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This essay aims to illustrate the importance of religious experience to mission and discipleship focusing on Pentecostalism in contemporary Africa.  There are different streams of Pentecostalism but they share certain common phenomenological and theological characteristics.  Based on those shared ‘family resemblances’, I understand Pentecostalism and its historically younger progenies, that is, the various Charismatic movements as consisting of: 
Christian groups which emphasise salvation in Christ as a transformative experience wrought by the Holy Spirit and in which pneumatic phenomena including ‘speaking in tongues’, prophecies, visions, healing and miracles in general, perceived as standing in historic continuity with the experiences of the early church as found especially in the Acts of the Apostles, are sought, accepted, valued, and consciously encouraged among members as signifying the presence of God and experiences of his Spirit.

Whichever category to which they belong, current studies generally acknowledge the Pentecostal/charismatic movement to be the fastest growing stream of global Christianity.  Thus Harvey Cox writes that the growth of Pentecostalism worldwide ‘holds within it a host of significant clues to the meaning of the general global spiritual resurgence we are now witnessing.’
  What defines Pentecostalism is the experience of the Holy Spirit in transformation, radical discipleship and manifestations of acts of power that demonstrate the presence of the Kingdom of God among his people.  To that end, the Pentecostal movement deserves credit for its reminder to the traditional churches that the non-rational dimensions of religion, in this case the experiences of the Spirit, are important in Christian faith, life and witness.  The movement has taught us that the experience of the Spirit as a non-negotiable element in Christian mission and discipleship ‘is ignored to our common peril and impoverishment’ as a world church desiring authentic spirituality in discipleship and mission.

Experience of the Holy Spirit
The basic argument of this presentation is that the reasons accounting for the phenomenal success of global Pentecostalism may be located in its emphasis on the experience of the Holy Spirit and the pursuit of a mission agenda that takes seriously the authority of Scripture, active witnessing, discipleship, and the mediation of the Word of God in powerful, tangible and demonstrable ways.  This is what defines the character, spirituality and mission of the Church.  Christine Leonard’s book, A Giant in Ghana is a mission history of ‘The Church of Pentecost’ (CoP) in Ghana and it underscores the presence of these points in the ministry of that African Pentecostal denomination.  She for instance makes the following observation on the reasons for the growth and success of the CoP:

The main reason the Church has grown is that its people love Jesus – they have been set on fire for Him.  It shows in their worship and in their lives.  The Church has never allowed compromise – they treat sin and reversion to cultic religious practices as seriously as each one takes his responsibility to Jesus Christ and the Church.

This means Christian discipleship cannot be divorced from an affirmation of the Lordship of Christ and a life of holiness.  Additionally the emphasis on the power of the Spirit means that Pentecostalism functions as a movement that provides ritual contexts within which ordinary people may experience God’s presence and power in very forceful ways.  
Religious Experience

It is noteworthy that Pentecostals point to Scripture, particularly Pauline thought, as the primary source of authority in matters of faith.  Anytime St. Paul uses the expression ‘spiritual’, it refers to the workings of the Holy Spirit.  Thus the critical phenomena in the discussion on Pentecostalism and spirituality, as far as the Holy Spirit is concerned, are ‘experience’, ‘manifestation’ and ‘ministry’.  In Pentecostal discourse and practice the Holy Spirit, in keeping with biblical promises is expected to be experienced first, as present day reality.  Second, he manifests himself in acts of power and transformation and third, the Holy Spirit empowers the believer and the church to serve God’s purposes in the world.  This is where the movement differs from historic mission Christianity with its overly cerebral, staid, and silent approach to Christian piety.  At the turn of the 20th century, for example, Rudolf Otto lamented how the marginalisation of the non-rational aspect of religion by ‘orthodoxy’ or institutionalised Christianity had resulted in the ‘idea of the Holy’ being apprehended only in one-sidedly intellectualistic terms:  

So far from keeping the non-rational element in religion alive in the heart of the religious experience, orthodox Christianity manifestly failed to recognise its value, and by this failure gave to the idea of God a one-sidedly intellectualistic and rationalistic interpretation.

In the preface to the first edition of Ecstatic Religion, I.M. Lewis also submitted that ‘belief, ritual, spiritual experience are the cornerstones of religion’ and that the greatest of these is ‘spiritual experience.’
  In my thinking, personal experience of the subject of theology, God, is a pre-requisite to viable God-talk and ministry that seeks to bring others to serve and worship this God.  Pentecostalism, as a stream of Christianity as my definition shows, is identified by its emphases on the experience and manifestations of the Holy Spirit in acts of power.  Mindful of the dynamic nature of Pentecostal spirituality, Allan H. Anderson has captured the phenomenal impact that independent indigenous Pentecostal movements have had on Christianity in Africa in terms of an ‘African Reformation.’
  
In spite of achievements in education and medical missions, missionary work in Africa has been criticised for its inability to present a holistic gospel in Africa, a concern that the Ghanaian feminist theologian, Mercy Amba Oduyoye captures in the following observation:
Needs were stimulated in light of the European lifestyle.  They were not the needs of the people of Africa.  Thus the structures created to meet these needs were European, and Africans were ill at ease with them.  Why the schools and the hospitals?  These institutions were more in line with the work of salvation among Europeans than among Africans.  But it seemed that being literate was one of the marks of being Christian.  In terms of development, a government hospital or school could have achieved and often did achieve the same aims as the Christian hospital or school.
 

For those who have followed developments within African Christianity, one of the major setbacks of the missionary approach of the traditional churches was the way they marginalized and underemphasized pneumatic phenomena.  Africans reacted against the over-cerebral and rationalistic nature of Western forms of being Christian.  This inability of Western Christianity to integrate charismatic experiences, particularly healing and prophecy into worship in Africa, led in time to the rise of a plethora of independent indigenous church movements under various local charismatic figures.   William Wade Harries of Liberia also known as the ‘Black Elijah of West Africa’, Isaiah Shembe of South Africa, Simon Kimbangu of the D R Congo and Garrick Sokari Braide of the Niger Delta, also known as Elijah II, are some of the leading names.
Pentecostalism and the Primal Imagination

In the African context, what is primarily real is the spiritual and as Kwame Bediako will argue:

Primal religions generally conceive of religion as a system of power and of living religiously as being in touch with the source of and channels of power in the universe; Christian theology in the West seems, on the whole to understand the Christian Gospel as a system of ideas.

Thus Pentecostal spirituality has found fertile soil in the African religious imagination partly because like primal religiosity, Pentecostalism is a religion that advocates immediate experiences of the supernatural and an interventionist theology.  In Africa, religion is a survival strategy and so prayer and ritual often aims at achieving such practical ends as health, fertility, rain, protection, or relational harmony.  Much of such experiential spirituality does not only cohere with biblical patterns, but also strikes a response cord with the primal religious orientation of traditional African societies like that of Ghana.  Walter Hollenweger is a strong advocate of the view that Pentecostalism is doing well in Africa because its spirituality resonates with primal piety.  That may be so, but as a movement dedicated to Christian mission, I argue that the single most important reason for Pentecostal/charismatic renewal in Africa is that the Holy Spirit, the chief agent of mission and renewal, has chosen to do something new on the continent.  J.V. Taylor explains:

In Africa today it seems that the incalculable Spirit has chosen to use the Independent Church Movement for another spectacular advance.  This does not prove that their teaching is necessarily true, but it shows they have the raw materials out of which a missionary church is made—spontaneity, total commitment, and the primitive responses that arise from the depths of life.

Experiences of spiritual renewal that generate ‘spontaneity and total commitment’ raise questions regarding ecclesiastical, liturgical and theological traditions that have failed to deliver those experiences for many African Christians.  Serious questions have been asked concerning the theology and modus operandi of some of the many indigenous Pentecostal movements in Africa that attracted masses of spiritually hungry and disenchanted people from the traditional mainline denominations.  In sub-Saharan Africa, the excessive deployment of prophylactic substances as extensions of faith for healing by the older independent churches and the articulation of the gospel of Jesus Christ almost entirely in terms of promotion, success, health and wealth by new charismatic waves tend to make their spiritualities appear somewhat myopic.  In spite of such deficiencies, there is no gainsaying the fact that the overall impact of Pentecostalism on Christianity in Africa has been positive.  

The Church of Pentecost

Within our lifetime, indigenous classical Pentecostal denominations including William F. Kumuyi’s Deeper Christian Life Church, Enoch A. Adeboye’s Redeemed Church of God and the Church of Pentecost, established as a collaborative mission enterprise between Peter Anim of Ghana and James McKeown of the UK have all developed into major Christian denominations with branches in Africa and beyond.  In the rest of this article, we will see how the Church of Pentecost (CoP) in particular continues to have such a great impact on African Christianity because of its keen emphasis on the experience of the Holy Spirit and the outflow of the relationship that Christians develop with him.  As an African classical Pentecostal church with a transnational ministry, the CoP holds tenaciously to the doctrine of initial evidence, which advocates that after new birth there must follow the subsequent experience of ‘Baptism in the Holy Spirit’.  This subsequent experience, it is taught, must lead to the speaking of tongues or glossolalia.  The ‘doctrine of subsequence’ or the doctrine of ‘initial evidence’ flows from the conviction that when the Holy Spirit baptised the disciples at Pentecost, they spoke in new tongues (Acts 2).  In keeping with its classical Pentecostal orientation, the CoP holds that:

All believers in Jesus Christ are entitled to receive, and should earnestly seek the Baptism of the Holy Ghost and fire according to the command of our Lord.  This is the normal experience of the early church.  With this experience comes power to preach and bestowment of the gifts of the Spirit.  The believer is filled with the Holy Spirit; there is a physical sign of ‘speaking in other tongues’ as the Spirit of God gives utterance.  This is accompanied by a burning desire and supernatural power to witness to others about God’s salvation and power.
 

Pentecostalism, wherever it has appeared, tends to emphasise the need to exercise strong faith in God in the face of adversity, a belief that is born out of its experience of the felt presence of God.  Robert and William Menzies, in their remarkable work Spirit and Power, list ‘strong faith’ as an important feature of Pentecostal spirituality: ‘Overwhelmed by the sense of God’s immediate presence among them, Pentecostals were quick to believe in the fact of divine intervention in the affairs of this life.  They prayed for the sick, expecting God to deliver the afflicted from suffering.’
  Charles F. Parham, whose Bethel Bible College in Topeka, Kansas, is cited as one of the cradles of the modern Pentecostal movement at the dawn of the 20th century also held a ‘strict and life-long opposition to medicine and vaccination.’
  In keeping with its faith-healing philosophy, Apostle Peter Anim, believed that Christians should look only to Jesus for healing; or they risked perishing in hell fire.
  Anim’s group therefore felt let down when James McKeown, a Pentecostal missionary they had invited from the UK who was expected to exercise stronger faith, sought hospital treatment during a severe bout with malaria.
  

Experience and Discipleship
Taylor defines Christian mission to mean recognizing ‘what the Creator-Redeemer is doing in his world and doing it with him.’
  Whether it is used with reference to the Church as the ‘body of Christ’ or to the individual Christian, mission begins with an experiential encounter with God.  At the beginning of this century, those interested in the demographics of Christian mission in Africa were astounded that the CoP has grown to become the single largest denomination in Ghana after the Catholic Church.  Its most distinctive characteristic is the emphasis of experience as a mark of genuiune discipleship.  So from its origins, Pentecostal Christianity understood its experience, particularly the experience of the baptism of the Holy Spirit, as an empowerment for mission.  Growth through ‘conversion’ has been identified as the most sustainable kind of church growth.
  To that end, one of the most unique characteristics of the CoP has been its emphasis on personal experience in the process of incorporation into church membership.  This is a heritage that has enabled the CoP maintain its missionary focus and discipleship agenda.  This focus on the fundamentals of mission and discipleship has helped the CoP to avoid the clericalism and nominal spirituality associated with the Christianity of the older mission denominations.

Nominal Christianity
‘In much of Africa’, Maia Green observes of the Christianity of the older churches, ‘the widespread adoption of Christian religious affiliation was a direct consequence of mission over-schooling. … Often, Christian religious affiliation as an aspect of a person’s identity is explicitly concerned with the presentation of an exterior state, not an internal one.’
  So among the Pogoro people of Southern Tanzania, Green notes that conversion to Christianity was not the result of the aggregate choices of individuals attracted by the “message” of Christianity, but a direct consequence of colonial education policy.
  As with the situation of the Pogoro Catholics, in which baptism became the first stage of becoming ‘officially’ Christian, many have been baptised in Ghanaian churches without knowing what it actually means to be a Christian.  Parents scarcely know the significance of baptism and thus are hardly able to give their children any education in accordance with it.  Confirmation has all but lost its value as a means of personally affirming a faith that was affirmed on one’s behalf as an infant in baptism.  For many candidates the Confirmation rite only replaced the puberty rite frowned upon as backward by the urban folk and those with some education.  Not only do those who feel that they could get on in life without necessarily passing through the portals of the church stay away from it, but also a lot of those who affiliated with the church became nominal Christians.
The processes of joining the ordained ministry of the traditional churches do nothing to help the high rate of nominal Christianity associated with the historic mission churches.  The standards, unlike that of a typical Pentecostal church, are mainly academic.  There are numbers who seek ordination as an indirect means of pursuing academic and professional careers in ministry rather than vocations in which they serve in a ministry meant to proclaim salvation in Christ and make disciples of all nations.  As corrective measures to these developments, the CoP for example, does not consider lack of formal education as a hindrance to ordination because it is believed that where the Holy Spirit is at work, he is the Great Teacher who can teach and even use illiterates once they have come to a personal knowledge of Christ and received the baptism of the Spirit.
  In its ministry in Ghana and abroad, the CoP has not relied on theologically sophisticated clergy and lay leaders.  Pastors are very often simple ordinary Christians who having received a calling into ministry, have mostly been trained on the job.  The CoP considers theological knowledge important, but over the years this has not been allowed to determine the choice of people for ministry.  
It is revealing that, in the missionary enterprise of the Lord Jesus Christ, those he used were at some point referred to as ‘unschooled ordinary men’ whose only credential for mission was the fact that ‘they had been with Jesus’.  In short, they were perceived to have personally encountered and experienced the Lord of mission, Jesus the Christ.  James McKeown, the missionary figure behind the formation of the CoP cites ‘waiting on God’, and not education, as the means of growth for the church: ‘if we follow education, we will get what education gives … We have to seek the Lord and wait on Him – this is the secret of the Church’s success and expansion.’
  All this is to make the point that pneumatic experience is not everything as far as Christian spirituality is concerned.  But clericalism that sacrifices vital religious experience as fundamental to discipleship for ecclesiastical authority and theological propriety is one of the main impediments to such discipleship, mission and renewal in the body of Christ.  

Experience and Spirituality
Thus to understand Pentecostal spirituality, experience may be considered critical.  Writing about the Pentecostal contribution to the mission of the church in Latin America, Juan Sepúlveda names two common recognisable features of this type of Christianity that are useful for our purposes:  
i. To become Pentecostal almost always invariably involved a conflict between a religiosity centred on the ‘objectivity of dogma’, in which faith consists of formal, conscious and rational acceptance of determined beliefs or doctrines, and a religiosity which gives primacy to the subjective experience of God, in which faith is a response to a kind of possession of one’s being by the divine.

ii. To become Pentecostal almost always represents a conflict between a religion mediated by specialists of the cultured classes … and a religion in which the poor, simple people have direct access to God in which the relationship can be communicated in the language of feeling and the indigenous culture. 

Gerlach and Hine also identify such high degree of commitment that religious experience engenders as a crucial factor that accounts for the growth of Pentecostalism.  Pentecostals themselves verbalise one of the rewards of the Baptism of the Holy Spirit experience as the power to witness effectively.  So in the CoP, the most obvious reason for growth, according to Christine Leonard, ‘is that their top priority has always been evangelism...every member counts sharing their faith as their own responsibility – not just the leaders’.’
  Personal conversion and Spirit Baptism, Gerlach and Hine submit, are ‘bridge-burning’ and ‘power-generating’ acts that constitute for Pentecostals ‘a highly motivating religious experience’ which generates or sustains religious commitment.
  On the relationship between religious experience and participation, the two authors conclude as follows:

Effective participation in a movement involves just such an act that sets the believer apart in some way from the larger social context, cuts him off from past associations, identifies him with other participants in the movement, and provides high motivation for changed behaviour.’

The other important aspect of Pentecostal spirituality is its reliance on Oral theology.  Music is one oral theological form through which Pentecostals verbalize their experiences.  It is an essential ingredient of Pentecostal worship and in the CoP, members have composed local choruses out of their own experiences of the Spirit that are easy to memorise and sing.  In several of these choruses the Holy Spirit, as Apostle Michael Ntumy of the CoP points out, is referred to as Onyame Sunsum (Spirit of God) and Sunsum Kronkron (Holy Spirit).  As in biblical imagery, He is also ‘fire’, ‘wind’, and in one chorus Adom Nsu (Water of Grace) that restores life to dry deserts and parched land resulting from drought.  The testimonies of life-changing encounters with God that participants are prepared to share, accounts in large measure for the success of Pentecostalism in Christian mission.  Cox recounts his experience with Pentecostals even as a researcher:

I rarely had any trouble getting Pentecostals to tell me about their faith.  They talk about it at the slightest provocation…. Part of what made my work so easy and enjoyable is that Pentecostals tend to be very happy about their faith and they want you to share that happiness.
  

Taylor also makes this profound observation on the importance of the global Pentecostal resurgence for mission: 

‘Anyone who has a concern for the church to the six continents must come to terms with the fact that the vast majority of mankind is not going to find God through such a cerebral religion as the Christianity it has so far encountered.  That is what the revival movements, the Zionist sects, the whole Pentecostal third section of the world-wide church, are saying to us.
 

The CoP has very rigorous evangelistic programmes in both urban and rural Ghana. The CoP Witness Movement, the Pentecost Students’ Association (PENSA) and the Women’s Fellowship are all evangelistic groups that target specific constituencies for mission.  Spiritual warfare, a ministry that is very much cherished in African Christianity as a result of the spiritually precarious world in which people live, is part of the missionary methods of the CoP.  As Andrew F. Walls will argue, the church as a movement of the kingdom calls people to repentance and to alertness to the presence of Christ within.  But the presence of the church, the first test of Christian expansion, does not itself guarantee ‘the continuing influence of Christ.’  To guarantee the continuing influence of Christ through the church, Walls points out, ‘the signs of the kingdom’ must also be present through the ministry of the church.  These ‘signs of the kingdom’, as evidenced through the ministry of Jesus, include the triumph of God over principalities, powers and demonic influences.
  That the power of Christ is effective to heal and deliver is one of the greatest lessons that Pentecostal Christianity teaches the church of Christ today in its attempt at continuing his mission and discipleship in the world. 

Community and Discipleship
One of the hallmarks of the life of the early church, as chronicled in the Acts of Apostles and the epistles of St. Paul, was the strong sense of community that bound the members on account of their common experience of the Spirit.  In many places, Paul speaks of the various Christian communities in terms of a single family.  So the Thessalonians for example, are addressed as ‘brothers beloved by God’ and mention is made of the ‘joy of the Holy Spirit’ associated with their conversion (I Thess. 1:4, 6).  In an insightful study on the formation of the ekklēsia, Wayne Meeks also shows how the spirit of hospitality including care for the poor and needy was among the virtues that characterised the lives of the early churches as stressed in the traditional admonitions of Paul in some of his letters (cf. Romans 12:13).
 Such communal bonds have also been known to be one of the most stabilizing factors in African traditional societies as Kwesi Dickson’s indicates:

It is a commonplace that the sense of community is strong in Africa.  A society is in equilibrium when its customs are maintained, its goals attained and the spirit powers given regular and adequate recognition.  Members of society are expected to live and act in such a way as to promote society’s well-being; to do otherwise is to court disaster, not only for the actor but also for society as a whole.
 
Spirituality and a sense of community move together in African religiosity.  Thus it is noteworthy that, as an African church, one of the reasons for the massive presence of the CoP across the length and breadth of Ghana and beyond is its community-based methods of church planting and discipleship.  The Church encourages people to fellowship in their communities and this is a far cry from the situation where certain historic mission church congregations have acquired an elitist character because it is the place for the learned theologian to serve as pastor to the rich, powerful and famous.  The CoP community-based approach to church planting makes assemblies within the same geographical area not only accessible to people, but also fostering stronger communal bonds as members were likely to be staying shorter distances from each other.  Community-oriented congregations engender meaningful fellowship, discipleship and prompt pastoral care.  The Greek word that describes the ‘fellowship’ or ‘communion’ that characterised the life of the early church is koinonia.    This fellowship, which came into being at Pentecost, was more than the deepening of human intercourse.  It was the expression of vertical-horizontal relationships that combined sharing with others what one shared with Christ.  In other words, the new fellowship gave practical expression to the belief that to experience Christ is to belong to him as a disciple and to belong to Christ is to share his love in communion with others.  
Liturgy and Vernacularization

The CoP has a very simple outlook and this is partly evident through its very informal liturgy and vernacularization policy that creates the space and atmosphere for the Spirit to operate during worship.  Corporate worship provides the highpoint for the experience of the Spirit through his manifestations in tongues, prophecies, visions and the expressions of emotional sensibilities.  Informality creates the atmosphere for this to happen.  The move away from written and stereotyped liturgical formulae ensures that Pentecostal worship is characterised by spontaneity and expectancy, for during worship, God through his Spirit is expected to come and ‘inhabit the praises of his people.’  Pentecostals are thus able to make room for participatory worship in which people are able to worship God in languages that come naturally to them.  The last segment of worship is dedicated to the sermon, the offerings and then an Altar Call.  In Africa the use of the vernacular for prayer, singing, preaching and reading of the Scriptures in particular allows indigenous Pentecostal assemblies to function in contexts with low levels of literacy.  

Holiness Ethic

There is a definite relationship between personal experiences of the Spirit and commitment to the cause of Christ and his mission through the church.  Such commitment arises out of a sense of belonging that develops within the individual as a result of that intense encounter with the Holy Spirit.  Heribert Mühlen compares the relationship that emerges between the Christian and God after an experience of the Spirit to the love between married people.  In bodily intercourse, married people offer to one another, not only something such as a physical gift, ‘but themselves, their whole persons.’
  This act of self-giving was initiated by Christ because he loved the church and gave himself for her.  
The comparison of the relationship between the Christian and the Spirit to self-giving love, as in marital intercourse, is not unfamiliar to the African context.  Among both the Yoruba and Akan peoples for example, spirit possession uses the idiom of sexual intercourse.
  Here the traditional priest, whether male or female, is quintessentially the ‘wife’ of the deity possessing him or her.  The Akan expression sunsum afa no, used to describe spirit possession literally means, a spirit has taken over the executive faculties of the candidate for priesthood.  The critical word here is fa, ‘to take’.  This is the same expression that is used for sexual intercourse, particularly when it takes place without the full consent of the woman.  In other words, afa no (has taken) is used when a woman’s privacy has been invaded without consent.  What takes place when the Spirit of God takes hold of a person could to a limited extent be explained in terms of the invasion of one’s privacy.  The candidate, as with the making of prophets in the Christian context, is conscripted for service in a way that involves an intense emotional commitment demanding that a person’s whole being is yielded to God.  

Spirit and Morality
In both the African and Pentecostal Christian contexts the experience of the Spirit is associated with holiness.  In the minds of the generality of African Christians, the mainline churches are thought to be too permissive in their ethical standards, but not the church under study here, the CoP.  According to the constitution of the CoP, the following deviations attract sanctions: going to questionable places (such as visiting shrines as some Christians do to supplement their faith), falling into such sins as adultery, fornication and alcoholism.  Divorce, embracing false doctrines, or not keeping the Lord’s Day holy, may all attract sanctions from church authority.  The disciplinary sanctions include suspension from full membership for ordinary members, demotion (with or without suspension) for those in leadership, and outright dismissal for pastors.  A member on suspension may attend church services but is not allowed to preach or give testimony in church.  He or she is also not allowed to join the congregation in ‘open-floor’ dancing and when in church must sit at the back.  Suspended members do not receive Holy Communion.

The seriousness of CoP, as far as Christian morality is concerned, elicits a very high level of membership commitment evident in the intensity of participation in Church life.  Rodney Stark proposes that in order to grow, religious movements among other things must offer a religious culture that sets them apart from the general secular culture.  This means, according to Stark, that movements must be distinctive and impose strict moral standards.
  Stark uses ‘strictness’ in reference to the degree to which a religious group maintains ‘a separate and distinctive life style or morality in personal and family life, in such areas as dress, diet, drinking, entertainment, uses of time, sex, child rearing and the like.’
  In Christian terms drinking, and other such indulgences may be interpreted as being worldly, and this is in the light of Paul’s counsel to Christians to avoid conformity ‘to the pattern of this world’ (Romans 12:2).   According to Stark such strictness makes religious groups strong by screening out those he refers to as ‘free-riders’.  Free-riders are those who may want to share in the benefits of the movement without ‘contributing’ to the collective enterprise.  When free-riders are excluded, the average level of commitment increases, and this in turn greatly increases the credibility of the religious culture as well as generates a high degree of resource mobilisation.

The Ghanaian public image of the CoP and of Pentecostalism generally is that of a religious organisation that is making up for some of the failures and weaknesses—particularly in the area of morality—that have come to be associated with Christianity in Africa.  In keeping with its ethos as a Pentecostal denomination, CoP is serious with religious experience and things of the Spirit, and as a religious organisation it pursues a strict and uncompromising stance in what the Church perceives as biblical ethical and moral standards.  The CoP maintains a very conservative outlook that sets the Church apart as an organisation that refuses to be drawn into worldliness.  On the relation of such strictness to Church life and growth, Leonard observes that the CoP is particularly strict in dealing with matters of marital infidelity and even more so when this occurs among church elders or pastors.
  In traditional African religiosity, the maintenance of high moral standards in response to prescriptions by the gods is well known.  Religion functions as a means of social control.
  After nearly two centuries of existence in Africa and with the benefit of the translated Scriptures, traditional communities are by no means oblivious of standards required by the God of the Bible presented by the missionaries.  If their own deities, which are discounted by the Christian church as powerless and inferior, expect such high moral standards, then converts have good reason to expect the Christian God to demand even higher standards issuing in a more venerable and passionate commitment on the part of worshippers.  
Tithing
Giving in the form of tithes and offerings is an important part of Pentecostal spirituality and discipleship.  The dictum is that when the Spirit of God touches you, he touches everything you have including your finances.  It is theologically revealing that in II Corinthians 8:1-7, St. Paul refers to the spirit of giving as an ‘act of grace’.  That was because in giving towards the needs of the saints, Christian workers and the church, the believer was only appreciating God’s ultimate sacrifice in Christ on behalf of all who believe and accept him as Lord and Saviour: ‘For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that you through his poverty might become rich’ (II Corinthians 8:9; also Philippians 2:6-7).  In Ghana the spirit of giving in the CoP has become a point of for other churches in encouraging their members to give.  ‘Giving’ as an ‘act of grace’ has been translated into tithing in the CoP, a church which has been financially self-supporting since its emergence some five decades ago.  It is said that the intention of McKeown from the inception of the church was ‘to build an indigenous church with Ghanaian culture, Ghanaian ministers and finances generated from within the church.’
  The members of CoP tithe with zeal and understanding. Thus tithing has become part of the spirituality of the church.   In a deprived economy like Ghana where institutions including the government continues to rely heavily on foreign donor assistance, it is to the credit of the CoP that it integrates the experiences of Christian discipleship and making one’s financial resources available for supporting the mission of the church.

Patriarchy, Gender, Discipleship
In the African context, as Mercy Oduyoye notes in her work, ‘women are religion’s chief clients.’
  The survival of the church in Africa has been made possible to a very large extent by the active role that women in particular have played in her life and work.  The older independent churches of Africa broke the male hegemony in Christian ministry because a large number of the founders were prophetesses.  The role of women as founders and patrons of independent churches in Africa is cited by Lamin Sanneh as one area where missionary tutelage was overthrown with dramatic effect.  I share Sanneh’s submission that this timely intervention of women as recipients of spiritual gifts and as possessors of spiritual power saved Christianity from suffering a moribund fate in much of Africa.
  The CoP is a very patriarchal church that does not ordain women but they remain faithful as disciples.  In fact men and women do not even sit or dance together in church.  Wives are supposed to refer to and address their husbands as me wura, ‘my Lord’ as a sign of submission and respect.  This patriarchal outlook, regrettable as it may be, does not however deny women full participation in the life of the church.  
One of the major strengths of the CoP is its strong women’s movement and their participation dates back to the origins of the church.  Sophia McKeown provided leadership for the local women who were at the frontlines of mission to work.  In the words of James McKeown himself, in sharp contrast to his experience in the UK Apostolic Church, in Ghana ‘it was women who came and were baptised in the Holy Spirit; women who gave money and committed their time and women who prayed.’
  One woman, Mrs Helena Obo is described as ‘a real rock in the foundation of the Church.’  Mrs Obo, in times of real financial need, was said to have sold her personal jewellery and other valuable items to support James McKeown for whom she also served as an interpreter.  Mrs Obo also organised the women at Saltpond in the Central Region for Bible study, prayer and evangelism.  She was a leader in the women’s movement of the CoP from its inception in 1938 until 1974.
  Women are found in the various assemblies as prophetesses and interpreters of preachers where the latter cannot communicate in the mother tongue of the area.  In other words, the spiritual gifts of women are recognised in the local congregations.  
Afua Kuma: A Church of Pentecost Grassroots Woman Theologian

Kwame Bediako and Philip Laryea have pointed us to Afua Kuma as a useful example of the sort of contribution that women have made to the dynamic presence of the CoP in African Christianity.  She was a member of the CoP.  The Pentecostal church background of Afua Kuma, to my mind, is very significant to her oral theological thinking.  Although an illiterate woman, it is highly significant that in the work of both Bediako and Laryea, Afua Kuma is referred to as a ‘grassroots theologian’ who has played a significant role ‘in the development of Christian thought’ and whose theology ‘is foundational for Christian theology in the 21st century.’
 

In Afua Kuma’s prayers, prayers that I submit are born out of her Pentecostal experience, Jesus is imaged as Obaatanpa  (Capable Mother), Kronkron (Holy One), Otumfo Nyankopon (Almighty God), Ohene (King) and Nyansabuakwa (Custodian of Wisdom).  For our purposes I single out Afua Kuma’s application of the Akan expression Obaatanpa for God.  As Laryea rightly points out, the image is derived from the natural and biological roles of women as mothers with exceptional qualities of emotional attachment and care for children.  The expression is however not restricted to the feminine gender in usage.  It is also used for males and for any human institutions that perform the functions of caring and emotional support.  The theological import of Jesus as Obaatanpa lies in the fact that ‘although the Jesus of history comes to us as a male, our conception of him as Jesus of faith transcends gender. …To invest the Jesus of faith with the Obaatanpa image is to attest to the fact that in him both genders cohere.’
  As a grassroots theologian, Afua Kuma gained prominence during CoP conventions in which she was invited to mount the evangelistic crusade platform and through her oral theological skills in the Akan language narrate the nature of God in her prayer.  Hers was a unique ministry not unlike the women in the traditional churches who use ebibindwom (African lyrics) to recount the mighty deeds of God as outlined in the Scriptures and experienced in the daily life of the African Christian.  
Wilbert Shenk outlines the relationship between the experience of the Spirit and the novel ministries of Pentecostal women like Afua Kuma succinctly:

The sense of the immediacy of the Holy Spirit in the life of the faith community has fostered an ethos in which women are free to acknowledge and exercise their gifts, including leadership roles in the churches.  Pentecostal/charismatic churches have long recognised the leadership of women.  Indeed, numerous prophetesses have founded churches.  Now a shift is under way as women in these churches are being encouraged, in the freedom of the Spirit, to forge their own style of ministry rather than fitting into the conventional patterns of ministry of the past.

It is definitely very significant that Kwame Bediako reveals Afua Kuma’s prayers as paradigmatic of ‘grassroots’ or oral theology in action.  Prayer, as an oral theological form and the medium of communication with the object of worship, provides access to the belief and theology of worshippers.  In the assessment of Bediako, the prayers of this Pentecostal woman are ‘an illustration of that spirituality which gives a clue to the vibrant Christian presence … which forms the true basis of African theology.’  In these prayers, as Bediako further reflects, Jesus is presented not only as Lord, but also as a living reality, Protector, Provider, and Enabler who has conquered the ubiquitous forces and mysterious powers whose activities would have made it difficult for the Christian to come to a full appreciation of abundant life in Christ.
  
Conclusion

In this article I have attempted to discuss spiritual experience as a non-negotiable element of Christian mission using Ghana’s Church of Pentecost as a paradigm.  African churches are now at the forefront of mission and most of these churches are Pentecostal in nature.  Mission in African hands has ceased to be defined in terms of the overseas activity of Western mission agencies; and mission frontiers, if lessons in modern African Christianity have anything to teach us, have also ceased to be geographical.  Pentecostal churches are thriving in African and among African communities in Western context primarily because of their emphases on belief, experience, conviction and commitment to what the Spirit of God is doing in the world.  The CoP, as an example of this new paradigm in mission, possesses a strong prophetic and healing ministry, an uncompromising holiness ethic, a wider demographic appeal with an equally extensive geographic spread, a community-oriented approach to church planting, a diversified ministry including provision for children and youth, with a strong women’s movement.  These are the factors that have made the CoP one of the most popular churches in the West Africa sub-region.  Among African churches establishing in Western Europe and North America at the present time, the CoP is also the one with the best organised network.  With the features characterising its spirituality, the CoP stands for what is widely perceived in Ghana to be a more accessible and ‘more respectable option’ in indigenous Pentecostalism.   

One of the most important lessons that the need for personal experience teaches is that in Pentecostalism, religion is expected to be a matter of personal choice rather than of institutional presence.
 Pentecostalism is an experiential religion par excellence.  Although the early Pentecostals revelled in the glory of spiritual experience, most of them readily organised their lives around the principle of reaching out to a lost world and touching lives for God.
  Those who will work for God in mission must first come to an experiential knowledge of him.  That is why Pentecostals take serious exception to the routine manner in which people become Christian in the mainline churches through the processes of Infant Baptism and Confirmation.  These routine processes of incorporation into the church have not been helped by the approach of Christian mission conducted through the provision of educational facilities and social services, important as these may be.  So in spite of the major contributions that the older mission churches have made to the life of the Christian church in Africa, the urgent call to return to the fundamentals of Scripture through experience must be considered a major lesson in mission and discipleship that God is teaching his church through the Pentecostal movement.
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