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This ethnographic study investigated why people who originated from Sub-Saharan Africa, 

sought help for their health concerns from a Pentecostal Church in London. Through 

extended fieldwork and themed interviews with Church leaders and members of the 

congregation, the study identified that a central tenet of the belief system was that illness 

was attributed to the devil and healing ascribed to God.  

 

The study examined the belief systems, symbolic acts and types of interventions conducted 

during healing services in the Church and identified how the body was constructed as a 

‘locus of struggle’ between these spiritual forces. The Pastor was identified as a charismatic 

leader who played a very significant role in the healing but the congregation were also 

identified as being viscerally engaged in the healing process. 

 

The study also identified that the need for healing was not merely a response to physical or 

mental illnesses - but it also sought to address other social forms of distress caused by 

personal, local and global factors. Moreover, the Church played an important role in 

enhancing well-being, by building a strong sense of community that helped to address some 

of the wider social determinants of health.  

 

The study concluded that some people hold an aetiological model that accounts for illness 

and misfortune as existing in the spiritual world and that this may have implications for 

health practitioners supporting people from different cultures. Furthermore, the study 

identified that this London Pentecostal Church was considered to exist simultaneously in 

the local and global domains, as the church supports its Sub-Saharan African congregation 

and is part of a wider, global network of Pentecostal and charismatic churches.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the study 

1.1 Introduction 

This chapter is divided into two sections, in the first section I identify the main research 

question that I sought to address in the thesis, as well as defining the rationale, the aims 

and objectives of the study and an overview of the chapters. I also share a little information 

about my own background as a researcher and how I am positioned in relation to my study. 

1.1.1 The research question 

In this study, I sought to understand ‘Why do people who originated from Sub-Saharan 

Africa come to a Pentecostalist Church in London to seek help for their ill health?’ 

1.1.2 Rationale for conducting the research 

The rationale for this study was to explore and understand how culture and spiritual beliefs 

influence peoples’ help-seeking behaviour when they are ill. However, the original 

motivation for the study came from personal experience. I recall that it was on Christmas 

day in December 2008 when I telephoned my friend to wish him and his family Christmas 

greetings. In that telephone conversation, my friend talked about his sister, who was 

suffering from a mental health problem at the time. He described how she had discharged 

herself from the local psychiatric hospital and decided to travel from London to Ghana to 

seek treatment from a faith healer who was apparently very famous for his healing powers 

at the time. Although I am from the same cultural Ghanaian background, I was amazed to 

hear what my friend told me and because I am trained as a nurse in England I questioned 

why someone might want to leave Western medicine in England and travel to seek 

traditional help for their mental illness in West Africa. 

Interestingly, from further conversations with friends from other African nations and cultural 

backgrounds, it became clear to me that this practice was not unique to Ghanaians who 

lived abroad. I was interested to hear that other Africans living with physical and mental 

health concerns also consulted different healers in London, including Christian healers, 

despite their apparent acceptance of the relevance of Western medicines. It therefore 
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seemed to be an important topic for research, and my review of the literatures suggested 

that there was a gap in research in this area. 

When I originally started the study, I thought I would focus on why people with mental health 

concerns would go to a church to seek help. However, it became clear during the early days 

of my ethnographic fieldwork in the Sanctuary Church (a pseudonym for the London church 

that was the focus of my study), that people were presenting at the church with more 

physical ailments, rather than psychological concerns. Therefore, I decided to broaden the 

scope of my study.  

1.1.3 Aims and objectives of the research  

The overall aim of the research was to understand why Africans (who originated from Sub-

Saharan regions) might seek help from a Pentecostalist Church in London for their health 

concerns. Ultimately, I hope that the study may help health practitioners to have a deeper 

understanding of the relationship between religious beliefs and how some people seek help 

for their health needs outside of biomedical services. To achieve this aim, I sought to identify 

the beliefs, practices and types of interventions conducted in the healing service in a 

Pentecostal church in London. As my study developed, I also found that I wanted to 

understand the role of the healer in this process. 

1.2. About the researcher 

In this section I want to share a little about my own background, not only because I am 

trained as a nurse and a Christian (and I attend a different Pentecostal church from the one 

featured in my study) but also because I feel the researcher and their identity plays a 

significant role in ethnographic fieldwork. Coffey (1999) writing in her book ‘The 

Ethnographic Self: Fieldwork and the Representation of Identity’, suggests that the:  

“construction and production of self and identity occurs both during and after 

fieldwork and that in writing, remembering and representing our fieldwork 

experiences, one is involved in the process of self-presentation and identity 

construction” (Coffey, 1999:116).  
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I found these comments to be pertinent to my experience as a researcher because while 

my ethnographic fieldwork was a professional practice, it was also a personal and emotional 

experience. Therefore, although this is not an auto-ethnography, I decided to personalise 

accounts of my fieldwork experiences in order to ‘locate me in the field’, as I attempted to 

make sense of the peoples’ worldview from both an outsider (etic) and insider (emic) 

perspective.  

My own background has also informed my research interests. I grew up in Ghana and 

achieved a Bachelor’s degree in a university before migrating to live in England twenty-

seven years ago. From my childhood, I became aware of the extensive range of traditional 

beliefs in the local culture and the role of the spiritual world in daily life. People around me 

often saw the world as inhabited by ancestral, clan and evil spirits and these beliefs played 

an important role in their everyday lives. Traditional healers for example were recognised 

by many in that community as being able to heal the sick, by virtue of their intimate 

knowledge of herbal medicines and their special ability to be possessed by or communicate 

with spirits. However, clearly not everybody from Ghana practised the same beliefs and 

some people only had Christian beliefs. I adopted the Christian faith during my early years 

in Ghana and I have continued to practise my faith in God and I also participated in the 

activities of my local Pentecostal church, both when I lived in Ghana and now living in the 

United Kingdom.  

Therefore, I often felt during my fieldwork that there was not only a common experience of 

migrating from a Sub-Saharan culture but the fact that we also shared an experience of 

being part of a broad ‘ethnic minority’ community in the United Kingdom. Therefore, I felt 

that my identity of being a Black African man, as well as sharing Pentecostalist beliefs, 

meant that I potentially had many aspects in common with the people in my study. Clearly, 

this was a strength, as well as a challenge, because as a researcher, this meant I kept 

having to step in and out of the culture I was studying in order to develop some critical 

analysis (this is discussed in more detail in the methods section in chapter five of this thesis).  
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1.2.1 Use of first person pronoun “I” 

As I suggested above, because I decided to use ethnographic methods I want to be located 

in the writing of this text. Therefore, I have purposefully used the first person pronoun ‘I’, in 

order to locate me within the narrative used to describe my fieldwork experiences to my 

reader (as I have been the main research ‘tool’). However, I also wanted to use this 

approach to show that I am accountable for my role in the field (Webb, 1992), rather than 

simply an abstract, authoritative voice. As Gilgun (2005) advocates, it is through the use of 

the first person that an understanding of the researchers’ role become integrated into the 

study as they describe what they experienced, witnessed and chose to do.  Indeed, Clifford 

Geertz warns us against what he described as the ‘author evacuated text’ (1988) and 

Wheeler, 2010), and Charmaz and Mitchell (1997), also speak of the ‘myth of silent 

authorship’ and they encourage the inclusion and presence of the writer in the text. 

However, in the contextual chapters (chapters two to chapter four) my voice is mainly 

‘absent’ because these chapters are based on a review of the literature rather than my lived, 

embodied experience of my ethnographic fieldwork. 

 

1.2.2 Introducing the chapters in this thesis 

The thesis comprises of eight chapters. The first four chapters (including this one) aim to 

establish the context of the study and are important as they lay the foundations for some of 

the discussion of my findings later in the thesis.  

Chapter One: In this initial chapter, I have tried to provide a summary and overview of the 

background to the study, an overview of the ethnographic approach taken for this study and 

my location in the text.  

Chapter Two: Because my own research is concerned with the beliefs and practices of 

contemporary Africans who originated from the Sub-Saharan regions (and who are now 

living in London), I thought it would be useful to examine some of the historical movements 

that preceded the mass migration of Africans to Europe, due to globalisation and the 
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development of the (contested ideas) of the ‘African diaspora’. This contextual information 

will be useful, as some of the debates concerning  globalisation and the ‘African diaspora’ 

are relevant for the discussions later in my thesis, as they relate to both my fieldwork 

findings (in chapter seven),  as well as the final discussion of the thesis (in chapter eight). 

Chapter Three: Consideration was given to the literature concerning the rise of 

Pentecostalism in Africa and the role of the church during pre and post-colonialism, as well 

as the growth of Pentecostalism in the United Kingdom (because my ethnography was 

conducted in the Sanctuary Pentecostal Church).  

 

Chapter Four: I briefly reflect on some of the literature that examines the role of religion, 

spirituality, the role of healing in Pentecostalism and some critiques of Pentecostal healing.  

Chapter Five: Identifies some of the methodological considerations of the thesis and here I 

provided a summary of the two paradigms (positivist and intepretivist) and I discuss some 

of the epistemological and ontological considerations in research and I also identify the 

methodological underpinnings of my own research study. Furthermore, this chapter 

highlights the research methods that I used for this study. I discuss my decision to use 

ethnographic methods and I discuss some of the challenges that I faced when conducting 

my ethnographic research in the Sanctuary Church in London (please note the name of the 

church is a pseudonym). In this chapter I also discuss issues concerning informed consent 

in a large community setting, how I collected my data through participant observations over 

an eight-month period and the eleven face-to-face semi-structured interviews that I 

conducted in order to help enrich my understanding of the ethnographic fieldwork. 

Additionally, the chapter discusses some of my personal challenges that I experienced 

during this process before finally discussing how the data coded was analysed.  

Chapter Six: In this chapter, I offer the reader my ethnography of a healing service in the 

Sanctuary Church, describing the building, as well as my observations of key people and 

events during the healing service. Additionally, I highlight how the Church also supports the 
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social needs of their community and how the building is used when religious services are 

not in progress. 

Chapter seven: Here I offer an analysis of my findings based on my ethnographic fieldwork 

and the in-depth semi structured interviews.  This chapter is divided into two parts. Part one 

is concerned with beliefs concerning the causality of illness and in part two, I have discussed 

issues concerned with the healing processes and practices at the Sanctuary church. 

Throughout this chapter, I have tried to distinguish the data generated from my ethnographic 

studies and from my qualitative interview findings, so that the reader will understand the 

origin of the text.  Significantly, analysis of both ethnographic and interview data in my study, 

highlights the African Pentecostal conception of health and healing, in which physical health 

is understood as part of a wider set of social and personal ills and healing of the body is 

understood as the locus of struggle between external forces which can be combated 

through embodied personal and social practices of faith. It is clear from my ethnographic 

study that the need for healing or deliverance is not merely a response to physical and 

mental illnesses but can also be a response to other social forms of distress caused by both 

personal, local and global factors. This chapter also provides a discussion on power and 

charisma within the church and offers a critical insight into intersectionality. 

The term intersectionality was first used by Kimberl´e Crenshaw in 1989. Intersectionality 

is the branch of feminist thought that specifically purports to be attentive to the myriad 

differences in womens’ lives, including differences of identity, experience, and oppression 

Singh (2015). Crenshaw’s theory (1989) used an analogy of a traffic intersection, with traffic 

flowing in four directions. Sometimes there is an accident at the intersection and it is difficult 

to identity which driver is responsible. Crenshaw argued at the time that Black women were 

often harmed at this intersection. Discrimination, like traffic, can flow in multiple directions, 

and it is unclear which driver — racial or gender discrimination — is responsible. She 

described this experience as intersectionality. It is not an overarching theory of social 

change and equality, but a way to see how different flows of discrimination collide and 

intersect. Intersectionality identifies a mode of analysis integral to women, gender and 

sexuality studies. Within intersectional frameworks, race, class, gender, sexuality, age, 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/action/doSearch?ContribAuthorStored=Singh%2C+Jakeet
https://forward.com/tag/discrimination/
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ability, and other aspects of identity are considered to be mutually constitutive; that is, 

people experience these multiple aspects of identity simultaneously and the meanings of 

different aspects of identity are shaped by one another. In other words, notions of gender 

and the way a person’s gender is interpreted by others are always impacted by notions of 

race and the way that person’s race is interpreted. For example, a person is never received 

as just a woman, but how that person is racialised impacts how the person is received as a 

woman (Mitchell, 2014a; Robbins & McGowan, 2016).  

Given the expansion of intersectionality as a framework, Mitchell (2014b) defined 

intersectionality as “the intersection of salient socially constructed identities and the extent 

to which individuals or groups are oppressed or marginalized as a result of interlocking, 

socially constructed systems of oppression associated with those identities” (p.25). 

Although intersectionality tends to identify those who are marginalized because of 

interlocking systems of power, privilege, and oppression, it is also a useful framework to 

promote breaking down systems of oppression and moving further toward social justice as 

it calls upon “cases where race, gender, sexual identity and class work together” (African 

American Policy Forum, 2015). 

Intersectionality, as an approach, therefore aims to analyse how different forms of 

disadvantage intersect and thereby explain the specific experience of certain groups of 

women on the basis of gender, race and class simultaneously. Theories of intersectionality 

hold that discrete forms of oppression shape, and are shaped by, one another and a failure 

to recognise this results in both simplistic analyses and ill-conceived policy interventions 

(Squires, 2008). 

 

I feel that the intersection of categories of social and health issues are mutually constitutive 

and therefore I feel this concept is relevant to my study. Taking an intersectional perspective 

on how issues such as gender, immigration status and racism have affected the wellbeing 

of the people in my study would enhance the understanding of them. Crucially unlike many 

feminists, especially black feminists, who focus on intersectional analysis as specific to 
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black and ethnic minorities women or, at least, to marginalized people, I see intersectionality 

as a valid approach to analyse social stratification as a whole (Lutz et al., 2011). Taking an 

intersectional perspective prevents my analysis from prioritizing one facet or category of 

issues that have affected the people in my study over another.  

Chapter seven also identifies the wider role of the Sanctuary Church outside of healing 

services and suggests that it plays a significant role in building and supporting the local and 

global community.  

Chapter eight: This is my final chapter where I offer a summary of the whole thesis and I 

highlight my distinctive contribution to knowledge, recommendations for healthcare 

practitioners and my aspirations for future research.  
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Chapter 2: Globalisation: African diaspora to Britain and post-colonial African 

migration to London  

  

2.1 Introduction 

As I suggested in the introduction to this thesis, my original motivation for this study was 

inspired by my need to understand why some people seek the services of faith and spiritual 

healers for their health problems. Because the majority of people that I studied originate 

from different nations within the Sub-Saharan region, I felt that it was important to 

commence this chapter by defining ‘Sub-Saharan’. This is followed by a brief discussion on 

some of the historical movements that preceded the mass migration of Africans to Europe 

due to globalisation and emergence of the ‘African diaspora’. I felt this ‘scene-setting’ would 

be significant to my thesis as  not only because the United Kingdom has been linked with 

the migration movements of African but also because my own study is concerned with the 

beliefs and practices of contemporary African migrants worshiping in a Pentecostal church 

in London today. 

 

2.1.1 Thinking about Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) 

The construct of ‘Sub-Saharan’ Africa has been much contested in the literature. At the 

most basic level, it can be considered as a geographical definition that includes all of the 

nations below the Sahara desert. However, there are many definitions, for example, while 

the United Nations Development Programme suggests that forty-six out of the fifty 

countries in Africa constitute the “sub- Saharan” region (UNDP, 2017), other scholars such 

as Bergstrȍm, (2015), argue that there are a total of forty-eight nations (see appendix 7 for 

details). Certainly, across the nations of the region there are many variations in geography, 

language and culture. However, while each nation has a distinctive history, colonialism has 

been a major factor in shaping the history of all of the nations across the region. Moreover, 

all of the nations in the region have been under international scrutiny for many years (see 
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for example, reports by the International Monetary Fund (2017), The International Labour 

Organisation, 2016, The World Bank, (2017). For my own study, I will be using the term 

‘Sub-Saharan’ to mean people (either first or second generation), and originating from the 

broad geographical area of nations below the Sahara desert). However, I recognise that 

people may come from a variety of cultural and religious backgrounds and that each person 

will have unique personal characteristics. However, I still consider this to be a useful term 

not only because it helps to identify where people originate from but also the peoples from 

these nations have a shared history of being colonialised by others.  

Figure one below, presents a map below reproduced from the Pew Research Center report 

(2015:163) that recognises 51 countries and territories within Sub-Saharan Africa. I thought 

this would be useful and have highlighted in bold those countries in the Sub-Saharan region 

where the African Christian population is estimated to be high. There are two dominant 

religions in Sub-Saharan Africa, Christianity and Islam and these religions are predicted to 

expand across Sub-Saharan Africa with the population of Christians expected to double by 

2060 (Pew Research Center, 2015).  
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Figure 1 Map showing countries within Sub-Saharan. Adapted from United Nations, 

Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, April 2010 

 

 

2.1.2 A map of Sub-Saharan 

 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwi5l8rzrf3XAhWjBcAKHX7fB7wQjRwIBw&url=https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/543317142515673997/&psig=AOvVaw0AMM_pE1BE6jxkHSaH7brV&ust=1512923622826650
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2.2 African Migration into Europe: Slavery and Colonialism 

In the following section, I thought it would be useful to offer an overview of some of the historical 

movements and experiences of people from Sub-Saharan Africa in the period preceding 

globalisation and mass migration to Europe.  

Historical records suggest that African people have lived in Europe since at least the fifteenth 

century and although many of these people were slaves, other lived freely and made significant 

contributions to European culture (Earle and Lowe, 2005), However, it was the development of 

slavery that was to bring about the first major wave of forced migration out of Africa (Bertocchi, 

2015) and it is argued that the development and growth of capitalism in Europe and the USA was 

underpinned by the exploitation of slaves (Tona, Setrana, and Arthur, 2017). However, it was the 

imposition of colonial rule that promoted migration on a mass scale (Manning, 2013; Whatley, 

2012a). Certainly during the colonial period (usually defined as existing from the late eighteenth 

century to the 1960s), African populations (and other colonialised people) were utilised to 

underpin colonial ambitions and build colonial empires (De Haas, 2008; Manning, 2010), although 

some Africans came freely to Europe to study and work (Tona, Setrana, and Arthur, 2017; 

Manning, 2013). Nonetheless, colonial rule was to leave a legacy across Africa and by the end of 

the First World War (1914-1918), the whole of the continent had been partitioned by colonial rulers 

(De Haas, 2008, 2006, Cox and Haar, 2003). 

 

2.2.1 The Emergence of Mass Migration and Globalisation 

From the middle of the 1960s, different nationalist struggles were fighting for independence from 

colonialist rule (Kraft, 1996) and the post-colonial period is often highlighted as instigating yet 

another stage of mass migration of Africans into Europe (Cox and Harr, 2003).  During the 

transition to independence, many African governments were engrossed in the political turmoil of 

the process. This was often characterised by frustration and pain with poverty, greed and 

corruption- all making the task of nation-building in Sub-Saharan extremely difficult (Cox and Harr, 
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2003) and consequently independence did not always have a positive outcome for all citizens 

(Betts, 1998; Birmingham, 2009).   

Much of the literature on modern Africa and migration tends to focus on the colonial past and 

post-colonial ‘push factors’ (such as poverty, unstable economies, war, crime etc.) and it role in 

mass migration (Castles, De Haas, & Miller, 2014; Cuttitta 2007, Anarfi and Kwankye, 2003). 

While we cannot deny the role of slavery and forced migration in mass migratory movements, 

throughout history, many Africans have also made the choice to migrate (Bakewell and Bonfiglio, 

2013). 

 

More recent debates on African mass migration have tended to focus on globalization. While the 

term is often contested, at a general level, it is usually linked to the growth of global capitalism 

and developments in transport and mass communication, resulting in increasing flows of 

populations, information, goods and services. Globalization is often presented as a natural 

development of capitalist markets and economic growth is often portrayed as something good for 

the poor (Milanovic, 2002), however, it is also argued that because of globalisation, transnational 

corporations are gaining a disproportionate amount of power through the political and economic 

markets (Aisbett, 2007). Many critics contest that trans-national corporations are using their 

increased power in ways that benefit themselves and that the march of international capitalism is 

actually a force for oppression, exploitation and injustice (Sutcliffe 2004; Svedberg 2004; Dowrick 

and Akmal, 2005). Although writers such as Meyer, (1994) have asserted that globalisation has 

been a vital resource for understanding the place of religion in a modern global culture (and I 

discuss this in more detailed in chapter three).  

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the concept is not without critics. Some scholars such as 

Aisbett (2007) have described the impact of globalisation on the poor and how it continues to 

abound, despite the discourse that promotes the idea that liberalisation promotes growth and 

growth is good for the poor. Moreover, Aisbett (2007) argues that globalization consolidates power 

upwards and away from the poor as transnational corporations gain a disproportionate amount of 

both political and market power. Other scholars such as Sutcliffe (2004) and Dowrick and Akmal 
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(2005) highlighted the growth of the “anti-globalization movement” who have opposed 

‘globalisation’ in economic terms as well as issues concerning global inequality. These critics are 

also firmly of the opinion that corporations will use their increased power in ways that benefit 

themselves and harm the poor and Dowrick and Akmal, (2005) argue that the march of 

international capitalism is in reality a force for oppression, exploitation and injustice.  

In terms of my own study, as I discuss later in chapter six (ethnography chapter), the majority of 

the people who attended the Sanctuary Church originated from countries within sub-Saharan 

Africa, which may be considered in economic terms to include some of the poorest countries in 

the world (Dowrick and Akmal, 2005; Milanovic 2002). It could be argued that some of the people 

in my study may have suffered as a result of the impact of ‘globalisation’ (although this is difficult 

to prove) but certainly my research highlighted that  the need for healing was not merely a 

response to physical and mental illnesses but was also responding to other intersecting factors 

such as local and global economic and social factors, as well as the inheritance of the economic 

conditions of countries from where most of the people in my study originate. 

Interestingly and relevant to my own thesis, a number of writers have also discussed globalisation 

as not simply being linked to capitalist markets but also to other social factors, such as religion. 

For example, Wuthnow, (2010), suggests that increasingly religions are globalised and that they 

are linked with networks that span international borders. Indeed, Meyer, (1994), asserts that 

globalisation has been a vital resource for understanding the place of religion in a modern global 

culture (see chapter three for more discussion). 

 

2.2.2 Thinking about “Diaspora” 

Much of the literature on globalisation also refers to the term “diaspora” because the movement 

of goods and people have enabled the growth of ‘diasporic’ communities and the term is useful 

for my own study, as the church community could be considered as diasporic.  

The word ‘diaspora” originates from the Greek language, it invokes a descriptive notion of 

dispersion and it also has religious or ideological connotations, such as the Hebrew token of ‘galut’ 
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(exile) that is imbued with aspirations of ‘return’ (Cohen, 1997; Dufoix, 2008). Historical literature 

also links the emergence of the word with elements of Jewish dispersal. The term is often used 

to denote groups of people sharing the same origin, who have been dispersed throughout the 

world (Alfonso et al; 2004; Safran, 1999, Manning 2010) and is used to define people who share 

the same or similar characteristics, such as ethnic or religious backgrounds (Cohen, 2010).  

From a sociological perspective, the term is applied to a wide range of ‘others’. For example, it 

has been used to cover all sorts of expatriate ethnic communities that can somehow be identified 

as ethnic, racial or categorised as religious, and even indigenous minorities that are not (or are 

no longer) related to any external point of origin or “centre” (Kellie, 2001), for example, second or 

third generation migrants.  Many authors have highlighted how the construct of specific diasporaic 

groups often creates boundaries between groups (Dufoix, 2013). Although some of the literature 

argues that minority status itself is not ipso facto sufficient, for labelling a community as diaspora 

(Betts, 2012; Oxford Diasporas Programme 2015; Zeleza, 2005).  Moreover, other authors have 

suggested that mere physical dispersion does not automatically connote diaspora and some 

authors suggests there can be additional meaning attached to the concept, such as holding a 

memory, link, or image of, or contact with, the homeland and is connected to the idea of an 

original/authentic root or origin with another place. (Esman, 2012; Shain, 2003). 

 

Therefore, it can been seen that while some authors have been seeking to define the construct 

of diaspora, other authors have highlighted how the term is fluid and has increasingly been used 

in the literature as an open signifier. Dufoix (2013, p14) has suggested that it is now more closely 

aligned to post-modern thinking and the ‘decentered conception emphasizes the absence of any 

territorial center or origin and the impossibility of return, and it valorizes deterritorialization’.  

Furthermore, Betts and Jones (2012), suggests that the discourse of diaspora is often used as a 

social fact and an analytic category and that communities and individuals are often considered to 

be more or less ‘diasporic’, depending on the extent of their correspondence to the ideal type, 

however specified. Such picking out of characteristics is useful in order to identify a population 

with a view to drawing conclusions about them (i.e. given a particular definition of diaspora, how 
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do ‘they’ arise, what do they ‘do’, with what consequences, etc.) and the notion of a ‘diaspora’ 

can therefore be understood to be inherently politically and socially constructed. 

  

Developing this perspective further, Jones (2012) suggests that it is subject to a process of 

contestation over insider/outside boundaries and orientation; to be labelled as a ‘diasporaic’ is 

just one possible mode of representation in the complex context of transnational political 

mobilisation. However, Gidley (2015) suggests, that while the concept of diaspora has become 

increasingly diffused (as it now has multiple meanings), diasporic perspectives can enable us to 

look at diverse institutions (such as mosques, churches, synagogues, trade unions, political 

parties) and how they tie people to both locations and identities that are simultaneously local and 

global, and how such institutions act to bind people to their local space and community. I find that 

these comments have resonated with my own study because, as I suggest later in my thesis, the 

church at the centre of my study (the Sanctuary Church) can be understood as both rooted in the 

‘local’ of London and is seen as part of a wider African Pentecostalism.  

 

2.2.3 The African diaspora and Sub-Saharan African in my study 

The history of African slavery is often referred to as “the Atlantic Diaspora” (Bertocchi, 2015; 

Manning, 2010) but as Tiyambe Zeleza (2005: p.36) suggests, ‘despite the proliferation of the 

literature, our understanding of the African diaspora remains limited by both the conceptual 

difficulties of defining what we mean by the diaspora in general and the African diaspora in 

particular, and the analytical tendency to privilege the Atlantic’.  

 In his book famous book ‘The Black Atlantic’ (1993), Paul Gilroy not only questions the validity 

of the concepts of ‘race’ and ‘blackness’ as stable, he also suggests a more fluid and decentered 

explanation of the African diaspora. Gilroy's central concern was to deconstruct the idea ‘of the 

black race and to challenge essentialist ideas of any African ‘essence’ (p.76). Gilroy seems to 

suggest that African identity is continually recreated through the transnational and intercultural 

spaces of the diasporic experience itself, including responses to the terrors of racism. 
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Furthermore, he suggests that the transoceanic transactions inform creolised and hybridised 

experiences, exchanges of ideas and cultural artefacts. However, Zeleza (2005) suggests that 

Gilroy over- simplified the ‘African American experience’ and the role of Africa and African 

connections in collective memory, imagination and thought. It seems from my readings, that 

Zeleza (2005) is critiquing the construct of ‘African’ as a stable signifier and this raised some 

demands on thinking about the concept of ‘Sub-Sahara’ in my own research, and this is discussed 

in more detail towards the end of this chapter.  

 

These debates are important for my own study because when I use the concept of ‘sub-Saharan 

Africa’, I used this as an umbrella term for the people who originate from a specific geographical 

region in Africa.  In using this term, I am not presupposing that all African societies have the same 

history, culture or explanation(s) for events, however I would argue that there are underlying 

similarities shared by many of the people who attend the Church.  For example, most people in 

my study shared similarities such as having an inheritance of colonialism, slavery and their 

experience in the UK of blackness and racism, as well as perhaps shared patterns of religious 

practice rooted in the African traditional beliefs and pre-Christian ways. I would suggest therefore, 

that many members of the congregation do have a loose sense of being a common ‘Sub-Saharan 

African’, as well as sharing a common experience of  living as a ‘racial minority’ for the first time. 

As Fesenmyer (2015) contends being ‘African’ marks us as ‘other’ in ways that have a long and 

complex history, which may have some impact on their wellbeing. Fesenmyer (2015) posits that 

being a migrant only grows more contentious as calls for limiting immigration increase in the UK. 

 

2.2.4 African migration to the United Kingdom 

As my study focused on people from Sub-Saharan regions, who are living in London and 

attending a Pentecostal Church, I thought it might be useful to end this chapter by looking at the 

history of African migration to the United Kingdom and the African diaspora in London, although 

in many ways it mirrors the pattern highlighted above. 
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 The literature seems to suggest that although Africans have been living in Britain since the 

sixteenth century, between the late 1620s to the early 1830s the Black African presence in the 

United Kingdom was often characterised by enslavement (Tonah, Setrana and Arthur, 2017; 

Castles, de Haas and Miller, 2014). However, as suggested above, patterns of African migration 

changed with the end of slavery and the decolonisation of Africa that followed the end of the 

Second World War (Castles and Miller, 1998). Many Africans came to Britain for employment, 

especially during the post-war construction and rebuilding of the British economy, when there 

were labour shortages in the country and new labour was recruited from overseas (Killinggray, 

1994). 

 

According to Flahaux and De Haas (2016), there are usually three assumptions underlying 

discourses of African migration, namely, that African migration is high and is increasing; that this 

migration is mainly directed towards Europe; and that most migration is driven by experiences of 

poverty and/ or violence in the home country. However, the idea of Africa as a ‘continent on the 

move’, is contested as intra-African migration intensities have gone down and there has been an 

acceleration and spatial diversification (beyond colonial patterns) of emigration out of Africa and 

beyond Europe into North America, the Gulf States and Asia (Flahaux and De Haas, 2016). 

Conventional interpretations of African migration have highlighted the flight from poverty, violence 

and underdevelopment yet, as Styan (2007) suggests, increasingly migration out of Africa seems 

to be driven by processes of development and social transformation, which have increased 

Africans’ capabilities and aspirations to migrate into skilled professionals and higher education.   

 

2.2.5 African Diaspora in London 

African migration to London was traditionally associated with slavery (Birmingham, 2009) and 

the post- colonial period, when many people came from Britain’s former colonies in Africa 

(Aspinall and Chinouya, 2016). The majority of the African migrants tended to settle in the larger 

cities, with a large number of Africans living in London and by 2007, over 80 per cent of African 

migrants were living in Greater London (Styan, 2007). Furthermore, many African businesses are 
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servicing migrant communities in London (such as specialist food shops, travel companies) and 

with the remittances that many Africans continue to send ‘home’, many migrants make a 

significant contribution not only to the UK economy but also to family budgets in African 

economies (Styan, 2007).  

 

2.2.6 Summary 

The story of the African diaspora is multifaceted and as I have outlined above, it is often founded 

on a complex intersection of factors. I hope that this chapter will provides a good foundation to 

the thesis as some of these debates are further illustrated in my later discussions on the 

development of Pentecostalism in Africa and in the UK. In this chapter I have tried to give an 

overview of mass migratory movements how different historical movements have influenced 

these changes. 
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Chapter 3: Contextualising Spirituality, Religion and the Rise of Pentecostalism in 

Africa and the United Kingdom 

 

3.1 Introduction 

As my ethnography was conducted in a Pentecostal church, I thought it would be useful to 

examine the literature concerning the rise of Pentecostalism in Africa, the role of the church during 

pre and post-colonialism, as well as the growth of Pentecostalism in the United Kingdom. The 

chapter is divided into three parts; part one discusses the concepts of religion and spirituality, in 

part two I discuss the rise of Christianity in Africa and the UK and in the final part, I focus on 

Pentecostalism in Africa and the UK. 

 

Part 1: Key Concepts 

3.1.1 Thinking about ‘religion’  

I thought it would be useful to start this literature review by discussing the concept of religion.  The 

word ‘religion’ is derived from a Latin word ligare, meaning to join, or link, and it is usually 

understood to mean the linking of the human and the divine, although other interpretations 

suggest it means ‘binding obligation’ (Gilbert, 2011). Many authors simply consider religion to be 

to the way that people organise and relate to what they hold to be sacred and transcendent (Allen 

and Allen, 2016; Koenig, 2009). Religions are often characterised by having a faith leader, a holy 

book or scripture, a definitive concept of a higher power/God, and/or set moral codes and ethics 

and examples of formal religions include Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Jainism, Rastafarianism, 

and Sikhism. (National Spirituality and Mental Health Forum, 2011; Koenig, 2001).  

A number of sociological theorists have examined the role of religion in society and the ‘founding 

fathers’ of the sociology of religion are often cited to be Durkheim and Weber and they are often 

credited with providing the theoretical and methodological foundations for the ‘sociology of 



21 
 

religion’ (Goldstein, 2012).  I considered that Durkheim’s theory of religion is still pertinent and I 

have applied some of his ideas in the analysis of my data, therefore, I thought it maybe useful to 

take a brief look at some of his key ideas and insights concerning the sociology of religion. 

In the literature, it is often noted that even though Durkheim was not particularly religious, he 

developed some influential theories that sought to understand the power that religion holds over 

people and their role in society (LaMagdeleine, 2016; Goldstein, 2012; Turner, 2014). 

Durkheim attempted to explain the nature of social order, the relationship between the various 

parts (structures), and their contribution to the stability of society (their function) and examined 

the functionality of each structure, to determine how it contributes to the stability of society as a 

whole and he is often described as a structural-functionalist (Goldstein, 2012).  

In his book, ‘The Division of Labour in Society’ (1893), Durkheim described two forms of social 

organisation, namely mechanical and organic solidarity. He suggested that within traditional, 

small-scale societies (mechanical solidarity), there is strong cohesion based on kinship networks, 

clans and tribes and he suggested that in these societies, people were multiply skilled and 

therefore would be able to live independent lives. Durkheim suggested that as societies become 

more industrialised, people and roles become more fragmented (doing specialised work) and 

therefore communities become interdependent because individuals perform different tasks which 

he called organic solidarity.  Therefore, Durkheim sought to explain the social processes that help 

people to live and work together in the absence of mechanical solidarity.  

 

Durkheim suggested that there are a number of social structures that help to hold society together 

within organic solidarity, these range from harsh (retributive) forms of punishment and strong 

states to ‘the collective conscience’ (i.e. religious beliefs). Durkheim viewed religion as a 

functional entity within society that creates social cohesion and integration by reaffirming the 

bonds that people have with each other (Goldstein, 2012).  

According to Durkheim (1912), religion helps to establish a collective consciousness and the 

common beliefs of a group or society that give members a sense of belongingness and this helps 
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to bind individuals together. Durkheim (1912) argued that the major function of religion is to 

provide social cohesion, or group solidarity and he argued that God is nothing more than a 

projection of the collective conscience. However, it is notable that he also seemed to suggest that 

one of the negative consequences of the decline of religion and the collective conscience would 

be ‘anomie’ (Goldstein, 2012). According to Alexander (2009: p.147), ‘anomie refers to feelings 

of isolation, alienation and lack of normalcy owing to changes in society’.  

Durkheim (1912) was seeking to understand the function of religion and suggested that individuals 

who perform a religious ritual or practice, do so, not only for spiritual reasons, but also to express 

their identification with the religion and its adherents as a whole. Moreover, he suggested that 

religious rituals serve to remind individuals of the tenets of that religion and that one of the roles 

of religion was to confer identity on an individual. He believed that religion allowed individuals to 

transcend their individual identities and, instead, identify as part of a larger group.  However, it is 

notable that Durkheim’s theory of religion changed over his lifetime, as in his early writing he 

argued that society could not exist without a religion but later he considered that it was just one 

element of society (Goldstein, 2012). 

Understandably, Durkheim’s theory of religion has been subject to much scrutiny and Turner 

(2014) reflecting on the philosophical origins of Durkheim, suggests that his concern and quest 

for a generic definition of religion meant that Durkheimian sociology developed both as a 

theoretical explanation of religion, and as a way of negotiating the boundaries and connections 

between scientific theory and religious discourses. Turner (2014) suggests that Durkheim was 

part of an enterprise that sought a bridge between theory and a new form of moral and political 

praxis.   

 

Other critics have suggested that while functionalism may be useful for explaining how religious 

phenomena occurs, it fails to explain or even adequately define religion as a whole (Mestrovic, 

1991, Stark, 2003). Durkheim’s theory has also been criticised for eliminating the divine because 

he viewed religions not as faith systems but as social systems, despite the fact that this was 

neither the intent nor the reason that they attract adherents (Turner, 2014).  Stark (2003) 
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suggests, that as most religious people find the concept of God or the gods to be integral to their 

definition of religion, to leave the concept of the divine or supernatural out of the sociological 

theory of religion is to doom the theory to failure from the start. However, while Durkheim’s work 

on religion remains influential, there have been major developments in the attempt to understand 

‘religion’ from a comparative and globalised perspective (Goldstein, 2012; Turner, 2014). This 

idea of globalised religions is important, as later in my thesis I discuss the rise of Pentecostalism 

in post-colonial Africa and the ‘return’ of Christian beliefs, as African Pentecostalism takes root in 

the United Kingdom.  

 

As my study is concerned with people from Sub-Saharan Africa who attend a Pentecostal Church, 

this raises questions about the role of religion in migration experiences. A number of writers have 

suggested that religion can play a supportive role in migration experiences, as it can both facilitate 

integration and offer a means of securing recognition within the wider community (Fesenmyer, 

2015, Foner and Alba, 2008). It can also be understood to provide a way to stay connected with 

those who remain in the migrants’ place of origin, and this may be important for identity 

construction and meaning making (Levitt, 2003). This idea of local religious practices and global 

religious identity is discussed in more detail below (as well as in the findings sections of my thesis). 

As I discuss in the second part of this chapter, the lives of people in my study identify with 

Pentecostal Christianity and therefore in this case, the importance of religion, Pentecostal 

Christianity in social identifications and formations (Fesenmyer, 2015).  

 

Fesenmyer (2015) suggests that while religion often plays a supportive role in supporting 

migration, it can also facilitate integration and it can offer a means of securing social recognition. 

As other authors have suggested, religion can be understood as providing a way to stay 

connected with those who remain in migrants’ place of origin, important both for identity 

construction and meaning-making (Levitt, 2003). Some scholars such as Quarcoopome (1987), 

suggests that the key to an understanding of the world’s view of the African their religion because 

traditional religion permeates every aspect of the African life, from the cradle to the grave. In 
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political economic, social and ethical matters, the religious influence remains very strong in most 

African cultures, for example, in the social sphere there is the belief that success in life depends 

on the supernatural forces such as magic and medicine; and in the ethical field, the fear of instant 

punishment from the divinities and ancestors forces the average African to conform to the norms 

of the society. Quarcoopome (1987) suggests that Africans explain the world around them in both 

temporal and spiritual. The cultural, social and moral behaviours are often influenced by their 

religious beliefs and practices. For example, in the field of medicine the traditional emphasis is on 

the mystical causation of diseases (attributed to sorcery, witchcraft, magic and medicine) as 

opposed to the Western orthodox belief in the germ theory of diseases (Idang, 2009; Omonzejele, 

2008). Prior to Christianity, traditional healers were deemed to have charismatic powers and in 

some African villages and towns (and as I mention in chapter 1.1.2, some of the people who 

attended the Sanctuary Church had gone to seek the services of some traditional healers who 

operated in London).  

Interestingly, Idang (2009) suggests that as Africans migrate to Europe, North America and 

elsewhere, they transport aspects of their religion as ‘hand baggage’ in a way that helps to 

maintain and reinforce their identity, but also inadvertently result in the charting of new identities. 

It could therefore be suggested that the ‘religion’ of the people prior to Christianity has a bearing 

on the thesis. Perhaps, in terms of powers to heal, there is, to some extent, the legacy of ‘old’ 

rites and religion, which is exemplified by some of the people who attended the Sanctuary Church. 

Writing on the subject of African Traditional Beliefs’ Idowu (1973), asserts that religion is so woven 

into the cultural fabric of the African life that Africans have been variously described as 

“Notoriously Religious”, or “Incurably Religious” Idowu (1973:p.34). Therefore, to understand the 

social and moral behaviour of the African, their religious worldview must be known and 

approached. Idowu (1973) argues that to understand such scientific notions and to make way for 

better understanding of diseases by the generality of Africans, the study of the past is necessary, 

in order to unravel the mysteries of the present and constructively plan for the future. Indeed, 

according to Quarcoopome (1987), without the past, the present is meaningless and the future 

uncertain.  
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Interestingly, Ellis and Haar (1998) purport that in many societies of pre-colonial Africa rulers were 

endowed with sacred duties, such as causing rain to fall and crops to grow, and charged with 

upholding the cosmic order generally. In such societies any major disorder in the invisible sphere 

was held to have a probable or even an inevitable effect on the physical fortunes of the community 

of believers. By the same token, any major event, such as a war, a famine or an untimely death 

was believed to have its root cause in the invisible world. Even in the so-called stateless societies 

of old Africa, where village chiefs or councils of elders were responsible for the routine 

administration of government, real public authority actually lay with ritual experts who mediated 

between the visible and invisible worlds. For example, in North Africa temporal rulers were 

expected to possess ‘baraka’, a power which came from the invisible world and which alone would 

ensure worldly success (Ellis and Haar, 1998; Omonzejele, 2008). Thus, it could be suggested 

from these discussion that, such beliefs could influence the impact on where the people from this 

cultural background go for help when they experience emotional, psychological and physical 

health concerns.  

As an illustration of this it may be useful to take a brief look at the work of Shoko (2016) from their 

book “Karanga Indigenous Religion in Zimbabwe: Health and Well-Being”. This was based on a 

study that was conducted in St Elijah Church (African Independent Church of the Apostolic 

tradition) in Zimbabwe, one of the nations within Sub-Saharan Africa. The church is classified 

Sprit movement, characterised by their special emphasis on the work of the Holy Spirit, speaking 

in tongues, prophetic activity of diverse kinds and faith healing. Shoko (2016) analysed the 

traditional Karanga views of the causes of illness and disease, mechanisms of diagnosis at their 

disposal and the methods they use to restore health, and discussed the views of a specific African 

Independent Church of the Apostolic tradition and contends that religion and healing are intricately 

intertwined in African religions. It was interesting to notice that the findings of Shoko (2016) 

demonstrate how the emphasis on healing so evident in traditional beliefs and practices has been 

adopted by an African Christian community and adapted to fit into Christian concepts. The study 

testifies that the centrality of health and well-being is not only confined to traditional religion but 

reflects its adaptive potential in new religious systems manifest in the phenomenon of 

Independent and Charismatic Churches.  
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3.1.2 Thinking about ‘spirituality’ 

While debates concerning the structure and roles of religion are complex, the discourses in the 

literature concerning spirituality are no clearer (Buchanan-Barker, 2004). Historically and 

etymologically, the word ‘spirituality’ is linked to the history of Christian theology and praxis, and 

the concept is used generically to refer to transcendence (or other worldliness) of assumptions of 

specific religious traditions (Hovi, 2010). Different theorists have focused on the diverse aspects 

of spirituality, for example, Koenig (2001:p.18) focuses on spirituality as a personal experience 

and suggests that it is “something that arises from within us (internal)…. a personal quest for 

understanding and meaning around the big questions of life and death”. Although critics of this 

approach suggest that theorists who only equate spirituality with the ‘inner life’, are simply 

reiterating common debates concerning Cartesian mind-body dualism Slay (2007).  

Certainly, it is apparent from the literature, that ‘spirituality’ is not a stable signifier and while it is 

usually part of most religious practices the term can be used to include a wide range of practices 

and beliefs, from the healing power of crystals, to witchcraft, sacred spaces etc. (Wilding, 2003). 

As Slay (2007) suggests, it is possible to have life enriched by spirituality and religion and clearly 

some people may identify themselves as ‘spiritual’ but not ‘religious’. However, my review of the 

literature on spirituality and religion suggests that while they are conceptually different, they are 

often discussed together and used interchangeably. 

 

3.1.3 Summary 

In part one of this chapter, I discussed the concepts of ‘religion’, ‘spirituality’ and the significance 

of Durkheim’s functionalist approach. I hope that this background to be useful because the 

analysis of my findings (chapter seven) has been informed by some aspects of Durkheim’s 

theories.  In the following section of this chapter (part two), I will discuss the rise of the Christianity 

and the rise of in Pentecostalism Africa and the UK. 
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Part 2: The Rise of Christianity in Africa and the UK 

3.2.1 Introduction 

I thought it would be useful start this section with an insight into pre-Christian beliefs, before 

looking at the rise of Christianity in Africa. This historical context is important in order to gain a 

deeper understanding of the way that African Christian churches (and specifically Pentecostalism) 

have been constructed in some of the academic literature.  

 

3.2.2: Pre-Christian African beliefs and practices:  

A number of writers have commented on the significance of pre-Christian, African traditional 

beliefs, suggesting that religion was and continues to be, woven into the cultural fabric of African 

life (Idowu,1973, Quarcoopome, 1987). While the concept of traditional African beliefs covers a 

wide spectrum of ideas and practices, at a general level it implies that people often believed in 

the super-natural, mystical causality and spiritual healing (Anderson, 1999). Historically, many 

traditional rulers were considered to be endowed with sacred skills and duties, such as causing 

rain to fall and crops to grow, and they were often charged with upholding the cosmic order (Ellis 

and Haar,1998).  

Under colonial administrations, village chiefs or councils of elders were often responsible for the 

routine administration of colonial governments, although research suggests that the real public 

authority lay with the spiritual and ritual leaders, who continued to mediate between the visible 

and invisible worlds (Ellis and Haar 1998).  Certainly, there has been much debate in the literature 

about the rise and popularity of Christianity across Africa and writers such as Asamoah-Gyadu 

(2006) and Shoko (2016) have argued that Christianity offered continuity with traditional African 

beliefs because of the shared belief in mystical causality.  
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3.2.3 The rise of the church in Africa during the pre and post-colonial period  

It is notable from the literature, that across Africa, Christian churches played a significant role in 

the discharge of the colonial social and political agenda, as well as the subjugation of people in 

the African colonies (Cox and Harr, 2003). For example, it was notable that colonial governments 

frequently lacked the financial and technical resources to promote education and public health in 

the colonies and often these matters were left entirely in the hands of missionaries (Green, et al., 

2002) and consequently the Christian missions often assumed a significant role in the 

development of the colonies (Cox and Harr, 2003).  

Colonialist institutions also aided missionary work in Africa, and it has been suggested that this 

influenced the reception of the gospel message in Africa, as missionaries often arrived in parallel 

with the colonial troops, administrators and traders, aiming to introduce Christianity, commerce 

and ‘civilization’ (Okon, 2014). Notably, many post-colonial African scholars have replaced the 

word "civilization" with "colonization" and suggested that the relationship between missionaries 

and colonialists was not accidental (Crowder, 1962 cited in Okon, 2014, Mbiti, 1969) Indeed as 

Sanneh (1990: p.88) suggests, the  ‘’mission came to acquire the unsavoury odour of collusion 

with the colonial power’’. However, other authors have argued that that it would have been 

impossible for missionaries to have resources independent of the colonial powers to carry out 

their work and therefore, it was simply prudent for missions to collaborate with colonial powers in 

order to establish their missions (Ryan, 1987, Rodney,1972). 

 Certainly the role of the missionaries in Africa did not end with independence, as many Christian 

missionaries were often involved in the new nation-building during the post-colonial period and 

they continued to play an important role in education, social welfare and public health (Manning, 

2009). 

3.2.4 Summary: 

It is clear from the literature that traditional African practices have been an important part of 

African culture and they may have influenced the uptake of Christian beliefs imposed by colonial 
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missionaries. My review of the literature on the development and growth of Christianity in Africa 

indicates that while the missionaries did work closely with the colonialist administrators, it is open 

to some debate as to whether the missionaries were part of the colonial endeavour, or simply 

used the colonialist administration for utilitarian purposes. Although a number of authors have 

attempted to account for the emergence of African Christianity, in reality there are likely to be a 

number of intersecting factors that account for its rise and popularity even though some authors 

advocate a single explanation (Adogame, 2004; Anderson, 2002; Asamoah-Gyadu, 1997). It has 

also been interesting to read scholars concerns in searching for an “authentic’’ African expression 

of Christianity (Mbiti 2012, 1977; Parrinder, 1962a; Setswe, 1999). This short discussion on 

traditional African beliefs and the rise of Christianity may also be useful, as my research findings 

(see chapter seven) suggests that mystical causality remains important within Pentecostal beliefs 

and practices. My research found that many who attended the Sanctuary Church located the 

cause and cure of their ill-health in the mystical realm between the devil and God. In addition, 

some members of the congregation continued to seek help from traditional healers who operated 

in London. It might therefore be suggested, to some extent, a legacy of ‘old’ African rites and 

religions continues to have relevance for some people today. 

 

 

Part 3: Pentecostalism in Africa and the UK 

3.3.1 Introduction 

This section discusses the rise of Pentecostal Christianity in Africa and the UK. This is significant, 

not only because Pentecostalism is the faith of the people that I studied in my ethnography but 

also because my findings suggest that the links between these Pentecostalist churches remain 

significant today.  
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3.3.2 The rise of Pentecostal churches  

Some scholars describe Pentecostal Christianity as a modern form of Christianity (Anderson, 

2013; Coleman and Hackett, 2015) and Pentecostal churches as a modern Christian movement 

(Anderson, 2010). Certainly there are many different types and categories of Pentecostal 

congregations and fellowships and each category has its own specificities (Barrett, 2008; 

Anderson, 2010) and in the following discussion, I seek to provide an overview of two of the 

dominant forms of Pentecostalism, namely, “Charismatic” and “neo-Charismatics”.  

There seems to be some disagreement in the literature concerning the origins and definition of 

the concept of ‘Pentecostalism’ (Coleman and Hackett, 2015). For example, from a theological 

perspective, the word “Pentecostal” derives from a Greek term meaning “fiftieth” and points to the 

Christian festival of Pentecost, (also called Whitsunday) which occurs fifty days after Easter 

Sunday (Droogers, 2008).  More significantly, Pentecostalism’ is often be defined as those who 

share a particular theology with an emphasis on the Holy Spirit and the day of Pentecost 

experience is probably the most important distinguishing “proof text” in classical Pentecostalism 

(Anderson, 2010). This is described in the New Testament in the Christian Bible and the descent 

of the Holy Spirit on the Apostles;  

“When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a 
sound like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house 
where they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated 
and came to rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and 
began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them”.  

 (New International Version Bible, 2015 version Acts chapter 2 verses 1-4).  

 

Droogers (2008) highlights three theological categories that are common features of 

Pentecostalism, these are: (1) the central emphasis on the experience of the Holy Spirit, 

accompanied by ecstatic manifestations such as speaking in tongues; (2) the “born again” or 

conversion experience that accompanies acceptance into a Pentecostal community and (3) the 

dualistic worldview, that distinguishes between the “word” and the “church”, the “devil” and the 

“divine”, “sickness” and “health”.   

 



31 
 

Other authors have highlighted the importance that is placed on the manifestation of the 

supernatural gifts of the Holy Spirit, including ‘glossolalia’ (also known as speaking in tongues) 

(Anderson, 2005), dream-visions, prophesying (Alexander, 2009), miracles and faith healing 

(Anderson, 2013). It has also been suggested that globally, the term Pentecostalism is used to 

cover a wide range of beliefs that can be described as having “family resemblance” due to their 

roots in the Pentecostal experience and an emphasis on family and community stability 

(Anderson, 2013; Leavy, 2004; Barrett 2002). Pentecostalism therefore, refer to all the Churches 

that uphold the belief that all Christians should seek a post-conversion experience (called 

baptism of the Holy Spirit), which is believed to be accompanied by  ‘signs’ - the gift of tongues, 

or speaking in tongues (which could be in the form of ‘glossalalia’ – speech in an unknown 

language or ‘zenoglossia’- which is speech in a language known to others but not the speaker). 

Indeed, this act of speaking in tongues (among other things), often distinguishes Pentecostal 

Churches from other forms of Christianity (Anderson, 2015). Aside from its emphasis on 

tongues, Pentecostal doctrine also advocates for what is described as the ‘fourfold’, ‘four 

square’, or full gospel pattern of Pentecostal theology, this stresses that (a) Jesus offers 

salvation; (b) Jesus heals (c) Jesus baptises with the Holy spirit and (d) Jesus is coming again 

(Dayton 1987). Along with a strict moralism, these are the core doctrines of Pentecostalism, and 

Chesnut, (1997) suggests that these elements of the religion seem to be transferable to different 

cultural contexts without losing the basic principles. However, there are many different types 

and categories of Pentecostalism (Barrett, 2001, 2008; Anderson, 2010) and in the discussion 

below, I have provided an overview of some of three of the main forms, includes classical’, 

‘charismatic’ and ‘neo-Pentecostal’ Pentecostalism.  

 

3.3.3 Examining ‘classical’, ‘charismatic’ and ‘neo-Pentecostal’ Pentecostalism  

Classical Pentecostalism: The literature on ‘Pentecostalism’ suggest that the Pentecostal 

movement appears to have grown out of the second half of the 19th century (Ugwuja and Ubaku, 

2013). While the first ‘Pentecostals’ appeared in the 1900s, by the then former Methodist minister 
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Charles Fox Perham (1873-1929), opened the ‘Bethel Bible College’ in Kansas in the United 

States of America (USA)  (Anderson, 2015).  

However, the origins of ‘Classical’ Pentecostalism is often associated with a historic revival 

meetings that took place in Azusa Street Revival in Los Angeles in the USA in 1906 in the 

‘Apostolic Faith Mission’ (Burgess and Van Der Maas, 2003, Martin, 2002). In this church, 

members experienced the ‘gifts of the Holy Spirit’, when there was an outbreak of ‘glossolalia’ 

(speaking in tongues-a kind of pseudo language lacking a semantic component and used 

primarily as a form of prayer which expresses praise to God) and healing and prophecy 

(Anderson, 2010). 

Some scholars have described this as the ‘Azusa Street’ experience as “classical Pentecostalism” 

because of the emphasis on the “baptism in the Holy Spirit” and some scholars have suggested 

that the theological origin of the modern Pentecostal movement in Britain has its roots in this 

American Christian church (Anderson, 2010; Martin, 2002).   

 

The literature suggests that Classical Pentecostalism grew from this location because of the fact 

that large numbers immigrants from all parts of the western world came to the church at Azusa 

Street with the aim of acquiring personal experience Pentecostalism and being baptized in the 

Spirit (Anderson, 2015, 2010, Coleman, 2015). The church also had its own publications and 

reports in the press during this period contributed to promulgating Pentecostalism, leading to the 

growth of other Pentecostal missions (Anderson, (1979).  Writing on the on influence of the ‘Azusa 

Street ‘movement of contemporary Pentecostalism, Anderson, (2015) suggests that twenty-six 

different Pentecostal denominations identify their origins to Azusa Street  (including the largest, 

the Assemblies of God) and Pentecostal missionaries were sent out all over the world reaching 

over 25 nations in two years.  

Charismatic Pentecostalism: The Charismatic movement is often considered to have emerged 

after Azusa Street, with the changes in practice in mainstream Protestant churches, to include 

‘gifts of the Spirit’. Prior to this time, members of non-Protestant churches who experienced spirit 

baptism, spoke in tongues, or received other gifts of the spirit, were usually compelled to leave 
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their churches and join Pentecostal ones, or retained membership in mainstream churches 

formed Charismatic subgroups within them (Csordas 1994, McGuire, 1982).  

According to Anderson (2004), the focus of Charismatic Pentecostalism teaching is the doctrine 

of charismata, which are gifts of the Holy Spirit, speaking in tongues, prophecy and/or healing. 

However, while these are elements that are also found in Classical Pentecostalism, Hovi (2010) 

suggests that the most characteristic features of the movement of “Charismatic” Pentecostalism 

are the animated meetings, where the special music of praise plays an important role among long 

sermons and prayers in tongues, although the term “Charismatic” is not unique to Pentecostal 

churches. Csordas, (2012), suggests that some Charismatic practices have also been highly 

transferable to the Catholic Church, as well as Protestant congregations, suggesting that 

elements of ‘Charismatic’ Pentecostalism are similar to the Catholic Charismatic Renewal within 

the Roman Catholic Church. Csordas, (2012) suggests in these churches there is an integration 

of Pentecostal elements, such as the Baptism in the Spirit, (the experience of being infused with 

the power and blessing of God through His Holy Spirit), speaking in tongues, and the healing 

ministry (prayer accompanied by the laying on of hands for the relief of physical, emotional, or 

demonic illness) into Catholicism (Csordas, 2012, 1997; Coleman and Hackett, 2015).  

Certainly the Charismatic movement has spread rapidly, and by 1970, it was estimated that 10% 

of clergy and one million lay members of mainstream Protestant Churches who received the ‘gifts 

of the spirit’ began calling themselves Pentecostal, or Charismatic Catholics (Csordas 1994, 

McGuire, 1982). The movement has had significant success across Europe, African and Latin 

America (Corten and Marshall-Fratani, 2001b, Gifford, 2001, Hunt, 2000) and since the 1970s, 

the Charismatic movement has also generated a large number of neo-Charismatic churches 

(Miller 1997), these are often independent of larger denominations who affirm the availability of 

the ‘gifts of the Spirit’ but refuse either the Pentecostal or the Charismatic label (Synan, 1997). 

  

Charismatic Pentecostalism has been markedly successful in replicating itself everywhere it 

spreads, and it seems to adapt itself to the cultures into which it is introduced (Anderson, 2010).  

It has been estimated that, globally, there are now 601 million Charismatic” or “Neo Charismatic” 
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Pentecostals “ followers in the world and this figure is projected to rise to 798 million by 2025 

(Anderson, 2010).  Interestingly, Anderson (2010) accounting for the growth of Charismatic 

churches in Sweden, highlighted the globalisation of Charismatic Christianity by reference to three 

dimensions: (1) the use of mass communications media to disseminate its idea, (2) a social 

organisation that promotes internationalism thorough global travel and networking, conferences, 

and mega churches that function like international corporations and (3) a “global orientation” or 

global Charismatic “meta culture” that transcends locality and denominational loyalty and displays 

striking similarities in different parts of the world. These insights are reflected in my own study, 

because the Sanctuary Church also has a sister church in Africa and the characteristics of the 

congregation (i.e. people who have mainly originated from Sub-Saharan Africa) means that global 

issues are often represented and discussed in the church. 

 

Neo-Pentecostalism: The third type of “Pentecostalism” that is commonly identified in the 

literature is the “Neo-Pentecostal” movement (Coleman and Hackett, 2015). This group is often 

described as being constructed of Charismatic independent churches that are influenced by 

classical Pentecostalism and the Charismatic movements. Neo-Pentecostal movements are said 

to have their roots in the Pentecostal healing revival in the USA (Harrell, 1975 cited in Ahlbäck, 

and Dahla, 2010). Meyer (2004) defines Neo-Pentecostalism as being linked to the propagation 

of the Prosperity Gospel and strong global inclination as the distinctive characteristics of 

Charismatic Churches. They also deploy notions of identity and belonging that deliberately reach 

beyond Africa (and the church names often refer to the church’s aspired “international” or “global” 

image). Significantly, some scholars often refer to “Neo-Pentecostal churches as having “mega 

church” status, because they usually maintain congregations of more than two thousand people 

and are said to be frequently proving attractive to middle-class, as well as working class 

populations (Coleman and Hackett, 2015; Csordas, 2012, 1997; Coleman 2000; Robbins, 2004). 

 

Before concluding this discussion on the rise of the different forms of Pentecostalism, I thought it 

may be useful to briefly reflect on the dynamics of the congregations. Research suggests across 
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Africa, Latin America and the USA, Pentecostal churches have traditionally recruited followers 

from the poor and marginalised communities (Meyer, 1999) and predominantly, more women than 

men are active in Pentecostal/Charismatic churches worldwide (Martin, 2001).  

Research indicates that while men monopolise formal institutional positions (such as the Pastor 

or missionary), women are routinely seen as receiving more gifts of the spirits, and often work as 

lay preachers, healers and teachers and their voices are often heard in Church and other public 

settings- even though formally they do not hold power (Chesnut 2003; Cucchiari, 1990; Martin 

2001, Corten 1999). However, it should be noted that many Pentecostal and Charismatic 

Churches hold a strong commitment to ‘Pauline’ notions of patriarchy, in which women are 

expected to subordinate themselves to men and participate in churches formally run by men (for 

a more detailed discussion of this, see chapter in seven of this thesis).  

However, Pentecostal/Charismatic churches often foster predominantly female services and 

prayer groups (Chesnut 1997, 2003) and some researchers have argued that these settings 

provide opportunities for women to develop skills and forge new relations outside their kin 

networks, without exposing themselves to charges of immorality in a patriarchal society (Brusco, 

1995, Hunt, 2002; Stewart and Strathern, 2001). However, despite concerns about gender 

inequality within the structure of Pentecostalism, it is often argued that the ideology of 

Pentecostalism invites the poorest and most marginalised into the church community, offering 

hope and motivational messages for change (Samoah-Gyadu, 2005, Wonsuk, 2007) and as 

Freeman (2012:p.2) suggests, Pentecostalism often advocates  'what God wants for Africa, a 

continent blessed with health, wealth and abundance, where people work hard, pray hard and 

live upright moral lives. What the devil wants for Africa, however, is underdevelopment, poverty 

and suffering'. So although Pentecostalism may not be offering a political solution to poverty (or 

patriarchy), it does hold out a message of hope and as my own fieldwork suggests, many 

Pentecostal churches minister to the poor by creating a supportive community and offer practical 

support and advice.  

In reviewing the literature on Pentecostalism, it has been interesting to note that different scholars 

have also highlighted the benefits and concerns about the impact of religious practices on the 
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congregation. For example, Coleman and Hackett, (2015) and Anderson, (2004), have suggested 

that there are aspects of Pentecostal identity and beliefs that seem to erase, or at least blur, the 

boundaries between natural and supernatural spheres and this may heighten conflict and 

anxieties about the origins of disease and suffering.  

In contrast, other scholars have argued that the success of Pentecostalism may be due to its 

emphasis on family and community stability and this may emotionally alleviate some of the 

insecurities for the congregation, such as threats from migration upheaval and racism in wider 

society (Martin, 2002 and Leavy, 2004). A number of authors have highlighted the transferability 

of doctrines and how discourses concerning the power of the Holy Spirit and equality before God 

seems to increase the ability of Pentecostalism to transpose to different social contexts and 

appeal to a wide congregation (Csordas, 2007, Krause, 2014, Robbins 2004). 

 

3.3.4 Reflection 

Although there are differences between the three types of ‘Pentecostalism’ outlined above, it 

seems that there are some commonalities. For example, all Pentecostal churches emphasise the 

“baptism in the Holy Spirit” and the accompanying supernatural gifts endowed by the Holy Spirit 

(Coleman and Hackett, 2015; Csordas, 1997, 2012; Robbins, 2004). Scholars such as Barrett, 

(2008), have also highlighted the commonality of the dualistic worldview, that distinguishes 

between the “word” and the “church”, the “devil” and the “divine”, “sickness” and “health” as 

another feature that makes Pentecostals feel part of a global community.  

 

Another common and typical characteristic identified in the literature is the fact that most 

Pentecostal churches tend to have a great ability to adapt to diverse cultural contexts (Anderson, 

2010) and it is through this adaptability, that the impact of Pentecostalism has been global, both 

in its geographic distribution, and as a religious movement capable of producing local versions of 

a universal message (Anderson, 2012).The literature also seems to suggest that local and specific 

traditions of dealing with spirits, are often translated into Pentecostal idioms and incorporated into 
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an ideology, in which the omnifariousness (all forms) of local spirits are defined against the Holy 

Spirit as the unmarked Other (Hὕwelmeier and Krause 2010, Krause 2014). This issue of ‘spirits 

that are not God’, or the Holy Spirit, also turned out to be significant in my own study, as they 

were seen by the participants in my study, as a source of maleficence and the cause of ill-health 

(see chapter seven for details). In the following section, I outline the rise of Pentecostalism in 

Africa and this is followed by a discussion about the rise of Pentecostalism in the UK. 

 

3.3.5: The rise of Pentecostalism in Africa 

Following on from my earlier discussion concerning the rise of Christianity in Africa and the 

emergence of the three waves of Pentecostalism, I now wish to explore the rise of Pentecostalism 

in Africa. 

 The literature suggests that between the 1960s and the mid-1980s, many African Independent 

churches (AICs) were established across Africa, which later instigated the development of 

alternative forms of worship from the traditional missionary churches that had been established 

during the colonial period (Fernandez,1978; Roger, 1986; Rosette, 1994). These African 

Independent churches are sometimes referred to as ‘Indigenous churches’ (Appiah-Kubi, 1981) 

or ‘African Initiated churches’ (Anderson 2001). Some scholars have argued, that far from simply 

alienating African converts from their own culture, missionaries and African evangelists produced 

reified notions of indigenous culture, which affirmed cultural difference and the imagination of 

distinct tribal or ethnic identities (Meyer 2002a, Peel 2003, Steegstra, 2002, Vail 1989). 

 Rotimi, Nwadialor, and Ugwuja (2016) have suggested that Pentecostalism was partly an 

internally motivated socio-religious phenomenon in Africa. These authors suggest that prophets 

were groomed in the missionary churches of Protestants and Catholics, but as they were closer 

to traditional African culture in their responses to the gospel, their communities felt a resonance 

between the charismatic indigenous worldview and the colonial missionary churches (Achunike, 

2009). Moreover, some scholars have suggested that far from simply alienating African converts 

from their own cultural beliefs, missionaries and African evangelists produced reified notions of 
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indigenous culture, which affirmed cultural difference and the imagination of distinct tribal or ethnic 

identities (Meyer 2002a; Peel 2003; Steegstra, 2002; Vail 1989).  

 

Anderson (2014) suggests that the earliest African independent Pentecostal movements were 

also a reaction to the dry formalism and rationalism in the European mission churches and the 

new Pentecostalist Churches appeals to a new generation of Africans (Anderson, 2012)  

However, there is another major issue that has been highlighted in the literature. This concerns 

the treatment of African religious traditions in relation to Christianity. Colonial mainstream 

churches often used the term ‘syncretism’ (i.e. the amalgamation of religions) in a pejorative 

manner, to describe the combination of traditional Africa religious and Christian elements in 

African Independent Christian churches. These were often characterised by colonialists as impure 

and deviant, although some writers did celebrate ‘syncretism; as an achieved synthesis of foreign 

and indigenous belief systems (Stewart and Shaw, 1994). Understandably a number of theorists 

have questioned the discursive obsession of some scholars’, who seemingly need to question 

how Africans can be ‘Christian and African’ at the same time (Appiah-Kubi 1981, Mugambi, 1996 

and Sindima, 1994). Indeed, it could be argued that much of the literature concerning ‘African 

religion’ tells us more about the concerns and interests of Western scholars than African people 

themselves, although in recent years there has been a more critical debate coming from post-

colonial scholars within Africa (such as Okon 2014; Nūnẻz, 2015; Palmary, Hamber and Allan, 

2005).  

 

3.3.6 Pentecostalism and African Politics 

Pentecostalism has becoming a force across Africa, although the extent of this varies between 

Pentecostal movements across the continent (PEW Research Center, 2006).  

Certainly research suggests that Pentecostal-Charismatic Christianity has had a significant 

impact on the social, cultural and political lives of people in postcolonial sub-Saharan Africa 

(Lindhardt, 2014). Not only has there been a demographic explosion of Pentecostal followers in 

Africa but it has also come to shape politics and public life (the PEW Research Center, 2006) and 
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it is becoming more significant at a time when foreign policymakers in the USA are becoming 

more conscious of the strategic importance of the continent (Council on Foreign Relations, 2006). 

According to the PEW Research Center, if Pentecostal churches continue to grow in numbers 

and activism, the long-range political impact of Africa’s vibrant Pentecostal community will 

become increasingly difficult to ignore (PEW Research Center, 2006). 

Moreover, it has been argued that while nationalist movements drove African politics during the 

era of decolonization (in the 1950s and 1960s), and mainstream church leaders were deeply 

involved in the continent’s efforts at democratization in the 1980s and early 1990s, Pentecostalism 

has become increasingly influential in the political arena in recent years (Asamoah-Gyadu, 2004; 

Gifford 1995, the PEW Research Center 2006). For example, in 1991, Zambia became the first 

former British colony in Africa to change a president through democratic multiparty elections.  The 

winner, Frederick Chiluba, was reported to be an avowed Pentecostal who claimed to have 

received the gift of tongues at a crusade conducted by Pentecostal evangelist Reinhard Bonnke 

(PEW Research Center, 2006). Interestingly, it is reported that after taking office, President 

Chiluba invited a group of Pentecostal ministers to “cleanse” the presidential palace of evil spirits 

and publicly dedicated Zambia and its government to “the Lordship of Jesus Christ” (Freston 

2001: 156-59). Another country in which Pentecostals are known to have been involved in national 

politics is Ghana. For example, when the national airline (Ghana Airways) was facing operational 

and financial problems, a Ghanaian-born, London-based Pentecostal evangelist was invited to 

conduct a “deliverance service” to save the organisation from its recurring financial failures 

(Asamoah-Gyadu 2005). 

Pentecostal political engagement has become increasingly entwined with national political history 

and it has infiltrated many important sectors of African public life (Burgess, 2014). For instance, 

it has been reported that in Uganda and Kenya, Pentecostals and other evangelicals control many 

of the national radio and television stations (Bengali 2006) and it is reported that in Nigeria, the 

Pentecostal Redeemed Christian Church of God produces Christian-themed movies that have 

beaten secular rivals at the box office (Murphy 2006).  
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Martin Lindhardt (2014) suggest that much of this power has emerged because Pentecostal/ 

Christianity has responded to the social and cultural concerns of many Africans, and its growth 

and increasingly assertive presence in public life has facilitated new kinds of social positioning 

and claims to political power. Furthermore, scholars such as Asamoah-Gyadu (2005) suggest 

that when some African heads of state have faced deepening political crises and increasing 

criticism from mainstream church leaders, they have turned to Pentecostals for religious and 

moral legitimation, which some Pentecostal leaders have been eager to provide by “top-down” 

mobilization. Interestingly the literature also suggests that as activism by Muslim politicians and 

groups in parts of Sub-Saharan has increased, this has provided another stimulant to Pentecostal 

and evangelical public involvement (Amadi 2004). For example, Nigeria’s entry into the 

Organisation of the Islamic Conference in 1986 and the spread of Sharia law in northern Nigeria 

in the late 1990s, prompted greater Pentecostal and evangelical participation in national debate 

and decision-making (Ojo, 2004).  

Moreover, van Dijk (2000) examined the growth and spread of charismatic Pentecostal churches 

in Sub-Saharan and suggests that a significant characteristic of Pentecostalism in Africa is its 

fascination with modernity, with modern styles of consumption, new technologies, and the 

achievement of a dominant position in modern everyday life and suggests that its ideology 

appears to be profoundly inspired by an anti-traditional and anti-nostalgic paradigm. van Dijk 

(2000) purports that, paradoxically, the Pentecostal charismatic churches have developed into 

agents of change in countries such as Ghana and Malawi. However, it might be suggested that 

this observation is and over-simplification of the advancement of Pentecostalism in Africa 

because as I suggested earlier, it is possible that this may also be linked to the historical and 

cultural beliefs in and practice that find a resonance in Pentecostalism.  

 

3.3.7 Pentecostalism in the United Kingdom 

Pentecostalism has existed in Britain since the beginning of the twentieth century and it is 

estimated that there are approximately 17,000 Pentecostal churches in the UK (Hunt, 2016).  Two 

Pentecostal denominations can claim to have some of the largest Christian congregations in 
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Britain with the Elim, with some 550 churches in England and Ireland, and the Assemblies of God 

with some 600 churches in the UK with a membership of nearly 70,000 (Hunt, 2016). Scholars 

have suggested that there have been four different waves of Pentecostal and Charismatic 

Christianity in Britain (Osgood, 2006 and Coleman and Hacckett, 2015), identifying these as:- 

Wave one: Britain’s Indigenous Pentecostal Churches. The first of strand of Pentecostalism in 

Britain was linked to British Indigenous Pentecostal Churches and they came into being in Britain 

in the 1930s.  Indigenous Pentecostal churches are still the most geographically wide-spread 

expression of Pentecostalism in Britain today, with many well-established congregations found in 

towns and cities, often from their own purpose-built premises, whilst newer congregations operate 

out of schools and community centres to reach more local communities (Osgood, 2006).   

Wave two: the Indigenous Charismatic Churches. The Charismatic movement found some 

acceptance in many local denominational churches, although this was by no means universal. 

Pentecostalism in the form of the Charismatic movement has also impacted the mainstream 

denominations (i.e. Protestant and Catholic), from the 1960s onwards with an emphasis on the 

Pentecostal baptism of Spirit and charismata. While its impact has been weakened as church 

attendance generally has declined, some of the cultural trappings of Pentecostalism remain such 

as expressive worship forms (Hunt, 2016). Many of these British churches retained connections 

with global networks and, in particular, evangelical revivals in the USA (Hunt, 2016). However, 

there were also Caribbean Diaspora Pentecostal Churches, with the request for Commonwealth 

workers to come to work in post-war Britain, there were high levels of immigration from the 

Caribbean in the 1950s and 1960s, in the ‘Windrush’ era, (Gidley, 2011, Osgood, 2016). Many of 

these Afro-Caribbean migrants found themselves alienated from the established churches and 

therefore they created their own churches.  Many of these were Pentecostal in nature and today 

they dominate mainstream Pentecostal denominations with many Caribbean denominational 

churches occupying their own premises and contributed greatly to the life of the Caribbean 

diaspora, advocating for rights and meeting social needs as well as spiritual ones in Britain 

(Osgood, 2016).  
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Wave three: New Church networks: The literature suggests that from the 1960s onwards, new 

churches with ‘an openness to the gifts of the Holy Spirit’, were formed throughout Britain, often 

in people’s homes, giving rise to what was initially known as the House Church movement but is 

now better known as the New Churches movement (Osgood, 2012, Aldred, 2005). 

In the 1970s, these churches formed a number of ‘apostolic networks’, taking oversight from a 

lead figure, who would often surrounded himself with a leadership team. In the 1980s several of 

these groupings became widely known for their annual Bible weeks.  Today many of these ‘New 

Church’ networks are stronger than they were at their formation, effective succession is taking 

place and local churches around the country are continuing to grow to a size that belies any 

‘house church roots’ (Allan, 2004).   

Wave four: Pentecostalism linked to the African Diaspora Pentecostal Churches. It has been 

suggested that African immigration into Britain in the 1960s also led to the establishing of a 

significant number of Africa Churches, with their founders experiencing similar struggles to those 

of the Caribbean Pentecostal denominations (Osgood, 2012; Cox, 1995). As suggested in my 

earlier chapter, many of the Africans migrants who came to Britain contributed to the labour force 

and many of these workers, especially from Sub-Saharan Africa, participated in the founding of 

churches in cities such as London and Yorkshire (Harr, 1995; Van Dijk, 1997; Killinggray, 1994). 

The literature seem to suggest that various types of churches were funded in the 1960s in London 

by  so-called African worker-students (Goody and Groothues, 1997; Harris, 2006 cited in Krause, 

2014), who had suspended their education to earn money to survive as they could not return to 

west Africa due to political tensions (Daswani, 2001; Harris, 2006). The late 1980s and 1990s 

also witness a new wave of black immigrants, especially from the West Africa who came to the 

UK in what has since been called a “reverse mission” movement. 

 

3.3.8 Reverse mission: 

‘Reverse mission’ refers to the notion whereby missionaries are sent to ‘Europe and North 

America by churches and Christians from the non-Western world, particularly Africa, Asia, and 

Latin America’ (Ojo 2007, Adogame, 2015).  It has been suggested that many of these reverse 
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missionaries refer to themselves as coming from the ‘majority world’ (Fesenmyer, 2014) and the 

term is often used as part of a critical debate concerning the globalisation of religion and is often 

used to signal a re-positioning of people from parts of the world that have historically lacked 

geopolitical power (Freston, 2010). Indeed Byrnes (2016), argues that reverse missions allow 

religious communities to speak for their community members who are living abroad and are often 

profoundly affected by the foreign policy of the USA but have no political platform in the United 

States from which to be heard. Reverse missions, is increasingly being presented as a form of 

South-South religious trade, aiming at breaking the stereotypes that places the North Atlantic at 

the centre of the religious universe  (Adogame and Spickard, 2010). 

 It can also be seen as part of an enterprise to ‘re-Christianizing’ Europe and North America, 

claiming a ‘divine commission’ to spread the gospel against the perceived secularization, decline 

in church attendance and moral decadence of the West (Adogame, 2015, (Harris, 2006) with 

many missions constructing themselves as international ministries (Hunt and Lightly 2001).  

Research suggests that there has been a change in church populations in England in recent years 

and during the period 1998 to 2005, non-white church attendance in England increased by 19%, 

while white church attendance decreased by the same amount (19%) (Fesenmyer, 2014).      The 

highest percentage of black churchgoers can be found in Greater London with the growth in 

church attendance coming primarily from Pentecostal churches and they accounted for 52% of 

all churchgoers in London in 2012 (Brierley, 2013, Rogers 2013), although Fesenmyer (2016) 

argues that while African-initiated Pentecostal churches are on the rise in the United Kingdom 

they have taken over taken over various spaces, particularly in London (not just churches), 

therefore making them difficult to ‘count’.  

 

The literature suggests that there is a strong entrepreneurial church-planting culture in Britain with 

new independent congregations being established in schools, community centres and former 

industrial units, with some, who have seen membership grow into the thousands, purchasing 

former cinemas and theatres (Krause, 2014; Osgood, 2006).  Burgess (2016), examining African 

Pentecostal churches in Britain’s urban spaces, suggests that in recent decades, London’s 

http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/religionpublicsphere/2017/05/african-pentecostal-churches-in-britains-urban-spaces/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/religionpublicsphere/2017/05/african-pentecostal-churches-in-britains-urban-spaces/
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religious landscape has undergone significant changes due to the presence of African 

Pentecostal churches. Many of these are located in post-industrial estates or share spaces with 

other religious and secular groups, indicating their marginalized social status. In their search for 

a permanent place of worship, African Pentecostal churches have often moved from place to 

place and this has hampered their organisational structures, numerical growth, and their capacity 

for civic engagement. Invariably, financial constraints and planning regulations are the main 

obstacles to obtaining a building of their own. Once they do so, congregations are sometimes left 

with heavy debts and the added financial burden of renovation and refurbishment (Burgess, 

2016). However, there are also numerous smaller churches across Britain that have also been 

established by migrants from Africa, (Krause, 2014). These include small groups of people who 

gather in private living rooms and larger congregations, who meet in converted industrial buildings 

and temporary shelters. Others were funded from large inaugural churches that were established 

across Europe, and London has inaugurated networks of churches across the globe, including 

establishing new Pentecostal churches in Africa (Krause, 2011b). I in a sense there is free flow 

of Pentecostal Churches being established around the world.  

Many of these were members of the newer, independent Pentecostal churches that were 

emerging in Africa, influenced by the Charismatic emphases that was gaining ground in Britain 

and America in the 1970s (Osgood, 2006). Leaders of these churches quickly became aware of 

the needs of their diaspora members and saw the benefits of sending pastors to ‘plant’ branch 

congregations in Britain.  Some of these ‘reverse mission denominations’ have been spectacularly 

successful in starting and growing churches, usually more from among other black immigrants 

than white people (Hunt 2016, Coleman and Hackett, 2016). Among them, for example, are the 

Redeemed Christian Church of God, which has over 400 congregations ‘planted’ by ‘mother 

churches’ from West Africa as part of an international network with representation in many large 

cities and towns (Hunt 2016) and they have started 700 churches in the UK in the last 20 years 

and have a church in at least two-thirds, (64%), of the towns in Britain (Osgood, 2012; Cox, 1995).  

 

http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/religionpublicsphere/category/pentecostalism/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/religionpublicsphere/category/pentecostalism/
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Adogame (2015) argues that many of the new West African churches have systematically set out 

to evangelize London and rest of the UK. This debate has been interesting for reflecting on my 

own study because Pentecostal and charismatic churches, such as the Sanctuary church (where 

I conducted my study), are shaping African Christians through their increasing involvement on the 

wider global stage. Thus, in the case of the Sanctuary Church, it has established branches of the 

church in London, Ghana and Italy, and it could be suggested that the Sanctuary church is both 

a global and local church. 

Interestingly research suggests that most of the large Pentecostal churches in London were 

established not by communities but by individual African church leaders, who originated from Sub-

Saharan Africa (Hunt 2016). However, there are other diaspora related Pentecostal Churches 

established in Britain, for example, new churches have been established in Britain by South 

American, Far East Asian and many other diaspora groups and it has been suggested that as 

Pentecostalism has grown globally, more and more migrants entering the UK have had a desire 

to see their ‘national brand’ of Pentecostalism established in Britain (Hunt 2016). Interestingly, 

the literature seems to suggest that some enthusiastic Pentecostalists within the non-UK-based 

diaspora community now see Britain as a mission-field, which they believe they have an obligation 

to evangelise on the ‘you brought the gospel to us, we now need to help you’ basis, a thinking 

also widely evidenced among African migrants (Osgood, 2006). The pattern of international 

Pentecostal engagement in Britain is now extensive (some of the strongest youth-oriented 

churches recently established in Britain have links to Australian Pentecostalism (Osgood, 2006),  

In accounting for the growth of Pentecostalism in Britain, Creed (2016) has suggested that as 

many Black Pentecostals in the UK are immigrants from countries where there is no welfare state 

safety net, or right to free health care (and may find they have limited rights in their new country 

too), they are more likely to develop a culture of self-reliance, dependence on the extended family, 

and belief in the power of prayer to intervene their disadvantaged lives.  Many also believe in the 

concept of a full ‘Four Square Gospel’, which encompasses mind, body, soul and spirit (Burgess, 

2016).  This is a belief not only in spiritual salvation and baptism in the Holy Spirit, but also bodily 

healing, mental well-being, and deliverance from poverty, and even personal prosperity (Burgess 

and Van De Maas, 2003). Taking literally the sentence from the Christian Bible, in the Lord’s 
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Prayer, ‘Thy Kingdom come on earth as it is in Heaven’ many Pentecostals believe that their 

material conditions will change as an outworking of spiritual blessing, and that the achievement 

of prosperity, well-being and even wealth, are all part of the Gospel (Burgess, 2016). So in some 

churches, material wealth is also perceived to be a spiritual resource. And capital is often 

considered to have been achieved through the mechanisms of prayer, faith, tithing, self-

employment, networking, and education (Burgess and Van De Maas, 2003). 

 

3.3.9 Summary                   

It has been interesting to read in the literature that although the term “Pentecostalism” is often 

used as if it is a single concept, there are significant differences between Classical, Charismatic 

and Neo Charismatic Pentecostalism. As a Christian believer who identifies with some of the 

doctrines of Pentecostal beliefs, it was illuminating to learn that, there are contradictions in the 

different beliefs surrounding Pentecostalism, which provoke questions about the relationship 

between Pentecostal identity belief and health. For instance, I was astonished to read that some 

Pentecostal groups encourage people with mental health concerns to reject medical treatment in 

the pursuit of a new identity backed by commitment and faith (Dianoia 2003). Moreover, in the 

some of the literature it was noted the presence of a majority of female adherents and that this 

may be an important characteristic of Pentecostal audiences (Anderson, 2010; Robbins, 2004). I 

found this revelation in the literature thought provoking, however, as I was not aware of this until 

after I had completed my fieldwork I did not raise gender issues in my qualitative interviews, 

although it was true that there was a high attendance of women at the Sanctuary Church. As a 

researcher and a Pentecostalist myself, it has been quite incredible to learn from the literature 

that Africa is now developing a “reverse mission movement” that has reformulated the Christian 

landscape of Europe. In the following chapter, I will be reflecting on the role of culture and identity 

on health beliefs.  
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Chapter 4: Reflecting on the role of culture and health beliefs  

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, I want to reflect on some of the literature that explores the role of culture on 

health beliefs. This reflection will help to establish the context of my own research because 

my study aims to gain a greater understanding of how people with shared cultural beliefs 

(about God and healing), as well as some aspects of a shared culture (although from a wide 

range of Sub-Saharan countries), seek help for their health concerns, as well as their 

emotional and physical distress.  

 

4.1.1 Thinking about ‘culture’ 

The literature on ‘culture’ is extensive and is addressed in a wide range of disciplines and 

it is interesting to reflect that in the UK, there is now a ‘culture test’ for those who want to 

become UK citizens (Burnard and Gill, 2008) as this seems to imply that there can be a 

homogenous culture. Different sociologists and anthropologists have interpreted culture in 

very different ways (Geertz, 1973) but the concept is often used to imply a group of people 

with a shared interest or experience but not necessarily a shared language or history, or 

regional culture (Burnard and Gill, 2008). However, the social anthropologist Helman 

(2007) offers a useful lens to examine culture and suggests that as people are social 

beings, we often organise ourselves into groups and this provides us with the basis for 

social, political and economic organisations and significantly, it is our experiences as a 

member of these specific groups, or societies, that shapes our view of the world. An 

earlier writer Kluckholm (1969) suggested that culture covers the total way of life of a 

particular set of people and suggests that the term refers to what “individuals acquire from 

the group they belong to; it is about ways of feeling, thinking and behaving; it is an 

abstract way of looking at behaviour; it is a collection of pooled learning; it is a set of 

responses to recurrent problems in a particular group; it is about learned behaviour and 

refers to a way of regulating behaviour; it is set of ways for adjusting to the environment 



48 
 

and other people; it is what emerges from history, and lastly it is a map of behaviour” 

(Kluckholm,1969:p.7) 

Although this definition may be considered as dated, I feel that Kluckholm’s (1969) 

definition of culture is useful to support an understanding of my own research because the 

author considers culture as something that individuals are interacting with, and that it (and 

we) have the capacity to adapt and change. Although as Rapport and Overing (2006) 

remind us, it is important to remember that culture is something that everyone has and it is 

not just ethnic minorities who have a culture. Indeed, while we may consider the cultures 

of ‘others’ to be vastly different from our own, it is the framing of ‘difference’, when we 

tend to notice the ‘culture’ of ‘others’. Therefore, it might be suggested that culture can be 

seen as an ‘inherited lens’ through which the individual perceives and understands the 

world that they inhabit and learns how to live within it (Helman, 2007). Yet in many ways, 

this perspective implies that culture is something that is imposed upon us, and this 

viewpoint negates our sense of agency, (i.e. that we are also actors who can make 

decisions that can challenge the dominant cultural ideas). Yet as Aziza (2001: p.31) 

asserts, our sense of agency is also connected to our culture and identity:-  

“Culture...refers to the totality of the pattern of behaviour of a particular group of 
people. It includes everything that makes them distinct from any other group of 
people for instance, their greeting habits, dressing, social norms and taboos, food, 
songs and dance patterns, rites of passages from birth, through marriage to death, 
traditional occupations, religious as well as philosophical beliefs”. 

From reading the literature, my own understanding of culture is that is co-created and 

constantly open to change and as Handler (1994) asserts, “culture gets constructed, 

deconstructed, and reconstructed as people pursue their identities” (1994:p27), in other 

words, identity is not fixed but an interchange and flow between individuals and the cultures 

that influence them. Therefore, when I talk about ‘culture’ I see it as a broad set of guidelines 

(both explicit and implicit) that individuals both inherit as members of a particular society 

and interacts with. This can inform not only language and but also frames how an individual 

both experiences and expresses their beliefs and how they behave in relation to others and 

the natural environment. This includes spiritual belief and practices concerning health, 

supernatural forces or gods, and our relationship to these.  I also consider culture to be fluid 
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and open to interpretation and although cultural values can be transmitted through the use 

of cultural expressions such as music, symbols, language, art and ritual, they are also open 

to change (Helman, 2007). Yet as the participants in my study originated from Sub-Saharan 

Africa, it is also important to reflect that as migrants, they would have been exposed to new 

and different cultural experiences and that religion and the Church seemed to offer a place 

where they found shared values and a new community of belonging.  

 

There is a strong literature on the impact of culture on our health beliefs and practices  and 

while some people consider sickness to be caused by germs, others by God, chance or 

witchcraft, or even a person’s own moral failure (perhaps caused by ‘sin’), and therefore, a 

person’s response to illness will be a reflection of these beliefs. Interestingly, because of 

our own cultural lens, there is often an expectation among health professionals  that others 

will be like ‘us’ but as Ellsworth (1994) suggests, people vary in the way they view and 

respond to illness. These perceptions are important, especially when health professionals 

care for the needs of different patients in the health care system, because they cannot 

assume that their patients will hold the same views of illness as themselves (Burnard and 

Gill, 2008). Hillier and Kelleher (1996) have suggested that given that illness is amenable 

to cultural influence, it becomes crucial that the needs and outcomes for patients would be 

better appreciated and achieved, if attention is paid to the patient’s conceptualisation of the 

problem. 

 

4.1.2 Religion and healing in Africa 

I thought it might be useful to offer a quick overview of the role of religion in Africa and 

specifically at the relationship between religion and healing, before examining the role of 

healing in Pentecostalism. As someone who grew up in Ghana, I was very much aware 

from my early years of belonging to an ‘African culture’ and I became aware that religion 

was the axis around which every activity revolves and as Ezedike (2009) suggests, African 

cultures contain both material and non-material elements, that are socially transmitted from 
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one generation to another and African religious values seem to permeate every aspect of 

African life and as Idang (2009) suggests, anything can be imbued with spiritual 

significance.   

In many ways it may be considered difficult to typify African traditional religions but several 

writers have highlighted some of the underlying similarities found in many African religions 

and they are often rooted in indigenous belief systems. Some writers have described 

indigenous beliefs as convictions which have originated, nurtured and been sustained by 

Africans, on African soil, or transmitted out of Africa by Africans) and many indigenous 

beliefs are considered to be, handed down from generation to generation. (Ajima and 

Ubana, 2018; Ekpunobi and Ezeaku 1990).  

 

4.1.3 The construction of illness in traditional African beliefs  

Traditionally across Africa, people have used folk medicine (also known as ethno medicine, 

spiritual healing and/or traditional healing) to explain the causes of illness and disease as 

well as the cures (Westerlund, 2006) and long before the advent of Western medicine, 

research suggests that Africans had their own way of managing diseases with healers often 

prescribing traditional solutions to diseases, whether it had spiritual or physical causes 

(Truter, 2007). Research suggests that in many traditional belief systems, disease is often 

considered to be caused by external agencies, such as attacks from evil or bad spirits 

(Ajima and Ubana, 2018; Westerlund 2006). Consequently, many African traditional 

religions are based on maintaining the balance between the visible and invisible world, 

maintaining harmony that influences the perceived quality of life, including a person’s health 

(Westerlund 2006). Other writers have also suggested that traditional African religious 

healing practices have played an important political role in community health, by promoting 

resilience during times of colonial and neo-colonial repression and focusing on 

transformation and the welfare of the community (Magesa, 1997). 
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Traditional African health practitioners have included medicine men, diviners, magicians, 

and witchcraft, although research suggests that witches, evil magicians and sorcerers are 

often hated in many communities (Mbiti 1969:23) and it has been suggested that sorcery 

and witchcraft are used to harm enemies and many people acquire protective objects or 

shrines to protect themselves or their family from harmful witches or sorcerers (Ajima and 

Ubana 2018; Ekpunobi and Ezeaku, 1990).  

However, many traditional religions (and modern Christian religions) also contain the 

concept of a supreme being (Idang,2009, Ezedike, 2009; Hucks and Tracy, 2013), with 

sorcerers and diviners often being seen to be mediating between God and humans (Umoh 

2005; Idang, 2009; Mbiti, 2012,). Moreover, Umoh (2005: 68) purports that African 

traditional religion commonly holds a belief in the existence of ‘the human soul that does 

not die with the body and above all, it holds a moral sense of justice and truth and the 

knowledge of the existence of good and evil’. These shared beliefs and values seems to be 

common and cherished by most groups and lineage in African societies (; Etuk, 2002; Mbiti, 

2012;Ezedike, 2009; Umoh, 2005; Ekpunobi and Ezeaku, 1990), and as I suggest in the 

section on Pentecostalism in Africa (see chapter three), religion even permeates politics 

today across. 

Certainly in recent years there has been an increasing interest in the role of traditional 

medicine in Africa, and it has become especially important as it often the primary source of 

health care for many people. For example, the World Health Organisation, (2013, 23) has 

identified that in Africa, the ratio of traditional healers to population is ‘1:500, whereas the 

ratio of medical doctors to population is 1:40,000’’ the same report suggests that ‘for millions 

of people in rural areas, native healers therefore remain their health providers. 

 A number of other writers have also identified why people might use traditional medicine 

rather than bio-medical services. Abdullahi (2011) also suggests that as traditional and 

religious healers are often more culturally compatible with people’s belief systems, then 

they are more likely to use traditional healers.  Moreover, Kofi-Tsekpo,(2004) suggests that 

although Western medicine is available across Africa, these services are is often financially 
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and practically  inaccessible to many people. These views are supported by the evidence 

from a recent systematic review on traditional, complementary and alternative medicine use 

in Sub-Saharan Africa (James, Wardle and Steel at al., 2018). This review found that 

traditional, complementary and alternative medicine (TCAM) were frequently used alone, or 

in combination with orthodox medicine but notably, the people most commonly using these 

forms of medicine are usually from a low socioeconomic and educational status.  So while 

traditional health practices across Sub-Saharan Africa are often related to people’s cultural 

beliefs about health and healing, and traditional healers play and import role in delivering 

health care, it is also important  to recognise that limited access to biomedical services may 

also influence the types of health services that people access. 

Across Africa, religion and healing are often considered to be intricately interconnected and 

in many African cultures, ancestors are often considered to play a vital role in maintaining 

the health of the community (Shoko, 2016). However, these beliefs are not confined to 

traditional religions as they have also been adapted by new religious systems, often 

manifest in the phenomenon of Independent Churches. Shoko (2009:34) observed that ‘a 

striking feature of the modern religious scene in Africa in which most believers have 

expanded their traditional religion with an imported religion’ indicating that African 

indigenous religions are  not ‘traditional’ in the sense of belonging to the past, rather, that 

’indigenous’ religions perpetually emerge in new forms and under new conditions, and 

thereby continue to play a central role in the lives of African peoples throughout the 

continent (Shoko, 2009).   

 

4.1.4 Personal reflections 

As a Christian from an African cultural background, my personal religious belief and cultural 

practices that I have embraced from my early years are central to my life. On various 

occasions, my religion, belief and culture are sources of moral purpose and personal 

strength during difficult times in my life and the lives of my family, such as ill-health, healing, 

suffering and death in my family. Reading the literature on indigenous and traditional healing 

has been pertinent to my original research question, because although people attending the 
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Sanctuary Church do have access to free health service in London (via the NHS), many 

people seek help from the Church rather than from local health services. It was also notable 

from my research findings that some of the people who attend the Sanctuary Church in 

London, also attributed the cause of their ill health to witchcraft (see chapter 7.3) 

 

 4.1.5 Summary 

I have suggested that our cultural background is important and it influences many aspects 

of our lives, although the culture into which we are born, or of where you live, is never the 

only influence, as we often move across societies, and we may change or adapt our 

inherited cultural norms, for example, through migration, or other social processes. 

However, culture is also a constantly evolving concept and we continue to modify ourselves 

in the light of different influences (Burnard and Gill, 2008). In this section I have also outlined 

how our cultural background and the context of our lives can influence how we explain and 

understand the origins of illness and how we seek help for illness. Specifically, I have offered 

an insight into some of the cultural beliefs and concerning indigenous and traditional beliefs 

in Africa.  In the following section, I will briefly outline the role of healing in Pentecostalism, 

and this is also examined in more detail in the findings section of my thesis (chapter eight) 

 

4.2. Healing in Pentecostalism 

What is significant about Pentecostal healing is that we are not discussing the bio-medical 

model of health and healing (i.e. the physiology of the body, the causality of illness, 

diagnostics or treatment) but an approach that addresses ill-health from the perspective of 

spiritual causality. 

 

4.2.1 The role of healing in Pentecostalism 

Different scholars across a wide range of disciplines have discussed Pentecostal healing 

(Csordas 1988, 2002 and Dow 1986) and a predominant theme that emerges from the 

literature is that miracles and healing are highly valued in Pentecostalism and charismatic 
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movements. Indeed as Anderson (2002) suggests, these facets are often seen as one of 

the main attractions of Pentecostalism.  

Healing in Pentecostalism involves many characteristics, for example, for most 

Pentecostals, communication with the Holy Spirit is significant and it is conceived to be, first 

and foremost, an embodied experience. For example, from my ethnography and qualitative 

interviews data, vigorous praying (screaming, jumping on the spot), singing and dancing 

are just some of the common bodily practices displayed by the people in the Sanctuary 

Church (other bodily practices some of the people in this church sometimes engage in 

include fasting from food). Anderson, (2002) describes how vigorous praying is often used 

as a channel by some church participants to achieve their goals and to chase off the devil.  

Palmary and Nŭňez , (2015) also highlight how spiritual healing involves a fight against the 

devil and these experiences are lived in the body and healed through the body and this is 

also reflected in my own study. Therefore, I thought it might be useful to briefly look at the 

construct of the body in religion because it is both the vessel through which we live our lives 

and often (but not always), the site of healing practices (religious or otherwise).   

 

4.2.2 Construct of the Body in religion 

Bodily process are what bodies do; for example, walking, sleeping, praying and singing and 

humans are biological creatures, and therefore their bodies are involved in everything they 

do. (Ahlbäck and Dahla, 2010).  

While Kamppinen (2010) refers to the concept of the body as a self-maintaining biological 

unit that starts in fertilisation and transforms into a corpse in biological death, the literature 

seem to sugggest that the ‘body’ is historically and culturally variable, at least insofar as it 

enters into discourses and practices.(Giordan, 2009) and as Coakley, (1997:15), purports, 

the concept of “body” is subject to infinitely variable social constructions and so we cannot 

assume that we know what the ‘body’ (so called) means in different cultural and religious 

context. Coakley (1997) argues that although it may be methodologically expedient to revert 

to a “commonsense” notion of what constitutes ‘the body’, we must be clear that these 
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assumptions emerge out of  a particular context and that other traditions may understand 

these same “bodies” in various different ways.  

Coakley (1997), characterises four views of the body, firstly, folllowing the work of Foucault, 

the body can be considered as an effect of deeper structual arrangements of power and 

knowledge. Secondly, it is symbolic system, which produces a set of metaphors where 

power is conceptualised. Thirdly, the body can be understood as a consequence of long-

term historical changes in human society. Fourthly, the body can be understood in the 

context of the lived experience of everyday life. However, Coakley, (1997) argues that the 

construction of ‘the body’ in history has one thing in common: that it challenges any 

assumption about the ontological coherence of the body as a universal historical 

phenomenon.  

Furthermore, Coakley (1997), purports that the human body is complex and we can 

understand the complexity of the body in human culture by considering the language with 

which we describe the presence and nature of the body in human interaction and that the 

possesion of bodies can be seen as a convention of language. As Coakley (1997) and other 

authors have hightlighted (Eriksson, 2010, Ahlbäck and Dahla, 2010), we cannot take ‘the 

body’ for granted as a natural, fixed and historically universal datum of human societies 

because it has many meanings within human practice, and can be conceptualised within a 

variety of dimensions. 

 

4.2.3 The body and Christianity  

It is clear from the literature that the relationship between the body and religion is complex 

however, I feel that an understanding of the role of the body in religious practice is important 

because it often informs how people give meaning to their body and how they seek help 

when they are ill.  

Giordan (2009) asserts that Christianity often has had a conflictual relationship with the 

flesh, not only distinctly separating the soul from the body, but also providing for practices 

that deem the body to be a site of danger and this leads to practices such as the 
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“mortification of the body”. The key word to understand in this relationship is “asceticism”: 

This concept refers to the efforts through which an individual desires to progress in his/her 

moral, religious and spiritual life and the concept always alludes to a striving for perfection, 

based on the submission of the body to the spirit, recalling the symbolic distinction between 

exterior and interior life (Giordan, 2009).  

 

According to Giordan, (2009), the control that religion has exercised over the body has been 

implemented through a complex system of rules that govern everything from sexuality to 

dreams, from food to desire, from work to emotions, from medicine to dress, from birth until 

death, including even the celebration of mourning. Giordan (2009) suggests that attitudes 

towards the body in the West have changed profoundly over the last two centuries as a 

consequence of two social turning points: namely, the revival of sport in the 19th century, 

and the sexual revolution in the 20th century. He suggests that these wider social changes 

also began a series of changes that would lead to the “spiritual rediscovery” of the body and 

this rediscovery, has been largely and intensely examined by the feminist movement 

(Giordan, 2009). 

 

4.2.4 The body in Pentecostal healing  

Palmary and Nŭňez (2015) have examined the role of the body in Pentecostalism and 

suggest, that as with many other religions, the body serves as a vehicle of social practice 

and is the central medium to achieve divine healing. Significantly, the authors highlight how 

healing is often too easily associated in the literature with the physical and psychological 

body of the individual. Yet, as Nŭňez (2015) suggests, Pentecostalism often involves 

collective healing and the authors argue this can be important as this  makes more overt   

In Pentecostal healing, people believe that God does exist and they can communicate with 

Him through prayer (Offiong 2003) and the ‘power of prayer’is usually understood as an 

interaction between human beings and other kinds of beings, that would not otherwise occur 

(Hanks 1990,; McCreery 1995). Language therefore is the means by which most Christian 
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believers can communicate or commune with God and each other. Ndimele (1999), asserts 

that language is often described as a semiotic system, because it entails the use of certain 

agreed–upon symbols or signals to convey meaning from one person to another within a 

speech community.  However, this also raises some interesting issues in relation to non-

verbal communication that is common in many Pentecostal churches because people 

communicate in prayers and body movement, as well as using glossolalia (speaking in 

tongues).  

However, Ugot, (2014) suggests that some Pentecostal churches have introduced a new 

vocabulary into the English language and as such, the vocabulary is now widely accepted 

by the congregation and is integrated as part of their language and belief structure. Ugot, 

(2013), describes these words as “neologisms” and suggests that these new words may 

help to give expression to experiences and or feelings that fall outside of the dominant 

language.  

Interestingly Hovi (2010), writing on the subject of ‘Praise and Worship’ in Neo-Charismatic 

movements suggests that the difference between praise and worship is that fact that joyful 

and upbeat songs of praise are often accompanied by dance or jumping, and that this leads 

the person towards more contemplative worship, into experiencing God’s presence more 

deeply, so that everything else loses its meaning. Hovi (2010),seems to suggest that 

praising is supposed to function as a method that moves a believer to a particular state of 

mind and to hear God’s talk. In these circumstances God is also said to be able ‘to heal’ a 

person and make him or her ‘whole’. The experience of getting healed or receiving power 

in one way or another is often described in narratives concerning acts of praise (Ahlbäck 

and Dahla, 2010).  

In addition to language and symbolic expression, research suggests that in many 

Pentecostal churches, church leaders (Pastors) often violate cultural spatial proximity 

(through touching, shaking, shouting, etc.) as well as through the use of the space when 

they preach and heal the congregation (Ugot, 2013). Other writers have also commented 

on the role and use of personal space in healing and Nelson and Pearson (1990) have 

reflected on the non-verbal signals used in healing such facial expressions, eye contact, 
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emotional tears, shifts in posture, waving of arms and hand, pointing in the direction of the 

sky (and I also found this in my fieldwork). Therefore, the literature on Pentecostal healing 

(and my own research) indicates that healing processes are frequently ‘embodied’ in very 

visceral ways.  

 

However, through my review of the literature concerning healing and Pentecostalism, it has 

been notable that many writers are negative concerning their assessment of Pentecostal 

healing. For example, Csordas, (2012, 2002; 1988) and other scholars have compared faith 

healing with, and measured by, biomedical standards and seem to doubt whether 

Pentecostal healing has “real” effects according to medical standards.  Moreover, Csordas 

(1988), argues that Pentecostal healing often does not have great “physical” evidence and 

suggests that Pentecostal healing is not only useless but also harmful for the individual 

engaging in it. Other critics, such as Randi (1989:109) and Rose, (1971) have shared similar 

views by expressing their bewilderment at not just the boldness of the healers but also by 

the seeming irrationality of the believers. Other writers have suggested that such healers 

only produce “only a placebo effect,” (McGuire 1991:228). However, it was interesting to 

notice that not all scholars share the same views about faith healing in Pentecostalism. For 

example, a systematic literature review conducted by Ernst (2003:114) on this topic seems 

to suggest that recent rigorous studies have “shift the weight of the evidence against the 

notion that healing (to one that suggests it) is more than a placebo. 

 

4.2.5 Reflection 

Although, the critical debates and approach adopted by some scholars in looking at healing 

in Pentecostal churches appear to be mainly negative, I feel these debates have brought 

some insights and contributed to the understanding of Pentecostal healing. According to 

Stolz (2011), the negative value judgements of some of the critics have prevented them 

from giving satisfactory answers to important questions. For example, they have been 

unable to explain why many Pentecostals persist in believing in their healing, even in the 

face of seemingly contradictory evidence or why they actually help the healers to perform 
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their “social techniques.” Stolz (2011), also highlights how many of the critical authors have 

failed to understand why Pentecostal healing may be successful, as a social enterprise, in 

the long term. The insights from different researchers and writers are important to my own 

study because it helps us to understand that peoples’ ideas about spirituality (either in the 

context of religion or otherwise), can influence not only their understanding of their own 

bodies but also the origins of illness, their health beliefs, and help- seeking behaviour and 

clearly this has implications for their health outcomes.  I hope that this chapter has helped 

to establish some of the foundations for understanding the relationship between religion 

and healing as many of these debates were to become significant in the relation to my own 

study. However, before I share my ethnography and fieldwork findings, in my next chapter, 

I will discuss the methodological approach to my study. 
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Chapter 5: Methodology and Methods (Part 1) Methodology 

 

5.1 Introduction  

There are many approaches used to understand research and the way it is structured but 

the two dominant paradigms are the quantitative/positivist (scientific paradigm) and 

qualitative/ ‘interpretivist’ paradigm). According to Greenwood and Thorogood (2004), the 

generation of new knowledge may be dramatically influenced by different and often 

conflicting theoretical perspectives within the nature of theory development and therefore, 

an understanding of these perspectives is crucial in order to conduct good quality research. 

This chapter is divided into two parts. In part, one of this chapter, the discussion offers a 

brief examination of some of the main distinctions between the two paradigms and it 

highlights the practical implications of these assumptions when investigating the social 

world.   

The majority of my research was based on an ethnographic work and I also conducted 

formal interviews with key informants following my ethnographic fieldwork. In part two of this 

chapter, I will discuss issues relating to my research methods, including: gaining access to 

the field, ethical considerations, data collection, leaving the ‘field’ and my approach to data 

analysis. 

 

5.1.1 The positivist paradigm 

Positivism is an epistemological position that advocates the application of methods used in 

the natural sciences, seeking to understand the world through ‘facts’. But the term stretches 

beyond this principle, although the elements of what is considered to be positivism, varies 

between authors (Bryman, 2008, Stake, 2000a; 2000b). The positivist paradigm is also 

known as the quantitative paradigm and is sometimes referred to as the scientific, or 

experimental paradigm and this approach attempts to present an objective picture of the 
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world (Bryman, 2008, Stake, 2000a). Bryman (2008) referred to this approach as 

objectivism and defines it as: 

“as an ontological position that asserts that social phenomenon and their meanings 
have an existence that is independent of the social actors. It implies that social 
phenomena and the categories that we use in everyday discourse have an existence 
that is independent or separate from actors” (Bryman, 2008: 17).  

 

Using a positivistic approach the researcher attempts to attain objectivity by use of specific 

tools for data collection, such as standard measures, and mathematical and statistical 

modelling and analysis. The goal of the positivist investigation is to describe the world as 

having an objective reality and they explain their realities in a linear and aetiological way 

(Stake, 2000a; 2000b). This is often described as a ‘deductive paradigm’ as this approach 

reduces complex behaviours into a simple set of variables that offer the possibility of 

identifying a cause-and-effect relationship (Sui and Comerasamy, 2013; Lincoln and Guba, 

2000).   

Proponents of quantitative research methods believe that scientific knowledge can be 

proven and is discovered by rigorous methods of observation and experiments, and they 

follow the natural science approach by testing theories and hypotheses (Holloway and 

Wheeler, 2010; Bryman, 2008). Although the development of scientific enquiry has been 

very influential, it is not the only way that the world can be understood. 

 

5.1.2 Interpretivist/qualitative research 

Interpretivism (that is also known as ‘constructionism’ or an inductive method); focuses on 

the way people make sense of their world and give meaning to their experiences (Holloway 

and Wheeler, 2010). Interpretivism is usually presented as an alternative to the positivist 

view in research and some writers have suggested that this approach is needed, as it 

respects the differences between people and objects of natural science and therefore 

requires a different approach to grasp the subjective meaning of action (Bryman, 2008). As 

an approach it attempts to provide a detailed description and analysis of human experiences 
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(Sui and Comerasamy, 2013.) and the qualitative researcher is often involved in piecing 

together the snap-shots of data from different participants in order to create a whole picture 

(Sui and Comerasamy, 2013). Qualitative research often focuses on abstract concepts, 

such as feelings, perceptions, experiences, and to a certain extent attitudes, values and 

beliefs (Holloway and Wheeler, 2010; Bryman, 2008). The richness of the data collected is 

achieved through in-depth exploration of complex phenomena and it is often collected in a 

naturalistic setting such as a school, hospital or a factory (Sui and Comerasamy, 2013; 

Holloway and Wheeler, 2010). Significantly, the qualitative researcher is constantly 

questioning the data presented to them, as the fluidity of the concept being explored 

challenges the researcher to frame and capture its meaning (Holloway and Wheeler, 2010) 

and so the researcher is usually understood to be an essential part of the data collection 

and clearly is located in the process of analysis. 

It is also useful to note that the qualitative paradigm is also referred to as constructionism 

by some authors and Bryman (2008) provides an interesting explanation of this term, which 

is significant to my thesis because his ideas impacted on my decision about which 

methodological stance I was to adopt for my research. Bryman (2008) defines 

constructionism as:  

“An ontological position (often referred to as constructivism) that asserts that social 
phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors. 
It implies that social phenomena and categories are not only produced through 
social interaction but that they are in a constant state of revision. In recent years, 
the term has come also to include the notion that the researchers’ own accounts of 
the social world are constructions. In other words, the researcher always presents a 
specific version of social reality, rather than one that can be regarded as definitive. 
Knowledge is viewed as indeterminate” (Bryman, 2008:17).  

The above statement was important to my research method because through my fieldwork 

I have been interacting with people in the church and I have become part of the whole story 

and this is a common characteristic of ethnography and my role as a researcher in reporting 

the experiences of people is significant to the study. 

Certainly, there are different critiques of the positivistic and interpretivistic paradigms.  

One of the critiques of the positivist approach is that it does not incorporate users’ views, 

and therefore, as an approach, it is not so good at explaining why social phenomenon occur 
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(Parahoo, 2014, 2006). It is also often critiqued for ignoring the ‘situatedness’ of the 

researcher and positivistic methods are usually portrayed as being from an outside (etic) 

perspective that excludes  the insider (emic) perspective (Brewer, 2000). While quantitative 

researchers have often defended their paradigm as being rigorous and ‘scientific’, other 

researchers such as (Parahoo, 2014,2006), have suggested that all research (both 

qualitative and quantitative) involves judgements made by human minds by reference to 

human criteria.  Because human beings are involved in research, their judgement cannot 

be totally objective and in order to be successful, qualitative researchers need to keep a 

check on their subjective influences (Cresswell, 2009; Gobo, 2008, Silverman, 2000).  

I have become aware during the process of my studies, of the fact that the two 

methodological or philosophical stand points are just different ways of doing research with 

a common goal of exploring the social world and generating knowledge. My own research 

was intended to gain a deeper understanding of peoples’ spiritual beliefs and practices 

concerning physical and mental health within a Pentecostal church and I felt that by having 

a close interaction with the people being studied, I would be able to get a better 

understanding of their worldview. Therefore, I adopted the qualitative/interpretive approach 

because it was more suitable for the issues under study. 

 

5.1.3 Summary 

The discussion in this section presented a brief overview of the two paradigms to justify 

their relevance for knowledge construction. The discussion highlighted the fact that 

positivism and constructionism (qualitative and quantitative perspectives) are different 

approaches to social investigations and they carry with them important epistemological and 

ontological considerations (Bryman, 2008). Obviously, as theoretical orientations positivism 

and constructionism have considerable methodological research implications for social 

research, although there are variations and inconsistencies within each analytical approach 

and the two perspectives are similar in that they yield useful information depending on the 

task at hand. Therefore, I agree with Silverman who suggests that “the two analytical 
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frameworks should be thought of as points of emphasis, rather than diametrically opposed 

standpoints” (Silverman, 2000: p.5). 

 

5.1.4 Methodological approach for my own study 

My experience as a mental health professional, combined with my background research for 

this study, raised the question for me about what help seeking strategies people from Sub-

Saharan Africa use when looking for emotional/mental/physical health support when living 

in the UK.  There is substantial evidence to show that many people from Black and other 

minority ethnic (BME) communities often face a life-time of disadvantage and discrimination 

and this can have a negative impact on their mental wellbeing (Garner and Bhattaacharyya, 

2011; Tackey et al., 2011; Keating and Robertson, 2004; Suman, 2003; Costello et al, 

2001). There is also evidence that people from BME communities, tend to have poorer 

physical health and face more barriers in accessing healthcare services than the dominant 

population (Thornicroft, 2008; Morgan and Fearon, 2007; National Institute for Mental 

Health in England, 2003; Costello et al, 2001; Spector, 2001; King et al., 2005). Even when 

people access mental health services, evidence suggests that people of African origin, 

appear to have a more negative experience and poorer outcomes than people from other 

ethnic groups when they come into contact with mental health services (Keating 2004; 

Cammander et al., 1999).  Therefore, I knew from both personal experience and the existing 

research evidence, that accessing health care presents a problem for many people of 

African origin living in the UK. 

In addition, I knew from personal experience, that the church plays an important role in 

many people’s lives and particularly for many African people, due to the inheritance of 

Christianity in many people’s homelands. I wanted to know what influenced people’s 

decision about where to go for help and treatment for their health concerns. I also felt, that 

because I wanted to look at issues that were of a personal and spiritual nature, that the 

research lent itself to ethnography, which is a form of qualitative research methodology. 

Ethnography has been variously described but can be understood as 'a portrait of a people', 
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it is usually a written description of a particular culture (although sometimes recorded in film) 

(Gobo, 2008) and the term refers to both a method and the written product of research 

based on that method Bryman, (2008). My own research has drawn on Brewer‘s (2000)’s 

definition of ethnography:  

“The study of people in naturally occurring settings or ‘fields’ by means of methods 
of data collection which capture their social meanings and ordinary activities, 
involving the researcher participating directly in the setting, if not also the activities, 
in order to collect data in a systematic manner but without meaning being imposed 
on them externally” (Brewer, 2000: 6).  

Remarkably, the literature highlights the main aim of ethnography as making sense of the 

culture of the ‘other’ (this subject will be re-visited later in my thesis). However, the use of 

ethnography by practitioners especially, in health and social care settings, has given rise to 

a different conceptualisation of ethnography, where the aim is to ‘render the familiar strange’ 

(by looking again at familiar cultures which they may feel they already know well (Vidich 

and Lyman, 2001). I  chose ethnography as my methodological approach because it 

involved naturalistic enquiry over a long period of time and consequently this allowed me to 

build relationships and a develop a deeper understanding of practices and beliefs in the 

Sanctuary Church. 

More specifically, my research has drawn on ideas of postmodern ethnography but before 

discussing my rationale for adapting this approach, I feel it worth providing a brief 

background and explanation to help the reader understand some of the basic premises of 

postmodernism.   

Kuznar, (2008:78) suggests that the primary views of the postmodern movement might be 

summarised as including “an elevation of text and language as the fundamental phenomena 

of existence, the application of literary analysis to all phenomena, questioning of reality and 

representation, a critique of metanarratives, an argument against method and evaluation, a 

focus upon power relations and hegemony, and a general critique of western institutions 

and knowledge”.  

Interestingly, Kuznar (2008), labels postmodern as anyone whose thinking includes most 

or all these elements. However, it has been suggested that postmodern thinking arguably 
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began in the nineteenth century with Nietzsche’s assertions regarding truth, language, and 

society, which opened the door for all later postmodern and late modern critiques about the 

foundation of knowledge (Kuznar 2008). Nietzsche asserted that truth was simply: 

“a mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and athropomorhism- in short, a sum of 
human relations, which have been enhanced, transposed, and embellished 
poetically and rhetorically, and which after long use seem firm, canonical, and 
obligatory to people: truths are illusions about which one has forgotten that this is 
what they are” (Nietzsche 1954: 46-47 cited in  Kuznar : 2008: 88). 

  Postmodern ethnography therefore springs from methodological reflection within the 

cultural paradigm of postmodernism that transposed its principles into ethnographic 

practice. Indeed, some authors have suggested that the cultural relativism expressed in 

anthropological texts demonstrate that anthropology has contributed to our understanding 

of the post-modern world because as a discipline, anthropology has helped us to see the 

world as multi-dimensional (Gobo, 2008; Marcus and Fischer 1986, Taussig, 1987), and 

increasingly recognised the situated position of the researcher in the data collection, 

analysis and construction of the text (Clifford and Marcus, 1986). However, it is worth noting 

that proponents of postmodern ethnography have critiqued the ethnocentric prejudices of 

traditional anthropology, a science whose objective and factual prose they disputed as 

concealing an attitude of superiority towards “other cultures” (Clifford, 1986). Some 

contemporary anthropologists have criticised the ethnocentrism of traditional anthropology 

and its inability to describe other cultures adequately. Such analysis has provoked what has 

been called the “crisis of representation by throwing into question the ways (rhetorical, 

stylistic and textual) in which cultures are described and objectified” (Gobo, 2008:61; 

Brewer, 2000). 

 

Spiro (1996) suggested that because of subjectivity of human beings, anthropology, 

(according to the epistemological argument) cannot be a science; and in any event the 

subjectivity of the human subject precludes the possibility of science discovering objective 

truth. Secondly, Spiro (1996) suggests that since objectivity is an illusion, science according 

to the ideological argument, subverts the voices of oppressed groups, (such as gender and 
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post-colonial perspectives). Indeed, the postmodern research movement has raised doubts 

about the privilege of any one method for obtaining authoritative knowledge about the social 

world (Agger, 1990).  In particular, the ethnographic genre has been subjected to extensive 

scrutiny, and several types of ethnographic practices have become available to researchers 

(Van Manen, 1988). One emergent ethnographic writing practice involves highly 

personalized accounts where authors draw on their own experiences to extend 

understanding of a particular discipline or culture. Such evocative writing practices have 

been labelled ‘autoethnography’ (Reed-Danahay, 2001,1997). The movement toward 

personalised research reflects calls to place greater emphasis on the ways in which the 

ethnographer interacts with the culture being studied.  

I have drawn on ideas of various postmodern ethnographies to help me reflect on the 

process of ‘choosing between conceptual alternatives’ (Thomas and O’Maolehatha, 1989, 

p.147). Postmodernist ethnography suggests that there can be more than ‘one truth’ that 

can be represented through an ethnography and therefore exponents of postmodernist 

ethnography challenge current ideologies and single truths. They maintain that the 

distinction between nature and culture does not adequately explain the contemporary 

situation with its huge (and constantly increasing) number of ‘hybrid’ objects Gobo (2008: 

p.67) Postmodern thought argues that reality is disordered and irrational, that the strength 

of scientific explanations is not based on evidence but on rhetoric, and that only relative and 

conventional truths exist (Marcus and Cushman, 1982). Morse, (1994) suggests that 

because ethnography is wholly interpretive, different ethnographers would create different 

accounts, even in the same field of study and therefore, the possibility of multiple 

interpretations of understanding the culture studied. Indeed, this would be true of my own 

study and a white, non-Christian, female researcher may well have a very different fieldwork 

experience to my own (because of their own personal characteristics), even if they 

conducted their fieldwork in the Sanctuary Church at the same time. Denzin (2000) 

suggests that there is a need for the ethnographer to have a constant and consistent 

reflexivity in the research and Gobo (2008) suggests that reflexivity is: 
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“the self-aware analysis of the dynamics between researcher and participants, the 
critical capacity to make explicit the position assumed by the observer in the field, 
and the way in which the researcher’s positioning impacts on the research 
processes”(Gobo, 2008: p.50).  

The implication of this in practice, according to Gobo (2008), is that the researcher needs 

to be both fully located in the field and in the written text and I have endeavoured to do this 

during the writing of this thesis.   

 

5.1.5 Writing ethnography 

Postmodern ethnographers also recognise both the impossibility of ‘telling it like it is’ (since 

there is more than one ‘telling’ and more than one ‘is’) and the desirability of going beyond 

people’s words. Although there seems to be some truth in this argument, I have tried to 

ensure that my research describes the meanings the people I studied make of their 

experiences as closely as possible and faithfully to my understanding of their experience, 

(Silverman, 1999). However, I recognise that this may be seen as a partial narrative and 

that other people in the Sanctuary Church may interpret the healing process in the Church 

in a different manner. 

Indeed, Gobo (2008) suggests that in the work of Clifford and Marcus (Writing Culture: 

Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, 1986) is famous because “it definitely situated 

anthropological knowledge within the limits and ideologies of the western cognitive 

paradigm, and acknowledged that “enduring power inequalities had clearly constrained 

ethnographic practice. Thus, writing, similar to reading, can be seen as essentially a political 

act of meaning construction” (Gobo (2008: p. 290). 

Although ethnography may therefore be seen as ‘constructed’ as an ethnographer, I used 

detailed description and insights based on my fieldwork to reflect the lived experiences of 

the congregation in the Sanctuary Church. This detailed use of descriptive language in 

ethnography is sometimes referred to as ‘thick description’. This term was used by the 

anthropologist Clifford Geertz (Geertz 1973) and refers to where researcher gives an 
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account of the context of the phenomena and offers a dense, detailed and conceptual 

description, that offers insights into the cultural meanings within a specific social context. 

 It also offers details such as emotions and the webs of social relationship and sequence of 

events (Gobo, 2008, Brewer, 2008) and it aims to capture and record the voices of ‘lived 

experience” (Holloway and Wheeler, 2010; Denzin 1989). In many ways the work of Geertz 

(1973, 2002) is complementary to postmodernist ethnography as it suggests that there is 

no independent and external reality, and that the ethnographer’s representation is not 

privileged; it is just as much a partial account as the insider’s, and claims to realist-like 

objectivity, accuracy and truths are spurious (Brewer, 2000; Hammersley, 2007). Thick 

descriptions, therefore, do not represent ‘reality’ as it is because such descriptions are 

selective from various competing versions of reality that could have been produced and 

present a partial picture (Brewer, 2000). 

Indeed, Clifford and Marcus writing as early as 1986, contended that objectivity and 

impartiality are not features of the ethnographer’s interpretative work, but fictions promoted 

through rhetorical strategies of textual type known as the “poetics and politics of writing”, 

Clifford and Marcus, (1986). In other words, it is through writing (for example, the drafting 

of an ethnographic account or the research report) that the ethnographer’s interpretations 

(subjectivity) are transferred into data (objectivity). The researcher thus constructs ‘fictitious’ 

cultures through narrative from whence derives the expression ‘paper culture’, which 

indicates that writing artificially constructs  representations of cultures often distant from the 

lived expressions of the participants (Gobo, 2008:p62).  

Reflecting on my own ethnographic writing, I recognise that although I am from the same 

cultural background as many of the people in my study, my research has created a tension 

for me in terms of the power relationship that exists between the participants and myself in 

my study. For example, I recognise that my role as a doctoral student has given me a ‘voice 

of authority’ in my thesis and yet, at the same time I share the same worldview as many of 

the people I studied and represented. I have therefore tried to resolve this by ‘being present’ 

in my text (writing in the first person), which inevitably makes me adopt a poly-vocal stance 
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in my ethnography. I recognise that there is multiple situatedness in my position, which is 

not to say that I do not recognise the power relationship. This thesis aims to present my 

narrative about the experiences of the people from an inner-city Pentecostal church based 

on my ethnography as I explore the role of culture and beliefs in healing.  By adopting this 

approach in this study I embrace the perspective of methodological situatedness. 

Furthermore, I feel by adapting this approach it will help me to reflect critically on my 

research practice and how I represent the views of the people I studied (Brewer, 2000).  

 

5.1.6 Using autoethnography 

In addition to the ideas outlined above, my work has also been informed by Sparkes (2000) 

who has written on autoethnography. He discussed his experiences as a white, male, 

middle class, former elite athlete with a chronic back injury that ultimately curtailed his 

sporting career and he linked his personal experiences to social, sporting, medical, and 

academic discourses via sociological self-exploration. Additionally, autoethnography has 

appealed to me because as Tierney (1998) asserted, “autoethography confronts dominant 

forms of representation and power in an attempt to reclaim, through self-reflective response, 

representational spaces that have marginalized those at the borders” (p.66). 

In my own work, I have tried to produce an account of both my embodied, lived experience 

of the healing service in the Sanctuary Church through my ethnographic account (see 

chapter seven), as well as presenting more academic analysis.  My research process has 

created some tension  and while the focus of my study has been on listening and 

representing the beliefs and views of the people who seek healing at the Sanctuary Church 

(see chapter seven)- , I also recognise that my analytical lens was informed by my cultural 

background, my beliefs, my western training as a mental health nurse and my training as a  

researcher. 
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5.1.7 Thinking about politics in ethnography 

Before finishing this chapter, I want to briefly reflect on another ethnographic debate that is 

the role of the political in social research.. My own study has been influenced by the work 

of Nancy Scheper-Hughes, who discusses the risk of the post-modern in ethnographic work. 

In her paper “Primacy of Ethical” (1995), she argues that anthropological research should 

not be an end in itself and suggests that, “If we cannot begin to think about social institutions 

and practices in moral or ethical terms, anthropology strikes me as quite weak and useless” 

(1995: 410). She advocates that ethnographies are not simply a narrative construct but that 

they should be considered as tools for critical reflection and human liberation. She also 

advocates maintaining ethics in research (this philosophy is also evident in her other works 

such as “Death Without Weeping”,1992). The crux of her perspective is that while post-

modernism has helped researchers to be more reflective about their work, if we are not 

careful we ignore the political in research, as she states:  

“What draws me back to these people and places is not their exoticism and their 
otherness but the pursuit of those small spaces of convergence, recognition, and 
empathy that we share. Not everything dissolves into the vapour of absolute cultural 
difference and radical otherness”. (1995:418).  

This is relevant for my research because I was conducting a study about people from a 

similar cultural background and who share a similar Christian faith and this often challenged 

my own religious beliefs during the fieldwork as I needed to stay true to the data – even if it 

did not reflect my own religious beliefs. Mitchell (2013) writing on the challenges of 

conducting ethnography in congregations highlights the need to consider the contextual 

considerations.  She suggests that quality ethnography in congregations requires attention 

to ethics, navigating insider the outsider dynamics, while staying true to the aims of the 

research. Mitchell (2013. 133) suggests that ‘Congregational ethnography can provide 

insight into faith and meaning-making as they are lived out through encounters with others 

on a similar path, and if done well, can produce quality research findings that can increase 

understanding of the congregational context’ and I have endeavoured to do this in my study, 

by trying to locate my position in the field through the use of autoethnography and reflexivity. 
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5.1.8 Summary 

In this chapter, I provided an overview of the two main research paradigms and the 

methodological approach I have used in my own study. I also described postmodern 

ethnography and some of the politics of ethnography. Many of the debates outlines above 

discussion have informed my own research processes and in the part two of this chapter, I 

outline my research methods and identify some of the challenges I encountered and how I  

addressed them.  

 

Part 2: Methods 

 

5.2. Selecting and gaining access to a Pentecostal church: 

After deciding on the research topic and the methodological approach to take, the first of 

many tasks that I had to address was to find an appropriate site to conduct the research. 

Through conversations with friends and also from the media, it seemed that there were over 

a thousand African churches operating in and around London. This made the task of 

selecting an appropriate church for this study a bit more onerous. Nonetheless, I based the 

selection of the appropriate churches on the following criteria. I wanted to ensure that the 

church had a large African congregation and that the church performed healing activities 

(rather than just prayers for the sick) during their services and I identified three churches in 

London.  

Each of the three churches has a large membership of well over one thousand members, 

who are mainly from the Sub-Saharan African background living in London. The 

membership of each of the three churches also consists of people travelling from other parts 

of London to attend.. All the three churches performed healing activities during their services 

and there was a wide age range of members including children in each of the church 

services. I was therefore satisfied with my selection, as they all met the criteria, based on 

my research question.  
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In September 2010 I applied to the Anglia Ruskin University Faculty of Health, Social Care 

and Education Research Ethics Committee to conduct for ethical approval (prior to 

approaching the leaders of the three churches). Following a few amendments, ethical 

approval was granted by the University Ethics Committee, (see appendices 1 and 6), and I 

started to contact the churches to gain permission to undertake this research.  I wrote letters 

to the leaders of the three big churches in the Freestyle area of London (I have changed 

the name of the area and name of the church to protect the participants), although I was 

hoping to get a positive response and gain access to only one of the churches. 

 In the letters that I sent to the leaders and pastors, I offered information about my 

background and explained what my research was about (see appendix 2). In addition to the 

letter, two other documents were added. These were the participant information sheet 

(P.I.S) (see appendix 3) and a letter from my research supervisory team that confirmed that 

I had ethical approval for my research.  

To authenticate my request, and convince the leaders that my research was genuine, the 

introductory letter was written on Anglia Ruskin University headed paper and this the letter 

was also endorsed by a member of my research supervisory team and I also included a 

poster that contained information about my research (see appendix 5). 

However, little did I know how difficult it would to be to find a church that would accept me 

to undertake this research. I first wrote to the three churches in March 2011 but after waiting 

anxiously for two months and not getting a response, I sent a second letter to prompt the 

three leaders. However, I did not get any response from the church leaders after waiting for 

four months with much anticipation. By this this time, I was very worried and frustrated that 

none of the churches that I had identified in my ethics application as suitable for my research 

would allow me to conduct my research in their church.  I shared my frustration and 

difficulties in trying to gain access to one of the churches with a friend and through a 

conversation, it turned out that she knew one of the church leaders. My friend offered to 

speak to the senior Pastor of this church (that I am calling the Sanctuary Church) on my 
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behalf about my request. After three weeks of waiting and apprehension, the senior Pastor 

of the Sanctuary Church, (who acted as the main gatekeeper of the church), returned one 

of the three telephone messages that I had left on the church office telephone. Finally, in a 

brief telephone conversation with him on a bright Thursday afternoon, he agreed for me to 

come and meet with him to discuss my research. I arranged to meet with Pastor John 

(pseudonym) in his office at the church premises on the following day.   

 

5.2.1 Pastor John: The gatekeeper 

On my arrival at the church premises that day, I met a man at the main church gate and he 

introduced himself as a worker in the church and confirmed that I was expected by the 

senior Pastor. He escorted me through a small corridor to the Pastor’s office.  The man told 

me to wait at the Pastor’s office door and he went in first to speak briefly with the Pastor 

before coming back to call me to enter the Pastor’s office. With my heart thumping, I 

knocked at the Pastor’s office door and entered. Pastor John stood up from his seat when 

I entered his office, smiled and shook my hands. He was very welcoming in the manner in 

which he offered me a seat and a drink of water, which was later brought to me in the office 

by a woman who was working in a room next door. After introducing ourselves, he asked 

me to tell him more about my research and its potential benefits to the Freestyle community. 

I was very nervous that afternoon, nonetheless, after enlightening him about my research I 

also explained that my research did not bring specific benefits to his church but I hope that 

the finding of the study would help health professionals to have a deeper understanding of 

the role of spirituality in mental and physical health. The Pastor smiled and told me he was 

happy for me to use their church for my study. He also promised to ask his secretary to 

write a letter officially confirming his permission for me to conduct my research in his church.  

As I walked out of the Pastor’s office at the end of our meeting, I was full of joy and 

excitement. This was really a breakthrough moment for me. The letter from the senior Pastor 

to confirm agreement finally came to me about seven weeks later. On receipt of the letter, I 
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contacted the University ethics committee and informed them about the positive response 

from one of the churches and later sent the letter to the chairperson of the committee.  

 

5.2.2 Entering the church: Starting my fieldwork 

An arrangement was made with the church leadership and I visited the church for the first 

time to do a presentation and explain my study to the entire congregation on Sunday 20th 

May 2012.  

The senior Pastor described that day as an ordinary Sunday service when I arrived and told 

me the congregation had been informed about my attendance. He offered me a seat next 

to one of the five people who sat on a raised platform.  There was a gap between the 

platform and rest of the congregation (about 10 metres width). Later I was to find out that 

the five other people who sat with him on the platform were part of the church leadership. 

By suggesting that I take seat on the platform, which was designated just for the leaders, it 

gave me the impression of the power relationship that existed between the senior Pastor 

and the rest of the congregation.  

At the start of the service, the Pastor stood up from his seat and asked me to stand up in 

front of the congregation. He told the congregation, who I was by calling out my name, gave 

me a cordless microphone and asked me to speak to address the entire congregation. 

There were about 800 people present in the service that afternoon. By this time I was very 

anxious and a bit nervous when I stood up to speak to the congregation.  

Below is a summary of what was presented to the congregation. I started by saying: 

“Praise the Lord” (twice) and “Halleluiah” and the congregation responded with same 
words by saying ‘Amen’ (Their response helped to calm my nerves down a bit). I 
continued: “My name is Geoffrey Amoateng. I am a Christian and have been for 
many years, I was baptised in the church of Pentecost. I am married with two 
beautiful girls, the younger one is six and a half years and the older one is eight 
years. I will bring them along next week when I visit. I am also studying at Anglia 
Ruskin University. I have heard so much about your church especially the great work 
that Pastor John and his team of Pastors are doing here, the healing and miracles 
that is taking place here. In my study at the University, I am learning about support 
for people who experience emotional and psychological problems, where they go 
for support when they experienced these problems. There is a lot to learn from you 
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in this church and I have come to learn from you. Over the next six months I will be 
attending this church and so please feel free to come and talk to me when you see 
me as I now see myself as part of this church. Thank you so much for listening to 
me this afternoon. I am looking forward to having a great time with you here.”  

 

Although I had had an experience of standing and talking to an equally big congregation in 

my local church a few times, this was in a different environment and I was a bit overwhelmed 

by the attention I received that evening. I felt the reception from the congregation was very 

good when I was given the opportunity to speak to them. Apart from some baby cries coming 

from a room next to the main church, the room was absolutely quiet and everybody listened 

to me when I was talking to them. At the end of that service, there were about ten or more 

members of the congregation who waited near the senior Pastor’s office and wanted to 

either speak to him or see him privately. He asked one of the women who stood near to call 

me. I went close to him and thanked him for allowing me to speak to the congregation and 

had a brief conversation with him. He shook my hand and told me if I needed any help I 

should let him know about it. After my short conversation with the Pastor, I went to chat with 

other members of the congregation in the main church hall. Some members of the 

congregation demonstrated their co-operation for me to be part of their church by the 

friendly way they spoke to me after my first presentation to the church. People smiled at me 

as I approached them after the service and it was as if to say ‘we welcome you’.  

 

Interestingly, Gilbert (1996 cited in Sui and Comerasamy, 2013) posits that gaining access 

requires detailed planning and may take several months of preparatory work to achieve, 

especially if access is required to organisations such as hospitals or an institutional setting. 

In my experience, my negotiations with the leaders of the three churches were longer than 

I anticipated and it was disheartening, so it was such a relief to finally find a church that 

accepted my research. However, even after agreeing verbally, it took a while before a letter 

of confirmation from the leaders of the Sanctuary Church  who acted as ‘gatekeepers’,  was 

sent to me to confirm their agreement for me to use their church for my research. In total, it 
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took almost eight and a half months of waiting. Nevertheless, the presentation in front of 

the congregation gave me a boost of confidence to start my research. 

 

5.2.3 Ethical Considerations  

Ethnographies in health care have a long history, (Glaser and Strauss 1965,  Anspach ,1993 

and Timmermans, 2006). From my reading of ethnographic texts I was aware that 

ethnography often raises specific concerns, especially involving informed consent in a 

public place. 

On my second visit (a week later after I introduced my study) I also provided a written 

information sheet explaining the purpose of the study, methods, and possible risks and 

inconveniences or discomforts participants might encounter during the research project. I 

gave out information sheets to everyone who was present after the service had ended that 

afternoon and I also placed a copy on the church notice board. I devised another participant 

information leaflet for the Pastor and church leaders (Please see appendix 2), and I was 

very clear about what the study was about, giving accurate and comprehensive information 

about the study. In addition, I prepared a poster about my research, which was printed in 

the church newsletter to make the larger church congregation aware of my study and 

involvement in the church.  

 

I was pleased that I was able to give the fullest possible information about my research to 

the congregation in my first presentation. However, there were a few problems, which came 

to light even at the initial stage of study. In my first presentation to the church congregation 

for instance, I sensed that some members of the congregation felt I was a ‘visiting speaker’ 

or a Pastor from a different church and perhaps I was there to preach. This made me reflect 

on the issue of informed consent right at the beginning of my fieldwork.  

In addition, there was a problem in that the congregation would be changing over the many 

months that I was conducting fieldwork and I was also conscious of the fact that some 

people might forget that I was doing my research.  
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Over 1000 members attended the services at different times when I was there and I saw 

that some members of the congregation attended only the healing services, or accompanied 

a friend or relative to attend a healing service. Such members could be described as just 

passing by - but they became part of the observation for the short moments they attended. 

It was therefore not possible to inform all the people who might become part of the research 

in advance. 

However, one approach to protecting individuals’ and organisations’ identity is to guarantee 

anonymity and so I have changed both the name of the church, the Pastor and the area 

and the participants. By gaining consent from the leadership, I also had the opportunity to 

announce to all members of the congregation what my intentions were during my stay in 

the church in my first presentation to the congregation. I adopted this approach to informed 

consent in public gatherings from Murphy and Dingwall (2007). In a paper, entitled ‘Informed 

consent, anticipatory regulation and ethnographic practice’, the writers examined the 

application of informed consent to ethnographic research in healthcare and other settings. 

They make an interesting point, which convinced me that in some cases it is impossible to 

get informed consent from all participants in public settings.  The writers argue among other 

things, that models of consent that are transferred from clinical or biomedical research to 

ethnography are highly problematic. They suggest that cultivating an ethical climate for 

ethnographic research requires trust among all involved in the process of implementing a 

research project. Because the ethnographer often resides in the participants’ community or 

geographical area and participates in community life, trust develops between the 

ethnographer and participants as a result of the ongoing relationship (Murphy and Dingwall, 

2007: 2226).  

The above discussion raises the question of the power relations between the community 

and myself. Although I come from the same cultural background as the people I studied, I 

gained ethical approval before making contact with this church and I was conscious of the 

fact that by virtue of my role as a researcher from the University, this created a power 

differential between me and the community I studied and I was careful not to exploit this. I 

was aware that my continued presence in the field depended on the willingness of my 
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participants to engage with me. I was conscious that my ability to continue my data 

collection in the church depended crucially upon gaining the sustained cooperation from the 

leaders of the church. I felt that the participants had considerable capacity for controlling 

my stay in the church, although their power was less overt.  It was clear from my experience 

in the church that negotiating consent in ethnography is continuous (Murphy and Dingwall, 

2007). 

One area that is often contentious between ethics committee panel/review boards and 

ethnographers is the documentation of informed consent. I found this interesting and worth 

mentioning at this stage, as it is very relevant to my situation. The American Anthropological 

Association (2014; 2007) suggest that some ethics review boards seem to assume that all 

research resembles clinical, biomedical research and involves a clinician and a 

client/patient. Moreover, they assume that only individuals have the right to determine 

whether or not to participate in research. Yet much ethnographic research takes place 

outside of this context. For instance, both the USA and the UK (and more often in developing 

countries) have substantive numbers of their population who are not literate. Sometimes 

this results in a group or another individual determining the right of an individual to 

participate in research and sometimes this may result in needing to gain oral consent. 

 

There are also situations in which a community authority must approve the research before 

any individual community member is asked to participate and indeed, in some communities 

an individual would be put at risk of community sanction if they agreed individually to 

participate in a research project without formal approval by community authorities or leaders 

(Butz, 2008, ACME Editorial Collective 2008). In my case, Pastor John approved my 

request although in some cultural settings, a chief or another community rather than an 

individual, may be the culturally or legally appropriate agent to provide consent. Therefore, 

I am suggesting that informed consent has many different cultural permutations and in the 

setting of the Church, it was not unreasonable to expect informed consent to come initially 

from the Pastor and then for collective, community informed consent. During my field work, 
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verbal consent was sought and was given by people on a weekly basis as part of the on-

going process when I observed and talked to people in my relationship with the members 

of the congregation and individual consent was given for the interviews.  

 

Before moving on to discuss my data collection approach, it may be interesting to note that 

although I am a Pentecostal Christian and I regularly attend my local church, there were 

many significant differences between my local church and the church where I conducted 

my fieldwork. Some of the differences include the cultural diversity of my local church 

congregation that tends to attract people from different cultural backgrounds and, maybe 

more significantly, the approach to the delivery of church service and its day-to-day 

operation.  At times I found doing this research overwhelming, although I had had previous 

experiences of conducting academic research in other areas, this study challenged my own 

spiritual beliefs. I think this was because we all attended Pentecostal churches so I initially 

assumed that the church I was working with (the Sanctuary Church) would conduct itself in 

a similar way to my own church and occasionally I felt uncomfortable with their approach to 

healing.  

 

5.2.4 Data collection 

The discussion in this section focuses on my experiences, benefits and some of the 

personal challenges I encountered in using participant observation as my primary source of 

information in my field work during phase one of my data collection. (Full details of my field 

work experiences are provided in chapter seven (‘Theatre of dreams’). 

I have decided to make my voice part of my ethnography as this approach helps to locate 

the reader into the setting and give a deeper understanding for the events as they 

happened. However, as the research took place over a long period of time, the ethnographic 

detail emerged in more detail as I spent longer in the field. Using participant observation 

enabled me to share as far as possible, the same experiences as the people I studied to 
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help me gain a better understanding of why they act in the way they do and ‘to see things 

as those involved see things’ (Denscombe 1998: p.69). Before describing my own use of 

participant observation, I therefore give a brief overview of this data collection method. The 

data collection was undertaken in two phases. In phase one, fieldwork was conducted in 

the Sanctuary Church through participant observation. Phase two comprised formal 

interviews with key informants identified during phase one, the interviews were used to 

clarify some of the findings of my field work. The term “field work’ is a generic term for the 

researcher’s continuous presence in the field” (Kobo, 2008: 11; Marvasti, 2004). The 

ethnographer often lives and works in the community for a long period of time, usually 

between six months to several years. However, in some settings (such as my own 

fieldwork), the researcher moves in and out of the community over an extended period of 

time. This has advantages as it allows the researcher some space away from the field 

settings to reflect on their fieldwork and write up their observations. 

 

5.2.5 Participant observation 

Participant observation is “a strategy whereby the researcher establishes a direct 

relationship with the social actors by spending time with them over a long period of time in 

their natural environment with the purpose of observing and describing their behaviour 

(Kobo 2008:5). The role of the researcher in ethnography is to interact with the community 

and engage in their everyday life, as well as listening to the conversations and learning 

about their lives in order to understand the meaning of their actions (Holloway and Wheeler 

2010; Brewer 2000). Participant observation characterises most ethnographic research and 

is critical to effective fieldwork. Many researchers feel that successful participant 

observation combines participation in the lives of the people under study, whilst maintaining 

some professional distance to allow for adequate observation and the recording of data 

(Brewer, 2003; Bryman 2008). However, other writers (Atkinson et al, 2007; Denzin, 2005; 

Brewer, 2000) have suggested that becoming deeply emerged into a culture means that the 

researcher does not just ‘observe’ the cultures but also deeply identifies with the people 
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they are working with. This is sometimes called ‘going native’ and this approach is often 

criticised because the researcher is deemed to have lost their objectivity. However, it might 

be suggested that this critique draws on the positivistic /scientific approach to research that 

assumes that the best approach to research is to create distance between the ‘observer’ 

and ‘the observed’. Yet many researchers, such as Jules-Bennetta (1975) who joined an 

African church while carrying out fieldwork, have suggested that ethnography is engaged in 

a reciprocal process of interaction and co-creation that does not seek to replicate a scientific 

approach but develop layers of a nuanced understanding and in many ways this is a 

reflection of my own approach to ethnography. 

 

5.2.6 Phase one of data collection- (participant observation in the Sanctuary Church) 

I became part of the Sanctuary Church from May 2012 for a period of over eight months 

and participated in all the church activities and events including healing services that took 

place on Sundays and Fridays. The membership of the church consists of people travelling 

from different parts of London to attend on a weekly basis, mainly on Sundays but 

sometimes during the week.  

I was aware that conducting an ethnographic research about people from my own culture 

with shared beliefs, was going to be particularly difficult. In part, this was precisely because 

of familiarity with the people from the same culture and the fundamental social structures 

on which that culture rests. Initially thought I was already familiar with the operations of a 

church, church leadership, and religious and spiritual practices (such as praying for people, 

singing of hymns). Furthermore, I was conscious of my Christian beliefs and practices and 

I was aware that this might influence what I saw and observed in the Sanctuary Church. 

However, this proved to be a significant challenge in my field work.  On many occasions I 

had to remind myself not to compare what I had seen or heard with my own local church 

and so I tried to assume the role of a stranger during my observations in the church by being 

reflexive. 
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Self-Reflexivity helped me to question both the theoretical and practical aspects of my 

fieldwork and also the impact of my presence on the data collected. Bishop (1996, p995) 

notes that “self-reflexivity leads to a consciousness of the process of knowledge creation. 

There is an increased awareness of the collection of data and the limitation of 

methodological system”. Being reflexive allowed me to adopt a critical attitude to my data, 

by acknowledging the influences of such factors as the location of the setting, the sensitivity 

of the topic or the nature of the social interactions, between me and the people I studied. 

Hammersley and Atkinson have suggested that “instead of trying to eliminate the effects of 

the ethnographer, we should be reflexive in trying to set the data against this context” 

(Hamersley and Atkinson, 1983, p17). I was aware of the fact that by using ethnography, I 

automatically became an active creator in the story of the people rather than passive 

recorder of the narratives or events during my observations in the church. Reflection refers 

to the act of rigorously examining how my involvement affects my data collection, analysis 

and subsequent display of the data to my readers and so through the process of reflection 

I was able to repeatedly contemplate on my position in the research. I became self-aware 

of the research process and the “consequences of knowledge production by bringing the 

original act of knowledge back into consciousness” (Gadamaer, 1997:45). 

 

On a weekly basis, I joined in the church services, sang songs, danced and praised God 

together with the people in the congregation. I also watched and listened to the sermons, 

which Pastor John (and other invited speakers), to the church preached and so I assumed 

the role of complete membership during the services and other church events.  I closely 

observed how the people explained their beliefs about the cause (s) of their physical, 

emotional and psychological problems, the healing processes and how and why they come 

to the Sanctuary Church and their experience of healing. On most occasions, my 

conversations with the people happened spontaneously and I often  talked to members of 

the congregation about how they interpreted and explained their beliefs about the cause (s) 

of their physical, emotional and psychological problems as well as their experiences of 

healing in the church. I listened to what they said and what concerned them, what brought 
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them to the church and what they said happened to them when the Pastor prayed. Through 

my conversations with some of the members, I was able to ask about their experiences and 

the language used in the church and meanings that they gave to the activities happening in 

the Church services. 

 

Kobo (2008) asserts that meaning arises from the context and this is created through 

interactions among individuals. Meaning is not intrinsic to things and it cannot be taken as 

given and so I worked hard at trying to understand the meaning of practices within the 

church and I seized the opportunity to talk to anyone who was willing to engage with me in 

various contexts. There was no formality to how I discussed issues with some of the people 

and I saw that most people felt relaxed to talk to me. For example, during one of my visits I 

had a short conversation with one of the gentlemen who operated the public address system 

during the service. He first said hello and also welcomed me in one of the Ghanaian dialects, 

(which I understood) and after our initial introductions,, he wanted to know which University 

I was studying at and what I was studying. So I took the opportunity to explain in more detail 

what my study was about and he talked about his role in the church.  I also heard different 

members of the congregation talking after the service had ended.  

During my fieldwork I maintained  an observational log of everything I saw and heard, 

including my emotions and other peoples’ expressions during and after the church service 

(more details of my experience are narrated in chapter seven (‘Theatre of dreams’). This 

approach of collecting data about the people helped me to gain an insider’s view and help 

me to represent the people I was studying.  

 

Participating in the activities of the church gave me a first-hand insight and a deep 

understanding of the practices and beliefs of people in the church. For example, on a weekly 

basis, I participated in moving the musical instruments from a locked room at the start of a 

service to the main church hall and I helped the musicians to set up their instruments before 

the start of a service.  I was also involved in teaching Sunday school children once a month 
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after my first month of attending the Sanctuary Church.  Involvement and everyday activities 

also enriched my research experience (Adler and Adler, 1987cited in Marvasti, 2004)  and 

it helped me become more integrated into the church community. This process helped me 

to understand the different roles within the church and to immerse and involve myself in the 

setting and culture of people, by learning their everyday conceptions of reality of the 

congregation at the Sanctuary Church. However, there were times that I struggled to find a 

position in the community. For example on a few occasions some members of the 

congregation invited me to different celebrations after the services had ended. For example,  

there was an invitation to attend a wedding reception in a hotel and at another time a child 

naming ceremony at a member’s home address and other personal relationships. All of 

these I declined, to maintain my professional boundaries as a researcher and as it was also 

unethical to conduct research outside of the church setting.  

  

On the whole, the data collection strategies that were adopted were sometimes influenced 

by conditions both inside and outside my field work. I sometimes saw myself as part of the 

people from the same culture in the way I behaved and presented myself to the church 

community. However, most times I saw myself as a researcher with an eagerness to learn 

about the people. I was therefore in and out of experiences during my fieldwork and was 

aware of the need to maintain the balance between insider and outsider status (Brewer, 

2000). By maintaining my dual role as part insider and part outsider, it gave me the 

opportunity to be inside and outside the setting, to be simultaneously member and non-

member, and to participate while also reflecting critically on what I observed and gathered 

while doing so. As a reflexive participant observer I tried to record everything I saw and 

observed and was able to indicate the basis on which some events were recorded and 

others not. However, I was also aware that it was impossible to take everything in. Thus, I 

was often tempted to focus on experiences that seemed abnormal, peculiar and 

exceptional, which inevitably raised the problem of personal perspectives and focus of 

social research.  
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5.2.7 Recording fieldwork data 

While in the field, I always carried a note pad and a pen in my pocket and always recorded 

my observations before they faded from my memory. Usually I wrote my notes up within an 

hour of leaving the church but sometimes I took notes in the church. I devised a format to 

record my observations that included what I had seen and heard, my thoughts and issues I 

wanted to find out more about.  I tried to be reflective about any of my preconceptions about 

the healing processes in the Sanctuary Church and the role of the senior Pastor (principal 

actor) and I tried to observe all activities and events with an open mind. My aim was to make 

notes as soon as possible after a period of observation. Most times, I wrote down field notes 

in my notepad immediately after the service had ended- often writing notes in my car and 

reflecting on whether or not what I had written in my notes and diary was a correct record 

of my observations. 

 

On a few occasions during observations in the church, I left the service briefly and went to 

a private space near the main hall to record issues in my notepad, in order to prevent me 

from forgetting after the service had ended. Attention was always paid to details in the data 

and I wrote down key phrases, concepts or generally any information that would help 

stimulate my memory of the events as quickly as possible and later filled in the details. For 

example, I sometimes put down the colour of the clothes a person was wearing and how 

their face looked when they gave their testimony. I took notes of who approached me, or 

was approached by me and what they said to me during the informal interviews.  

On some occasions, I recorded what was said when I arrived at home, but this was usually 

about two to three hours after I had participated in a healing service, or other Church events. 

It was also difficult for me to write everything I saw, sometimes I stopped singing and 

dancing and wrote down in my diary and on pieces of paper which I had in my pocket some 

of the things I saw and heard people say as soon as it happened during a service. It was 

interesting to see that during the service I was not the only person who wrote down notes. 
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On many occasions, I saw people, both men and women, writing notes when the Pastor 

preached. During my ethnography, I was conversing with Alberta who sat near me during 

one ordinary Sunday service. She explained to me why she took some notes of what the 

pastor preached in that service in the following words: 

“I think the topic and what Pastor John preached in his sermon this afternoon was 
really good and was relevant to my situation now, I felt like he was talking to me and 
so I wrote down some notes which I will read later to help me remember what the 
man of God preached”. 

I tried to observe all of the activities and events with an open mind and not be judgemental 

in what I recorded about the events that I participated in. One advantage of combining 

participant observation with informal conversations is that the data from each can be used 

to illuminate the other. In addition to collecting qualitative data, I also collected some 

quantitative data in the form of the population of the church congregation and the number 

of different Sub-Saharan African nations represented in the Sanctuary Church. 

 

5.2.8 Location of self: fieldwork issues 

Although I regularly attend my local Pentecostal church, I had never seen anything like I 

experienced at the Sanctuary Church. This made it difficult for me sometimes to avoid being 

sceptical about what I observed or heard. I was always conscious of my preconceptions 

about the healing processes and some of the activities and events that happened in the 

Sanctuary Church including the role of the senior Pastor. But I tried to be ‘reflective’ in my 

research process in this study. By examining my own prejudices, ideologies and the tacit 

knowledge that I had about people from Sub-Saharan nations living in Freestyle borough 

before engaging in this research and during my observations, this helped me to gain a fuller 

understanding of myself as well as contributing to helping me to comprehend the people 

being studied more fully. This approach also helped me decide on the style employed in 

writing this methods section (Gobo, 2008; Clifford and Marcus, 1996 cited in Brewer and 

Miller, 2003).  
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I was pleased and encouraged to see that by participating in the church activities that I was 

able to gather a lot of valuable data within a short period of time. I was also able to observe 

some of the changes that occurred in the services from time to time over the period that I 

collected my data. Also sitting in the services and listening to the people including the 

Pastor, helped me to form my impression of other aspects of the church. 

However, I noticed that most of the people in the congregation had a very high respect for 

me because of the support I had from the senior Pastor, this was apparent because of the 

way members of the congregation spoke to me after the service had ended. 

 

The power relation between the Pastor and the members was  obvious and he was known 

as a man of God who has healing powers. Also, during my first visit to this church, while I 

was waiting to speak to the Pastor after the services had ended, one of the ushers came to 

me to inform me about drink and food which they had prepared for me in a room which was 

next to the Pastor’s office. This made me feel that some of the people thought I was a friend 

of the Pastor and therefore had the same authority as he had. I was conscious of these 

perceptions of the people during field work and I was careful to not abuse the respect that 

was shown to me by members of the congregation. Although the Pastor told me in my first 

meeting with him that I could sit on the platform(which is designated for the leaders), 

whenever I attended the service, I prefer to sit with the congregation near the front of the 

Church, where most of the activities take place, so that I could see clearly what happened 

during a service. Despite my concerns, I felt I had a good relationship with the people  as I 

participated in all activities and events of the church and often the interactions and 

behaviour of the congregatio made me feel like I was living with one big family of Sub-

Saharan nationalities under one roof. This sentiment was also echoed by Mrs Dako 

(pseudonym), one of the key informants during phase two of my data collection. In an 

interview conversation with her, she stated: “when we come here, we feel so much at home 

and we are like one family”  
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Just listening to people saying hello to you in the local dialect sometimes made me feel as 

if they knew me before.  At the end of each service, I often saw people speaking their local 

African dialects (vernacular), usually in small groups of two or three people of the same 

nationality and maybe they felt they were more able to express themselves with friends and 

relatives when they spoke in the vernacular, home language. On a few occasions as I 

walked past people in the middle of the room, some members, both men and women looked 

at my face and smiled and said ‘Akwaaba’ in my direction. I understood the word to mean 

‘Welcome’ in one of the Ghanaian dialects, which I responded back to them and I found 

myself repeating words from my ‘mother tongue’, this made me feel that I was part of the 

Freestyle community. This was a very interesting but strange experience, as I usually do 

not speak my mother tongue when I am out of my home. Other people approached me 

numerous times after the service had ended and asked if I was from Botswana, Zimbabwe, 

Uganda or Congo. This experience was encouraging and enthralling as it made me feel that 

they saw me as person from the same cultural background. I think this raises some 

interesting questions about the nature of research and the embodiment of the researcher. I 

reflected that had been a white researcher, it is possible that the community would not have 

included me in the same way and this may have had an impact on the data collection.  

Overall, It was a privilege to be involved in the activities of the church but I noticed that 

sometimes there was too much to see, hear, feel, touch and record and at times, I found 

the experience of recording very stressful and overwhelming.  Furthermore, there were also 

times when I felt so tired and rushed home immediately after the service had ended. 

Nonetheless, I had many opportunities to see what happens in the Sanctuary Church by 

participating in the activities and events of the church and this helped me to gain an 

understanding of the meanings the people in the church gave to their experiences and how 

they interpreted them, which, was a revealing experience. 
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5.2.9 Limitations in my ethnography and personal challenges 

In spite of the good rapport and relationship and experience I had with the people that I 

studied, it did not happen without some personal challenges in my field work. I found the 

process of collecting data through participant observation to be very time consuming. I spent 

many hours traveling from home on a weekly basis and I covered a distance of 36 miles 

return journey to do my field work in the church for a period just over eight months. On some 

occasions I visited the field site twice a week in order not to miss an important event. On a 

few occasions I travelled to observe a particular church event that lasted for just two hours 

but had to do a return trip from home that lasted about four hours due to heavy traffic on 

the road that night. On most days during my visit to the church I spent nearly seven hours 

travel and observation times and this happened twice in some weeks for eight months. 

Other times, I required self-discipline and inner motivation to leave my home to undertake 

my research and push me out of my house, especially after a day‘s work, family life and 

sometimes after attending my local church. There were a number of occasions during my 

observations when I felt very tired and exhausted and occasionally, I even dozed off during 

the service. 

Also, because of the numerous hours spent with members of the congregation during my 

field work I was sometimes overwhelmed with the vivid nature of things I saw and the 

amount of information I heard and wrote in my note pad, and occasionally diaries. Although 

I did not want to miss anything during the services, there were a couple of occasions during 

a service when I came out because there was so much to see and write and I felt some 

tension in my head at the time. Taking short breaks during those two services helped me to 

refocus my mind on activities in the services.  

Another personal challenge of using ethnography was that I sometimes struggled to know 

what to say during my interactions with the people and initially I did not always understand 

what was happening. For example, there were things I saw or heard during some of the 

services that I could not understand but I recorded these events in my diary nonetheless. 
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For example, on one occasion during a healing service as the people came out from their 

seats to be prayed for by the Pastor, he shouted out loudly the following words:  

“Celestial bodies do not get sick! Celestial bodies don’t get temperature...” 

I was eager to know what those words meant to the people and without hesitation, I wrote 

down what was said by the Pastor. Some of the people later explained to me they believed 

from what the Pastor said, that their ill health was caused by external and spiritual beings. 

Another personal challenge that I was confronted with was some the debates highlighted in 

the  ethnographic literature,  especially en how to maintain a degree of “detachment”, which 

I felt was necessary to help me be a researcher as well as a participant observer in a church 

setting, without distancing myself emotionally from what I saw and did. It was sometimes 

difficult to maintain an intellectual detachment, especially during my participant observations 

in the church. 

At times it seemed there was no end to my data collection during the fieldwork but at the 

end of eight months of observation in the church, I felt I had arrived at data saturation as no 

new information was emerging from the field. 

 

5.3 Phase two of data collection: Formal Interviews  

In phase one of my data collection (participant observation) I had several conversations and 

interacted with different members of the congregation in different services.  Some of the 

participants raised issues of interest and I felt this required further clarification to help me 

gain a deeper understanding of their beliefs and practice. Thus, my reason for using 

interviews in addition to participant observation was to help me explore in more detail any 

issues that I had previously observed, or discussed with the people during my time in the 

church. As in phase one of my data collection, before conducting the phase two of my 

research, I applied for further ethical approval from the University to interview key 

informants seven months after completing phase one of my data collection. As part of the 

application, documents were prepared and presented to the committee, these included; a 
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participant information sheet for interviewees, an interview participant consent form, an 

interview guide and interview schedules (please see appendix 6). I gained approval from 

the University to conduct phase two of my data collection in February 2013 before the key 

informants were contacted. 

 

The method of data collection in this phase was in the form of one-to-one themed interviews 

and was informed by Johnson’s (2002) definition of in-depth interviews. Johnson suggests 

that interviews can uncover what is usually hidden from the ordinary view, generate a more 

reflective understanding about the nature of that experience and provide a multi-perspective 

understanding of the topic being researched (Johnson, 2002: 106). In my study, the 

interviews I carried out allowed me the time and space to explore and clarify any issues that 

came through my participant observations. 

 

5.3.1 Selection of participants 

The interviewees were recruited and selected after phase one of my data collection of 

participant observation. I had several opportunities to interact with different members of the 

congregation in different services on a regular basis. I had spoken to many of them 

informally during my observations in the church and I often had informal and interesting 

conversations on various issues around why they visited the Sanctuary Church.  Some of 

the members shared informally with me their personal mental and physical health 

experiences in my observations and conversations during phase one of my data collection. 

Others shared in confidence that they had sought the help of a traditional healer for a 

relative who suffered a particular mental health problem before attending the Sanctuary 

Church and I was keen to hear more from those members. As the conversations in phase 

one happened in a naturalistic setting (either during and or after the church service had 

ended while members shared food and drinks) this did not give adequate time to explore in 

more detail information that was sometimes shared by members of the congregation. I 
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identified some people as ‘key informants’  because they frequently attended the church 

and had often engaged in conversation with me and I felt  that by interviewing some of them, 

I would be able to gain a deeper understanding  of their beliefs and experiences. 

 

5.3.2 Recruitment of participants 

As participants were identified through my field work and I approached them directly to ask 

if they would like to participate in an interview. Those who showed some interest were given 

an information sheet and consent form and I gave them three weeks to think about taking 

part in an interview or not. All of the participants kindly agreed to be interviewed (see 

appendix 7 for a table showing interview participants with characteristics and names 

anonymised). 

 

5.3.3 In-depth Interviews 

All the interviews took place church premises but at different times and days over a period 

of three months. I arranged with each participant to meet at a time that was convenient and 

outlined the purpose of the interview and the time that was required. 

All the interviews were conducted in one of the small meeting rooms near the main church 

hall. This ensured the privacy of the interviewee and kept us away from any distractions 

from other members who used the church building at the time. Although I had some key 

themes that I wanted to explore in the interview, it was conducted in the form of a 

conversation where I asked questions about some of the issues that had been discussed in 

informal conversation. The interviewees were reminded of their right to stop the interview 

and or withdraw from the interview at any time (see appendix 4- interview participant 

consent form). 
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Eleven key informants were interviewed through the use of semi-structured interviews and 

I used an interview guide to ensure that I covered the key issues. Four men and seven 

women who were all members of the Sanctuary Church agreed to take part and their ages 

ranged from between 23 and 59 years. (See appendix 7-a table showing interview 

participants with characteristics and names anonymised). The interview guide was based 

on information and conversations from my field work and the design of the interview guide 

was informed by the work of Douglas (1985, cited in Marvasti’ 2004), who suggests that the 

questions should be designed to go beyond the presumed feelings of participants and into 

the deeper layers of their consciousness.   

At the agreed interview time, I explained the research and the participant’s right to withdraw 

and asked them to sign the consent form before starting the interview. (see appendix 4- 

Interview participant consent form). I was conscious of the demands that I might be making 

on them, so during the process, I also checked that they were happy to proceed and to 

make sure that the interview was not too stressful. All of the interviews were conducted in 

English and the interviewees were asked open-ended questions on specific theme (see 

appendix 6-interview guide-themed interviews with key informants). All the participants 

agreed that they had understood the questions although, one of them asked me to explain 

the term ‘a traditional healer’ when she was interviewed. As some of the interviewees 

shared the same ethnic background as me, I could also speak the dialect, so at times I was 

able to explain any issues of concern in our shared mother tongue and dialect. 

 

I decided to record all the themed interviews by the use of a digital voice because it contains 

the exact words of the interview, inclusive of questions and also it ensured that I did not 

forget important details (Holloway and Wheeler, 2010). I ensured that all the participants 

gave consent for recording before I started. In this way, the recordings also helped me to 

quote verbatim and to check the wording of the interviewees during my data analysis. 

Furthermore, it allowed me to maintain eye contact with the interviewee and helped me to 

pay attention to and remain interested in what participants said. I was also able to listen to 
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the recordings several times to make sure that what I wrote down was accurate (Gobo, 

2008; Silverman, 2005) as I later transcribed and analysed the interviews. 

 

The use of a themed guide was helpful as it enabled me to explore my fieldwork findings,  

as well as the behaviour, feelings and experiences of some of the interviewees aiming to 

develop a deeper understanding of how their beliefs and customs influenced their 

understanding of physical/mental illness and the decisions people make about where to go 

for help and treatment (see appendix 5 for the interview guide). By using in-depth interviews, 

the interviewees were able to elaborate more on some of the issues that we had discussed 

informally. I also noticed that conducting the interviews gave me an opportunity to listen and 

learn more about how the church supported and helped people in times of crisis. However, 

two of the interviewees became very emotional and the participants cried when they told 

the story on different occasions about their relative’s physical and mental illness and how 

and why they came to be prayed for by the Pastor at the Sanctuary Church. For instance. 

One of the interviewees, Mrs Boaki, wept when she explained her son’s illness to me and 

stated: 

“I looked after my son on my own since he was age eight and now that he has 
finished his studies at the university the devil wants to spoil him by making him 
mentally unwell”   

I suggested to Mrs Boaki that we had a short break before continuing with the interview but 

she did not want to take up the offer. Instead she accepted a tissue I offered and said she 

was happy for me to continue interviewing her. At times I was also moved to tears and I 

excused myself from the interviewee before going out from the interview room to use the 

toilet to compose myself as I struggled to cope with Mrs Boaki’s story. 

I had anticipated the interviews would take a maximum of ninety minutes. The duration of 

the interviews ranged between 50 and 75 minutes. In two of the interviews, the interviewees 

seemed to find the session tiring and asked for a break. They both asked to go out from the 

room to use the toilet facilities that were next to the interview room. On both occasions, I 

stopped the interviews and asked if they wanted to continue after the break.  Overall, I think 
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the eleven interviews were successful and I was able to get detailed insights into the issues 

that we discussed in the interviews.  All the recorded interviews were fully transcribed 

verbatim before analysis and all of the recorded data was deleted after transcription and the 

transcripts anonymised. The transcripts were stored on my University laptop, which is 

security and password protected. 

 

5.3.4 Leaving the field 

During my field work and interviews I’ve always found the participants  to be warm and very 

co-operative and this helped me to form a positive and good relationship with them and 

because of the close relationships I that had developed with some members of the 

congregation, it was difficult for me to end my fieldwork and I initially struggled to know the 

right time to leave the field. I was also concerned about how I was going break the news 

about my leaving to the Pastor and the entire congregation.  By allowing me to be part of 

the Sanctuary Church for my research I felt a sense of indebtedness or obligation to every 

member of the Sanctuary Church and I did not want my leaving to be sudden and without 

prior notice. In deciding on the appropriate time and how to leave the field, I was conscious 

about leaving the field in a professionally dignified and honourable manner.   

 

I reflected on the best way to say goodbye to the Pastor, the church leadership and 

members of the congregation before leaving the field and I devised several strategies to 

help me overcome this hurdle. For example, about three weeks before I left the field, I 

informed the musicians and the Sunday school team including the children at different times 

about my return to study in the University in a few weeks’ time. In the subsequent weeks 

following the announcement of my return to the University, I regularly mentioned that I was 

leaving in conversations, which I had with the various people I worked with so that they did 

not forget. A week before I left, the Sunday school team organised a small party for me, 

where one of the teachers brought a homemade cake which we all shared during the 

Sunday school. Some of the children gave me goodbye cards, which they had made in 

previous sessions. I felt very emotional when it was time to say goodbye to the children. I 
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felt it was important to leave the fieldwork well and I was conscious not to do anything that 

would have harmful consequences for future researchers in the same or similar settings 

(Gall Meier, 1983 cited in Gobo, 2008). 

My decision to leave the field was precipitated by the fact that time was running out for me 

to complete my research study and I had no more time available. Also, for a long period, 

my attention was divided between my field work and other professional and family 

commitments. I also missed the company of my family who could not attend the Sanctuary 

Church with me on every Friday or Sunday afternoons and sometimes in the  evening. It 

was also obvious that my fieldwork deprived my family of my presence at home and it was 

the same for me. Snow, (1980) stated that one of the precipitants for leaving the field is 

interpersonal, “such as role conflict between role of researcher and the role of spouse or 

parent” (Snow, 1980: 107 cited in Gobo, 2008:307), and this certainly raised many 

emotional issues for me. 

I eventually managed to inform the Pastor about my leaving three weeks after completing 

the final interviews.  This happened after one ordinary Sunday service. I had arranged in 

the week to meet the Pastor after the service had ended on that day. As observed on 

previous occasions, there were many people waiting to see him after the service had ended 

and I was the first person to be called in to his office that afternoon.  After having a brief 

conversation with the Pastor I informed him that my research in the church would end three 

weeks from that day and thanked him profusely and the church leadership for allowing me 

to do my research in the Sanctuary Church and for their hospitality.  The meeting with the 

Pastor could be described as informal. I also gave him a thank you card, which I had bought 

and signed for everyone in the church. I saw from his face that the Pastor was surprised to 

hear that my research was coming to an end and I was soon going to leave the church. In 

a joking manner, the Pastor stated: 

“We don’t want you to go; we want you to stay with us and be a permanent member 
of our church”.  

However, he also asked me if I would like to inform the rest of the congregation and offered 

to give me the chance to announce my leaving to the congregation during the following 
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Sunday service. He also persuaded me to attend their annual family fun day out which is 

organised by the church leadership for members of the congregation on the beach at 

Brighton which was due to take place the following Saturday. I attended the family fun day 

with members of the congregation. Not every member of the congregation attended, 

however there were about four hundred and fifty who attended the event. At the beach, I 

had conversations with some of the members who attended and I took the opportunity to 

inform them that my research was coming to an end.  The members I spoke with were 

surprised to hear that I was leaving.  Emmanuel, one of the male ushers in this church 

commented:  

“We would like you to come back and worship with us”  

The next day after the church administrator had given out the church notices, the Pastor 

called me from where I sat in the congregation to come and stand near where he stood on 

the platform. He handed over a cordless microphone, which he held in his hand and gave 

me the opportunity to address the congregation. Below is a summary of what I said in my 

goodbye message:  

“I have enjoyed my stay in the Sanctuary Church in the last eight months. You made me 
feel as a member of this church. I thank you all for your hospitality and taking time to share 
your health, healing and cultural experiences with me. I have learnt a lot from you in my 
study in this church. I just want to inform you that my research in this church has come to 
an end today. I will be going back to continue my studies in the university three weeks from 
today. However, I will come back to the church at the end of my research to tell you the 
outcome of my studies when it is completed. May the good Lord bless all of you!” 

 

I had mixed emotions when I stood up to address the congregation.  I felt some little tears 

coming from my eyes but managed to hold them back during my speech I had had very 

good relations with many members of the congregation during my field work and I felt sad 

to be leaving. On the other hand, it had been a long and tiring experience for me at times. I 

was physically and mentally exhausted at the end of the eight months of weekly travels to 

perform my role as a researcher in the church and part of me felt relieved that my field work 

was ending. After the service had ended, many members of the congregation approached 

me in the church hall and expressed words like “Why are you leaving?”, “Will you come 
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back to worship here after your study?”, “How can I get in touch with you if I need help?” 

“Thank you for helping with Sunday school” 

I asked the church administrator to keep me informed about some of their special events. 

For example, during my field work, they invited two prominent international speakers to 

address the congregation on separate occasions, and I was pleased to hear them speak. 

After making my announcement, I shared in the food and conversed with as many people 

as I could after the service had ended that evening before leaving the church for home. I 

stopped going to the Sanctuary Church three weeks after I had announced to the 

congregation I was leaving. 

I would like to reiterate some of the comments made by Gobo (2008) on the subject of 

leaving the field. He stated: “Leaving the field is anything but an automatic procedure with 

no significant methodological aspects. On the contrary, it is a delicate operation that must 

be conducted with care.  Especially if the intention is to return to the same field again later.  

To avoid the ‘colonial’ mentality of simple exploitation of informants and participants, the 

ethnographers should consider carefully how to leave the ‘field’ (Gobo, 2008 311-312). 

Although I do not have plans to go back to conduct a study at the Sanctuary Church in 

future, I always try to keep in touch with people with whom I have had good relations. 

However, in this situation, I was determined to keep a keep professional boundary between 

members of the congregation and myself – although I consider it a privilege to have been 

able to conduct my study in the Sanctuary church. 

5.3.5 Data Analysis 

In this section, I reflect on the qualitative data that I collected through my participant 

observation and in-depth interviews.  From my experience in previous research studies, I 

was aware that the process of data collection, analysis and the writing up of my research 

report are interrelated parts and do not occur in clearly distinct and progressive stages. I 

was also aware that the process of data analysis is cyclical and it is not the last phase of a 

research process. Nonetheless, I have described my analysis in stages to help me clarify 

to the reader how I organised my data actions.  
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The analysis of my research data in many ways started while I was still conducting my 

fieldwork because it was during this process that specific issues was seen to be significant 

to the congregation (such as casting out the devil during the healing service)  

 However, the more formal process of data analysis was informed mainly by the thematic 

analysis approach, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). This involved re-familiarising 

myself with the data, generating codes and themes, reviewing themes, naming and defining 

them and producing the final report utilising ethnographic conventions.  However, as I found 

insights from other approaches illuminating, I have also drawn on other analytical 

approaches for example, the work of Huberman and Miles (1994) cited in Gideman, et al., 

(2011) ; Marvasti, (2004) and Hammersley and Atkinson (1995). These authors highlighted 

the role of focusing on the interpretation of meaning and functions of practices, as well as 

statements and processes. My data analysis was conducted both manually (on paper) and 

by the use of digital technology using the Qualitative Data Analysis (QDA) software 

programme, which has been designed for computer-assisted qualitative and mixed methods 

data, text and multimedia analysis in academic, scientific and business institutions ( and it 

is often referred to as MAXQDA). 

 

 

5.3.6 Initial coding: (level one coding)  

As suggested above, in ethnographic work the process of analysis does not just happen at 

the end of the data collection but during the fieldwork and this process of reflective practice 

ensures that your fieldwork becomes more detailed and focused as it develops. However, 

at the end of my fieldwork I read my ethnographic notes again in great detail as well as the 

interview transcripts. I edited and summarised some key themes, meanings and statements 

of participants in my initial coding. I read through the data again and again and I developed 

a master chart, that I had devised for this purpose (this sought to cluster the main themes). 
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However, level one coding generated 1,841 concepts from my ethnographic data and 1,209 

concepts from my interviews data. I found the number to be too large to comprehend and 

was compelled to perform a second level of coding to help me to reduce the large number 

of initial codes into a smaller, more manageable set. What is interesting about this process 

is that because I was in the field. I was able to draw on both my experience as well as 

peoples’ actions and voices in order to undertake the process. 

 

5.3.7 Level two coding 

In my level two coding, I read through the data again thoroughly and sensitively with the 

aim of trying to transform the large raw data into a recognisable conceptual scheme 

(Charmaz, 2000). I was first interested in where the people I studied go for help when they 

experienced mental, physical and emotional problems and I examined the data to find out 

what concerns the people brought to the Pastor and what happened when the Pastor 

prayed for them. I arranged the frequently reappearing initial codes into categories by 

selecting segments of the text that illustrate concepts that are relevant to the nature of social 

interaction (Charmaz, 2000). For example, I wrote down important passages or statements 

which represented particular concepts, such as ‘healing’ and I tried to make action in the 

data visible by looking at the data in action, using terms such as ‘going’ ‘making’, ‘having’ 

and ‘seeing’ (Marsvasti, 2004), and this helped me to remain specific on the issues and 

categories I wrote down. By analysing a small amount of key information from my data it 

made it easier for me and more manageable than going through the large number of pages 

back and forth.  Also, I sometimes wrote down memos against the categories to elaborate 

what I thought those categories or statements meant and I found this approach to be useful 

in my analytical judgements and the interpretation of my data. For example I wrote down 

concepts like ‘community’ against statements such as “sharing of food and drinks in a very 

relaxed atmosphere”, “It is like we are all one family”, “the people praying for the Olympic 

Games”. Also, the Pastor made statements like “The body is a celestial body, celestial 

bodies don’t get sick, celestial bodies don’t get migraine” and I wrote down short words or 
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memos such as (‘I think this statement may be linked to the health belief system in this 

community’).  However, I found this this level of analysis to be a bit time consuming and not 

easy to do and I needed to constantly revise my data coding by trying different conceptual 

clusters. 

 

The next stage of my level two coding was classification. Firstly, I applied the 

similarity/dissimilarity criterion to my observation notes. I assigned a code to sections of my 

notes and the same code was assigned to notes with similar content. However, I noticed 

that some of the notes referred to several concepts and in addition, there were other codes 

and labels which were repeatedly classified under different headings, for example songs, 

praise, prayer, community, singing, devil, evil spirit. By using a comparative strategy, I was 

able to deconstruct the events and actions observed and segment them among a series of 

concepts (Hamersley and Atkinson, 1983 cited in Gobo, 2008:234). I also used terms 

defined by the actions at the time of fieldwork and other times. I assigned things to broad 

classifications for example, (I located the statement, ‘I got my papers when Pastor John 

prayed for me’ under the broad heading ‘immigration issues’). Although I was conscious of 

the fact that assigning a code to an action is not a neutral act, because it immediately 

attributes a function to the action and assigns it a frame. The process of coding was also 

challenging to my skills as a researcher, as I tried not to generalise people’s experience to 

pre-existent concepts or theories. Also through the classification process, I had to break the 

natural flow of actions and events and continue to ‘be present’ in my ethnographic notes in 

order to make my observations. 

Throughout the process of coding and analysing, I reflected on every action I took and 

checked with the comments of my interview participants to make sure that I called things 

by the right name based on the available empirical data (Hamersley, 1990 cited in Silverman 

2001). I tried to maintain a sustained reflexivity throughout my fieldwork by reflecting on 

some elements of my behaviour and subjective understanding of some of the activities I 

saw in the church and in my field notes during and after my fieldwork. In a sense, I saw 
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reflexive activity as part of the process that informed my data collection, writing and further 

data collections (Coffey and Atkinson, 2005). 

 

I read through all the interview transcripts and I was able to translate the transcribed text 

from the interviews into common themes. For example, themes such as ‘mental and 

emotional healing’, ‘physical healing’, ‘spiritual healing’, and ‘spirituality’ emerged from the 

testimonies that were shared by some members of the Sanctuary Church.  

As Bauer (2000) suggests; 

transcribed text can ‘contain records of events, values, rules and norms, 
entertainment, and traces of conflict and argument……(Content analysis) allows us 
to construct indications of worldviews values, attitudes, opinions, prejudices and 
stereotypes and compare these across communities’ (2000:133-34)  

 

My supervisors also checked a selection of the data from my ethnographic field notes and 

interviews to make sure my coding was consistent. 

 

5.3.8 Challenges 

As I mentioned at the beginning of this discussion, both level one and two coding were 

conducted manually and on paper before using computer software. Because of the large 

amount of data that I collected and the fact that analysis of my ethnographic notes was a 

process that lasted for eight months, I found out that sorting my data manually was always 

a complex operation for me because it was easy to forget the details of work carried 

previously. I also noticed that on a few occasions I was not always consistent in the 

assignation of codes to my field notes and so, to ensure reliability in the classification, and 

to prevent confusion in building a consistent theory and avert a potential problem to my 

research findings, I amalgamated the data before analysing.  
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I also attended a course at the University of Surrey to learn how to use the MAXQDA 

software for analysis of data. As this is not one of the licensed Research software packages 

used by our University, I bought the package privately from the company and I practised 

how to use the software. Once I became conversant with the use of the software (after 

about two months of practice) I managed to transfer all my research data and text onto the 

MAXQDA software programme (on my work computer) and started to use it to analyse my 

ethnographic texts (interview transcripts and observational notes). I experienced many 

advantages of this software in my analysis. The MAXQDA programme helped me to sort 

out my ethnographic notes well by having a constantly present overview of the list of codes 

that I invented (master list) and their meanings and I was able to instantly retrieve and revise 

my ethnographic notes which were sorted under a particular code when necessary which I 

found very interesting.  

 

Also, starting from the basic codes, MAXQDA was used to enumerate codes and therefore 

produce statistics, create co-occurring codes showing relationship among categories, and 

to develop hierarchical category systems. These category systems are constituted by 

nodes, which can be browsed. Various authors have suggested that programmes such as 

MAXQDA, can generate a plethora of codes and this may make it difficult to handle in the 

subsequent phases of analysis (Silverman, 2005; Bryman, 2008). However, I found that 

using MAXQDA increased the transparency of the field notes classification process and this 

helped me to interpret certain expressions in the text and therefore it improved the reliability 

of my analysis considerably. The MAXQDA programme also helped me in the process of 

‘building theory’ as it helped me to see both the micro issues and the macro perspectives. 

Learning how to use MAXQDA and transferring my data on to the programme was a big 

challenge to me and it required time and resources. 

 

 

 



105 
 

 

5.3.9 Summary 

In the final section of this chapter I have attempted to set the context of the study both in 

terms of my own background, some of the challenges that I faced in trying to enter the field 

(the church) and issues of informed consent in a large community setting. The chapter also 

discussed my participant observation in the Sanctuary Church over an eight-month period 

and the interviews that I conducted. The chapter also explored some of the personal 

challenges that I experienced during the research process before finally discussing how the 

data collected was analysed. In my next chapter, I will present the findings from my 

research. 
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Chapter 6: ‘A Theatre of Dreams’: An ethnography into the role of culture and beliefs 

in healing within an Inner-City Pentecostal Church 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter offers an insight into the role of culture and beliefs in healing and it is based 

on my ethnographic work within an Inner-City Pentecostal Church. The chapter is divided 

in two parts. Part one describes the area where the church is located and describes the 

church itself. Part two presents my observations of key people and events in the church 

including the healing process. The reader is reminded that all names and places mentioned 

in this narrative are not real names as they have been changed to maintain confidentiality. 

However, this is a true reflection of my observations during this fieldwork. 

 

Part 1: Contextualising the field work 

6.1.1 A description of the area 

Freestyle is a borough within a major English city in the southeast of England. It has a long 

history of ethnic and cultural diversity with a culturally diverse population coming from 219 

different countries and the area is considered to be one of the most diverse communities in 

England and Wales. (United Kingdom 2011 Census report). Black minority-ethnic 

communities make up more than 70% of residents in the borough, of which, people from 

Sub-Saharan nations form the majority. Historically migrants have brought with them a 

range of cultures, traditions and languages and this diversity within the borough is evident 

to all who visit the area. 

However, in terms of its economic, environmental, ethnic and social make up, Freestyle 

borough is a community of stark contrasts compared to its neighboring boroughs. It is a 

place where acute social and economic challenges persist and it was ranked amongst the 
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top 15% most-deprived areas of the United Kingdom in 2011 (Office for National Statistics, 

2011). Long-term unemployment, low average incomes and a reliance on benefits and 

social housing are common in the community; the impact of this is particularly felt by the 

young people, with a third of children in the community living in a low income household 

and a fifth in a single-adult household.  It is against this backdrop that the Sanctuary 

Pentecostal church has been established, meeting the spiritual and community needs of 

hundreds of local residents.  

 

6.1.2 The Sanctuary Church: the setting for the study 

Arriving at the Sanctuary Church for the first time, I was aware that it was situated in an 

industrial area, surrounded by other large industrial buildings in the vicinity which have 

various advertising sign posts and serve as offices for shipping agents and car mechanics 

during week days. The Sanctuary Church was slightly isolated from the main town centre 

and was largely deserted at night, apart from church service days. The surroundings gave 

an impression that the site, although industrialised, was underdeveloped and deprived. 

Access to the church premises is through a main gate to the industrial site and therefore it 

remains separate with a boundary entity to some extent. From outside the church building 

it would appear to be unassuming, like that of an old warehouse which is converted for a 

specific purpose. A large green and white rectangular banner with the name of the church 

and a biblical inscription is suspended from the roof of the building which is visible for all to 

see on arrival and up to fifty metres away from the building. I entered the church hall through 

one entrance from outside. However, there were two small ingresses on the left of the 

building which also gave access to the main church hall. As I approached the main hall I 

was amazed to see how spacious and gorgeous it was inside the church; the area of the 

main church hall was the size of a standard football pitch. The room was embellished with 

green, white, blue and red colours of hanging material; of course these colours held their 

own significance for Christians, with white symbolising purity and innocence, blue-life giving, 
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hope and health, red-spiritual awakening and green “breaking shackles” (Henderson, 

2004).  

 

My initial impression was that the church looked regal, I was mesmerised. There were huge 

bright lights on all four corners inside the building and ceiling, the glow of the bright lights 

sometimes made it look more like a recital or some gala, red-carpet award ceremony than 

a church service. However, the hanging banners on the walls of the room conveyed biblical 

words that assured me that I was in a sacred place of worship. As I walked toward the 

middle of the room from the main entrance I was soon attracted to a raised platform and a 

cushioned chair which was placed on it that could be seen about one hundred metres away 

as one walks in from outside through the entrance of the church. The platform was raised 

to about four metres in height and fully decorated with both artificial and natural flowers in 

pots on both ends of the platform. On the right side of the platform, there was a podium, 

beside which was the cushioned chair, which was designated for the senior Pastor (there 

is more said about the senior Pastor later in this chapter).  

On the left of the platform, there was musical equipment and four microphones standing 

upright, an electronic organ, drums and other musical instruments which were used by the 

worship singers and the sound system and lighting were very impressive. The worship 

singers and instruments occupied one end of the platform and the senior Pastor and other 

leaders of the church occupied the other end of the platform. Between the instruments and 

the position of the senior Pastor, there were usually about five seats reserved for the Elders 

and very important guests to the church. 

I would estimate that the total population of permanent members who regularly attend the 

church is approximately 1,600 excluding children. However, not all the members attend on 

each church service day. The number of members who regularly attend is usually around 

600-700 but on special events and services, the attendance number increases substantially. 

The church has a seating capacity of about 850 and on occasions when they organise 

special services, many people do not get seats inside the main church and have to sit in 
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the extended space created for the surplus numbers of people who attend. It was interesting 

to notice that attendance to the church has continued to grow in number mainly out of Sub-

Saharan migrants moving into Freestyle borough. These were more than likely some of the 

African people,(first and second generation), some had spouses who were non African. 

Simon (not his real name), the church Secretary explained to me that over a period of eight 

months, the church membership had increased from 1, 400 to approximately 1,861.  

The Sanctuary Church building seemed to serve many fundamental purposes, primarily it 

offers the congregation a place where they can come together to practice their Christian 

religious faith and belief.  However, crucially, for most members of the congregation, the 

building was very momentous to them because it was known to be a place where they could 

get healing if they had experienced any emotional and or psychological problems and 

therefore came there to seek healing support and for many people it was almost ‘home’. 

The building was also used for services and other functions that support the church 

community (these will be discussed later in this and subsequent chapters). 

 

6.1.3 The Formation of the Church 

The church has its roots in Ghana and was originally founded about twenty–two years ago 

in the city of Accra, a cosmopolitan city in Ghana.  Pastor John is the senior Pastor and 

founder of the Sanctuary Church. He is of Ghanaian nationality but has been living in 

England for more than seventeen years. He explained ‘his calling’ and how the church was 

formed. He was told to start a branch of the church in 1995 after hearing the voice of God.  

In an interview with him the Pastor explained to me; 

“I was a choir leader and played the organ in my local Methodist church... This 

church had started as a small prayer ministry in my house, some of the ‘brothers’ 

and ‘sisters’ who were in our choir met twice each week after our choir practice to 

pray about things and through that I soon found that I had the gift of healing because 

people received their healing when I prayed for them in our prayer meeting. I heard 

the voice of God which told me to start a church and I responded to this immediately 
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by starting a church in Accra. God told me one day this church will be a Global 

church and this is it”.  

The senior Pastor also shared some of the difficulties that he and his leaders had 

experienced when they first formed a branch of the church in the Freestyle community. They 

initially rented the assembly hall of a school for their church services for a period of about 

five and a half years but as the number of their congregation grew, they bought the current 

building in an industrial area within Freestyle community. Pastor John reflected;  

“It was very difficult for us when we first started this branch in this new 

environment and culture but God has transformed this into a bigger church 

and a supernatural environment. We now have two branches in this city, 

Praise God!”    

 

Part 2: People and Events 

6.2.1 The senior Pastor (Pastor John) 

Pastor John is a large, tall imposing man with a commanding presence and charisma. To 

look at him one would be aware of the strong lines across his forehead as if a permanent 

frown had been placed there yet he has a kind face. He always spoke with a deep 

commanding and authoritative voice (although he used a microphone when he addressed 

the congregation and also when he prayed for people during services). He also spoke with 

a soft, pleasant and tender voice with a smile in his face when he was not preaching or 

conducting a healing service.  

Pastor John had attributed the rapid growth in the church congregation to the signs and 

wonders that God is doing in Sanctuary Church. He said:  

“The power of God is healing people miraculously in this church. This is a place of 

signs and wonders”.  
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During my research it became evident that the Pastor was highly respected by the 

congregation for his widely accepted healing powers and was seen by some members as 

‘a holy man of God’, ‘a man of healing powers’ and other times he was addressed as Father 

or ‘Daddy’. Some members of the congregation (both men and women), and from the wider 

Freestyle community knelt on the floor, and sometimes bowed low, almost giving homage 

to the Pastor when they spoke to him.  

Other words and attributes were used to describe Pastor John by members of the 

congregation and members of Freestyle community. He was seen by the congregation as 

a mediator or a conduit between God and them. Expressions like, “Pastor, you are an 

anointed man of God”, “Pastor you are mighty and powerful man of God” were often shouted 

out by some members of the congregation during the services. He was sometimes 

portrayed by some members of the community not only as a powerful healer but also as a 

father/Daddy, a life saver and a good man. (this is discussed in more detail in chapter 8) 

 

6.2.2 The Attendants 

Different roles were played by various members of the congregation to support the senior 

Pastor and smooth running of the services at the Sanctuary Church.  

Pastor John has many ‘attendants’ who performed varied roles but these were generally 

gendered. It is difficult to describe and so I used the words ushers but the words ‘body 

guards’ could also be used to describe these men, who appeared to take a protective (or 

fulfilling a role more like body guards), although there were also women ushers as well.   

Two groups of ushers were noticed in all the services; the first group of attendants consisted 

of three and sometimes four men who stood at a close vicinity to the senior Pastor in every 

service. Almost in every healing service and sometimes in the normal service, about four 

male ushers worked as a team, two of them usually stood behind the Pastor and sometimes 

walked up and down one side of the room. They kept a close eye and watched every move 

of the Pastor. The remaining two in this first group of ushers stood at vantage points inside 



112 
 

the room (east and west), and watched the Pastor from a distance when he prayed for 

people or preached sermons in the church. 

 

The second group of ushers comprised of males and females. They all have same little 

banner on their outfit with the word ‘Welcome’. There were more than thirty people in this 

group but just over half of the group helped in each service. Most of this group were females. 

Some of them stood by the main entrance of the church building to welcome people while 

others directed and ushered members arriving to vacant seats inside the building during the 

service. They also had a role in the service as sometimes they held pieces of purple 

coloured cloth in their hands and stood by in expectation that someone might fall on the 

floor when Pastor John prayed for them. People were sometimes ushered from the back of 

the church to the front to be prayed for by the Pastor. On occasions, men in suits would 

accompany those who wish to share their experience of a miracle during services to the 

front. Some also carried the wireless micro- phone which was handed to members to use 

when they shared their testimonies. In one healing service, a female attendant led a woman 

from the back of the congregation to the front of the platform and introduced her to the 

senior Pastor as the latter was praying for people and stated: 

“Daddy, this woman received her healing this night when you prayed for her”.  

The usher gave the microphone to the woman who then shared her testimony with the entire 

congregation. In this way the ushers played an important role in keeping the service moving 

forward and ensuring that the congregation could take part in the healing. 

 

6.2.3 The Junior Pastors 

There were two juniors pastors in the church and they both preached at various times on 

some ordinary Sundays and Fridays services, when the senior Pastor was away travelling. 

On some occasions I only saw that one of junior pastors baptised new members of the 

congregation who gave their life to God. One of the junior Pastors was responsible for 
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ensuring that all the offerings (money), collected during a service was taken to the Pastors 

for counting by some of the ushers. Please see figure 2 below see for a chart showing the 

Sanctuary Church Hierarchy. 

 

6.2.4 The Sanctuary Church Hierarchy 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 The Sanctuary Church Hierarchy 

  

6.2.5 The Congregation 

So what do I know about this community? The majority of its worshippers are adults with 

around a quarter comprising teenagers and children. From my regular attendance at the 

Sanctuary Church it was very interesting and striking to see that the majority (about 98%) 

of the church congregation who attended the healing services and other church events were 

people with African descent. They come from 31 nations within sub-Sahara Africa. 

Rest of Congregation  

Two Male Ushers 

who perform duties 

as bodyguards 

 

(x50) 
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It was apparent from the conversations that I had with some members of the Sanctuary 

Church congregation that, before joining this church, some had coped with various 

difficulties and stressors that came with their migration to a new culture. Judging from the 

statements that were made by some of the members about their social and immigration 

status they had often faced difficult times. The church members were usually very open and 

they explained to me about some of the challenges they faced in settling into a new culture. 

For instance coping with the environment, both the weather and people were cold; they also 

suffered from lack of awareness of the culture of their new environment. They often seemed 

to suggest that they had left their ‘safe’ environment (although often marked with outward 

conflict), for an environment which seemed taciturn, threatening and at times unwelcoming. 

This was very different from the community they had left behind where all, even strangers, 

are invited in with a smile and discussions around the family.  

 

The Sanctuary Church was well renowned among this community. These were usually 

predominantly first generation African immigrants who have been living in the borough 

ranging from three up to 33 years. However, there were also second generation adults and 

children of African background in the congregation. However, equally striking was the fact 

that the church congregation were predominantly women, (approximately 80% of the 

congregation) who live in and around the local community. I was also fascinated and 

sometimes intrigued by the ethnic and cultural diversity among this African congregation. 

The way they dressed, their language, interactions, and gestures said a lot about their 

cultural background. The colours and styles were often creations from African printed cotton 

with yards of material beautifully sown together in traditional dresses accompanied with 

extravagant jewelry and many of the women walked head held high, walking with high heels, 

as if on a fashion catwalk. Perhaps the traditional dresses which some of the women wore 

were a way of reclaiming their cultural roots. 

In contrast, the men wore less lavish and flamboyant outfits although on some occasions 

during the summer months some of them wore very bright shirts made from African textiles. 
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The majority of the men wore western clothes, suits or trousers with short or long sleeved 

shirts and some wore colourful ties.  

The language used in the church is predominantly English. It was notable to see that 

although the majority of the members were mainly first generation sub-Sahara African 

immigrants living in Freestyle community, the English language which they learnt from their 

new culture was commonly spoken as a medium of communication in all the services. 

Members of the congregation often expressed words that spoke to their needs.  Typical 

words and phrases verbalised included “God is good” , “thank God for the life of Pastor 

John” and repetitious chants of “Praise God”, “Halleluiah”, “Thank you God”, “Thank you 

Jesus” were often expressed and sometimes shouted out by members of the congregation 

in all the services.    

 

However, there were a lot of dialects spoken by the people after the service has ended. At 

the end of each service, I often heard people speaking their local African dialects (Kenya, 

Zimbabwe, Ghana, Malawi, Rwanda and Nigeria vernacular), usually in small groups of two 

or three people of the same nationality. Maybe some members were able to express 

themselves more comfortably to friends and relatives when they spoke in the vernacular 

after the service has ended. On a few occasions as I walked past people in the middle of 

the hall, some members, both men and women, looked at my face and smiled and said 

‘Akwaaba’ in my direction. I understood the word to mean ‘Welcome’ in one of the Ghanaian 

dialects which I responded back to them and I found myself repeating words from my 

‘mother tongue’. This was very interesting but strange experience as I usually do not speak 

my mother tongue when I am out of my home. It could be that by greeting me in my own 

language (vernacular) it was their way of letting me know ‘we are’ part of same Freestyle 

community. Other people approached me on countless number of times and at different 

times after the service had ended and asked if I was from Botswana, Zimbabwe, Uganda 

or Congo. This experience too was encouraging as well as enthralling as it made me feel 

that they saw me as a person from similar cultural background.  
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The interaction and behaviour of the congregation sometimes made me feel like I was living 

with one big family of Sub-Saharan nationalities under one roof. Just listening to people 

saying hello to you in the local dialect sometimes made me feel as if they knew me before.    

 The congregation also participated in events that happened in the wider community and 

conducted events in the church to either commemorate or support some of the big events 

in the city where the church is situated. For example, members of the congregation were 

asked to fast from food in a particular week and a vigil was held in the church one night in 

the same period, about three months prior to the start of the Olympic Games in 2012 to pray 

for the Games to be a success. A junior Pastor of the church who led the session at the 

beginning of that particular ‘night of prayer and fasting’ event explained to the congregation 

in these words;  

“Tonight we will be praying for the Olympic Games for God to protect the Games 

from any plans of the devil. I believe the devil is planning to spoil the Olympic with 

bad things and so we have to pray hard tonight; that God will protect every person 

who will attend the game, that there will be no terrorist attack in London”.  

He asked the members who were present if any of them had fasted during that week as 

announced in the service two weekends before that meeting. From a gaze around the room, 

I saw that about sixty people including myself out of the number of people present raised 

their hands to confirm that they had fasted and prayed in the week for the Olympic Games. 

The Junior Pastor read a passage from the Bible and after a period of about thirty minutes 

of singing songs and praises, he asked the congregation to pray for the games organizers, 

the planning committee, executives, athletes from every country who were expected to take 

part in the competition, volunteers, the police, political leaders of the United Kingdom and 

the Queen of England at different times during that meeting. I looked at the time on my wrist 

watch and realised that we spent not less than 30 minutes to pray collectively on the above 

mentioned topics. 
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Tammy, a medium built middle aged man who sat next to me during the meeting explained 

the reason why the congregation were asked to fast and pray for the Olympic Games. He 

stated; 

“We are part of the city of London and so we must pray for God to protect people 

during the Olympic Games”  

It was an interesting experience for me that night as it gave me an opportunity to witness 

the active rather than passive involvement of the congregation in the affairs of the larger 

community in which the church is situated.   

The congregation expressed a belief in God and Jesus and prayed to God individually and 

sometimes in groups in every service.  I was quickly attracted to and fascinated by the sight 

of seeing so many people from different ethnic backgrounds and expressing a common 

belief under one roof when I first arrived at the Sanctuary Church. Almost every member of 

the congregation expressed a shared belief in God, spirits and in the supernatural as a 

community which was based on their religious faith and cultural background.  The people 

thanked God individually for various things that God had done for them during the church 

services.  

It was very interesting to see that some of the rituals seen in other churches in the city were 

also found in the Sanctuary Church. They performed activities and rituals like the 

celebration of a baby’s dedication, weddings, christenings, participating in shared values 

and regularly attending Sanctuary Church which brought a sense of community. 

From my research, it was clear that this was not just a series of rituals which were performed 

by the people, but they were also emotionally involved. 

 

6.3 A typical church service  

Sunday was pouring with rain as I walked into the Sanctuary Church. The pattern of the 

services followed largely the same routine each time. It started in this fashion, with singing 

and praises which were usually led by the worship singers and musicians. The songs were 
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melodic and upbeat and African rhythm was played on the drums. It was expected that all 

who attended knew the words but sometimes I struggled with some of the songs, however, 

due to the repetition of the chorus I became quickly familiar with the words. After the singing 

of songs and praise session which usually lasted for half an hour, Pastor John stood up and 

I found myself rising in unison with the congregation. This was a mark of respect as he 

walked to the podium to preach the sermon.   

The Bible speaks to people in different ways and the congregation had a shared belief in it. 

Passages from the Bible were read out by the senior Pastor to encourage the congregation 

to speak out about their beliefs, faith and praise God before he preached his sermon which 

usually lasted for about an hour and a half. He had a great sense of humour that delighted 

the congregation and often said something humorous when he preached. There was always 

great laughter among the congregation whenever he made humorous comments and jokes 

in his sermons and it seemed that the sermons he preached spoke to the cultural needs 

and beliefs of the congregation and the community in which the church was situated. He 

sometimes shouted at the top of his voice when he preached and this reminded me of a 

similar experience in another church which I had visited recently.  

At times there was less emphasis on Jesus and God in the message that was preached 

although they were mentioned. Common themes that Pastor John preached and 

emphasized were the topics of health (how members of the congregation can get healed 

from the attack of the devil or evil spirits), wealth and prosperity. This was different from 

what I had experienced in my local church and other Pentecostal churches that I previously 

attended, where the Good News story of the Bible and God’s saving Grace for mankind 

through His Son Jesus Christ was stressed.  

It was obvious from the responses and reactions of the congregation that the majority of the 

members living in the Freestyle community easily identified with the topics which Pastor 

John preached. Some members of the congregation shouted praises and others nodded 

their heads, some jumped up and down and uttered words like ‘preach on Pastor this 

message is powerful’ whenever the Pastor preached his sermon. Also some members 
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clapped their hands during and after the Pastor finished his sermon. These responses made 

me feel that some members of the congregation found the Sanctuary Church to be a place 

where they can get solutions to their emotional and psychological problems. Occasionally, 

one of the two junior Pastors and sometimes a guest speaker stood in for the Pastor and 

preached the sermons when he was not present.  

The collection of money took place soon after the sermon had ended. (This part of the 

service is similar to how it is conducted in my local church and it is called offering time in 

the Sanctuary Church). 

Pastor John announced it in the course of the service and explained to new members of 

the congregation and visitors the reasons why the offering was collected. It soon became 

clear to me that some members of the congregation saw the giving of an offering as an act 

of worship to God and an opportunity to give money (cheque or cash) voluntarily towards 

the up keep of the church. The people sang a song as they gave money and so the worship 

singers played a role and led the members to sing songs as the collection took place. (More 

details of the role of the worship singers are provided later in this chapter). I wish to 

emphasize here that I did not observe any payments exchanged for the healing events that 

took place in the Sanctuary Church. 

The congregation stood up to give to the ushers who waited on them and they went around 

to every section of the room with small blue and white coloured buckets in their hands to 

collect the offering. The collection of offering was done by fourteen women who were all 

part of the second group of ushers and were responsible for collecting the offering in all 

church events. It was usually all women, although on occasions, I also caught sight of some 

men also collecting the offering.  

After the collection of the offering, one of the junior Pastors prayed over the money before 

the buckets containing money were taken to a small room that was next to the platform on 

which Pastor John and the church leadership sat during the service. Although I saw that not 

everybody put money in the buckets as it passed by, there was still a sense of community 

spirit expressed in the faces of people as they put their contributions in the blue and white 
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buckets was very interesting to see that some members smiled and looked very cheerful as 

they gave out their offering. This ritual happened in every service although the time for 

collection of the offering varied from one service to another.    

The church announcements were made after the offering has collected by the church 

Secretary, who is also one of the three Elders in the church. The announcements were 

usually about coming church events; fasting week/month, visits by a guest speaker, free 

teaching sessions offered by various members of the congregation, outreach programmes, 

etc., etc. Sometimes Pastor John emphasized some of the information later in the service 

by repeating what had been previously announced by the Secretary.  

In ordinary Sunday services, the senior Pastor sometimes gave opportunities to people to 

share testimonies if they had any (this topic will be re-visited later in this chapter). The 

Pastor asked the congregation to arise from their seats after the announcements were 

made and from a standing position, he prayed loudly for the congregation and also asked 

them to say the blessing together to end the service. In most ordinary Sunday services, the 

pattern was that the service ended after the church announcements were made and the 

blessings had been said collectively. The entire service lasted between two to three hours.  

At the end of the service everyone was invited to take part in the sharing of food and drinks 

that were often served in a small hall next door to the main church room after the service 

had ended. However, some members left the church premises immediately with their 

families and others stayed at the end of each service, generally socialising with each other 

at one given time (this subject is discussed in more detail later in this chapter). 

 

6.3.1 A typical healing service 

During my fieldwork I attended many healing services and this section describes a typical 

miracles and healing service in the Sanctuary Church. These services were announced in 

the church and advertised well in advance, sometimes up to two months before they 
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happened. They were considered as special events and were conducted only by Pastor 

John.  

I attended one such event on a fine warm late summer Sunday in September 2012. I arrived 

at the church about 6.00pm for a service that was scheduled to start at 7.00pm. As 

anticipated from my previous visits to the church on similar occasions, I was not surprised 

to see that other members of the church and visitors, mostly from the same cultural 

background, also arrived and took their seats at the same time. The people who arrived 

early took their seats in front of the platform, close to where most of the activity took place 

during the service and I was not different in this behaviour.  As anticipated, the church was 

full to capacity; the attendance number had increased substantially on that night. Many 

people did not get seats inside the main church hall and had to sit in the extended space 

created for the surplus numbers of people who attended.  

The worship team had just finished setting up all the music instruments and were practising 

songs which they sung in the service later that night. By the time they finished rehearsing 

their songs, the church was almost full to capacity with about nine hundred members of the 

congregation and visitors already seated an hour before and waiting for start of the service.  

It was remarkable to notice that not all members of the congregation attended the ordinary 

Sunday services but the church was always full to capacity during healing services.  

 

The service commenced with a prayer by a member of the worship singers who prayed in 

a loud tone of voice through a microphone. The songs for the service were chosen by the 

worship singers that night, however in some healing services, Pastor John asked the 

worship singers to sing particular favourite songs which were chosen by him. Soon after the 

prayer was said, the first song to be sung was introduced by one of the singers and the rest 

of the congregation joined in to sing the songs as soon as they were introduced. The songs 

which were sung during the services tend to cover topics like ‘Our God is a healing God’, 

‘Shout to the Lord’, ‘You are my God’, and ‘He is miracle working God’. There were at least 

four worship singers who led the congregation to sing five songs. The songs were popular 
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and familiar to the congregation, compared with the ordinary service; more songs were sung 

in the healing service. Apart from their role in leading the congregation to sing, the worship 

singers played an important role in the healing process.  

Each of the worship singers held wireless micro-phones in their hands when they sang 

songs and this helped to vibrate the sound of the songs to every corner of the room. The 

people sang songs and praised God together in a celebratory manner; there was a calling 

of the name of “Jesus”, “God”, “Halleluiah”, “Amen”, clapping of hands and sometimes 

dancing together during the singing of songs session. The words were mostly in the English 

language apart from one which had a mixture of both English and African lyrics and tune.  

 

The content of the songs consisted of Biblical and inspiring words. The songs were upbeat 

with a pronounced drum rhythm, almost transical. There was an atmosphere and sense of 

spontaneous celebration during the service; a lot of hand clapping and dancing by most 

people in the congregation was observed. From my gaze around all sections of the room 

during the service, I saw that many of the congregation looked cheerful, excited and joyful 

as they clapped their hands and sang. Others danced around in the space in front of where 

they stood, some had their arms stretched sideways and appeared to be praying during the 

singing of songs, others had their arms raised high, others knelt on the floor in front of their 

seats and still others waved their hands in the air in a celebratory manner as they sang 

loudly and danced around. In contrast with the ordinary service, it was very intriguing to 

notice the high spirits in the mood of the congregation during the singing session that night.  

 

There were repetitious chants of ‘Praise the Lord”, “Amen”, “Halleluiah” by some members 

of the congregation as the music went on. Sometimes a member of the worship singers 

who led the songs shouted “Praise God” at the end of each song and the rest of the 

congregation responded with the same words or ‘Halleluiah’. A number of people shouted 

and appeared to be really praising God at the top of their voice. Some members of the 

congregation either stood or sat near relatives who were brought in wheelchairs and all 
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waved their hands as the singing progressed. I participated along with the others in the 

singing, clapped hands and sometimes danced a bit in the space in front of my seat to the 

tunes that were sung. The singing and dancing went on for about 45-50 minutes which was 

longer than the singing session in the ordinary Sunday service. This part of the service was 

like a carnival where people praised God and there was an enormous sound made during 

this session and everyone around me looked happy, joyful, excited and to some extent 

content.  There was a feeling of excitement and expectancy among the congregation during 

the singing of songs session.  

Mrs Ashiatu, gave an interesting explanation of the relevance of singing of songs and 

praises in the healing services at Sanctuary Church during a conversation with her later that 

night. She reflected;  

“When we sing and worship God in this way, it lifts our spirits and gives us more 

hope. The songs, dancing and praises created an atmosphere for miracles to 

happen. Our eyes are opened to see things we have never seen before”.  

Pastor John addressed the congregation as soon as the singing of songs and dancing 

session ended. The sermons formed part of the healing process and he preached from a 

standing position on the platform. He stood up from his seat and walked to the podium to 

preach his sermon. He read a passage from the Bible just as he does in the ordinary 

services, however, on this particular night, he explained to the congregation that the Bible 

was a perfect book and that all the words of the Bible shall come to pass. He told the 

congregation to expect a life changing experience with God that night because God was 

with them when he preached. The congregation shouted ‘Amen’ and ‘’Praise the Lord” as 

the Pastor preached. 

Compared with a normal Sunday service, the Sanctuary Church healing services had 

intriguing and eye-catching titles of sermons such as: ‘Being liberated from loneliness’, 

‘Wonders/Miracles All Night Prayers’, ‘Who are Thou’,  ‘Experiencing the freedom of Grace’, 

‘Change the unchangeable’, ‘Crossing Over’, ‘Faith –Family and Finance’, ‘Winning the 

Battle for your mind’, ‘Experiencing the healing power of God’. 
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The titles of the sermons were sometimes announced in advance to the congregation during 

church services in the days, weeks and sometimes months prior to the event. Compared 

with the ordinary service, the sermon preached on a ‘Miracles and Healing’ night was brief 

and I soon found out that it was the same in all the healing services I attended.   

 

The senior Pastor gave a cultural explanation and understanding of the cause of emotional, 

psychological and physical problems which were experienced by some members of the 

congregation when he preached. In his sermon that night, he described to the congregation 

that the human body belongs to God and therefore cannot be affected by any form of 

sickness, disease or mishap. He proclaimed;  

“Christianity is the impartation of heaven on earth and so you are not the kind of 

people that witches and the devil should be challenging”.   

The congregation listened thoughtfully when the Pastor spoke to them through a 

microphone. The theme for his sermon was hope and he gave the people hope about 

getting healed from their mental and physical problems. In his sermon he said:  

“Celestial bodies do not get sick, celestial bodies don’t get temperature, celestial 

bodies do not get migraine, celestial bodies don’t have menstrual pains, celestial 

bodies don’t get depressed, celestial bodies don’t get illness”.  

He told the congregation that the devil will have no control over their lives and asked them 

to be expectant of the miracles from God and an overflow of healing during the service. 

Some members of the congregation shouted “Halleluiah” with enthusiasm when the Pastor 

said that.  

After the sermon, he prayed through the microphone and asked the congregation to pray 

collectively to God and Jesus. He usually asked the congregation to pray on specific issues 

affecting the church and members at every event. However, on this night, it was exceptional, 

he asked the congregation to pray loudly for divine interventions and healing. Everybody 

prayed and this lasted for about fifteen minutes. In this fashion, the recipients became active 
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participants in the process of healing. He asked the congregation to stop praying through 

the microphone which he held in his right hand.  

While the people prayed, Pastor John walked down from the platform to front of the 

congregation and after everybody stopped praying he declared in a loud tone of voice;   

“In just a few moments I will lay hands on some of you and you will receive your 

healing tonight”   

By this time all the worshippers stood up on their feet and he asked them to shout ‘Jesus’. 

All the members including me responded with the same words. He reminded the 

congregation of issues they may be faced with: such as sickness, debt, anxiety, 

unemployment, disobedient children, bullying from their manager, etc. He then asked for 

those who were sick and wished to be prayed for to come forward from their seats to the 

front. There were over two hundred people in the congregation, mainly women, who stood 

up and walked from different sections of the room to the front. A third of the people who 

walked to the front were men. Some of the women carried little children in their arms and 

some walked beside young children to the front. Some people sat in wheelchairs and were 

wheeled to the front by relatives to be prayed for by the senior Pastor. Others were assisted 

by some of the church attendants who held the hand of those who could not walk properly 

and walked them to the front.  

 

Some members of the congregation who came out to be prayed for knelt on the floor but 

others stood up.  Pastor John stood close to the individuals he prayed for and laid his hands 

on the person’s forehead or part of the body that was ill before he said a prayer for that 

individual. He sometimes whispered in the ears of a person he was about to lay his hands 

on and asked the person the part of their body that was hurting before he prayed for them. 

Sometimes he put oil on the part of the body that was ill before he prayed for some people.  

Coincidentally I was suffering from a severe migraine that night and so I walked to the front 

of the platform to be prayed for by Pastor John that night and I was amazed to see that 
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many other members walked to the front with me to be prayed for. Pastor John put his 

hands on my head when it was my turn and he asked me quietly what my problem was 

before he laid hands on my forehead to pray for me. He stated the following words when he 

prayed for me;  

“I command your migraine to go away now. Be healed in the name of Jesus!” 

The migraine did not go away instantly after the Pastor prayed for me but I felt a sense of 

peace and calmness within me after the words the Pastor prayed for me. On my way home 

that night, two hours after the service had ended, the migraine suddenly stopped and I felt 

some comfort and peace in my head. I have had headaches recently but not migraine since 

the Pastor prayed for me about eight months ago in that healing service. 

Pastor John used different words and expressions and said the words in a very loud 

authoritative tone of voice when he prayed for people during the healing service.  

He shouted out these words in a loud tone of voice when he prayed that night and the 

following are typical statements:  

“This is your night, receive your healing now in the name of Jesus”, “I command 

every situation, sickness, and disease in your life would be changed in the name of 

Jesus”.  

The senior Pastor and some members of the congregation sometimes made gestures or 

imaginary signs with both hands open as if he was cutting something in the air when he 

prayed.  At times some of the people Pastor John placed his hands on fell backwards on to 

the floor and rolled on the floor as soon as he put his hands on them. However, not everyone 

fell on the floor when they were prayed for. A few of them stayed on their feet as they were 

prayed for by the Pastor. Others screamed or shouted loudly as they lay on the floor. I 

looked round me and across all sections of the room in that healing service and counted 

fifteen people lying and some rolling on the floor after the senior Pastor had prayed for them. 

Occasionally, the Pastor also falls himself and rolled on the floor in front of the congregation. 
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In one healing service, he said he was interceding for a person he prayed for by rolling 

himself on the floor in church that night.   

There were about six women and two male ushers who stood by the Pastor during this 

session and they went to cover the people who lay on the floor with pieces of cloth, to 

maintain their dignity. The musicians continued to play their music and I saw other people 

prayed quietly as the healing session continued. Some of the ushers also prayed quietly as 

they stood by the Pastor. 

 

A woman was observed to be jumping up and down on one spot with her eyes closed and 

saying “thank you Jesus for healing me” and others just stood by in one corner of the room, 

their body shaking.  The laying of hands and praying for healing lasted just three hours but 

it was longer in other healing services that I had previously witnessed in Sanctuary Church. 

Pastor took his microphone and asked the congregation to shout “Halleluiah” or “Jesus” 

when he finished and the entire congregation repeated after him.  

He announced to the congregation it was time for them to give their offering after praying 

for people individually. As it is the normal Sunday service, some of the attendants went 

round with the blue and white small buckets to collect the offering. Soon after the collection 

of offering, Pastor John gave opportunities for people to share their testimonies if they had 

any.  

 

6.3.2 What concerns did people bring in the service? 

As indicated above, it was a usual occurrence for Pastor John to give opportunities to 

members of the congregation he had prayed for in the healing and some ordinary Sunday 

services to share their testimonies if they had any.  

The testimonies session was the time when members of the congregation were encouraged 

to share publicly with others in the congregation what caused their problem and the outcome 

of what happened when the Pastor prayed for them. Members of the congregation had the 
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chance to witness in the public domain through the sharing of their experience and faith as 

well as a display of what some members described as receiving healing. Sometimes the 

senior Pastor prayed testimonies to happen. In one healing service he stated;   

“I pray that there will be an overflow of testimonies”. 

This subject of testimonies is explored in much detail in the paragraphs below. The time 

devoted for this session during the healing services was relatively longer compared with 

ordinary Sunday services. Members of the congregation who chose to share their 

testimonies bravely took the challenge of standing in front of the members and boldly shared 

their testimonies publicly. They were often guided to the front by some of the ushers and 

were asked to form a line in one corner of the room. From that corner each person would 

walk to the front when it was their turn to give their testimony. I was always amazed to see 

that a lot of people stood up and were willing to share their testimonies when offered the 

opportunity to do so. In one healing service I saw about eighty members of the congregation 

who stood up who were willing to stand and share their healing experience in front of the 

congregation. 

 

Some of the testimonies which were shared in the services threw some light on my quest 

for answers to the question as to why a lot of people from Sub-Saharan nationalities 

attended the Sanctuary Church for healing.  

Different members of the congregation shared their testimonies and these were 

occasionally linked to what people believed to be the cause of their problem. For example,  

Mr Tettey, also gave his testimony in one healing service and he stated: 

“The devil has been attacking me. I spent all my money on buying and drank a lot 

of alcohol, lost my Job and I tried to kill myself about four times in three years. My 

GP asked for me to be admitted to the hospital and I was first admitted to hospital 

about eighteen months ago and stayed for four months. When I came out of the 

hospital I was put on all sorts of antidepressant medication but they didn’t work for 
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me. Last year I went back to the hospital again and when my sister visited she asked 

me to come and see Pastor but I didn’t. When she asked me again about five months 

ago and I decided to have a try and so I came to the last healing and miracles night. 

That night I sat in the corner there (pointing to where he sat on his first visit to the 

church). When Daddy started praying for the sick, my sister came to where I was 

standing and held my hand and led me to the front and Daddy prayed for me”.  

Another member of the congregation Mrs Tada, explained her reasons for attending the 

Sanctuary Church at a later date when I interviewed her:  

“I looked after my son on my own since he was age eight and now the devil wants 

to spoil him. Who else can make my son behave in this strange manner, stripping 

off his clothes in front of me and wanting to go out of the house naked? How can my 

son go mad, he does not take drugs or smoke I would have said maybe it is the 

drugs but he doesn’t do any of these? I know what is happening to my son is 

spiritual; the devil is trying to spoil and destroy my son. I am sorry for crying” (Tears 

flowing from her eyes). 

 

The devil was also seen to be the cause of all negative occurrences in the community 

including social and sometimes political problems, like unemployment, job loss, marriage 

breakdowns and difficulties in getting the correct immigration documents to live in England.  

George, a tall, slender built middle aged man, a regular attendee at the Sanctuary Church 

shared his testimony in front of the congregation during one church service:  

“About a year and a half years ago, I was lost my job through redundancy although 

I wanted to work for the same company. I was the only one made redundant in the 

company at the time. I feel it was an attack of the devil. I searched but did not find a 

Job for more than a year. I was depressed and did not want to out at all at point. 

One Sunday, my friend, Tammi asked me to come to her church with her. When we 

arrived here, Pastor was praying for people to be healed. My friend asked me to go 
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out and be prayed for by Pastor John. Since Pastor prayed for me, I feel the spirit of 

depression is gone away. I now have a new Job which I started two days ago. I feel 

the devil is defeated...” 

Mr Tayo, a medium built middle aged man was wearing bright yellow shirt made from Africa 

textile his reasons for attending the Sanctuary Church:  

“My wife was suffering from breast cancer which the doctor diagnosed last year and 

they did all they could in the hospital but her health was not improving. I was very 

sad and worried that my wife will die. A friend of my sister told me about Pastor John 

and his healing powers and she suggested that I bring my wife to the Sanctuary 

Church for prayers. When we first came here, Pastor prayed for my wife and asked 

her to do her deliverance which we did for about three months. We went back to the 

hospital last week for a check- up and the doctor said he could not see the lump 

which in my wife‘s breast. The doctor said he was very surprised how quickly the 

cancer in my wife’s breast healed. Praise God! The God of Sanctuary Church is 

powerful. The devil is defeated and has no control over my wife!”  

Matilda, a tall well-built woman explained to me when I interviewed her:  

“I took my children to Zimbabwe last year Easter and had a wonderful time but since 

we came back my son Ngabuto has not been well. His behaviour has definitely 

changed. Actually, a week before we came from Harare to Freestyle borough, John 

woke up in the middle of the night and started screaming and saying things like 

‘leave me alone’, leave me alone’. I thought he was having a bad dream that night. 

I don’t know what happened to him again but shortly after we came back from our 

holidays, he could not sleep and he was sometimes screaming and shouting in the 

middle of the night. When he goes out and sees any insects or ants, he screams. 

His behaviour was strange to me and my husband and I took him to see our doctor. 

The doctor referred John to see a psychologist and the psychologist has been 

seeing John every week for the last three months but we have not seen any progress 

in his behaviour. It even got worse at the beginning of this year such that he stopped 
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going to school for fear of seeing insects and ants on the way to school. The 

psychologist said that my son suffers from something …. …Phobia but I think this is 

a spiritual attack by the devil. I think somebody in my family bewitched John when 

we went to Harare. This boy has been going to school alright never had any fear for 

ants or insects. I started coming for prayers with John in the last four and a half 

months. Since Pastor laid his hands on Ngabuto and prayed for me him, he started 

going out gradually without fear. He told me two months ago that he now wants to 

go back to school!”  

Everybody in the room including me looked and listened intently when a member shared 

what they believe to have caused their problem in testimonies. I was astounded by some of 

the beliefs and statements I heard in the church although I am from the same cultural 

background and familiar with some of the beliefs but sometimes it was hard to imagine why 

they believed in the things they did. 

 

6.3.3 What happened when the Pastor prayed? 

This section discusses the outcome and experiences of what people said happened to them 

when they were prayed for by the Pastor. There were always many people who wanted to 

share their testimonies in this way. In one healing service, Sala a middle aged man gave 

his testimony in front of the congregation. He spoke in a quiet but audible voice about a 

healing experience from a mental breakdown: 

“Three years ago I had a mental breakdown because I used to take every single 

drug you can think of in this world, (ecstasy, marijuana, and cocaine). My doctor said 

I suffered from schizophrenia but I knew my mum and my family were praying for 

me and wanted me to get better but I had never stepped in a church before until 

now. Tonight, my mum asked me to come to this healing service with her and I thank 

God that I came. When Pastor prayed for me tonight, I felt something drop from my 

nose into my mouth and when I spat it out it was a stone, look this is it. (Held the 

stone high in his hand to show the congregation). Pastor prayed for and asked me 
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to go and do my deliverance. I felt a sense of peace and relief in my head after 

Pastor prayed. I feel I am healed, this is a miracle, praise God for Daddy”. 

He smiled and waved his hands in the air and shouted “Thank you Pastor John!” After his 

sharing his testimony that night, Pastor John took his microphone and asked the 

congregation to say “my break through has come, thank you Jesus!” and the congregation 

repeated the words in a very loud tone of voice.  

In another healing service, a wheelchair bound man who was prayed for by the senior 

Pastor stood up from his wheelchair and started shouting with a smile on his face, “I am 

healed, I am healed, thank you Jesus for healing me”. One of the attendants drew the 

attention of the Pastor to what had happened to the man and immediately the Pastor 

stopped praying for people temporarily during the service. He asked the musicians to stop 

playing the music so that the man could share what had happened to him. He called the 

man who was at this point very excited and looked happy to share his testimony with the 

entire congregation and he did so through the microphone. The man introduced himself as 

David and he testified about his instant healing from depression and arthritic pains after 

Pastor John prayed for him at the beginning of that healing service.  He could not walk 

before and was brought in to church in a wheelchair that evening. He concluded his short 

speech by exclaiming:  

“For three years I have been in a wheelchair but tonight I have been delivered from 

the attack of the devil and I have received my healing. I thank God for his divine 

healing. Thank Jesus for Daddy, (referring to Pastor John)”.  

David was very excited, joyful and jumped about and waved his hands in the air as he 

celebrated his healing, saying ‘thank you Pastor’! As he waved his hands in the air,  the rest 

of the congregation erupted in praises joining in the celebration of the healing received 

shouting various words like “Praise God, “Thank you Jesus”, “Jesus”, “Halleluiah”, “Pastor 

John you are good”. He looked at the face of Pastor John and rest of the congregation 

gleefully, it was obvious that the man was happy and joyful as he jumped around and 
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displayed his healing publicly to the rest of the congregation. Others clapped their hands to 

thank God for the story that had been shared by a member.  

These repetitious chants and clapping of hands often happened during and after an 

individual had completed sharing their testimony publicly to the members.  Some people 

shed tears and smiled at the same time and I often saw tears brimming in the faces of some 

of the members when another member was sharing a testimony.  Everybody including me 

and Pastor John simultaneously shouted loudly “Jesus” after David had finished talking 

about his healing experience in that service.  

Mr Johnson, described his experience of a mental health problem and healing from it as 

miraculous:  

“I suffered from a spiritual deliverance and mental health problem when I first came 

to the Sanctuary Church. I felt like there was something controlling me and laughing 

at me all the time. I did not know what it was but I believed God has power over 

every illness and the negative thoughts that were coming into my head for a long 

period of time. Thank God, but I received my deliverance and healing when Pastor 

John prayed for me. I feel all right in my mind. I think this is a miraculous healing of 

God” 

 

Emmanuel gave his testimony in another healing service and said:  

“I was diagnosed as suffering from a stage four liver cancer and have been in pain 

for the last five months. Tonight when pastor prayed for me, I felt something came 

out of my body and a relief in every part of my body and the pain in my body just 

stopped. I am healed, thank you Jesus for healing. Thank you Daddy” 

Joanna, a young woman, said in her testimony:  

“The doctors told me I will never have kids of my own because of my problem. For 

sixteen years we tried to have a baby but were not successful. A friend told me about 

Sanctuary Church and I came with her one Sunday. That day Daddy laid his hands 
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on me and prayed for me and told me I will become pregnant. Six months later, I 

stand here with much joy to share my testimony. I am expecting our first baby after 

nearly seventeen years of marriage. This is a miracle and I would like to thank Pastor 

John. The God of Sanctuary Church is alive, Praise God!”  

Bimla enlightened me on what it means to ‘do your deliverance’ in an interview one night. 

She explained: 

“Pastor John asked me to go and do my deliverance after he prayed for me for the 

first time. I did my deliverance for seventeen weeks. I used the anointed oil which I 

bought from the church on my body all the time, drunk the Ribena drink daily which 

Pastor John blessed for me. I also fasted from food for twenty-one days and prayed 

to God. I feel well in myself now, I feel I have been delivered from the demonic attack 

of the devil. Thank God for Pastor John, I am now thinking straight and happy. This 

is the first time in five years since I have worn a suit. The God of Pastor John is very 

powerful!”   

 

Agatha was very excited, joyful and jumped about and waved her hands in the air as she 

celebrated her healing saying ‘thank you Pastor’. As she waved her hands in the air, I saw 

that the rest of the congregation who were present joined in the celebration of the healing 

that she had received that moment by shouting various words like “Praise God, “Thank you 

Jesus”, “Jesus”, “Halleluiah”, “Daddy you are powerful”, “Pastor John you are good”.  

After Agatha’s testimony people in the congregation clapped their hands to thank God for 

the story that was shared. Pastor John took a microphone from one of the male ushers and 

asked the congregation to shout “Jesus!”, “Devil, you have no control over me again”, 

“tonight I receive my healing in the name of Jesus!”. The congregation including me 

repeated the words loudly after the Pastor.  A real sense of community support and unity 

was shown by the people. 
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Gbogbo, one of the few male attendants led a man to the front and interrupted the Pastor 

when he was praying for people during a healing service. After giving a brief introduction to 

Pastor John, the attendant gave a microphone to the man who gave his testimony and said: 

“My name is Solomon and I am 27 years old and deaf from birth. This evening I 

received my healing when Pastor prayed for me, I felt something has come out of 

my two ears as soon as he touched my ears, For the first time I heard some noise 

in my ears, I could hear the music, thank you Jesus, thank God for Pastor John, I 

am healed, I am healed, halleluiah!”.  

As Solomon waved his hands in the air, the rest of the congregation present joined in the 

celebration of the healing received by the man in that moment and shouted various words  

“Jesus”, “Halleluiah” ,“Praise God”, “Pastor John you are good”.  

  

Mutali gave his testimony after receiving healing from his heart problem: 

“I was diagnosed by my doctor in the hospital as having a heart problem. My doctor 

invited me to attend an emergency appointment with him about three weeks ago. 

He explained to me that there was something wrong with my heart, a blockage 

somewhere and did all the test and investigations…ECG, blood tests, and all that. 

My doctor told me I will need a pace maker I will need a Pace Maker to help my 

heart. I was upset but I said to my Doctor ‘no Pace Maker’, because God will heal 

me. I came here to see Daddy (pointing to Pastor John), and for the first time I had 

1:1 with ‘Daddy’. After he prayed for me he told me I will be well and asked me to 

go and come back later to share your testimony. Today I am very pleased I didn’t 

get the Pace maker and the doctor says I don’t need it anymore. Praise God this is 

a miracle, I am healed Pastor John, you are powerful!”  

 

Soon after Mutali had shared his testimony that night, Pastor John took his microphone and 

to my amazement he said to Mutali in front of the congregation ‘No way to pacemaker’!  
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Apart from people rolling on the floor during the healing services, some people clapped their 

hands; some people knelt on the floor when they were prayed for by the Pastor. 

Others spoke in a strange language which I did not understand and tears flowed from their 

eyes as they were prayed for. Deidre whom I had seen utter such words in another service 

described it as ‘speaking in tongues’ during my conversation with her when the service 

ended. Suzanne was observed to be turning around several times on the spot after the 

Pastor had put his hands on her head and prayed for her. She shouted; “Jesus, Jesus , 

Jesus“ and went on her back and rolled herself on the floor. Part of her body was exposed 

as she lay on the floor and I saw Paulina, one of the female attendants run to put a piece of 

purple coloured piece of cloth on her immediately to maintain her dignity.   

 

Zama, a young woman about twenty-eight years old and fair in complexion, was also seen 

lying on the floor in the healing service and vomiting some green saliva from her mouth after 

the Pastor had prayed for during the healing service. 

Linda explained in a conversation what happened to her after the Pastor had put his hands 

on her head and prayed for her: 

“I don’t know how I got to the floor; all I remember was that I felt some sensation in 

my body and something came out of my body when Pastor put his hands on her 

forehead. I was on the floor for about thirty minutes and when I eventually opened 

my eyes, I saw a woman standing by me who directed me to where I sat at the 

commencement of the service”.   

It was not just healing of the body and mind that happened in the healing services, but also 

social issues were addressed, for example, other members testified that they got their 

‘immigration papers’ after Pastor John prayed for them.   

In one Sunday service, almost all the testimonies that were shared concerned ‘immigration 

papers’. Tobi stated in his testimony;   
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“I have lived in this country for thirteen years. When I applied to the Home Office for 

a permanent residence, I asked by the Home Office to leave the country. In the last 

two years, I have been to court five times and the Home Office has written to me 

twice and asked me to leave this country because I was deemed as an illegal 

immigrant. My solicitor has been helping me to defend my case. Last year I told my 

friend about my problem and he advised me to come to the Sanctuary Church for 

Pastor John to pray for me. When I came to see Daddy, he prayed for me and told 

me it shall be well with me. Two months ago I had a letter from the Home Office to 

inform me that they were looking into my case again. Halleluyah!, I am standing here 

with my papers today. This is a miracle! God has brought Pastor John to release us 

from the bondage of the devil. Pastor John is a mighty man of God, Daddy, you are 

powerful!”  

Tobi waived his hands and showed some papers which he held in his hands that afternoon.  

Paul, a key informant, told me that apart from his depression, he also faced deportation at 

one point. He said in his testimony;  

“For twenty years I have been ‘fighting against deportation by the Home Office to 

Malawi. Last year, my friend asked me to come and pray at Sanctuary Church. We 

came and I was prayed for by Pastor John. When Daddy (referring to Pastor John) 

prayed for me, he told me I get my healing in the name of Jesus.  Today I am 

standing here with my papers; the devil is defeated and shamed.  Thank you Daddy” 

It was very interesting to see that many people shared their testimonies about getting their 

‘papers’ that day (documents which they had received from the Home Office),  they waved 

them in the air  and this was very intriguing. It could be suggested that the Sanctuary Church 

building did not only serve as a therapy landscape but also it served as a refuge for many 

Sub-Saharan migrants living in Freestyle borough.  

The people who told stories about their healing were very excited, joyful and jumped about 

and waved their hands in the air as they celebrated their healing. There was a true 

community support during the sharing of testimonies and it was as if they were saying to 
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the person who had shared the testimony, “I am” or “we are” with you. There was an inspired 

unity and love among the members which often reminded me and made me feel a sense of 

my African roots and identity. Maybe these acts reminded them of their common history and 

identity in that community. Thus, fostering and celebrating community cohesion which 

continued to grow. It was obvious from the testimonies that were shared, that some people 

believed they had received instant and miraculous healing when the Pastor prayed for them. 

The testimonies impacted the life of many and helped to bring more people to the church. 

At times I felt overwhelmed sharing their joy. It was exhilarating!  The people warmed my 

heart in the way they shared their experiences so honestly.  

I was sometimes astounded to see how detailed and vivid some of the testimonies were. It 

was also interesting to see that not all the members saw the senior Pastor as a conduit 

between them and God. Many members of the congregation believed that it was God who 

delivered them from the devil or helped them to get a job or regularised their immigration 

status in England, however, some members of the congregation appeared to give the credit 

to Pastor John when there was a positive outcome to their problem, rather than God. They 

gave the impression that the miraculous healing they received or a new job they found was 

done through the power of Pastor John rather than God conducting the miracles through 

the Pastor.  

The senior Pastor asked the congregation to arise after the sharing of testimonies and he 

prayed for the people and blessed the people from a standing position on the platform to 

end the service. Compared with a typical usual service, the entire healing service was longer 

that night. Other healing services I attended during my research took up to about five hours 

from the start to the end of the service.  

 

6.3.4 Summary: 

In this chapter, I have tried to present a faithful and vivid description of my observations in 

the Sanctuary Church. I found my observations in the Sanctuary Church very interesting, 

eye opening, sometimes mind blowing and confusing. When the church was not being 
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used for religious activity, the building was used to provide free English as a Second 

Language (ESOL) and basic training in Information Technology (IT) for members who 

needed this training. Members of the congregation who had expert knowledge on 

immigration, accounting and writing curriculum vitae and interview skills took turns to offer 

free regular advice and support to members on different days during the week in each 

month. From time to time some members gave testimonies about how they got jobs 

through the training and advice provided by the church.  

It could be suggested that the Sanctuary Church building did not only serve as a church or 

therapy landscape but also it served as a refuge for many Sub-Saharan migrants living in 

Freestyle community. There was a real sense of community among the people who 

attended the Church and after the services have ended. The prevailing social conditions, 

built environment and perception of the congregation combined to produce a place which 

could best be described as “a theatre of dreams” where attendees have high expectations 

of receiving healing for their emotional and psychological problems. Maybe the spiritual 

perspective on physical and psychological problems, which Pastor John identified with, 

and his healing powers reinforced his popularity among the congregation and community. 

It could also be that some members of the congregation saw Pastor John not just as a 

man from the same cultural background who understood their cultural needs but also 

heard from God on their behalf. Unlike the hospital, he addresses factors such as evil 

spirits, witchcrafts, and the devil in his sermons and these were commonly seen by the 

people from this background to be the cause of their mental or physical illness, marriage 

breakdown, job loss and other misfortunes. 
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Chapter 7: Analysis (Part 1) Beliefs, causality of illness and 

healing. 

7.1 Introduction 

In chapter six, I presented my ethnography of a healing service in the Pentecostal Sanctuary 

Church. This chapter aims to identify some of the deeper cultural domains that exist within 

this Church and identify some of the practices that occur within and outside of this Church 

that have significance in healing practices. As Sutton and Austen (2015:231) suggest, the 

presentation of findings is significant because it is: “…usually where “the story” of the 

participants can be distilled, summarised, and told in a manner that is both respectful to 

those participants and meaningful to readers…” There are different ways to present findings 

and I have decided to integrate my research findings within the discussion, rather than 

present the findings and discussion as two separate chapters.  

This chapter seeks to answer the research question: “Why do people go to the Sanctuary 

Church for healing?” 

The findings from the data are presented thematically and presented in an order that will 

enable the reader to understand both the underlying spiritual views of people attending the 

Sanctuary Church (especially the construct of God and the devil and the roles of these 

forces in health), as well as and also the healing practices that happen in both the Church 

service and outside of the Church. Throughout this chapter, I have tried to distinguish data 

generated from my ethnographic studies and from the findings from my qualitative 

interviews, so that the reader will understand the origin of the text. Additionally, I will use 

my insights from my two phased data collection process to support my discussion, so that 

my ethnographic insights will be complemented by insights from the qualitative interview 

data. 

 The chapter is divided into three parts. Part one is concerned with beliefs and the causality 

of illness. They key themes in this section include; (i) “the construction of God” (ii) “God, 

Jesus and the Holy Spirit” and (iii) “the conceptualising of the devil”. 
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In Part two, I have discussed issues around “Healing processes and practices” at the 

Sanctuary Church. The key themes in this section include; (iv) the role and construction of 

the Pastor by the congregation (v) the healing service in the Sanctuary Church (including 

some more detailed discussion on the role of Pastor John in healing), (vi) the use of symbols 

and symbolic acts, sound and the visceral body, as well as the use of symbols and 

transubstantiation in healing, (vii) and finally in this chapter, I discuss the ’locus of control’ 

in accounting for illness and healing in the Sanctuary Church. In Part three, I discuss the 

concept of locus of control and community. The two main themes explored in this section 

include; understanding the reasons why some people attend the Sanctuary Pentecostal 

Church for healing and the role of the Church and the production of community in the African 

diaspora living in the Freestyle city. I have structured my analysis chapter in this way to help 

the reader gain a clearer understanding of the people in my study.   

 

Before I start the chapter, I would like to mention that the discussion in my analysis has 

mainly  been influenced by social science theorists, however, because my research relates 

to healing and spiritual practices, at times, this has raised some theological questions. 

Therefore, while most of the analysis is approached through the lens of the social sciences, 

at times my discussion has some theological insights. 

 

Part One: Beliefs and the causality of illness 

7.1.1 The conceptualising of God 

It has been suggested that “miracles and healings” are a common part of Pentecostal 

Church practice (Warrington 2006) and central to this activity is the belief that the source of 

this healing originates from God. Therefore, I thought it would be useful to start this chapter 

by looking at the construction of God by members of the Sanctuary Church congregation. 

The concept of God has been widely examined across the literature and in a wide range of 
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different disciplines (Welz, 2016; Davis et al., 2013; Jackson, 2014; Daly 2010; Green et 

al., 2002; Luhrmann, 2000; Nielsen; 1999; Daly 1973). For example, Jackson (2014) 

examined God from the perspective of classical theism (the term ‘theism’ can mean a belief 

in a god or gods) and suggests, that in Christianity, God is perceived as single, omnipotent 

(all powerful), omniscient (all knowing) and omnibenevolent (all-good) and Jackson, 2014 

suggests that this construct is also the orthodox view for Jews and Muslims.  

Certainly my fieldwork findings seem to indicate that in the Sanctuary Church God is also 

seen as a single entity (although, as discussed later in this chapter, this concept is slightly 

confused by the belief in the Holy Spirit), God is also seen as omnipotent although the 

powerful role of the devil as a negative force would at times contradict this and God seems 

to be constructed as omniscient and omnibenevolent.   

Yet despite these commonalities with the classical understanding, it quickly became 

apparent through my research, that the concept of God was constructed in various ways. 

For me, as a Christian from a different Pentecostal Church background, hearing the name 

of God mentioned during my fieldwork, among a different Church congregation, was both 

familiar and sometimes strange. Before I started my fieldwork, I assumed that I would share 

a common interpretation concerning beliefs around God and the teachings of the Bible. 

However, during the services in the Sanctuary Church, I often found myself distracted, 

because God was constructed and interpreted by the congregation in ways that differed 

from my own beliefs, especially by the Pastor and other members of the congregation in the 

healing services at the Sanctuary Church.  

As I shall discuss in my fieldwork findings below, while God is associated with healing, it is 

impossible to understand his role in the healing process without understanding that God is 

always constructed in opposition to the devil. The devil is seen as being responsible for the 

causes of illness, bad luck and misfortune. While these dichotomised roles for God and the 

devil are common in many Christian faith traditions (Davis et al., 2013; Jackson, 2014; Ellis, 
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2000; Wray and Mobley, 2005), my findings indicated that in the Sanctuary Church God 

seemed to have multiple constructions and I will now examine these in more detail. 

 

7.1.2 Perceived characteristics of God in the Sanctuary Church 

From the themes emerging during my fieldwork and interviews, it became apparent that 

everyone who attended the Sanctuary Church believed in God and all but a few participants 

referred to God when describing their healing experiences. However, during my data 

analysis I identified over one hundred issues relating to the narratives about God and 

through the process of thematic analysis, it became possible to identify six dominant 

themes, namely, (i) God as a powerful force, (ii) God as the Father, (iii) The location of God, 

(IV) Defining Jesus (V) Defining the Holy Spirit and (VI) The Holy Spirit and speaking in 

tongues. 

 

7.1.2a. God as a powerful force 

Throughout my fieldwork and interviews, it seemed that many people in the congregation 

perceived God as a powerful, positive and unlimited force that can do anything. Verbal 

expressions, words and statements made by some key participants and in the expression 

of prayers, seemed to support this assertion that God is all-powerful and this was a strong 

message in Church services. For example, from my qualitative interview data, Johanna, 

one of the regular attendees at the Sanctuary Church, stated: 

“I was told by my doctor and the nurses that I have mental health problems and they 
gave some medication but it did not help me. However, a friend of my mum 
recommended this Church to us. Since I came here, the Pastor prayed for me and 
the demons have fled and gone away from my head. The spirit of suicide is cast 
away, I don’t feel like killing myself any more. I am feeling good, I have been coming 
to this Church since February and will continue to come here. God is in this Church 
and really powerful!  He is doing many miracles here. He is a good God and can do 
anything, the devil is defeated, I am hoping to go back to work soon, Halleluyah!”  
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However, it was interesting to note that for Johanna, God resides in the Church, although it 

is not clear if she meant the Church as a community, or the physical space of the building. 

It was also notable that Johanna suggested that her medication was not working and the 

she turned to the Church/ God for support.  

This theme of ‘God as a powerful healer’ was commonly expressed in the songs and 

narratives used in the healing services. For example, James, one of the regular attendees 

at the Sanctuary Church, gave an account of his experience of healing related directly to 

his beliefs and the practices of the Church, he reflected; 

“I know it is God who gives the doctors wisdom to do what they do but the God of 
Sanctuary Church is very powerful, the medicine which my doctor gave me did not 
work for me when the doctors told me I have cancer, and then my friend asked me 
to come to this Church for prayers. I came to see Pastor John who prayed for me. 
Last week when I went to see my doctor for my monthly check up, the doctor told 
me they could not find any more cancer on the X-ray photos, which was taken when 
I went to see him. Parise God my prostate cancer is healed after three months”. 

What was notable from James’s account is, that he saw God as having influence outside of 

the boundary of the Church, with the capacity to inform ‘doctors’ wisdom’. 

The beliefs identified by James and Joanna seem to be reinforced, inspired and promoted 

within the Church, through hymns and prayers and even from the labelling of specific weekly 

services as  the ‘healing services’. Therefore, it might be suggested that while the Church 

can be seen as symbolically defining a specific time and space for healing activities, this is 

underpinned by a belief in the power of God to heal the congregation. If we look at a 

statement by one of the junior Pastors at the beginning of one of the healing services we 

can see how he establishes the expectation for healing at the start of the healing services 

by declaring: 

“Your gate shall be opened tonight in the name of God, ‘I see that your miracle is on 
the way to you today. You shall receive a breakthrough in your mental distress, 
cancer, financial success you have been waiting for”.  

 

It could be interpreted that by these comments, that the Pastor is giving the people an 

assurance, that their reasons for attending the healing service would be answered by God 

by attending the service. Therefore the framing of the healing service from the outset is, 
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that the congregation should have high expectations of receiving healing for their physical, 

emotional and psychological problems and that this healing will come from God.  

 

7.1.2b.God as the Father 

It was also interesting to observe the gendered language used in the services, hymns and 

by many of the congregation who often describe God as the Father. For example, from my 

qualitative interview data, Mrs. Nwanga spoke about God saying; 

“God is our heavenly father and He is a good God. He is the Almighty, powerful and 
awesome God and I know He has the power to heal me”.  

Throughout my ethnographic study, I found that God seemed to be defined as a male, ‘He’, 

by most of the people in this Church. He is a ‘father’ and of course the gendering of God is 

common in the Christian Bible (debates concerning the gendering of God is discussed in 

more detail later in this chapter). The quote Mrs. Nwanga also gives typfies the narratives 

in the healing service that seems to suggest that God, in some senses, holds human 

qualities, in that God is constructed as having a mind, that thinks and that He can make 

things happen in the physical world.  

Similar to many other Church services, some of the people prayed to Him individually and 

sometimes collectively. The data from my ethnographic studies seems to indicate that many 

people in the Church talk to God directly through prayer, or in their thoughts and that God 

is their father and someone they can go to for support. From my ethnographic data, Gbemi, 

one of the regular attendants at the Sanctuary Church reflected; 

“I pray to God every day, I talk to him about everything, about all my problems, 
especially when I am feeling depressed about things. He is a good Father”. 

 

Mrs Dako, talking in her qualitative interview reflected on how she saw God as a Father and 

inclusive figure; 

“God is a good Father, He does not discriminate against anybody and he looks after 
all of us”. 
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In contrast, in certain parts of the healing service, members of the congregation seemed to 

imply that only Pastor John needs to intercede on their behalf to ask God for healing. For 

example, from my ethnographic field work data, Mrs. Abuakwa stated: 

‘God is using Pastor John to do great miracles in this Church by healing people.’ 

 

It might be suggested from the above statement that some of the people in the Church think 

Pastor John has a special relationship with God and it was interesting to notice that some 

people considered that God had given the Pastor the power to carryout miracles. The role 

of the Pastor and his relationship with God was a significant theme that emerged from the 

data and this is discussed in more detail later in this chapter, (under ‘Role of the Pastor’). 

In much of the theological literature, the orthodox Christian doctrine teaches that God 

consists of three divine persons- God the Father, Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit- all of 

whom equally qualify as God and are collectively called the Trinity (McGrath, 2011; Grudem, 

1994). God the father is usually portrayed as an incorporeal being who created and 

maintains the universe and who established and enforces moral laws (Cummings et al., 

2017).  

It may be useful here to look at the work of Davis, Moriarty and Mauch (2013) who 

distinguished between different kinds of God representations in theology. They define God 

images as “internal working models of specific divine attachment figure…. And the self as 

experienced in relationship with that divine attachment figure” (p.52). In other words, the 

existence of a God or Gods, is relational and other authors such as Cummings et al., (2017), 

describe this as an emotional experience of the divine. However, Davis et al. (2013) 

contends that it is significant to distinguish between God concepts and God images because 

an individual’s intellectual understanding of the divine may differ from his or her emotional 

experience of the divine, and self-report measures may assess God concepts better than 

God images. Davis et al., (ibid) seem to suggest that an individual has multiple god 

representations that vary in their salience to the individual depending on context and 
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suggests that God images are acquired through implicit learning and developed in primarily 

nonverbal forms, outside conscious awareness.  

In contrast, they suggest that God concepts are a; 

“theological set of beliefs about specific divine attachment figures traits; about how 
that divine attachment figure relates with, thinks about and feels toward humans 
(including the self). And about how humans (including the self) should relate with, 
think about, and feel toward the divine attachment figure”. (Davis et al., 2013, p.52). 

 

Furthermore, in some of the literature it was interesting to notice that God can also be 

described in less than benevolent terms, and some books describe God with expressions 

such as  “God as wrathful, ‘a stern father’ and impersonally distant, (Spilka, Armatas, and 

Nussbaum, 1964 cited in Cummings et al., 2017). However, during my fieldwork and 

interviews, while most people constructed God as powerful, this power was constructed as 

a force against the devil and his works and not against individuals.  I feel it is significant to 

discuss the different concepts and images of God because in the literature, some scholars 

suggest that the individual’s  perception of the divine may have important implications for 

their psychological functioning and healing (Shariff and Norenzayan, 2011; Steenwyk, et 

al., 2010; Wiegand and Weiss, 2006). For instance, some authors have suggested that 

viewing God as benevolent and possessing “omni” qualities can be related to reducing 

anxiety, whereas viewing God as distant and deistic can be related to experiencing more 

anxiety (Scharfer and Gorsuch, 1991 cited in Cummings et al., 2017).  

Before moving on to the next section, I want to look in more detail at the gendering of God. 

Scholars such as Mary Daly (1973, 1985), have written extensively on patriarchy in religion 

and particularly in relation to the Christian faith and Daly critiqued the use of the phrase 

‘God the father’ from a feminist perspective. Daly, (1968:23), asserts ‘’the masculine 

representation of God proposes no problem to males, whereas women may feel alienated 

from the image of God”. Daly argued that the fact that God is presented in the Bible through 

masculine terminology and symbols has different implications for men and women. Daly 

suggests that while the masculine representation of God proposes no problem to men, 

women may feel alienated from the image of God. Daly asserts that peoples’ perceptions 

https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=%E2%80%9Ctheological+set+of+beliefs+about+specific+divine+attachment+figures+traits;+about+how+that+divine+attachment+figure+relates+with,+thinks+about+and+feels+toward+humans+(including+the+self).+And+about+how+humans+(including+the+self)+should+relate+with,+think+about,+and+feel+toward+the+divine+attachment+figure%E2%80%9D.+(Davies+et+al.,+2013,+p.52)&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjvmanwt8PaAhVhJ8AKHVmpCtoQBQgmKAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=%E2%80%9Ctheological+set+of+beliefs+about+specific+divine+attachment+figures+traits;+about+how+that+divine+attachment+figure+relates+with,+thinks+about+and+feels+toward+humans+(including+the+self).+And+about+how+humans+(including+the+self)+should+relate+with,+think+about,+and+feel+toward+the+divine+attachment+figure%E2%80%9D.+(Davies+et+al.,+2013,+p.52)&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjvmanwt8PaAhVhJ8AKHVmpCtoQBQgmKAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=%E2%80%9Ctheological+set+of+beliefs+about+specific+divine+attachment+figures+traits;+about+how+that+divine+attachment+figure+relates+with,+thinks+about+and+feels+toward+humans+(including+the+self).+And+about+how+humans+(including+the+self)+should+relate+with,+think+about,+and+feel+toward+the+divine+attachment+figure%E2%80%9D.+(Davies+et+al.,+2013,+p.52)&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjvmanwt8PaAhVhJ8AKHVmpCtoQBQgmKAA
https://www.google.co.uk/search?q=%E2%80%9Ctheological+set+of+beliefs+about+specific+divine+attachment+figures+traits;+about+how+that+divine+attachment+figure+relates+with,+thinks+about+and+feels+toward+humans+(including+the+self).+And+about+how+humans+(including+the+self)+should+relate+with,+think+about,+and+feel+toward+the+divine+attachment+figure%E2%80%9D.+(Davies+et+al.,+2013,+p.52)&spell=1&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjvmanwt8PaAhVhJ8AKHVmpCtoQBQgmKAA
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about God were so grounded in physically, spiritually and culturally patriarchal views that it 

was difficult to persist in any argument against God’s maleness (Wood, 2015). Daly argues 

that patriarchy has a misogynistic agenda and uses theology, metaphysics and language 

to subjugate women in every sphere of their lives and believed that women could and should 

not identify with this view about God (Wood, 2015).  

I found Daly’s views about patriarchy in Christian theology very interesting and worth 

examining in this section. As a believer in the Christian faith, I found her arguments not only 

interesting but also thought provoking, particularly, she seems to suggest that the Christian 

tradition of God as Father, and the maleness of God and Jesus Christ legitimise and 

reinforce male power in society.   In essence, Daly saw the image of God the Father, as 

portrayed in Christian literature, as the embodiment of patriarchy. Daly stated:  

“If God is male, then the male is God. The divine patriarch castrates women as long 
as he is allowed to live in the human imaginations.” (Daly, 1973:19) 

Although these views and writings about God were made some years ago, I think they are 

relevant in both theological and social debates today because critiques, such as those 

argued by Daly (1973), help us to understand that not everyone shares the same views 

about God. Although none of the men or women in my study commented on the gendering 

of God. It is also worth noting that other scholars have criticised the work of Daly (1973).  

For example, although scholars such as Wood (2015) agree with Daly’s views on the 

inadequacy of language, they do not find the way in which she reworked the gender of God 

and renaming of Him at all helpful. In his critique of Daly’s work, Wood (2015) asserts that 

for Daly, the ‘misleading and harmful notion of God’ by ‘de-Hellenising theologians’ with 

their concept of the divine as ‘divine-omnipotence, divine-immutability, and divine 

providence’ is problematic because the modern man finds it alienating (Daly 1975:p.182). 

 

According to Wood (2015), Daly resists the inclusion of men in her theory of God and as 

Young (1999:198) suggests, Daly merely reduced men to ‘evil by nature’, thus essentialising 

men. Interestingly Jones (2000:30) argues that Daly is a biological essentialist because of 
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her postulation that ‘the source of women’s revolutionary of being rests within them as part 

of their embodied distinctiveness’.  Moreover, it has been argued that since Daly suggests 

that there is something ontologically essential about the nature of women, her argument is 

a reversal of the sexiest argument that explains the origins of male dominion (Jones 2000) 

and others have contended that rather than creating a new theory, Daly retains the sexism, 

homophobia, xenophobia and racism that is implicit in a society in the first place (Rodkey 

2008).  

Other scholars have been more forthright in their critiques, for example such as Friedman 

(1998:70) has criticised Daly’s theology as ‘bifurcating and polarising to such an extent that 

it is not useful in constructive theological and philosophical debates’. 

Because members of the congregation were overt in their praise of God the father and the 

Pastor was seen as a ‘powerful man’, I thought it would be useful to look at the work of Daly 

on gender Church. However, my research findings did not indicate that members of the 

congregation expressed any concerns about the gender relations in the church. For 

example, from my ethnographic data, Mrs Basoa, prayed aloud during one of the healing 

services. She shouted these words;  

“Thank you God, you have been so good to all of us and you don’t discriminate…”  

Also, for my qualitative interview data Solomon reflected these words during my 

conversation with him; 

“God loves all of us here, our children, every woman and every man, he created us 

all and He is our father…” 

So although God was often described as ‘the father’ by the congregation and the Pastor, 

as I suggested in chapter three, Pentecostalism is often considered to be a liberation 

theology (Leavy, 2004) and so, while there maybe an emphasis on God (as the father) and 

the congregation represented themselves and a stable community and while most of the 

senior roles within the Church were taken my men (i.e. The Pastor, the Church ushers etc.) 
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gender issues were not raised by any of the participants in my fieldwork, although it was 

also a fact that this was not an issue I raised in the face to face interviews. 

 

7.1.2c. The Location of God 

I thought it might be useful to examine how members of the congregation in the Sanctuary 

Church construct the location of God and this was a significant theme that emerged from 

the analysis of my fieldwork. It was interesting to note that members of the congregation 

seemed to suggest that the location of God was fluid. Clearly people come to the Church to 

praise God (as evidenced by the large number of people who attended the services, the 

words in the communal prayers, the individual vocalisations of praise, the words and text 

used in the service and in the hymns of praise) and it was also interesting to note that certain 

areas of the Church such as the Church altar were considered more sacred than others 

(see my ethnography in chapter seven) but the actual location of God was open to 

interpretation. 

My research findings also suggested that the congregation share a belief in only one God 

but most people also seem to believe that he was able to manifest himself in different forms 

or dimensions. For example, from my ethnographic data, Arinze, reflected on the 

omnipresence of God stating: 

“God is great, He is awesome, He is amazing, He is here now and can be 

everywhere”. 

Although Arinze suggests that God is everywhere, most of the people also see Pastor John 

as a healer and conduit through whom God works his miracles. These two roles of the 

Pastor are discussed in more detail in chapter 7.2.2 and 7.2.3. 

Indeed, in the healing services, the congregation always sang songs in praise of God a 

celebratory manner and sometimes people called out ”Thank you God for your presence 
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here” this seemed to suggest that the perceived God as present in the room and not an 

abstract entity. 

Interestingly, there were also instances within the service when God seemed to actually 

reside within individuals. For example from my qualitative interview data Mrs Dako reflected; 

“I feel the presence and Holy Spirit of God within me when I pray to God ...” 

Yet other members of the congregation seem to suggest that God could be inside them only 

when they pray and praise God while they are in the Church. For example, from my 

qualitative interview data, Georgina reflected; 

“God is at home with us when we sing and praise him during the service” 

It is very interesting to notice Georgina using the word ‘home’ as the place where God 

resides but it is not clear if ‘home’ is within her, or within the Sanctuary Church building. 

This location of God is significant as it is linked to the way God is constructed in the healing 

process in this Church. I will discuss this further when I consider the locus of control in 

healing, (see section 7.3). 

 

7.1.2d. Defining Jesus 

In coding my data, the name of Jesus was mentioned over one hundred occasions during 

my ethnography and qualitative interviews by the people in the Sanctuary Church during 

the healing services. From both my qualitative interviews and ethnographic data, it seems 

that most people in this Church believe that Jesus is the son of God and this is reflected in 

most Christian texts, for example in the Christian Bible. (New International Version Bible, 

2015 version). However, my fieldwork data suggests that some people in this Church did 

not perceive Jesus as different from God and therefore use the concepts of God and Jesus 

interchangeably, especially in prayer and many people seemed to suggest that they can 

receive the same benefits from Jesus and God. For example, the following comments from 

my ethnographic data, during the healing services, expressions such as “Jesus you are a 
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good God”, “I command every sickness, every demonic and satanic attack to disappear by 

the blood of Jesus”, “In the name of Jesus, I cast out cancer of the breast in you now!” were 

often shouted aloud by some people.  

My fieldwork also suggests that many people in the congregation see Jesus as a 

representative of God, which is not dissimilar to Christian beliefs in other Churches and 

some members of the congregation believe it is Jesus who healed them from their illnesses. 

For example, during my ethnographic fieldwork, I was conversing with Mathew who 

reflected;   

“I suffered from kidney cancer last year and Jesus healed me when I came to the 
Sanctuary Church”,  

It is interesting to notice in this quote that Mathew felt that Jesus healed him because he 

came to the Sanctuary Church and from one of my qualitative interviews, Mrs Mwanga also 

reflected; “I thank Jesus for healing me from my depression”.  

Examining my ethnographic data, people often gave a testimony, a public declaration of 

being healed by Jesus and often they would shout out phrases. For example, “Thank you 

Jesus for healing me”. Certainly within the literature Jesus is constructed and described as 

holding positive human qualities, such as being compassionate, loving, forgiving and 

peaceful, (Piedmont, Williams, and Ciarrocchi, 1997 cited in Cummings et al., 2017). While 

other studies have described Jesus as agreeable, conscientious, extraverted, and open to 

experience (Oishi, Seol, Koo, and Miao, 2011; Strawn and Mathhew, 2008). However, some 

authors have suggested that the qualities ascribed to Jesus vary across cultural groups, for 

example, it has been suggested that Americans describe Jesus more positively than 

Koreans (Oishi et al, 2011). 

Cummings et al, (2017) have investigated the Christian view of Jesus by relating to 

psychological, social and spiritual variables. Their research suggests that while some 

people seem to turn to God for help, due to a perception that God has the ultimate authority 

and power to meet their needs, others relate specifically to Jesus (although some people 
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reported seeking and receiving more benefits from God than Jesus). However, in my study 

it seemed that people in the congregation mainly used Jesus and God as interchangeable 

terms and that healing was freely accessible from either of them and as I suggest later in 

this chapter, for some people in the congregation, the Pastor was considered to be an 

intermediary between God and Jesus in order for healing to occur. 

 

7.1.2e Defining the Holy Spirit 

As I suggested in chapter 3, the Holy Spirit is a defining characteristics of Pentecostalism 

(Anderson, 2004) and some of the people in the Sanctuary Church also seemed to suggest 

through their language that God is spirit and that when people experience the Holy Spirit 

during the healing service, it actually signifies the presence of the spirit of God. For example, 

people in the congregation often used expressions like “Thank you God for your Holy Spirit, 

thank you for your presence”. However, some seemed to suggest the experience of the 

Holy Spirit gave them assurance that God was on their side. For example from my 

ethnographic data, Janet an usher in the Church explained why some members of the 

congregation shouted and sometimes screamed and occasionally jump around when they 

sang the songs. She reflected: 

‘Sometimes, some people are filled with the Holy Spirit and that makes them behave 
that way, sometimes some people express their joy and thanks to God because they 
anticipate the Spirit of God’s presence to work healing miracles in them”. 

Also from my qualitative interview data, Bibi explained the significance of the Holy Spirit to 

her. She reflected;  

“…the Holy Spirit is powerful, God gives me power through the Holy Spirit and it is 
God’s power that heals me…” 

Interestingly, some Christians describe being filled with the ‘Holy Spirit’ as a special and 

important occurrence in their Christian lives and according to Anderson (2002) some people 

believe that the Spirit plays an important role in their personal salvation, Church formation, 

and the general spread of the gospel. 
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7.1.2 f The Holy Spirit and speaking in tongues 

During my ethnographic study, I frequently witnessed people speaking in tongues during 

the services (see chapter 3 for more details), For example, I observed Mr Tandi, a regular 

attendee to the Church who verbalised utterances loudly as the Pastor was praying for 

people in one healing service. These sounds were not in English words and I could not 

understand what he was saying. However, when discussing this in his qualitative interview, 

Mr. Tandi explained that he felt some power was with him when he spoke in tongues and 

he described it as the power of God. However, my own fieldwork findings suggest that not 

everyone who attended the Sanctuary Church was experienced in speaking in tongues and 

during my ethnography, in all the healing services, I observed the men and women speaking 

in tongues constituted less than one tenth of the congregation who attended. From my 

ethnography, I was conversing with Janet, a regular attendee to this Church. She reflected; 

“…I have personally not experienced speaking in tongues but some of the brothers 
and sisters in the Church who experience it say it is powerful and wonderful when 
you experience it…”  

 

This seems to suggest that, no formal training or permission was needed before one could 

speak in tongues during the service. 

In the literature on Pentecostalism, the religious phenomenon of speaking in tongues is 

referred to as glossolalias, originating from the Greek word meaning, “tongues” (Coleman 

and Hackett, 2015) and the act of speaking in tongues is often referred to as ‘Baptism of 

the Holy Spirit’ and owes its origin to the event of Pentecost in Acts of the Apostles 

(Anderson, 2002; Fer, 2010).Scholars, such as Corten (1995) have postulated that the 

practice of speaking in tongues or glossolalia enables people to freely express themselves 

through an elementary and incomprehensible language inspired by the Holy Spirit and this 

author also suggests that it is a free form of experience, which requires no authorisation or 

status and Corten argues that this can be especially important for non-literate people, as it 

gives them freedom of self-expression.   
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Anderson, (2002) and Corten (1995) suggest that Baptism in the Holy Spirit follows after a 

non-believer converts to Christianity and in Pentecostalism and that the capacity to pray in 

tongues and surrendering to the Holy Spirit when one cannot find the words to express the 

intensity of his/her personal relationship with God, is accessible only to those who have 

been baptised in the Holy Spirit. These authors describe speaking in tongues as a personal 

experience, whose authenticity must however be recognised by an institutional authority as 

it marks the acquisition of a spiritual maturity. This enables baptised converts to aspire to 

leadership positions in the Church and some authors suggest this offers to the poorest 

converts (as in economic, social and educational) a first level of religious virtuosity, which 

can give them access to certain high positions in the Church structure (Fer, 2010, Corten, 

1995). It is also notable that some writers, such as Anderson (2004,) consider that having 

the ability to speak in tongues is a defining characteristic of a ‘Pentecostalist’, although 

Coleman et al., (2015) has argued against the notion of using speaking tongues as the main 

criteria of what it is to be a true “Pentecostal”. 

Corten (1995) conducted research in Brazil and examined speaking in tongues and found 

that it was usually women and men from working class backgrounds who were encouraged 

to speak in tongues and there was no need to be educated, or to belong to the clergy in 

order to be able to speak in tongues. Although the findings from Corten’s (1995) study are 

a little dated, I felt it was relevant to my work because it questions the rules that govern the 

distribution of what Corten (1995), describes as religious or spiritual capital and how the 

clergy and congregation contribute or control different aspects of the Church processes. 

 

7. 1.3 The conceptualising of the Devil 

My data indicates that most of the congregation in the Sanctuary Church also believe in the 

construct of the devil as being in opposition to God. Similar to God and Jesus, the devil was 

also mentioned more than one hundred occasions in both my ethnographic fieldwork and 

qualitative interview data and most people attending the Sanctuary Church seemed to 

identify the devil as being responsible for illness and misfortune. As suggested above, in 
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most Christian practices, God is constructed as everything that is good and positive and 

consequently, another being is considered responsible for everything that is negative or not 

good (Wray, 2015). This being is usually considered to be the devil, although different 

maleficent spirits are found in many religious practices (Wray, 2015).  

The devil has been known by many names in the literature, most of which appear in the 

Bible, the Apocrypha, and early Jewish and Christian literature (Russell, 1984). For 

example, in the New Testament of the Bible, the Devil is known as: Satan, Devil, Beelzebub, 

the Evil One, the Prince of this world, Belial, Abaddon and Apollyon, Prince of Darkness, 

Lucifer and Mephistopheles (Russell, 1984: p. 248-255) and the origins of the devil are often 

believed to be embedded in Satan, the supreme opponent of God (Wray, 2005). In the 

following sections I have examined some of the constructions of the devil from my findings 

in the Sanctuary Church in more detail. 

 

7.1.3a The perceived characteristics of the devil 

Some people in the Sanctuary Church suggest that the devil can sometimes exist as a witch 

in the form of a person and had the power to control people and make them behave in an 

unusual manner.  The devil seems to be constructed as a bad force that uses supernatural 

powers to harm people through different means and ways whereas God uses his power to 

do good to people. The congregation portray the devil as all pervading and the cause of all 

negative occurrences in the community including ill health. Some people, including the 

senior Pastor, seem to suggest that the devil and evil spirits are Satan’s servants.   

In theology, Satan is often believed to be an angel, although a fallen angel. His pre-fall 

name is Lucifer. As an angel, it is usually considered that he was created without a body or 

physical aspect and it is often believed to have tempted Adam and Eve and thwarted the 

purpose of God in making the human race. Satan is often described as the father of the 

devil and it is believed to be a real person who exists in the invisible spirit realm in human 

form (Wray, 2005). 

This characteristic of the devil as a powerful force of Satan was frequently mentioned in 

some of the healing services, especially when Pastor John referred to some of the social 
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issues going on outside of the Church. For example, following some newspaper and 

television reports, in one healing service Pastor John asked his congregation to reflect on 

the events where a lot of black teenagers have been killed through gang to gang fighting in 

London. From my ethnographic data, Pastor John stated in that service: 

“The satanic involvement of the devil is the reason for teenage suicide, mental 
health problems and violent killings among black teenagers living in this community”. 

Pastor John’s comments in the sermon were captivating because he surmised these social 

events to be evil acts that only came from the devil. This example and many other 

statements in the Church and he seemed to infer that the devil was responsible for all 

negative events. The idea of the devil as being culpable for evil acts found resonance in the 

congregation and people seemed to agree with the Pastor when he blamed negative events 

as being the work of the devil and sometimes in response to these claims, people would 

call out “Preach on Pastor!”  

In addition to the devil being deemed as responsible for negative events, many people in 

the Sanctuary Church seemed to suggest the devil could also make people do bad things 

through his evil powers. For example from my ethnographic data, Mrs Dzanzi, shared her 

testimony in one healing service and expressed these words; 

“The devil wanted to spoil my son by making him take drugs and wanting to kill 
himself but thank God for Pastor John, my son is now healed from his drug and 
alcohol problem”. 

In another qualitative interview, Brother Joseph reflected on his son’s mental illness in these 

words; 

“I believe my son’s problem was spiritual, this was an attack of the devil who wants 
to spoil my son but since Pastor John prayed for him, Thomas feels much much 
better. I feel my son has been delivered from the demonic attack of the devil...” 

Mrs Dako also explained in her interview how her daughter came to suffer from a mental 

health problem. She reflected: 

“…the devil attacked my daughter with a mental illness called schizophrenia. For 
about five six years... her mind was not working well because of the devil”. 
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As Mrs Dako seemed to be suggesting that it was the devil that caused the mental illness, 

it is therefore not surprising that she had turned to the Church to seek healing. From my 

ethnography I also noted that Janet, a member of the congregation gave her testimony to 

the congregation in one of the healing services after which Pastor John stated;  

“devil you are defeated, you have no control over her body...!” 

In other words, the devil had been pushed out, or removed from the woman’s body by the 

healing in the Sanctuary Church.  

However, the devil was also associated with wider social issues not just health concerns. It 

was notable that in the days just before the start of the London 2012 Olympic Games, 

members of the congregation in the Church were encouraged to fast and pray and indeed 

devoted one of their night Church services to pray for the success of the Games. From my 

ethnographic data, Pastor explained to the people that he wanted them to fast and pray 

because according to him;   

“people are being used by the devil to destroy good people through terrorism”.  

 

I found his comments interesting in the sense that it seems to suggest that terrorism is an 

act of the devil who is also perceived to inhabit peoples’ bodies and minds with the intention 

of harming others. However, the tone of the Pastor’s sermon concerning the wider 

community and the Olympics was around caring for others, embracing strangers and 

praying for their protection from the devil. On reflection, what is interesting about this 

perspective is that these narratives do not locate the blame for negative actions on the 

individual but upon the devil. From my ethnography, I was conversing with Tammy, one of 

the ushers who sat next to me during the healing service one night and he explained the 

reason why the congregation were being asked to fast and pray for the Olympic Games in 

the following words; 

“We are part of this city and therefore we have to ask God to protect everybody 
during the Olympic. You know everything that is good, the devil wants to attack and 
spoil but we don’t want the devil to use the terrorists to spoil the games in London!” 
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It seemed from the above comments that in this Church, the devil represents everything 

that is not God. If God represents good, then by default, there has be to another being or 

process responsible for everything that is not good. From my ethnographic data it seemed 

that some people saw the devil as having supernatural powers that operate in a spiritual 

form. However, people often suggested that he is also able to inhabit the bodies and minds 

of individual women and men with or without their knowledge. However, not everyone in the 

congregation saw the devil as all powerful, and in a qualitative interview with Grace, she 

explained that; 

“Sometimes the devil can be defeated wherever he or she is, whether in the air or 
in the building, he will be defeated. We just have to be aggressive towards 
him...People are getting healed because the Pastor commands the devil/evil spirit 
that’s causing that problem to move out of them by the power of God”  

 

Yet others in the congregation suggested that the devil could be defeated. In my 

conversation during an interview with Pipi about the devil, he commented; 

“the devil is a liar and he can be defeated every day!”  

 

From my fieldwork and interviews in the Sanctuary Church it seems that the devil has 

multiple constructions, however, the devil was not the only being that was responsible for 

poor health or negative experiences, as many people also talked about the role of witchcraft 

in their experiences. 

 

7.1.3b The devil and witchcraft  

Beliefs in witchcraft have been studied by a number of anthropologists (La Fontaine 1998). 

Although much of the literature that discusses witches is usually in terms of the historical 

constructs (La Fontaine 1998; Thomas 1971; Macfarlane 1970) and this is usually 

characterised as folk beliefs, when witchcraft was held responsible in early modern Europe 

for a wide range of misfortunes including damage to property, harm livestock or cause 
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sickness, especially to children (La Fontaine 1998:26). This is often referred to as black 

magic or sorcery and was known by some scholars by the Latin term ‘maleficia’-evil-doing 

or ‘doing harm’ (Thomas 1971; Macfarlane 1970; Lafontaine, 1994).  However, many people 

who took part in my study also referred to witchcraft. For example, from my ethnographic 

data, Thomas a regular attendee at the Sanctuary Church gave his testimony in front of the 

congregation and stated; 

“…basically, I was a drunkard when I first came to the Sanctuary Church. Pastor laid 
his hands on me and prayed for me and later asked me to go and do my deliverance. 
I bought some oil and Ribena, which he blessed for me and I used the oil every 
day… I used to drink alcohol but now I don’t drink anymore at all. The devil is 
defeated… that witchcraft in my family who was making me drink and wanted me to 
become a drunkard is defeated. Thanks be to the God of Pastor John, I feel I am 
healed and delivered me from the spirit of depression and use of alcohol…” 

 

Also from my qualitative interview data, Mrs Nwanga, (who was originally from Rhwanda), 

explained to me that she believed the devil to have caused her mental illness, as she 

reflected;  

“There were times I felt very happy and there are times I was very sad and did not 
even want to leave my house at all and just wanted to hide myself in my room. 
Sometimes I felt there was something inside me and controlling me and my whole 
life was chaotic...I sometimes felt I was controlled by the oppressing voices of 
UMUZIMU” (name given to the devil/an evil spirit in the Kinyarwanda language). I 
think my illness is something spiritual; somebody placed something on me and was 
doing this to me.  I believe it is the work UMUROZI (name given to a witch in the 
Kinyarwanda language) who has put this illness on me…” 

The data seem to suggest that Thomas believed his alcohol problem and Mrs Nwanga’s 

mental illness was caused by the devil, in the form of a witch. Witchcraft has been much 

discussed in different disciplines but anthropology seems to offer some of the most valuable 

insights for my study.  

La Fontaine (1994: p.12) defines a witch as “those who commit acts perceived as 

transgressing the fundamental moral axioms on which human nature, and hence social life, 

is based. Witchcraft on the other hand, is a form of mystical evil-doing and it is an 

explanation for events that have no other explanation within the intellectual framework 

provided by a particular culture”. The witches and their world are believed to reflect social 

life in an inverted form and often believed to reverse human characteristics. La Fontaine 
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(1998) suggests that witchcraft is a form of mystical evil doing, and offers an explanation 

for events that have no other explanation within the intellectual framework provided by a 

particular culture. La Fontaine also suggests that there are comparable ideas of witchcraft 

appearing in many societies. (La Fontaine, 1994:p14).  

 

Traditionally, anthropology has used a dual focus to help to understand the role of witchcraft 

in any given society (La Fontaine, 1994; Evans-Pritchard, 1976). These are the meaning of 

the ideas and images of witchcraft, and the social context in which such ideas are activated 

as particular accusations (La Fontaine, 1994:13). Furthermore, La Fontaine (1994) asserts 

that the social context in which beliefs are brought into play, are often situations of conflict, 

in which accusations are made and countered and it is in the interplay of these actual 

situations that the particular meanings of evil are displayed (La Fontaine, 1994:13). 

Therefore, witchcraft can have a role in reinforcing social control, as it helps to maintain 

appropriate behaviour by associating disruptive human emotions such as jealousy, greed 

or malice with the figures of the witch who remains outside of society (1994).  

Other theorists have also focused on the function of witchcraft in society. Probably the most 

famous of these is Evans-Pritchard (1976) who studied witchcraft among the Azande people 

of Southern Sudan and similar to La Fontaine, he also suggests that witchcraft and evilness 

was a necessary part of a social regulation in a system within the tribe that worked as a 

social regulating mechanism. What was notable from Evans-Pritchard’s (1976), work was 

that he concluded that Zande thought was quite rational as it served a social function in 

their culture.  

 

So how do some of these theoretical insights concerning the devil and witchcraft relate to 

the beliefs and practices in the Sanctuary Church?  It was clear in all of the services and 

interviews that the devil was constructed as the carrier or source of illness and misfortune 

and seen as opposite to God and Jesus, although it was interesting to notice that not 

everybody in the congregation attributed the cause of their illness to witchcraft. However, 

what is illuminating here is that, similar to the construction of God, the people in the 
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Sanctuary Church seemed to suggest that the devil is omnipresent and able to manifest 

himself in different forms or dimensions.  

Interestingly, some people suggested that a witch is an agent of the devil and sometimes 

refer to a witch as the devil. Although some of the people in the Sanctuary Church spoke 

about witches, at no one at any point during my fieldwork was called a witch in this Church. 

However, some people suggested that a witch is a conduit of the devil and that the devil 

sometimes inhabits both men and women in the form of witchcrafts spirits. For example, 

from my qualitative interviews, Amina, a regular attendee at the Sanctuary Church 

explained that she believed her mental illness (bipolar disorder) was caused by witchcraft 

or the devil. She reflected;  

“Well, I personally haven’t seen witchcraft but I believe they are spirits. Where I 
come from in Congo DRC, they are called “Kindoki”. They are working spirits. They 
can work against you, they can go anywhere and any place. They travel in spirit. 
Those witches and evil spirits in my family wanted to spoil me and make become a 
drunkard and mentally ill but thanks to God for Pastor John. I received my 
deliverance from evil spirits and the devil when Pastor prayed for me, I am healed”. 

 

In one of the healing services the senior Pastor also commented on witches, he stated: 

“Some people are troubled by witches all the time but there are those that witches 
kill and there are those that kill witches. I think for some of us the devil has tried so 
hard on us but never succeeded. May the kingdom of God be with you!  When you 
have the power of God, there is no witchcraft that can come near you”. 

 

In this example, the Pastor’s discourse seems to imply the people attending the Sanctuary 

Church are protected from witchcraft and this reference to witches was not uncommon.  

In terms of understanding how witchcraft relates to healing, it may be useful to look at the 

work of Nūňez (2015) who explored how Pentecostal Churches understand, capitalise on 

and address issues of distress and emotional suffering among migrant populations in South 

Africa. He suggests that Churches assist members in conceptualising the nature of their 

physical and emotional suffering and that they are central agents in the construction of 

meanings of illness and adversity.  A number of authors have suggested that a significant 

dimension of the healing and conversion processes in Pentecostal Churches in Africa is 



163 
 

their role in saving members from threats posed by the spiritual world as conceived by 

traditional African religions (Anderson, 2004; Asamoah-Gyadu, 2004; Meyer, 2004).  

For example, Asamoah-Gyadu, (2004), posited that the belief that sickness and misfortune 

could result from both natural and mystical causes is found also in African traditional 

religions. Just like the adherent of African traditional religions Pentecostals also believe in 

natural causality. However, in both contexts the lines between natural and spiritual causes 

of sickness and misfortune are not that sharply drawn. Nūňez (2015), argues that this 

explains why African Pentecostal/Charismatic theological Churches (like the Sanctuary 

Church) generally hold the process of healing from sickness and deliverance from demonic 

forces together in an inseparable manner. 

Dow (1986) cited in Nūňez (2015) offers a good description of symbolic healing that explains 

how the sphere of belief affects the individual’s subjectivity, emotion and physiology and 

suggests that it operates at a mystical and generalised level where the symbol is 

particularised for an individual supplicant.  He explains what happens when a patient comes 

to see a healer and his research is quite revealing, he reflected: 

“The experiences of healers and healed are generalised with culture-specific 
symbols in cultural myths. A suffering patient comes to a healer who persuades the 
patient that the problem can be identified in terms of the myth. The healer attaches 
the patient’s emotions to transactional symbols particularised from the general myth. 
The healer manipulates the transactional symbols to help the patient transact his or 
her own emotions”. (1986:56).  

I feel the discourse around the spiritual world of African and beliefs about the devil is 

relevant to my study as it helps the reader to understand the worldview of Sanctuary Church 

participants. The concept of ‘transactional symbols’ seems to reflect the language and 

activities that occur in the healing services where the Pastor casts out the devil leaving an 

individual to return to a positive position or state. We can look at an example, from one of 

my qualitative interviews with Dominique, who gave her healing testimony in front of the full 

congregation during one healing service. she stated; 

“Two years ago, I lost my job because I was bullied at work which I complained 
about. One day I came to the office and I was told my contract was terminated. I 
was very distressed and very depressed and wanted to kill myself. My doctor put 
me on anti –depressant medication which I took for almost two years. I took my case 
to the industrial tribunal but lost my case. I started coming here for prayers about 
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five weeks ago and Pastor John prayed for me and asked me to do my deliverance. 
On the day I finished my deliverance, I had a phone call from the company I used to 
work for last week to say I should come back to work again. They also said they 
would pay all the compensation which I am entitled to, including my two years lost 
salary. It is amazing. I thank God for your life Daddy and the God of Sanctuary 
Church!” 

 

7.1.4 Summary 

My fieldwork suggests that the devil is real and is everywhere and requires constant 

vigilance. Therefore coming to the Sanctuary Church for healing seemed to be an 

appropriate response for the concerns of the believers. For the majority of the people in this 

Church healing seems to cast away acts of the devil and this explains why the people might 

go to see the Pastor and attend services. Most of the people in this Church seem to believe 

that God is powerful and, as I suggest later in this chapter, that God works his power through 

Pastor John in the Church.  

It is also clear from the findings from my data that people believe that the devil can be 

resisted by God, and if God represents good, then by default, there has to be another being 

which is not good, and therefore the devil and witches plays this role.  

I will now move on to Part two of my analysis chapter where I will discuss some of the 

specific healing processes and practices in the Sanctuary Church. 

 

Analysis (Part -2) – Healing processes and practices in the Sanctuary Church 

7.2 Introduction 

In this part of the chapter, I will present my findings concerning healing processes and 

practices in the Sanctuary Church. In the following section, I examine the multiple roles of 

the Pastor and how the congregation constructed his role. This is followed by a short 

discussion pertaining to the theories relating to charismatic leaders and my analysis of the 

healing service in the Sanctuary Church includes some more detailed discussion on the 



165 
 

role of Pastor John. Then I look in more detail at the use of symbols and symbolic acts in 

healing, this includes the use of sound and the visceral body, as well as the use of symbols 

and the role of transubstantiation in healing.  Finally, in this chapter I will discuss my findings 

relating to the locus of control in accounting for illness and healing in the Sanctuary Church 

 

7.2.1 The role and construction of the Pastor 

As suggested in Chapter six ‘Theatre of dreams’, Pastor John is the founder and main 

figurehead of the Sanctuary Church. During my ethnographic data collection, it became 

clear that the Pastor was an influential person and he undertook different/multiple roles in 

the healing process that took place in the Church. Following the data analysis from both my 

ethnography and the interviews, I identified that the Pastor undertook eight main roles. 

These are; The Pastor perceived as a conduit of God; Pastor John as a transformative 

healer; Pastor and Paternalism; Pastor as an authoritative figure; Signs and wonders; 

Pastor as deemed to have a special relationship with God; Pastor as a good man and 

Charisma of Pastor John. 

While the leadership and healing roles were probably the most visible aspects of the 

Pastors’ roles, through analysis of my data I was able to identify a number of interconnected 

roles.  

Although these roles were interrelated, I thought it would be useful to examine these in more 

detail because my findings suggest that the majority of people who attended the Sanctuary 

Church came specifically because of the healing powers of Pastor John. For example, 

during the ethnographic data collection, I was conversing with Mrs Gbenga, who explained 

to me why she had joined the Sanctuary Church and we discussed this later in a qualitative 

interviews, she reflected;  

 

“Last year my husband was diagnosed of suffering from cancer of the throat.  He 
was very ill and depressed at home. The medicine, which the doctor gave my 
husband, did not help much. My friend visited us at home about a month ago and 
she suggested to me to take my husband to be prayed for by Pastor John because 
she received her healing when the Pastor prayed for her about a year ago”. 
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Also, from my ethnography, I was conversing with Lydia, one of the regular attendants to 

this Church reflected;  

“…Basically my son’s behaviour changed overnight, he was having some mental 
breakdown. I took him to see our GP who referred him for admission to our local 
mental hospital for children because he was seventeen years. After almost three 
months in hospital, he was not getting better in his mind and my friend suggested 
that I brought my son to this Church instead of keeping him in hospital to be prayed 
for by Pastor John. Pastor lay his hands on my son and prayed for him about two 
months ago and asked me to go and do my deliverance. Today, I am pleased to say 
that my son is feeling mentally well. You are a great and powerful man of God. Thank 
you Pastor for healing my son”. 

 

The congregation witnessed the healing conducted by Pastor John every week and my 

research findings suggest that this may have motivated many people to keep attending the 

Church. For example, from a qualitative interview, Clara, reflected; 

 “..my son feels much better since Pastor prayed for him and so I can testify that 
Pastor John is a really powerful. I come to this Church every Sunday and sometimes 
Fridays, I have seen so many people healed by Pastor John. It is amazing!”. 

 

From my ethnographic data, I was conversing with Belinder, one of the ushers and a long 

time attendee to this Church. She reflected; 

“I thank God for Daddy. He healed me from my breast cancer when I first came to 
the Sanctuary Church about four five years ago. He has healed many people in this 
Church. This is why I come every week…” 

 

7.2.2. The Pastor perceived as a conduit of God 

Sometimes during the healing services, the Pastor seemed to be constructed by the 

congregation as a mediator or a conduit between God and the rest of the congregation. 

During Church services, he often used a very loud authoritative tone of voice and especially 

when he prayed for people during the healing service. For example, I recall in one evening 

service, he shouted out loudly: 

“I cast this depression away in the name of Jesus, I cast away every sickness in 
your life in the name of Jesus!, I declare that you will testify your healing in the name 
of Jesus!, I command you sickness, come out now!, I cast all your financial problems 
away, I command you sickness to go away today!, I break the yoke of depression 



167 
 

and oppression in your life! Tonight I speak deliverance in your life and I challenge 
that evil spirit to go away from you! There is no sickness in heaven, I break the power 
of cancer and affliction in your body in the name of Jesus!, I declare and decree that 
you shall have a child of your own, I command that from today your body will 
withstand the celestial order!, I command every situation, sickness, and disease in 
your life would be changed in the name of Jesus, I command you sickness by the 
authority of Jesus Christ to go away, I declare and decree that you shall be healed 
in the name of Jesus.. I declare divine healing and miracles for you tonight, Receive 
your breakthrough and healing now!, I command supernatural prophetic anointing 
for healing and financial blessings for you tonight, I command that the devil will have 
no control over your life in the name of Jesus!. I command the spirit of opposition to 
go away by the authority of Jesus Christ be healed in the name of Jesus”. 

 

This narrative is fairly typical of the declarations of Pastor John, especially during the healing 

services. Pastor John portrayed himself as a man of authority, who had power to heal 

because of the ‘authority of Jesus’. However, at times, he also gave the impression that he 

negotiates between God and the devil in this Church. 

 

In some of the healing services, I heard him use expressions such as: 

 “In just a few moments I am going to lay hands on you, you will receive healing 
tonight This is your night. Your time has come!”  

Another time he stated: 

“I decree and declare your healing”.  

Also in some of the healing services, the Pastor sometimes stated;  

“Every sickness in your life, I cast it away in the name of Jesus”, “I declare that you 
will testify your healing in the name of Jesus”, “In the name of Jesus Christ…Be 
healed!”  

 

7.2.3 Pastor John as a transformative healer 

Over the months that I attended the Church, it was clear that the Pastor was seen as 

someone who is able to effect a transformation. From both my ethnography and qualitative 

interviews, members of the congregation used various words to describe Pastor John and 

his personal/ spiritual attributes For example, it was common in conversation with people in 
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the Church to hear them say, “I Thank Pastor John for praying for me and healing me”, 

“Pastor John is very powerful”. 

However, it was revealing to know that not everyone in the congregation shared this view. 

In his interview, Pipi, who was a visitor to the Sanctuary Church and was only attending to 

support his niece, suggested that he thought that: 

“Some people gave the Pastor too much respect and made him look like he was 
above human because they don’t have a strong faith in God”. 

It is interesting to notice that Pipi did not have same high reverence for Pastor John that 

some of other people in this Church have. This made me think that it is possible that there 

were other members who share the same view as Pipi. However, the nature of ethnographic 

work means that sometimes the dissenting voices might have been hidden and not fully 

heard because one is not able to speak to every individual in the community being studied. 

In my case, I was not able to interview every person who attended the Sanctuary Church 

during my field work and on many occasions, the people who gave their testimonies in the 

healing serviced were introduced either by the Pastor or one of his ushers. Therefore, 

maybe it was not surprising that I did not hear any dissenting voices in the public context 

and it might be reasonable to assume that if any member of the congregation did not agree 

with his approach, then they would have chosen to not attend the Sanctuary Church. 

 

 

 

7.2.4 Pastor and Paternalism 

It was notable that many people in the congregation called the Pastor ‘Daddy’ or ‘Father’, 

this was significant given my earlier discussion relating to the construct of God as a Father, 

where the power to heal and other positive acts are usually associated with God. This 

appeared over one hundred times in my data and on many occasions he was called “Papa” 

in the Church when he was being addressed. However, there seem to be conflicting views 

as to why some of the congregation call the senior Pastor ‘Daddy’. However, during my 

ethnographic work I often heard people making statements such as; “Daddy you are a 
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powerful and unique man of God”, “Daddy you are a blessing to the whole world”, “I came 

to see Papa for prayers”. From my qualitative interview data, Mrs Nwanga, explained her 

perspective in these words;  

“Pastor John is like a Dad to everyone here because he has healed so many people 
and helped a lot of people accomplish their dreams. You can come and tell him 
whatever and he will be there for you, and that’s what fathers are supposed to do 
isn’t it?”  

Also during my ethnography, Alice, a regular attendant of the Sanctuary Church described 

her experience to the rest of the congregation when she gave her public testimony. With 

her hand pointing to the Pastor John, she stated:   

“I see Daddy here as my father”. 

Alice’s husband stood by her as she gave her testimony for her healing in one service and 

both wife and husband smiled as she called Pastor John ‘Daddy’. It was very interesting to 

notice that Alice referred to the Pastor as her spiritual father. However, what was striking 

for me was that the Pastor was also perceived by most of the people as almost God-like. 

Interestingly, in most Christian faiths, God is revered and referred to as “Our Father who Art 

in Heaven” (Cummings, 2017). However, at times in this Church, Pastor John seemed to 

be equated to God, or having God-like powers and calling him  ‘Daddy’ or ‘Father’, seemed 

to place people  in the congregation into a very specific power relationship with him. 

Although it was not stated to me directly, my own fieldwork observations suggest that the 

way the congregation positioned themselves in relation to the Pastor, was that he was a 

superior being and at times, it was almost as if he was omnipotent. However, during my 

ethnography I was conversing with Adam, who told me that he had been a member of this 

Church congregation for more than eleven years and he had a different perspective of this 

attribute and portrayal of the Pastor by some of the people in the Church. 

He suggested; 

“Most of the people in this Church call Pastor John Daddy, because God has given 
him the power to help people. We have got problems and he is helping us with his 
power. Maybe, they are showing him too much respect for helping us and looking 
after us if you like, and they want to feel closer to him but I don’t call him Daddy, you 
know everyone is different”. 
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Thus, this seems to suggest that while many people in this Church both men and women 

portrayed the senior Pastor as their ‘Daddy’ or ‘Father’, not every member of this Church 

perceived him in this manner. 

 

7.2.5 Pastor as an authoritative figure 

In addition to the above, there were instances during the healing services when people 

around him also gave the impression that the Pastor was a man of great significance and 

authority. On many occasions, during and after services, he had many ‘attendants’ who 

performed varied supportive roles. As indicated in chapter seven ‘Theatre of dreams’, it is 

difficult to describe some of the roles of the people supporting Pastor John. So I have used 

the word ‘ushers’ to describe some of the men who often surrounded him, although the 

words ‘body guards’ could also be used to describe these men, as they appeared to take a 

protective role. In almost all the healing services Pastor John was escorted by at least two 

men, who walked beside him one on each side when he walked or preached his sermon. 

Most times, one of the men carried the Pastor’s Bible and took it to the pulpit for him. After 

most of the services, some of the ushers also carried his personal belongings to his car 

before he drove home. Thus, one got the impression that Pastor John is a man of authority 

in this Church. 

It was interesting to notice that the Pastor could also interrupt the service because of his 

position as leader of the Church. For example, sometimes, during the singing of hymns, the 

Pastor took the microphone, which was always lying on top of his pulpit and would interrupt 

the singing with his personal announcement to the congregation at any point during the 

services. It was striking to notice that at that point, everything stopped there would be 

absolute silence while the Pastor talked into the microphone during the healing session. 

Also, it was fascinating to observe that some people in this Church knelt on the floor, and 

sometimes bowed low, almost giving homage to the Pastor when they spoke to him. 

Furthermore, it was observed that most of the people in the congregation rose up in unison 

on their feet whenever, the Pastor stood in front of the congregation to speak, or when he 
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walked to the podium to preach the sermon. The congregation seemed to do this as a mark 

of respect for the Pastor but this also seemed to suggest that Pastor John was a man of 

immense authority in this Church. 

There were also other instances when the Pastor’s behaviour seemed to suggest that he 

was man of authority. For instance, from my ethnographic data, he sometimes verbalised 

words or statements such as: 

“Tonight I challenge the spirit of cancer to go away from you”. 

It seemed from both my ethnography and the qualitative interviews that, Pastor John’s being 

an authoritative figure developed from his having been a founder of the Church. Certainly 

during the services he controlled the ceremonies and it was his decision to interject, decide 

how long the healing ceremony took and when each healing service ended. Furthermore it 

was not just the Pastor’s behaviour that gave an impression of him being a powerful figure 

but also the structure of the Church service and the support systems around him in this 

Church such as the ushers and the reverence of the congregation that reinforced his 

authority as the leader of this Church.  

 

 

7.2.6 Power and Authority in Churches 

There is relationship between the organisation of the Church and power/authority as held 

in the Church. As I indicated on the chart presented in chapter 6.2.4 (A chart showing the 

hierarchy in the Sanctuary Church), Pastor John holds much power in his role as head of 

the Sanctuary Church. Although leaders of the various groups within the Church exercised 

some authority and power over the people in their teams when performing their roles, they 

all followed what Pastor John had instructed. Therefore, his power/authority remained 

strong in the Church, even in his absence.  
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7.2.7. Signs and wonders 

In the following section I want to examine what Pastor John called the ‘signs and wonders’ 

that the congregation perceive that God is doing in Sanctuary Church. From my 

ethnographic data, the Pastor described this process:-  

“God is doing wonders in this Church. A lot of miracles are happening here, the sick 
are getting healed every day. People with cancer, mental illness, arthritis, infertility-
are all getting healed. This is the anointing power of God doing miraculous work. I 
am just a vessel of God and he is just using me to do miracles. It is Him alone who 
has the power to heal and has placed this in my hands to paralyze the work of the 
devil”.  

The quote above, is fairly typical of Pastor John’s declarations and he seemed to be 

suggesting that the Sanctuary Church was not only a place of the work of God and healing 

but that he (Pastor John) had a significant role in this process. However, it was also notable 

that some members of the Sanctuary Church seemed to suggest that they can speak 

directly to God and in some instances, God speaks to them. For example, during a healing 

service one Sunday, a woman was observed to be jumping up and down on one spot with 

her eyes closed and saying “thank you God for healing me” while others continued to pray 

and sing during the service.  No one was disturbed by the woman’s’ out pouring of praise 

and it seemed to be nothing unusual to the people surrounding her. 

Some members of the congregation described their healing and many of the other positive 

things that happened to them (such as gaining employment and their UK immigration 

status),  as miracles, signs and wonders and a number of scholars of African religion, such 

as Asamoah-Gyadu, (2005); Robbins, (2004); Meyer, (2004) and Krause, (2013) suggest 

that signs and wonders are common in healing services in some areas of Africa. While the 

miracles, signs and wonders often related to physical health, some people also testified 

about their social and psychological healing after Pastor John had prayed for them to get a 

job and also regularise their immigration status. For example from my qualitative interview, 

Georgina reflected; 

“My healing did not happen tonight but I want to share it. I have been looking for a 
job since the beginning of this year but did not get one. Last Friday night, Pastor 
John prayed for me and other members who were in same situation as I was. He 
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asked me to do my deliverance, which I did. Yesterday I received a response to one 
of the applications which I sent to a company about five months ago. The Company 
want me to start working for them next Monday, Praise God, this is a miracle, I had 
given up and expecting to hear from that company again!”  

 

From my ethnographic data Agartha also described in her testimony and how she received 

her healing during a ‘miracle and healing’ service. She reflected:   

“About three years ago, I was knocked down by a car, I broke both legs and the 
doctors operated on my two legs. Unfortunately, I had so many complications after 
the operation due to infections. The doctors took so many x-rays of my legs and 
always said that wounds in the two legs were not properly healed. I could not walk 
on both feet except with a Zimmer frame and sometimes in a wheelchair. I wore this 
pressure garment on both legs for three years. I was very depressed and have been 
taking anti-depressant medication for almost eighteen months now. There were 
times I felt like killing myself because of the pain I went through and made a couple 
of attempts last year. My daughter brought me here this evening in a wheelchair. 
When Pastor laid his hands on my head to pray for me I felt that the pain in my legs 
stopped straight away, and for the first time in three years, I have been able to stand 
upright from my wheelchair as I am doing now and didn’t feel any pain. This is a 
miracle! Look I can walk without support and wheel chair. I have received my healing 
and would like to thank God for Pastor John. You are a mighty and powerful man of 
God. Thank you Jesus, thank you Pastor John!” 

 

It is interesting to notice from the above testimonies and others, that were shared by some 

members of the congregation, that people described their experiences as miracles and 

believed that it was God who delivered them from the devil, helped them (to get a job, to 

immigration papers, to get well), which the devil had prevented them from getting and 

significantly, they suggest that the miracle happened because the Pastor prayed for these 

outcomes  

At no point did I see or hear that healing did not work for any of the people who attended 

the Sanctuary Church. However, this may be so because they would have been in minority. 

Because most people talked about receiving healing, you might believe that the devil is in 

you, if you overtly verbalise that that you have not did received your healing. Indeed as Mary 

Douglas commented, those religions, which have the most emphasis on the instrumental 

outcomes of their rituals ‘are most at risk from disbelief’ (2002 reprint, 174). As Clements 

(1981) suggests, a belief in the efficacy of the Holy Spirit is a defining feature of 

Pentecostalism and Pentecostal healing and this involves the Holy Spirit - therefore, a 

failure of healing might indicate a lack of faith or belief in the Holy Spirit. However, Douglas 
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sought to understand how people account for the failure of religious rituals have the 

potential to create cultural ambiguity and she suggested that therefore, evil spirits are 

usually used to account for the failure of any ritual outcomes. Yet as Bell (1997, 80) 

suggests most rituals not only ‘inform meanings but also creates meanings’ and therefore 

any ritual failures (i.e. lack of healing outcomes) may be subject to multiple interpretations.  

 

 

Pastor John always gave the assurance to the congregation that anyone who goes to see 

him to be prayed would receive healing from their ill health. From my ethnographic data, 

Pastor John sated during one of the healing services  

‘Come to the Sanctuary Church with any problem, any illnesses and you will be healed. The super 
natural power of God was here to heal people from any illness. You will never leave here the same 
when I pray for you….”.  
 

According to Martin (2002) and Burgess (2006:xiii) Pentecostalism is one of the fastest 

growing religions worldwide and its main attractions are miracles and healings. Being a 

Pentecostal Church, this could explain why some people attend the Sanctuary Church. 

Some scholars such as Alexander (2009) have suggested that Pentecostalism is the world’s 

fastest-growing faith in the world because of the signs and wonders that happen in 

Pentecostal Churches. 

 

7.2.8 Pastor as deemed to have a special relationship with God 

From my ethnography, listening to people in this Church, it seemed that many people 

believed that Pastor John had a special link with God and was therefore a spiritual leader. 

Expressions like, “Pastor, you are an anointed man of God”, “Pastor you are mighty and 

powerful man of God” were often shouted out by some members of the congregation during 

the healing services. This suggested that the senior Pastor had a special quality from God 

who helps him to heal people in the Sanctuary Church.  

 

From my qualitative interviews, Bibi, a regular member of the Church reflected;  
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“I thanked the God of Pastor John for healing me”, “Pastor John is a mighty man of 
God”; “You are a mighty and powerful man of God”. 

Comments like these were not uncommon and this suggests that for many people in the 

Sanctuary Church, healing was located in the Pastor and he is deemed to play a significant 

role in healing people who attend the Church. Many people suggested that Pastor John has 

‘a special relationship with God’ and that the healing powers residing in him are given by 

God and he is commanded to work the healing and other miracles that happened in the 

Church. For example, from my qualitative interviews, Felicity, a regular attendant to this 

Church explained her reasons for attending the Sanctuary in these words  

“You see I have got this skin problem on my body, the doctors cannot treat it, I mean 
cure it, and it is hurting me, it’s bothering me, it is growing, you know, so my friend 
who was healed from cancer in this Church said to me, if you go to the Sanctuary 
for prayers, the Pastor is very powerful, and so I started coming to this Church”. 

Although the people in this Church give an impression that God is powerful and that he was 

responsible for the healing, it was very intriguing to notice that many people also ascribed 

the same or similar attributes to Pastor John. From my ethnographic and qualitative 

interviews data, all but a few participants when talking about their healing, devoted a great 

deal of their narratives to the powerful nature of ‘the God of Pastor John’. For example, from 

my ethnography, Eleanor shared her testimony to the congregation about her healing in 

one healing service. She shouted the following words; 

“I have been delivered from the demonic attack of the devil, I am healed, thank God 
for Pastor John, I am now thinking straight. The God of Pastor John is very 
powerful...” 

Of course, it may not be the Pastor’s intent to be seen as powerful as God and some other 

members of the congregation suggested that it was only God who delivered them from the 

devil. For example, from my ethnography, Solomon waved his hands in the air and 

celebrated during one healing service. He shouted; 

 “Jesus”, “Hallelujah” “Praise God”, “Praise be to God for healing me..!”. 

Thus, for some people in the Church, it was God who was the source of their healing but 

others seemed to attribute these experiences to Pastor John and yet, often the division 

between these sources of healing were not clear. For example, in one healing service, 
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David was very excited, joyful and jumped about and waved his hands in the air as he 

celebrated his healing, saying;  

‘Thank you Pastor for healing me ...’  

However, as he waved his hands in the air, the rest of the congregation erupted in praise 

joining in the celebration of the healing received by David and shouting various words like  

“Praise God, “Thank you Jesus”, “Jesus”, “Hallelujah” but others also rejoiced in shouting 

“Pastor John you are good”.  For me, what was notable from my research has been that 

healings and miracles are highly valued in Pentecostalism and the charismatic movement. 

Stolz (2011) contends that while most Pentecostalists nowadays do not reject biomedicine, 

they see divine healings as somehow more pure and powerful.  

Interestingly, some scholars of religion, such as Anderson (2002) and Warrington (2006), 

argue that from a Pentecostal approach, healing belongs to the various “gifts” that are given 

by God to the faithful. Individuals bestowed with the gift of healing as well as those divinely 

healed enjoy high status. In the Pentecostal view, both miraculous “words of knowledge” or 

“supernatural knowledge” one could not otherwise have known and divine healing are 

undeniable facts (Wimber and Springer 1991).  

 

7.2.9 Pastor as a good man 

It was notable that in my ethnographic data and the data from the interviews, that many 

people seemed to refer to Pastor John as a ‘Good man’. I got the impression that he was 

sometimes described like this because he prayed for people and some people felt that they 

had been healed from various illnesses. For example, from my ethnography, Florence gave 

her testimony in front of the congregation after receiving her healing in one of the services. 

With a big smile in her face she proclaimed: 

“I thank Pastor John for praying for my healing, I now have my first child after twelve 
years of me and my husband trying to have a child and feeling depressed because 
of bareness….You are a good man”. 
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On the other hand, sometimes, some members of the congregation attribute Pastor John 

as being a ‘good man’ because of his perceived ‘special relationship’ with God.  

For example, some of the members in the Church often make comments like “Pastor John 

is a good man” when giving their public testimonies in Church. From my ethnography, Vivian 

gave her testimony in front of the congregation after receiving her healing in one of the 

healing services. With a big smile on her face she proclaimed: 

“Now I can walk, I can dance, I am healed. I love you Pastor John, without you, I 
don’t know where I will be, you have saved my life…You are a good man of God”. 

Some of the congregation claim that Pastor John is ‘good man’ because of his healing 

powers and this public declaration seems to create hope for other people.  

 

7.2.10 Charisma of Pastor John 

As indicated above, Pastor John appeared indispensable in this Church and he appeared 

to be very charismatic. This was demonstrated through his skills as an orator when 

preaching and this manner when casting out the devil and during the laying on of his hands 

for healing. Some of the characteristics of his charisma were shown in the ‘signs and 

wonders’, which some people testified to following healing. For example, from my 

ethnographic data, Anthonia described in her testimony how she received her healing when 

Pastor John prayed for her in a healing service. She reflected: 

“I was diagnosed by my doctor in the hospital as having a tumour in my brain. A 
few months ago, my doctor invited me to attend an emergency appointment with 
him after a test results. He explained to me that they have found a tumour 
somewhere in my brain after having a scan. My doctor told me I will need an urgent 
surgery on my brain to remove the tumour. A date was set for me to have the surgery 
done and I was very depressed. When I came home after seeing my doctor that 
morning, I told my sister who has been to Church this Church before some time ago 
and knew about the sign and wonders that Pastor John was doing here. My sister 
invited me to attend prayers at this Church and Pastor John prayed for me here 
when I came that night. I went back to the hospital on the day that I was supposed 
to have my surgery. This was about three weeks since I was first diagnosed. The 
doctor asked for another scan to be taken again before the planned surgery. The 
doctor said he could not find any more tumour on the second scan which they took 
and so had to cancel the surgery that that morning. This was a miracle, Praise God, 
the tumour had disappeared after Pastor prayed for me. I am so pleased and I thank 
God for Pastor, (pointing to Pastor John). I am healed! Pastor is really a powerful 
man of God!” 
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In addition to the way that the Pastor was constructed by many of the people in the 

congregation, he also presented himself as a confident healer and he always communicated 

his skills in a commanding tone of using authoritative language such as; 

“I command your cancer to go away now. Be healed in the name of Jesus!”, “I break 
the yoke of depression and oppression in your life”, “Tonight I speak deliverance in 
your life”, “I challenge that spirit to go away from you”  

 

From the analysis of how Pastor John was constructed by people in this Church, it appeared 

from both my ethnographic data and qualitative interviews that he has had profound and 

extraordinary effects on the congregation. For instance, as indicated in this chapter 

(sections 7.2.2; 7.2.3;7.2.4; and 7.2.7), some members of the congregation perceived him 

as a conduit between the congregation and God and therefore appear to suggest that he 

possesses super human qualities and accepted unconditionally his directions for action to 

help them in their individual healing process.  

However, despite identifying the power relations between Pastor John and the 

congregation, it was also notable from my ethnographic data that Pastor John appeared to 

be well-liked and trusted by the people and was seen by many of the people in this Church 

as a credible communicator when he preached his sermon. During my ethnography, I often 

heard people shout out “Pastor preach on” when he preached his sermon in some of the 

services.  

As suggested above, there is an extensive literature on Charismatic leaders and this raises 

the question of how power is used (i.e. the motivation, in what manner. It is used and to 

what end) and it could be suggested that the aims and vehicles of leading, are the main 

objects, when one evaluates the ethical behaviour of the charismatic.  

Research by Kanungo (1998) suggests that that the ethical orientation of the leader is 

strongly related to the followers satisfaction and organisational commitment. For example, 

research suggests that charismatic leaders ,who are deemed to have high ethical 

orientations, have better workplace environments with reduced interpersonal and 

workplace deviance (Bass (1998). Nikoloski, (2015), seem to suggest that the art of 

Charisma and leadership is to know when to act as a Charismatic leadership and when to 
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act as a leader, when to use authority and when to use influence, when to ask and when 

to tell, when to take over and when to let go. In every case, it is crucial for leaders to 

understand the range of influence techniques they can use, know when and how to use 

them, build their power bases so that they have the capacity to be influential, and sharpen 

their skills so that they can influence people effectively.  From the analysis of my data, it 

might be assumed that some of the specific charismatic attributes of Pastor John, include 

his declared transcendent vision and beliefs, his healing powers, which make the 

congregation see him as a leader and father. Moreover, his assumed ability to inspire and 

build confidence in the people at the Sanctuary Church, to heal mental and physical 

health problems and lastly his rhetorical ability all inform his role as the Church leader.  

However, it was notable from my ethnographic fieldwork and qualitative interview data, 

that some of the people in this Church perceive Pastor John as one who possesses 

superhuman qualities and accept unconditionally, his mission and directives for healing. 

For example, from my ethnographic data, Tatenda reflected on his testimony about his 

‘passing his examination that allowed him to practice as a medical doctor. He testified in 

one Sunday service;  

“Daddy (referring to Pastor John) I am a medical doctor. I trained in Zimbabwe and 
came to this country two years ago. When I came to this country, I had to sit and 
pass the British Medical exams before I could practise my profession as a doctor in 
the UK. I tried four times but I did not pass. I was depressed and almost lost my 
confidence. My wife’s best friend who comes to this Church regularly, suggested 
that I come and see you for prayers. I came to see you. I came here about six months 
ago and you prayed for me. I am happy to say that I passed my exams last month. 
I don’t feel depressed anymore. I am now practising my profession as a doctor. 
Daddy, you are my saviour...”  

It was fascinating to listen to these testimonies to the Pastor as a leader, as many people 

commented on his supernatural ‘gift’ of healing powers and some of the people seemed to 

suggest he was superhuman and almost confer upon Pastor John, the same status of 

healing as God, although, the Pastor did not claim to be God.  

However, from my ethnographic fieldwork, it seemed to me that Pastor John could be 

described as a charisma leader. Indeed, as suggested earlier, many people only came to 

the Church because Pastor John was the leader and he clearly had great authority in the 

Church. My data suggests that some people in the Church felt that he had a special 
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relationship and close link with God and can therefore talk to God directly. Moreover, as I 

suggested in my earlier my discussion, Pastor John was often described by people in 

congregation as ‘Father’ or ‘Daddy’. Thus, from analysing the roles that were ascribed to 

the Pastor by the people in this Church, as well as my participant observations of him during 

the healing services, it seems to me to that Pastor John could be described as a charismatic 

leader. This stems from what appeared to be his personal qualities, his perceived ability to 

heal people, his skills as an orator, his leadership of the Church community and the esteem 

that the community gave him.  

 

7.2.10a Thinking about Pastor John and charismatic leadership  

A number of writers have sought to understand power and charisma in society. The 

sociologist Max Weber developed one of the early theories of power in 1968 and suggested 

that there was a difference between traditional and charismatic power. Weber suggested 

that traditional power was often inherited and legitimated by political and legal mechanisms 

but charismatic power is usually based on personal qualities and often linked to divine 

powers. Importantly, Weber argued that charismatic leadership depends on the relationship 

between a leader and the people who recognise them as a leader. Weber suggests  

 "…It is the recognition on the part of those subject to authority which is decisive for the 
validity of charisma. This is freely given and guaranteed what is held to be a 'sign' or proof, 
originally always a miracle, and consists of devotion to the corresponding revelation, hero 
worship, or absolute trust leader."  (Weber, 1922a:48 1968: reprint).  
 

Weber also described charisma as;   

“…a quality of an individual's personality by virtue of which he is set apart from 
ordinary men and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least 
specifically exceptional powers or qualities." (1922a: p.48, 1968). 

 

However, other theorists have suggested charisma relates not to their social position but to 

the individual or psychological qualities and the inner, dynamic force of the leader's 

personality Barnes (1978). Epley’s (2015) writing on charisma and Muslim leaders in 

Indonesia, discusses the possible external factors that also contribute to an individual rising 

to a position of authority and power (for example, family, school, media, work, and 



181 
 

communities) based on certain cultural identities can influence whether or not an individual 

becomes a leader and the nature of that leadership once that person is in power. However, 

unlike Weber, Epley, (2015) argues that charisma is not a static concept and that 

charismatic leaders often undergo a transformation over time and argues for a need to 

understand the social and historical context of the rise of charismatic leaders. This point 

about the context of charismatic leadership was also posited by Gerlach and Hine (1970, 

39), who examined Pentecostal leadership, these writers suggest that leadership is often 

associated with the "power to witness for the Lord" and the extent to which the leader is 

seen to have a role in divine intervention. Moreover, Gerlach and Hine suggest, in most 

Pentecostal Churches, leadership and power is based on the ‘personal qualities of the 

Pastor, rather than the fulfilment of bureaucratic training requirements’ (Gerlach and Hine, 

1970, 39). Certainly in in the Sanctuary Church, there is a strong emphasis on the Pastors 

spiritual abilities to heal and thus reinforcing his role as a healer and leader. Yet, as many 

writers remind us, in order to be a charismatic / powerful leader requires a relationship 

between the leader and others.   

This point is taken up in an unusual study conducted by Schjoedt et al., (2011), who 

investigated Danish charismatic Christians and how the recognition of sender’s charismatic 

abilities, affects the recipients’ neural responses and subjective experiences. Their study 

used functional magnetic resonance imaging to investigate how assumptions about 

speakers’ abilities, evoked responses in secular and Christian participants who received 

intercessory prayer. They found that the recipients’ assumptions about the senders’ 

charismatic abilities had important impact and that young Danish charismatic Christians 

modulated their responses to intercessory prayer, according to their assumptions about the 

speaker. Using magnetic resonance imaging, the researchers noted that the Christian 

participants deactivated the frontal network (consisting of the medial and the dorsolateral 

prefrontal cortex bilaterally) in response to speakers who they believed had healing powers. 

This was notably significant in contrast to the non-Christian speaker. An independent 

analysis across the research subjects revealed that this deactivation of the frontal network, 

predicted the Christian participants’ subsequent ratings of the speakers’ charisma and 
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experience of God’s presence during prayer. Although this study was about Danish 

charismatic Christians, I feel these findings are relevant to my own study because, these 

observations point to an important cognitive mechanism involved in charismatic in the 

understanding and expectations of a charismatic leaders. 

The literature on charismatic leaders has given me food for thought in relation to Pastor 

John and his rise to leadership. As I suggested earlier, many of the people in the 

congregation will have experienced Pentecostalism in their home countries (across Sub-

Saharan) and the rise of the Sanctuary Church in London may relate to both the globalising 

of Pentecostalism and the needs of migrant communities. However, it is not clear as to why 

Pastor John rose to become such as charismatic leader, although he does seem to exhibit 

many of the qualities identified by Weber (1922). However, maybe the most significant 

factor in maintaining his status as a healer is not only the fact that healing services are 

conducted weekly (and have a large following) but also, during these services, healing is 

demonstrated publically and many of the people who have been healed give public 

testimonies during these services. Therefore, these processes, combined with his personal 

skills and qualities may act to continually reiterate his role as a leader and a healer, and this 

may be significant in maintaining the role of the Pastor in the community because as Weber 

suggests, followers may abandon a leader if they do not deliver the promised goods, 

services, or some other goal for as Weber argues, “pure charisma does not recognize any 

legitimacy other than one which flows from personal strength proven time and again”  

(p. 1114). Therefore, Weber suggests, charismatic leaders must prove their powers in 

practice and as Weber concludes, charismatic leadership will end if “the people withdraw 

their recognition, the master becomes a mere private person” (p.1115).  

 

Yet as Clifford Geertz (1966) observed, charismatic leaders in religious settings need to 

address the issues of meaning, morality, and suffering if a religion hopes to endure then it 

must cope with these problems. Likewise, any religious, charismatic leaders who wish to 

maintain their authority over these issues must also espouse an ideology to cope with these 

three basic issues, where chaos threatens to impinge on human consciousness and 
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experience. I also found these insights to be useful, as they resonated with my ethnographic 

findings as the majority of the congregation attended the Sanctuary Church because of the 

qualities of Pastor John as a healer and leader and the community that has been created 

through the Church. I would suggest that my findings indicate that the Church seems to 

address the spiritual, social, and psychological health needs of the community and this is 

discussed in more detail later in chapter 7.3.2 and 7.3.3 

 

7.2.11 The role of women in the Church  

Despite the obvious recognition of the Pastor as a leader in the church, there were some 

interesting dynamics of power that were not discussed and it was obvious from looking at 

the structure of the Sanctuary Church hierarchy (Please see Chapter 6.2.4) where the 

leadership roles of the men and women leadership are highlighted. Although this was not 

an issue of concern that was raised by anyone in my study, it was very revealing that this 

was seen as an acceptable Church structure. Here it may be useful to utilise the theory of 

‘intersectionality’ as it may help to illuminate some of my observations of the experience of 

women in this Church. As I suggested earlier in my thesis, a number of Black feminists, (for 

example, Crenshaw,1989; Collins, 2000 and Mitchell, 2014) have highlighted how Black 

women often find themselves at the cross-roads of intersecting power dynamics. 

Intersectional analysis identifies those who are marginalised due to interlocking 

(intersecting) systems of power, privilege and oppression (for example, race, class, gender 

and sexual orientation). Theories of intersectionality hold that discrete forms of oppression 

shape, and are shaped by, one another, and a failure to recognise how they inter-relate 

results in both simplistic analyses and ill-conceived policy interventions (Squires, 2008) and 

as a number of writers have suggested a woman is never received as just a woman, but 

how that person is racialised, also impacts how they are received as a woman (Mitchell, 

2014; Robbins & McGowan, 2016). By looking at the experience of women in the Sanctuary 

Church with an intersectional gaze, it has helped me to understand how the women are 

differentially located to power within the same boundaries of belonging. Although it was 

notable from my field work that many of the women I heard and spoke to perceived the 
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Church as a place of belonging, for example, from my qualitative interview data, Johanna, 

stated during an interview conversation with her;  

“I feel at home and safe whenever I come to the Sanctuary Church, everybody is 

welcoming here, I get to meet people from back home who happens to be 

experiencing similar health problems…” 

 

Johanna highlights that the Church is ‘home’ and it links her with another (original) home 

and as Ignatieff (2001) suggests home is often seen as a ‘safe’ space. Although an 

examination of the Church structure clearly indicates that there are inequalities within the 

Church (i.e. the women are not located in positions of power in the Church structure), 

however, my ethnography and my interviews suggest that either this was not an issue of 

concern to the women in the congregation, or those women who were concerned about the 

inequality chose to not attend the Church. However, it is worth commenting that in 2013 

Alexander and Bowers conducted a survey with women across the USA in Pentecostal 

churches and found that while there are a few licensed women ministers, they are not 

treated equally with the men and overwhelmingly the women in the survey did want more 

leadership opportunities for women. Therefore, although this was not initially a focus of my 

thesis it may be an important issue for further research in the UK. 

 

7.2.12 The healing service 

In chapter seven, “Theatre of Dreams”, I explained the differences between the healing and 

ordinary services in the Sanctuary Church. Most of the healing services in this Church took 

place on specific days of the week, Wednesdays, Fridays and sometimes on Sundays and 

were usually conducted in the evenings. As indicated elsewhere in this thesis, it seemed 

the majority of the people attended this Church because of the healing activities. It was 

notable that only Pastor John conducted these healing events and he therefore played a 

significant role in the healing process in this Church.  
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7.2.12a A typical healing service  

The data from my ethnography and the qualitative interviews seemed to suggest that these 

Church services and the healing service in particular offer an opportunity for people to come 

together to become a congregation and collectively to express their shared beliefs through 

prayer, song and dance in a specific space. The French sociologist Émile Durkheim is 

probably one of the most famous writers to reflect on the difference between the sacred and 

profane spaces in his 1912 book, ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life’. Durkheim 

(1912) looked at the role of rituals and rites within religion although he focuses on what he 

considers to be ‘primitive religions. This pejorative term would have been socially 

acceptable at the time he was writing. Durkheim (1912) suggested that when people come 

together to worship they often generate a collective energy that he describes as ‘collective 

effervescence’. By this he means that when a group have a shared experience they 

generate heightened and mutual emotional arousal from the collective performance of 

various ritual practice.  

Symbols play a significant part in the process that seeks to hold the religious group together 

through these processes individuals are transformed into a collective group. Durkheim 

suggests that a collective conscience is created and these collective processes have a 

profound impact on individuals and groups and the continued re-enactment of rituals can 

also help to reinforce the beliefs of individuals (Durkheim, 1995: 228 cited in Von Scheve, 

2011). 

Certainly, my own data echoes this idea of ‘collective effervescence’ because the 

congregation in the Sanctuary Church do not worship quietly and privately but are audibly 

and physically engaged in the service through song, dance and prayer. This creates an 

immense collective energy that culminates in the section of the service where the Pastor 

conducts healing. The discussion below provides interpretations of some of the 

experiences, practices and beliefs of the congregation in these healing services. The 
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following sections identify some of the characteristics of the healing service, although they 

need to be read as part of a whole process that gains momentum as the service develops. 

 

7.2.12b Song as praise and community effervescence 

As mentioned in my discussion on ‘Theatre of Dreams’ (Chapter six), singing songs of 

praise to God and dancing were used in every healing service in this Church that was 

observed in my data collection. Although traditionally many Christian Churches sing hymns, 

the songs in most Pentecostal Churches are very lively, upbeat and often loud. However, 

although there were no set patterns for starting the healing service in this Church, the 

process often commenced with a prayer led by a member of the worship singers, or one of 

junior pastors who would pray aloud using a microphone. Soon after a prayer was said, the 

first song to be sung would be called out by one of the singers and the rest of the 

congregation joined in to sing the songs as soon as they were introduced. On most 

occasions the words of the songs were projected on a screen in the room for all to see the 

words of the song and sing. There were no songbooks or hymnbooks available, although 

on some occasions the congregation were given sheets of paper that contained a particular 

song to be sung in the service.  The songs tended to cover topics like ‘Our God is a healing 

God’, ‘Shout to the Lord’, ‘You are my God’, and ‘He is miracle working God’ and ‘Jehovah 

God’. The songs were popular and familiar to the congregation and compared to the songs 

in the ordinary service, more songs were sung in the healing service. Various musical 

instruments including guitar, drums, an electric organ and tambourines accompanied the 

singers and this helped to vibrate the sound of the songs to every corner of the room.  As 

the congregation sang and praised God together in a celebratory manner there was usually 

a calling out by people in the congregation, often shouting “Jesus”, “God”, “Hallelujah” and 

“Amen”, with a prolific clapping of hands and sometimes people were dancing together. In 

most services, the lyrics were in English, apart from one or two, where there was a mixture 

of both English and African words, although the content of the songs usually consisted of 

Biblical messages and inspiring words with some of the lyrics acknowledging that God can 
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offer healing and relief from pain. The music was usually modern and I heard both familiar 

songs that are often sung in most Pentecostal Churches and occasionally the congregation 

sang more traditional hymns in the service.  

 

In the healing services, there was usually an atmosphere and sense of spontaneous 

celebration, especially during the initial part of the service and this was expressed through 

hand clapping and dancing by most people in the congregation when people appeared 

excited and joyful as they clapped their hands and sang. Some people danced around in 

the space in front of where they stood. Some had their arms stretched sideways and 

appeared to be praying during the singing of songs. Others had their arms raised high, while 

some knelt on the floor in front of their seats. Still others waved their hands in the air in a 

celebratory manner as they sang loudly and danced around. In contrast with the ordinary 

service, there usually seemed to be a heightened mood in the congregation during the 

healing service.  For example, there were repetitious chants of ‘Praise the Lord”, “Amen”, 

“Hallelujah”, often using a ‘call and return’ approach with one person calling out and others 

either replying or repeating the words. Sometimes a member of the worship singers who 

led the songs shouted “Praise God” at the end of each song and the rest of the congregation 

responded with same words or ‘Hallelujah’. The music was always very loud and there was 

shouting and screaming and a massive outpouring of emotions and speaking in tongues 

during the singing period. Sometimes this part of the service felt more like a carnival, where 

people praised God and there was an enormous sound made during that period and 

everyone around me looked happy, joyful, excited and seemed to be content. The singing 

and dancing usually lasted about 45-50 minutes, which was longer than the singing session 

in the ordinary Sunday service. 

From my qualitative interview data, Felicity, described what happens during the healing 

service, she gave an interesting explanation of the relevance of the singing of songs and 

praise in the healing services at the Sanctuary Church. She reflected: 
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“You can feel something special within you like the spirit of God was present when 
we sing songs in this way”.  

 

While it was apparent to me that the singing did have a function in the healing service, other 

researchers have also noted that collective singing is more than simply a shared activity. 

For example, a study by Gabrielsson and Lindstrom, (1989) cited in Kundin and Sandberg, 

2001), identified peoples responses to music and how it related to physical reactions, 

perception, hearing, seeing and changes of attitudes, emotions and feelings. Also, 

transcendent aspects such as spiritual and religious aspects and personal development, for 

example, increased self-confidence. The researchers suggested that the choice and nature 

of music play a crucial role in eliciting positive and negative responses in the healing 

environment and that different types of music can elicit different emotional feelings. 

Gabrielsson and Lindstrom, (1989). Certainly, the data from my fieldwork suggested that 

the choice and nature of music and songs shared by the congregation elicited a strong 

positive experience of joy, happiness, and expectation although sometimes people were 

crying especially during the singing in the healing services and this was fascinating to 

observe and it seemed that people were overcome by emotion, rather than sad although 

obviously it was not possible to ask people about this at the time.  

Interestingly, there is an extensive literature on the therapeutic value of music and singing 

(Engen 2005; Hillman, 2002; Parker, 1999) and a number of studies have shown that 

singers commonly report a wide range of social, psychological, spiritual and health benefits 

associated with singing (Bailey and Davidson, 2002, 2005; Silber, 2005, Clift et al., 2010). 

Therefore it might be argued that the very activity of singing together in the Sanctuary 

Church is, in itself, therapeutic. During my ethnographic fieldwork I was conversing with 

John, one of the regular attendants to the Sanctuary Church who also explained the value 

of singing from his perspective. He stated; 

“…we sing songs of praise and dance as part of worship to God, We tell God how 
much we love him in our singing”.  

In another conversation with Jonathan, one of the ushers in the Church I asked him about 

music, he explained; 
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“You can always feel the spirit of God present in the service when we sing and praise 
God in this way”. 

For these men, the value of singing was not just personal but was seen as a way to praise 

God. However, as suggested earlier, for many people, singing also involved dancing or 

moving in some sense. 

 

7.2.12c The role of physicality, visceral body, singing and dance in healing   

In some ways, it is difficult to describe the physicality of the healing services. This is because 

unlike dance that is choreographed with an agreed language to describe it, while there was 

informal, spontaneous dancing there were also other bodily movements during the service 

and the healing event. These ranged from bodies swaying, arms lifting and hands clapping 

to people falling, screaming, laughing and crying with the laying on of the Pastors hands 

during the healing events. Indeed at times the service was both loud and very visceral.  

I would suggest that the bodily interactions such as dancing, screaming, falling on the floor, 

raising arms above, swaying, crying that I witnessed during the healing services, 

encompassed what Sarah Coakley (1997) describes as embodied religion. Coakley (1997) 

suggests that the body has long been at the centre of debates concerning religion and in 

her earlier, edited book on Religion and the Body (1997), she illustrated how the body was 

constructed within different religious belief systems (such as Hinduism, Buddhism, 

Christianity). Significantly, Coakley describes; “how religious systems presume that 

practices produce belief rather than the other way around, and all traditions discussed show 

intense interest in the individual body “as locus both of potential sanctification and of 

defilement” (Coakley 1997).  

Other authors writing within the religious studies literature have also looked at the subject 

of ‘embodied religion’. For example, Strenski (2010) suggests that embodied religion is 

something that involves actively engaged bodies, performing rituals, or otherwise 

communicating with supernatural entities and suggests that this may include materiality, 

practices, and emotions (Strenski, 2010 cited in Ahlbäck, and Dahla, 2010). Indeed the role 
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of the body in connecting people to emotions has been well documented and writers such 

as Josephine Machon (2013) have suggested that while many bodily sensations such as 

smell, taste, touch, sight and sound are involuntary and cannot be supressed, they are often 

linked to deeper emotions and not just sensations, so that when we experience multisensory 

moments, it often means that our emotions are drawn forward through our bodies. I would 

suggest that the healing services offer these multisensory moments and my ethnographic 

fieldwork, suggests that the physicality of the services offered all members of the 

congregation an opportunity to express their emotions and beliefs, and the informality and 

spontaneity in the services allowed a space for the personal expression of spiritual beliefs 

but within the collective process of the service. 

 

However, this concept of an embodied religious expression has become an interesting point 

of analysis because my own data suggest that people come to the Sanctuary Church for 

healing often because their bodies are sick. Within their framework of meaning, sickness is 

caused by the devil who is often deemed to reside within them in times of illness, or 

misfortune. Yet, it is the very same body that is used to praise God through prayers, singing 

and dancing. Therefore, the idea of an embodied religion seems to be more fluid than I 

initially presumed and a deeper look at the data suggested that people hold a range of 

perspectives about their bodies and the location of God and the devil within them. For 

example, during one of the qualitative interviews, Georgina, explained to me: 

“God is at home with us and you can feel the Holy Spirit when we sing songs and 
praise Him during the service”. 

 

This is interesting not only because Georgina seems to be suggesting that she can ‘feel the 

Holy Spirit’ through singing and in the service but also because she is stating that 

sometimes God/ the Holy Spirit can enter the human body/mind, rather than being located 

outside of the body. Furthermore, some members of the congregation seemed to suggest 

that God resided inside of them only/especially when they are in the Sanctuary Church.  
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These different perspectives on ‘the role of body’ in the Sanctuary Church have raised some 

tensions in my analysis,  as my data suggests that people ascribe multiple roles and multiple 

meanings to their bodies in the healing process and it seems that some members of the 

congregation may hold contradictory views. For example, my data suggests that sometimes 

the body can be used to transmit prayer, praise of God and sometimes be a vessel for the 

Holy Spirit to enter. While at other times, the same body, in the same healing service, can 

be seen as a place where the devil has entered, causing illness and misfortune. Indeed, 

this seems to be the very focus of the healing service to praise God and cast out the devil.  

 

Yet, I would suggest, that the body in the healing service is more than a vessel for healing. 

In essence, the embodied aspects of the healing service of the laying on of hands, dancing, 

screaming, falling and singing allow for an externalising of internal beliefs and emotions that 

relate to the individual and collective spiritual life. Indeed, other scholars, for example, Riis 

and Woodhead (2010) suggest that bodily emotions and feelings are central in religious 

action, and that they should be studied instead of the propositional knowledge traditionally 

studied in religious studies. They assert that thoughts can be expressed in words, whereas 

emotions are expressed in embodied presence, movement, movement, music, dance 

dreams, images and symbols.  

As suggested above, the dancing, singing, speaking in tongues and other outward 

expressions of religious practice in the Sanctuary Church in the healing services facilitates 

both individual expression and a collective experience. As mentioned earlier Durkheim’s 

theory of collective effervescence (Durkheim, 1912) is useful because it highlights the role 

of the communal and collective and it is this communal aspects of that gives rise to intense 

passions and emotions (Nielsen 1999). As Durkheim suggests: 

“The very act of congregating is an exceptionally powerful stimulant. Once the 
individuals are gathered together, a sort of electricity is generated from their 
closeness and quickly launches them to an extraordinary height of exaltation. Every 
emotion expressed resonates without interference in consciousness that are wide 
open to external impressions, each one echoing the others. The initial impulse is 
thereby amplified each time it is echoed, like an avalanche that grows as it goes 
along. And since passions so heated and so free from all control cannot help but 
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spill over, from every side there are nothing but wild movements, shouts, downright 
howls, and deafening noises of all kinds that further intensify the state they are 
expressing” (1912:217–218). 
 

It is also notable that Durkheim extends his idea of collective effervescence to talk about 

‘effervescence assemblies’ where religious processes raises intense emotions, that can; 

“spread to all other mental states that occupy the mind” (Durkheim, 1912) and this makes 

not just the moment of activity significant such as the singing, prayer and dancing but that 

this process, can pervade other objects and symbols.  

 

Durkheim’s central thesis in his 1912 book, Elementary Forms of Religious Life, is to 

demonstrate how the “social force” of collective rituals serves to generate the fundamental 

categories of the mind. This framing of the significance of the role of mental and emotional 

states in religious practice has implications for my own study because it seemed that the 

heightened state of spiritual experience that many members of the congregation seem to 

experience through praying, dancing and singing offers an expressive and healing 

experience in themselves, as well as contributing towards the expectations of receiving 

healing from the Pastor in the main healing event. Durkheim suggests that collective ritual 

can bring ”about a state of effervescence that alters the conditions of psychic activity; [such 

that] “The vital energies become hyper excited, the passions more intense, the sensations 

more powerful” (1912:424). And finally, it “…is in these effervescent social milieu, and 

indeed from that very effervescence, that the religious idea seems to have been born” 

(Durkheim, 1912:220). By reflecting on my research and the ideas of Durkheim (1912), it 

seems to me that singing and dancing in the Sanctuary Church, plays a significant role in 

both the community together, shifting their focus from the domain of the profane to the 

spiritual, but more than that, this collective praise creates a ‘collective effervescence’ in the 

Church. This in turn, acts to enhance the mental states of the congregation as the service 

progresses towards the most significant part of the healing event.  

However, I wish to emphasise that Durkheim’s (1912) notion of collective effervescence is 

not without criticism, and as I suggested above, Coakley (1997) challenges the idea that 



193 
 

systems produce belief and other scholars have also criticised Durkheim’s (1912) theory as 

reductionist (Mestrovic, 1992). However, Mestrovic, (1992) suggested that Durkheim used 

the term collective effervescence, to refer not to a vague quality associated with any social 

gathering (as some authors have misinterpreted it) but to a specific and real social entity 

involving intention and volition.  

Certainly, my own fieldwork notes suggest, that there was a feeling of excitement and 

expectation among the congregation during the singing and dancing and it appeared to me 

that the people who attended these healing services were expressing through their 

movements and vocalisations that they were experiencing some form of mental change or 

transformation, in their situation through the collective experience. It appeared that this 

shared experience of singing and dancing together in praise of God, created an 

overwhelming feeling of connectedness and happiness, combined with the expectation of 

healing vocalised by many people in the Church. Thus, it could also be interpreted that 

although the Pastor always conducted  the actual ‘healing event’, the process of 

worshipping and singing together seems to play an important role in the process and the 

collective effervescence of these activities heightens the atmosphere and also acts as a 

prelude for the healing ceremony that is to come later in the service. 

 

7.2.12d The Sanctuary Church as a sacred space 

Having focused on much of the activity in the healing service in this chapter, I thought it was 

also important to examine the context where the activities took place. Although I have 

described the building in some detail in my ethnographic chapter, I wanted to look in more 

detail at the way the space has been given symbolic meaning and how some of the space 

in the Church is deemed to be sacred. As suggested in Chapter seven (Theatre of dreams), 

the Sanctuary Church building was situated in an urban industrial setting but the inside the 

of the Church is used as both a spiritual and profane (ordinary) space. At times some parts 

of the building are used for social community activities but the main body of the building is 

considered as a spiritual or sacred space. Walking through the main entrance of the room 
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on arrival at the Sanctuary Church, there is a raised platform about four metres in height 

and fully decorated with both artificial and natural flowers. This platform appeared to be a 

sacred space in the sense that it is set apart, a place where the only the senior Pastor and 

the Elders of the Church sit during the service and no other members are allowed access 

to the platform without the permission of the Church leadership. There is also a specific 

cushioned chair dedicated for the use of Pastor John. On the left of the platform, there is 

the space for the worship singers and their musical instruments, with the majority of the 

space having open seating for the congregation who can choose freely where they want to 

sit. However, although the Church has dedicated space for specific people in the Church, 

at times just before, or soon after the singing session had ended, the Senior Pastor would 

ask the ushers to create a physical space by asking the congregation standing in front of 

the platform, to move back to make space for the healing event and create a symbolic 

physical space for the healing. Once the space was created, Pastor John usually informed 

the congregation that he was about to start praying for people to be healed. 

The notion of the word “sacred” is disputed as a concept in much of the literature and various 

scholars seem to have different meanings in their application of the word, especially as it is 

used as a noun and as an adjective and seems to have multiple meanings and connotations. 

The main issues of dispute in the literature seem to concern its reference and semantics in 

its usage. For example, scholars such as Emile Benveniste (1973), examined some of the 

semantics in the usage of the word “sacred” in the Latin language and proposes that the 

verb sacrificium in Latin, stands for an entity that is “made sacred” by ritual attachment, 

drawing on the Latin root for the term sacer is sak- or sek denoting “to cut”, “to set apart” 

(Lat. secare). Benveniste (1973) suggests that traditionally, the area outside the sacrum 

was pro-fanum (Lat.pro “in front of”, “outside of”) and that the sacrum was usually 

consecrated for ritual use, and thus also protected from the impurities of everyday social 

life.  Furthermore, the line of demarcation between sacrum and profanum was made 

inviolable by sanctio that is derived from the notion of sanctus meaning a boundary or a 

fence. Benveniste (1973) suggests that out of these demarcations, the sacer is often 

considered to contain augustus (power) and should be protected from violation and that 
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historically, transgressing the boundary, violating the norm, was often followed by 

punishment, poena.  It was interesting to learn from Benveniste (1973) that terms and 

concepts for “sacred” in Latin point out the way to approach the issue of sacrality as a 

category boundary, where a division is made between what happens in a sacred space and 

what happens in everyday social life. But as Durkheim (1912) suggests, there is nothing 

intrinsic about a particular object or space that makes it sacred, it is only sacred because 

people choose to construct and give meaning to specific spaces.  

In the Sanctuary Church I might suggest that the boundary between the space used by the 

Pastor and his ushers and the congregation have only become sacred and bounded 

because the community have invested meanings in the Pastor and the space he uses and 

denotes. Interestingly, a study conducted by Lynch et al., (2013), suggests that the nature 

of sacred spaces depends on the mission of the Church, Church leaders and the importance 

given to individuals' religious journeys and transformations.  

My own research suggests that people gave different meanings to the Church building and 

the spaces within it. For example, from my ethnography, I was conversing with Brother Sam 

who reflected; 

“I have been coming to this Church for nine years, this is the house of God, we are 
a family and the power of God is here in this Church”. 

In other words, Brother Sam seems to be suggesting that the Church offered a defined 

space where the presence of God could be found. Other people in the Sanctuary Church 

also seemed to suggest that the space was sacred, for example from my qualitative 

interview, Mrs Clara stated: 

“A lot of miracles and wonders happen in this Church… this is a holy place, the land 

of wonders”.  

Other writers have also looked at the use of spaces in Pentecostal healing, for example, 

Krause, (2014), have explored place making and healing in her research on Ghanaian 

migrants who attended Pentecostal healing prayers in London.  The author uses the term 

‘place’ to refer to the meaning invested in particular localities in London and suggests that 
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these could be offices or warehouses converted to Church rooms as in the case of the 

Sanctuary Church but they also include workplaces, private homes, and features of the city 

such as a canal. Krause suggests that the significance of these places does not emanate 

from the locality itself, but through relations with other places and Krause (2014), draws on 

theories by Doreen Massey concerning the idea of a “global sense of place” (1994:p.146-

156) and Krause also draws on Massey (2005) to examine the “articulation in the wider 

power geometry of space” (p.130). 

  

Creswell has suggested that; “the distinction between space as unbounded and places as 

bounded localities ‘has imploded” (2004:p.8-10). Massey suggests that places can be 

thought of as constituted through “intersecting trajectories, and not as static, bounded 

containers”, Massey seems to suggest that there is an increasing fluidity in of the use of 

physical or conceptual space and this is highlighted in the Pentecostal Church. It might be 

suggested that when thinking about space in the Sanctuary Church and its physical 

boundaries such as the building and the use of space within the building, we do not set the 

boundaries of the Church.  That is because the majority of the congregation originate from 

various countries in Sub-Sahara Africa and therefore the global is not ‘out there’ and the 

local ‘here’ but that places are defined as simultaneously part of both global and local 

connections.  

My research suggests that the members of the Church are drawn from well over twenty 

nationalities, with most people originating from Sub-Saharan. Interestingly from my 

interview conversations with the Pastor John, it seems that there are more branches of the 

Sanctuary Church in other African countries including Ghana. Therefore the Sanctuary 

Church in terms of the building and the community can be seen as part of the global 

Pentecostalism movement, as well as a building where the holy spirit of God is said to be 

present in the meeting services. Yet at the same time, it is also used as a social space 

where people from different nationalities within Sub-Saharan go to be prayed for by the 

Pastor for healing and regular Church services.  
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Using the definition developed by Krause, (2014), it could be suggested that the branch of 

the Sanctuary Church based in London can be understood as a node in a transnational 

network of Churches spanning Europe and Ghana. Therefore, although, this Church is 

situated in an industrial and a socio-economically deprived area of London, it is much more 

than a building and has multiple meanings as it used as a sacred place where  people can 

attend for healing and it is also seen by some people as a place, where the Holy Spirit 

manifests and the devil is driven out, a place to meet friends and find community and a 

place that offers an encounter between the Pastor and the people.  Indeed as Massey 

(2005) suggests, space can be understood as “forever incomplete and in production” 

(p.100) and this construct seems to apply to the Sanctuary Church. Interestingly, these 

debates about the fluidity and globalised space extends the ideas of Durkheim (1912) about 

the sacred and profane space and what one might think about when considering the use of 

‘space’ at the Sanctuary Church.  

 

7.2.13 The use of symbolic objects in healing 

This section is concerned with the use of symbolic objects used for healing in the Sanctuary 

Church. Specifically the use of olive oil, sanctified black current juice, and white cloth, I have 

looked at each of these in detail and examine some of the theories that relate to symbolic 

objects. 

 

7.2.13a. The use of olive oil 

As indicated elsewhere in this thesis, the Pastor sometimes rubbed olive oil in the face or 

forehead of the person he prayed for. In my fieldwork notes I recalled one healing service, 

before the Pastor prayed for one particular woman. He asked one of the men who acted as 

his ushers to fetch him a bottle of oil which was lying on the pulpit. The Pastor opened the 
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oil and poured some on the forehead and face of the woman before he prayed for her. In 

another healing service, Pastor John prayed over a collection of bottles of oil at the end of 

the service and he explained to the people in this Church; “You can use the anointing oil to 

overcome every kind of sickness”. During one of my ethnographic visits to the Church, I 

was conversing with Esiba, one of the ushers and she explained what was unique about 

the oil, she reflected;-  

“The oil has been prayed over and anointed by Pastor John and so it has power. 
The devil fears you and runs away when you rub the oil on your face. No devil can 
come near you when you use this oil. I rubbed the anointed oil on my son’s face and 
all parts of his body in the last two months and I am so happy that he has been 
delivered from the spirit of depression and now wants to go back to school” 

It was interesting to see that Esiba felt that the olive oil, which the Pastor had blessed had 

helped to deliver her son from depression. The writer Aidan Nichols (1991), accounts for 

events such as this by suggesting that “calling the relationship between the elements and 

the divine-human victim ‘symbolisation’ can be given an acceptable meaning – so long as 

symbolization is not defined over identification, something which, for contemporary culture 

and consciousness in the West is, however, virtually inevitable.” (p34–35).  

In other words, the author seems to suggest that to make sense of why the people in the 

Sanctuary Church use ‘olive oil’, one must see beyond ‘olive oil’ as an object or a symbol, 

in order to understand what people say and believe that it does for them. It was also notable 

that in addition to olive oil, during the healing service, sometimes the Pastor would pray 

over and bless bottles of blackcurrant cordial commercially known as Ribena drink for 

members of the congregation.   

 

7.2.13b Sanctified black current juice 

During my fieldwork I noted that the Pastor would often pray over and sanctify black current 

juice. Usually this happened just before the service ended, so that people could take it home 

with them and the congregation were encouraged by the Pastor to use this as part of their 

healing process at home. While some people purchased this cordial from the Church, the 
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majority of people brought their own Ribena drink into the service. Sometimes the drinks 

were brought in the commercial packaging and they brought in both the diluted and 

undiluted states. Many people in the Church had talked about how the power of God not 

God himself could be transferred into objects such as the Ribena drink and the olive oil, 

which the Pastor had blessed and sanctified. For example; John, a regular attendant of this 

Church explained to the congregation when he gave his public testimony in one healing 

service; 

“Pastor prayed for me and asked me to go home and do my deliverance. I bought 
two bottles of olive oil and some Ribena, which he blessed for me to drink at home. 
I drink the Ribena and use oil every day at home. Those witches in my family wanted 
turn me to become an alcoholic but thank God for Pastor John, I am healed.” 

However, when asked, no one was able to give me the reason why the people in this Church 

specifically used commercial Ribena drink rather than another make, or orange juice or 

water. Indeed, I was not able to find this out, however, blackcurrants and the olive oil as 

natural products are often associated with health giving properties. Although it might also 

be suggested that Ribena is possibly an alternative to red wine traditionally used in Catholic 

services to represent the blood of Christ and oil was used to bless the feet of Jesus in the 

Bible. Therefore, it is possible that the Sanctuary Church has drawn on other religious 

symbols but I cannot confirm this. However, what is striking from my data is the fact that 

some of the people in this Church do believe that the power of God can be transferred from 

the Pastor into fluids/objects when the object is prayed upon by the Pastor. Consequently, 

they believe that the power of God has gone into the oil or the Ribena. Therefore these 

objects become potent and for many people, they are seen to act as protective symbols 

that provide safety from the devil, illnesses and other forms of misfortune.  

Additionally, it seemed that people valued the fact that the Pastor’s healing power could 

extend beyond the Church and into people’s lives outside the Church in form of sanctified 

oil and Ribena drinks. I found these views very interesting and revealing because they are 

different from my own experience in my local Pentecostal Church where objects are 

considered to have no inherent power.  
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However, from my qualitative interview data, Mr Pipi, gave a different view about the use of 

‘olive oil’ and ‘Ribena’ in this Church. He explained in an interview conversation that: 

“The anointing ‘oil’ and the ‘Ribena drink’ are just a symbol or you can call it an emblem 
that helps and speeds up the healing. I don’t think there is power in the drinks and oil, I 
believe it is God who can heal people”. 

What is striking about Mr Pipi’s comments is, while some of the people appear to believe 

that the Pastor has put some power in oil and in the Ribena, it is clear that these views are 

not shared by everyone in the Church. Another example from my ethnography was when I 

was conversing with Mrs. Ngozi, a permanent member of the Church during one of the 

healing services about the use of the Ribena drink. She reflected: 

“I know Ribena is just an ordinary drink but because Daddy (Referring to Pastor 
John), has blessed it by saying a powerful prayer over it, It does wonders for me 
and gives me more strength.  I don’t get any pain from my migraine when I drink. It 
is the only drink I drink and I take some in a small bottle to work every day”  

I found Mrs Ngozia’s comments very revealing because it seemed to link to some of my 

professional training as a mental health nurse and the literature concerning the concept of 

the placebo effect. There has been considerable debate over the definition of the placebo 

effect. However I find the definition given by Shapiro (1964, cited in Anton et al 1999:23) 

useful, as they defined it as “the psychological or psychophysiological effect produced by 

placebos' although other writers have proposed a wider definition and Brody considered the 

placebo effect as a change in a patient's illness attributable to the symbolic import of a 

treatment rather than a specific pharmacologic or physiologic property” (Brody,1980 cited 

in Anton et al., 1999). Yet if we look outside of medical explanations to think of how people 

construct the transfer of power into objects, the theological literature on transubstantiation 

seems to offer some insights, as this is a subject that has been well documented and 

debates date to back to the centuries before Saint Thomas Aquinas in Catholic religious 

history (Sokolowski, 2006; Leijssen, and Lieven, 2001; Nichols, 1991).  

 

To help understand some of the debates, I feel it is important to locate the doctrine of 

transubstantiation in relation to Christian faith in Christ’s Eucharistic presence.  Kasper 
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(2009), suggests that the Eucharist is the term used by members of the Catholic Church to 

describe the memorial representation of the sacrifice of Christ on the cross and in the 

Church service and the Eucharistic meal, there is the breaking and sharing of bread to 

represent the body of Christ and wine, that represents his blood is the sacrament of the 

body and blood of Christ. The sacrament is seen as sharing his real presence (Kasper, 

2009). In the Christian Bible Jesus is quoted as saying over the bread and wine of the 

Eucharist: “This is my body . . . This is my blood” and for Catholics, what Christ declared is 

true, and this truth is fulfilled every time the Eucharist is celebrated (Kasper, 2009).  

Therefore, the word transubstantiation is commonly used in the Roman Catholic Church to 

indicate that the body and blood of Jesus are in the Eucharist meal and that consuming 

these substances, effects a change in the inner reality of the individual consuming them. 

The term can be seen as affirming the fact of Christ’s presence and of the mysterious and 

radical change which takes place (Kasper, 2009). The concept of transubstantiation within 

Catholic beliefs may illuminate some of the symbolic meanings and the role of olive oil and 

Ribena in the Sanctuary Church because some of the people explained that they used Olive 

oil and the Ribena drink which Pastor had blessed and sanctified to be used for deliverance 

from their ill health and these sanctified objects helped with their deliverance. 

 

 

7.2.13c A White piece of cloth 

In addition to the use of oil and Ribena, sometimes many of the people who attended the 

Church often came with a white piece of cloth, similar to a handkerchief, which has been or 

will be, blessed by the Pastor. Marion, one of the ushers in the Church explained the 

significance of the cloth, she explained; 

“This white handkerchief is powerful because it has been blessed by the Pastor. 
Sometimes we wave them high in the air to express joy and sometimes symbolically 
push the devil away from attacking the people during some of the healing services 
when we pray together in the Church”. 
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From my discussion above, it seems that some people in the congregation seem to have a 

belief in ‘transubstantiation’ and the belief that the healing power of God could be 

transferred into fluids and objects and assign meaning to the Ribena, oil and cloth. While 

this may seem irrational if these processes are viewed through the lens and beliefs of the 

congregation then they make sense as part of a healing system.  Clifford Geertz asserts, 

culture and behaviour cannot be studied separately (Geertz, 1973) and therefore, if we look 

at the use of these symbolic objects, then they make sense and have meaning to many of 

the congregation within the cultural context of the Sanctuary Church. 

 

7.2.14 Summary 

Throughout this chapter I have analysed what I consider to be the key themes that emerged 

from ethnography and qualitative interview data. The discussion highlighted some of the 

beliefs of the people around illness and how these beliefs influences where they go to seek 

support when they experience physical and mental ill health. It was interesting to see from 

the analysis of data that some of the people attribute the causation of their ill health not only 

to spiritual causes but also to political and economic issues and structures within the 

communities where they live. This chapter has also discussed issues around ‘healing 

process and practices’ at the Sanctuary Church where some of the people go to seek 

healing. The healing processes and practices within this Church were analysed and it was 

interesting to notice the senior Pastor’s role in the healing process.  

 

Part 3: Locus of control and the production of community in the African diaspora 

within Sanctuary Pentecostal Church.  

 

7.3 The locus of control in healing  

In this final section, I want to discuss the theory of ‘locus of control’ in health and healing by 

drawing on this theory and the findings from my research. This discussion seeks to answer 

my research question: namely: “What is it that made some of the people to go to the 
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Sanctuary Church for healing and what helps them to get better?” Some scholars, such as 

Ryon and Gleason, (2014) suggest that a sense of control plays an important role in human 

behaviour and there are a number of theories and conceptualisations, which have been 

posited by these writers.  My discussions in sections 7.1.3, 7.1.3b and 7.3 suggest that the 

conceptualisation of control, which, I feel is significant to this study is the locus of control. 

That is God and the devil has influenced the decision that many people have made to attend 

the healing services in the Sanctuary Church.  

 

7.3.1 Defining the locus of control 

The theory of  ‘locus of control’ was developed in 1966, by the psychologist Julian Rotter, 

and it has been defined as ‘’the degree to which an individual expects that a contingent 

relationship exists between one’s behaviours and outcomes” (Ryon and Gleason, 

2014:121) and our behaviour is controlled by rewards and punishments, and that these 

have consequences for our actions that determined our beliefs about the underlying causes 

for these actions. The locus of control theory has been linked with psychological and 

physical health outcomes and the literature seem to suggest that the concept was originally 

regarded as a uni-dimensional construct, but Krampen, (1987) and Levenson, (1981), 

deemed this conceptualizations of the locus of control inappropriate and they developed 

multidimensional assessment tools. The literature suggests that early work on the locus of 

control dichotomised the construct and divided the world into internal and external controls 

(Lefcourt, 1982; Rotter, 1966; Luszczynska and Schwarzer, (2005),).  Interestingly, Rotter 

(1966) refers to the term ‘locus’ as the location where control resides. That is individuals 

are either categorised as having an internal or external locus of control, or are placed on a 

continuum within each dimension- mean that those with more of an internal locus of control 

believe that events result primarily from their own behaviour and actions. While those with 

more of an external locus of control believe that powerful others determine events (Rotter, 

1966 cited in Ryon and Gleason, 2014).  

 

https://www.verywell.com/what-is-punishment-2795413
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My own findings suggests that some people at the Sanctuary Church consider that their ill 

health is caused only by the devil and therefore can be understood as experiencing an 

external locus of control. In contrast some people in the Sanctuary Church have attended 

both their local doctor delivering biomedical health care and yet they attended the Sanctuary 

Church for healing. Therefore may hold both internal and external locus of control. 

 

Many researchers have conducted research on control as a trait-level (e.g. such as 

Cunningham et al. 1991, Gale et al., 2008, Keeton, et al, 2008)  and particularly how one’s 

‘control orientation’ mitigates the effects of various life events especially as it relates to 

health and well-being. For example, an internal locus of control in late-stage cancer patients 

was found to correlate positively, with a positive mood (Cunningham et al., 1991) and 

conversely a more external locus of control is often associated with anxiety and depression 

among cancer patients (Martin, & Saleh, 1984; Sandler & Lakey, 1982; Shapiro & Shapiro, 

1983).  

In addition, the locus of control has been shown to influence the degree to which individuals 

experience stress with individuals who believe that they have control of their own lives 

experiencing less stress (Lefcourt, Martin, & Saleh, 1984; Shapiro & Shapiro, 1983; Ryon 

and Gleason, 2014). Sandler and Lakey (1982, Ryon and Gleason, 2014) found that while 

those with an external locus of control receive a greater quantity of support than people with 

an internal locus of control, the stress-buffering effect of support is evident only for people 

with internal locus of control. This suggests that having a internal locus of control is not only 

damaging because it lessens one’s ability to personally contend with stressors and may 

erode one’s ability to marshal help when contending with stressful events.  

 

My research goal was to establish why people go to the Sanctuary Church for healing 

instead of medical services when they experience psychological, emotional issues and 

physical health problems. My field work data seems to suggest that some of the people in 

the Sanctuary Church have a strong belief in an external power and locus of control. 

Although some of the informants in my fieldwork had accessed the NHS before attending 
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the Sanctuary Church and therefore have indirectly agreed to the biomedical models of 

care/interventions.  Some people seem to have a belief in the power of the devil as being 

the cause of their misfortunes. Thus, it could be argued that, the locus of control theory 

affects the decision making of the people in study. 

 

 

7.3.2 Help seeking 

Because my research question seeks to understand why people attend the Pentecostal 

Church for their health concerns, I felt it would be important to examine the concept of 

helping-seeking behaviour. The term ‘helping-seeking behaviour’ has been discussed by 

many different writers, for example, Nadler (1987: p.57), suggests that it is ‘a three way 

interactive process that involves the recipient, the helper and the task or problem’. He 

suggests that help-seeking involves three distinct elements: the person who is looking for 

help, the problem for which help is sought and the individual from who help is required. 

Seeking help therefore has been defined as a process that begins in response to a problem 

that cannot be solved or improved alone and involves the active pursuit of and interaction 

with a third party (Rickwood et al., Waltz, Strickland and Lenz, 2005; Bamberger , 2009).  

Other writers, such as Cornally and McCarthy (2011), have suggested that help-seeking 

behaviour involves complex decision-making process, instigated by a problem that 

challenges personal abilities. However, as Lee (1997) suggests, a fundamental attribute of 

help-seeking behaviour is that it requires the problem to be recognised because without 

this, no help can be given. However, some help-seekers will only seek help after failed self-

management while others seek help as a first response. Although it might be suggested 

that anyone who seeks help either formally or informally, is requesting assistance with a 

problem that challenges personal abilities. Nonetheless, Barker (2007) argues that help-

seeking behaviour is not a single action and suggests that it may be instrumental in terms 

of sourcing treatment or solving a problem or simply understanding something better; where 

an individual asks someone to hear them, as they rehearse their concerns and or emotional 

where the individual receives guidance on better coping strategies. This concept of Baker 

(2003) may offer some insight as to why people attend the healing services at the Sanctuary 
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Church. It is possible, as Baker (2002) suggests that they may not be simply seeking healing 

but some or all of the aspects above. Moreover, as Price (2016) purports, help-seeking 

behaviour can also define the identity of the help-seeker because when we seek help, we 

represent ourselves in different ways such as needy or weak, or alternatively as rational 

and sensible. This is interesting because it moves the idea of help-seeking behaviour 

beyond a pragmatic response to a specific situation. Price (2016) seem to suggest that the 

process of seeking help fulfils a ‘performative’ role because we need to consult on a problem 

this can be perceived as demonstrating a person’s rational response to problems. As I shall 

discuss in some detail later in this study, the help-seeking behaviour of many of the 

congregation attending the Sanctuary Church is influenced by their shared belief that ill-

health and misfortune happen because of the actions of the devil. Therefore, not only is 

attending the Sanctuary Church for healing a logical thing to do as God is deemed to be 

able to cure the works of the devil. Yet it is also performative, as congregation members 

attending the ‘healing service would be seen to be doing the right thing and the very act of 

seeking healing in the Church would reinforce the identity of someone as a being a 

Pentecostalist.  

Some of the people who attended this Church seem to suggest that their physical, 

psychological and mental distress has been caused by personal issues such as relationship 

breakdown or economic reasons (for example they cannot get work) and political 

explanations (for example regularising their immigration documentation). An example from 

my ethnographic data is that whilst I was conversing with Kwame, a regular attendant at the 

Sanctuary Church reflected; 

“You know Freestyle community is a very poor area to live. There are not many jobs 
in this area and a lot of us living here are unemployed. A lot of us live in Council 
accommodation, maybe because there are a lot black people living here, nobody 
seems to care about those of us who live here” 

  

What is significant in Kwame’s words is the fact that it seems to demonstrate some of the 

social and political reasons for his mental distress are due to bullying at work and others 
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are due to unemployment. Also, from my qualitative data interview, Bibi, explained how she 

legalised her immigration status in the United Kingdom. She reflected; 

“The Home Office asked to leave this country because I did not have the right papers 
to live and work here and I was very depressed for a long time for about five years. 
My friend brought me to this Church about seven months ago and Pastor prayed for 
me. Also, Brother Daniel in this Church helped to write an appeal letter which I sent 
to Home Office about five months ago. Last month, I received a letter from the Home 
Office to say that they have granted me an indefinite leave to remain in this Country. 
Praise God for Pastor John…!”  

 

Indeed, as Weiss and Heyman (1997) posit, people explain their distress in a multitude of 

ways, often blaming social circumstances, relationship problems, witchcraft, or sorcery or 

broken taboo and I would suggest that people often use a combination of factors but for 

many people attending the Sanctuary Church it is the devil who seems to account for 

misfortune.  

 

7.3.3 Sanctuary Pentecostal Church and the production of community in the African 

diaspora  

As I mentioned in Chapter six (Theatre of dreams), most of the people who attended the 

Sanctuary Church considered it as a place of worship. However, for some of the people, 

above that the Sanctuary Pentecostal Church building played many roles in the Freestyle 

community. The Church building was not just a sacred place of worship but also a social 

space where some people found a sense of community. Some saw the Church building as 

a place where they can talk freely about getting healed from their mental and physical 

illnesses. It is a non-judgemental space where people can come and feel accepted. From 

my qualitative interview data, Mrs Dako described the nationalities of some of the people 

who attend the Sanctuary Church and a feeling of sense of belonging. She reflected;  

“…..we have a lot of Africans living here in London you know, this place is like back 
home, in this Church we have people from Congo Brazzaville where I originally 
come from, Rwanda, Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya, Benin, Zimbabwe, Uganda, Zambia, 
Benin and South Africa. I can’t remember all of them but I know we have people 
from every part of Africa in this Church and we try to support each other because 
we all have similar problems you know!”  
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Also, from the ethnographic data, I was talking to Daavi, one of the women who served food 

in the Church. After one Church service, in her usual friendly way and with a broad smile 

on her face, she stated;  

“When we come here, we are able to socialise, we don’t get the time in this country 
and most of us live lonely life in our homes with no families. For me socialising like 
this is important to me because I am in a foreign country although I have lived here 
for over twenty years. This is the only place I feel comfortable to talk to many people. 
When I come to this Church, I meet other people from my country and we sometimes 
also talk about what is going on back home. I can’t lock myself in my room with just 
my daughter. If I had not met this sister who introduced me to this Church, my 
daughter would not have been healed, so for me apart from my daughter receiving 
her healing, coming here is a way of socializing”.  

 

In a sense, the Sanctuary Church was much more than a sacred space or physical space. 

It is a conceptual space where people feel liberated. Thus, it is not about the building, it is 

about the community coming together, there was an atmosphere of supportiveness and 

understanding among the people in this Church. Thus, the Church was seen as a place of 

solace and community.  

 

Furthermore, as I mentioned in Chapter six, food was often served by some of the women 

in the Church after the service had ended. Some African and Western pastries; biscuits, 

sandwiches, fried plantain, fried cassava, homemade African cakes, African doughnuts and 

hot and cold drinks were shared and eaten in a very relaxed atmosphere. This act of sharing 

can be seen as a symbolic sign of unity in this community, a genuine out pouring of 

community spirit both during and after the Church service had ended.  From my qualitative 

interview data, Mrs Clara, reflected;  

“The food is free you know, even though we are all from Africa, we have different 
cultures and are from different nations. We have Ghanaian food, some Congolese 
food, some Nigerian food and some Zimbabwean.  All the African food you see here 
taste different you know….” 

While the eating and drinking took place, there was some form of trading inside the building 

after the healing service had ended. There was also buying and selling, women were selling 

scripture books, bottles of what they described as “anointed oil” and “blessed bottles of 

Ribena drink” on most Friday and Sunday services. From my ethnographic data, I was 
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conversing with Mrs Nyarko, one of the women who traded in oil and drinks after the church 

has ended. She reflected;   

 

“…these are bottles of anointing oil and Ribena drinks which Pastor John has 
blessed. Today I only have the small sizes which are only £5.00 each. You can use 
on your body if you have any problems or illness, it is very powerful”. 

 

I did note in my field work notes that the scenes in the middle of the Church at the end of 

services, can sometimes look like a market place where people are involved in trading 

talking and eating, which in many ways also illustrates the fluidity of the ‘sacred space’.  

From my qualitative interview data, Mr Tandi reflected; 

“Those women you talked about brought those African textiles from Africa to sell 
here in this country. Sometimes when you wear an African cloth/textile to Church 
and people see you are wearing African clothes, they ask you where you bought 
them from and say things like oh, I like it, and could you get me one? And so this 
encourages some of the women in this Church to engage in selling African clothes. 
So people will say ok then, I will go and bring some clothes from Zambia, Ghanaians, 
Congo, and Uganda to sell”. 

 

A real sense of community spirit among the people was exhibited to me during and after 

the service.   

There were other activities held in the Church building during the week and they  promoted 

a sense of community. Some members of the congregation expressed some practical 

benefits, which they had received and continued to receive since they started attending the 

Sanctuary Church. From my qualitative interview data, Mrs. Dako reflected;  

“Everything happens here, even people looking for husbands and wives, jobs, they 
all get what they want from him (referring to the Pastor John), and so it’s not just 
healing that is taking place in Sanctuary Church. When we come here It also makes 
us love, togetherness, you know, eat with each other, we show love to each other, 
it is even in the Bible, God, you know, It makes you feel happy and it gives us a 
sense of identity. Sometimes after the Church meetings you have conversations 
with people and through the conversations, you get to know a lot more about what 
is going on in this community. Somebody can come to you and say, oh, maybe I’m 
looking for a job and somebody can recommend a person who could help you. It all 
helps you know. You make new friends. I know one brother whom I met when I 
started coming to this Church and he told me that apart from receiving his healing 
for his illness, he also found a woman to marry in this Church and Pastor John 
blessed their wedding. Now he is employed by the Church and he is one of the men 
who travel with the Pastor everywhere he goes”  
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In addition, the Sanctuary Church building was also used as a venue for training when the 

Church was not being used for praise (religious activity). The building was used to provide 

free English as a Second Language and basic training in Information Technology for 

members who needed this training. Members of the congregation who had expert 

knowledge on immigration, accounting and writing curriculum vitae and interview skills took 

turns to offer free regular advice and support to members on different days during the week 

in each month. From my ethnographic data, I was conversing with Kofi, a regular attendee 

to the Church, he told how he got a job as an administrator in the local hospital through the 

training and advice which some members of the congregation who provide voluntary 

professional support in Church. He reflected; 

“I did not know how to type on the computer and did not understand how to support 
people in the hospital as a carer but I thank God for Sister Mavis and brother James 
who helped to learn how to type things on the computer, coached and gave me a 
reference when I applied for my current job as Porter in the hospital. Thank God for 
the leaders in this Church”  

Therefore, from my fieldwork and interviews it was clear that the Church offered more than 

simply a place of worship and healing as it brought people together through the various 

social activities.  It seemed to me because most of the people who attended the Sanctuary 

Church had similar diasporic experiences, the Church fulfilled an important social function 

and supported people’s integration into the larger Christian community. 

However the construct of community has been widely debated in the literature and Neal 

(2014) defines a community as a group of people who, firstly, interact with one another for 

example, as friends or neighbours, secondly that this interaction is typically viewed as 

occurring within a bounded geographic territory such as neighborhood or city. Neal (2014) 

also highlights how that community members often share common values, beliefs, or 

behaviors. However, in many ways this construct seems limited because, as I suggested 

earlier in this chapter, with the advent of the modern diaspora, there also seem to be ‘global 

communities’ and the Sanctuary Church certainly portrays itself as part of a global 

community, both in terms of the links that the Sanctuary Church has with the wider 
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Pentecostal movement and also in terms of the international congregational membership. 

While it was beyond the scope of this thesis, it would have been interesting to know if the 

very fact of belonging to the community at the Sanctuary Church supported people to feel 

a great sense of belonging in the wider community. However, it did seem apparent from my 

data that belonging to the community of the Sanctuary Church did in itself seem to promote 

well being, as evidenced by the laugher and the joy people expressed in the sharing food, 

talking and trading as part of the community activities and clearly this had the potential to 

promote the development of friendships and new bonds. In addition, as the Church offered 

social support by helping people to find employment and address their concerns about legal 

issues such as visa applications, this has the potential to promote peoples health and well-

being. So although the focus of this study has been on the healing service in the Sanctuary 

Church, it is clear that the community that they have built around the Church also acts to 

promote health and wellbeing. 

 

7.3.4 Summary 

From the discussion above, it could be suggested that the Church bonds the people 

together or enabled them to carry on. Most of the people who attended the Sanctuary 

Church had similar diasporic experiences and therefore as part of their integration into the 

larger community, for some, it was a case of ‘move with the people that I know’. I have used 

intersectionality to address the shared experiences of the people in my study, with some 

focus on gender relations within the Sanctuary Church. Although both men and women in 

the Sanctuary Church did not talk about the roles of men and women in the Church 

hierarchy, it became apparent during the writing up of my thesis, that this may have been a 

useful area for research and it may be an important topic for future studies. 

My research highlighted the importance of the ‘healing service’ the Pastor and the role of 

the church in community and there was a strong evidence of community support during 

sharing of testimonies in some of the healing services, which, promoted a genuine 
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outpouring of community spirit. In a sense there was a shared language, shared belief and 

some of the people seem to portray the Church building as a place of safety where they 

found ties that bound them together. In my next and last chapter I will discuss the 

implications of my research findings. 
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Chapter 8: Implications of my findings 

 

8.1 Introduction  

The aim of my study was to investigate why people who originated from Sub-Saharan Africa 

come to a Pentecostal Church in London to seek help for ill health’? 

Because I wanted to understand peoples’ beliefs and practices I conducted an ethnographic 

study in the Sanctuary Pentecostal Church in London for an eight-month period. This gave 

me the opportunity to participate in the activities of the church, observe the healing services 

and interact with the community. I was also able to conduct some interviews with members 

of the congregation that enabled me to both clarify my own understanding of the practices 

of the Church, as well as to listen to the perspectives of individuals and I used this approach 

as I thought it would help to ensure the integrity of my findings.  

The value of the thesis is in the new research data it presents and in the important argument 

developed about the African Pentecostal conception of health and healing, in which physical 

health is understood as part of a wider set of social and personal ills. Healing of the body is 

understood as the locus of struggle between external forces, which can be combated 

through embodied personal and social practices of faith. 

 

8.2 Overview of the thesis  

The first three chapters of this thesis attempted to establish the context for my study. I 

sought to identify some of the key themes concerning globalisation, mass migration and the 

African diaspora in London. In chapter two, I focused on migration from Sub-Saharan during 

the pre-colonial period, the colonial era and the post-independence era. Additionally, the 

chapter, examined the Atlantic and African diaspora, and specifically focused on the African 

diaspora in London.  

In chapter three, issues discussed included the key concepts of spirituality, religion and the 

rise of Pentecostalism; the role of the church in Africa. Consideration was also given to the 

literature concerning the rise of Pentecostalism in Africa and the role of the church during 
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pre and post-colonialism, as well as the growth of Pentecostalism in the United Kingdom. 

The introduction and these first two chapters were designed in order to establish some of 

the contextual issues relating to the African diaspora in London and more specifically to 

establish an understanding of Pentecostalism in the global and local settings. 

In chapter four, I reflected on some of the literature that explored the relationship between 

religion, spirituality and culture and how they influenced health beliefs and help seeking 

behaviour. I also illustrated the relationship between these concepts. Significantly, these 

concepts helped to establish the context of my own research. Furthermore, this chapter 

also reflected on some of the debates concerning healing in Pentecostalism and some 

critiques of Pentecostalism.  

In my methodology, (chapter five-part 1) I sought to outline the dominant paradigms 

(positivism and interpretivism) and discussed the methodological approach used for my own 

study. I felt that the research lent itself to interpretivism and more specifically, ethnography, 

because I wanted to know why people sought healing in a Pentecostal church. Using 

ethnography as the strategy for my study has helped me to provide a holistic explanation of 

what I observed, which focused on the processes and relationships that lie behind the 

surface events. It also offered a rich source of visual data and it helped me to put things in 

context, rather than abstracting specific aspects in isolation. My ethnographic work offered 

me the opportunity to both participate and conduct overt, direct observations of the healing 

services and the congregation and the Pastor in the Sanctuary Church for a period just over 

eight months. I was able to watch what happened, listened to what was said, feel, smell and 

immerse myself in the Church, as well as being able to ask questions and clarify issues in 

order to develop a deeper understanding of why people attend the Sanctuary Church for 

healing.  

In part two of chapter 5, I focused on my research methods and here I wanted to identify 

some of the challenges that I faced in trying to enter the field (the Church) and issues of 

informed consent in a large community setting, as well as mapping out my fieldwork, data 

collection processes and my approach to data analysis. In this chapter, I also discussed my 

role as a participant observer in the Sanctuary Church, as well as the interviews I conducted. 
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I used these interviews to help enrich my understanding of my fieldwork as well as clarify 

issues, which I had previously recorded in my field notes but not necessarily fully 

understood. Furthermore, in this chapter I discussed some of the personal and spiritual 

challenges that I experienced during my ethnographic fieldwork. 

The final two chapters (chapters, seven and eight) focused on the findings from my 

ethnographic fieldwork and the data analysis. My ethnography has enriched my personal 

journey in understanding about the role of religiosity, spirituality and healing. For instance 

in chapter seven, I highlight the fact that a belief in the role of God and the devil in health 

was a central tenet of the belief system used by the congregation attending the Sanctuary 

Church. Moreover, if as my findings suggest, people in the congregation considered the 

cause of ill health and misfortune to originate from the devil, and that relief/salvation from 

this suffering can be found in God, and I suggested that it would then follow, that seeking 

help from the Church for illness and misfortunes would be a logical response.  Moreover, 

my findings also indicated that Pastor John was a charismatic leader who played a very 

significant role in the healing process at the Sanctuary Church. Indeed, the Pastor seemed 

to play multiple roles in the healing processes that take place in the Church, ranging from 

being the spiritual leader of the church, a healer, the Church director and a man of God. 

However, at times, members of the congregation seem to confound his role between seeing 

him as a conduit of God to offer healing and actually being the source of healing. In this 

chapter I also identified some of the other dynamics of healing in the Sanctuary Church 

including the role of communal singing and the creation of collective effervescence, the role 

of objects in healing (for example the use of Ribena, cloth and oils, speaking in tongues, 

casting out the devil), as well as the use and construct of sacred space. In addition, I 

identified that the Church also plays a wider role of healing outside of the church services, 

by offering a place to find friendship, community, support and advice. 

 

8.3 Implication   

My research findings suggest that primarily people go to the Sanctuary Church because 

their beliefs concur with the beliefs of the Church. Thus, some people find reinforcement of 
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what they believe and their shared belief about the roles of God and the devil in their lives. 

Significantly, because members of the congregation locate the origins and causes of ill-

health and misfortune as coming from the devil and the cure for unfortunate events to be 

located with God, for many people in the congregation, ‘the locus of control’ for both health 

and illness existed outside of their biological bodies and their own agency. Consequently, it 

seems logical that people who share these beliefs would turn to the Sanctuary Church for 

healing. However, my findings also suggested that some of the people who attended the 

Sanctuary Church to seek healing, had also been to see a doctor or psychiatrist in the 

National Health Service and therefore, it seemed that some people may hold contradictory 

beliefs about the origins and treatment of illness. Although as James one of the regular 

attendees at the Sanctuary Church suggested, for some people it is possible to reconcile 

these conceptual differences as he described how it ‘is God who gives the doctors wisdom 

to do what they do’’. Interestingly, in a way, this approach reflects my own beliefs in that I 

while I am trained as a nurse, I also go to a Pentecostal church and while my professional 

practice is based in the secular world I also believe that God has the power to do anything. 

Issues such as these, have raised some interesting challenges for me during my research 

journey and at times, I have struggled with trying to understand other peoples spiritual and 

religious beliefs and trying not to interpret them through my own lens of my Pentecostal 

beliefs that differ subtlety in terms of belief but rather differently, in terms of some of the 

practice in the Sanctuary Church service.   

 

8.3.1 The aetiological models of mental and physical illnesses  

My findings suggest that for most people in the Sanctuary Church, both physical and mental 

illnesses have a spiritual cause and the devil appears to be the main force behind such 

illnesses, which is understood as originating from external causes. However, my 

ethnographic study also suggests that the need for healing or deliverance is not merely a 

response to physical and mental illnesses but can also be a response to other social forms 

of distress caused by both personal, local and global factors. It appeared from my fieldwork 

that people constructed the devil’s work in different forms. For example he was described 
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as being responsible for poverty, unemployment, lack of immigration papers, as well as 

health concerns. On reflection, it seems that one of the challenges of this health belief 

system is that it risks ignoring the social determinants of health, such as social inequality, 

racism and discrimination.  

 

8.3.2 Help-Seeking  

One of the key findings from my study is, that if people hold an aetiological model that 

accounts for illness and misfortune as existing in the spiritual world, then health 

professionals need to think more deeply about their approaches to care and notions of help-

seeking behaviour. Indeed, much of the existing literature on health and help-seeking 

behaviour seems to assume that people need support in accessing the National Health 

Service, and yet my own study indicates while some people may use the NHS and still went 

to seek healing in the Sanctuary Church, while others will only sought help from the Church. 

The debate here is not whether Pentecostal healing works, or not, but why people turned 

to the Church for healing and social support and what benefits they receive from that 

experience and my research has indicated that this is due to their belief system about the 

origins of illness and misfortune. 

 

8.3.3 Role of the Sanctuary Church and significance of the church in the community 

Another one of my core findings suggests that the Church plays an important role in building 

community and offering a place of friendship and support. In many ways, because the 

Church builds a strong sense of community, by default, the Church helps to address some 

of the social determinants of health inequality for example social isolation and loneliness, 

as well as supporting individuals and building capacity (e.g. by helping with job applications 

and applications for citizenship and visas). Although the people who come to the Sanctuary 

Church originate from different nations in Sub-Saharan, it was clear in talking to people that 

the Church offered a space not only for spiritual activities but also an opportunity for making 

friends and finding a welcoming community. Indeed, at the end of healing services and other 

services, I frequently experienced a genuine outpouring of warmth and community spirit, as 
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people found a space to speak together in their home languages, shared food and laughter, 

as well as trading in objects that would be familiar in their home country. However, although 

there were very considerable differences among the people in the Church community, in 

terms of the languages spoken by the different nationalities within Sub-Saharan region, as 

well as cultural dress, specific foods and some cultural mannerisms, they all shared a 

common belief in God. This linked people together as they shared their religious beliefs 

through a process of praise, clapping, singing and dancing together, and by other cultural 

forms which created a supportive space for people who might often find themselves living 

in the margins of the dominant culture. Indeed, I might suggest that this coming together of 

people enables some members of the Church and local community at large, to fulfill their 

potential and improve their quality of life which could lead to producing lasting benefits, such 

as promoting good public health, (social, economic, political) for the individual and the 

community, although I cannot necessarily assume this is from my data. 

 

8.3.4 Speaking in tongues  

My research findings also links to other studies that have looked at Pentecostalism such as 

issues around speaking in tongues and the role of the Church for people who are 

marginalised. As I suggested in my findings, other writers have also argued that the ‘Holy 

Spirit’ and the act of speaking in tongues is a distinctive in Pentecostal practice and this 

was clearly evident in my own research findings. Indeed some writers have suggested that 

this free form of expression requires no authorisation or status and this can be especially 

important for non-literate people, as it gives them freedom of self-expression.   

 

8.3.5 Construction of meanings of illness and adversity  

My study also contributes towards the wider healing studies literature and my own work 

concurs with findings by some writers, who suggest that churches have an important role in 

assisting members to conceptualise the nature of their physical and emotional suffering and 
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that they are central agents in the construction of the meaning of illness and adversity. 

Earlier in my thesis, I suggested that traditional healing has a long history in Africa and 

scholars have posited the belief that sickness and misfortune could result from both natural 

and mystical causes is often found in African traditional religions. Just like the adherent of 

African traditional religions, Pentecostalists also believe in natural causality. However, in 

both contexts the lines between natural and spiritual causes of sickness and misfortune are 

not that sharply drawn. Some writers argue that this explains why the African 

Pentecostal/Charismatic theology, of which the Sanctuary Church is an example, generally 

hold the process of healing from sickness and the deliverance from demonic influence 

together in an inseparable manner.  

 

8.3.6 Spaces in Pentecostal healing  

Earlier in my thesis (chapter two), I outlined some of the debates concerning the concept of 

diaspora and African migration. Although I wrote the first draft of this chapter earlier in my 

PhD process, it turned out to be more significant than I originally envisaged, because I was 

to read the work of Doreen Massey and her theory concerning the idea of a “global sense 

of place” (1994:146-156). Massey suggested that places can be thought of as constituted 

through “intersecting trajectories, and not as static, bounded containers” (Massey 

1991:277), in other words, Massey seemed to suggest that there is an increasing fluidity in 

the construct of physical or conceptual space and that the divide between the local and the 

global have become blurred. Indeed, as I suggested in the discussion of my findings when 

we are thinking about space in the Sanctuary Church, its physical boundaries (i.e. the 

building and the use of space within the building) does not set the boundaries of the Church. 

That is because the majority of the congregation originate from various countries in sub-

Sahara Africa and therefore the global is not ‘out there’ and the local ‘here’ but that places 

are defined as simultaneously part of both global and local connections. This was a very 

important insight, not only because the congregation originated from sub-Sarah Africa, but 

also because they have reconstructed a pan-African community around and within the 
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Church and the Sanctuary Pentecostal Church itself is also linked to Africa and can be 

understood as part of a global Pentecostal movement. 

 

8.3.7 Limitations of the study  

The findings in this thesis were obtained from people who attended one Pentecostal 

Church. Unfortunately because of the scope of this thesis, it is not possible to generalise 

about other Pentecostalists who do not attend the Sanctuary Church.. Another limitation 

which I have already mentioned in chapter 5.2.9 of this thesis, is that although I did not want 

to miss anything during the services, there were a couple of occasions during a service 

when I came out because there was so much to see and write. There were also a number 

of occasions during my observations when I felt very tired and exhausted and occasionally 

I even dozed off during the service. Although, this happened only a few times during my 

fieldwork and while taking short breaks during those two services helped me to refocus my 

mind on activities in the services, I could have potentially missed vital data in terms of my 

observations and also what some of the people shared during the healing services.  

A third limitation of this thesis which is mentioned in my discussion in chapter six is that both 

level one and two coding were conducted manually and on paper before using computer 

software. Because of the large amount of data that I collected and the fact that analysis of 

my ethnographic notes was a process that lasted for eight months, I found out that sorting 

my data manually was always a complex operation. It is easy to forget the details of work 

previously coded and I also noticed that on a few occasions I was not always consistent in 

the assignation of codes to my field notes and so to ensure reliability in the classification 

and to prevent confusion in building a consistent theory and avert a potential problem to my 

research findings I amalgamated the data before analysing (I rechecked my hand coded 

data before I amalgamated in the MAX QDA software). 
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8.3.8 Conclusion and personal reflections on my research 

My research journey and my ethnographic fieldwork have enriched my intellectual 

knowledge, my professional practice and my work as a lecturer. However, the process has 

been a challenge for me, not least because of some of the conflicts between my own belief 

system and what I witnessed in the Sanctuary Church. However, I consider that my own 

situated position as a researcher who is a Pentecostal, Black and an African migrant was 

beneficial to me and I think these characteristics helped me to collect rich, textual data from 

the field.  As a Christian of a different Pentecostal background, I have found the different 

articulation of God and the devil in the Sanctuary Church caused a tension for me 

theologically and at times, I have felt uncomfortable with some of the explanations that 

people used in my fieldwork. For example, the construction of the devil in the Sanctuary 

Church, which implies that the devil makes people do bad things. My understanding of this 

is, that this explanatory approach could be used to allow people to abdicate from a 

responsibility for negative acts. Indeed, this had deeper implications for the ways in which 

people constructed their understanding of what happened in their lives, and it was very 

interesting to see that people often blamed the devil for every misfortune that happened to 

them. Consequently, this worldview has the potential for constructing people as the agents 

of God and the devil, rather than individuals in their own right. 

Furthermore, I found some of the beliefs intriguing and fascinating and sometimes I found 

myself reflecting on some of the pragmatics of spiritual issues, such as, how witches can 

travel abroad from the Democratic Republic Congo to London (without an aircraft and a 

travel visa)? Clearly, while these were not issues of academic concern but they did 

challenge me, in terms of trying to understand other peoples’ belief systems. Additionally, I 

also struggled with some practices in the Church, for example, I fail to understand why some 

members of the congregation believed that Ribena blackcurrant drink and oil could help 

heal them. Moreover, at times I was intrigued by some of the comments made during the 

testimonies  in the healing service time and I was especially surprised to hear that Pastor 

John described an incident of gang-on-gang killing among some teenagers living in London, 
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as the ‘devil’s attack’. I was also amazed by the Pastors comments at one point when he 

alluded to the fact that this ‘attack of the devil’ was only happening to ‘black children’.  

Indeed, I found these kinds of discussions in the Church both interesting and very worrying 

at the same time. 

 

8.3.9 My contribution to knowledge 

Through my original research, I identified a number of key issues that I consider, make a 

significant contribution to knowledge. 

Embodied healing: My research suggests that health and the body are multiply constructed 

and that while the body may be the focus of health practices in biomedicine, the person who 

is sick is often a passive recipient of medical knowledge and practice. In contrast, within the 

Sanctuary Church, healing is very visceral for example, the laying of the hands by the 

Pastor, people screaming and falling on the floor, and the using of oil, cloths and drinks, 

and these features are all concerned with the embodied experiences of healing where the 

person who is sick is viscerally engaged with the healing process. I think this is a significant 

finding, in that the body is used as the source for praising God and experiencing God and 

it is also the receptacle for illness and maleficent events. Although the body is constructed 

as the conduit for these events, it is not where those things naturally reside because God 

and the devil are considered as being outside of the body. Therefore, in the healing service 

the body is used as a conduit to address these processes. 

How people account for the origins of illnesses are influenced by religious and spiritual 

beliefs and this informs peoples’ help-seeking behaviour: At the heart of my research 

question, I wanted to know why people attended church for health concerns. My research 

found that primarily, people go to the Sanctuary Church because their beliefs concur with 

those of the Church and many people, find a reinforcement of what they believe and their 

shared belief about the roles of God and the devil in their lives within the practices that occur 

inside and outside of the Church. Significantly, because members of the congregation 

locate the origins and causes of ill-health and misfortune to come from the devil, and the 
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cure for unfortunate events to be located with God, for many people in congregation, ‘the 

locus of control’ for both health and illness was deemed to exist outside of their biological 

bodies and their own agency. Consequently, it seems logical that people who share these 

beliefs would turn to the Sanctuary Church for healing. However, my findings also 

suggested that some of those who attended the Sanctuary Church to seek healing, had 

also been to see a doctor (or a psychiatrists) in the National Health Service and therefore it 

seemed that some people may hold contradictory beliefs about the origins and treatment of 

illness. In an increasingly multicultural society, it is important for health practitioners to 

understand the complexity of people’s health beliefs and practices. Therefore, I consider 

my thesis will have contributed to knowledge by increasing our understanding of why people 

might seek help for health concerns within a Pentecostal church. 

 

8.3.9.1 Further Studies 

This has been a long and interesting intellectual journey and I envisage my future research 

and publications will continue to focus on the practices of Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) 

communities in relation to their beliefs relating to aspects of health and education. In future, 

I would like to publish my findings in sociological and healthcare journals and publications.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix I: Application for ethical approval- approval letter 

15 February 2013 

Geoffrey Amoateng  

Anglia Ruskin University  

Faculty of Health, Social Care and Education 

William Harvey Building  

Bishop Hall Lane  

Chelmsford  

CM1 1SQ  

 Dear Geoffrey,   

Re: Application for Ethical Approval 

Project Number: 12/042 

Project Title: In what ways does culture influence the understanding, uptake and 

access to mental health services among people from Sub-Saharan 

background living in London?  

Principal Investigator: Geoffrey Amoateng 

Thank you for resubmitting your documentation in respect of your application for ethical 
approval. This has been reviewed by the Chair of the Faculty (of Health, Social Care & 
Education) Research Ethics Panel (FREP) in advance of the next scheduled meeting in 
March.  

I am pleased to inform you that your research proposal has been approved by the Faculty 
Research Ethics Panel under the terms of Anglia Ruskin University’s Policy and Code of 
Practice for the Conduct of Research with Human Participants. Approval is for a period of 
three years from 15 February 2013.  

It is your responsibility to ensure that you comply with Anglia Ruskin University’s Policy 
and Code of Practice for Research with Human Participants and specifically:  



258 

• The procedure for submitting substantial amendments to the Panel, should there be
any changes to your research.  You cannot implement these changes until you have
received approval from FREP for them.

• The procedure for reporting adverse events and incidents.

• The Data Protection Act (1998) and any other legislation relevant to your research.
You must also ensure that you are aware of any emerging legislation relating to your
research and make any changes to your study (which you will need to obtain ethical
approval for) to comply with this.

• Obtaining any further ethical approval required from the organisation or country (if
not carrying out research in the UK) where you will be carrying the research out.
Please ensure that you send the FREP Secretary copies of this documentation.

• Any laws of the country where you are carrying the research out (if these conflict
with any aspects of the ethical approval given, please notify FREP prior to starting
the research).

• Any professional codes of conduct relating to research or research or requirements
from your funding body (please note that for externally funded research, a project
risk assessment must have been carried out prior to starting the research).

• Notifying the FREP Secretary when your study has ended.

Information about the above can be obtained on our website at: 

http://web.anglia.ac.uk/anet/rdcs/ethics/index.phtml/ 

Please also note that your research may be subject to random monitoring by the Panel. 

Please be advised that, if your research has not been completed within three years, you 
will need to apply to our Faculty Research Ethics Panel for an extension of ethics approval 
prior to the date your approval expires. The procedure for this can also be found on the 
above website.    

Should you have any queries, please do not hesitate to contact me. May I wish you the 
best of luck with your research.  

Yours sincerely 

Dr Leslie Gelling   

For the Faculty (of Health, Social Care & Education) Research Ethics 

Panel 

http://web.anglia.ac.uk/anet/rdcs/ethics/index.phtml/
http://web.anglia.ac.uk/anet/rdcs/ethics/index.phtml/
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Dr Pauline Lane (Supervisor)  

Prof. Jenny Secker (Supervisor)  

Beverley Pascoe (RESC Secretary) 
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Appendix II: Participant information for pastors and church 

leaders (phase 1) 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR PASTORS AND CHURCH LEADERS 

Study Title: The role of culture in understanding of mental illness and its treatment 
among people from Sub-Saharan living in London  

1 Who am I? 

My name is Geoffrey Amoateng. I am a PhD student studying at Anglia 
Ruskin University and currently doing this research study for my PhD. My 
background is a mental health nurse and I now lecture student nurses at 
the university. I can be contacted on telephone number X or by email X

2 What is this research study about? 

This research will try and find out how culture influences the 
understanding of mental illness and the decisions about where to go for 
help and treatment by people from Sub-Saharan living in London 

3. How can you and your church help or be involved in this study?

I found out from my visit to your church that there are people from many 
nations in Africa in your congregation and I think  your church will be an 
ideal study site as it would offer me opportunities to speak to, and learn 
from, people from different nationalities from Sub-Saharan. 

4. Who else will be involved in this research study?

There will be no one apart from me. However, as part of support from the 
university, I will be discussing some of my observations with my 
supervisors in the university. The name of the lead supervisor is Tim 
Schafer and his e-mail and telephone contact details are X

5. What I will be doing in the church how long will this study be?

mailto:Geoffrey.Amoateng@anglia.ac.uk
mailto:Tim.Schafer@anglia.ac.uk
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I would like to be part of your church congregation for at least six months 
and will be attending church regularly during this period. This will give me 
opportunities to watch and listen to what you do and say, observing and 
talking and participating in the church activities in order to discover how 
the church supports and helps people in  times of crisis. I am also a 
Christian and will take part in the services as a member of the 
congregation. 

6. What will be some of the benefits of this research study?

This study will aid understanding of the mental health needs of people 
from Sub-Saharan migrant communities. It will also help us understand 
the role of culture in shaping the choices people make when seeking 
support for their psychological problems. Last but not least it will help to 
develop a fuller understanding of the role of he church and faith 
community in influencing the choices people make when seeking help. 

7. Why is this important?

Because there seems to be many people who benefit from the local 
National Health Service (NHS) but for various reasons others find it 
difficult to use the NHS. This research will seek to find out how the church 
provides support to individuals with psychological problems and help 
develop among other things the role of the church and faith community in 
influencing choices about seeking help among people from Sub–Saharan 
African backgrounds living in London. 

8. Can you refuse to take part or withdraw at any time?

Your church’s participation is voluntary and you can withdraw from taking 
part in this research at any time for any reason and without prejudice. 
Your church is under no obligation to participate in the study and so if you 
wish to withdraw from the research or do not want to take part you will be 
given a consent withdrawal form to complete. 

I will not attend all services and will tell the congregation, in advance, 
which services I will be attending. This gives individuals the choice to 
attend services when I am either there or not. 

9. What is my role?

I am a researcher and my aim is to participate and observe church life for 
a period of six months by attending services. I will write up notes of what I 
observe, always endeavouring to maintain confidentiality by not 
identifying name of individuals that are described. I also intend to take a 
full part in the churches services and contribute to the Christian 
community. 
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10. Are there any risks involved?

There are minimal risks to the church and its congregation as I am only 
observing and participating in church life. I will be very open with people 
about my role and will not to intrude in, or interfere with the church.  

I will not identify the church in any reports about the research and I will 
not identify any individuals by name. I will offer all members of the church 
confidentiality. In the unlikely event that I am given sensitive information 
about serious criminal behaviour, I will discuss my concerns with the 
church leadership and my supervisors in the university. 

11. How will I inform the congregation about the process of the research?

On a regular basis I will contribute to the church newsletter by reporting 
my research and I will also share my learning with the church at separate 
meetings for those who are interested. 

12. Is there any other aspect to this research?

Yes it is my intention to talk to key individuals about the way the church 
supports people after the initial six months period of observation and 
participation. I will contact people individually once this process of six 
months observation is complete. 

13. Is this research approved by the University?

Yes. The research has been approved by the Faculty of Health and 
Social Care’s Research Ethics Panel. 
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Appendix 3: Participant Information Sheet (P.I.S) for interviewees 

(phase 2) 
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Appendix 4: Interview participant consent form (Phase 2) 
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Appendix 5:  A poster a for Sanctuary Newsletter 

HOW DOES CULTURE AFFECT HOW YOU DEAL WITH YOUR HEALTH PROBLEMS? 

(PS: For purposes of confidentiality I have deleted a personal photo which was 
included on this page)    

My name is Geoffrey Amoateng and currently undertaking my PhD research study at 
Anglia Ruskin University. 

I am interested in culture and how it influences understanding of mental illness and the 
decisions people make about where to go for help and treatment. 

In the next six months, I will be attending your church both as a member of the 
congregation and an observer. I will observe how the community provides help and 
support and would be pleased to listen to any member of the church about this subject. 

I would like to speak to every person who is happy to share on this subject and so please 
feel free to speak to me if you see me around either before and after the church service. 

If you want to talk to me about this but don’t see me at the services, please contact me by 
phone or e-mail and we will arrange to meet up.  

E-mail address:

Office Telephone Number: 

Confidentiality will be respected and I will not identify anyone by name in any reports 

 on the research and I will not identify the real name or location of the church. I will be 
attending the following services over the next month. 

Sunday (Dates to be added once confirmed) 

Sunday “ 

Friday  “ 

Sunday “ 

mailto:Geofffrey.Amoateng@anglia.ac.uk
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Appendix 6: Interview guide-Themed interviews with key 

informats (phase 2) 

Interview Guide 

1. Cultural background of interviewee and motivation for attending this
church.

• Can you tell me a bit more about which part of Africa you come from and
how long you have lived in London?

• Do you know someone in this church who is originally from same country as
where you come from?

• How did you hear about this church?

• Can you tell me a bit more about what made you attend/come to this
church?

• What do you consider to be the difference between this church and other
Pentecostal churches in London?

2. Value of Health beliefs

• You told me a few months ago that you/a family member suffers from a
psychological/mental/terminal (cancer) illness. Could you tell me a bit more
about that?

• Can you describe to me your understanding of the
psychological/mental/terminal (cancer) illness problem experienced by
you/your family member?

• Could you tell me a bit more about your experience of the support you/your
family member received from your doctor?

• What was the reason why you/your family member asked to be prayed for
by the pastor?

• Do you think you/family member’s psychological/mental/terminal (cancer)
illness problem improved because she was prayed by your pastor?

• When I first spoke to you a few months ago you told me the witchcraft is the
cause of your family member’s ill health/bareness/ unemployment problem.
Could you tell me a bit more about that?

• Could you tell me a bit more about what a witch looks like and why you
think he/she is the cause of your family member’s psychological problem?

• Can you please tell me a bit more about who this witch/devil is and what
role you think he/she plays in making you/your family member ill?

• How does the devil come in people and make them ill?

• Are there different types of devils?

• Can you tell me about your family member’s experience of been attacked
by the devil.

3 Understanding of healing 

• You told me in our previous conversation that your family member received
healing and deliverance from the devil after the pastor prayed for him. Can
you tell me a bit more about that?
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(Probe for understanding of terms used e.g. ‘received healing’ 

(Probe for how the interviewee knows that their member is healed) 

• Do you think all people from your culture go for help in the church when
they experience a psychological breakdown?

• You said to the congregation that you have been to see a different healer
before someone recommended this church. Can you tell me a bit more
about that?

• How is that healer different from the pastor of this church? (culturally
defined healers)

• Do you know of any other traditional healer that is linked to this church
apart from the one you mentioned?

• Do you think everybody gets healed when they come to this church with a
problem which is similar to yours?

4. Power and authority of the pastor in healing

• You said that you/your family member was given some medication for her
psychological problems but it did not work. Can you tell me a bit more about
that?

• Can tell me where you think is the source of your pastor’s healing power?

• You told me in our previous conversation that you believe your pastor is a
good man of God and has the power to heal. Could you tell me a bit more
about that?

• Can you tell me about your experience of you/your family member being
prayed byr your pastor?

• Some members of the congregation tend to call your pastor ‘Daddy’ Can
you tell me a bit more about why your pastor is sometimes called by that
name?

5. Signs and symbolisms

Dressing

I have observed that some members of this church tend to wear African dress.
Do you think this helps with healing after they have been prayed for by your
pastor?

Food

Can you tell me a bit more about the food shared among members of the
congregation in the church hall at the end of each service?

• How important is the sharing of food for you?
(Probe for reasons)

Oil 

• I have observed that the pastor sometimes rubs oil on the forehead of
the congregation during the healing sessions. Can you tell me a bit more
about that?

Probe for the healing power of oil for psychological problems if not covered 

Probe for unique properties of oil if not covered 
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Screaming/shouting, Jumping and clapping of hands 

• Can you tell me a bit more about why pastor and some members of the
congregation tend to shout very loud and jump up and down when the
pastor is preaching?

• There are often a lot of hands clapping during the service. Do you think
that helps members of the congregation who attend the service because
of healing?

Rolling on the floor during healing services 

• Can tell me a bit more about why some members of the congregation tend
to roll on the church floor in front of the congregation after the pastor prayed
and laid his hands on their head?

If relevant probe for interviewee’s personal experience of this 

6. Community Services

• I have heard it announced several times in the church, that if anyone
wants financial and immigration advice they should speak to the church
Administrator. Can you tell me a bit more about that?

• Can you tell me what other support services are available for members
of this church?

7. Women in church leadership

• I have observed that two women usually sit in front on the platform with the
other leaders of the church.  Can you tell me a bit more about their role in
the church?

Closing the interview 

Is there anything else you would like to explain to me about healing in the church 
that we haven’t discussed? 

Thank you very much for your time, it has been very interesting to talk about things 
with you. 
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Appendix 7: A table showing interview participants with 

characteristics and names anonymised (phase 2) 

Participant name Characteristics Relationship to church 

Bibi Middle aged woman with 
bright red hair. Showed 
loyalty and honesty in her 
role. 

An Usher and a regular 
attendee 

Solomon Muscular, tall and very 
friendly, showed  some 
sincerity and persistence 
in his attendance 

Regular attendee 

Felicity A dark coffee complexion 
with a gleaming warm 
smile. A woman of 
integrity showed 
consideration and 
determination. 

Regular attendee 

Clara A petit naturally beautiful 
woman Showed kindness 
and patience 

Regular attendee 

Mrs. Nwanga An elderly woman who 
showed consideration 
and faithfulness 

Regular attendee 

Mrs Dako a tall young lady  showed 
kindness  

Regular attendee 

Mr Tandi A medium built middle-
aged man. Patient and 
educated  

Regular attendee 

Georgina A tall woman between 
fifty and sixty year’s old 
showed kindness. 

Regular attendee 

Joseph A tall slender-built 
middle-aged man very 
talkative and frank 

Regular Attendee 

Mr Pipi A shy looking married 
man. Showed 
determination 

Occasional attendee 

Johanna A young woman of about 
thirty years of age. Well 
respected. Showed 
patience.. 

Occasional attendee 
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Appendix 8: Table showing nations in Sub-Saharan 

Angola 

Benin 

Botswana 

Burkina Faso 

Burundi 

Cameroon 

Cape Verde 

Central African Republic 

Chad 

Comoros 

Congo (Brazzaville) 

Congo (Democratic 

Republic 

Côte d'Ivoire 

Djibouti 

Equatorial Guinea 

Eritrea 

Ethiopia 

Gabon 

The Gambia 

Ghana 

Guinea 

Guinea-Bissau 

Kenya 

Lesotho 

Liberia 

Madagascar 

Malawi 

Mali 

Mauritania 

Mauritius 

Mozambique 

Namibia 

Niger 

Nigeria 

Réunion 

Rwanda 

Sao Tome and 

Principe 

Senegal 

Seychelles 

Sierra Leone 

Somalia 

South Africa 

Sudan 

Swaziland 

Tanzania 

Togo 

Uganda 

Western Sahara 

Zambia 

Zimbabwe 

Source: The Royal Society- Department for International Development (DFID) Africa capacity 

Building Initiative, 2012. 


