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Christianity, Development and Modernity in Africa, by Paul Gifford, 
London, Hurst, 2015, 256pp, £18.99, ISBN 978 1849044776. 

Paul Gifford is Emeritus Professor in the Department of Religions and 
Philosophies at the School of Oriental and African Studies, University of 
London, where he specialised in contemporary African Christianity.  He 
has been observing Christianity in Africa since the quite remarkable 
period of growth in new forms of charismatic Christianity that started in 
the early 1980s. From Western commentators, there was talk of 
‘empowerment’ (Marshall, 1993), a kind of African ‘liberation theology’, or 
perhaps the first seeds of a new ‘Protestant ethic’ (Martin, 1990) that 
would lead Africa on a Weberian path to a new capitalist modernity. Allan 
Anderson, a South African Pentecostal insider, speculated that it was 
nothing less than an ‘African Reformation’ and its consequences were 
likely to be as significant as those following the momentous 16th century 
European movement which changed the shape of Christianity forever.  
Other African commentators wrote of the re-establishment of Christianity 
as a non-western religion (Bediako, 1995) that would lead to a ‘theology of 
reconstruction’ (Ka Mana, 1992) and the rebirth of a new Africa that 
would, it was argued, bring new hope.  

In the early 1990s, the reality was an Africa far from hope that 
seemed, with the genocidal trauma of Burundi and Rwanda, to be 
imploding in despair.  The expression ‘failed states’ was in common usage 
in African political science and the predominant feelings were a deep afro-
pessimism and a belief that the continent had reached the nadir of its 
troubled post-colonial existence. The 1960s dream of independence had 
become a nightmare in many places less than thirty years later.  The 
symptoms were widespread: endemic corruption, rampant neo-
patrimonialism, virtual or actual state collapse, and governments that 
were really no longer governments at all. To use the grim expression of 
the late Stephen Ellis, many of the wealthiest states had become nothing 
more than ‘egregious kleptocracies’.   From Liberia across to the Great 
Lakes, hope was in short supply. 

A result of this was the opening up of a vast religious market place 
where a kind of hope was the main commodity on offer.  Writing in 2000, 
the Congolese theologian Ka Mana noted:  “From north to south, from east 
to west, Africa presents itself as an immense land where religious 
exuberance invites all kinds of spiritualties: from the most respectable to 
the most delirious, those of venerable old institutions and those of illusion 
merchants, those of real seekers of God and those of the counterfeiters of 
the sacred, those of the profound breath of the Gospel and those of the 
most dangerous terrorists of the invisible.” This became an area of 
growing interest for research and Paul Gifford became one of the leaders. 
Following the publication of African Christianity: Its Public Role (1998), he 
wrote an important trilogy on Liberia (2002), Ghana (2004) and Kenya 
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(2009).  These books were the fruit of intensive field work; visiting 
churches in the countries under investigation and reporting on what he 
found there.  Gifford has a deep knowledge of the wider socio-economic 
and development data, the field of religion and development, and the 
many religious NGOs that have become integral to many African 
economies.  This approach has always informed his work. It is not to 
everybody’s taste and he certainly has his critics.  He is, to say the least, 
‘rational’ in his approach, dedicated to ‘the facts’ as he finds them, and has 
little time for the arcanities of the ‘enchanted imaginary’. In Gifford’s 
view, this kind of esoteric thinking is precisely what is holding Africa back 
in its attempts to engage with modernity and find its way out of the mire 
of cultural, socio-economic, and political stagnation.  

In his earlier work, he focused on Pentecostal ministries and 
churches but this book is an important change of focus as he includes the 
not inconsiderable role of the Catholic Church in the development and 
modernisation of Africa.  He sets out his position early: ‘My view is that 
Africa’s only hope of joining the modern world is to transcend neo-
patrimonialism, enforce the rule of law, build institutions and adopt 
rational bureaucratic structures, systems and procedures in education, 
health, agriculture, transport and so on.  It is the contribution of different 
forms of Christianity to that agenda that I want to address here’ (11). So 
far, so Weberian! 

Phillip Jenkins (2007) has argued that the shift of global 
Christianity’s centre of gravity to the south will have an impact similar to 
the Reformation, assuring its profound influence, one way or another, on 
the development of the world’s belief and ideological systems. Gifford 
concurs when he notes that ‘Christianity is now perhaps the most salient 
social force in sub-Saharan Africa’ and it is precisely this ‘public 
significance’, rather than its theological ‘orthodoxy’ or otherwise, that is 
the subject of his inquiry.  

Fundamental to the whole reality of Africa, in his view, is its 
‘enchanted’ view of the world. This is the spirit world that is, in the minds 
of many Africans, in Eliade’s term, the ‘really real’.  It is the world where 
real power, spiritual power, resides, where life is played out for good and 
for ill and it simply cannot be ignored.  It is a world of spirits and demons, 
witches and wizards, wonders and miracles, as well as the most dreaded 
curses. This has been further exacerbated in fraught and deprived urban 
environments where considerable frustration and social tension has arisen 
from often thwarted modernity, creating a deep sense of failure and 
alienation, and often causing extreme poverty.  However, rather than 
turning to the kind of socio-political and economic model Gifford 
advocates, Africa has turned to the ‘enchanted world’ in its quest for ‘a 
breakthrough’, ‘a miracle’ that will lead it to ‘prosperity’, to ‘victory’, and 
even to ‘glory’, as is often claimed in Pentecostal churches and ministries. 
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In the first of two case studies, Gifford focuses on Daniel Olukoya, 
founder of the Mountain of Fire and Miracles Ministries, which is ‘an almost 
pure example’ of a ministry that caters to, and reinforces, this enchanted 
worldview. Rather than advocating a real Weberian Entzauberung, or 
disenchantment, they consolidate a magical view of the world and are, far 
from promoting development and social modernity, part of the forces that 
prevent it.  

The second case study concerns David Oyedepo’s very large, and 
international, Living Faith Church Worldwide, better known as Winners’ 
Chapel. In some senses, this ministry is very different since it emphasises 
‘victory, triumph, blessing, dominion’ and even a suggestion of hope. In 
Oyedepo’s view, a Christian ‘should enjoy victory unlimited and on all 
sides’ because of his/her faith.  We are born for victory not for defeat and 
frustration and, he proclaims, faith will overcome all obstacles (31). 
Winners’, however, strongly emphasises on Oyedepo’s personal power, a 
power that appears almost messianic, as illustrated by the belief that 
people can be healed ‘merely by touching his garments’ (35). Given the 
parlous start of Nigeria’s economy and the many problems the country 
faces, Oyedepo attracts a wide audience across the social classes but there 
is ‘an incessant insistence on giving to the church and on the Bishop’s 
anointing.’ It is interesting to note that several African Pentecostal 
ministries have adopted the order of bishop, conferring a particular 
authority on the holder. While he is less insistent on malefic forces in the 
world, they are still present as a subtext in a discourse that can strike the 
outside observer as more than a little sinister. It is, in fact, laden with 
threat for those who do not follow the Word – as interpreted by David 
Oyedepo.  ‘Don’t curse God’s anointed’ he warns, with the suggestion that 
God has been known to kill those who dare challenge Oyedepo (68). 

While several authors have lauded the positive possibilities of 
Pentecostalism as a vehicle for a Protestant modernity in Africa, Gifford 
pours a very large bucket of cold water on this putative thesis.  While he 
accepts that these churches may contribute something on three of the ‘six 
registers’ he has identified, namely motivation, entrepreneurship of a 
certain kind and the acquisition of some personal life skills, and positive 
personal behaviour, he says that adherence to the other three registers is 
really what is frustrating modernity and genuine development.  He sees 
little of value in a crude faith gospel and the belief in ‘seed-faith’ (i.e. what 
one sows/gives to the church one gets back a hundredfold). He is more 
than sceptical of the personality cult around the ‘power’ of the pastor and his 
rituals. Finally, he is completely dismissive of the underlying enchanted 
world of the spirits, calling instead for rational analysis. Essentially, this 
kind of thinking can be qualified as anti-modern and, indeed, as sowing 
the kind of fear and trepidation that makes any kind of genuine hope and 
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development very difficult as it paralyses people rather than empowering 
them. 

In the second half of the book, Gifford focuses on Catholicism since 
the Second Vatican Council (1963-65), the moment when the Catholic 
Church more or less came to embrace modernity in what the author 
describes as an ‘enormously messy alignment’ (73).  The problem of 
enchantment no longer exists for Western Christianity since the process of 
Entzauberung has long been completed, even in Catholicism which was 
often seen as the last redoubt of this view of the world in post-
Enlightenment Europe.  Peter Berger has argued that secularisation was 
built in to the Judeo-Christian religions and that, as he colourfully put it, 
‘Christianity had been its own gravedigger.’  

As one of this book’s blurbs points out: ‘official Catholicism, totally 
disenchanted, long associated with schools and hospitals, is now involved 
in development of every kind, from microfinance to election monitoring, 
from conflict resolution to human rights.’ While often criticised by secular 
bodies as anti-modern for its views on reproductive health, the situation 
on the ground is very different as the church is a fully-fledged member of 
the wide development project.  Effectively, there has been what is 
described here as the ‘NGOisation’ (102) of Catholicism as the church has 
become a favoured interlocutor and agent of secular organisations like the 
EU and the UN, while also having its own considerable resources. It is 
seen as having the capacity to provide effective delivery of development 
aid where states often fail to do so.  Gifford suggests that there has been 
an ‘internal secularisation’ (157) of the church as its vision has become 
increasingly ‘this worldly’ in the Weberian sense. ‘[T]his Christianity 
brings not so much redemption as development. It is associated less with 
grace than with science and technology. It operates with a vocabulary not 
so much of atonement, sacraments, conversion, as one of micro-finance, 
capacity building, and women’s empowerment. The virtues it promotes 
are accountability, transparency, and good governance as much as faith, 
hope, and charity. Its sacraments are as much computer software and 
SUVs as bread, wine, and oil. Its register is not so much theology as social 
science. Its level of engagement is as much the natural and the human as 
the supernatural or the spiritual. The aid flows and what they involve 
have become increasingly significant for, even constitutive of, the Catholic 
Church’ (103). This may be somewhat overstating the point but it certainly 
represents an important aspect of the Catholic Church’s involvement in 
Africa. 

It is suggested that this comes at the price of failing to address the 
‘religious’ needs of so many African Christians.  It can be argued that this 
is precisely what has opened up the religious market space for those 
churches who retain and promote a more enchanted view of the world. 
There is also evidence of this in Latin America where Pentecostalism, it 
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can be argued, has displaced liberation theology.  Gifford notes that while 
Catholic authors deplore certain aspects of what is happening in the 
Pentecostal churches, they fail to challenge them seriously and acquiesce 
in a kind of unquestioning modus vivendi that avoids the real issues. 

The reality is that popular African Catholicism, as well as other 
mainline, historical churches, still share in an enchanted view of the world 
at their grassroots - if only to keep their ‘market share’! While doing field 
work in Africa, I encountered a Methodist pastor involved in a ‘healing 
and deliverance’ ministry.  When I registered some surprise at this, his 
response was that he had to become involved ‘in this kind of gymnastics’ 
in order to meet the needs of his members who had begun to drift to the 
newer churches in search of solutions to their existential problems.  The 
Catholic Archdiocese of Cotonou (Republic of Benin, population c. 1m), at 
the same time, had four exorcists to deal with spirit possession in services 
bringing together several thousand people every week. While the 
ecclesiastical authorities had serious reservations, they seemed to be more 
or less powerless to do anything about it as this was apparently what the 
religious market demanded and several priests were quite willing to 
provide it. Gifford looks at this ‘enchanted Catholicism’ and its 
consequences noting that despite a strong emphasis on the ‘inculturation’ 
and development of a uniquely African Christianity (one of its major 
themes), African theology still has as its ‘main focus precisely the 
opposite, bringing Africa into the modern world through development.’  
However, as he points out, the theologians have, to a great extent, left the 
faithful behind, largely because the debate takes place amongst a certain 
intellectual, theologically secularised elite and ‘entirely ignores the 
religious imagination’ of the majority of the faithful. 

As Christopher Clapham of the Cambridge Centre of African 
Studies has pointed out, Paul Gifford has a ‘sober commitment to 
modernity’ in the singular.  He dismisses any talk of multiple modernities 
and adopts David S. Landes’ definition of modernisation as ‘something 
like that combination of changes – in the mode of production and 
government, in the social and institutional order, in the corpus of 
knowledge and in attitudes and values –   that makes it possible for a 
society to hold its own in the twenty-first century; that is to compete on 
even terms in the generation of material and cultural wealth, to sustain 
independence, and to promote and accommodate to further change.’  It is 
a combination that continues to elude many African states and dog their 
development. 

There is an echo of the famous David Livingstone, missionary and 
explorer, in Gifford’s voice. Livingstone is often accused of being a 
conscious promoter of European colonisation of Africa in suggesting that 
the way forward for the continent was ‘Christianity, commerce and 
civilisation’, by which, it can be argued, Livingstone meant a genuine 
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modernisation.  The missionary-explorer believed that the key to Africa's 
future was the stimulation of indigenous development and good 
governance, which is surely not far removed from what development 
agencies of all hues claim to be seeking today.  Gifford, indeed, is not far 
from that ‘civilising mission’ advocated by 19th century Protestant 
missionaries when he identifies the ‘planks of modernity’ as ‘education, 
science, technology, meritocracy, democratic reform, rule of law, free-ish 
markets and trade’ (154). It is certainly an argument with a lot of merit.  I 
am curious to know how much new information and communications 
technology will contribute to this.  Working in an internet café in Cotonou 
(Benin), I once checked the URL addresses to see what sites people were 
browsing.  I was fascinated to discover that they were almost exclusively 
shopping.  My most recent communications with Africa have been almost 
entirely through social media and, again, the content and exchange of 
ideas is revealing.  Could it be that we have reached that moment when 
new ideas really take root? There is little doubt young Africans seek to be 
part of modernity. Having lived in Africa through some of the darkest 
years of the continent’s history (1977-2002) without ever having 
succumbed to afro-pessimism, due to many of the people I got to know at 
close quarters in their daily struggles, I can only hope that a new Africa 
can emerge on its own terms. I like to think that I have seen some green 
shoots, notably in Ghana and Benin. This book is certainly an important 
challenge to the churches, and to wider African society, as it seeks a real 
way forward. 
 
Patrick CLAFFEY 
Wallace Adjunct Assistant Professor at the Department of Religions and 
Theology, Trinity College Dublin specialising in Asian and African 
Christianity 
 
 
Religion, Gender and the Public Sphere, by Niamh Reilly and Stacey 

Scriver (eds.) New York and London, Routledge, 2014, 307pp, £95 

(hardback), ISBN 0-415-4384-3. 

Situating itself at the intersection of religion, gender, and the public 
sphere, this book’s project is to critically examine established ways of 
thinking about this volatile conjunction in the contemporary period. 
Crucial contexts include hegemonic neoliberalism, globalization, major 
immigration, especially into Europe, multiplying multi-cultural milieus, 
the post-9/11 conflation of Islam with terrorism, and moral panics about 
Islam, often focusing on gender binaries. Furthermore, the powerful re-
emergence of various religions in recent decades has put significant 
pressure on gender roles and relations, private and public, and on 


