touch with spirit powers is key to African religious traditions,
Afrikania leaders hardly include this aspect in the mass-mediated face of traditional
religion. The first part of the chapter shows how new media opportunities and con-
straints have pushed Afrikania to adapt its strategies of accessing the media and its
styles of representation. The second part presents an analysis of a series of Afrikania
media events, to address the larger issue of the relation between practices of dealing
with spiritual power and the formats and technologies of audiovisual mass mediation.
Adopting media formats such as the documentary, the news item, and the spectacle,
involves a constant struggle over revelation and concealment and entails the neglect
of much of the spiritual power that constitutes African traditional religions.

Afrikania in the media: from voice to image

From its birth in 1982, the Afrikania Mission has made use of mass media – first radio
and print, and later also television – to establish a public presence, to disseminate its
message, and to attract followers. Yet, over the last decade Afrikania’s relation with
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and operation in the media field has drastically changed as a result of shifting rela-
tions between the media, the state, and religion. Not only have these changes made
Afrikania’s access to the media increasingly problematic, they have also altered the
frames and formats upon which Afrikania can draw in its efforts at self-representa-
tion. 

Damuah and the media: the voice of spiritual nationalism
As pointed out in chapter 1, until 1992, the media in Ghana were largely controlled by
the state, which favoured ‘African tradition’ in its promotion of national culture,
among other channels through the media. During Damuah’s time, Afrikania’s friendly
rapport and convergence of interests with Rawlings’ government sustained its con-
stant media presence and made the movement and its leader widely known. First,
Afrikania had a privileged position on state radio, the only radio at that time. While
Rawlings banned all Christian radio and TV programmes from the airwaves, the
Afrikania Mission, as the religious branch of the revolution, was the only religious
group granted airspace on state radio. Its weekly radio broadcast, in which Damuah
explained Afrikania’s objectives and ideologies, thus reached a large audience
throughout the nation. Every Tuesday evening, Afrikania voiced its ideology out to
the nation, drawing upon the anti-western rhetoric of the political and cultural revolu-
tion.

This is Afrikania Mission, the religion of those who have freed themselves from
foreign religions and have the courage to serve God according to their con-
science and the holy traditions of Africa. Yes, Afrikania is a way of life and
more especially a spiritual revolution that tells the African to be himself (open-
ing Afrikania radio broadcast, 3 October 1989, quoted in Boogaard 1993:86)

The same revolutionary rhetoric characterized Afrikania’s newspaper Afrikania Voice.
The four pages of the January 1989 issue, for example, are filled with a front page arti-
cle by Damuah on ‘Traditional Religion: New Look,’ a back page article by Ameve on
‘The African Traditional and Cultural Heritage,’ and centre page articles on ‘Jesus was
a Black Man,’ ‘We need a strong Africa,’ and ‘How missionaries enslave people.’
Although the front page headline suggests a concern with the image of ATR, the
newspaper’s name rightly captures its aim of public speaking, of circulating
Afrikania’s teachings discursively rather than visually. Compared to Afrikania’s radio
broadcast, however, the Afrikania Voice issued these teachings of spiritual revolution
much more irregularly and reached a very limited audience.

Secondly, Damuah was constantly present at all kinds of official ceremonies,
which greatly enhanced his appearance in the news. News in the state media was
(and still is) structured around public figures of importance (Hasty 2005) and Damuah
certainly was such a political Big Man. Thirdly, Damuah and other Afrikania leaders
were regularly invited to appear on state television, most notably the talk show
Cultural Heritage, to express their opinion in all public debates touching on traditional
culture and religion. In chapter 1 I have argued that programmes such as this rearticu-
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lated, polished and framed African traditional religion as ‘cultural heritage,’ and were
primarily aimed at generating and disseminating knowledge about traditional reli-
gion and culture to boost national pride. This in contrast to a Christian programme
like Church Service, that served to encourage people to participate in Christian reli-
gion. The media’s preference for ATR over other religions thus also implied a reduc-
tion of traditional religion to ‘cultural heritage’ as part of a nationalist project. Not
presented as religion in itself, African traditional religion in the state media was never
meant to inspire people’s religious life. Three interrelated media frames were thus
available to Afrikania during the first decade: revolutionary rhetoric, news structured
around Big Men, and cultural heritage.1

Ameve and the media: public image and beautification
When Ghana returned to democracy in 1992, the consequences for the public repre-
sentation of Afrikania and ATR were enormous. Afrikania’s loss of government sup-
port, including free airtime, put an end to Afrikania’s radio broadcast. More generally,
as described in chapter 1, the process of democratisation fundamentally changed the
Ghanaian media field and resulted in a strong charismatic-Pentecostal media domi-
nance. The implication of the entanglement of Pentecostalism and the Ghanaian
media for the representation of traditional religion is that these churches use the
media not only to advertise their own success and morality, but at the same time cir-
culate a counter image of the non-Christian Other that finds fertile ground in the pen-
tecostally-oriented public sphere. Their diabolisation of African traditional religion
nurtures a widespread animosity, which is rooted in a long history of Christian sup-
pression. The media play an important role in reinforcing popular fears and fascina-
tions with sensational stories and images of ‘juju’ priests and shrines as persons and
places of evil. Tabloid front pages (figs. 8.8, 8.11) scream about ‘occultists’ trading in
human blood and organs, calendars depict the ‘true life story’ of a man ritually sacri-
ficing his wife in exchange for millions of dollars, and radio stations broadcast live-
on-air testimonies of people confessing their previous visits to shrines and revealing
the sacrificial demands the priests would make. Whereas the dominant media image
of Christianity is created by Christians themselves, be it a particular type of
Christians, the public image of African traditional religion is not shaped by adherents
of this religion, but rather by those who despise it. The Afrikania Mission, dedicated
to the public promotion of ATR, tries to counter such negative, stereotypical represen-
tations with a more positive image. 

Whereas in its early days, Afrikania’s representation strategies were mainly
rhetorical and discursive, with the expansion of television culture in general and reli-
gious television in particular, Ameve is now more than ever concerned with public
image, with beautification, with making ATR look attractive. Afrikania’s access to the
media, however, has become increasingly difficult. As it no longer enjoys free airtime,
it has to compete with others in a Christian dominated media scene. The major set-
back for Afrikania vis-à-vis the charismatic churches is lack of financial resources.
Afrikania has never been money minded and in this time of commercial media this
makes it difficult to make its voice heard and even more difficult to be seen. Half an
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hour radio airtime may cost about $ 50, excluding the registration fee and the ‘chop
money’ for all the workers involved. For thirty TV minutes one pays $ 600, a huge
sum for Afrikania, where members pay monthly dues of 1,000 cedis ($ 0.12), if they
pay at all, and contribute coins rather than banknotes to the Sunday collection. As
pointed out in chapter 5, Afrikania’s major source of money is Ameve’s private capital.
He used this to pay for airtime on GBC radio for some time, but he stopped his regu-
lar radio preaching when he thought it more effective to invest in the new building
and the establishment of the Priesthood Training School. Another disadvantage
Afrikania faces compared to Christian churches is the low number of traditionalists
working in the media sector. Almost all professionals working with the various media
houses are Christians, and often convinced born-again Christians, and this influences
media content and framing. As Gideon, a young Afrikania member working with
GBC radio, told me, the few traditionalists working in the media always have to face
the majority attitude of their Christian colleagues. Lack of money and of connections
in the media sector thus make it very difficult for Afrikania to counter the Christian
hegemony and to influence public opinion on ATR. 

Furthermore, Afrikania’s interactions with the media are thorny because the
shrine priests and priestesses that it wishes to represent are far from eager to cooper-
ate as they are often more concerned with concealing that with revealing. They often
do not recognise themselves in the public image of beauty that Afrikania seeks to
present. But, more importantly, many of them feel they have nothing to gain from
media publicity and choose instead to remain somewhat secretive. Their spiritual
authority depends on highly restricted access to spiritual knowledge and practice.
Afrikania’s aim of reforming and making ATR public clashes with the performance of
secrecy that surrounds traditional religious practices. This tension between Afrikania’s
project and shrine priests’ concerns with spiritual power and secrecy often flares up
during media activities, when Afrikania finds itself caught between those it aims to
represent and the available means and modes of representation. Afrikania’s leaders
are aware of the concerns of shrine priest(esse)s, but they also know that in order to
gain recognition and compete with Christian churches, they have to create a clean and
beautiful image and make this image public through the various media channels. Yet,
they are also highly suspicious of the media, because of their Christian bias and
‘wrong’ portrayal of traditional religion as filthy, ugly, and backwards, or worse, as
evil and demonic. An analysis of Afrikania’s various interactions with the media high-
lights these dilemmas.

Struggling with media formats 

As Afrikania does not have the financial and technological means to produce and
broadcast—and thus control—its own programmes as charismatic churches do, its
leaders try to find other ways into the media. They depend, however, on the goodwill
and concerns of journalists and media houses and struggle with media formats that
do not allow them full control over the message and image produced and circulated
in the public sphere. As pointed out in the previous chapter, Afrikania enters the
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media in relation to public issues, debates, and conflicts. Such public debates impose
certain formats on Afrikania’s interactions with the media and certain ways of fram-
ing. The main media formats available to the Afrikania Mission are the talk show, the
news, and to a lesser extent, the documentary format. With these formats, however,
Afrikania can never check the eventually broadcast or published messages and images
that journalists make of its media performance. In contrast to AltarMedia’s production
of Living Word, discussed in chapter 4, with Afrikania’s media representations it is
always other people who select, edit, and frame shots and quotes. This section dis-
cusses examples of Afrikania’s struggles with each of these three media formats.

Talk shows
When invited, Ameve or other Afrikania leaders feature in radio and sometimes tele-
vision talk shows, which gives them the opportunity to make Afrikania’s political-reli-
gious voice heard in public debates, to create awareness among the people, and to get
recognition for African religion. Yet, it is always the talk show host who directs the
interviews and more or less controls what can be said and what not. On radio, the talk
show that most often hosts Afrikania is Peace FM’s Wo gyidie ne sen? (what do you
believe?), a talk show with representatives of various religions discussing a certain
topic. Here, however, I will concentrate on television talk shows. 

For some time Ameve was, like Damuah before, regularly invited for the state
TV programmes Cultural Heritage and About Life, both mentioned earlier, and In the
Light. He acted as a cultural specialist to boost the nation’s knowledge of ‘our culture’
and moulded traditional religion into the heritage frame provided by the state.
During the late nineties, for example, Ameve featured in About Life broadcasts on top-
ics such as ‘bans on drumming,’ ‘culture and religion,’ ‘culture and morality,’ and
‘occultism.’ Cultural Heritage and About Life continued to be broadcast until a few
years ago, but have, according to the GTV head of religious programming Pearl
Adotey, now ‘served their goal and are no more relevant.’2 This may be interpreted as
another indication of the Pentecostalisation of the public sphere. Interestingly, when
Ameve was invited to a talk show on one of the private TV stations, TV3’s Hot Issues,
the framework initially appeared similar as Ameve was asked to talk about ‘the reli-
gion of the African’ and pushed into, but also feeling quite comfortable in, the role of
the intellectual talking about the Egyptian origin of African religion, the various spiri-
tual beings ‘the African’ believes in, and the significance of libation. Soon, however,
the host started challenging Ameve, using words like ‘fetish’ and ‘primitive’ and the
conversation turned into an antagonistic verbal fight between the Christian and the
non-Christian. A fragment:

Host: So when we describe [your way of worship] as primitive, why do you
want to contest it? You use stones and blood and other related materials to
worship. What is nice about that?
Ameve: What is fetish about it?
H: Why stones?
A: What has that got to do with you? Do we not have freedom of worship?
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H: We do, but how you do it…
A: If I decide to sit by a stone, and slaughter a fowl on it, and get result of what
I want, how does it effect you? I have carried my own stone to my house, or to
a selected place, and slaughtered a fowl on it, because I want something, and I
got that something, and I am satisfied.
H: So to you, the end justifies the means. How you get there should not be any-
body’s concern.
A: It should not be your concern at all. I have the freedom to do what I am
doing. When you sit in your chapel, praying, speaking tongues, shouting, do I
come to condemn you?
H: Don’t you find anything wrong with it?
A: Do I come to condemn you?
H: No, but if you find something wrong with it you have to condemn it.
A: Why do I condemn somebody’s worship? Unless that worship affects me. If
it does not affect me, nothing is wrong with it.
(Hot Issues, 10 September 2002)

As in his defence of libation described in the previous chapter, Ameve voiced a mod-
ernist idea of religion as confined to the private: everybody has the freedom to do
what he likes as long as it doesn’t harm anybody else. ‘The way I worship is nobody
else’s concern.’ He thus employed a discourse of tolerance as a response to
Pentecostals’ condemnation of all non-Christian religion and could not be seduced to
condemning Pentecostal practices in return. 

Clearly, Ameve’s debating strategy was also a way of claiming moral superiori-
ty over Pentecostalism. As much as the host was clearly posing his questions from a
Christian viewpoint, Ameve was also opposing a Christian other. It sometimes looked
like he was personally accusing the host of what he accuses the whole Christian socie-
ty including all the press of. At a certain point the interviewer rightly commented that
he hoped Ameve was not aiming at him personally. Far from framing African tradi-
tional religion as ‘our cultural heritage,’ the Hot Issues host rather framed it as belong-
ing to a kind of exotic Other, who believes in all kinds of strange things and spirits.
This tendency to exoticise can be more widely observed, especially with the private
media. It can be argued that a good talk show host has to provoke his guests a bit.
Still, the posing of questions in terms of ‘we’ versus ‘you’ seems a significant depar-
ture from the interviewing modes of GTV talk shows. 

Afrikania as news
Afrikania also finds its way into the media by inviting (and paying) journalists to
press conferences on topical issues, to traditional festivals where Afrikania plays a
major role, or to newsworthy Afrikania events. It thus has to reframe the movement or
ATR in general as news. 

In the past Afrikania has organised several press conferences, among others on
‘Christian indoctrination in schools’ and on the ban on drumming. When in
September 2002 a government minister called for the abolishment of libation at state

-  329 -

8. Media Afrikania

13-hoofdstuk-8-p323-354.qxd  30-3-2008  20:27  Pagina 329



functions and a hot media debate followed, Afrikania immediately organised a press
conference to speak its mind (in chapter 7 I have discussed Ameve’s speech at that
occasion). The Sunday before all members were encouraged to show up ‘so that at
least our numerical strength will be shown and these people will not shoot and show
empty seats.’ For that, Ameve used to complain, is what ‘the media’ always do.
Afrikania has a preoccupation with numbers. Angry that ATR is always represented
as marginal and with very few adherents, as for example by the (highly contested)
population census, Afrikania wants to show that ‘we are many.’ The 1997 Convention
of Afrikan Traditional Religion was primarily meant to do just that. Television images
of charismatic churches with their masses of people also provide a point of reference
for Afrikania’s media representations. Funds were raised from among the members
and leaders, because ‘they won’t talk unless you pay them.’ The organiser, Osofo
Boakye, explained that 

all the newsmen coming should be paid some ‘transport money,’ about 100,000
cedis each (about $ 12), which is for them personally, not for the station. We call
that public relations. If you don’t recognise somebody as PRO [by giving some
money], they will not carry your message. If you give them only coke, they will
not talk. If you call journalists to come and take your message outside, even for
a short news item, you always have to pay them.3

Counting the reporters, camera men, light men, and soundmen of the various radio
stations, plus the additional costs, he estimated the total cost of the press conference at
about six million cedis (over $ 700), the bulk of which had to come from Ameve’s
pockets. Journalists of two TV stations, four radio stations and four newspapers
attended the press conference, filmed, taped, and listened to Ameve’s speech, and
asked questions. Afrikania’s antagonistic attitude towards the media and media prac-
titioners described above in the case of Hot Issues was also very clear during this
press conference. All the Afrikania people addressed the press as ‘the other,’ as the
Christian other. As if they were all the time saying ‘you the Christians,’ assuming all
the press is on the Christian side. This is not unfounded of course (see chapter 1), but
the tendency was more to oppose the press, as an enemy almost, than to manipulate
and make use of the press. They addressed the press in the first place as Christians
and only in the second place as professional journalists.

By delivering speeches on press conferences and other occasions, handing out
the print version to journalists, and giving interviews, Ameve ties into the press for-
mat of structuring news around authoritative statements of Big Men, and the com-
mon journalistic practice of getting hold of the printed speech and writing the news
story on the basis of that (Hasty 2005). Indeed, when Afrikania enters the news, it is
often on the basis of a statement made by Ameve. Newspaper reporters select con-
troversial statements, which may have nothing to do with the occasion where the
statement was made, for front page headlines. Thus Ameve reached the front pages
with headlines such as ‘Some pastors go to juju’ (Times of 4 April 2002) or ‘Afrikania
lashes at Christian leaders: Do these pastors have conscience?’ (Chronicle of 6 April
2002). More ‘neutral’ headlines, such as ‘Afrikania ordains new priests’ (Daily
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Graphic of 2 April 2002) or ‘We’ll maintain country’s culture – Afrikania Mission’
(Daily Graphic of 5 October 2002) get much less prominence in terms of page and
space allocation and caption font size. Needless to say, what journalists select as
most newsworthy is often not what Afrikania wants to publicize in the first place.
Examples of such conflicting interests will be given below.  

Another way of getting traditional religion in the news is to alert or invite the
press to traditional festivals. There is a long tradition in the Ghanaian media of report-
ing on cultural festivals in the country and the vivid spectacles such festivals often
entail make them wanted items for news photography and television. Nevertheless, to
ensure television coverage Afrikania sometimes explicitly invites TV stations to festi-
vals where it plays a major role or where Ameve gives a speech, for instance the Bliza
(corn) festival in Ameve’s hometown Klikor on 18 August 2001. Again, this invitation
involved paying the journalists and organising transport for them. Journalists of TV3,
GTV, Radio Ghana, and the Daily Graphic were brought to the spot by Ameve’s driver
in an Afrikania vehicle and paid by Kofi Agorsor, an Afrikania priest and professional
artist and musician. Three days later the evening news carried a one-minute item on
the celebration of the Bliza festival. The Afrikania Mission was not mentioned, nor did
Ameve come on the screen. What was shown was the drumming and the dancing, the
priestesses with their loads of beads and white patterns painted on their legs and
arms, the presentation of corn cobs, and the ritual burial of a live fowl. No attention
was paid to the spiritual significance of the festival. Media reports of such events fre-
quently reduce African traditional religion to ‘pomp and pageantry’ and ‘colourful
cultural heritage’ and so did this news item. Ameve always complained about this,
but Afrikania’s aim of beautifying traditional religion unintendedly connects to or
even invites such a media frame. Indeed, it employs very similar formats of spectacle.

In Ghana’s commercial media scene newsworthiness has come to depend to a
certain extent on sensation and spectacle. In order to attract journalists to a positive
image of traditional religion and to ensure coverage, then, Afrikania stages spectacu-
lar performances. In this, it is very particular about beautification. Whereas in its early
days, Afrikania’s representational strategies were mainly to talk about ATR as an ideo-
logical source, it is now more than ever concerned with public image, with making
ATR look nice, clean, and modern ‘to make it attractive to the people.’ The media
spectacles that Afrikania stages are not spectacular shrine festivals, but events such as
the inauguration of the headquarters, the 20th anniversary, the graduation ceremony
for student-priests, or the ordination of priests, exactly the kind of events that charis-
matic and Pentecostal churches also like to advertise in the media. Let’s recall
Afrikania’s 20th anniversary celebrations described in chapter 5 for example. The offi-
cial opening of the mission’s huge new building with a public durbar and worship
service was clearly meant as a spectacle of attraction for an outside public. The
anniversary cloth with the mission’s logo, the roadside signboard, the balloon and rib-
bon decorations, the famous shrine priest sitting in state, the speeches and the dances,
and the cutting of the tape got their significance mostly from the presence of press
reporters and photographers, radio journalists, and most of all the Ghana Television
crew that were to carry the images and the messages to the whole nation. Ameve and
other Afrikanians were disappointed, however, at the limited media coverage that was
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given to the event. The one-minute news item in the evening news and the small
report in the corner of page 23 of the Daily Graphic were, according to Ameve, not in
relation with the importance of the event, and certainly not in relation with the atten-
tion given to much less important events organized by charismatic churches.
Moreover, Ameve complained that 

Anytime they show our things they don’t show it with happiness. They are
forced to show it. So they showed the speeches and what happened alright, but
you could see they were forced.

The public ordination of sixty new Afrikania priests and priestesses described in
chapter 6 was another ‘public spectacle’ that was primarily geared towards an outside
media audience. The crowd of initiates in their spotlessly white uniforms posing and
dancing in front of the mission’s equally spotless new story building could, as the
organizers hoped, convince the public of the beauty and cleanliness of Afrikania. At
the same time, the abundant use of mystical substances had to make the public
believe that this nice and neat religion is nevertheless powerful. Unfortunately for the
organizers, no television station came to cover the event. The only film cameras pres-
ent were those of Godwin Azameti, a camera-minded Afrikania member who often
records important events for record keeping purposes, and myself. Ameve was very
happy to hear then, that my own film recordings of the ordination were to be includ-
ed in the television documentary TV3 was preparing at that moment (fig. 8.4). 

The making of Insight
When Kafui Nyaku, a programme producer working with TV3, approached Kofi
Ameve about making a TV documentary on Afrikania, Ameve readily agreed despite
his bad experiences with ‘misrepresentation’ of ATR by TV3. In Ghana it is often the
subjects of TV documentaries (or news items) themselves who ask—and pay—for
being documented. In this case, however, the journalist took the initiative, so it meant
TV3 was to bear the cost. Moreover, Kafui is an Ewe, just like Ameve and most
Afrikania members, and this gave him confidence in the project’s outcome. Insight is a
weekly half-hour TV documentary series dedicated to various aspects of Ghanaian
social and cultural life. Ameve pictured thirty minutes of prime-time television show-
ing nice Afrikania events in Accra and in the rural areas and pro-Afrikania commenta-
tors. This must have seemed like a great opportunity thus to boost Afrikania’s public
image. But interests differed and control over the images to be broadcast was negoti-
ated between different parties involved in the various shooting sessions organized by
Osofo Ameve and Osofo Boakye, Afrikania’s ‘National Organizer.’

First, the crew went to a shrine in Accra, selected by Ameve for its neatness, the
Berekusu shrine of Okomfo Boadi Bakan. Osofo Boakye visited her beforehand to
inform her that TV3 was coming to film and to ask her what she wanted to show on
television. Ameve told me that ‘we will not go and shoot what we want, but ask her
what she wants the world to see, whether healing, prayer, sacrifice.’ But the priestess
did not want the world to see any of these and only allowed the crew to take rather
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static shots of Ameve and her conversing in the waiting area outside the shrine room
(fig. 8.1). This greatly disappointed the producer, who had expected much of this ses-
sion and afterwards told me that ‘it was nothing much after all, the shrine was very
neat, nothing like the images we see on TV and in films. They didn’t perform any-
thing.’ Clearly, her expectations were influenced by the dominant images of shrines in
Ghanaian films (Meyer 2005a). Interestingly, she was evidently conscious of such
influences: she explicitly examines the impact of film on popular ideas by including in
her documentary a shrine scene from a Ghanaian video movie and disapproving (in
voice-over) of the portrayal of traditional religion in such movies as destructive ‘juju’
and its followers as agents of the Devil. She also used editing to give visual expression
to her disappointment at being denied access to
‘the real thing.’ The last scene of the documentary
shows Okomfo Bakan entering the waiting hall and
disappearing behind the white curtain that closes
off the shrine room. While her voice invokes
Onyankopon (God), the closed curtain fills the
screen. Unintentionally perhaps, Kafui thus
extended the priestess’ strategy of performing
secrecy so as to suggest something powerful and
assert her own authority of having exclusive access
to the spiritual power hidden behind the curtain.4

For TV3’s visit to a rural Afrikania branch,
Ameve selected the Apertor Eku shrine in the vil-
lage of Dagbamete (Volta Region), because, as he
told me, ‘here we still have traditional religion in
its natural form.’ Making use of his personal net-
work in the Volta Region, Afrikania’s ‘outreach
program’ has been most successful there and many old shrines, such as the Apetor
Eku shrine, are now affiliated to Afrikania. Ameve’s wish to include a rural branch in
the documentary has much to do with widespread notions of rural authenticity, the
idea that what is far away in the village is ‘more authentic’ than what one finds in the
city, where religion and culture have become contaminated by modernity. Afrikania’s
techniques for generating authenticity tie into such notions, when it claims that what
it does derives from the rural areas where ‘the real thing’ still exists, and discursively
and visually refers to such rural places in its public performances and representations.
Moreover, it is widely believed that the Ewe people in the Volta Region have access to
powerful spirits and ‘medicines,’ and Afrikania exploits such popular stereotypes in
its claims to spiritual power. 

When the Afrikania leaders, the film crew, and I arrived in Dagbamete after a
two-and-a-half-hour drive from Accra, a crowd of people was waiting for us. In front
of the camera, Ameve was spectacularly welcomed like a big chief. He walked under a
royal umbrella, preceded by women sprinkling water on the dusty ground, and fol-
lowed by a drumming group and hundreds of cheering and singing people. Shots of
this scene were later edited as the opening shots of the documentary. In procession we
walked to the shrine, a simple but large, open wooden structure with a low cement
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Fig. 8.1 Osofo Ameve and Osofo Boakye
conversing with Okomfo Boadi Bakan at
the Berekusu shrine in Accra. Video still
taken from TV3 documentary on the
Afrikania Mission.
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wall all around, several entrances and a corrugated iron roof. Inside the structure
under a canopy stood a kind of altar with bowls, clay mounds, some objects and a lot
of dried blood on it. Before the altar on the ground was another, bigger clay mound,
also with blood on it, and bottles of drink standing by it. This part was clearly much
older than the structure that had been built around it quite recently. Behind the altar
were an office, a store, and a notice board with the programme of the shrine festival
the previous month. Seats were arranged for the important people; all the members of
the shrine were sitting on the ground. When it was announced that nobody may wear
sandals or slippers inside the shrine, Kafui and I took ours off, but the cameramen did
not. Ameve was not expected to take his sandals off because he had ‘every right to
wear sandals.’ He was clearly the big man here. He, his wife, and Osofo Boakye were
seated on luxurious sofas beside the altar and when he was officially welcomed, peo-
ple yelled as if he was a hero. In his speech to the worshippers, in English for the pur-
pose of television and translated into Ewe, he said:

I am happy TV3 is here to cover the activities of the shrine. I thank them for
that. They for some time have not been our friends. Because when they cover
our things, they don’t show them well. But today they are here to cover our
activities for the purpose of a documentary on our religion. I am very happy
about it. They are welcome. 

Soon, however, trouble rose about what was to be filmed and what not. As soon as the
ceremony started with the taking of some bowls and objects from the altar and the
arrangement of these beside the clay mound on the ground, the shrine keepers told the
cameraman, to his anger, not to film from this point onwards until they would tell him
to continue. The calling of the deity Apetor Eku with a bell, ‘special prayers,’ and ritu-
als was not to be caught on camera. When the animal sacrifice started, he could film
again, but the altar at the back was not to be filmed and this determined the position
and direction of the camera. The shrine keepers remained constantly busy to prevent
the camera from disturbing Apetor Eku by capturing his dwelling place in its lens.

After a priest poured libation on the altar on the ground, asking Apetor Eku to
accept the offerings, men and women kneeled down in half a circle, holding goats and
fowls. Some also brought money or ‘schnapps.’ A microphone passed around for
everybody to announce his or her name and offering. The priests collected all animals
and money and placed them by the altar on the ground. All this could be filmed, even
though it included shrine objects. The problem lay with the high altar under the
canopy. After the deity accepted the fowls and goats, the owners held the animals by
the neck and strangled them to death (fig. 8.2), supported by the bell, singing, and
drumming.5 As soon as an animal died, the person laid it down, kneeled and touched
the ground with the forehead and elbows. When all animals were dead, the priests
assembled them at the altar, cut their throats one by one, and poured their blood over
the ritual objects on the ground, the high altar at the back, and the rest in bowls.
While the animals were carried away, women poured sand on the blood that had
spilled on the ground and started sweeping the floor. The service ended with drum-
ming, dancing, singing, and merrymaking. Afterwards the local Afrikania branch pro-
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vided drinks and food to the television crew and the Afrikania leaders from Accra.
This sharing of food and drink after the official program had ended recalls the jour-
nalistic practice of invited assignments to state functions and forges informal relation-
ships of intimacy, and thus of obligation, between hosts and journalists (Hasty 2005).
Also, when departing for Accra, Ameve gave Kafui some cash ‘for transport home.’
Again, this was a token of mutu-
ality. 

The third event to be
filmed was a Sunday service at
the Accra headquarters, some-
thing totally different from what
had been shown at the rural
branch. Modelled after a
Catholic mass, it includes no
bloody animal sacrifices, no
frenzied possession, but is con-
ducted all very orderly and ‘civ-
ilized.’ With much drumming
and dancing, it is also a very
lively event—a good occasion to
show the world that Afrikanians
are, just like Christians, a happy
and dancing crowd, worship-
ping one supreme God in a nice and modern way. During the Sunday services the
weeks before, the coming of the film crew was announced to the members and they
were as usual called upon to show up in their numbers to ‘give these TV people no
chance to film empty seats to show on TV’ and to mirror the charismatic image of the
mass. Indeed, many more people, all dressed in their Sunday best, than usually came
to services showed up for the Sunday service that TV3 had come to film. While nor-
mally only the officiating priest dresses in the white gown of Afrikania priesthood,
now all Afrikania priests wore their white gowns to increase the spectacle of the
event. 

There was a major problem, however. The TV crew planned the visit during
the annual ‘ban on drumming and noisemaking,’ discussed in the previous chapter.
During this month of silence the traditional authorities in Accra would not allow
drumming and libation, both crucial to Afrikania worship. Afrikania could not of
course defy the ban, but neither could it influence the date. As the priests and congre-
gation were waiting for the film crew, Osofo Yaw Oson took the mike and explained
what was going to happen. 

We are in the ban on drumming and noisemaking by the Ga traditional council.
And for that matter our service today will look a bit awkward. There will be no
drumming. For the same reason there will be no libation.

A discussion followed about whether to do libation or not. In the end it was decided,
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Fig. 8.2 Video shot of offering scene at the Apertor Eku
shrine, Dagbamete, used in TV3 documentary on the
Afrikania Mission.
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on the advice of an elderly Ga shrine priest, Nii Nabe, that there would be ‘dry liba-
tion,’ the motion would be shown, the prayers said, but without water. 

The act is what we want to portray, that is how we do our services. We will
hold the calabash and whoever will do the libation will just display the action,
but we will not drop any drop of water for the purpose. 

This underscores my argument that Afrikania is first of all devoted to symbolization
of ATR, often at the expense of substance and embodiment. This, I would say, is typi-
cal for Afrikania’s predicament in the public sphere.

When the TV3 people finally arrived (two hours late, which was angrily inter-
preted as a sign that they were not interested), the camera, light and sound were set
up and the officiating priest quickly went through the service (figs. 8.5, 8.6). All the
usual parts were performed, except the drumming, and thus the dancing.  There was

still singing, but with-
out the drumming, it
was much less lively
than usual. The result
was a rather dull,
spiritless service that
lacked the participa-
tion and the pleasure
of the congregation in
the dancing. Libation
was indeed done
‘dry,’ with a calabash
empty of water, and
thus of spiritual
meaning. An Ewe
shrine priest, Torgbe
Kortor, performed it
and the camera cap-
tured it from below

so as not to reveal the empty calabash (fig. 8.3). The ritual Ewe words, mumbled by
the elderly priest, lent the act an aura of authenticity. But the fact that the libation
prayer could be said at all during this pre-Homowo period, suggests that Afrikania
ascribes very little power or sacrality to this ritual speech. Apparently, without water
being poured, the words did not disturb the deities’ rest, or indeed may not even have
reached them. All in all, the whole service was clearly a show put on for TV.
Interestingly, the documentary producer seemed to take the rituals much more seri-
ously. During the sprinkling of Holy Water on the congregants, she ducked away so
as to prevent any drop of water from touching her body. She, as well as the camera
men, all of them Christians, clearly chose to remain outsiders to this event and not to
participate in any way. 
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Negotiating authority
Clearly, the making of a television talk show, a news item, or a documentary involves
a negotiation between different people with different interests and different ways of
asserting authority. Let me analyse in greater detail how this worked out in the case of
the TV3 documentary. Ameve and his assistants, who acted as mediators between the
TV crew, the shrines, and the Afrikania congregation, wanted to exploit the opportu-
nity to present a beautiful, positive, and clean image of ATR to the general public, a
PR strategy to promote ATR. He thus was rather uncomfortable with the animal sacri-
fice at the Apertor Eku shrine. Meant to be ‘traditional religion in its natural form,’ it
certainly did not fit his ideas about ATR as a ‘modern religion.’ Great was his disap-
pointment when the documentary came out, with the first and larger half of it dedi-
cated solely to the sacrifice. The strangling of the animals and the people bowing
down before the dead animals on the dusty floor would only confirm popular stereo-
types of traditional religion as dirty, backward and cruel. But he had no control over
the final production.6

Ameve also
pushed Afrikania,
and therefore himself,
forward as the repre-
sentative of all tradi-
tional religion in
Ghana, a highly con-
tested claim. The fact
that TV3 approached
him and put him in
the position to organ-
ize all the shooting
events, gave him the
opportunity to show
the public that the
Afrikania Mission is
indeed the mouthpiece
of traditional religion
in Ghana. As the authoritative specialist on traditional religion and culture, he
received the film crew in his spacious office on the first floor of the Afrikania head-
quarters for an interview on camera, in which he explained the ins and outs of ATR.
What he did not know, however, was that, apart from him, other knowledgeable spe-
cialists were also included as authoritative voices. In the whole organization of the
making of the documentary, Ameve also tried to re-establish his relationship with TV3
at the same time as strengthening his relationships with shrines. The whole event in
Dagbamete seemed very much geared towards welcoming and honoring the great
leader from Accra. Unfortunately for Ameve, however, the documentary eventually
introduced the Afrikania Mission and him only very late. To the viewer, the Apertor
Eku shrine that came first had nothing to do with Afrikania at all. Instead, the docu-
mentary commented that Afrikania ‘finds it difficult mobilizing people already in the
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Fig. 8.4 Video shot of the Afrikania priests ordination ceremony,
used in TV3 documentary on the Afrikania Mission.
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practice of traditional religion; most traditional priests are suspicious of them.’
The TV3 producer Kafui Nyaku, herself a Catholic, wanted to give a ‘neutral’

impression of the survival of African traditional religion in these times of Christian
dominance and thus to show whatever was going on. She did not mind visiting
shrines for this documentary. She thought it could not affect her, because she does not
believe in the power of divinities and she did not go there with bad intentions or feel-
ings towards traditional religion. She did pray to Jesus about it though and hoped
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Fig. 8.5 TV3 crew filming an Afrikania Sunday service (photo: Richard Nyaku).

Fig. 8.6 TV3 crew filming an Afrikania Sunday service (photo: Richard Nyaku).
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that she did nothing wrong to insult the divinities. She said she is ‘just neutral’ and
‘respects the shrine adherents.’7 She was also critical of popular condemnation of tra-
ditional religion and expressed this in her documentary with voice-over comments
like 

This aspect [of sacrifice] of the religion is condemned and termed as backward
by this modern era of religious fanaticism. Unfortunately, when people talk
about traditional religion, they ignore the faith and rather talk about these sac-
rifices.

She concluded with the statement that 

People like Okomfo Bakan remind us that African traditional religion is still
with us. It is therefore important for people with different beliefs to accept
them and not ignorantly condemn their practices.

Kafui thus underlined her authority as the maker of the documentary by making clear
that her representation of the subject is not distorted by any personal, religiously
inspired aversion against it, neither by personal involvement. 

Being ‘neutral’ meant not only being value-free with respect to the subject, but
also not accepting gifts from any party. After the Sunday service in Accra, Ameve
wanted to give Kafui some money, but she did not accept it, telling Ameve that it is
against her ethics. Later in the car she explained to me: 

We have this culture in Ghana that people give journalists money for the work
they do. But I am not going to make a pro-Afrikania documentary and that is
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Fig. 8.7 TV3 crew interviewing Hunua Akakpo on camera (photo: Richard Nyaku).

13-hoofdstuk-8-p323-354.qxd  30-3-2008  20:28  Pagina 339



what he expects when he gives me money. I want to remain neutral and I can’t
when I would accept money.

She did accept his ‘transport money,’ however. Her idea was to make two films out of
the material: a neutral one for TV3 and a pro-Afrikania one, for which Ameve, Kafui
hoped, would pay millions of cedis. Unfortunately, shortly after the TV3 documentary
came out, Ameve died and was succeeded by a much less wealthy man.

The objectives of the TV station as a whole had to do with credibility. Private TV
stations in Ghana are still very young and thus still have to prove themselves. They
have to cope with an image of being primarily commercial and therefore not responsi-
ble and objective enough. Credibility is especially important with the authoritative
genre of the documentary. Unlike fiction film, the documentary genre is concerned
with representing reality, in particular with providing insight (hence TV3’s documen-
tary series’ title) into an aspect of reality. Embedded in the genre is the claim that a doc-
umentary depiction of the world is factual and truthful. In the documentary on
Afrikania, several techniques were used to enhance its credibility. First, voice-over nar-
ration, characteristic of the expository documentary mode, was used to anchor mean-
ing and construct authority (Nichols 1991). An authoritative voice frames, explains, and
clarifies what the audience sees, translates the subject matter to a lay audience.
Decoupling voice from person reinforces the impression of objectivity: one hears a
voice, but does not see the person that speaks. In this case, the producer herself record-
ed the voice-over. It is this ‘Voice of God’ commentary from an all-knowing, all-seeing
viewpoint that aligns the expository documentary with investigative journalism
(Beattie 2004). While one sees images of the sacrifice at the shrine, for instance, the
voice-over explains that ‘most religions believe in various forms of sacrifice; in tradi-
tional religion sacrifices are made to atone for sins, or in approval of an answered
prayer’ and that ‘their belief is that God forgives those who confess their sins in public
and offer a feast in atonement. This is the reason why birds and animals are sacrificed.’

A second strategy involves drawing upon diverse ‘authoritative voices’ that
affirm both objectivity and expertise. Short interviews with ‘specialists’ were included
in the documentary, answering questions about and giving their informed view on
African traditional religion. Afrikania was not involved in the selection of ‘specialists.’
Instead of being presented as the authoritative expert on traditional religion, Ameve
thus became one among others: Dr. Akrong at the Institute of African Studies,
University of Ghana; Alhaji Sule Mumuni of the Religions Department of the
University of Ghana; the Methodist Archbishop Asante-Antwi; the Catholic
Archbishop Sarpong; and Dr. Dartey Kumordzi of the traditionalist Hu-Yaweh
Foundation. 

The other side of the coin of professed objectivity is the construction of other-
ness. As the voice-over makes clear, the documentary on Afrikania is about ‘them,’ not
about ‘us.’ This ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy is characteristic of the tradition of the
ethnographic film (and of classical ethnography in general), but, interestingly, also
characterizes much of Ghanaian private media production on traditional culture, that
tends to exoticise ‘African culture and traditional religion.’ 8 Partly, this may be due to
the fact that the private broadcast media, much more than the public ones, tend to
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copy foreign programme formats and modes of representation, including modes of
representing ‘African culture.’ CNN and BBC documentaries about ‘disappearing cul-
tures in the far corners of the globe’ provide a point of reference for local documen-
tary makers. But it also has to do with the Christian bias of the Ghanaian media and
the Christian background of most media professionals. They tend to represent a tradi-
tionalist Other in opposition to a Christian Self. The framing of the documentary nar-
rative binds the makers and the spectators in an implicitly Christian ‘Us,’ gazing at the
non-Christian Other. As with classic ethnographic filmmakers and their subjects, the
relation between the makers and subjects of the Afrikania documentary, between
observers and observed, is an unequal looking relation. The people behind the camera
use the power of vision and ‘insight’ to represent and explain the people in front of it,
to whom they clearly do not and do not want to belong. The documentary thus shows
how the frames and formats of classical expository ethnographic film, including its
construction of otherness, map onto the dominant Ghanaian framework of thinking
about religion in terms of modern Christianity versus traditional African religion. 

Despite its claims to credibility and neutrality, as a commercial station, TV3 is
also concerned with ratings, and thus with attracting and binding viewers, targeted
primarily among the urban and predominantly Christian population of Southern
Ghana. Thus, in the selection of shots in the editing phase, the audience’s satisfaction
in seeing stereotypes confirmed also counted. The unfamiliar, almost repulsive images
of the animal sacrifice resonate with the spectacularisation of the rural, non-Christian
Other in much of Ghana’s visual popular culture. 

Both Afrikania’s concern with showing the polished beauty of ATR to the pub-
lic and TV3’s concern with providing insight clashed with the concerns of the shrine
priests and priestesses that Afrikania asked to participate, especially Okomfo Bakan,
the priestess in Accra. Initially, she did not see the benefit of the documentary and was
reluctant to receive the TV crew at her shrine. Ameve managed to convince her to par-
ticipate, but rather than promoting her practices to an outside public, she was con-
cerned with concealing as much as possible. The priests and shrine keepers of the
Afrikania branch in Dagbamete were equally concerned with keeping the camera
away from the divinity, although they allowed the crew to film certain rituals and per-
formances. The performance of secrecy is a way of asserting power. In African tradi-
tional religions, spiritual authority is achieved by elaborate processes of initiation into
the spiritual ‘secrets’ of a shrine. Access to religious knowledge in traditional cults is
thus restricted, and this is the power base of religious specialists. Moreover, access to
the spaces in which spiritual power is dealt with, is equally restricted. Healing or con-
sultation sessions usually take place in seclusion on a one-to-one basis, often at night,
while many rituals of spiritual communication are performed in secret rooms where
nobody but the priest may enter. This concealment of spiritual practice and knowl-
edge is partly the outcome of a long history of suppression and attempts at eradica-
tion, culminating in the current Pentecostal hostility against traditional religious prac-
titioners and places. But it also has to do with the structures of authority of African
cults and shrines. This restriction on vision and knowledge, then, makes the represen-
tation of African traditional religiosity through the medium of television film prob-
lematic. 
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Spectacles of otherness, spectacles of evil

In chapter 6 I discussed Afrikania’s techniques of authentication, whereby its claims to
spiritual power are legitimised by posing as Christianity’s other. I argued that
Afrikania thus appropriates stereotypical representations of traditional spirituality. In
this section I will discuss three media events that point to the risk involved in this
strategy: spectacles of otherness easily become spectacles of evil. 

Human vultures
From November 2002 to February 2003 a remarkable story appeared in several
tabloids. Under the front page heading ‘Two men turn into vulture in juju money ritu-
al,’ The Gossip reported the mysterious disappearance of two young men in Abossey
Okai, Accra (fig. 8.8). The two spare parts dealers had been missing for about a week
when an ‘anonymous, but reliable source’ from the neighbourhood tipped the
reporter that the two had visited a ‘juju man’ around the time of their disappearance.
It turned out that in order to acquire ‘juju money’ (sika duro) and get rich quickly, they
had had themselves turned into vultures by the ‘juju man’ (The Spectator published
the same story in February 2003 in a slightly different version and reported that the
two men had travelled to a juju man in Benin for the purpose). But unfortunately,
when the juju man had gone to town to buy some medicines to turn the two business-
men back to their human shape, he was knocked down by a vehicle and died. ‘As a
result, the two businessmen are still lurking around as vulture and,’ the story ended,
‘none of his assistants is powerful enough to transform the human-turned-vulture
back to normal life.’

A lot could be said about this story, but what interests us here is that after the
publication (and its remediation on several FM stations) a reporter from The Spectator
approached Ameve for his comments on the story. Although neither Afrikania nor any
of the individual members had anything to do with the story, Ameve invited the
reporter to a Sunday service at Arts Centre, where he integrated the press interview in
the service and involved the members present to talk about the case. A surprising
move, considering Ameve’s fierce critique of this kind of sensationalist portrayal of
ATR as ‘juju.’ Instead of brushing the story aside as cheap fiction, he took the story
seriously in front of the reporter and even claimed to have a solution for the thorny
situation in which the two spare parts dealers now found themselves. 

The next Saturday The Spectator devoted almost its entire front page to the bold
headline ‘Hope for the human vultures … Okomfo to intervene’ and a picture of two
vultures sitting on a roof with the caption ‘the two human-turned into vultures.’ The
head of the story read as follows:

The possibility of human beings turning into vultures has been confirmed by
the leader of the Africania Mission and another religious leader. In the opinion
of Osofo Okomfo Kofi Ameve of Africania Mission, people can be turned into
vultures and could be brought back to human form. The well-known tradition-
al priest, therefore, declared that the Africania Mission was capable of trans-
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forming the two men believed to have been recently turned into vultures in
Benin, back to human form, free of charge if indeed the story was true. He
demanded that the two vultures should be trapped and brought to the Mission
to be transformed into humans (The Spectator, Saturday 8 March 2003).

Ameve took up an interesting position regarding ‘juju’ here. By claiming that
Afrikania would be capable to counter ‘juju,’ he twisted the public’s association of tra-
ditional religion with ‘juju.’ The story continued with an example given by Ameve of a
vulture turned human during a traditional drumming and dancing session and
Ameve’s digressions about the beneficial power of witchcraft. After Ameve’s view rep-
resenting traditional religion, the report also gave ‘the Christian’ and ‘the Muslim’
view on the case, citing a Pentecostal pastor who said that it is possible to turn human
beings into vultures and an imam denouncing this kind of beliefs as contradicting the
very principle of Islam. 

From what we have seen in chapter 6, we might expect that the portrayal of
Ameve as a ‘well-known traditional priest,’ claiming ‘the means and the power to turn
them back into normal human beings,’ would not go uncontested by initiated shrine
priests. Unfortunately, this happened just before I left Accra and I have hardly been
able to follow up on the aftermath of the publication. Neither have I heard Ameve’s
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reaction. In any case, what struck me was that Ameve totally went along with the very
mode of representing ATR that I had so often heard him complain about. Confronted
with the risk of Afrikania’s modernisation of ATR becoming spiritually unsubstantial,
or, to be more precise, of appearing powerless to the public, Ameve explicitly claimed
that Afrikania had access to spiritual power. The media frames available to make such
claims public, however, do exactly what Ameve opposes: they reduce traditional reli-
gion to spectacular magic employed to transform humans, get rich quickly, or, most
dramatically, to destroy and to kill. Indeed, I later heard that when Ameve died, sev-
eral media connected his sudden death to his interference in the vulture case and sug-
gested that his mingling into juju matters might have evoked the wrath of the spirits
involved or of other, more powerful juju men, who then killed him by spiritual
means. What is important to stress here, then, is that while Afrikania’s public claims to
spiritual power may seem ‘mere’ representations when observed from within the
movement, they may resonate with very real experiences of and beliefs about spiritual
power on the part of the public. In other words, what for Afrikania leaders is just an
image or a performance, may become a threatening presence for spectators. Images of
otherness may become a touch of evil. This was also clear in the following case, which
involved the physical destruction of such threatening images.

‘Beckley’s juju: seeing is believing!’
Another story that kept the tabloids busy for months was the case of Dr. Beckley,
whom we encountered at the very beginning of this thesis. Unlike in the cases of the
human vultures and the three debates on ‘culture’ discussed in the previous chapter,
Afrikania was extremely reluctant to speak out on this case, for reasons that have to do
with the nature of the debate, or perhaps better, public scandal. It provides a telling
example of the dilemmas involved in Afrikania’s strategies of media representation. 

Dr. Beckley is a famous Ghanaian ‘occultist’ and medical doctor who was
arrested and saw his house and shrine destroyed by a mob in April 2002, after he was
accused of abducting a tomato seller and binding her to a tree on his compound.
Following the incident, a media scandal evolved and created a lot of negative publici-
ty for traditional religious practice in general. But instead of focussing on the proceed-
ings of the court case and on what actually happened – it turned out that there was no
evidence and eventually Dr. Beckley was discharged without any reason given for his
initial arrest – all the tabloids carried front page stories about and pictures of Beckley’s
occult practices and allegations of sales of human blood and use of human parts for
rituals (fig. 8.11).9 Within days poster-calendars appeared with titles such as ‘Beckley’s
Juju: Seeing is Believing’ and ‘Beckley’s evil deeds exposed’ and pictures showing all
kinds of ‘fetishes,’ statues of the gods in his shrine, his ‘flying coffin,’ a ‘victim’s skull,’
and other frightening things allegedly used in his spiritual practices (fig. 8.9). A pic-
ture of a young girl with a text balloon reading ‘Jesus saved me’ reveals the
Pentecostal framing of the case. The same poster, however, also contains a critique on
‘false prophets’: a picture of ‘Beckley alias Ghana Bin Laden’ with the text ‘I have
helped many pastors’ and another picture showing ‘Beckley in a Handshake with a
Pastor Client to the Shrine’ (fig. 8.10). On the street corners where such posters were

-  345 -

8. Media Afrikania

13-hoofdstuk-8-p323-354.qxd  30-3-2008  20:28  Pagina 345



for sale, people gathered around them to look at the images as a source of news.
Many people are fascinated with such dark and evil powers and visualisations of it
are highly attractive. Moreover, they confirm people’s belief in the power of tradition-
al priests and ‘occultists’ and of Dr. Beckley specifically. As he himself put it in an
interview with me, 

The media are just interested in sensation, not in reporting or even discovering
the truth. [...] The media are trying to destroy me, but they have rather made
me even more popular. They have made me a popular and well known person-
ality in Ghana and abroad.10

This kind of images dominates public imagery of traditional religion and, although
not directly produced by churches, but rather by some clever enterprising Nigerian
guys, ties into widely broadcast Pentecostal-charismatic conceptions of traditional reli-
gion as satanic. As the relation between vision and belief is strong (see the poster title
‘seeing is believing’),11 it highly influences many people’s perceptions and fear of and
hostility towards all traditional religion and its adherents.

After his court case Dr. Beckley joined Afrikania (through Hunua Akakpo) and
was made a prominent member. He was frequently invited to speak during Sunday serv-
ices, which he attended with his wife. Moreover, he was given the opportunity to contin-

ue his spiritual practice in a
vacant room next to that
where Osofo Fiakpui and
Torgbe Kortor gave spiritual
consultation. I visited him in
the empty room, where he
sat behind a desk with a
burning candle and some
divination cowries on it,
smoking incessantly. He told
me that he was trained as a
medical doctor in Europe,
went into ‘occultism’ in vari-
ous shrines in Ghana, and
travelled to India to study
spiritual methods there. He
applied both orthodox
European medicine and vari-
ous methods of spiritual

healing, both African and Indian. The people who came to him for consultation at the
Afrikania Mission were new clients altogether, most of them referred to him by Ameve. 

For some time Dr. Beckley’s coming to Afrikania went unnoticed by the press,
until Afrikania’s press conference on libation. When after the official part the present
journalists discovered that Dr. Beckley was present (apparently they had initially not
even recognised him in his ‘civilised’ outfit) and ready to talk to the press, they
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flocked around him with their mikes, cameras, recorders, and note books to catch his
words and pose their questions one after the other. Ameve got little attention. The
press was more interested in Beckley’s sensational story than in the more political and
much less spicy debate about libation. And indeed, Dr. Beckley made the headlines in
the newspapers the following days with the statement that he would demand repara-
tion from the government. Afrikania’s opinion on the issue of libation at public func-
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tions disappeared to the background. Some newspapers and radio stations did not
even mention it at all, much to the anger of Ameve, who had spent so much money
and energy on the press conference. It is clear that Ameve’s attempt to exploit Dr.
Beckley’s celebrity and reputation as a powerful occultist by welcoming him and
granting him prominence, be it reluctantly, worked out wrongly. Due to Beckley’s
presence, Ameve could not escape the very media framing of traditional religion in
the sensationalist idiom of evil that he tried to counter.

What Dr. Beckley’s case made clear is that as much as the media can create
popularity and celebrity, so do they create negative popularity, antiheros. Moreover,
the commercialisation of a sensationalist image of traditional religion as the ultimate
evil (and interestingly, globalised images of evil such as Osama Bin Laden are quickly
adopted into this) forms part of the commercialisation of the Pentecostal-charismatic
dualism of God and the Devil, visualised in artistic expressions produced for the mar-
ket, like paintings, posters and calendars, and video films. That the representation of
Christianity’s enemies, whether in images or in words, is commercially viable also
becomes clear from the following example.

‘Christianity under attack’
Towards the end of my fieldwork period I became the subject of my own investigation
in a not very pleasant, but telling way. A friend alerted me to the front page article of
the Chronicle, one of the national dailies, of Saturday 8 February 2003. Under the
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screaming headline ‘Christian philosophy under attack. “Jesus is not the only way”,’ I
was presented as an Afrikania priestess attacking Christianity (fig. 8.12). What had
happened was that I had been present at a ‘graduation ceremony’ for future Afrikania
priests and priestesses marking the end of their course in ATR. The Afrikania leader-
ship wanted the event to get public attention and had invited the press. One of the
reporters that had turned up asked me whether I was one of the graduating priest-
esses. Apparently he saw that I knew the graduates and, looking for a scoop, thought
he had a good story for his paper: a white Afrikania priestess. I had to disappoint him
and told him about my research. He got interested, or at least so he seemed, and
wanted to ask me some questions about my research findings. This he did and I told
him something about the dynamics between traditional religion and Christianity and
about their respective relation to the media. His last ‘by-the-way’ question was to
which religion I adhered myself, whether I was a Christian or not. While I thought
that this had nothing to do with my research findings and should not be of his con-
cern, after asking so many people about their religious convictions, I also felt obliged
to answer and told him that I do not belong to any religion by birth, that I believe in
what may be called God, but that I am not a Christian. ‘Why?,’ he asked. ‘Because I
cannot believe that Jesus Christ is the only way to God and that’s what Christians
have to believe, isn’t it?’ The reporter was satisfied and went on to transform my per-
sonal disbelief into an attack on Christian philosophy in bold front page capitals, and,
disregarding of what I had told him, substantiated this attack with the claim that I, a
student of the University of Amsterdam, Marleen de Witte or Adwoa Agyapomaa (the
name I am often called by in Ghana), was among the thirty-five graduating Afrikania
priests and priestesses. 

Of course, after spending almost a year building relations of trust with pastors
and members of various Christian churches I was troubled. I had always been honest
to them about my own religious background (or the lack of it) as well as about my
research on the Afrikania Mission, but none of them of course knew me as a radical
anti-Christian Afrikania priestess. I worried most about what Otabil would think, so I
visited him in his office to get things straight. He had seen the Chronicle, so he told
me, but he already knew that I had been lured into a trap by the reporter. As a public
personality he knew very well how the Ghanaian media, and perhaps the media any-
where, worked. He told me not to worry about my reputation, because every well-
thinking person knows this. Although Otabil’s reaction reassured me, I still worried
about what my other informants would think of me. I impossibly could visit all of
them in the two weeks left before my departure. Unfortunately, my repeated visits to
the Chronicle office in an effort to have a rejoinder published on the front page
proved fruitless.12 Yet, the incident is telling not only of the ineffectiveness of some
media regulations in practice, in this case the entitlement of a person written about to
publication of a rejoinder, but also of the difficult relation between traditional religion
and the Christian dominated media. Just as in Dr. Beckley’s case, the media eagerly
present traditionalists, or perceived traditionalists, as the enemies of Christianity,
often in a sensation-seeking way. Such a story on the front page sells well. Indeed, that
Saturday’s Chronicle was sold out quickly, as I discovered when I tried to buy some
extra copies for myself.
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Of course I also spoke to Ameve about the publication. Even though the story
incorrectly presented me as an Afrikania priestess, this did not bother him at all. On
the contrary, it pleased him, as ordaining me as a priestess was exactly what he had
wanted to do on an earlier occasion at the beginning of my stay. I had declined, but
now at last Afrikania got front page attention for having a Dutch lady among its
priesthood. Ameve did not mind the fact that this ‘news’ pushed to the background
what he had initially wanted the press to report on, the graduation of Afrikania
priests and priestesses and, by extension, the successful functioning of his school for
traditional religion. Nothing of the speech that he had delivered (and handed out in
print), in which he explicitly stated that ‘our goal is not to attack other religions’ and
adopted his usual discourse of tolerance, appeared in the story. Attack is newsworthy,
tolerance is not. But what counted for Ameve was that Afrikania had reached the
front page. What this case again highlights, then, is the very limited influence
Afrikania has on what is represented in the media and how this is represented. In the
end that is determined not by Afrikania’s interests, but by the professional and com-
mercial motives of journalists, that is, by what makes a good story, what sells well, or
whether there are more newsworthy events going on that attract a newspaper’s or
broadcasting station’s human and technical resources. And that again is connected to
much broader societal dynamics, to political and economic developments and to inter-
religious relationships, all of which reflect in the media field. 

Conclusion: formats, technologies, and spirit power 

To understand the encounter between African religiosity and audiovisual media tech-
nology, I have proposed to analyse the relationship between the formats and technolo-
gies of media representation and the specificities of religious mediation. Compared to
charismatic-Pentecostal TV programs, which, as argued in chapter 4, may mediate an
experience of ‘Holy Ghost power,’ Afrikania’s media representations lack much of what
occupies the religious practitioners they claim to represent: spirit power. Local divinities
seem to refuse to operate through modern media. This has to do with the TV formats
available to Afrikania, which hardly leave room for spirituality. They are in the first
place informative formats, not meant to invite participation in religious practice, as do
Christian broadcasts, but to convey information about it. Such framings fit Afrikania’s
intellectualist approach. But they are also formats of ‘othering.’ They are about them and
what they believe and do, making it hard for Afrikania to counter popular stereotypes.

The absence of spirit power from Afrikania’s media representations also has to
do with Afrikania’s difficult position in between the public sphere and the shrines and
the negotiation about revelation and concealment. Afrikania’s concern with cleanli-
ness, beauty and visual attraction conflicts with, for example, the spiritual power of
animal blood used in rituals. Both Afrikania’s aims and project and the dominant for-
mats of televisual mediation clash with the formats of religious practice in shrines. In
the first place, spiritual power and authority thrive on secrecy, concealment, and the
restriction of religious knowledge. But it is also the particular aesthetics of shrines that
makes televisual representation problematic. In the secret places where ‘the real thing’
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is, there is usually not much
more to see than some
mounds covered with dry
blood and hardly identifiable
objects, black pots, stones, or
at best carved figurines (figs.
8.13, 8.14) . These do not so
much represent particular
deities, but rather present
them. They make them pres-
ent in the space of the shrine
and enable the shrine priest to
communicate with them and
deal with their power. The
dominant formats of spiritual
mediation in shrines, then, are
not modes of visual attraction,
of spectacle, of mass address.
As such they are not aestheti-
cally fit for television formats
aimed at seducing people and
drawing them in, formats of
which charismatic churches
make ample use. As we have
seen, the aesthetics of shrines
and traditional religious prac-
tice are fit for television, how-
ever, as a ‘spectacle of other-
ness’ in a documentary format
or in Ghanaian movies. But
this was not as a spectacle of
beauty and attraction as
Afrikania would like to see.
Moreover, spectacles of other-
ness risk being perceived as
spectacles of evil.

So much for formats of mediation. There is also something about the relation
between audiovisual technologies and spiritual power that complicates its media repre-
sentation. The problem is not that spiritual power cannot be mediated by modern
media technologies. On the contrary: the very reason that certain places and activities
connected with the presence of spirits may not be filmed is that the camera is believed
actually to be able to catch a spirit and take it away. Such beliefs tie into ‘the logic of
sympathetic magic that conflates signifier and signified’ (Spyer 2001:308). When pho-
tography was introduced in West Africa, some people feared that the camera would
steal their souls. Several ‘spiritualists’ explained to me how they would use a person’s
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Fig. 8.14 Afrikania members posing in their shrine (brekete) 
in Accra.
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photograph to spiritually heal or harm the person depicted over a long distance
(Behrend 2003). None of them used video for this purpose, but one said it could be
possible if only you use the right words. In the case of the TV3 documentary, filming a
divinity’s dwelling place would disturb it and interfere with its operation. Hence also
the stories of videographers and photographers who did try to capture secret places
and mysteriously found their cameras not functioning, or the images not appearing
(cf. Spyer 2001). Similar claims to the unrespresentability of the sacred concern sound.
Sacred events would often not only entail restrictions on taking images, but also on
sound recording. Unauthorized recording of sacred sounds (ritual speech, music)
would similarly result in malfunctioning of recording equipment. Conversely, a clear
sound recording would, as a photograph or film, be interpreted as proof of the deities’
permission to represent. There seems to be something about the interaction between
audio and visual technology, the body and spirits that is beyond human control. 

In the above examples, the power of vision and of hearing is closely connected
to spiritual power. Images and sounds are not separated from spirits by a relation of
referentiality, but connected by a relation of presentationality. Visual representation
can acquire power of its own and seeing it can affect the seer. An image does not rep-
resent spiritual power, but makes it present (Behrend 2003; Meyer 2005a). In other
words, the image is iconic rather than symbolic; it does not symbolize, but it embodies
the spiritual reality behind it. The same, I would argue, counts for sound. Ritual
speech or drumming does not refer to the power of deities, but embodies their power
and may thus affect the hearer. Interestingly, then, charismatic-Pentecostal looking
and hearing practices, in which images and sounds can transfer the power of the Holy
Spirit to the viewer (De Witte 2005; Gordon and Hancock 2005), show a continuity
with traditional African ideas about seeing, hearing and spiritual power. The differ-
ence is that in charismatic Pentecostalism every believer is able and expected to access
the power of the Holy Spirit personally, and thus its mass mediation is encouraged.
By contrast, in traditional religions access to the powers of particular divinities is
restricted to initiated religious specialists, whose authority depends on their exclusive
access to these powers. By preventing outsiders from taking shots or recording the
sounds of powerful places and events, then, shrine priests and priestesses protect their
control over the spiritual power they work with and depend on for their living.
Documentary makers’ efforts of giving the general public insight into traditional reli-
gious practices by audiovisually representing them, clash with shrine priests’ efforts at
keeping these practices invisible and inaudible in order to prevent such images and
sounds from transmitting the power they embody, through the camera, the television
screen, and the loudspeakers, to the wrong people in the wrong, non-ritual contexts.
The struggle over the eye, the ear, and their technological extensions thus becomes a
struggle over the control of spiritual power.

The question of how to represent spiritual power in the media occupies many
religious groups seeking media access, but the question of the very representability of
the sacred seems to be especially pressing for African traditional religion. Patricia
Spyer has argued with regard to the Aruese sacred event of the Cassowary’s annual
play that a resistance to being reproduced by cameras is ‘tantamount to the ideologi-
cal rejection of truth, transparency, enlightenment, or, in short, modernity’ (2001:307),
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and thus a way of escaping the repressive power of modern technological means. At
the same time, however, this refusal of photography goes hand in hand with a desire
for mechanical, serial reproduction. African traditionalists face a similar challenge in
this era of mass-mediated religion. The big question for the Afrikania Mission is how
to make use of the new media opportunities and technologies to participate in the
religious public sphere and ‘modernizing’ traditional religion without losing the very
ground on which the power of traditional religion stands, that is, secrecy, invisibility,
and opacity. This is a challenge that the Afrikania Mission has up till now hardly been
able to meet.

Notes to chapter 8

1 In communication theory and sociology, framing is a process of selective control over the individ-
ual’s perception of media, public, or private communication. Framing defines how an element of rhet-
oric is packaged so as to allow certain interpretations and rule out others. Media frames can be cre-
ated by the mass media or by specific political or social movements or organizations. The concept is
generally attributed to the work of Erving Goffman, especially his 1974 book, Frame analysis: An
essay on the organization of experience.
2 Interview 21 November 2002.
3 Interview 9 September 2002.
4 See Van de Port (2006) for a discussion of the performance of secrecy in Candomblé and the visual
representation of this in film.
5 To test the sacrifice, the animals were taken one by one, made to touch the sacrificer’s back and
head and laid down over and over until they did not stand up again, a sign of being accepted by the
deity. One fowl was not accepted and was given back to the woman. It was said that she had caused
an abortion to the anger of the deity.
6 When I talked about the documentary with Ameve’s successor Atsu Kove, he expressed a very dif-
ferent opinion: ‘Me I don’t mind the blood sacrifice. That is what the people saw. So they must show
it. Me I don’t mind. They can say what they want to say. That is what we are doing. You don’t have
to hide it. If you hide that side and the people come and find out themselves it is not fine. Show
them everything’ (17 March 2005).
7 Kafui’s interest in traditional religion as expressed in her documentary exemplifies an approach to
traditional religion that remains somewhat underemphasised in this thesis. While focussing on the
relationship between the Pentecostal and the traditionalist points of view, I leave an alternative
standpoint out of account. For Kafui, as for a large group of people of various religious back-
grounds, traditional religion is by far not as problematic as for most Pentecostals. Although they do
not adhere to it, they respect it as any other religion and may indeed be interested in it intellectually
without fear of getting involved or being affected.
8 I am referring here to the older expository style of ethnographic filmmaking, in which the
Afrikania documentary seems to fit best. There are other modes, however, that explicitly question
this relationship through reflexive and collaborative modes of documentary (Beattie 2004).  
9 Beckley himself told me that he suspected the government to be behind his arrest: ‘If a government
is good, then I help them spiritually, but if a government is bad and against human good, then I
work against them. That is the case with Ayadema, so he hates me. Ayadema is a good friend of
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Kufour, so now they work together to eliminate me, together with an influence from Benin. The
government is behind my arrest and the whole case, of course’ (Interview 5 December 2002). This
statement also confirms what I noted in chapter 7, that politics in Ghana is tied up with spiritual
powers and practices. These hardly appear in the open registers of the public sphere, but in the
more hidden registers, and surface only in the format of rumour. See Ellis and Ter Haar (2004) on
the significance of such rumour.
10 Interview 5 December 2002. As described in the opening vignette of the introduction to this thesis,
the recording of this interview was ‘mysteriously’ erased from the disc. Quotations given here were
retrieved from memory one week after the interview was held and may not be verbatim. 
11 See also Meyer’s example of a person who referred to video films in trying to prove that witch-
craft is real (Meyer 2005a).
12 Mrs. Apostle Addae Mensah, whose picture was accidentally published with the story, did suc-
ceed in having a rejoinder published.
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Conclusion: Making Sense

This thesis has examined two religious organisations in Ghana, the charismatic
International Central Gospel Church (ICGC) and the neo-traditionalist Afrikania
Mission, as they manifest themselves in complicated entanglement in the liberalised
and commercialised media sphere. Throughout the chapters, two interrelated issues
have remained in focus. The first concerned the question of how charismatic
Pentecostalism and African traditional religion relate to each other in the public and
the more private domains, and what the mass mediation of both religions does to this
relationship. Secondly, the focus on mass media allowed me to lay bare a more gener-
al and basic problem of religion that I have introduced at the beginning of this thesis
as the problem of mediation. This problem concerns the tension produced by reli-
gion’s simultaneous need for mediation and denial of mediation. This tension is at
work in all kinds of religious practices of connecting to or rendering present the
divine, but gets accentuated in religious groups’ struggles with and ideas about mass
media. I have thus compared how the ICGC and the Afrikania Mission in dealing
with mass media deal with the problem of mediation. In particular, I have explored
how in both religious traditions practices of electronic mass mediation relate to other
modes of religious mediation. Such a comparison not only reveals much about charis-
matic Pentecostalism and traditional and neo-traditional religion in Ghana and the
dialectics between them. It also offers insights into the much broader question of reli-
gion and mediation. In the first two sections of this concluding chapter I reflect on
these issues on the basis of the ethnography I have presented. In the last two sections I
place the discussion in a wider cross-cultural perspective and offer some additional
reflections on the enchanting power and semiotic ideologies of media technologies
and on the sense-making capacities of religious mediations, and the epistemological
challenges they pose. 

Dialectics

I have studied the International Central Gospel Church and the Afrikania Mission as
part of a single religious field with a shared genealogy and a partly overlapping audi-
ence. The ethnography I have presented shows that the relationship between charis-
matic Pentecostalism and African traditional religion in this field is characterised by a
paradoxical dialectics of opposition and entanglement. In opposing each other and
asserting difference, charismatic Pentecostalism and (neo-)traditional African religion
not only influence each other, but are intimately bound up with each other. This
dialectics is historically informed by the ‘long conversation’ between Christianity and
indigenous religions, but gets amplified in the present era, in which religious manifes-
tation is increasingly mass mediated. The mass mediation of religion, which boomed
with the liberalization of the Ghanaian media scene in the 1990s, both sharpens reli-
gious antagonism and generates religious forms that are shared across religious
boundaries. 
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I have addressed the ways in which the ICGC and the Afrikania Mission seek
to access the new public sphere. Both the charismatic and the traditionalist revival
movement have been inherently mass mediated from their very beginnings in the
early 1980s. In the 1990s, however, the synergy of democracy, media liberalisation,
and neo-liberalism brought about a revolution in the relationships between the
Ghanaian state, mass media, religion, and commerce that fundamentally changed
both movements’ styles and strategies of public presence and representation. From
1992 onwards, Ghana’s formerly state-controlled media scene gradually developed
into a plural, liberalized, and commercialized field of interaction. Religious groups,
and especially charismatic-Pentecostal churches, made use of the new media opportu-
nities this offered. This has intensified religious competition for public presence,
expressed in terms of public visibility and audibility, and tensions between born-again
Christians and traditionalists in the public sphere. In this field charismatic
Pentecostalism and African traditional religion seem at first sight to be radically
opposed in terms of media use and public presence. 

The new commercial public culture of personality creation, spectacle, and
dramatisation provides particular fertile ground for charismatic-Pentecostal media
strategies. Charismatic Pentecostalism, with its emphasis on charismatic leaders, mas-
sive crowds, and embodiment and dramatic expression of spirit power, flourishes in
Ghana’s public sphere, where pastors become celebrities and mass mediated sounds
and images facilitate the flow of the Holy Spirit. I have traced the success of the televi-
sual culture of charismatic Pentecostalism in Ghana to the correspondence between
the formats, styles, and modes of address of commercial broadcast media and those of
communicating spirit power in charismatic ritual. I have argued that African ‘Men of
God’ such as Mensa Otabil tap into the globalised commercial formats of celebrity,
spectacle, and branding as a source of power in a local religious context in which reli-
gious specialists are perceived to embody divine power. The convergence of these two
kinds of power in the figure of the pastor-celebrity enhances his charismatic appeal.

The Afrikania Mission has much more difficulty spectacularising traditional
religion and bridging the gap between the practices of shrines and the formats of the
commercial public sphere. Having lost its earlier state sponsored radio broadcast to
democratisation processes, Afrikania has adopted new strategies for the public repre-
sentation of Afrikan Traditional Religion (ATR) that make it visually attractive for a
broad media audience and seek to counter Pentecostalist demonizing representations
of traditional religious practices. These efforts, however, are hampered by lack of
resources and dependency on Christian oriented media houses and professionals. On
a deeper level, what complicates Afrikania’s media activities is a clash between the
requirements of the Christian dominated televisual public sphere, that presuppose
certain formats for what ‘religion’ is and should look like, and the dominant formats
of spiritual mediation in shrines. The latter are not modes of visual attraction, specta-
cle, and mass address, but rather of seclusion, secrecy, and concealment. In represent-
ing ATR in the media, Afrikania thus has to negotiate with traditional priests and
priestesses, who are often wary of audiovisual media.  

This difference between charismatic Pentecostalism and African traditional reli-
gion is reinforced by their antagonistic position towards each other. In forming and
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authenticating religious identities and subjectivities, both strongly affirm boundaries,
stress discontinuity, and create the other as ultimate Other. I have discussed how the
charismatic-Pentecostal stance towards traditional religion as the evil Other finds
expression in sermons, healing and deliverance rituals, and media representations.
Otabil’s intellectualist stance towards African traditional religion takes some distance
of the sensationalist demonisation of it that inundates the popular media.
Nevertheless, his message of radical cultural transformation equally identifies African
traditional religion and culture as the root of Africa’s problems, albeit with a less spiri-
tualist, and for his audience more sophisticated coating. In a mirroring move,
Afrikania holds Christianity, and charismatic Pentecostalism in particular, responsible
for all evil in Ghanaian society. Only a return to traditional religious systems of moral-
ity, crime prevention, and social and spiritual control could save the country and the
African continent.

Behind the surface of religious differentiation and antagonism, however, inter-
esting continuities and mutual influences emerge. Four shared aspects of charismatic
Pentecostalism and African traditional religions are particularly relevant here; first, a
religious imaginary that recognises the direct presence and influence of spirit beings
in people’s daily lifeworld; second, a practical, thisworldly (rather than otherworldly)
focus that is directed at spiritual problem-solving and physical, material, and social
wellbeing; third, an emphasis on the role and power of divinely elected religious spe-
cialists as intermediaries between human beings and spirit powers (despite the
Pentecostal rejection of such mediation) and, by extension, a competition for clients
between such religious specialists; and forth, a bodily regime that values expressive,
emotional modes of worship and constitutes the body as the prime medium of inter-
action with the spirit world. Despite its marked globalism and explicit distancing
from African traditional religion, charismatic Pentecostalism thus resonates with
much of indigenous religious traditions. Moreover, this is crucial to understanding its
tremendous appeal. 

Conversely, the foundation of the Afrikania Mission and its neo-traditionalist
revival can be understood only in direct connection with the historical and contempo-
rary presence of Christianity in Ghana. I have discussed how the very notion of
African Traditional Religion is a historical product of the close interaction with
Christianity. Continuing this interaction, Afrikania has adopted a Christian derived
form and concept of religion for its reformation of traditional religion, despite its
fierce opposition of Christianity and its claim to provide an ‘authentically African’
alternative. At present it is the same charismatic-Pentecostal type of Christianity that
has pushed Afrikania to adopt a more explicit anti-Christian attitude, that now also
provides the format for what religion is and drives Afrikania to take over many of its
practices and symbols, including its confirmation that African spirits are real and to
be dealt with. 

Religious groups’ increased use of mass media strengthens both tendencies of
mutual opposition and entanglement, thus amplifying the paradoxical dialectics
between charismatic Pentecostalism and African traditional religion. On the one hand,
with the adoption of mass media, religious groups establish an ever stronger public
presence. They become more assertive and self-conscious while religious differences
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and antagonisms become ever more marked. Religion increasingly becomes a site of
public clash and occasional violence, especially so between Pentecostals and tradition-
alists. At the same time, the global dissemination of religious messages through televi-
sion, radio, audio and video tapes and CD’s, print media, and Internet sites generates
and reproduces similar religious formats not only across spatial boundaries, but also
across religious boundaries. Clearly, mass media are more favourable to some reli-
gious formats than to others. Through their extensive media activity, charismatic
churches have by now become mainstream and established a strong auditory and
visual presence in the public arena, thus providing the format for ‘religion’ in general
and influencing not only other Christian denominations, but also non-Christian reli-
gions seeking media access. The mass mediatisation of charismatic Pentecostalism
thus has a cross-religious impact on media representations and styles of performance,
as other religions that do not accept or even radically reject its messages, do draw
upon its formats of representing religion, albeit with varying success.

In the current religious and media climate, Afrikania employs the media main-
ly in response to charismatic Pentecostalism’s repression of traditional religion and
‘colonisation’ of the nation. It draws on dominant styles of representing religion, how-
ever, that derive exactly from charismatic Pentecostalism and emphasise visual attrac-
tion, sonic impression, spectacle, and crowd imagery. These formats of extraversion
are at tension with religious formats of shrines. Paradoxically, however, the current
Pentecostal hegemony in Ghana’s public sphere at the same time pushes Afrikania
closer to shrine practitioners. The Pentecostal emphasis on the reality of African spirits
and the ways they offer to deal with them, widely publicised through their media
ministries, drives Afrikania to also claim access to spiritual power and allow more
room for spiritual practices. This also has an economic aspect of competition in the
spiritual market place. For Afrikania this is risky business, however. As it depends on
media formats that don’t allow it to control the content, such claims to offering access
to spiritual powers easily slip into popular media formats that visually and discur-
sively present traditional religion in a sensationalist idiom of evil and resonate with
widespread Pentecostal notions about the threat of evil spirits, witchcraft, and juju.

The other way around, the incorporation of African religiosity into charismatic
Pentecostalism seems at first sight not to be enhanced by the adoption of mass media.
Pentecostal practices of burning ‘fetishes’ or vomiting frogs, snakes or strange objects
believed to be the physical presence of demonic powers in people’s bodies are close to
African traditional practices of dealing with spirits, but these hardly appear in their
‘media ministries’. Charismatic-Pentecostal TV programs all convey a similar image to
the general public: these churches and their members are dynamic, young, modern,
and successful. And apparently snakes and fetishes do not fit this image. This tenden-
cy to conceal part of religious practice is particularly strong in Otabil’s ICGC, which
only shows Otabil’s ‘life-transforming’ teaching sermons and deliberately keeps its
healing and deliverance ministry – where African spirits and other demons are dealt
with (albeit without fetish burnings or frogs) – out of the media. It seems that the tele-
visual representations of Pentecostalism in Ghana are much more modelled after the
formats and styles of the global televangelical mediascape than actual practices, where
people have more freedom to divert from this model. 
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On closer inspection, however, charismatic-Pentecostal practices of seeing and
hearing, in which (mass mediated) images and sounds can transfer the power of the
Holy Spirit or of demons to the viewer or listeners, show a continuity with traditional
African ideas about seeing, hearing and spiritual power. The audiovisual mediation of
the Holy Spirit by charismatic television broadcasts, even if not limited to Ghana or
Africa, has a particular resonance in the Ghanaian context, where traditional ideas
about the senses and spiritual power emphasise the possibility of mediating the pres-
ence of spirits through sounds and images. This point will be elaborated below.

Mediations

My research focus on modern mass media brought me to a problem that characterises
religion in general. As a socially organised practice of mediating the imagination and
experience of an extrasensory presence, religion at the same time authenticates this
presence, and people’s experience of it, as beyond mediation. Religions always need
media in the wider sense of the term: material, visual, aural, or otherwise perceptible
forms that mediate between an extrasensory power - glossed as supernatural, divine,
spiritual - and people’s sensory experience and imagination of that power. From
prayer and ritual to books and images, such forms have to give people a sense of
divine power and at the same time convince them that the source of this power lies
outside these mediating forms. I found the notion of format particularly useful to fine-
tune the problem of mediation. Religious mediations, whether modern media or ritual
performance, always imply formats, that is, more or less fixed and recurrently repeat-
ed forms that frame people’s perception and experience. The reproducibility and con-
tinuous repetition of religious formats both informs their power and threatens their
successfulness. A tension between people’s awareness of the mediating format and
their sense of immediate spirit presence thus underlies religious mediation practices.
This is always a problem, but it appears sharply when religious groups explicitly
engage with mass media. The crux of the problem of mediation is that ‘media,’ ‘repre-
sentation,’ ‘immediacy,’ or ‘presence’ are not self-evident analytical categories, but
social attributions. Throughout this thesis the aim has thus been to identify when, in
what context, and by whom certain religious media are recognized as mediation or
representation (implying distance) and others are sacralized and valued or feared as
an immediate manifestation of spirit presence. The success of new religious formats
depends on how they fit or do not fit with established forms of religious mediation.
With detailed ethnography I have shown that the problem of mediation is not only a
theological problem, but is implicated in struggles for and over social authority, and
in bodily and sensory practices.

As pointed out above, charismatic Pentecostalism and African traditional reli-
gion converge with regard to their authentication of the human body as the primary
medium for the manifestation and experience of spirit powers. Traditional processes
of spirit possession, initiation, and healing, as well as charismatic-Pentecostal process-
es of Holy Spirit reception, conversion, and healing, mediate an experience of spirit
presence through specific bodily and sensory formats of sound and silence; revelation
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and concealment; touch and avoidance of touch. Such formats are acquired and grad-
ually embodied through participation in religious performance, but authenticated as
occurring spontaneously. Certain bodily behaviours, expressions, or afflictions are sig-
nified as outward manifestations of the presence of spirits in a person’s body, that is,
as a specific deity in traditional cults; as the Holy Spirit or demonic spirits in
Pentecostalism. Charismatic Pentecostalism and traditional religion also converge in
their emphasis on the body of the religious specialist as a channel for spirit powers to
become present. A traditional priest(ess) is called by a deity to be an intermediary
between the human and the spirit world. His/her body is used by that deity to become
manifest and communicate with humans. In charismatic Pentecostalism, by contrast,
God calls everyone and every Christian can and is expected to embody his Holy
Spirit. Nevertheless, certain people (mostly men) are perceived as being chosen by
God and endowed with a special ‘anointing’ that enables them to transfer the power
of the Holy Spirit to their followers. Both traditional and charismatic-Pentecostal spirit
mediators make use of specific bodily techniques and formats to convince audiences
of their spiritual capacities and hence to establish religious authority. The tension
between people’s awareness of such techniques and formats, and their sense of spirit
power gives room for insecurities and contestations of the authenticity of claims to
spiritual authority and power. Both traditional and charismatic-Pentecostal religious
specialists risk being accused of ‘pretending’, ‘just performing the tricks,’ being ‘false
prophets.’

It is with regard to mass media that the ICGC and the Afrikania Mission deal
very differently with the problem of mediation. The two groups face different chal-
lenges in translating bodily mediations of spiritual experience and religious authority
into audiovisual formats. The ICGC, like charismatic Pentecostalism worldwide, is
first of all concerned with the coming into presence of spirit power. Media images and
sounds must ‘touch’ and the experience of ‘being touched’ while watching or listening
is signified as the presence of the Holy Spirit. Just as the bodies and voices of ‘anoint-
ed Men of God’ mediate the presence of the Holy Spirit in church services, their tech-
nologically mass-reproduced body images and sounds are expected to mediate Holy
Spirit touch over distance. The challenge is to avoid that media representation
remains ‘mere’ representation and fails to become presence. This might happen when
the audience’s perception of the construction of the media format (of the work done in
the editing studio) blocks their sense of authenticity, of immediate spirit flow. To pre-
vent this, Otabil and his media team have to renew the format all the time. The suc-
cessful media formula they have developed is not inexhaustible. In this respect, the
charismatic ritualisation of renewal links up with a key characteristic of commercial
media spheres, which continuously reproduce an expectation of newness. This makes
that media formats can only be successful for a limited period of time, while at the
same time continuity is always stressed: ‘to be continued …’

Whereas the ICGC thus seeks presence, the Afrikania Mission, by contrast,
struggles for representation. Being primarily concerned with representing a group of
otherwise unrepresented religious adherents in the public sphere, Afrikania leaders
either do not consider spirit presence important or relevant in the first place, or they
explicitly do not want it. Compared to charismatic-Pentecostal TV programs, which
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may mediate an experience of Holy Spirit power, Afrikania’s media representations
hardly mediate a sense of spirit presence. I have analysed the tension between
Afrikania’s very project of public representation and shrine practices of working with
the presence of spirits as fundamental to the movement’s predicament in the public
sphere. Ironically, Afrikania remains out of touch with those it seeks to represent; for
many shrine priests and practitioners spirit presence is more important than religious
representation. But another problem Afrikania faces is that representation can become
unwelcome presence. This may happen during Sunday service, when the drumming
calls spirits, who ‘scatter a lot of things’ when they come and take possession of one of
their mediums present at the service. Their touch is too violent for Afrikania and
destroys its representation of ATR as ‘religion’. Representation may also become pres-
ence when media audiences experience or fear images and sounds of traditional reli-
gion as a presence of evil spirits. Afrikania’s strategies of authentication that highlight
otherness vis-à-vis Christianity are risky in this respect. In the widespread
Pentecostalist moral framework of God and the Devil and its visualisation in tabloids
and video movies, an image of otherness easily becomes a touch of evil. The tragedy
of Afrikania’s struggle, then, is that its drawing upon dominant, Christian formats for
representing traditional religion in the public sphere is counter-productive. Its formats
of public representation either clash with traditional formats of invoking spirit pres-
ence or do evoke a sense of spirit power, but within a Pentecostal discourse of evil.
This latter possibility, however, does remind us that efforts to mediate African tradi-
tional religion by modern mass media are not necessarily doomed to remain power-
less. As the appearance in cyberspace of the South African Zulu ‘shaman’ Credo
Mutwa described by David Chidester (2005a:172 ff.) shows, premodern religious
resources may become extra powerful and compelling when cast in global formats of
commercialised spirituality in the new religious space opened up by the Internet and
other mass media. The gap between media representation and spirit presence that
confronts Afrikania with a major dilemma ultimately reinforces the power of African
spirits and might thus also be its major resource. It is still to be seen whether
Afrikania’s new leader will be able to exploit this resource.

Technologies 

Charismatic Pentecostalism and African traditional religion converge in their ascrip-
tion of ‘talismanic’ qualities to modern media technologies. They share a perception of
the senses and their technological extensions that ascribes to media images and
sounds a power to connect people not only to each other, but also to spirits. In charis-
matic-Pentecostalism, a television set, a radio, or an audio cassette may be used as an
object for tapping into the sources of supernatural power. These technologies function
not only as media of representation and communication, but also as ‘spirit media’ that
transfer supernatural powers into viewers’ and listeners’ bodies and so affect their
being, for the good or for the bad. Media images and sounds can thus transmit the
Holy Spirit, in which case seeing and hearing is encouraged, but also evil spirits, in
which case restrictions are placed on seeing and hearing. In this respect as well,
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charismatic-Pentecostal practices with audiovisual technologies show a remarkable
continuity with traditional African religious practices, in which images and sounds do
not so much represent or symbolise the divine, but embody and convey spirit power.
As such, charismatic-Pentecostal media practices are much closer to traditional
African ideas about the interrelatedness of the senses, spirit powers, and personhood,
than Afrikania’s use of media as technologies of representation.  

The problem that complicates Afrikania’s media representation of ATR, then, is
not that African spirit power cannot be mediated by audiovisual technologies, but
rather that it can. According to long-established semiotic ideologies in West-Africa
images and sounds, including technologically reproduced ones, can be used to bring
spirits into presence or to connect to the presence of spirits. Just as an effigy or a
drumming rhythm are taken to make a deity present in the ritual context of a shrine
or a possession ceremony, a photograph or video shot of that effigy or a sound record-
ing of that drumming are also believed to possibly make the deity present in the con-
text in which the image is viewed or the sound is heard. The difficulty for Afrikania,
and the difference with charismatic-Pentecostal media strategies, then, lies in the
organisation and restriction of access to spiritual power in traditional cults. Whereas
charismatic Pentecostalism democratises access to the power of the Holy Spirit and
thus encourages its mass mediation, traditional religious cults restrict access to the
powers of deities and spirits to those who are initiated. This divinely granted and
exclusive access to a deity’s power is fundamental to the authority and status of a
priest(ess). Technologies of mass mediation and reproduction, even if used by shrine
priests themselves (e.g. photography), may then be perceived as threatening to the
structures of spiritual authority when used by outsiders. 

An analysis of the magic of technology in African religiosity risks being read as
blunt exoticism. In an attempt to escape that risk, I wish to emphasise that the ascrip-
tion of magical qualities to media technologies is certainly not particular to the
African, or broader, ‘non-Western’ context. The transmission of miraculous healing
power through the television screen is a familiar phenomenon in global televangelism.
The American charismatic faith healer, Ernest Angley, for example, is known for his
televised faith-healing services ending with a shot of his open palm, thus projecting
the image of an enormous hand into American living rooms and inviting viewers to
bring any afflicted body part into contact with the screen (Chidester 2005b:59). Under
the heading ‘Do you need a miracle or healing?, Ernest Angley’s website claims that
‘Untold multitudes have been healed as they put their hand against mine on the
screen’ (www.ernestangley.org). In the hands of Ernest Angley, David Chidester
writes, ‘television truly became a tactile medium, a medium for establishing a kind of
physical contact that manipulated unseen powers of healing’ (ibid.). Long before the
advent of televangelism, David Maxwell reminds us, early 20th century Pentecostal
broadsheets published in the US reported of the miraculous healing effects that read-
ing these printed materials could have on the reader. Thus, he emphasises, ‘it was not
only in Africa (Hofmeyr 2002) and pre-modern Europe that sacred texts were put to
non-literary uses’ (2006:29).  

But the association of media technology with supernatural powers in the West
is also much more widespread than Pentecostalism. In Haunted Media (2000) Jeffrey
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Sconce gives an historical account of the persistent association of new communication
media (from telegraph, radio, telephone, television, to computers) with spiritual pow-
ers and phenomena in American popular culture. Examining stories of ghosts in tele-
visions, spirit voices heard through radio, and communication with the dead through
telegraphy (see also Stolow 2006b), Sconce shows how such discourses are connected
to the dominant understanding of media in terms of liveness, network, and flow.
Throughout history the idea that media have a ‘living presence,’ that they can tran-
scend space and time to put us into direct contact with realms outside our normal
sensory perception, has included the live presence of spirit worlds (see also Peters
1999). 

The magic of electronic communication technology enchants people world-
wide, especially when technologies are still new and people’s interaction with them is
not yet part of daily routine. But also for people like myself, who are used to work
with technological devices, there remains a certain uncanniness about the working of
technology, which springs from a combination of a sense of awe and wonder inspired
by impressive technological advance and performance and a lack of control and pre-
dictability; an experience of technology taking over agency from us. In certain con-
texts this ‘technological sublime’ (Marx 1964; Nye 1994) is marginalised by dominant
collective representations that favour rationalist, scientific approaches to technology
and deconstruct its magic (‘the how of wow,’ as the Amsterdam Hogeschool voor
Techniek (Institute of Technology) puts it in its 2007 student recruitment campaign).
In other contexts, however, the awesome power of technology may link up with par-
ticular religious imaginaries, which enhance its prominence and exploit its religious
potential. When the mystery of new communication technologies meets the mystery
of religion, the intersection of religious and media ideologies of liveness, presence,
and immediacy may generate experiences of being in touch with (a) spirit power(s).
The charismatic-Pentecostal ideology of immediacy and the living presence of God in
particular appears to fit well with television’s ‘ideology of liveness’ (McCarthy 2001;
see also Alvez de Abreu 2005), thus producing in Pentecostal audiences a feeling of
being touched by the Holy Spirit. This again has acquired a particular resonance in
the Ghanaian context of traditional beliefs about the presence and direct influence of
spirits and practices of communicating with these spirits and embodying their power.

Sense

To conclude, I wish to turn to the sense-making capacities of religious mediations.
Despite their linguistic proximity, the terms ‘sense’ and ‘senses’ are commonly associ-
ated with supposedly separate spheres of human experience and knowledge. While
‘sense’ is mostly connected to reason and meaning, and ‘making sense’ to an intellec-
tual process of logically interpreting and understanding the world, ‘the senses’ are
often perceived as belonging to the body. On the basis of the ethnography I have pre-
sented, I wish to argue for the deep entanglement of sense and the senses and thus to
challenge the mind-body split that still informs hegemonic understandings of know-
ledge.
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Particular sensory regimes allow people to ‘make sense’ of the world in a par-
ticular way, that is, first, to have certain sensory perceptions of the world (that rule
out others) and, second, to translate these perceptions into a ‘worldview.’ Positing an
extrasensory dimension to reality, religion at the same time depends on the senses for
making that dimension imaginable, experienceable and real. As I have shown for
charismatic Pentecostalism and traditional religion in Ghana, religions organise peo-
ple’s engagement with divine presence through particular sensory regimes that tune
their senses to this presence. Religious mediations thus ‘make the senses,’ they form
the sensorium and thereby shape what people perceive through their senses in the
first place and how they interpret these perceptions in the second. The embodied
forms and sensibilities that come with long-term participation in religious practice
help shape religious subjectivity, belonging, imagination, and experience. It is thus
that religious mediations ‘make sense,’ that they are meaningful to people and help
them to interpret and explain the world and their being in it. Whereas to an outsider
certain religious mediations may appear nonsensical, they make sense to insiders
because they have tuned their senses to particular sensory perceptions and interpreta-
tions. The production of meaning, understanding, and knowledge, then, is not solely
an intellectual process, but is contained in the cultural formation of the senses that
enables people to sense and to interpret their sensory perceptions. The body thus
plays a key role in processes of ‘making sense.’

This has important implications for anthropological fieldwork. When we
acknowledge that making sense has bodily and emotional dimensions, we also have
to acknowledge that our own making sense of what happens in the field requires not
only intellectual understanding, but involves bodily participation and gradual tuning
of our own senses. While ‘participant sensation’ is thus a required, and unavoidable,
part of ethnographic fieldwork, it also gets us onto thin ice. I experienced the confu-
sion it can lead to when I searched for the recording of my interview with Dr. Beckley
and found the disc to be empty, as I described at the very beginning of this thesis.
Why had the ‘occultist’s’ voice not appeared? I could not explain this unfortunate
event and suddenly the spiritualising explanations that both charismatics and tradi-
tionalists often gave to misfortune carried me away. Not in the register of conscious
reasoning, but pre-consciously, causing particular bodily sensations in my fingers and
head even before I became aware of the inexplicability of the event by rational stan-
dards, and of the alternative, religious explanations. Confronted with the limits of rea-
son, the religious mediations that I studied unexpectedly and quite literally ‘made
sense’ to me in a way that challenged not only my own worldview, but also the senso-
rialist foundations of anthropological research and the knowledge that it generates.
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Chronology 

Late 16th century 
Ga people start urban settlement near Portuguese trading fort in what is now
known as ‘Old Accra.’

17th century
The Dutch, Swedes and British built forts in present-day Accra (in 1605, 1657,
and 1673 respectively).

18th century
Sizable towns emerge around the original Ga town as well as around the
British, Danish and Dutch trading forts (James Town, Osu/Christiansborg and
Ussher Town).

1874 The Gold Coast is officially proclaimed a British crown colony.

1877 The British move the colonial capital from Cape Coast to Accra.

1906 Birth of Pentecostalism on Azusa Street, Los Angeles.

1922 Establishment of the British Broadcasting Corporation in London.

1935 Introduction of radio to the Gold Coast by Colonial Governor Sir Arnold
Hodson.

1954 Establishment of the Gold Coast Broadcasting System as separate from the
Information services.

1957 Ghana Independence. 

1960 Kwame Nkrumah is appointed the first president of the Republic of Ghana. 

1961 Inauguration of the External Service of Radio Ghana.

1966 National Liberation Council stages the first military coup and overthrows
Nkrumah’s socialist government.
Introduction of commercial broadcasting.

1965 Introduction of television to Ghana.

1977 Nigerian charismatic preacher Benson Idahosa starts broadcast on Ghana
Television.
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1979 4th June Revolution by Flight Lieutenant Jerry John Rawlings. The Armed
Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC) takes power, but turns it over Dr. Hilla
Limann after democratic elections.
Duncan-Williams founds the first Ghanaian charismatic church, the Christian
Action Faith Chapel International.
American evangelist Oral Roberts starts broadcast on Ghana Television.

1981 31st December Revolution by Flight Lieutenant Jerry John Rawlings; the
Provisional National Defence Council is established with Rawlings as chairman.
Foreign Christian programmes are banned from the airwaves.

1982 Rev. Kwabena Damuah takes part in PNDC government.
Rev. Kwabena Damuah resigns from the Catholic Church and from PNDC
and founds the Afrikania Mission.

1984 Mensa Otabil founds the International Central Gospel Church.

1986 Afrikania Mission starts weekly radio broadcast on GBC2.

1989 PNDC government passes Religious Bodies Registration Law 
(PNDC law 112).

1992 Adoption of the new democratic Constitution of the Fourth Republic.
Rawlings wins presidential elections.
Liberalisation of the broadcast media; establishment of the National Media
Commission.
Afrikania Mission stops radio broadcast.
Repeal of the Religious Bodies Registration Law (PNDC law 112).
Death of Afrikania leader Kwabena Damuah; Kofi Ameve becomes the new
leader of the Afrikania Mission.

1994 Radio Eye begins broadcasting as the first private radio station in Ghana, but
is taken to High Court for illegal broadcasting.
Beginning of the public controversy over trokosi.

1995 JoyFM begins broadcasting as the first legal private radio station in Ghana.
Mensa Otabil starts weekly Believer’s Voice of Hope broadcast on JoyFM.

1996 Rawlings is re-elected as president.
International Central Gospel Church completes and moves to Christ Temple at
Abbossey-Okay, Accra.

1997 TV3 begins broadcasting as the first private television station in Ghana.
Mensa Otabil starts weekly Living Word broadcast on Ghana Television, later
on TV3.
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Mensa Otabil established first private university in Ghana, Central University
College.
Mission organizes first Convention of African Traditional Religion at
Independence Square, Accra.

1998 Metro TV begins broadcasting as the second private television station in
Ghana.
First clash between traditionalists and charismatic-Pentecostal churches over
‘ban on drumming and noisemaking.’

2000 John Kufuor wins presidential elections; New Patriotic Party takes over power
from Rawlings’ National Democratic Congress.
Mensa Otabil starts weekly Living Word TV broadcast in Nairobi, Kenya.
Afrikania Mission moves to new headquarters at Sakaman, Accra. 
Afrikania Mission starts Afrikania Priesthood Training School.

2001 Mensa Otabil starts daily broadcast on Radio Gold, Accra.

2003 Death of Afrikania leader Kofi Ameve; Atsu Kove is appointed the new leader
of the Afrikania Mission.

2004 Mensa Otabil starts daily broadcast on Happy FM, Accra.
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GTV Metro TV TV3

Monday 5.30 Voice of 7.30 pm One Cubed (CBN)
Inspiration (CAFM) 10.00 pm Turning Point (CBN)

10.30 Mega Word (LCI)

Tuesday 5.30 Ahmadiyya 6.00 pm Another Life (CBN)
[scheduled, but not 10.30 pm Mega Word (LCI)
broadcast]

Wednesday 5.30 Gospel light 5.30 Prophetic Hour

Thursday 5.30 Prophetic Hour 10.30 pm Mega Word (LCI) 5.30 Counselling Hour
6.00 pm Treasures of 
Wisdom (MLGC)

Friday 5.30 The Exalted Word 8.00-13.00 Islamic 5.30 am Impact Waves
4.00 pm Juma prayers programming 6.00 pm Winning Ways 
5.30 Aqeeda (KICC)

Saturday 7.00 am God’s Miracle 6.00 am Solid Rock (SRCI)
Power (WMCI) 6.30  Christ Apostolic Church 
7.30 Winning Ways International
(KICC) 7.45 The Voice in the 

Synagogue (SCOAN)
8.10 Mystery of the Body of 11.30 TV school of the Bible
Christ Ministries
8.35 School of Jesus
9.10 The Word Explosion 
Broadcast 6.00 pm Your Miracle 
9.40 Miracle Touch Encounter (WMCI)
10.15 King Jesus Evangeli– 
sation Ministry

Sunday 7.30 am Christ 6.00 am Great Light Worship 5.30 am Breakthrough (MPM)
Apostolic Church 6.30 Christ Apostolic Church 11.30 Another Life (CBN)
8.00 Church Bells
9.00 This is the Life 
(LMM)
9.30 Turning Point (CBN) 12.00 Calvary Crusaders
10.00  Encounter with 12.30 Singles and Married 6.00 pm Living Word (ICGC)
the Truth
10.30 Gospel Trail
11.00 CBN club 700 (CBN)
11.00 pm Power in his 
Presence (RHCI)

Appendix I: Overview of religious TV programming, February 2004

CAFM – Christian Action Faith Ministries
CBN – Christian Broadcasting Network
ICGC – International Central Gospel Church
KICC – Kingsway International Christian Centre
LCI – Lighthouse Chapel International
LMM – Lutheran Media Ministries

MLGC – Miracle Life Gospel Church
MPM – Maranatha Power Mission
RHCI – Royal House Chapel International
SCOAN – The Synagogue, Church Of All Nations
SRCI – Solid Rock Chapel International
WMCI – Word Miracle Church International
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Africa Must Be Free (1-4)
Anointing for Transformation
Attacked on Jericho Road 
Bearing Fruit (1-2)
Becoming a Leader (1-2)
Choosing a Marriage Partner (1-2)
Christ in You the Hope of Glory (1-4)
Come down from the Sycamore Tree
Conflict Resolution
Developing the Realities of Tomorrow (1-3)
Developing the Winning Attitude (1-5)
Discovering your Gift
Discovering your Opportunity
Discovering your Purpose
Discovering your Strength
Divine Promotion (1-2)
Don’t Run from Battle
Enlarge your Tent (1-2)
Facing Jezebel’s Challenge (1-2)
Faith Giving (1)
Father God, to All Fathers
Finances - Culture of Success
Finances - Buy the Future 
Getting beyond Your Limitations
God Is Family Minded
Going on to the Next Level
Good News from the Graveyard (1-2)
Growing in Faith
Growing into Leadership (1-2)
Have You Received the Holy Spirit?
Healing on Jericho Road
Healing the Broken-Hearted (1-2)
Hold the Dream (1-2)
How to Accomplish Your Desires (1-4)
How to Have a Lasting Marriage
How to Receive Your Harvest
Is Africa Cursed?
Jesus Christ Our Passover Sacrifice
Keep to Greatness
Keys to Greatness
Leadership Principles of Jesus (1-8)
Leap over Walls
Little Wise Folks (1-2)
Living the abundant life (1-3)
Living through Tough Times (1-2)
Looking for a Life Partner
Marriage 101 (1-5)
Money is my Friend
Opening New Pages for Your Life (1-4)
Overcoming Temptation
Persistent Prayer

Personal Development
Positive Attitudes for a Happy Life (1-8)
Praying for Answers
Principles of Effective Living (1-8)
Principles of Prosperity (1-4)
Pulling down Strongholds (1-5)
Radical Christianity
Raising the Standards
Releasing the Power of Transformation
Repent and Receive (1-2)
Restoration (1-2)
See the New Thing God Is Doing (1-2)
Serving into Greatness
Set Your Face to Your Mission
Speak Faith (1)
Talent, Work, and Profit (1-4)
Temperaments
The Battle of Destiny (1)
The Blessing of Fruitfulness
The Damascus Experience
The Enemy is my Friend
The Eyes of Wisdom
The Lord Has Need of You
The Lord Is Good (1-2)
The Mysteries of Life
The Portrait of Success (1-2)
The Power to Be and to Do (1-2)
The Prodigal Son
The Responsibility of Vision (1-2)
The Spirit of the Overcomer
The Value of the Dot (1-2)
The Wages of Sin
The Way Forward for Africa
The Word Became Flesh (1-2)
The Works of Faith
There is a Cure for Leprosy
Time and Opportunity
Time and Productivity
Tools of Leadership (1-2)
Transformation (1-4)
Turning Failure into Success (1-6)
Vessels of Honour
Walking in the Footsteps of Blessing (1-6)
Walking the Faith Walk (1-4)
What Do You See?
What Must I Do to Be Saved?
What to do when You Need a Blessing (1-2)
Where Are You?
Where Do You Belong?
Who Are You?
Wisdom for the New Year (1-3)

Appendix II: List of Mensa Otabil’s messages, broadcast and/or 
sold on tape between March 2001 and March 2003

Sources: Alter Media tapes supplies list; Radio Gold Living Word Broadcast Schedules
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Appendix III: Christ Temple membership statistics

As described in chapter 3, the International Central Gospel Church collects and keeps
various kinds of data about its members and visitors. The data given here are taken
from 1) membership forms, 2) visitors’ forms, and 3) new convert forms kept in the
files of the Christ Temple. 

1. Membership data forms

Random sample: 240 records

Sex Nr. % Tribe Nr. %
Male 133 55,4 Fante 35 14,6
Female 107 44,6 Other Akan 68 28,3

Ga 54 22,5
Age Nr. % Ewe 46 19,2
15 – 19 2 0,8 Adangbe 10 4,2
20 – 24 52 21,7 Ibo 7 2,9
25 – 29 62 25,8 Nzema 3 1,3
30 – 34 56 23,3 Hausa 2 0,8
35 – 39 26 10,8 Other 12 5,0
40 – 44 15 6,3
45 – 49 11 4,6 Nationality Nr. %
Above 50 10 4,2 Ghanaian 233 97,0
Not stated 6 2,5 Nigerian 7 2,9

Togolese 1 0,4
Indian 1 0,4

Education Nr. % Occupation Nr. %
None 0 0,0 Office worker 36 15,0
Primary 3 1,3 Skilled trade 31 12,9
JSS (or equivalent) 36 15,0 Student 20 8,3
SSS (or equivalent) 77 32,0 Trader 18 7,5
Secondary vocational 31 12,9 Businessperson 9 3,8
Tertiary training 65 27,0 Teacher 9 3,8
University 14 5,8 Technician 9 3,8
Not stated 14 5,8 Health care prof. 5 2,1

Arts professional 5 2,1
Employment Nr. % Other educated prof. 4 1,7
Employed 123 51,0 Salesperson 5 2,1
Unemployed 99 41,3 Law enforcement 4 1,7
Not ticked 18 7,5 Unskilled worker 4 1,7

Driver 2 0,8
Farmer 2 0,8
Not stated 77 32,1

Note on employment: As there is no case ‘self-employed’ on the membership form, many traders
and businesspeople ticked ‘unemployed,’ which also explains the high number of unemployed in
the church.

Note on occupation:
‘Office worker’ includes civil servant, accountant, administrator, and secretary. ‘Skilled trade’
includes carpenter, mason, electrician, mechanic, caterer, seamstress, hairdresser, and beauti-
cian. ‘Law enforcement’ includes police, military, prison personnel. The difference between busi-
nessman/woman and trader, if any, is not clear.

16-appendix-p369-380.qxd  30-3-2008  20:29  Pagina 371



Father’s occupation Nr. % Mother’s occupation Nr. %
Office worker 31 12,9 Trader 100 41,7
Businessman 27 11,3 Skilled trade 24 10,0
Farmer/fisherman 24 10,0 Farmer/fish monger 18 7,5
Skilled trade 23 9,6 House wife 17 7,1
Law enforcement 13 5,4 Office worker 12 5,0
Driver 10 4,2 Health care prof. 12 5,0
Teacher 9 3,8 Businesswoman 9 3,8
Engineer 8 3,3 Teacher 7 2,9
Trader 8 3,3 Counsellor 2 0,8
Judge/lawyer 6 2,5 Unemployed 5 2,1
Health care prof. 6 2,5 Not stated 34 14,2
Other educated prof. 11 4,6
Pastor 2 0,8
Unemployed 2 0,8
Not stated 60 25,0

Marital status Nr. % Marriage type Nr. %
Single 160 66,7 Customary 37 55,2
Married 56 23,3 Ordinance 5 7,5
Divorced 5 2,1 Church 25 37,3
Widowed 6 2,5
Not stated 13 5,4 Total 67

Note on marriage type: marriage under ordinance implies customary marriage (often rendered as
‘engagement’); church marriage implies both ‘engagement’/customary marriage and marriage
under ordinance. I have therefore counted the answer ‘all three’ all under ‘church marriage’. 

Spouse’s religion Nr. % Number of children Nr. %
Born-again 52 77,6 0 175 72,9
Church goer 5 7,5 1 15 6,3
Non-believer 3 4,5 2 27 11,3
Not stated 7 10,4 3 10 4,2

4 5 2,1
Total 67 5 5 2,1

6 or more 3 1,3

Note on religion: ‘born-again,’ ‘church goer,’ and ‘non-believer’ are the categories stated on the
membership forms. Church or religion are not specified. The important distinctions for the church
are clearly between born-agains and non-born-agains, in whatever church, and of the non-born-
agains, between Christians who are not born again, but go to church (also called ‘nominal
Christians’), and non-Christians, whether Muslim, traditionalist or other.

Note on children: suspiciously few (2) of the persons stating to be single states having children.
(Interestingly, the one person stating having 10 children is a woman who works as a head of fami-
ly planning.)
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Introduced by Nr. % Hobbies Nr.
[name] 83 34,6 Reading 116
Self 40 16,7 Sports 84
Relative 34 14,2 Listening music 60
Friend 24 10,0 Watching TV/movies 30
Pastor 12 5,0 Singing 28
Spouse 8 3,3 Cooking 15
Radio 6 2,5 Travelling 14
TV 5 2,1 Handicrafts 11
Tape 1 0,4 Board/card games 10
Holy Spirit 2 0,8 Worship/prayer/bible 8
Not stated 25 10,4 Dancing 6

Date born again (BA) : date of first attendance (FA) Nr. %
BA > 10 years before FA 17 7,1
BA 6 – 10 years before FA 29 12,1
BA 3 – 5 years before FA 28 11,7
BA 0 – 2 years before FA 55 22,9
BA is FA 46 19,2
BA 0 – 2 years after FA 37 15,4
BA 3 – 5 years after FA 4 1,7
BA > 5 years after FA 1 0,4
No BA reported 13 5,4

Note: Most people state an exact date of being born again. This points to the conversion experi-
ence as a sudden change. Some people only specify the month or the year, especially when it was
longer ago. When no date of being born again is given, this can mean that either the person is not
born again (which is remarkable) or the person does not remember the date.

Date Holy Ghost baptism (HGB) : date born again (BA) Nr. %
HGB is BA 16 6,7
HGB 0 -3 months after BA 31 12,9
HGB 3 – 12 months after BA 38 15,8
HGB 1- 2 years after BA 45 18,8
HGB 3 – 5 years after BA 24 10,0
HGB 6 – 10 years after BA 11 4,6
HGB > 10 years after BA 3 1,3
HGB before BA 4 1,7
No HGB reported 53 22,1

Note: When no date of Holy Ghost baptism is given, this can mean that either the person has not
(yet) experienced this or the person does not remember the date.

Date finish discipleship classes (DC) : 
date of first attendance (FA) Nr. %
DC 3 – 6 months after FA 57 23,8
DC 6- 12 months after FA 38 15,8
DC 1 – 2 years after FA 44 18,3
DC 3 – 5 years after FA 44 18,3
DC 6 – 10 years after FA 11 4,6
DC > 10 years after FA 7 32,1
No DC reported 25 10,4
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Date born again (BA) : discipleship classes (DC) Nr. %
BA before DC 228 95,0
BA during DC 12 5,0
BA after DC 0 0,0

Note: When the date of being born again lies in the three months before the date of finishing the
discipleship classes, this is interpreted as having occurred in the period of following the classes. It
does not necessarily mean that it actually happened during a class. Neither does it necessarily
indicate a causal relation.

Date Holy Ghost baptism (HGB) : discipleship classes (DC) Nr. %
HGB before DC 105 43,8
HGB during DC 36 15,0
HGB after DC 18 7,5
No HGB reported 53 22,1

Note: When the date of Holy Ghost baptism lies in the three months before the date of finishing
the discipleship classes, this is interpreted as having occurred in the period of following the
classes. It does not necessarily mean that it actually happened during a class. Neither does it nec-
essarily indicate a causal relation.

Date Holy Ghost baptism (HGB) : date of first attendance (FA) Nr. %
HGB before FA 67 27,9
HGB during FA 2 0,8
HGB after FA 99 41,3
No HGB reported 53 22,1

2. Visitors forms

Total for three weeks (1, 8, 15 September 2002): 244 visitors

Age group Heard about church through Tick where appropriate
13-18 45 Radio 74 First-time visitor 214
19-25 104 Television 131 Want to know how to become member 169
26-35 59 Internet 6 Want to know about church 125
36-45 19 Other 74 Want to know about being Christian 110
46-55 4 Invited by somebody 124
56+ 1
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3. New convert forms

Sample: 100 forms of new converts in August and September and 2002. 
Almost all (81) new converts are between 20 and 30, some (7) younger, some (9) in their
thirties, very few (3) above forty. On the forms new converts have to state issues for
prayer and counselling under specified categories. These open answers provide insight
into what new converts (say they) need or want.

Christian commitment/growth ‘New lifestyle’
Establishment/growth in the Lord 40 To overcome sin/temptation 5
To be committed to God 17 To control self/temper 4
Spiritual strength, growth in faith 9 Stable life style 3
To know God more 4 To be transformed 3
To live for Christ 2 To stop drinking 3
To experience/encounter God 2 Peace of mind 2
To be filled with the Holy Spirit 1 Laziness 2
To win souls for Christ 1 Truthfulness 1
Total 76 To be humble and obedient 1

Forgiveness 1
‘Work, prosperity’ To be freed from past bad life 1
Work/job/employment 28 To stop using drugs 1
Business 9 Total  27
Travelling/visa 8
Prosperity 5 
Financial breakthrough 2 ‘Health’
Accommodation 2 Physical healing/health 7
To control finances 1 Long life 3
Work for relative 1 Healing for relative 1
Total 56 Total 11

‘Education, personal development’ ‘General’
Education/studies 25 Success in life 5
Wisdom, knowledge, understanding 11 God’s protection 2  
To pass exams, retentive memory 8 Blessing of God 1
To develop talent 1 Total restoration 1
To be bold in speech 1 General issues 1
Total 46 Total 10

‘Marriage/family’ ‘Spiritual deliverance’
To get married, find marriage partner 6 To deliver mother from evil 2
To solve marriage problem 5 To be freed from bad dreams 2
To save relative/family/spouse 5 To be freed from demonic 
Family life/relationship 4 attack 1
Family 2 Deliverance from fear 1
Reconciliation with sister 1 Total 6
Children to be brilliant 1
To get children 1
To help parents to look after me 1
God to take care of family issues 1
To unite parents 1
God to guard and lead children 1
God’s provision for family 1
To convince Muslim parents of 1
personal decision for God
Total 30
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Appendix IV: Afrikania Mission membership statistics

In contrast to the International Central Gospel Church, which keeps an elaborate mem-
bership administration at the church offices, the Afrikania Mission does not keep a mem-
bership administration. Some membership data are available on the membership cards,
but these cards are in principle in the possession of the members themselves and thus
not easily accessible.  63 membership cards of a total of more than 150 registered mem-
bers of the Sakaman (Headquarters) branch were present in the Mission office, because a
passport picture and/or Osofo Ameve’s signature was still missing. From this sample I
obtained the following data. 

Sex Nr. %
male 37 58,8
female 26 41,3

Age Nr. %
15 – 24 9 14,3
25 – 34 9 14,3
35 – 44 15 23,8
45 – 54 14 22,2
55+ 12 19,0
Not stated 4 6,3

Ethnicity Nr. %
Ewe 54 85,7
Akan 7 11,1
Ga 2 3,2

Occupation men Nr. % Occupation women Nr. %
Skilled trade 10 27,0 Trader 21 80,8
Unskilled labour 8 21,6 Skilled trade 2 7,7
Trader 4 10,9 Educated job 2 7,7
Educated job 4 10,9 Housewife 1 3,8
Divine priest 5 13,5
Not stated 6 16,2
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Appendix V: Biographical text about Juliana Dogbadzi

The following biographical text about former trokosi Juliana Dogbadzi, referred to in
chapter 7 and given in its entirety here, was written by Kerry Cuomo and published in
the Human Rights heroes coffee table book Speak Truth to Power (Cuomo and Adams
2000). Juliana Dogbadzi’s life story was adopted by various actors in the globalised anti-
trokosi campaign and Kerry Cuomo’s text, or parts of it, started circulating on the
Internet.

bio
Juliana Dogbadzi, enslaved in a shrine in her native Ghana as a young child under a cus-
tom known as Trokosi, was forced to work without pay, without food or clothing, and to
perform sexual services for the holy man. She was able to escape seventeen years later,
after several failed attempts, at the age of twenty-three. Trokosi comes from an Ewe
word meaning “slave of the gods,” and is understood as a religious and cultural practice
in which young girls, mostly virgins, are sent into lifelong servitude to atone for the
alleged crimes of their relatives. In 1997, it was estimated that approximately five thou-
sand young girls and women were being kept in 345 shrines in the southeastern part of
Ghana. Through Juliana Dogbadzi’s daring escape and her subsequent efforts to
denounce the system, the Trokosi practice was banned in Ghana; however, law enforce-
ment against Trokosi is still lax. Dogbadzi speaks out against Trokosi, traveling the coun-
try, meeting with slaves and trying to win their emancipation; and increasingly, she is not
alone in her courageous stance. 

“I have never been in a classroom. I have never been to school. When I was seven years
old, my parents took me from our home and sent me to a shrine where I was a slave to a
fetish priest for seventeen years. My grandfather, they said, had stolen two dollars.
When he was suspected of the crime and asked to return the money, he defended his
innocence. The woman who had accused him of the crime went to the shrine and cursed
my grandfather’s family, at which point members of my family began to die. In order to
stop the deaths, a soothsayer told us that my grandfather would have to report to the
Trokosi shrine. The priest told my family that it must bring a young girl to the shrine to
appease the gods. A sister was sent to the shrine at Kebenu some six hundred miles
away, but she died a few years later. Since I had been born just after my grandfather’s
death, I became her replacement.

“I lived and worked in the priest’s fields and kept the compound clean. While doing so, I
was raped repeatedly by the priest on torn mats on the cold floor of windowless huts.
The other female slaves and I received neither food nor medical care. We had to find
time after working on the priest’s farm to burn charcoal or to sell firewood in the near-
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“I was a kid, seven years old, when my parents

took me from our home to captivity in a shrine

where I was a sex slave to a fetish priest.”
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est town in order to make enough money to buy food. There were times we lived on raw
peppers or palm kernel nuts to stay alive. 

“Because I was just a kid, I didn’t know what to do. There was an elder woman who was
a slave and took care of me. She couldn’t help me much because she had so many kids
as a consequence of being raped by the priest. She said, “Look, little girl, take care of
yourself or you will die.” There used to be a hundred women slaves in my shrine, but the
priest sent about ninety of them to work on his farms in other villages. Collectively, they
had about sixty-five children and would have to work to look after the children. 

“Twelve of us, four women and eight children, lived in a one-room, thatched-roof house.
It was built of mud and lacked both windows and doors. The rain got in. The snakes got
in. The room was twenty feet long and twelve feet wide. The ceiling was low, just shy of
our heads, and we all slept together on a mat on the floor … 

“A typical day in the shrine was as follows: you wake up at five o’clock in the morning,
go to the stream about five kilometers away to get water for the compound, sweep, pre-
pare meals for the priest (not eating any yourself), go to the farm, work until six
o’clock, and return to sleep without food or to scrounge for leftovers. At night, the
priest would call one of us to his room and would rape us. I was about twelve when I was
first raped. 

“There was favoritism even in slavery. The priest liked girls who would readily give in to
his sexual demands and hated those who would always put up a fight. Consequently,
these girls were beaten. The ones he liked always said they were being wise because
they wanted to avoid being beaten, while some of us maintained that they were foolish
and were enjoying sex with a man they didn’t love.… 
“I had to do something that would change my life. I escaped several times. The first
time I escaped, I went to my parents. I told them I was suffering in the shrine, but they
were scared to keep me. They said that if they did, the gods would strike them dead.
They brought me back to the priest to suffer the same pain again. I thought, no. This is
not going to happen again. I had to find a way to free myself and free the other women,
too.… 

“The third time I escaped, I resolved that I would never again go back to the shrine. By
this time, I was three months pregnant as a result of another rape that I had suffered
from the priest. I was not feeling very well. For a number of days I had starved. I was
pregnant and needed to get some food. Otherwise, I was going to die. I decided to go to
a nearby farm owned by the priest to get an ear of corn from the crop which the other
slaves in the shrine and I had planted. I was caught stealing the corn and the priest
ordered the young men around the village to beat me until I fell unconscious. When I
came to, I saw all the bruises and wounds on my body and nearly lost the baby I was car-
rying. I decided I had to leave or I would be killed. But it was not to be. I was scared
and I went back to the shrine again. Yet, that was the turning point. I was about seven-
teen or eighteen at the time and resolved that I was going to do something to help other
people in the shrine. 
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“One day, a man representing a nonprofit organization called International Needs-Ghana
came to the shrine to talk to the priest. This was my chance. I don’t know where my
sudden confidence came from, but all my fear had disappeared. I was no longer afraid of
death and was prepared to die for others. Thank God I had that feeling! I did not escape
immediately because I was very weak, my pregnancy was well advanced and I could not
walk a long distance. Luckily, I had the baby a few weeks later. With the baby strapped
to my back and the first child, Wonder, in my hands, I escaped through the bush to the
major street where I was given a lift to Adidome and to the site of International Needs-
Ghana. 

“The members of the organization taught me a lot of skills and kept me away from the
priest. They trained me in bread baking and other vocations. Nonetheless, I thought,
‘There are more women who remain in the shrine who need help. No one is going to rep-
resent them better than someone who has been in the shrine and who has gone through
the pain, someone who can tell the world what happens in the shrine. If no one stops
this practice, we will all have to die in pain.’ Against all odds, I decided to take the
responsibility of addressing the issue and have been doing so ever since. I went to the
shrines and spoke to the inmates. I told them that they needed to gather courage like I
had and to get out. 

“The shrine claims powers it does not have in order to instill fear in the slaves and to
stop them from escaping. The practice is a deliberate attempt by men to subjugate
women. A man commits a crime and a woman has to pay for it. That is unacceptable.
Likewise, the shrine is a crime against children. The child of a slave shares his mother’s
plight. When the mother has food to eat, the child eats. If she has no food, the child will
starve. If she has clothing, the child will likewise have some. If not, that is it. If she goes
to the farm, the child goes along. There are thousands of women Trokosi slaves with chil-
dren who need to be helped. Those who have been liberated also require help in order
to recover from the suffering endured in the shrines.” 
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Nederlandse samenvatting

Dit is een antropologische studie naar de publieke manifestatie van religie in heden-
daags Ghana. Sinds de jaren negentig heeft daar een samenspel van massamedia,
commercie en democratie een hausse aan nieuwe religieuze verschijningsvormen in
de publieke sfeer teweeggebracht. Het onderzoek betreft twee vormen van Afrikaanse
religie die op het eerste gezicht ver van elkaar af lijken te staan, maar bij nadere
beschouwing nauw verbonden blijken te zijn: charismatisch pentecostalisme en
Afrikaanse (neo-)traditionele religie. Twee etnografische case studies – over de
International Central Gospel Church en de Afrikania Mission – vormen het
zwaartepunt en onderzoeken de wijzen waarop beide ‘kerken’ gebruik maken van
moderne massamedia, in het bijzonder radio en televisie. Twee nauw verbonden
kwesties staan daarbij centraal. De eerste is de verhouding tussen charismatische
pinksterkerken en traditionele religie en de invloed van de toegenomen ‘mediatise-
ring’ van religie op deze verhouding. De tweede, meer vergelijkende kwestie betreft
de omgang van beide organisaties met wat ik ‘het vraagstuk van mediëring’ noem. 

Om de verstrengeling van religie en massamedia te kunnen duiden volstaat het
niet slechts te kijken naar hoe ‘de media’ in de dagelijkse betekenis en ‘religie’ elkaar
ontmoeten. Het uitgangspunt van deze studie is dat we religieuze praktijken en
objecten zelf al als ‘media’ kunnen beschouwen. Net als elektronische media contact
mogelijk maken met elders of vroeger, verbindt religie (van het Latijn religare –
‘opnieuw verbinden’) mensen met een buiten de directe zintuiglijke waarneming
verondersteld domein; met god(en) of geesten. Religie gaat over de voorstelling en
beleving van zo’n ‘goddelijk’ of ‘bovennatuurlijk’ domein. Hiervoor heeft religie altijd
‘media’ nodig: materiele, visuele, auditieve of anderszins waarneembare vormen die
bemiddelen tussen een buitenzintuiglijke macht en de zintuiglijke ervaring en
voorstelling die mensen hebben van die macht. Heilige geschriften, godenbeelden,
iconen, drumritmes, wierrook en wijn maken een god, goden of geesten tegenwoor-
dig: zichtbaar, hoorbaar, voelbaar. Tegelijkertijd probeert religie mensen ervan te over-
tuigen dat die goddelijke tegenwoordigheid bestaat buiten deze bemiddelende vor-
men om en dat hun ervaring ervan on-middellijk en authentiek is. Deze spanning
tussen de noodzaak tot mediëring en ontkenning van mediëring komt extra scherp
naar voren wanneer religieuze groepen expliciet gebruik maken van massamedia. De
vraag is dan hoe nieuwe religieuze mediaformats zoals een televisiepreek zich ver-
houden tot oudere, gevestigde vormen van religieuze mediëring. Wat opvalt, is dat
pinksterkerken mediëring ontkennen en een directe, onmiddellijke toegang tot de
kracht van de Heilige Geest propageren, maar vrij gemakkelijk allerlei elektronische
mediatechnologieën opnemen. Afrikaanse traditionele religies daarentegen bena-
drukken juist de noodzaak tot mediëring en organiseren de toegang tot spirituele
krachten via diverse religieuze tussenpersonen of mediums, maar hebben veel meer
moeite met moderne media. De crux van het vraagstuk van mediëring is dat begrip-
penparen als ‘onmiddellijkheid’ en ‘bemiddeling,’ ‘tegenwoordigheid’ en ‘vertegen-
woordiging,’ ‘presentie’ en ‘representatie’ geen objectieve categorieën zijn, maar
toegeschreven kwaliteiten. Het vraagstuk van mediëring is dus niet alleen een theolo-
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gisch vraagstuk, maar is ingebed in machtsverhoudingen en in sociaal-culturele en
lichamelijke praktijken. Daarmee vraagt het om gedetailleerde etnografie. 

Deze dissertatie beschrijft en analyseert de manieren waarop de International
Central Gospel Church en de Afrikania Mission de vernieuwde publieke sfeer betre-
den en de spanningen die dat met zich meebrengt. Leiders van beide organisaties zien
zich gesteld voor de uitdaging een religie die stoelt op zintuiglijke ervaring en
belichaming van geesteskracht (de Heilige Geest in charismatische pinksterkerken;
diverse goden en geesten in Afrikaanse religieuze tradities) overtuigend over te bren-
gen via de media. De specifieke contradicties die zij ondervinden bij hun pogingen tot
publieke audiovisuele representatie verschillen echter, zoals ook hun pogingen deze
contradicties op te lossen verschillen. Het boek bestaat uit drie delen. Het eerste deel
omvat de introductie en een hoofdstuk over de historische, politieke, en mediacontext
waarin de twee religieuze organisaties begrepen moeten worden. Deel II en III behan-
delen respectievelijk de International Central Gospel Church en de Afrikania Mission.
Deze twee delen verhouden zich op dubbele wijze tot elkaar. Ze belichten de
dynamiek tussen beide ‘kerken’ en maken tegelijkertijd een vergelijking. 

De introductie plaatst deze studie in de tot op heden nogal gescheiden tradities
van onderzoek naar pinksterkerken en traditionele religie in Afrika, introduceert de
ICGC en de Afrikania Mission en pleit ervoor beide te bestuderen als onderdeel van
één en hetzelfde religieuze veld met een gedeelde genealogie en een deels overlap-
pend ‘publiek.’ Vervolgens wordt het theoretische kader uiteen gezet aan de hand van
de driehoeksverhouding tussen media, religie en de zintuigen. Dit kader behelst 1)
een opvatting van religie als praktijk van mediëring; 2) een focus op de lichamelijke
en zintuiglijke regimes van religieuze tradities; en 3) een multi-zintuiglijke benadering
van massamedia. Tenslotte wordt stilgestaan bij de methodologische implicaties van
antropologisch onderzoek naar religie, media, en zintuigen. 

Hoofdstuk 1 beschrijft de omwenteling van de plaats van religie in de Ghanese
publieke sfeer. Met de terugkeer naar democratie in 1992 en de doorvoering van
neoliberale wetgeving werden ook de media, die tot dan toe volledig onder staatscon-
trole stonden, geleidelijk aan geliberaliseerd. Dit gaf religieuze groepen de ruimte zich
steeds duidelijker in het openbaar te laten zien en horen. De nieuwe situatie is vooral
gunstig voor de populaire en vaak rijke charismatische pinksterkerken, die veelvuldig
gebruik maken van de mogelijkheid zendtijd te kopen en via de media hun stempel
weten te drukken op een veel bredere populaire cultuur. De emotionaliteit, ervarings-
gerichtheid, en zintuiglijkheid van charismatische pinksterkerken gaan een verbinding
aan met de op vermaak, spektakel en roem gerichte formats van de vercommer-
cialiseerde publieke sfeer. Hieruit komt een nieuwe esthetiek van religieuze geluiden
en beelden voort. Tegelijkertijd leidt de negatieve houding van de pinksterkerken
jegens traditionele religie tot spanningen tussen fanatieke Christenen en traditionalis-
ten. De laatsten zoeken ook toegang tot de media om tegenover de stereotyperende en
sensationele verbeelding van traditionele religie als ‘het kwaad’ een positiever beeld te
zetten. De nieuwe verhoudingen tussen de staat, uitzendmedia, religie en commercie
zijn echter veel minder gunstig voor (neo-)traditionele religieuze groepen. Vroeger
wedren deze door de staat gesteund, maar nu kampen zijn met gebrek aan middelen
en marginalisering. De ‘pentecostalisering’ van de publieke sfeer maakt het belangrijk
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zowel haar religieuze als haar zintuiglijke, lichamelijke dimensies in ogenschouw te
nemen en het samenspel tussen religie, media, macht en het lichaam empirisch te
onderzoeken. 

De spanning die voortvloeit uit de massareproductie van charisma vormt de
rode draad door de hoofdstukken over de ICGC. Hoofdstuk 2 richt zich op de
oprichter en leider van de kerk, Mensa Otabil. Het onderzoekt het samenkomen van
charisma en marketing in ‘the making of’ Otabil als publiek figuur. Het belicht
Otabil’s kenmerkende PR-stijl en zijn tamelijk unieke boodschap en plaatst Otabil
daarmee tevens in het bredere speelveld van charismatische dominees in Ghana. Aan
de ene kant onderscheidt Otabil zich van de meeste van zijn collega’s door zijn nadruk
op Afrikaanse emancipatie, zijn kritiek op het spiritualiseren van problemen door veel
pinksterkerken, en zijn rationalistische pleidooi voor eigen verantwoordelijkheid,
onderwijs, en kritisch denken. Aan de andere kant surft Otabil mee op de golf van
populariteit van charismatische pinksterkerken in Ghana, die deels te danken is aan
de nadruk op spirituele krachten. Beargumenteerd wordt dat de autoriteit van
Afrikaanse ‘men of God’ zoals Otabil, drijft op een fusie van het gecommercialiseerde
charisma van moderne mediaberoemdheden en het charisma van traditionele
Afrikaanse religieuze specialisten als mediums tussen mensen en geesten. Deze fusie
is echter fragiel: Otabil zet massamedia in om zijn ‘image’ op te bouwen en te ver-
spreiden, maar om geloofwaardig te blijven, moet hij op zijn publiek overkomen als
inderdaad een ‘man van God’ met een bovennatuurlijke gave en niet als ‘slechts’ een
mediaproduct. 

Hoofdstuk 3 focust op de religieuze praktijken in de kerk en laat daarmee een
heel ander beeld van de ICGC zien dan het sociaal-kritische, rationalistische zelfbeeld
dat Otabil via de media presenteert. Ondanks Otabils kritiek op de toevlucht tot de
Heilige Geest, biedt zijn eigen kerk ruim gelegenheid voor het oproepen van de
Heilige Geest en het bestrijden van demonen. Tijdens zondagsdiensten, gebeds- en
genezingsbijeenkomsten verankeren steeds herhaalde rituele praktijken de Heilige
Geest in het lichaam van de gelovige. Ten grondslag aan de bekering tot wederge-
boren christen ligt een persoonlijke ervaring van de kracht van de Heilige Geest, vaak
verwoord als ‘aangeraakt’ worden. Deze ‘goddelijke aanraking’ veroorzaakt – in
charismatische termen – een spontane en totale innerlijke omwenteling; men wordt
‘opnieuw geboren.’ Zulke ervaringen van direct contact met de Heilige Geest worden
echter mogelijk gemaakt en opgeroepen door de lichamelijke en zintuiglijke regimes
van rituelen en lidmaatschapsprocedures. Tegelijkertijd bestempelt het kerkelijk ver-
toog deze ervaringen als ‘spontaan,’ ‘direct’ en dus ‘echt.’ De vraag is hoe de rol van
het lichaam als medium voor de Heilige Geest zich verhoudt tot Otabils succesvolle
gebruik van audiovisuele massamedia. 

In hoofdstuk 4 staat de media-afdeling van de ICGC, AltarMedia, centraal. Een
analyse van het productieproces van de Living Word uitzending en bijproducten
belicht de formats die AltarMedia ontwikkelt en gebruikt om Otabils preken te televi-
sualiseren. Deze media formats vergroten Otabils charisma, geven richting aan de ont-
vangst van zijn boodschap, en stimuleren nieuwe vormen van religieus zijn. Zoals de
fysieke lichamen van de ‘powerful man of God’ en zijn volgelingen functioneren als
‘media’ tijdens religieuze diensten, zo functioneren de nauwkeurig geselecteerde en
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gemonteerde televisiebeelden van hun lichamen als ‘media’ voor de Heilige Geest om
de kijker via het televisiescherm aan te raken. Zij worden daarmee ‘levende iconen’
die de kijkers in contact kunnen brengen met God. De kracht die aan zulke beelden
wordt toegeschreven en de ervaringen die zij oproepen komen voort uit een samen-
spel tussen het belichaamde bekeringsproces en een idee van de zintuigen als ingan-
gen waardoor zowel goede als kwade geesten het lichaam binnen kunnen komen.
Daar hangen praktijken van kijken en luisteren mee samen waarbij het gehele lichaam
betrokken is. Op grond van theorieën die stellen dat audiovisuele media niet alleen
het oog en het oor aanspreken, maar het zintuiglijk stelsel als geheel, beargumenteert
dit hoofdstuk dat het specifieke, charismatische televisieformat, met de nadruk op
lichamelijke expressie en interactie, dit proces versterkt en een tactiele ervaring op
afstand mogelijk maakt. Al met al stelt deel II dat charismatische religieuze praktijken
goed aansluiten op de formats, stijlen en aanspreekvormen van (commerciële)
uitzendmedia. Tegelijkertijd is de audiovisuele mediëring van de Heilige Geest sterk
geworteld in traditionele ideeën over de zintuigen en het oproepen van spirituele
krachten via beeld en geluid.

Waar de ICGC voor de vraag staat hoe via mediarepresentatie de tegenwoor-
digheid van God voelbaar te maken, spannen de leiders van de Afrikania Mission zich
meer in voor representatie (ook in de letterlijke zin van vertegenwoordiging) dan voor
goddelijke presentie (tegenwoordigheid). De spanning die hieruit voortkomt wordt
geanalyseerd in de vier hoofdstukken van deel III. Hoofdstuk 5 presenteert de beweg-
ing, haar geschiedenis, en haar opeenvolgende leiders. Het behandelt het centrale
dilemma waar Afrikania voor staat: hoe ‘Afrikaanse traditionele religie’ te represen-
teren in een publieke sfeer die gedomineerd wordt door christelijke stemmen, beelden
en formats. Dit dilemma wordt geplaatst in een genealogie van denken over ‘Afrika’,
‘traditie’ en ‘religie’ die terug te voeren is op de eerste ontmoetingen tussen
Europeanen en Afrikanen in West-Afrika. Ironisch genoeg, hebben de Afrikania lei-
ders om traditionele religie te verenigen, te hervormen (letterlijk een nieuwe vorm te
geven), en aan het brede publiek te presenteren als een alternatief voor het christen-
dom, zich steeds bediend van oorspronkelijk christelijke vormen en concepten van
religie. Binnen het nog altijd heersende vertoog dat ‘Afrikaanse traditie’ tegenover
‘westerse moderniteit’ plaatst, is de ‘moderne’ hervorming van Afrikaanse traditionele
religie een lastige opgave: om als moderne en beschaafde religie te worden erkend,
moet Afrikania overeenkomstigheid oproepen en traditionele religie in christelijke
vormen vatten. Maar om als ‘authentiek Afrikaans’ over te komen, moet zij juist haar
anders-zijn laten zien en zichzelf presenteren als traditionele tegenhanger van het
moderne christendom. Recente ontwikkelingen binnen Afrikania geven aan dat de
huidige dominantie van charismatische pinksterkerken in Ghana Afrikania een radi-
calere antichristelijke houding heeft doen aannemen. Deze kerken bepalen nu echter
ook de publieke formats voor ‘religie’ en Afrikania neemt allerlei symbolen en prak-
tijken van hen over. Ook de publiekelijke nadruk van pinksterkerken op het bestaan
van lokale geesten en op manieren om daarmee om te gaan lijkt Afrikania dichter toe
te drijven naar de traditionele priesters en hun praktijken. 

Hoofdstuk 6 behandelt de gespannen verhouding tussen Afrikania’s nieuwe
vorm voor alle traditionele religie – met speerpunten als ordelijkheid, schoonheid,
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reinheid, uniformiteit, en neutraliteit – en de verscheidenheid aan traditionele
religieuze praktijken die zich hier moeilijk in laten vatten. Het laat zien hoe Afrikania
leiders worstelen met hun rol als bemiddelaars tussen het publiek dat zij aan willen
spreken, de leden die zij aantrekken, en de priesters en priesteressen die zij zeggen te
vertegenwoordigen. De spanning tussen nieuwe vorm en oude praktijken vertaalt
zich in een terughoudendheid van Afrikania leiders ten opzichte van traditionele
heiligdommen. Hoewel Afrikania traditionele priesters en priesteressen tegenwoordig
veel meer ruimte geeft binnen de organisatie dan vroeger, is de scheiding tussen deze
‘divine priests’ en de leidinggevende ‘Afrikania priests’ een bron van spanning en
onvrede. Op een dieper niveau bestaat er een fundamentele spanning tussen
Afrikania’s intellectualistische project van publieke representatie en het meer
lichamelijke en vaak verborgen karakter van lokale religieuze tradities. Met andere
woorden, tussen Afrikania’s publieke register van het vertegenwoordigen van geesten
en goden en de meer private registers waarin priesters/priesteressen en aanhangers
van traditionele heiligdommen omgaan met de aanwezigheid van geesten en goden.
Er is hier sprake van een verschil in de waardering van het lichaam en de zintuigen:
terwijl Afrikania’s symbolische benadering van traditionele religie het visuele en het
vocale op de voorgrond stelt, veronachtzaamt het de andere zintuigen, met name de
aanraking, en de lichamelijke ervaring waarop traditionele religieuze praktijken als
initiatie, genezing, en bezetenheid zijn gebaseerd.

Hoofdstuk 7 illustreert deze dilemma’s met drie case studies van publieke
debatten over traditionele religie en cultuur waarin Afrikania zich profileerde als
pleitbezorger van traditionele religie: de jaarlijkse botsing tussen traditionalisten en
pentecostalisten over de ‘ban on drumming’ voorafgaand aan het Ga Homowo festi-
val; de controverse over het gebruik van het plengoffer bij officiële staatsaangelegen-
heden; en de felle strijd tussen voor- en tegenstanders van het ‘trokosi’ gebruik in
sommige Ewe heiligdommen. Afrikania’s stem in dit soort debatten is niet eenduidig.
In een door christelijke stemmen beheerste publieke sfeer worden Afrikania leiders
steeds in de verdediging gedrongen; zij ‘praten terug’ en volgen daarbij verschillende,
vaak opvallend tegenstrijdige strategieën. Afrikania’s openbare verdediging van tradi-
tionele religieuze praktijken leunt zwaar op haar beschikking over publieke kennis.
Afrikania’s rol in de drie publieke debatten maakt dan ook pijnlijk duidelijk hoe
wankel Afrikania’s claim is om traditionele religie te representeren. De talige, cere-
brale, en toegankelijke vormen van kennis waarop representatie en participatie in de
publieke sfeer gebaseerd is staan ver af van de belichaamde, zintuiglijke, en groten-
deels ontoegankelijke vormen van traditionele religieuze kennis. 

Hoofdstuk 8 analyseert de specifieke mediastrategieën en -formats via welke
Afrikania de publieke sfeer tracht te betreden. Vergeleken met charismatische tele-
visieformats, die een ervaring van de kracht van de Heilige Geest kunnen oproepen,
gaan Afrikania’s mediarepresentaties meer over de kracht van geesten. Afrikania
beschikt niet over de middelen eigen radio- en tv-programma’s te produceren. De
mediaformats waar Afrikania toegang toe heeft – nieuws, talk show, documentaire –
zijn in de eerste plaats informatieve formats, geen participatieve. Afrikania’s project
van publieke representatie wordt bemoeilijkt door de discrepantie tussen de domi-
nante of beschikbare mediaformats en de traditioneel-religieuze formats via welke
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spirituele krachten gemedieerd worden. Het probleem is niet dat moderne mediatech-
nologieën spirituele krachten niet zouden kunnen overbrengen. In tegendeel, in tradi-
tionele heiligdommen worden audiovisuele media juist vaak geweerd omdat zij
verondersteld worden geesten te storen dan wel mee te nemen. In die zin laten charis-
matische mediapraktijken, waarin beeld en geluid de Heilige Geest kunnen overbren-
gen, juist een continuïteit zien met traditionele Afrikaanse voorstellingen over zien,
horen, en geesten. Het verschil is dat in charismatische kerken elke gelovige persoon-
lijk toegang moet kunnen hebben tot de kracht van de Heilige Geest. Massamedia
worden gezien als een middel hiertoe. In traditionele religies daarentegen, is toegang
tot bepaalde goden voorbehouden aan geïnitieerde religieuze specialisten, wiens
autoriteit stoelt op deze exclusieve toegang tot bovennatuurlijke krachten.
Massamedia vormen dan een bedreiging voor religieuze autoriteit.

De studie wordt afgesloten met een concluderend hoofdstuk dat de dynamiek
en de vergelijking tussen beide bewegingen scherper uitlicht en verdere reflectie biedt
op de kwesties van mediatechnologie, religieuze mediëring, en de zintuigen in een
breder, crosscultureel perspectief. Het concludeert dat de verhouding tussen charis-
matische pinksterkerken en traditionele religies gekenmerkt wordt door een para-
doxale dialectiek van oppositie en verwevenheid. Deze dialectiek is historisch gevor-
md door de ‘lange dialoog’ tussen het christendom en inheemse religies, maar wordt
uitvergroot door de huidige mediatisering van religieuze verschijningsvormen. Deze
mediatisering verscherpt religieuze tegenstellingen in het publieke domein, maar
genereert tegelijkertijd religieuze vormen die over religieuze grenzen heen gedeeld
worden. Wat betreft het ‘vraagstuk van mediëring’ vertonen charismatische pinkster-
kerken en traditionele religies opvallende overeenkomsten. Dit geldt  zowel de
nadruk op het menselijk lichaam als medium voor spirituele krachten als ook het
toeschrijven van talisman-achtige kwaliteiten aan moderne mediatechnologieën. Zij
delen een opvatting van de zintuigen en hun technologische extensies die aan media-
beelden en -geluiden de kracht toekent mensen niet alleen met elkaar in verbinding te
stellen, maar ook met geesten. In die zin staan de mediapraktijken van charismatische
pinksterkerken veel dichter bij traditionele Afrikaanse voorstellingen van de verbon-
denheid van zintuiglijke waarneming en spirituele krachten dan Afrikania’s gebruik
van moderne media als representatietechnologieën.
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