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‘African futures?’ the university librarian asked scepti-
cally when I borrowed Brad Weiss’ volume Producing 
African Futures (2004). ‘Do they even have a future?’ 
To him, the very phrase ‘African futures’ posed a contra-
dictio in terminis. And he is not alone. According to 
many observers, Africa is in a perpetual state of crisis 
– economic, political, social – preventing many Afri-
cans from any serious thought about, let alone action 
towards, something of a future (cf. Ferguson 2006: 
2-10). Given that this ‘crisis’ began over two decades 
ago and has become a ‘chronic’ daily reality for many, 
we may wonder whether the term ‘crisis’, and the kind 
of temporality it implies, is still applicable to the current 
situation. Other observers note that this is also a time 
of increased opportunities in many parts of Africa and 
tangible evidence of success is there for all to see, even 
if access to such success is increasingly surrounded by 
insecurity and unpredictability. The promises of quick 
improvement towards abundant lifestyles appear ever 

so close, thanks to the mass circulation of media images 
of such lifestyles, but many people live by the day and 
must seize opportunities on the spur of the moment. 
Whether termed ‘crisis’ or not, the question that rises is 
how the current temporal environment shapes the way 
Africans think about and act towards the future. This is 
a temporal environment in which ‘time may seem to 
rush forward and temporal spans may seem to narrow 
precipitously, while in the same moment the grounding 
of the future in the present – the ability of persons to 
apprehend and anticipate even their day-to-day 
routines – seems markedly insecure’ (Weiss 2004: 10).

Since the mid-1980s the idealistic hopes and dreams 
that had accompanied independence in most African 
countries began to fade in the face of deepening 
economic crises. This intensified in the 1990s as the 
pace of neo-liberal reform was stepped up. Interna-
tional money lenders imposed structural adjustment 
programmes in the expectation that deregulation of 
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markets would stimulate economic growth and privati-
zation would attract flows of private investment 
(Ferguson 2006: 10). African states became increas-
ingly impotent, no longer able to provide the social 
services citizens had come to expect, most notably in 
the areas of health, education and guaranteed employ-
ment for tertiary school graduates. As a result, citizens 
began questioning the legitimacy of the state. Mean-
while, the promise of economic revival proved an 
illusion and structural adjustment resulted in increasing 
inequality and a mounting tension between inclusion 
and exclusion, as the criteria for successful participa-
tion in the globalized market economy became ever 
more uncertain and subject to speculation (Weiss 2004: 
8-9; Comaroff and Comaroff 2000).

In this context, religious formulations of the future 
appear to be very attractive and have a strong impact on 
many Africans’ hopes for the future. In many African 
countries the voices that are most powerfully and 
successfully formulating visions of the future are reli-
gious voices, and especially charismatic-Pentecostal 
ones. Concurring with the mounting pace of neo-
liberal reform, and in many ways entangled with it 
(Comaroff 2009; Meyer 2007), the rise of African 
charismatic-Pentecostal churches since the 1980s alerts 
us to the close link between political-economic shifts 
and religious renewal, and in particular, between char-
ismatic Pentecostalism and the neo-liberal ‘market in 
futures’.

Religion is of course the sphere par excellence where 
ideas and images of the future are generated. These 
concern the future of individual people’s lives and 
afterlives, as religions provide guidelines for conducting 
and organising one’s life course, encouragement to 

overcome problems and proceed in life, hope for 
improvement, for a future better than the present, and 
ideas about the afterlife, something to hold on to in the 
face of the universal insecurity about what happens 
after death. Religion also produces visions of the future 
of nations and societies, providing guidelines for organ-
ising and ruling society and ideas about the fate of the 
nation. Finally, the sphere of religion generates beliefs 
about the future of mankind, most dramatically 
expressed in millennial movements. Religion, then, 
offers fruitful ground for the nurturing of hopes, 
dreams, beliefs, expectations and visions regarding the 
future. Yet, in classical Western thought about develop-
ment, modernity and the future, religion hardly plays 
any role. Religion is generally seen as a remnant of the 
past and expected to gradually disappear, or at least 
retreat into the private spheres of life, as societies 
progress towards modernity. Despite empirical counter-
evidence, the idea that religion is ‘backward’ rather than 
moving people forward has proved resilient. Religion 
belongs to the past; the future belongs to technology.

This paper presents a case from Ghana that suggests 
otherwise. Secularist theories about the way forward to 
becoming a modern nation and leading modern lives 
have long influenced official policy and popular thought 
in post-independence Ghana, and still do so to some 
extent. Many people, however, have lost faith in the 
formerly appealing development narratives produced 
by the state. Relief from the hardship of the present 
and progress towards a future of plenty increasingly 
seem to require divine intervention, or at least divine 
support. In Ghana’s liberalized public sphere with its 
many competing versions of modernity, the public 
figures that are most successful in attracting large 
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numbers of people to a powerful image of the future are 
charismatic preachers. Their narratives of God-
endorsed imminent wealth circulate widely through 
their television ministries and other media outlets. 
Their prestigious construction projects and their tech-
nologically well-equipped mega-churches lend material 
evidence to the reality of this promise of prosperity, as 
do the ubiquitous images of their flamboyant, well-
heeled celebrity pastors.

One of them is pastor Mensa Otabil, who stands 
out among his colleagues for his promotion of ‘Afri-
canness’ and for his concern with the social and 
economic challenges facing not only individual 
Africans, but Ghana as a nation and Africa at large. 
The old slogan of his International Central Gospel 
Church (icgc), ‘there is hope for the future’, can still be 
read on bumper stickers on icgc members’ cars. Otabil’s 
book Buy the Future (2002) has become a popular buy 
with Christians and non-Christians in Ghana and 
abroad. Indeed, the future features prominently in 
Otabil’s message and this is what attracts so many 
aspiring young people to his church. This paper unravels 
the success of his charismatic project of producing – 
and selling – an African future, characterised by the 

entanglement of modern media technologies and spir-
itual empowerment. Bringing together religion, 
national politics, business, entertainment and spiritual 
renewal in his preaching and performance, Otabil also 
creates himself as the embodiment of his message. The 
result is a vision of Africa’s future that defies any clas-
sical Western notion of the modern, and offers instead 
a powerful combination of cosmopolitanism and 
African identity, spiritual power and rational choice, 
individual self-development and communal identifica-
tion. Charismatic preachers like Otabil thus invite us to 
rethink the relation between religion, the future and 
modernity in Africa.

Charismatic Pentecostalism, however, speaks to the 
future in ways that are far from univocal. Divergent, 
even contradictory modes of relating to the future can 
be found between and within charismatic churches. 
Whereas Otabil makes a strong appeal to individual 
human agency and choice in shaping the future, his 
church also offers activities where the power to change 
the future is placed in the spiritual realm and is 
summoned by powerful performance of immediacy, as 
in the following prayer session:
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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. Be free, now! now! 
NOW! In Jesus’ name, be free now. I bind the works 
of the Devil. You’re free! You’re free! YOU’RE 
FREE! Don’t think of the past, because I am doing 
something new in your life. In Jesus’ name. Amen!

Mensa Otabil’s icgc presents an interesting setting 
where such different modes of engaging the future, and 
the different ways of understanding and experiencing 
time they imply, co-exist in tension. This article explores 
these conflicting discourses and practices of producing 
African futures, and the ‘chronotypes’ – ‘patterns 
through which time assumes practical or conceptual 
significance’ (Bender and Wellbery 1991: 3) – that they 
reveal. Taking this church as a case study, I will analyze 
how the future features in Otabil’s messages and writing 
in the context of neo-liberal Ghana, how it diverges 
from and overlaps with the ritual production of imme-
diacy in prayer and deliverance, and how both modes of 
producing the future are embodied through speech 
modes, bodily performance and media imagery.

‘No condition is permanent’ – a history of 
the future in Ghana

Three notions have been key to structuring the ways 
Ghanaians think about the future, and they still are: the 
notion of ‘the modern’, its counterpart ‘tradition’, and 
the idea of Africanness. We no longer need to decon-
struct the historical constructs of ‘modernity’ and 
‘tradition’. That has been done sufficiently by an entire 

body of scholarly work on modernity in Africa (e.g. 
Geschiere, Meyer and Pels 2008). Yet, we can also not 
simply dismiss these notions, seeing that in Ghana, as 
elsewhere in Africa, the notion of ‘the modern’ is very 
powerful and pervasive. It saturates political and 
popular thought about the way forward for the country, 
about the causes of and solutions to the socio-economic 
problems the country faces. The notion of the modern 
also dominates the ways people think about themselves 
and shape their identities and lifestyles. To understand 
its power, we have to look at its long history and its 
intimate connection to the history of Christianity in 
Ghana (Meyer 1999). The notion of the modern 
arrived in Ghana with missionary Christianity and its 
project of modernisation and civilisation, which 
equated ‘modern’ with ‘Christian’. The flipside of this 
notion of ‘modernity’ was that of ‘tradition’, which came 
to equal backward, uncivilised, even demonic. This 
opposition of ‘modern’ to ‘traditional’ was expressed not 
only in moral discourses of ‘western civilisation’ versus 
‘African culture’, but also through clothing, hairstyles, 
housing practices, indeed, a whole lifestyle. Colonial 
rule reinforced these discourses and lifestyles, especially 
through its educational system.

This strong connection between modernity and 
western civilisation triggered a counter search for 
African authenticity. The question of how to be African 
and modern at the same time inspired indigenous reli-
gious and political movements across the continent. In 
Ghana, the nationalist struggle for independence, 
Kwame Nkrumah’s concept of ‘African personality’ and 
his Panafricanist ideology come to mind first. Much 
later, Jerry Rawlings’ military coup of 1981 included a 
‘cultural revolution’, a return to the nation’s cultural 
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roots as part of the project of development.1 Such 
political quests for Africanness had a religious counter-
part in, for example, the rise of so-called African Inde-
pendent Churches (Meyer 2004), the move towards 
‘enculturation’ or ‘Africanisation’ within the Catholic 
Church in Africa. Most of such quests for Africanness 
framed ‘African culture’ as heritage, as past, and hardly 
challenged Christianity’s monopoly over modernity.2 
Although the Ghanaian state has officially always 
adopted a secularist stance, in practice Christianity was, 
and still is, promoted as the proper religion for modern 
citizens, e.g. through public schools (Coe 2005).

Alongside this implicit framing of modernity as 
Christian, the global development discourse and the 
western, secularist and economic idea of modernity it 
entailed became very powerful, especially with the 
progress of state-led and foreign-sponsored ‘moderni-
sation’ in the 1980s. Faced with a severe lack of financial 
resources, the Rawlings government let go of its earlier 
anti-Western attitude and in 1984 turned to the World 
Bank and the imf for financial support and adopted a 
Program of Structural Adjustment (sap) (Shipley 2004: 
111-113; Nugent 1995: 109-116). Development 
projects all over the nation, and especially building and 
road construction projects, embodied the nation’s future 
and pointed to the state as the provider of that prom-
ising future. The state media played a key role in rein-
forcing this image, giving prominent coverage to the 
president’s visits to development project sites and the 
commissioning of new projects. The western model of 
development adopted by the state, of a unilinear road 
to a ‘modern’ way of life, was hardly challenged in the 
media. At the same time, in exchange for financial 
support, the sap forced Ghana towards economic liber-

alization and privatization of state-run ventures.
When in 1992 Ghana returned to democracy, the 

liberalisation of the media gradually gave rise to a new 
public sphere constituted by private, commercial fm 
and tv stations and media houses. As a result, the state 
lost its control over the imagination of the future of the 
nation and the representation of modernity. Notions of 
‘modernity’, ‘tradition’ and ‘culture’ were increasingly 
contested, as a plurality of notions of the modern could 
now be publicly articulated in new ways. Moreover, 
with the failure of the state to indeed bring develop-
ment to the majority of the population, widespread 
faith in its master plan for the future crumbled. Even 
though the development paradigm and the secularist 
notion of modernity it entails are still strong, there is 
also growing disillusionment with western develop-
ment models that have failed to provide what they 
promised. Critique comes especially from those who 
have most eagerly made use of the new media opportu-
nities to gain public presence: charismatic churches 
and preachers. They widely condemned President 
Kufuor’s adoption of the Highly Indebted Poor Coun-
try’s programme, for instance, as an acceptation of, an 
invitation even to poverty. More generally, with their 
efforts at Christianising the nation and making the 
power of the Holy Spirit key not only to private, but 
also to public, national well-being, they challenge the 
idea of a secular nation and the secularist project of 
modernity.

What remains hardly challenged, however, is the 
hegemonic thinking (in the media, in state policies, in 
the educational curriculum) about ‘African culture’, 
which is posited as the anti-modern antidote of Chris-
tianity and Western civilisation. Whether valued as 
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cultural heritage or critiqued as backwardness, ‘African 
culture’ is always seen as ‘traditional’, ‘of the past’, and 
hardly ever as part of the future. Despite a few other 
voices that challenge it, such as the Afrikania Mission, 
the dualist framework of modernity versus tradition is 
so strong that it proves very hard to escape.

Religion has thus played a major role in Ghana’s 
history of the future. When the first missionaries 
arrived, they brought with them a potent image of a 
new future, and conversion to Christianity also meant 
conversion to colonial modernity. In the current neo-
liberal climate of increased opportunity and increased 
insecurity, the state has lost its control over the formu-
lation of the future to the powers of the market and the 
media. In this ‘market in futures’, charismatic Pentecos-
talism appears as a promising provider of progress and 
success.

‘Anointed men of God’ – new pathways to 
success

In this context, charismatic churches offer a new, 
powerful vision of the future, characterised by the 
entanglement of cosmopolitanism, mass media and 
spiritual power, that attracts great numbers of people, 
especially young (aspiring) middle classes in the urban 
areas. These churches make eager use of the new media 
opportunities to offer people attractive new pathways 
to a rich and successful life. They say things like: ‘when 
you look at your living conditions, you may see that you 
are poor. But God tells you that you are rich.’ And they 
claim to offer people the tools to make those divinely 
granted riches materialize.

In Ghana, as in many sub-Saharan African coun-
tries, the popularity of charismatic-Pentecostal 
churches has been growing quickly over the last two 
decades, their rise coinciding with the neo-liberal 
reforms under way in the country during this period. 
Several scholars have related this exponential growth 
to the ways in which this new, ‘born-again’ Christi-
anity addresses the conditions of neo-liberal capi-
talism (Comaroff 2009; Martin 2002; Maxwell 2005; 
Meyer 2007). Pointing to these churches’ celebration 
of individualised wealth and consumption and their 
embrace of media technologies and mass culture, 
Birgit Meyer concludes that Pentecostalism ‘has 
become enmeshed with the neo-liberal environment 
into which it seeks to spread, the opportunities of 
which it seeks to seize, and upon whose devices its 
spread depends’ (2007: 21). Embracing the capitalist 
market to the fullest, many pastors run their church as 
a business enterprise, including the selling of church 
merchandise, the production of media commercials 
and other pr, and the establishment of brand identi-
ties (De Witte 2011). Many of them self-confidently 
and successfully extend their activities to a global 
scale. Indeed, Pentecostalism, as Paul Gifford and 
Trad Nogueira-Godsey point out, is one of the few 
global phenomena in which Africa participates as an 
equal (2011: 16), as is also expressed by the cover 
design of Otabil’s Buy the Future book.

In a context where many people are disappointed 
with 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 
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Christians that transcends the national mess of poverty, 
corruption and unemployment.

Despite a great diversity in orientation and practice, 
what charismatic churches have in common, however, 
is an emphasis on ‘success’.

The key to achieving success, understood in terms of 
thiswordly, material wealth, physical well-being and 
social status, is ‘transformation’. In the first place, this is 
a deep spiritual transformation brought about by the 
acceptance of Jesus Christ as ‘personal Lord and Saviour’ 
and the subsequent ‘Holy Spirit baptism’, of which 
speaking in tongues is the first outward manifestation. 
Being ‘born again’ and harnessing the power of the Holy 

Spirit enables one to achieve victory 
and success in all areas of life. This 
also involves a total transformation 
of one’s lifestyle, leaving behind 
one’s ‘old ways’, ‘making a complete 
break with the past’ (Meyer 1998), 
including distancing oneself from 
‘tradition’ (ranging from family 
shrines to funerals). Charismatic 
churches thus offer people not only 
a way to take part in modernity, but 
also a way to deal with ‘tradition’. 
The creation of new individuals in 
Christ, free from traditional beliefs 
and extended family networks, ties 
in well with the neo-liberal ideology 
of individual freedom and progress.

Charismatic churches advocate a 
direct, personal relationship with 
Jesus Christ and an immediate 

access to the power of the Holy Spirit, which is, contrary 
to the Catholic tradition, unmediated by ordained 
priests, sacralised church buildings or elaborate ritual. 
In Ghana, this means that charismatic churches also 
strongly oppose religious specialists such as traditional 
shrine priests, Islamic Mallams or prophet-healers, 
who equally function as indispensable intermediaries 
between their clients and the supernatural realm 
(Asamoah-Gyadu 2003). Instead, they offer their 
followers a way of personally receiving the spiritual 
power needed to live a successful life and fight malevo-
lent powers: without recourse to traditional, and thus 
demonic remedies, but with a deep personal bond with 
Jesus Christ. Despite this theological emphasis, 
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however, Ghanaian charismatic Christianity increas-
ingly emphasises the role of the supernaturally gifted, 
or ‘anointed’, ‘man of God’ in overcoming problems and 
achieving success (cf. Gifford 2004). Much like an 
African shrine priest, this ‘man of God’ becomes a 
medium through which his followers can, through 
specific rituals of interaction, get access to the power of 
the Holy Spirit in order to gain material wealth, 
physical health and status, and thus takes up a key 
feature of African religiosity.

These new mediators of success, however, vary 
greatly in how the concepts of success and transforma-
tion are understood, and how it is to be attained. 
Gifford and Nogueira-Godsey (2011: 11-12) distin-
guish six avenues to what in the Nigerian-founded 
Winners’ Chapel, also very popular in Ghana, is called 
‘victorious living’: 1) ‘motivation’ through a positive 
message; 2) encouragement of entrepreneurship; 3) 
practical life skills such as hard work, budgeting, saving, 
investing, organising time and avoiding alcohol; 4) the 
Faith Gospel of ‘sowing a seed’, donating funds to the 
church so as to be rewarded with miraculous wealth by 
God; 5) associating oneself with the ‘anointed man of 
God’, who can transfer the power of this anointing for 
the advancement of his followers; and 6) deliverance 
from the evil spirits that impede one’s progress. These 
avenues to success are emphasised to different degrees 
and in different combinations in the teachings and 
practices of the various charismatic churches. While 
David Oyedepo of the Winners’ Chapel preaches the 
fourth, fifth and sixth avenue, Mensa Otabil primarily 
advocates the first, second and third, although the other 
aspects are present in his church as well.

Clearly, there is not one ‘charismatic way’ of relating 

to the future; these ways can indeed be diametrically 
opposed. Where many charismatics trust primarily in 
the power of prayer and deliverance and in the power 
of God to interfere in hardship and bring material 
blessings, others trust in the power of the born-again 
Christian to take the future in his or her own hands. 
With their message and with their body they mediate 
the relationship between the present and the future 
(and the past) in radically different ways. So-called 
‘miracle workers’ such as Oyedepo locate the causes of 
people’s problems in the spiritual world and call upon 
ritual actions as tools with which to manipulate the 
workings of that world (De Witte 2012). Faith and 
prayer, for instance, work as ‘devices needed to trans-
port invisible things’ (Gyamfi Boakye 2001: 4). Giving 
money to the church or laying on of hands work like 
‘spiritual electronics’, comparable to electricity that 
makes devices do what we want and producing concrete 
results in our lives (Abrahams 2000). With the help of 
such ‘spiritual technology’ people can ‘reject the spirit 
of poverty’ and ‘release the spirit of prosperity’. The 
emphasis is on immediacy, the very near future. As we 
shall see below, the repeated use of words like ‘today’, 
‘this morning/evening’ and ‘right now’, and exclama-
tions like ‘expect your miracle NOW!’ stir up strong 
feelings of immediate divine intervention in the here 
and the now (cf. Coleman 2011). This powerful perfor-
mance of immediacy forms one of the attractions of 
this kind of Christianity, but it is also its major weakness 
if improvement fails to materialize.

‘Message-preachers’ such as Otabil have very 
different tools to offer, geared towards long-term vision 
rather than immediate miracles. With his trademark 
social awareness, African consciousness and plea for 
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education and cultural transformation, he may not be 
representative of charismatic Christianity in Ghana. 
He is one of the most influential preachers, however, 
and with his message of individual success as well as 
national development he has become a trailblazer 
whom many other charismatic-Pentecostal leaders 
emulate (Okyerefo 2011: 212). In addressing the causes 
of Africa’s challenges and the way out of them, he also 
comes up with interesting new answers to the old issue 
of being African and being modern. Through his far-
reaching multi-media ministry he attracts a large 
audience far beyond his own following, and indeed 
beyond Ghana’s Christian population, to a vision of the 
future that is truly innovative and thought-provoking. 
This attraction consists of a powerful message about a 
bright future and the way to reach it, as well as a flam-
boyant embodiment and concrete materialization of 
this message.

‘Buy the future’ – Otabil’s ‘life transform-
ing messages’

Mensa Otabil is one of the ‘big five’ of Ghana’s charis-
matic jet set. He is the founder and ‘general overseer’ of 
the International Central Gospel Church, with its 
4000-seat Christ Temple in Accra and over 100 
branches elsewhere. It is his radio and television broad-
cast Living Word, however, that made him widely 
known as ‘the teacher of the nation’ (De Witte 2003). 
His deep voice can be heard daily on two of Accra’s 
radio stations (and weekly on several other stations in 
and outside the capital), while every Sunday evening at 
6pm millions of people settle in front of their tv sets to 

be inspired by his Living Word. The circulation of his 
tapes, videos, vcds and books and his frequent travels 
across the globe have brought him international fame 
as well.

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 effective ‘tool for life’ for 
everybody. Core values are independence, human 
dignity and excellence. Like most charismatic preachers 
worldwide, Otabil’s focus is on success, achievement, 
self-development, personal improvement.3 Similarly, 
‘transformation’ is a central concept in Otabil’s sermons, 
which are also marketed as ‘life-transforming 
messages’.4 He applies these globally shared concepts, 
however, to the specific African or Ghanaian situation. 
Otabil differs from many other charismatics in his 
special commitment to the mental liberation of black 
people worldwide, to ‘true independence’, freedom and 
self-esteem (see especially Otabil 1992). The central 
understanding running through most of Otabil’s teach-
ings is that transformation on a personal level is inti-
mately connected to transformation on a cultural level 
and on a political level.5 In his message titled ‘transfor-
mation’, for instance, he teaches us that if we do not ‘go 
beyond the set forms, the values, beliefs, practices and 
systems that rule the time and place we live in’, we will 
conform to a life that is far below our potential.

Otabil’s preaching, then, presents an intriguing mix 
of born-again ideology, African consciousness and self-
development discourse characteristic of management 
and consultancy literature. The title of his book, Buy the 
Future: Learning to Negotiate for a Future Better than 
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Your Present (2002), already indicates his advocacy of 
entrepreneurship as the best way to engage the neo-
liberal conditions under which the future has become 
privatized. The book teaches that ‘the future has no 
power to design itself, but only takes the form and 
shape of our actions and inactions today’. Based on the 
biblical story of Esau and Jacob, it shows how Esau’s 
non-productive value system focused on ‘short-term 
needs’, and Jacob’s productive value system focused on 
‘long-term benefits’ (ibid.: 6), continue to influence 
how individuals, organisations and nations make 
choices, manage resources, and thus shape their own 
destinies. Otabil thus makes a case for human rather 
than spiritual agency, for the power of choice rather 
than fate, for self-responsibility in life, both on the level 
of individual persons and that of nations. ‘The basis we 
use in formulating our choices’, he writes, ‘will deter-
mine: 1) whether we live in the comfort of what we 
have today or create better opportunities for tomorrow; 
2) whether we live on what we have today or save to 
invest for tomorrow; 3) whether our choices fulfil 
short-term needs or long-term purposes; 4) whether 
we allow the desperation of today to make us ignore the 
consequences of our decisions on our future’ (ibid.: 6).

The future, Otabil writes, occurs in the mind, it is an 
imagination:

The future … belongs to those who use their mind 
to design what should happen after today. Those 
who are able to harness the power of forward looking 
imagination are able to set out what the future 
would be like. They are the ones who buy the future 
with today’s currency (ibid.: 85-86).

In contrast to those who emphasise the aspect of inse-
curity about the future, Otabil tells us to ‘remember your 
future is always a potential to be revealed’ (ibid.: 108) 
and urges us to develop that potential. His focus, then, 
is on choice, action, performance and excellence. In fact, 
much of what Otabil preaches is not specifically Chris-
tian and does not differ so much from business and 
leadership consultancy discourse.6 Although ‘accepting 
Christ as personal Lord and Saviour’ and receiving the 
power of the Holy Spirit are crucial for success, it is not 
enough and also not Otabil’s major emphasis. Indeed, 
nothing of the blurb on the back cover of Buy the Future 
discloses its Christian orientation: 

How does your future look? Is it bright, dim, incred-
ible or bleak? Do you wish to discover the tools by 
which you can design a better future for yourself? 
The power of choice has been given to each of us. 
How we formulate our choices now becomes crucial 
to the quality of life we live in the near future.

The thin line between charismatic-Christian ideology 
and management consultancy espoused here is certainly 
not unique to Otabil. What is, however, is Otabil’s use 
of it to address the challenges of Africa and Africans.
The recurring question around which Otabil builds his 
messages is: ‘Why are we [Africa] in this mess?’ His 
answer is that ‘one of the major reasons why Africa is 
where it is today, is because of old, antiquated, unus-
able, unworkable traditions. You can talk about struc-
tural adjustment. It doesn’t really change anything. The 
real adjustment is cultural understanding adjustment.’7 
And ‘our inability to modify our culture is one of the 
fundamental causes of our underdevelopment’.8 



91

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 – powerfully expressed by the lavish 
African robes he wears in contradistinction to his suit-
and-tie wearing colleagues – and his efforts to make 
people feel proud of being African. This raises several 
questions: what is African culture? What is this radical 
transformation? What does being African entail?

In an interview I had with him in 2005, Otabil chal-
lenged the common distinction between ‘African’ and 
‘foreign’ when he said that ‘English is no longer a foreign 
language, it is a Ghanaian language. Just like Christi-
anity is no longer a foreign religion.’ Contrary to the 
essentialising understanding of ‘culture’ that dominates 
public discourse in Ghana, he proposes a historical view 
of culture that acknowledges that cultural elements can 
become indigenous over the course of time (and vice 
versa): ‘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 hundred years ago have now 
become indigenous to us.’ Otabil’s rejection of any 
clear-cut distinction between what is African and what 
is European or Western implies a critique of the 
hegemonic thinking about ‘Africanness’ as ‘tradition’, as 
past. As he explained to me:

The whole issue of being African and being modern, 
we haven’t seriously confronted that. When we 
define other people we don’t define them by their 
past, we define them by their current status. But 
anytime Africa is defined it always goes back to the 
past, deep deep deep ancient. We Africans 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, reclaimed our Africanness, to 
restore dignity. But we modernised with the world 
and 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 contradic-
tion. And it hinders our development agenda. 
Africa’s underdevelopment is not because we cannot 
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develop, but we are afraid to develop. Because devel-
opment 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. 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. You hardly hear anybody articu-
lating any view of modernity. The intellectuals who 
must lead the debate are all stuck in the past.

Moving towards the future thus requires a radical 
decoupling of Africanness and the past. Otabil sees it 
as his task to trigger a serious debate about ‘what we are 
moving with and what we are leaving behind’ by calling 
for ‘cultural transformation’, and he tries to convince 
people that transforming their culture does not neces-
sarily entail becoming ‘Western’ and thus losing 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. For all of us 
there is a tension 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 Afri-
canness as being traditional or primitive. It can be 
contemporary, it can be very modern. And I can 
think in modern terms and respond to modern 
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 intrinsic, it is part of me. 
Nobody can give it to me and nobody can take it 
away from me. It is me.
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Time management indeed recurs frequently in Otabil’s 
preaching as a crucial skill needed for success in the 
world today. His plea for punctuality is brought to 
practice in the running of his church, where activities 
never start even five minutes late. Apart from ‘issues of 
time management’, Otabil addresses in his messages 
many more aspects of ‘African culture’ that are to be left 
behind or transformed if Africans want to move 
forward. In the series ‘Pulling down strongholds’, 
Otabil calls on believers and people of African descent 
to move away from unproductive socio-cultural beliefs, 
arguments and negative traditions: inferiority complex, 
tribalism, cultural conservativeness and stagnation, 
idolatry and fetishism, village mentality, bad leadership 
and apathy (Gifford 2004: 125-130). Also in messages 
that do not directly focus on it, Otabil often refers to 
restraining, ineffective or harmful practices and habits 
that he considers part of ‘African culture’. These range 
from the habit of African men to have multiple girl-
friends instead of being faithful and devoted to their 
wives, the restrictive pressure of the extended family, 
and the uncritical reverence for the older generation, to 
the habit of eating fatty foods and leading otherwise 
unhealthy lifestyles.

But he also often criticises the common tendency to 
place all power outside the person in the spirit world 
and to hold evil spirits, demons and witches responsible 
for one’s misfortunes instead of taking one’s own 
responsibility. This is as much a critique of African 
traditional religion as it is of many of his charismatic 
colleagues (including some in his own church), 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). Otabil does acknowledge that ‘we must 
pray against evil spirits and there may be witches 
around that we need to ward off ’, 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 inner experience 
of the power of the Holy Spirit. His conviction of the 
strong public significance of Holy Spirit power also 
entails a critique of the secularist notion of modernity 
that restricts spirituality to private life.

‘Africa must be free’ – leading Ghana 
 forward

One of the key themes of Otabil’s ‘cultural adjustment 
theology’ is leadership. In his speech at the matricula-
tion of the Central University College, the first private 
university in Ghana founded by Otabil in 2001, he told 
his audience (and the assembled media): ‘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 corruption of virtue, 
corruption of character, corruption of choices, corrup-
tion of decision, which has resulted in mismanagement 
of our national resources.’9 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 state and 
African leadership in general, and for his strong voice 
in public debates. In this, he strongly differs from most 
charismatic-Pentecostal leaders, who generally keep 
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away from political debate and tend to be easily 
co-opted by the government (Gifford 2004). Otabil 
openly criticises the President, for example, for travel-
ling around the world to beg donor countries for money, 
thus turning Ghana into a begging nation, instead of 
dealing with structural internal problems.

In his message series ‘Africa must be free’ Otabil 
locates the causes of Africa’s current problems in three 
periods: pre-colonial times nurtured a passive, 
compliant attitude; the colonial regime gave Africans 
an inferiority complex; and post-colonial dictatorship 
instilled fear in people.

Some people say the white people brought develop-
ment. Well, thank the colonial master for some of the 
things they did, but you see, every railway line estab-
lished 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 fourth 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, oh, they 
are developing our country, now we have railway 
lines. It’s not development; it is facilitation of exploi-
tation [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’.10 He traces 
the untrustworthiness of African leaders to the era of 
slavery, when African chiefs took their own people 
captive and sold them as slaves.

We cannot blame the Europeans only for the atroc-
ities 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 
horse was more than 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 normal life was going on 
in the town. And people knew it. They knew that 
slaves were held in the dungeons in terrible condi-
tions and were shipped. Local people 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 frightening question today is: has this changed? I 
believe it has changed only very marginally.11

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 equiva-
lent to rum, sugar and guns from Europe?’ […] 
Europe sold us their processed present commodities 
and we sold them our future (2002: 89-90).

Slavery is a sensitive issue in Ghana (Holsey 2008), and 
Otabil makes it even more so by stating that ‘African 
chiefs are still doing it today. These days they are not 
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called chiefs. They are called Presidents and Prime 
Ministers and they are still doing it’ (‘The people don’t 
care’, quoted in Gifford 2004: 123). They are still 
‘selling’ their own people because by their bad leader-
ship 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 civili-
zations. The future is being sold again’ (Otabil 2002: 
90).

Because of his critical political vision, many people 
say they would want Otabil for president.12 But 
although he seriously considered it, he decided that the 
political game would not leave him enough room to do 
what he thinks is really necessary for the country to go 
forward.13 Otabil’s ultimate concern is the transforma-
tion of Ghana into a successful nation, and of the entire 
African continent. He is convinced that this should not 
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 trans-
formation of individual Ghanaians and Africans into 
responsible citizens, responsible entrepreneurs and 
responsible leaders in Christ. As the church’s current 
motto puts it, ‘Raising leaders, shaping vision and 
influencing society through Christ’.

‘A minute is always a minute’ – time 
according to Otabil

The understanding of time that emerges from the 
above message of transformation and progress is one of 
rationalized, linear, measurable time. But time also 
comes from God. This combination of rationality and 
divine origin is made very explicit in Otabil’s most 
recent book Pathways to Success: 21 Sure Steps on the Way 
to the Top (2008). Under the heading ‘God’s investment 
in us – in YOU!’, Otabil assures his reader that ‘even 
though you may be thinking “I’m just trying to get by 
one day a time”, your life is far more than an accumula-
tion of seconds, hours and days’ (ibid.: 10). This ‘more’ 
in is the ‘six universal investments’ that God has made 
into each one of us. The second investment on this list, 
after God’s gift of life, is that of time:

Every human being is given the gift of time, and no 
human being lives outside the realm of time, or in 
timelessness. Time is regulated by certain events 
and symbols. For instance, there are twenty-four 
hours in a day and each one of us has those twenty-
four hours to use in whatever way we choose. The 
same commodity is available to the king and to the 
pauper. What we do with our time determines our 
success on many levels. Time is an expendable 
commodity. Whether you use it or not, it just moves 
on, never to return again (ibid.: 12).

Time according to Otabil is linear – ‘it just moves on, 
never to return again’ – and measurable; it is also level-
ling – equally ‘available to king and pauper’ – and 
commodified – an ‘expendable commodity’. Note the 
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strong echo here of the Puritan notion of time in Max 
Weber’s analysis of the Protestant ethic and its contri-
bution to the development of capitalism. Part of the 
Protestant ethic was the idea that time has direct 
monetary value and time not used productively is 
money wasted. As an example of the ‘spirit of capitalism’ 
that this ethic entailed, Weber quoted from the writ-
ings of the American statesman Benjamin Franklin, 
including the now famous statement ‘remember, time is 
money’ (Weber 1920: 48). The ethic of rational produc-
tivity that Otabil preaches (see also Otabil 1991) 
complicates the view presented by some scholars that 
contemporary charismatic Pentecostalism contradicts 
the Protestant ethic in its insistence that ‘success is not 
a product of human effort, or any process of rationality’ 
(Gifford and Nogueira-Godsey 2011: 17), but of God’s 
miraculous intervention. Weber’s thesis that Protes-
tantism adopted rationalism also applies to Otabil’s 
message, even though his consumerist attitude is far 
from the Puritan ethic.

Crucial on the linear pathway to success (‘Step 18’) 
is to run at a measured pace, that is, to run at one’s own 
pace and be aware that there will be some who move 
faster and some who move slower. Under the heading 
‘A minute is always a minute’, Otabil explains that 
‘measured pace’ is characteristic of time itself and 
attributes this to time’s divine origin:

God intends all of Creation to run at a measured 
pace. Just look at the minutes in a day. They don’t 
change the pace at which they pass: a minute is 
always sixty seconds. And you can’t make a second 
any slower or faster, either. There are always sixty 
minutes in an hour and twenty-four hours in a day. 

Time has been moving at the same pace since God 
instituted the concept of time. It will continue at 
that same measured pace until time ends. The rate 
at which the Earth rotates as well as the speed at 
which it circles the sun is always the same, steady 
pace (2008: 235).

In the same vein, ‘our bodies were designed by the 
Great Designer to run at a certain measured pace’, as is 
evident from the beating of the heart. Progress on way 
to future success is made by running at that steady pace 
with little change or fluctuation in tempo. ‘To under-
stand how important tempo is to your progress, try to 
imagine your favorite classical music [note the refer-
ence to classical music and not any other type of music] 
played at a tempo which is too fast or too slow. The 
beauty of the music can be completely distorted if the 
tempo is not just right’ (ibid.: 236).

In sum, in Otabil’s ‘theology of buy the future’, time 
is a gift of God, which is equally distributed among all 
human beings and is to be used productively on the 
basis of rational thinking and long-term vision. Key 
words in this understanding of time are linear progress, 
measurement and control. This is not only a charge 
against so-called (and stereotyped) ‘African time’, in 
which a minute is not always a minute but can also 
become an hour, that is, elastic time, which is stretchy, 
unpredictable, and uncontrollable. Otabil’s notion of 
time as controlled, linear progress towards long-term 
benefits is also a direct critique of the ‘right now’ 
theology characteristic of much of charismatic Pente-
costalism. At the same time, however, he cannot afford 
to dismiss that theology and practice of divine imme-
diacy altogether and it has its place within his own 
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church, and even, occasionally, emanates from his own 
mouth and body. Not during Sunday services, but at 
other moments on the church’s ritual calendar.

‘Receive your miracle now!’ – command-
ing supernatural time

Every year the iccg organises two big international 
conferences at the Christ Temple, the ‘Greater Works 
Conference’, which is preceded by a ‘spiritual emphasis 
month’ with daily prayer meetings in church, and the 
‘Destiny Summit’. Marketed as icgc ‘products’ with tv 
and radio commercials, flyers, and banners throughout 
Accra, these conferences draw a wide audience far 
beyond church membership.

They feature national and international charismatic 
stars from Otabil’s personal network, and offer a 
combination of praise and worship, music, prayer, 
sermons, prophesy and anointing. The guest speakers’ 
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 important for the 
thousands of worshippers is the totalising experience 
of ‘divine energy’, of being renewed by Holy Ghost 
power.

Both the daily prayer nights and the conference 
itself are characterized by emotional, exuberant styles 
of ministry and worship, and offer a ways of dealing 
with the future, and understandings of time, that are 
very different from the regular icgc services. The 
following prayer instructions, spoken by one of the 
Christ Temple pastors with rising intensity and volume 
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on the prayer night of 24 July 2001 are typical for the 
spiritual emphasis month.

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. […] Pray in the Spirit! Destroy 
every dependent trouble as it arises in your life. 
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. […] 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 prophecy into your future 
that your future shall be great. Your future shall be 
marvellous. You shall rise, you shall be great!

This kind of speech induces a strong sense of immi-
nence: great things are about to happen, they are already 
laid out in the spiritual plane and only need to be 
‘released’ into the here and now. The discourse of 
imminence and immediacy is supported by the physical 
performance accompanying this kind of prayer.

Instructions like ‘break it under your feet’ are to be 
literally embodied by stamping on the floor. As Simon 
Coleman (2011) described for charismatic ritual 
practice in Sweden, here too the tempo of speech and 
movement is gradually speeded up, together with a rise 
in volume and pitch, until it reaches the release of 
divine power and people break out in shouting, crying, 
shaking or other uncontrolled body movements. This 

speeding up of tempo and the loss of control that it 
induces presents quite a contrast to the keeping of a 
measured pace that Otabil advises in his 2008 book.

But Otabil himself also engages in such ritual 
production of immediate transformation. On 31 July 
2001 he led the ‘anointing service’ concluding the 
Greater Works Conference.14 For members this night 
is the climax of a month of fasting and intensive prayer. 
Stirring up his audience, 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!’ Such 
evocation of miraculous time compression is exactly 
what he critiques in his Sunday sermons. Preparing his 
audience for the anointing, Otabil continued ‘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. [...] 
God is going to release something in you. [...] Let light 
destroy darkness. Let expectations be met.’ Containers 
with oil were passed round and everybody dipped their 
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right hand into it, raised it and prayed ‘for a release of 
your power with the application of this oil’. Everybody 
put the hand with oil on their head, subsequently on 
their mouth, on their ears, on their feet and on their 
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 transforma-
tion – 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 spirit – 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, this prayer was supported by passionate bodily 
movement and marked by a gradual building up of 
intensity. At the ‘release of divine energy’, for some at 
the shouting of ‘now!’, for others at the moment of ‘I 
receive it!’, people screamed, jumped up and down, fell 
down to the floor, or started spinning, singing or crying. 
Otabil shouted too, much in contrast to the dignified, 
self-controlled performance style that he is known (and 
appreciated) for.

What we see here is ‘natural time’, in which desires 
may take years to come true, being made irrelevant. 
What matters is ‘supernatural time’, in which God can 
do in a moment what you have been desiring, expecting, 
or struggling for for years. This is not a passive waiting 
for God’s miraculous intervention. At stake during the 
Greater Works Conference is to take command over 
this supernatural time and release its possibilities into 
the present moment. Both body and spirit are fully 
engaged in this commanding. Mental and bodily tech-
niques of prayer must harness God’s power to deliver in 
the here and now. This goes directly against the work 
ethic of self-responsibility and human agency that 
Otabil preaches during Sunday services and on radio 
and tv.

Clearly, there is not one ‘charismatic chronotype’, not 
even one ‘Otabilian chronotype’. The ‘rational buy the 
future’ and the ‘miraculous right now’ types of under-
standing and experiencing time contradict each other in 
many ways, and yet they co-exist in one church, in one 
preacher. They are kept strictly separate, however, each 
accorded its own time slots, so to speak. Ordinary church 
time, that is, Sunday services, Tuesday teaching services 
and the radio and tv broadcasts extracted from these, is 
reserved for ‘buy the future’ and no ‘right now’ talk can 
be heard then. This ordinary time follows a weekly cycle, 
even daily in the case of one radio station. The ‘right 
now’ mode that Otabil so despises during ordinary time, 
is given full expression during the extraordinary time of 
special conventions. This follows a yearly cycle, is clearly 
set apart from the ordinary church activities, and does 
not enter Otabil’s media broadcasts.

Both the ‘buy the future’ and the ‘right now’ chrono-
type, however, centre on the promise of radical trans-
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formation, of turning failure into success, poverty into 
prosperity, barrenness into fruitfulness. Public display, 
material culture and visual media are crucial for charis-
matic churches as images of success, well-being and 
riches confirm this promise. Images of church leaders 
in slick media formats make the blessings of God 
bestowed upon born again Christians immediately 
visible for large audiences. Charismatic pastors, with 
their corpulent bodies, flamboyant outfits, well-
groomed appearance, beautiful wives and luxurious 
cars, embody the success and achievement that many 
aspire to for their own lives. Their portraits appear on 
television, websites, billboards, banners and posters 
(Asamoah-Gyadu 2005), and on the book covers, video 
jackets, cd labels and merchandising produced by their 
churches. They serve as icons that attract people to the 
power of the Holy Spirit to transform lives and shape 
futures by visualising its blessing as riches and success.

Otabil’s public image is highly stylised, produced 
through pr strategies that depend on both modern 
media technologies and personal embodiment (De 
Witte 2011). With his well-fed body wrapped in luxu-
rious, costly African outfits, Otabil embodies ‘the 
African dream’ of many young people in Ghana’s cities: 
to be wealthy and successful, wise and handsome, 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 to the global top 
through hard and honest work from the same under-
privileged position and in the same underprivileged 
part of the world as many young Ghanaians today. 
Otabil’s body image, as it is produced by the icgc’s 

media and pr department and by Otabil himself, 
becomes a ‘screen’ on which to project ordinary Ghana-
ians’ hopes and aspirations for the future. Indeed, 
Otabil embodies the future that many would wish for 
themselves. It is his combination of a thoughtful and 
original message and an effective management of style, 
spectacle, public image and charisma, that makes him 
so successful, far beyond charismatic circles, in 
attracting people to a religious vision of Africa’s future.

‘Do something new’ – conclusions

Charismatic Pentecostalism, it seems, thrives on the 
insecurity surrounding the tension between the ever 
more visible possibilities and promises of participation 
in the global economic order and the harsh realities of 
marginalization, of exclusion from economic success. 
In such an environment, charismatic churches, whose 
leaders fully participate in global religious-cum-busi-
ness networks, offer people a way of feeling connected 
to and part of the world, of being global citizens (and 
that, in the case of Otabil, without having to lose their 
sense of being African). In an environment in which 
many people struggle to make it through the day, trying 
to make ends meet by seizing opportunities on the spur 
of the moment, these churches promise them new 
roads to a future of prosperity. As I have shown, these 
roads can be very different, ranging from Otabil’s ‘buy 
the future’ approach, which advocates human effort, 
long-term vision, and rational planning and time 
control, to the ‘right now!’ recipe that commands trans-
formation and progress to come instantly by the 
miraculous power of the Holy Spirit.
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These temporal tendencies, ‘chronotypes’ if you 
wish, may appear paradoxical. But they share an impor-
tant element that grounds charismatic Pentecostalism’s 
successful marriage to the culture of neo-liberal capi-
talism: a radical rejection of stasis and an emphasis on 
constant renewal. The emphasis on continuous renewal, 
on a kind of transformation that never results in a static 
new state, but continually produces ‘something new’, is 
deeply engrained in charismatic religiosity. As the hit 
song ‘Do something new’ by gospel singer Elder Collins 
Amponsah goes, ‘Yesterday has gone, another day has 
come, do something new in my life.’ In this continual 
reproduction of an expectation of newness, of a sense of 
imminent novelty, we can discern an important link 
between charismatic Pentecostalism and neo-liber-
alism, and in particular with the ‘ceaseless consumption 
of novelty’ characteristic of ‘the spirit of modern 
consumerism’ (Campbell 1987: 205; see also Meyer 
2007: 9). The ‘do something new’ of charismatic Pente-
costalism and the ‘buy something new’ on which 
consumerist capitalism thrives go together remarkably 
well. Churches not only celebrate wealth, consumption 
and material progress, but operate as enterprises them-
selves, constantly adapting to the dynamics of the 
market and taking over, in good neo-liberal fashion, 
many responsibilities from the state in securing people’s 
future.

But more than this, charismatic Pentecostalism 
produces a kind of person that is well suited to the 
demands of neo-liberalism. Emphasizing empower-
ment and individual agency, this type of Christianity 
calls upon the believer to do something. In Otabil’s 
theology of buy the future, the appeal to the agency of 
the believer and to the power of choice is very explicit. 

Even when recourse is made to the supernatural power 
of God to intervene, it is not a passive hoping for 
improvement. The born-again Christian is actively 
engaged in claiming, taking, commanding, releasing, 
receiving the power of the Holy Spirit, and binding, 
banning, inverting, uprooting, destroying the power of 
demons. This is not just about hope for the future; this 
is about doing something in order for one’s divinely 
granted right to a future of riches to materialize, it is 
about ‘taking authority’ over one’s future. This corre-
sponds remarkably well to the neo-liberal ideology of 
individual freedom, choice and agency in self-realisa-
tion. As the privatization of the future is underway, 
and big-time futurism combines with an everyday 
presentism that many find hard to escape, the empow-
erment charismatic Pentecostalism offers to ‘buy’ a 
future of choice appears increasingly attractive.

E-mail: m.de.witte@vu.nl

Acknowledgements

A draft of this paper was presented in the panel ‘Time 
and technology’ at the annual meeting of the Dutch 
Anthropological Association (ABV), 18-19 November 
2011, Utrecht. I thank Rivke Jaffe for her constructive 
discussant’s comments at that occasion.



102

Notes

1 Similar projects, in various forms, occurred elsewhere in Africa, 

e.g. Mobutu’s promotion of ‘African authenticity’.

2 The Afrikania Mission’s neo-traditionalist project of moderni-

sing indigenous African religion to counter Christianity’s 

monopoly over modernity is a notable exception (see De Witte 

2004).

3 See for example the series ‘Turning failure into success’ (2002), 

‘the portrait of success’ (2005), and ‘going beyond your limita-

tions’ (2005).

4 The year 2003 was prophesied to be ‘my year of transformation’ 

and in that year Otabil delivered a message series titled ‘trans-

formation’.

5 Responding to a common criticism that he does not address 

people’s personal problems (e.g. visa, husband, children, the 

common subjects in most charismatic churches), he says in 

‘Pulling down strongholds’: ‘When you talk about the pro-

blems 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.’

6 Indeed, in 2003 Otabil established his own consultancy com-

pany, ‘Otabil and Associates’, which develops, organises and 

markets leadership training seminars and workshops, for which 

Otabil packages much of what he preaches in church into 

training format.

7 Message series ‘Pulling down strongholds’.

8 First Ofori-Atta lecture, quoted in Gifford (2004:125).

9 13 January 2001, quoted in Gifford (2004:129).

10 Interview, 22 March 2002.

11 Ibid.

12 Radio interview and news item (Me for President? Never! 

Otabil dashes expectations of Christian majority, Ghanaian 

Chronicle, 22 January 2005).

13 Interview, 22 March 2002.

14 Anointing is the application of olive oil on the believer’s head, 

by the pastor or the believer him/herself, in order to evoke 

healing, blessing or special powers from the Holy Spirit.
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