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Abstract

This essay critically evaluates the emergence of African Christianity—
from the contextualisation of the religion on the continent of Africa to
its diasporisation. The essay argues that the distinctive features of
African Christianity should be reckoned as gifts to be received and
explored in Europe (and the rest of the West) as opposed to a strange
religion to be treated with skepticism.

Introduction

The most significant paradox in the demography of World Christianity
over the last century is arguably the unrelenting decline of Christianity
in the West and the contrasting unprecedented growth and spread of
Christianity in the global South and in its diaspora expressions. In the
past millennia, only the Protestant Reformation 500 years ago rivals
such an epochal turning point in the history of World Christianity as it
continues to grow and evolve, often in ways that Western observers are
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not usually readily sensitive to, and understandably so. Europe was the
‘most Christian continent’ for the better part of the last 1,000 years,
until 2014 when that status was lost to Latin America' and then to
Africa in 2018.2 The rise of Christianity in the global South, however,
did not suddenly happen in the twenty-first century. In 1900 Africa, for
example, only 9% (10 million) of the continental population (107
million) was Christian; at the beginning of the twenty-first century
however, that percentage has risen to 46% (360 million out of 784
million people).? Jenkin’s prediction that the ‘most Christian’ continent
will be between Africa and Latin America by 2025 and undoubtedly
Africa by 2050* has already been realised many years earlier than
predicted.

While the growth of Christianity is on the rise in Africa, Asia and Latin
America, its decline in the West continues. Kwiyani in his 30th
anniversary appraisal of Newbigin’s classic essay, Can the West be
converted?’, notes that ‘the situation (of Christianity in the West today)
looks a lot darker in 2017 than it did in 1987.”¢ He adds, ‘a 14-percent-
minority group made predominantly of migrants [now accounts] for 60
percent of church attendance in a global city like London.”” He aptly
describes what has become the current reality of Christianity in Europe
and generally in the West today (2019), namely, that where there is
growth, it is often amongst migrant congregations.® Hence, ter Haar,’
Wagner,!® Asamoah-Gyadu,'! Olofinjana,'> Kwiyani'? and others have
observed and written on the turned tables in Missio Dei whereby the
global South former mission fields are now sending missionaries back
to the West—some questionably calls this ‘reverse mission’ or ‘mission
in reverse’.!* It has become clear, however, that Christianity will
continue to be shaped globally by its current and foreseen future
vibrancy in Africa, Latin America, Asia and their diaspora much more
than by Europe’s and America’s past influence.

Specifically, and for the focus of this essay, the unprecedented flow of
migrants (with their different religiosities) over the past few decades
from Africa to Europe is bringing about a “remapping of old religious
landscapes™ !> that is arguably so disruptive that some Europeans could
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find no better description for it than strange. African churches have
become key players in sending out missionaries to Europe (and to
North America) and, in a staggering majority of the cases, these
African Pioneered Churches (APCs)!® are Pentecostal or
Charismatic.!” This is so for a number of obvious reasons. It is clear
that Pentecostalism has made extraordinary achievement in the emer-
gence and explosive growth of Christianity on the continent of Africa
as 43.7% of the world's Pentecostals are domiciled south of the
Sahara.!'® Pentecostals make up over 25% of the total population of
Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya, South Africa, the Democratic Republic of the
Congo (DRC), Zimbabwe and Zambia.!” In Nigeria, for example,
while about half of the population are Christians, 26% of them—more
than half of all the Christians—are Pentecostals.?’

Without ignoring the complexities in defining Pentecostalism or
Charismaticism—more so, the varied African forms of it—and in iden-
tifying the churches that fit into these western labels, it is clear that
there is a primacy of concern among churches so identified with ‘the
experience of the working of the Holy Spirit and the practice of spiri-
tual gifts.’?! They emphasise ‘the working of the Spirit in the church,
particularly with ecstatic phenomena like prophecy and speaking in
tongues, healings and exorcisms.’?? This has made the Acts 2 experi-
ence of the early church and the spread and growth of Christianity that
resulted from that experience (as recorded in the Book of Acts) a major
impetus in the missiological praxis of Pentecostals. If by reason of
being ‘filled with the Holy Spirit’?® the early church could witness for
Christ ‘in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the
earth,’®* the Pentecostals will strive for nothing less than such a
transnational and international missional agenda. Hence Allan
Anderson rightly concludes that ‘Pentecostalism is above all else a
missionary movement.’? It is no wonder therefore that many APCs
both in Africa and in the diaspora self-identify as worldwide or
international movements. 26
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From Africa to Europe

Generally, the histories of APCs in Europe are shaped by two church
planting initiatives. Some are planted through strategic mission initia-
tives of their mother churches headquartered in Africa®’ while others
are planted initially (and headquartered) in Europe from where they are
expanding back to Africa and elsewhere around the world.?® The
missionary intention of the latter has been prompted by their observa-
tion of the decline in European Christianity and/or their rejection in
mainline European churches.” Two African immigrants who both
planted churches in the UK in the early part of the twentieth century
could be said to be the pioneers of African Pentecostalism®® (AP) in
Europe.?! Kwame Brem-Wilson (1855-1929), a Ghanaian immigrant,
founded ‘Sumner Road Chapel’ in Peckham, London around 1906.3
Twenty five years later, Daniels Ekarte (1890s-1964), a Nigerian immi-
grant, founded ‘African Churches Missions’ in Toxteth, Liverpool (in
1931).* The Windrush generation (1940s-1950s) was immediately
followed by the post-colonial era of many African countries (especially
in the 1960s), ushering in a new wave of African (religious) migrants
—diplomats, students and tourists—to Europe.** As a result, African
Initiated Churches (AICs) were planted across Europe in the 1960s and
'"70s and even more New Pentecostal churches (NPCs) in the 1980s and
'90s as shown in the table below.>® (See full table at Appendix.)

Strange or Something Else?

To say that ‘African Christians have brought a strange religion to
Europe’ parallels the imaginable response of some adherents of African
Traditional Religion (ATR) when Europeans re-introduced Christianity
to Africa. In Chinua Achebe’s fictional portrayal of the engagement
between ATR and Christianity in Nigeria’s Igboland of the 1890s, the
new religion (Christianity) is considered ‘foolish’ and its adherents are
viewed as an innocuous group of efulefu, pointless individuals who are
not accorded much significance.*® “Foolish” because it did not make
sense to them. It was strange. It is for the same reason, this essay
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argues, that those who see the religion of African Christians in Europe
(AP majorly) as strange do so because it does not make sense to them.
However, is it really strange? Moreover, should it be?

Nigerian elders have a saying that highlights this tension of perceived
strangeness; they say ‘Onile nje pongila, alejo ni oun yoo gbe orun’
which translates ‘The host is living in hunger, yet his guest insists on
staying for five days.” This is often said as a hint to outsiders that have
overstayed their welcome. The reasoning behind the proverb is that it
is nothing short of strange for a guest to see that his/her host is in lack
and yet insists on being hosted by the impoverished host for a prover-
bial ‘five days’. Such insistence from the guest, they reckon, could
only mean either of two things: the guest is being blatantly insensitive
and inconsiderate, or the guest could have something worthwhile to
offer the host—something that could ameliorate their standard of
living. This has direct implications for the strangeness of AP to the on-
looking Europeans (more so, European Christians). Indeed, Chris-
tianity among Europeans is now proverbially insufficient to go round.
The host, indeed, is living in hunger. Yet, in the same contexts, the
African Pentecostal way of worship of APCs and their seeming insis-
tence on staying for the proverbial ‘five days’ (as evidenced by their
growth) makes their religion strange to many Europeans. However,
this essay argues that different should not be equated to strange as,
more often than not, a closer examination of perceived strangeness
reveals new insights.?” Thus, it is argued that the supposed strangeness
of AP taking Europe by surprise, while different, do have something
worthwhile to contribute to Christianity in Europe (and the West gener-
ally)—the same way that Christianity contributed to and reshaped
Africa’s religiosity. The distinctive features of African Christianity
therefore, this essay submits, should be reckoned as gifts to be received
and explored in Europe (and the rest of the West) as opposed to a
strange religion to be treated with skepticism.*®

Notably, the main features of African Christianity in Europe align with
the features of Pentecostalism as a whole—a deep personal faith, a
sense of spirituality in which ‘spiritual” and ‘physical’ inseparably form
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a continuum, a belief in the divine controlling the terrestrial thus
resulting in healings and deliverances from demonic forces, communal
orthodoxy, submission to spiritual authority, among others**—albeit
with some African nuances that places emphasis on ‘the elasticity of
the African spirit world and seeks to offer ways in which the Holy
Spirit emerges as the superior spirit force in the universe.*® On a
personal note, writing as a participant observer and leader in an APC in
Britain whose congregation worships together with a Church of
England congregation once every month in what is supposed to be an
intentional mutual learning experience for both congregations, I often
find myself being engaged in conversations around what either congre-
gation finds strange about one another. Leveraging on insight from this
exposure, I will proceed to highlight a few of what Europeans (Chris-
tians) find strange in the pentecostal ecclesiology, all of which could
be explored as learning points for what is left of Christianity in Europe.
There are without a doubt, others, however these few are given as
starter recommendations.

First, the happy clappy exuberant and infectiously enthusiastic style of
worship of African Christians can be a bother to the Europeans. I know
it bothers the aforementioned Church of England congregation because
the vicar had asked me, ‘How do the people of your congregation
balance their enthusiasm in worship with acknowledging the sacred-
ness of the worship space?’ To which I simply responded inter alia,

That enthusiasm is, in fact, our acknowledgement of the
sacredness, not just of the worship space, but of the presence of
the Spirit of God in our midst irrespective of where the worship
space is. The King of kings is fellowshipping with us, how
could we not be enthusiastic in expressing how intoxicatingly
high we perceive the privilege.

As Anderson rightly argues, this emphasis on the presence and work of
the Spirit motivates African Pentecostals’ enthusiasm in worship ‘and
may be a neglected dimension in European Christianity.’*! In light of
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experiencing the Spirit’s presence when they congregate, Asamoah-
Gyadu posits, African Pentecostals believe that God’s power can trans-
form issues that Westerners consider the preserve of science and
psychology.*> This motivates nothing short of an infectious enthusi-
asm.*® However, this enthusiasm should never have been reckoned as a
strange and/or exclusively African cultural expression in the first place
given how enthusiastic European fans could get watching a Champions
League match.** The whole city of Liverpool was agog with the most
enthusiastic celebration I have seen in years when, earlier this year, the
Liverpool FC won the UEFA Champions league for the sixth time.
Tens of thousands of people sang, most enthusiastically, You Will Never
Walk Alone—the team’s theme song—as the team toured the city in a
city-wide victory parade to an audience of half a million people.*’ The
strange thing, then, is not that African Pentecostals worship with such
enthusiasm; it is rather that many mainline churches in Europe do not.
Could it be that this is one of the reasons why many Europeans find
these churches unattractive? The possibility is there, notably. Of
course, it is also not the case yef that Europeans generally find APCs
attractive, but the reasons for this are more complex, and arguably, the
enthusiastic worship is not paramount among them, relative to other
reasons.

The priesthood of all believers, as believed by many African Pente-
costals, I reckon, is another strange element in their religion. The
curate that serves alongside the above-mentioned Church of England
vicar once asked me, ‘Are all these people who minister in your
services ordained?’ The answer is clearly a ‘no’. For Pentecostals, the
emphasis is less on ordination and more on the Holy Spirit’s avail-
ability to every believer without prejudice. As Klaus and Triplett write,

[Among Pentecostals,] the emphasis has been on the whole
body as ministers supernaturally recruited and deployed. Since
the Holy Spirit speaks to all believers equally, regardless of
education, training or worldly rank, each member is capable of
carrying out the task.*®
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This belief that the Holy Spirit could use anyone at any time irrespec-
tive of their level of theological training has therefore blurred the
clergy-laity distinction that is obvious in older European Churches.
The members of the A/adura movement that pioneered classical Pente-
costalism in Africa and many early Pentecostal leaders had no theolog-
ical training.*’ It was not until the rise of Neo-Pentecostal movements
that theological training began to gain increased acceptance among
African Pentecostals.*® While this Charismatic leadership among
African Pentecostals is not without its problems (chiefly, the rise of
dictatorial leaders), it still holds the potential for a balance to the lead-
ership among mainline churches that could be so exclusive and highly
structured that the Holy Spirit and the empowerment he gives is
redacted out of it.

Arguably the strangest element that has trailed AP is its Prosperity
Gospel.® Tt is important to note that the nomenclature is a Western
label and also to readily acknowledge that there have been cases of
extremes among the proponents of this element of Pentecostalism
(especially in Africa and America) which are quick to go viral on
social media.>® However, for the same reason that Africans are ‘notori-

>SI Afirican Pentecostals acknowledge a spiritual basis

ously religious,
for everything such that material success becomes an evidence for spir-
itual success. This worldview together with the prevalence of severe
poverty in Africa, as Ogungbile reasonably argues, makes Africans,
wherever they are, more receptive to prosperity theology.’? As such,
they ‘present the Holy Spirit (‘Spirit of prosperity’) within the context
of a cosmic battle against other spirit forces (e.g. spirit of ‘lack’,
‘poverty’, ‘loss’, ‘misfortune’ etc) in their cultural and religious world-
view.”>? Besides, they uphold a trinitarian view of salvation—touching
one’s spirit, soul and body, and finding expression both spiritually
(spiritual gifts), physically (health and healing) and materially
(including financial prosperity).>* For many African Pentecostals,
therefore, financial prosperity is simply an evidence of God’s blessing,
and more importantly, a means to be a blessing as well, both in
furthering the missional agenda of the church and beyond. The result
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of this is cheerful generosity. Another personal recollection is impor-
tant here whereby my vicar friend recently asked me how my small
congregation could afford to fund an all-expense-paid summer trip
(with an evangelistic undertone) for all the church members and their
friends to Blackpool Pleasure Beach over the last summer. She was
stunned when I told her that it was funded by the generous voluntary
donations of a few men in the congregation. She could not help but
pray for the day her congregation will start manifesting such generos-
ity. I believe there is a disproportionate attention given to the few
African Pastors who have turned the prosperity index of the Gospel
message into a manipulative venture. Nonetheless, if Europeans will
admit that the rise of the Prosperity Gospel amongst Africans is as a
result of some Africa-specific factors just like the rise of capitalism in
Europe could be linked to some Europe-specific factors® and look
beyond this, there is something for the European Christians to learn, I
believe, from the embrace of such an all-encompassing message of
salvation that African Pentecostals preach.

Surely there are other possibly strange things about AP in the
European context that could be mentioned,>® I shall touch briefly on an
emerging dimension to this strangeness as Nyanni’s doctoral research
highlights, and which touches the very core of AP in Europe, viz: the
children of first generation African Christians born and bred in Europe
—arguably Europeans in their own right—are finding, amongst other
things, ‘the subject of the Holy Spirit, evil spirits and the overemphasis
>57 0 strange that many of them
are leaving the church.’® While this calls for further research, it also
begs an intentional contextualisation of the theology, missiology and
ecclesiology of AP in Europe if it is going to last on the continent.

on witchcraft and evil manifestations

Conclusion

The driving force of AP in Europe is the embrace of a spirit-centred
worldview typical of Africans. If the religion of African Christians is
strange to Europeans, it is so because the Europeans continue to live
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as, to use Charles Taylor’s words, ‘buffered selves’>® who are ‘iso-
lated and protected from any sense of the transcendent’.®® Yet, the
future of global Christianity heads towards AP, not the mainline
orthodoxy of Europe or the rest of the West which is fast dying out.
‘Worldwide,” writes Jenkins, ‘Christianity is actually moving toward
supernaturalism . . . and in many ways toward the ancient world view
expressed in the New Testament’.%! As such, as Kwiyani argues, ‘[t]o
evangelise in the West today is to actually invite people to adopt a
new worldview—a pre-modern one that has the Spirit of God and

’62 T the mean-

many other spirits active in it. Nothing else will do.
time, while African Christians evangelising in Europe will need to be
creative and intentional about contextualising their missional praxis in
order to reach their European neighbours who find spirit-centred
Christianity repulsive, European Christians will also need to take the
posture of students and learn from these strangers practising a reli-
gion that is actually not strange but simply different on their turf.
When these two learning curves overlap, perhaps Europeans will find
to be true that old Danish proverb: ‘Strangers' meat is the greatest

treat.’
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The Redeemed Four Nigerian
Christian 1988 .Studer.lts NE e
including
David

17 Hugh Osgood, ‘The Rise of Black Churches’, in Church Growth in Britain 1980 to the
Present, ed. by David Goodhews (Farnham: Ashgate, 2017), p. 110.

'8 Hugh Osgood, ‘The Rise of Black Churches’, pp. 111-2

19 Richard Burgess, ‘African Pentecostal Growth: The Redeemed Christian Church of
God in Britain’, in Church Growth in Britain: 1980 to Present, ed. by David Goodhews
(Farmham: Ashgate, 2017), pp. 12743, p. 129.

20 Richard Burgess, ‘African Pentecostal Growth: The Redeemed Christian Church of
God in Britain’, p. 129.

2 Tsrael Oluwole Olofinjana, Reverse in Ministry and Missions: Africans in the Dark
Continent of Europe (London, UK: Author House, 2010), p. 46.

22 Hugh Osgood, ‘The Rise of Black Churches’, p. 113.
26



27

Church of God Okunade and

(RCCG), Ade Okerende

(London)??

Christ Faith

Tabernacle Alfred T.B

(Deptford, 1989 Williams Ghana
London)?*

Celestial Church

of Christ founded 1991

in Belgium?®

Kingsway

International

Christian Centre Matthew .
(KICC) founded in 1992 Ashimolowo Nigeria

London?2¢

International

Evangelical

Church (IEC),

which was 1992
founded in

Hamburg,

Germany?’

Robert Agyei-

Mensah Ghana

23 See Israel Oluwole Olofinjana, ‘Historical Development of Black Pentecostal
Churches in Britain: A Case Study of Apostolic Pastoral Congress (APC)’; William K
Kay, ‘Marks of British Pentecostal and Charismatic Churches’, in Pentecostals and
Charismatics in Britain: An Anthology, ed. by Joe Aldred (London, UK: SCM Press,
2019).

24 Christ Faith Tabernacle, ‘History’, Christ Faith Tabernacle, 2019
<http://www.cftchurches.org/index.php/about-us/history> [accessed 9 September 2019].

25 Raymond Pfister, ‘The Development of Pentecostalism in Francophone Europe’, in
European Pentecostalism, ed. by William K. Kay and Anne E. Dyer (Leiden, The
Netherlands: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2011), p. 158.

26 Hugh Osgood, ‘The Rise of Black Churches’, p. 114.

27 Rufus Okikiolaolu Olubiyi Ositelu, African Instituted Churches: Diversities, Growth,
Gifts, Spirituality and Ecumenical Understanding of African Initiated Churches
(Hamburg: Lit Verlag, 2002), p. 73.

27



28

Embassy of the

Blessed Kingdom

of God for All

Nations Church

(EBKGC)— 1994 Sunday
formerly known as Adelaja
the Word of Faith

Bible Church

founded in Kiev,

Ukraine?8

28 Afe Adogame, ‘Transnational Migration and Pentecostalism in Europe’, Penteco-

Nigeria

Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal for Research on the Pentecostal and Charismatic

Movements, 9.1 (2010), 50-73, pp. 60.

28



