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CHAPTER 5

Beyond Rupture and Continuity:  
Jars, Pentecostalism, and the Spiritual 

World of Football

As glimpsed above, Pentecostal Christianity, an increasingly influential 
spiritual movement in Cameroon, has found its way into football. During 
my fieldwork in 2014 and 2015, football players were increasingly attracted 
to Pentecostal denominations. Many read the Bible and prayed on a regu-
lar basis, attended Pentecostal services, consulted with the charismatic 
Men of God (pastors and prophets), and presented themselves as dedicated 
Christians.

The presence of Pentecostalism in football is especially intriguing, 
because Cameroonian footballers and fans of the game have long con-
sidered the sport to be saturated with “sorcery.” As I indicated in previous 
chapters, many Cameroonians insist the occult-like practices they call jars, 
medicine, juju, “witchcraft,” “sorcellerie,” and “black magic” permeate the 
sport. With the growing importance of Pentecostal Christianity amongst foot-
ballers, the question of the use of jars in football has acquired new mean-
ings. Pentecostal footballers were particularly diligent and worried about the 
expansion of what they saw as a demonic presence in football and were 
committed to offering alternatives. Thus football is a rich field to explore 
tensions and convergences between magico-religious and neo-charismatic 
practices.

Pentecostal Christians often claim that their faith in the Holy Spirit rep-
resents a point of rupture with the past (e.g. Marshall 2009; Meyer 1998; 
van Dijk 1998). The act of conversion, when the person becomes a born-
again Christian, is a central moment that signifies rupture with a previous 
way of life. In practice, the rupture often materializes as a break from rela-
tions with family members, “traditional” social structures, ancestral spirits, 
and demonic forces that tempt people to sin. 

Analyzing charismatic Christian conversion as a rupture with the past 
has been productive in problematizing the supposed anthropologists’ fixa-
tion with continuity (Robbins 2003; 2007). In this view, anthropologists 
tend to explain novel forms of spirituality as a continuation of old ones that 
are merely dressed up in new rituals and practices used for pragmatic pur-
poses such as economic and political gain. Instead, one needs to take the 
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Pentecostals’ claims of discontinuity with previous social categories seri-
ously, and not explain them away (Engelke 2004). This approach has been 
useful for understanding the role of key events as catalysts for radical social 
change (Robbins 2010). 

My ethnographic data on young Pentecostal footballers suggests that 
the rupture with the past is important but also part of a long-term and con-
tested process. Moreover, it is always grounded in previous forms of spiritual-
ity. In this view, the break with the past is a perpetually unfinished process 
that while it rejects tradition in fact reconstructs it and gives it new meanings 
(Meyer 1998). At the very least, Pentecostals do not agree among themselves 
about how one goes about making a break with the past, and frequently 
debate which practices are acceptable and which are not when making the 
break (Daswani 2013). In the process, in their efforts to distance themselves 
from other traditions and to engage in “spiritual warfare” (Rio, MacCarthy, 
and Blanes 2017; van de Kamp 2011) against forces they label as demonic, 
Pentecostals can become entangled in the discourses and practices of witch-
craft and continue reinforcing them with newfound force (Newell 2007). In 
addition, the Pentecostal rupture represents not only a break from one tradi-
tion but also an alignment with another, namely Christian, tradition (Engelke 
2010). Moreover, the project of Christian rupture is not as new as contem-
porary Pentecostal Christians insist, and Pentecostal Christian conversion is 
embedded in other social forms, either other forms of Christianity (see J. D. Y. 
Peel comment in Robbins 2007: 26-27) or forms of “traditional” spirituality 
(Gifford 2004) that emerged before Pentecostalism and continue to exist. Thus 
there are also elements of continuity, either with older magico-religious prac-
tices or with other Christian denominations, which one cannot ignore when 
considering Pentecostal Christianity in African settings. As will become clear 
in the following sections, Pentecostal footballers in the Southwest Region 
insisted on a radical rupture with jars (magico-religious practices) in football, 
but in practice the rupture was not as clear-cut as they insisted it was. 

The notions of rupture and continuity are useful when thinking about 
Pentecostalism and jars in football but not necessarily as opposites. As 
anthropologists who focus on rupture, as well as Pentecostal Christians, sug-
gest, the discourses of rupture need to be taken seriously. But a focus on 
everyday practices also reveals continuities. The challenge is then to over-
come the opposition between the two and the impetus to advocate for one 
over the other, and see how rupture and continuity are combined and pro-
duce new social forms (see J. D. Y. Peel comment in Robbins 2007: 26-27).

In football, spiritual practices are striking, because footballers’ debates 
over them focus on how they affect material reality. The potent but vulner-
able bodies of young athletes are central, as the footballers depend on their 
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physical strength and stamina, and grave and unexpected injuries can end 
their careers before they even take off. Uncertainty is unavoidable in com-
petitive football: who will suffer from injuries, what will be the outcomes of 
important matches, and who will be selected from among the many to show 
his skills in front of coaches and managers. The footballers’ debate over how 
spiritual practices affect material reality revolves around three key questions: 
whether they “work,” i.e. bring victories and success on the field; how they 
affect their athletic bodies – their main instruments of action and the key 
source of their efforts; and what is the role of material objects and the rituals 
that surround them. This chapter addresses how spiritual practices operate in 
and construct a tangible, material, concrete reality (see Meyer and Houtman 
2012; Vásquez 2011). In particular, I focus on the use of material objects, 
such as medicine and jars, but also Pentecostal Christian objects, such as 
anointed stickers and anointed oil; on the notions and practices of prophesy 
and “spiritual eyes”; and on issues of power and effectiveness of engagement 
with the “spiritual world.” This focus allows us to move beyond the opposi-
tion of rupture versus continuity.

The notion of the “truth” or “reality” of spiritual powers has been a 
recurrent theme for anthropologists of non-Abrahamic magico-religious 
practices and beliefs, who have long wavered between the positions that 
they could not possibly be real (Evans-Pritchard 1976), that the discourses 
made them have real consequences (Geschiere 1997), that they were indeed 
real and that anthropologists needed to accept them as such (Viveiros de 
Castro 2015), and that the possibility was open for some of them to be real, 
but that their reality was uncertain and a frequent point of disagreement 
among people (Graeber 2015). In particular, some of the proponents of the 
recent “ontological turn” in anthropology have argued that anthropologists 
need to “humble” themselves and accept their participants’ claims of the 
reality of spiritual forces at face value (Holbraad 2010), consider their claims 
literally rather than figuratively (de la Cadena 2010), and see them as consti-
tutive of a reality that is alternate to the reality of the ethnographer (Martin 
Holbraad in Alberti et al. 2011). I agree that claims about spiritual forces 
need to be taken seriously (although note that this is not a particularly new 
method in anthropology), but I disagree that this means these claims should 
be regarded as constructing a finite ontic reality, as the term “ontology” sug-
gests. What I mean by taking claims about spiritual practices “seriously” is 
taking into account the lively debates among people about them, and the 
pragmatics of their everyday use (see Cepek 2016; Vigh and Sausdal 2014). 
My materials show that Cameroonians’ debates about the truth and reality of 
spiritual forces are far from settled, and that claims about them are diverse, 
filled with skepticism and doubt, and inseparable from their practical use 
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and from the moral judgments about using them. These debates become 
even more complex as magico-religious practices become entangled with 
Pentecostal Christian practices. Cameroonians’ nuanced debates and uncer-
tainties about the reality of spiritual powers would be lost if one was to 
accept the methodological postulate of the “ontological turn” and accept the 
reality of spiritual forces at face value. 

Thus I take seriously Cameroonians’ debates, moral judgments, and 
epistemological uncertainties about the effectiveness of spiritual forces, 
and I follow many of my friends in football who either directly or tacitly 
attempt to address the question, “Does it work?”, regarding spiritual prac-
tices. Moreover, I do not focus exclusively on Cameroonians’ debates over 
the “reality” of magico-religious practices grounded in non-Abrahamic tradi-
tions but also on their skepticism about Pentecostal Christian practices. 

RUPTURE AS A MORAL STATEMENT: JARS AND PENTECOSTALISM  
IN FOOTBALL
Discussing jars and how it relates to Christianity leads to a conceptual trap: 
it runs the risk of unifying practices of jars into a coherent religious system, 
which it is not, and opposing it to Christianity as a coherent beliefs system 
(see Asad 1993; Ruel 1982). Rather than taking them for granted as sepa-
rate and complete structured systems of beliefs, it is more useful to see how 
young men, especially footballers who engage with Pentecostal denomina-
tions, separate the two in everyday discourses. This allows for an approach 
that takes their discourses seriously, while at the same time allowing space 
for critical examination. Moreover, jars is almost always performed in secret, 
so to discuss what it constitutes one needs to rely on rumors, accusations, 
interpretations, and highly moralized recollections. 

In what follows, I outline the way Pentecostals talk about the “spiritual 
world” in football by following Emil, the argumentative and extroverted cap-
tain of Buea Young Star FC, one of the central figures throughout this thesis 
whom I have already introduced in previous chapters. Emil was born and 
grew up in Fundong, the largest town of the fondom (chiefdom) of Kom in 
the northwestern Grassfields. As a boy, he considered joining a medicine 
man (traditional healer) as an apprentice to learn about the trade, but instead 
converted from his parents’ Catholic faith to Pentecostal Christianity and 
became born-again while at school. After moving to the Southwest Region 
to study at the University of Buea and play football, he became a member 
of the Apostolic Church, one of the largest Pentecostal denominations in 
Anglophone Cameroon. Even though Emil encouraged me and his team-
mates to join the congregations, he did not attend church regularly. Rather, 
like many other Pentecostals, he spent many hours in his home in deep soli-
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tary prayer. In Buea Young Star FC, his teammates nicknamed him the team’s 
“Man of God,” because of his elaborate prayers before and after trainings 
and his avid interest in what he called the footballers’ “spiritual life.” Emil 
and I established an everyday routine: almost every morning after train-
ing sessions at the Molyko Omnisport Stadium in Buea, we walked home 
together to our respective homes, which were only a few minutes apart, and 
discussed matters of the state of the club, some individual players’ trajecto-
ries, and issues of “spirituality” in football in general.

For many Cameroonians in the Southwest Region, especially those 
involved in Pentecostal Christian denominations, people live two separate 
but interrelated lives: a “spiritual” one and a “physical” one. The “spiritual” 
life precedes the physical one. As Emil explained, “Before anything hap-
pens to you in the physical life, it has already happened in the spiritual.” The 
two are separated, but interrelated: actions in the “spiritual” have profound 
effects on the “physical.” Cameroonian Pentecostals therefore reproduce the 
dualism between the spiritual and the physical and establish the hierarchy 
between the two, only to immediately collapse the distinction. This can be 
seen as a common Protestant tension between, on the one hand, the sepa-
ration between the spiritual and the material, and, on the other, the need 
for the immanence of God in the material world (Lambek 2014: 15-17); or 
as a recognition that this dualism is present everywhere in thought yet tran-
scended in practice (Lambek 2006).

Importantly, the spiritual realm is also occupied by “the devil”: the male
volent spirits that Christians usually link to ancestral traditions. Pentecostal 
Christians attempt to engage with the spiritual realm by evoking the Holy 
Spirit through deep prayers, meditation sessions, and Bible reading. As 
Pentecostal Christians would have it, others prefer to visit traditional healers 
who dabble in witchcraft and occultism, and use juju, medicine, or jars in 
order to exert effect in the spiritual world and reap its fruits in the physical. 
The key point is that when Cameroonians speak of the “spiritual,” it involves 
both the powers of the Holy Spirit and the powers of jars. It will become 
clear in the following that Christians make clear moral evaluations to sepa-
rate the two, but for now, we can observe that both are marked as “spiritual.”

Many Cameroonians see a football match as a battle, not only of the 
physical prowess of football players, their athletic skills, or their coaches’ 
tactics, but also of the two sides’ spiritual forces. Cameroonians occasionally 
talk about the jars man, otherwise called medicine man, traditional healer, 
or nganga, “controlling” the game with his spiritual powers. The spiritual 
battle is usually prepared by traditional healers before a match and away 
from the field. The battle itself takes place in the spiritual world, above and 
beyond the immediate match, and has profound influence on the outcome. 
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For example, in one story that Emil told me, Buea Young Star FC was 
playing a high-stakes match at the Molyko Omnisport Stadium against a 
strong opponent. The father of Akwe, the team’s striker whom I wrote about 
in previous chapters, was there to watch the match. Concealed in his fist 
was a medicine prepared by a traditional healer, which he used to control 
the outcome of the match. At one moment, while the team was losing, he 
lifted his hand and pointed towards the goal of the opposing team. Less than 
a minute passed, and Akwe scored a goal, equalizing the score. The match 
became difficult, and it was time for the opposing team’s spiritual powers 
to respond. As it turned out, the opposition’s jars man (who was presum-
ably among the match spectators) was also powerful. He concealed his own 
medicine in his fist and directed an attack on the striker’s father. The father’s 
jars, previously so effective, started burning in his hand and finally caught 
fire, forcing him to drop it on the ground and effectively neutralizing his 
powers. Both teams had powerful jars, and the match ended in a draw.

Jars could be almost any kind of object: a blade of grass, a thread, a 
piece of tree bark. It could be a ring or stone that a player wraps in a thread 
and sprays with perfume. There are many ways of using jars. If they are small 
objects, players can conceal them in their waist bands, boots, or socks. The 
players or the jars men might bury the objects in the football field, for exam-
ple near the goal posts. Other forms of jars came in the shape of a potion pre-
pared by a jars man that the footballers applied to the surface of their bodies: 
prior to the match, they would wash their faces with the potion, rub it on 
their hands and feet, or cover their entire bodies by bathing in it. Footballers 
claimed that they could smell the jars on their opponents’ bodies during 
football matches. In other examples, footballers “applied” jars to the inside 
of their bodies: jars could be drunk or eaten.

Jars practitioners often needed to follow strict instructions from the jars 
man. For example, Emil witnessed while with one of his previous clubs, in 
his hometown of Fundong, that the jars man instructed players to ingest an 
edible or drinkable substance, such as animal fat or a mixture of herbs, on 
match day at exactly 4:00 a.m. The expected result of this particular jars was 
to allow the footballers to run faster and have more stamina. From Emil’s 
story, the outcome was unclear, but the key point was that jars often came 
with highly specific instructions and prohibitions that needed to be carefully 
followed if one was to experience its benefits. 

Jars was often used far away from football fields. Players used it in secret 
locations, in the privacy of their homes, or in their family compounds. Emil 
recollected how a former striker of Buea Young Star FC traveled to his fam-
ily’s village in the Manyu Division to visit a powerful jars man whenever 
he had difficulties scoring goals. After his return to Buea, he again began 
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scoring regularly. A visit to the village was crucial: Cameroonian footballers 
insisted that the most powerful jars was in the countryside, where people, 
especially elders, were well-versed in “traditional” practices. This was espe-
cially true of the Manyu Division, which many young men in Buea believed 
was a remote area brimming with powerful and mysterious jars. Two reasons 
could account for this. First, the Manyu Division, which borders Nigeria, was 
the birthplace of Obasinjom, an important cult agency (njom in the Ejagham 
language) with a set of masked dancers who performed magico-religious 
and cleansing practices (Röschenthaler 2004). The power of the association 
was well known in Buea, since the Bakweri purchased it from the Banyangi 
people of the Manyu Division in the 1950s in an effort to combat different 
forms of witchcraft (Ardener 1996).34 Second, roads between Buea and the 
villages in the Manyu Division were in a particularly bad state, making the 
trip difficult. Young Bakweri footballers who played in regional division clubs 
dreaded traveling to Manyu division for matches precisely because of the 
excruciating trip. This contributed to the perception of the area as remote.

At other times, the use of jars might take place on and around the foot-
ball field but away from inquisitive eyes. In one example already mentioned 
in chapter 3, the former president of Unisport Limbe FC reportedly hired 
Nganya, a Bakweri secret society with access to ancestral spiritual powers, 
to perform rituals at the Limbe Centenary Stadium the night before an impor-
tant match in order to cleanse and “prepare” the field for a victory. Because 
the Nganya society is secretive, it was unclear (to me, and to most young 
Cameroonians) what these rituals entailed, but most likely they involved 
food offerings, pouring libations, and consulting the ancestors in an attempt 
to win matches (see Pannenborg 2012: 94-95). Cameroonians, and espe-
cially Pentecostal Christians, cited this as an example of the use of jars in 
football, i.e. the use of spiritual powers of the occult. 

Another striking example was the ability of some jars men to forecast 
the outcome of the match. A person with such “vision,” Emil insisted, could 
predict the final score, identify players who were about to score, or predict 
who would suffer injuries. Jars men were credited with having an exclusive 
insight into spiritual world activities that determined what was about to tran-
spire on the field. This was in line with the well-documented instance that 
traditional healers all over Cameroon, but also elsewhere in Africa (e.g. in 
Mozambique, see West (2005)), put a substantial amount of effort into devel-
oping a “second pair of eyes” that allowed them to see beyond the boundar-
ies of the physical world (Geschiere 2013: 72). 

34	 The purchase of spiritual practices was not unusual in the Southwest Region, especially in 
the Manyu Division (and in Cross River State in neighboring Nigeria), where people frequently 
exchanged associations and their knowledge (Röschenthaler 2004).
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What results did footballers expect from practicing jars? First, to enhance 
their physical performances: run faster, have better stamina, or jump higher 
to win more headers (or, for the goalkeepers, save more shots on goal). 
Second, to improve their skills: take more precise shots or dribble past their 
opponents more successfully. For example, consider how Emil described the 
exploits of Akwe, who, according to him, used to use jars in order to perform 
better:

The medicine that Akwe was using, but now he stopped, was the one 
where he would use the potion [wata] that his parents would prepare for 
him. He would wash his face, his hands, and his feet with it. When he 
would enter the match, oh God…He would play well! He would play 
that ball so you would not believe it was him. Him alone would dribble 
the entire team and score!

At other times, footballers used jars to cause their rivals to lose focus or stam-
ina. Footballers referred to these as “spiritual attacks,” i.e. attacks aimed at 
other footballers performed in the spiritual world. The most striking “spiritual 
attacks” that footballers talked about were not those aimed at the opposing 
team’s footballers but rather those performed by individual players to their 
teammates with whom they were competing for a position on the team. A 
common example was a substitute footballer who used jars in order to cause 
an injury to his teammate and take over his position in the team (see also 
Pannenborg 2008: 111-13). In one of the more amusing stories I was told by 
Emil, the goalkeeper of Unisport Limbe FC was suspected of using jars, since 
he was strikingly short for a goalkeeper and yet regularly outperformed all 
other goalkeepers on the team and was almost always selected in the start-
ing 11. On one occasion, before a friendly match, he was removed from the 
starting lineup. Jealous of his teammate, he contacted his jars man and paid 
him to use jars on the goal posts in order to sabotage his rival. However, 
he was not careful: one of his teammates overheard his phone conversation 
with the jars man and informed the team coach. As the match was about 
to start, the coach, determined to teach his goalkeeper a lesson, made a 
last-minute tactical change: he put the unsuspecting goalkeeper back in the 
game. The deed had already been done, and it was too late to reverse the 
spiritual attack: the envious goalkeeper had a taste of his own medicine and 
embarrassed himself by conceding no fewer than five goals. Emil told this 
story with a particular gusto, laughing at the fate of the envious goalkeeper.

This story demonstrates several points related to the use and discourse 
of jars in football. First, jars can be used to overcome physical limitations, 
such as height for a goalkeeper. In this instance, jars resembles performance-
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enhancing practices that amplify the body’s potential in order to perform bet-
ter, something that athletes everywhere are driven or tempted to use in com-
petitive settings (see Kovač 2016). Second, jars can be used to hurt others out 
of envy. This most resembles instances of witchcraft as “harm to persons or 
their belongings inflicted by human and spiritual beings” (Rio, MacCarthy, 
and Blanes 2017: 4), which are observed throughout the world. The variety 
of practices that Cameroonians attribute to jars, and the fact that footballers 
regularly use this term as a synonym for witchcraft, suggests that this defini-
tion is too narrow and fails to capture the term’s variety and ambiguity (see 
Geschiere 1997; 2013). Third, jars can turn against its practitioners, who 
will eventually need to pay the price for dabbling into the fickle world of 
mystical powers and attempting to hurt others. This was a common refrain 
among Cameroonians, especially Pentecostal Christians, who emphasized 
the immorality of the use of jars. Finally, Emil’s retelling illustrates that jars is 
not only the object of moral condemnation but also fascination, humor, and 
playfulness. 

Despite playful attitudes towards jars, sentiments of horror and fear 
abounded. Players and their friends and families attributed serious career-
ending injuries to “spiritual attacks” and “spiritual poison.” In one of 
the more disturbing interviews I conducted, a former aspiring footballer 
explained how his athletic ambitions came to an abrupt end at the age of 
16. He was already recognized as a promising goalkeeper at a football acad-
emy in Tiko, until he mysteriously broke his leg during a friendly match: 
nobody was around him, there was no physical contact, and the ball was not 
even in his vicinity. He was taken home and treated by medical doctors, but 
the recovery was excruciating and the wound would not heal. Suspecting 
a spiritual attack, his family hired a traditional healer who shed some light 
on what had happened. On a particular day before the incident, the boy 
had washed his football boots and left them out to dry outside his family 
compound. Somebody, perhaps a jealous neighbor, used this opportunity to 
apply spiritual poison to the boots. The boy wore the boots to the friendly 
match, and the tragedy ensued. His recovery was painful and long, and only 
after several months and with a combination of herbs prescribed by the tra-
ditional healer was he able to walk again. He was eager to return to football, 
but his mother was having none of it: she would not allow her son to be 
involved in an activity so saturated with dangerous spiritual activities, and 
his dream of a professional career was over.

Emil’s and other’s stories show that jars came in many guises, and served 
many purposes.35 At one end of the spectrum, it was seemingly innocuous and 

35	 There were many more examples of the variety of practices and rumors of jars in football: a 
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playful, albeit contested, and had performance-enhancing goals. At the other 
end were much more sinister spiritual “attacks” and “poisons” that were, 
according to Emil and others, a result of the fierce competitive nature of the 
sport, and feelings of envy of another’s success. Jars was linked to both the 
longstanding cleansing practices of secret societies and the witchcraft attacks 
on powerful individuals. Thus the lines between practicing witchcraft and pro-
tecting oneself from it were blurred in young footballers’ accounts. Emil recog-
nized the gradation of seriousness and malevolent intentions of different kinds 
of jars. Yet at the same time, being a member of Pentecostal Christian denomi-
nation that advocated a “break with the past,” he characterized all instances 
of jars as “the devil,” “evil,” and “darkness.” This is how he responded to my 
question of whether one could combine jars and Christianity:

You cannot combine [God] with jars, because God says that you should 
not worship any other God, and medicine man worships some other 
God. […] No medicine is a good medicine, no jars is good jars, because 
nothing good comes out of evil. […] To become the best in life, there are 
only two things you can do: either you dine with the devil, or you dine 
with God. You cannot be in the middle.

This shows how Pentecostal Christians took part in the “construction of 
heathendom” (Meyer 1998: 322) by categorizing all indications of “tradi-
tional practices” as “evil” and “darkness” and aligning themselves with 
what they called the forces of “good” and “light.” As elsewhere in the world, 
Pentecostals rejected any form of syncretism. Pentecostals like Emil seemed 
to be aware of the wide range of practices of jars but subsumed them all 
under a single category, structured the imagined area of jars as clearly 
bounded, and positioned themselves against it. 

Moreover, this discourse of rupture was framed in moral terms (see also 
Daswani 2013), i.e. the supposed break from the past was a moral state-
ment. Cameroonian footballers like Emil, but also others, spoke about the 
“spiritual” battle in football in clearly moralizing terms: Christian practices 
in terms of “spiritual life” and “spiritual health” and jars as “spiritual poison” 
and “spiritual attacks.” This was not particularly new or surprising. What was 
important, however, was that Pentecostal footballers took the powers of jars 
more seriously than did mainline Christian denominations, were determined 

team spending a night on a particular ancestor’s grave before a crucial match; sacrificing animals 
and smearing their blood on the walls of the opposing team’s dressing room; planting objects 
with spiritual powers at stadium entrances in order to sabotage the visiting team. I focused here 
only on examples relevant to this chapter, and on those I could substantiate with a fair amount of 
detail.
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to battle it, and, crucially, as I will demonstrate in the following sections, 
sought to provide strong alternatives to its powers. As will become clearer, 
despite the discursive and moral rupture (or precisely because of it?), the 
practices of Pentecostal footballers resembled those of jars and had similar 
goals. 

“TAPPING THE POWER” OF GOD
Not everyone in Cameroon agreed that the uncertainties of football – goals, 
results, injuries – were so profoundly dependent on activities in the spiri-
tual world. Many footballers, especially those with experience of playing 
outside of Cameroon, laughed off jars as either a silly superstition not wor-
thy of attention or a remnant of tradition confined to the countryside. Atem 
Valentine, the Buea football legend I mentioned in chapter 4, recalled some 
of his early matches in inter-quarter tournaments in the mid-1990s. After 
scoring a series of miraculous goals in a village tournament, the opposing 
team accused him of using and concealing jars. They forced him to strip 
down to his underpants to reveal the hidden token he must have been hid-
ing somewhere on his body. Atem happily obliged: he stripped naked in the 
middle of the field and allowed himself to be inspected for jars by the oppos-
ing players, who quickly realized they could not find anything. Atem put his 
clothes back on, the match was restarted, and he continued to plow through 
the opposing side’s defense and score many goals. “It was a lot of fun,” he 
reminisced with a grin, and insisted that jars constituted harmless fun and 
silly superstition.

Some experienced Cameroonian football coaches I interviewed, and 
Cameroonians in general, repeated the often-heard mantra meant to demys-
tify spiritual powers: “Jars does not play football.” One regional league team 
coach argued that jars, and especially traditional healers (whom he called 
“native doctors”), is ineffective:

If the native doctor has that power, well, he has children, why can’t he 
give it to his children to go and play football and score goals and have 
money? Let us be practical. […] Why can’t they raise their children and 
give them those powers so they can be professionals, so that they can 
play in Paris, Zagreb, Chelsea? They would earn a lot of money and 
build their father a house, a mansion. But if you see where those native 
doctors are living, you can’t even sit there. They are living in poverty.

This kind of skepticism about the effectiveness and genuineness of tradi-
tional healers was common. Notably, such claims were often accompanied 
by statements that if jars was indeed effective, footballers would not have 
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to train at all – it would have been enough to simply seek the assistance of 
traditional healers. 

Those with a more “modern” approach to football, inspired by Western 
coaching techniques, also relegated the role of spiritual powers in football to 
a less than central aspect of the game. John Mayebi was one of the region’s 
most successful coaches: in 2009, with Tiko United FC, he won the title of 
the champion of Elite One; it was the first time in the national league’s his-
tory that an Anglophone region club won the title. For him, jars had no inher-
ent powers that players or coaches and managers could harness and use. He 
argued that no amount of jars could replace hard work and training:

We used to believe in those things, but with advancement, some of us 
have gone deep into football and realized that the only juju is training. 
So, we give a different name to those things. […] The name we give it 
here, in football, as coaches, we call it, in French, “préparation psy-
chologique,” psychological preparation. They have virtually no powers, 
the only thing they do is psychological.

This discourse of “advancement” was reminiscent (although not exclusive) 
to that of the coaching camps, one- or two-week-long courses for football 
coaches, sometimes organized and led by European coaches, designed to 
provide Cameroonian coaches with “expert knowledge.” Elite One team 
coaches were usually expected to attend them – indeed, coach Mayebi 
showed me his diploma that qualified him to coach high-level teams. It was 
notable that he referred to a term in French: most coaching camps took place 
in the Francophone capitals of Yaoundé and Douala. This “expert knowl-
edge” relied on four pillars of coaching:

1.	 Physical preparation – improving players’ strength and stamina
2.	 Technical preparation – improving players’ skills with the ball
3.	 Tactical preparation – teaching players to apply tactical principles
4.	 Psychological preparation – preparing players to endure under com-

petitive conditions

Coach Mayebi placed jars in the last category. Although he preferred play-
ers to not use jars, he occasionally allowed it, when he assessed that it was 
beneficial to player performance. But for him jars had no direct connection 
to material reality: the physical actions of running, ball contact, and tacti-
cal principles. He argued that the use of jars in Cameroonian football has 
decreased by “60 percent,” so significantly. Notably, he also argued that 
much of it was replaced by Christian prayers.
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It was, of course, impossible to verify whether the use of jars among foot-
ballers decreased in the 2010s. Perhaps it was marginalized by the combina-
tion of the onslaught of Pentecostal churches with an agenda to eradicate it 
and the implementation of international coaching strategies that supposedly 
demystified its power. But often practices akin to witchcraft do not disappear 
with modernity but instead are transformed by it, and new instances emerge 
(Geschiere 1997). In particular, Pentecostalism does not eradicate witchcraft 
but can instead amplify it (Newell 2007). Another possibility is that the use 
of jars in football did not decrease but only became more secretive and con-
tinued away from the fanfare of public sporting events and the eyes of an 
inquisitive waytman researcher. 

My materials, however, suggest another possibility: that some foot-
ballers discovered Pentecostal Christianity as a novel source of power that 
allowed them to engage in the spiritual battle of football and harness spiri-
tual powers with physical consequences similar to those of jars. Returning 
briefly to Emil, he hinted at the way that an individual engagement with the 
Holy Spirit, one of the main goals of Pentecostal Christians’ intense prayers, 
could have physical consequences that were invaluable for footballers:

When I am about to play a match, I sit in my room, for one or two hours, 
and I worship in His presence. When I want to play I meditate with God. 
The way that I play on that day is different. When I go to the field, I am 
unstoppable. […] That is the power of God working in me.

Unlike for coach Mayebi or older players like Atem Valentine, who relegated 
the spiritual aspect of football to categories of “psychological preparation” 
or “fun,” for Emil engagement with the spiritual world had profound physical 
consequences. Even though Emil made a sharp discursive rupture and break-
away from jars, as all Pentecostal Christians do, the physical consequences 
that he experienced resembled the performance-enhancing consequences 
of jars.

Emil was not the only one who, as many Cameroonian footballers say, 
“tapped the power” of God, hoping for physical consequences observable 
in the field. The first time I met Njoh, a footballer in his early twenties, in the 
Unisport Limbe FC team dormitory, I was struck by his eagerness to speak 
about how his faith affected his football performance. He was a Bakweri, a 
native of the region. It was his second season in the team in Limbe, where 
he moved after having spent two years with Buea Young Star FC. He was 
a member of the Apostolic Church – the same denomination that Emil 
attended – following his parents and his long-time girlfriend who were also 
members. Given that most of the matches in the Cameroonian first division 
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took place on Sundays, he was rarely able to attend church services. This did 
not bother him much: just like Emil, he worshiped in the privacy of his own 
room, either by himself or with his partner. Njoh’s telling of one of his experi-
ences of the power of God on the football field shows how the physical con-
sequences can be central for the footballers:

One time we were playing a match against New Stars, at the Centenary 
Stadium [in Limbe]. The first half was very difficult for us, they were con-
trolling the game. I discovered that during the course of the game I lost a 
lot of strength. I was very, very weak, I was very, very tired! That was just 
before the end of the first half. But, then we went to the dressing room, 
and we went out again for the second half. I entered the field. I spoke 
the word of God, I spoke it inside me. I said “God, renew my strength!” 
Believe me, automatically I felt some sensation! Inside me...And I was 
strengthened to play that match exceptionally. I mean, I played the 
match, and I discovered I wasn’t even tired! When the match finished I 
wanted to continue playing! I discovered then it was God who renewed 
my strength. And since that time, I continued to speak that word. Any 
time I play a match I can never get tired! It is not by my own might and 
my own power! It is by the spirit of the Lord.

Physical consequences of spirituality were central for Njoh: not too surpris-
ing for a competitive athlete. The material body is central for understanding 
the appeal of Pentecostal Christianity, and the body becomes the “harbinger 
of ultimate truth and authenticity” (Meyer 2010: 756). Njoh reiterated that 
he was able to harness and use the power of God (“I use God’s power, the 
power of the Holy Ghost”), that he was able to do so by speaking the word 
of God (“there is power in your tongue”), and, crucially, that this brought 
him tangible results (“anything you want to do in the field, it works”). He 
also argued that there were “demonic powers” that “worked” on the field 
for those who “believed” in them. The source of his own power, however, 
was “superior” to theirs. In his own eloquent words, typical of Pentecostal 
Christians:

The power of God is the highest power, it is supreme, superior to any 
other. […] God gives me dominion to trample upon snakes and upon 
scorpions. So when you come with your demonic power I have no fear, 
because I know where I am standing. I know where my power comes 
from. […] And right inside the field of play I can declare those words 
while I am marking you, those words that I have been saying in my 
closet: “I have dominion over you, you cannot stop me.” So I cannot 
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lack strength when I am playing, I always have supernatural abilities, 
because I know that my abilities are from God. When you come with 
your ability from any other power, that is not of the same Holy Ghost, 
you can never prevail over me.

Thus Njoh confirmed that the Pentecostal break from the past is not only a 
renouncement of “tradition,” one that Pentecostals casually characterize as 
“demonic,” but also, as Engelke suggested for the case of Friday Apostolics 
in Zimbabwe (2010), an alignment with another tradition, one of Pentecostal 
Christianity. Crucially, “strength” and “ability,” central for footballers as 
competitive athletes, become entangled with “power.” Aligning with the 
Holy Ghost allowed Njoh and other Pentecostal footballers to access an 
alternative source of power that promised physical benefits. His statements 
about the “power of God” which “always works” are not necessarily literal: 
Pentecostal Christians use words to imagine and construct a better reality, 
rather than to simply describe it. But it is clear that the Holy Ghost was a 
novel source of power with stakes in the “spiritual battle” of football, a power 
with profound influence on the physical world and the athletes’ bodies.

PENTECOSTAL OBJECTS 
I have demonstrated that jars often involved the use of objects, such as 
thread, stones, rings, or tree bark, imbued with magical properties. Some 
Pentecostal Christian pastors also provided objects, such as anointed stick-
ers, anointed olive oil, holy water, or salt. As the following case will show, 
a focus on Pentecostal objects and how people use them and with what 
purpose can complicate the views of rupture as central to the appeal of 
Pentecostal Christianity.

As stated previously, Buea Young Star FC footballers often character-
ized Emil as the team’s Man of God, emphasizing his in-depth knowledge 
of the Bible, eloquent prayers on and around the field, and constant concern 
for the players’ “spiritual life.” Yet Emil insisted that he had his own Man of 
God, a person that surpassed him in knowledge and power. He often rec-
ommended his teammates to pay him visits, when he assessed they needed 
assistance or protection. 

In December 2014, I accompanied Emil and Akwe on one such visit to 
Saint Collins Aliche, Emil’s friend and Man of God. Saint Collins was around 
22 years old, a recent graduate of the University of Buea. He was born near 
the southwestern town of Kumba to a Nigerian father and a Cameroonian 
mother. After being involved in starting a Christian ministry in Kumba as a 
very young man, he moved to Buea to pursue his studies. He worshipped 
on Sundays in Winners Chapel, a Nigerian neo-charismatic denomination 
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founded in 1983 that has since become a transnational megachurch. On the 
spectrum of Pentecostal churches that ranged from emphasizing holiness to 
emphasizing miracles (see chapter 2), Winners Chapel represented the latter 
(Gifford 2004: 173).

Winners Chapel was the subject of substantial controversy in Cameroon. 
In August of 2013, a nine-year-old girl reportedly collapsed and died in the 
denomination’s branch in Bamenda (the Northwest Region’s capital) where 
a pastor was casting out demons that had supposedly possessed her. This led 
President Paul Biya to close approximately 100 Pentecostal denominations, 
mostly in Yaoundé and Bamenda. This was the second wave of Pentecostal 
church closings in Cameroon, the first one having occurred in 2011 when 
the president cast the churches as a threat to national security. CNN quoted 
the deceased girl’s mother: “I want the government to stop these pastors 
who use mysterious powers to pull Christians and kill them for more pow-
ers. All my children have run away from the Catholic Church in search for 
miracles, signs and wonders.” The mother’s invocation of the “power” that 
neo-charismatic pastors supposedly harness and its “mysterious” origins is 
indicative of how some Cameroonians, especially dedicated members of 
mainline denominations, see Pentecostal churches as entangled with witch-
craft. Pentecostal pastors protested that the president ordered the closings 
because the churches criticized the government. By 2015, most Pentecostal 
churches had reopened.36 

Saint Collins was not a pastor from Winners Chapel but an independent 
Man of God: he provided individual counseling to those seeking his advice. 
He insisted that he was not a formal pastor ordained by church authorities 
but a “committed Christian […] loving to do the work of God.” Like many 
other extroverted Men of God in the Southwest Region and their counter-
parts in the Nigerian neo-charismatic churches, Saint Collins exuded confi-
dence. He often wore smart clothes, such as his favorite gold-colored shirt, 
clearly resembling those worn by flamboyant Pentecostal pastors in Nigerian 
and Cameroonian megachurches. 

It was not entirely clear how Saint Collins made a living, but as a recent 
university graduate he was most likely financially dependent on his parents. 
Importantly, Saint Collins gladly accepted small gifts of money and food 
from people who came to him for advice and prayers, but he did not charge 
for his services. Christian Men of God never do, or at least are not expected 
to. This is a way for them to demonstrate their dedication to “the work of 

36	 See: edition.cnn.com/2013/08/14/world/africa/cameroon-churches/; http://www.npr.
org/2014/04/13/300975474/pray-or-prey-cameroons-pentecostal-churches-face-crackdown; 
http://www.voanews.com/a/reopened-churches-in-camroon-not-critizing-biya-govern-
ment/3029686.html (all accessed January 13, 2018). 
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God,” but also to differentiate themselves from traditional healers who do 
charge their clients, sometimes demanding very high fees. 

When Emil, Akwe, and I visited him in December 2014 in his family 
house, we had no particular agenda. After a while, he presented us with a 
wad of his “anointed stickers.” The size of roughly two bars of soap, printed 
on glossy paper, the stickers showed an image of a well-dressed Saint 
Collins, holding a Bible and pointing at it, as if he was preaching. His name 
and phone number were on the sticker, and a quotation: “You are discon-
nected from whatsoever Satan is using to connect you to himself. Mathew 
10:1.” This was not a direct quotation from the Bible, even though it was 
presented as such. More likely, it was a quotation Saint Collins attributed 
to himself, with an added reference to a Bible verse that refers to powers of 
healing and casting out evil spirits.37

The stickers were more than just the marketing tools of a young entre-
preneurial Man of God: they were anointed by his prayers. Saint Collins 
instructed me on how to use them: “You can put them on top of your 
entrance door if you want your house to be covered in the power of God. 
The power of God is coming from that sticker and is reflecting like a ray, like 
a star that shines.” Otherwise, “You can also put it on your skin” – meaning 
one can either press it against one’s body during prayers to induce healing, 
or simply carry it around in a pocket or a bag for general protection against 
evil spirits.38 

Saint Collins hastened to add important instructions: “The sticker does 
not contain any power itself. It is only a medium for God’s power, a medium 
that God can pass through and manifest himself. In order for it to work you 
have to believe in God.” This is one of the most common instructions pro-
vided by Pentecostal Men of God regarding anointed tools, such as stickers, 
olive oil, holy water, or salt: the material objects contained no power in them, 
but were only mediums for God’s power, and their effectiveness depended on 
the user’s belief. This was a crucial way in which Pentecostal Men of God dif-
ferentiated the objects they were using from the “fetishes” of jars.

After some more casual conversation, it was time for me to be delivered 
from evil spirits. Saint Collins instructed me to stand in front of him, close my 
eyes, and raise my hands slightly. I had previously gone through a few deliv-
erances, so the situation was not particularly new to me. He placed his palm 
on my forehead, tilting my head slightly backwards and upwards. I immedi-

37	 “And when he had called unto him his twelve disciples, he gave them power against 
unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to heal all manner of sickness and all manner of disease.” 
Matthew 10:1, King James Bible.
38	 In Cameroonian Pidgin, skin refers to the body. Having something for ma skin translates 
roughly to having it “on me.” 



120

CHAPTER 5

ately heard a commotion behind me, and soon realized that Akwe and Emil 
had stood up and were standing behind me, one of them carrying a chair, 
anticipating that I might fall to the ground, and preparing to catch me. The 
Man of God started spinning me slowly in circles. He kept repeating in an 
increasingly impassioned voice, “Thank you Jesus, thank you Jesus. Free him 
in the name of Jesus.” Between the repetitions, he forcefully blew air around 
my face and neck. 

After a few minutes, he took a sticker in his hand, and pressed it on 
my forehead, returning me to a previous position. “This sticker is highly 
anointed,” he uttered. After some more moving around, he exclaimed, 
“Something is leaving you now.” His repetitions became louder, and he 
started moving and spinning me faster, making it difficult for me to avoid fall-
ing. Finally, he stopped, I opened my eyes, and we briefly discussed some of 
his prophecies and suggestions.

On that particular evening, neither Akwe nor Emil went through deliver-
ance or prophecy, but they were not particularly concerned. Instead, as we 
were leaving, Akwe showed me a bundle of anointed stickers he had col-
lected from Saint Collins’s stack. “This is the most important thing. This is like 
the oil I told you about,” he said, referring to anointed oil, another common 
object that Pentecostals used in their prayers.

What is striking in this vignette is the central place of material objects 
that stand for mediums of the power of God, in this case anointed stickers. 
Pentecostal stickers were ubiquitous in Buea – on people’s entrance doors, 
walls, or inside cars, promoting any of the number of Pentecostal denomina-
tions or Men of God. 

Stickers were not the only material objects that Pentecostals used to “tap 
the power” of God. Saint Collins claimed that almost any object could be 
anointed with prayers. Some material substances were used more frequently 
and seemed to be more conducive to the power of God, such as anointed 
oil. On one occasion, while I was visiting Saint Collins at his family com-
pound, he was visited by one of my teammates from Buea Young Star FC who 
had issues with his passport and visa application. Saint Collins sent him out 
to buy a small bottle of Goya brand olive oil, which is commonly available 
in grocery shops. After he returned, Saint Collins rubbed the oil on his hands 
and pointed towards my teammate’s feet. “I want to pray for this place,” he 
said. My teammate put his feet on the table, and Saint Collins applied oil 
to his feet and calves. They both closed their eyes, and Saint Collins prayed 
ferociously, with an intense frown and beads of sweat emerging on his fore-
head. “Let these legs serve you in your career, in your future! In the name of 
Jesus!” After the prayer session was over, my teammate left, taking the bottle 
of (now anointed) oil with him.
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Several of my other teammates and other footballers had their own bot-
tles of anointed oil. Some applied them to their feet and calves before impor-
tant matches. Others, for the sake of rationing, would add a few drops of the 
oil to the body lotions they used daily. My teammates in Buea Young Star 
FC who managed to arrange trials in Europe carried their bottles with them 
abroad.

The use of physical objects in prayers contradicts Pentecostals’ claims 
that each person can individually establish a direct link with the Holy Spirit 
through dedicated prayer. Many Pentecostals claimed that they had no need 
for material objects and that they engaged the Holy Spirit solely through 
prayers. Emil, for example, almost never used any objects in his everyday 
prayers. Yet Pentecostals rarely condemned the use of oil or stickers. Among 
footballers, use of Pentecostal objects such as anointed stickers, oil, water, or 
salt was rarely contested. Football players used Pentecostal objects in public, 
as opposed to jars, which was confined to secretive private spaces. 

The use of objects as mediums is not unusual among Pentecostal Christians 
throughout the world, but it is sometimes controversial. Pentecostals in 
Ghana use many different mediums to engage with the Holy Spirit: cameras, 
objects, and their own bodies (Meyer 2014). There is a significant amount 
of debate among Ghanaian Pentecostals on whether the use of certain 
materials, such as sand that represents ancestors, is appropriate for use in 
prayers: some pastors fear that they might lead to the proliferation of ances-
tral spirits from which Pentecostals are attempting to break away (Daswani 
2013). In some cases, some objects are deemed appropriate, while others 
are not. Friday Apostolics in Zimbabwe are particularly committed to what 
they see as immaterial faith, and they even consider the Bible an inappropri-
ate medium. However, other material substances, such as sticky honey, are 
deemed appropriate. This reveals the work of attributing prohibitive materi-
ality to certain objects, and permissible materiality to others (Engelke 2012). 
In Nigeria, the setting most similar to that of Anglophone Cameroon, there 
is considerable diversity in how Pentecostals deal with materiality: pastors 
generally discourage believers from using objects in their prayers (Marshall 
2009), but the hugely popular megachurch Synagogue the Church of All 
Nations (SCOAN) distributes small bottles of “Morning Water” as mediums 
for God’s power. These are indications that what outside observers qualify as 
matter, the believers might consider spiritual instead (Meyer 2014: 316).

Does the use of Pentecostal material objects in football in Cameroon 
point to continuity with the use of jars? Dedicated Pentecostals who empha-
sized radical rupture would disagree. But my ethnographic materials beyond 
Pentecostals’ firm claims of rupture suggest complicated dynamics between 
rupture and continuity. After hearing rumors about Akwe’s alleged implica-
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tion in jars, I attempted on several occasions to gently confront him with 
these accusations and get his take on the relationship between jars and 
Pentecostal practices. As expected, he denied the accusations, and empha-
sized his Christian upbringing – his family attended the Baptist church. Yet 
the way he experienced the use of Pentecostal tools and the power of the 
Holy Spirit in the field of play was instructive: 

Most of the times when you use anointed oil or holy water, after you rub 
it, inside you feel light, you feel lively. Even in the field you can do some 
things you could never ever do. It is just like magic. Because when you 
do it, the Holy Spirit is in you, you can do all kinds of things. Also, you 
have a lot of luck. I can just kick the ball anyhow and it will just enter 
the goal.

Here Akwe explicitly equated Pentecostal Christian practices with “magic” 
– surely he would have been corrected by his Pentecostal friends if they 
had been around. The benefit of Pentecostal tools was that they could bring 
miraculous results in the field of play, not unlike those that footballers seek 
from jars. The last sentence of the quotation illustrates a common gripe among 
football coaches who complain about footballers’ overreliance on jars. They 
think footballers who use jars want to selfishly strive to score goals, believing 
that objects imbued with spiritual powers will enable them, instead of follow 
instructions to play as a part of a team. 

On another occasion when I discussed with Akwe the spiritual aspects 
of football, he was explicit that Pentecostal practices directly replaced jars. 
The use of material objects was the central aspect to this transition that had 
supposedly taken place with the proliferation of Pentecostal denominations 
in the region. As Akwe explained:

In earlier times, there were not so many churches like today. Christianity 
was there, but not so many churches like now. At the time when I was 
small, when I would play inter-quarter, somebody might give you some 
small thing to put in your boot. We didn’t even know what that was. 
[…] But not so long ago, after the 1990s, when I was older and started 
playing more, churches were around everywhere. It became easy to find 
anointed stickers, oil, holy water. So now you could take a sticker and 
press it to your leg. 

According to Akwe, Pentecostal tools directly replaced jars. In his interpreta-
tion, the proliferation of Pentecostal materials pushed out jars from the “spir-
itual battle” of football. As previously mentioned, the point is not to show 
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beyond doubt whether Pentecostal tools have replaced jars. Rather, the point 
is that the two occupied the same space in many athletes’ imagination and in 
their construction of the spiritual world, and that they sought similar effects 
from both. This complicates Pentecostals’ emphasis on radical rupture, and 
shows that people who engage with Pentecostal Christianity are not only 
attracted to Pentecostalism because of the promise of a rupture, but also 
because of the possibility of continuity with other forms of magico-religious 
practices. 

PROPHESY, STAR, AND SPIRITUAL EYES: TACKLING UNCERTAINTY
For Pentecostal Christians, the “gift of prophecy” is the ability that some 
have to look into the spiritual world and see not only the future but also 
past events that were invisible to common people. Moreover, through dedi-
cated prayers, those with this valuable gift can attempt to affect change in 
the physical world and reverse undesirable outcomes. Pentecostal notions 
such as “prophesy,” “star,” and “spiritual eyes,” and how they are deployed 
in everyday life in the context of football, can further demonstrate how novel 
cultural forms emerge from blending between Christianity and practices akin 
to jars despite the claims of radical rupture. 

Emil often spoke about his ability to see the future and the past dur-
ing deep prayers. He was able to see the entire team of Buea Young Star FC 
laid out in a formation on a football field, each member with his own “star” 
above his head. This is how he explained the notion of a “star”:

Your star is what you are supposed to be, how great you are supposed to 
be. The brighter the star, the brighter your destiny. […] When I talk about 
a star I talk about what you can do and be great, who you can become.

The “star” invokes images of possibility of a brighter future. It also invokes 
the idea of fulfilling destiny, understood as an active and agentive notion 
rather than predetermination. For example, as I already noted in chapter 
1, Emil identified our teammate Ayuk as having the “brightest star” in the 
entire team. Before Ayuk’s departure for Europe, his “star” was not shining 
as brightly as it could, as it was covered by malevolent forces in the spiritual 
world. If he was to allow his star to shine, Ayuk had to begin “serving God.” 
The ability to see into the spiritual world allows gifted Pentecostals like Emil 
to not only predict the future but also imagine possibilities that seem absent 
from the immediate environment.

Prophecies are indications of the course of future events but also of the 
need to effect change. In late 2014, when Buea Young Star FC competed in 
the regional cup competition and played important matches twice a week, 
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Emil claimed to be able to foresee his teammates’ injuries and the outcomes 
of upcoming matches. In the quarterfinal, he predicted that the team was 
going to lose. He mobilized one of his best friends on the team, also a dedi-
cated Pentecostal Christian, and they fervently prayed together for several 
days in an attempt to reverse the outcome. In the quarterfinal, it worked: 
Buea Young Star FC won, despite Emil’s visions. Prior to the subsequent 
semifinal, Emil had a similar prophetic vision. This time, however, he lacked 
time to “reverse” the prophecy through prayers, and his vision came to pass: 
the team lost the match and was eliminated. Prophecies reflect uncertainty 
that is part and parcel of competitive football, a social activity fraught with 
unpredictable results and injuries. Prayers that attempt to affect the out-
comes of prophecies suggest the possibility to bring about change.

Some Cameroonians are skeptical of prophecies and question whether 
spiritual figures’ access to the spiritual world is genuine. How do Pentecostal 
Men of God come to terms with failures to correctly predict match out-
comes? Saint Collins recounted once being accused of false prophecy. On 
one occasion, a football team of University of Buea students was preparing 
for a national inter-university competition in Ngaoundéré in the Adamawa 
Region, in Francophone Cameroon. Before leaving, they visited Saint Collins 
in search of prayers and prophecies to help them win. The Man of God deliv-
ered as expected: in his own words, “God opened his spiritual eyes,” and he 
prophesied that the team would reach the finals. However, the footballers 
returned to Buea sooner than expected, having been eliminated early. They 
accused Saint Collins of being a “fake prophet.”

Saint Collins defended himself by claiming that the players did not fol-
low his instructions. They were supposed to pray together at exactly midnight 
before the match, but they had disregarded this instruction. More impor-
tant, Saint Collins instructed them to use a “mantle” that he had provided. 
Mantles were pieces of cloth (handkerchiefs, head gear, dresses, shirts, or 
socks) anointed by Men of God. If these items came in physical contact with 
a prophet, they would carry his spirit. Saint Collins anointed one of his shirts, 
and gave clear instructions to the footballers: before leaving their dressing 
rooms, each one of them was to wear the anointed shirt for a few minutes, 
pray with it, and then hand it over to his teammate, until the shirt circu-
lated among all of them. However, the footballers were careless, and left 
Buea without the anointed shirt. According to Saint Collins, this disregard for 
instructions was the reason behind their failure in the tournament. Thus strict 
instructions and a material object could make or break a prophecy – not 
unlike the prohibitions and instructions commonly given by a jars man. In 
addition, Saint Collins acknowledged the volatile nature of a prophecy and 
spiritual battle:
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It is normal that those things happen. But it does not mean that I am a 
fake prophet or a fake Man of God. At times, you see what God is show-
ing you, but later on things can change. Maybe the other people that 
played there were praying harder.

His interpretation shows that a match is a spiritual battle not only for “prag-
matic” footballers like Akwe, who use Pentecostal prayers to win matches 
and score goals, but also for Pentecostal Men of God well-versed in 
Christianity.

On the surface, “prophecy” and “star” seemed to be Christian practices 
and concepts: certainly Pentecostal Christians framed them as such. However, 
this was far from clear, as these notions had a long history in the region. The 
notion of a “star” was documented in the Southwest Region by Edwin and 
Shirley Ardener in the 1950s, decades before the proliferation of Pentecostal 
churches (Ardener 1956). Ardener briefly discussed the case of a young man 
who believed his “star” to be “blindfolded” by a jealous person, which made 
him continually lose jobs. The problem was solved by a combination of rites, 
medicine, and amulets (Ardener 1956: 105).39 From Edwin Ardener’s account 
it was unclear whether the “star” emerged from Christian missionaries and 
mainline churches present in the region since the 1840s, or rather belonged 
to an older belief system. Moreover, footballers always linked the “star” to 
the spiritual world, but not always to Christian practices. I was told that one 
may make a spiritual sacrifice of one of his kin in order to “polish his star,” 
i.e. to have his kin killed or abducted by spiritual forces in order to achieve 
success, in football or elsewhere. This was an idea that clearly pointed to 
accusations of witchcraft, specifically nyongo, by which one could obtain 
supernatural powers and lavish wealth by sacrificing a family member 
(Ardener and Ardener 1960: 339; Ardener 1996: 248-50). The “star” is thus 
not so clearly Christian or novel as it may appear. Practices that resemble 
“prophesying” are also far from novel. Saint Collins’s evocation of “spiritual 
eyes” is especially reminiscent of the practice of traditional healers to use a 
“second pair of eyes” (Geschiere 2013: 71-73). Both “prophecy” and “star” 
are most likely products of a long period of borrowing and appropriation of 
practices between different traditions of spirituality, in a similar way that, as 
Joseph Tonda (2002) suggests, both Christianity and “traditional” spiritual-
ity participate (and have long participated) in an ongoing process of mutual 
constitution and entanglement.

39	 Edwin Ardener limited these findings to the Bakweri, people indigenous to the Southwest 
Region’s coast. Only one of my interlocutors whose accounts I used for this chapter was Bak-
weri; however, the region has long been a destination for migrants from different parts of Came-
roon, and with the mixing of people came also the mixing of ideas, beliefs, and practices.
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Finally, as I have demonstrated in previous sections, Pentecostal prac-
tices and ideologies deployed in football – spiritual eyes, material objects, 
the idea of a spiritual battle on the field, tapping the power of the super-
natural, clear instructions and prohibitions of spiritual advisors, bodily con-
sequences of supernatural powers – all have striking parallels in different 
iterations of jars. The practices of jars and of Pentecostal Christianity that I 
outlined do not constitute exhaustive lists, but the similarities are striking. 
This is not to argue that Pentecostalism is jars dressed up in Christianity 
(although, as suggested in the example of the Winners Chapel controversy, 
some Cameroonians may interpret them as such), but to suggest that both 
are a part of a process of continuous blending with and borrowing from each 
other, despite Pentecostals’ claims of a rupture. 

RUPTURE AND CONTINUITY: BEYOND THE OPPOSITION
The discourse of breaking away from the past is important to understanding 
the appeal of Pentecostal Christianity for young Cameroonian footballers. 
Understanding that it is a moral statement is equally important, because it 
provides Pentecostal Christians with a claim to moral high ground and adds 
legitimacy to their spiritual practices. But rupture allows for continuities. 
For many footballers, the Holy Spirit inhabits the same space in the spiri-
tual world as the other spirits that Pentecostals distance themselves from and 

Figure 5: An inscription on a footballer’s boot reads “Holy Trinity”. Buea, Cameroon, 
December 2014. PHOTO BY THE AUTHOR.
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work to cast out. Through Pentecostal Christianity footballers do the work 
of boundary-making with forms of spirituality they construct as “demonic.” 
Claiming rupture from discursively constructed “tradition” and framing the 
rupture as a moral statement is a key element of the appeal of Pentecostal 
Christianity but also one that generates overlaps. Even though people 
deny them, these overlaps are important: they are part of the reason why 
Pentecostal practices are attractive to young footballers. Footballers engage 
with the Holy Spirit as a source of power, and some perceive Pentecostal 
objects as direct replacements for jars, that is, as objects that have the poten-
tial to reward them with the “instant efficacy” (Comaroff and Comaroff 2000: 
314-15) they usually associate with sorcery. Given the importance of both 
radically breaking away from the past and the overlaps of new forms of spiri-
tuality with older ones, it is not very useful to consider rupture and continu-
ity as opposing forces. Instead, one process enables the other, and both are 
central to understanding the appeal of Pentecostal Christianity. 

Perhaps most importantly, spirituality has physical consequences for 
many footballers. I explore this further in the next chapter, where I turn to 
issues of spirituality, athletic performance, and sex.


