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Christian fundamentalists in Ghana have successfully been recruiting believers for many years now.
Pastors, priests and prophets promise miracles,
while piling up the riches at the same time – mostly
at the cost of the poorest levels of society.

Pastor Daniel Obinim is one of the country’s best known and most contentious church leaders.
But despite numerous controversial activities, he has scores of admirers

28 |

LFI

Religion as a business: ‘One-man Churches’ are popping up all across Ghana, without any kind of control from the authorities. The leaders have learnt to market themselves, running their own YouTube channels, radio and television stations.
Their services are supported by enormous sound systems that blare out through the streets. It is, in particular, people on the
edges of society hoping for a better life who are drawn to these activities
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People react with euphoria and unconditional submission when Pastor Obinim arrives in the city of Kumasi
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Many streets in Ghana are plastered with advertisements for churches promising sensational results, but for a price.
Many of these often very conservative institutions have little to do with original Christian values, but rather are based on
the frequently criticised prosperity gospel, where material possessions are promoted as proof of God’s love
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The purchase and consumption of luxury goods by the leaders of certain churches create
tensions and divisions in society. Only a few of them pay church taxes

T O M A S O C L AVA R I N O
The documentary photographer and author
was born in 1986 and lives in Italy. His work
deals with a variety of social and cultural
phenomena. Clavarino reports on conflicts
and issues of human rights. Among the many
publications he has worked for so far are
Corriere della Serra, The Washington Post,
Spiegel and The Guardian. In 2018 he has won
the Zine Tonic Dummy Award.
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While the influence of religious institutions is on the decline in many
European societies, it appears to be
on the increase the further south you
look. In many of the countries that
make up the African continent, religion continues to play a decisive factor
in the behaviour and culture of the
different societies. A large portion of
Ghana’s approximately thirty million
inhabitants are very strong believers
and around seventy percent of the
population consider themselves to be
Christians. A particular phenomenon
in this regard is the rise of fundamentalist Christian groups all across the
country. Evangelist movements, such
as Pentecostalism and charismatic
churches, have been growing steadily
over the years and are currently experiencing a strong revival.
With the aim of exploring the situation in Ghana for his project Prophets
and Profits, the Italian documentary
photographer, Tomaso Clavarino,
travelled there with support from the
Pulitzer Center on Crisis Reporting
in the United States. Ghana, however,
is not a crisis region. On the contrary,
it is a modern country with strong
growth, political stability and peace.
Even so, the current increase of evangelist movements brings profound
change to Ghanaian society.
While travelling around the country, Clavarino was able to observe how
the architecture in the communities
as well as society itself, are undergoing
a slow, but definite process of change.
“Churches are springing up all over
the place; everywhere from the capital
Accra to smaller towns and communities,” the photographer reports. Their
leaders claim they can help overcome
fear and heal illnesses such as HIV –
but, of course, only in exchange for
financial compensation. It is the poorest people in particular, who see these
places of worship as a last bastion of
hope for a better life. For these leaders, a ‘better life’ means a life of luxury,
because the concept of prosperity

gospel is wide spread throughout the
country. A life full of riches is promoted
as a testimony of God’s grace. In this
philosophy, the word justice is only an
afterthought, so that many of the followers fall into a spiral of even greater
poverty and unfulfilled hopes.
In Ghana, it is easy for any person
to create a church and there are countless, so-called, divine representatives
of God promising a better life. To this
end, they use billboards, social online
media and, in some cases, even own
television and radio stations. Advertisements proliferate, while pastors
shout out their message on the streets.
“The evangelical current moving
towards Pentecostalism and charismatic churches is extremely successful, because it speaks very specifically
to people’s needs,” Clavarino recognizes. “People there are looking for
answers to the kind of questions
arising from their daily needs, which
is why the younger population is attracted by the promise of happiness
and miracle cures.”
Pastor Daniel Obinim has become
one of the most sparkling personalities in this murky circle of dubious
servants of the church. Claiming to
have already visited heaven and to be
in communication with the Archangel
Gabriel, he is actively involved in a
number of controversies, as well as
having been arrested twice for violence.
Obinim admits to owning twenty houses
and eight Range Rovers, and recently
added a Rolls-Royce to his car collection. For Clavarino he is the epitome
of a preacher who has become rich by
following his own self-interest.
Even though his appearance and his
dealings offer plenty of topics of conversation, Obinim never accepted the
invitation to be interviewed by Clavarino. His popularity however, seems
to continue unabated and he has
numerous followers who still give him
credence – and money.
During his travels, Clavarino also
connected with many other church
leaders, many of whom do not proscribe
to the prosperity gospel. The one thing
they do have in common however, is the
extremely conservative tradition

they follow, which is anchored in the
historical values and behavioural patterns in Ghana. Religion played a large
role in Ghanaian society long before
Christian missionaries first appeared
in 15th century and as a result issues
like atheism, homosexuality or abortion are barely discussed in public.
The church further emphasised these
subjects as taboo, making it very difficult to express any kind of criticism
or find an active LBGT community in
the country. Year after year there are
numerous cases of violence against
homosexuals, and even those opposing
the laws limiting abortion to medical
cases are having a tough time.
Even so, this phenomenon cannot
simply be reduced to black and white.
“For people coming from a western
way of thinking, it all seems very easy
to judge, because religion there is
a real business,” Clavarino ponders.
“That’s why I don’t think we should
reinforce our western point of view,
but explore the problems that are
anchored deep in the subconscious.”
This requires an understanding for
how the situation has developed. Clavarino is of the opinion that Ghana
could be seen as one of the best examples of an African Renaissance. For
a stable society however, the civil
population would need to stand up to
the uncontrolled growth of evangelical fundamentalism; a huge challenge
if you do not want to romanticise the
country’s cultural roots. While its economy, peace and health system have already ensured positive developments,
the next logical process would be a
fairer distribution of the wealth, to
further strengthen Ghana’s progressive status. DANILO RÖSSGER
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