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Chapter 1

Introduction

And to our Sister Harris. I saw a tall ladder stretching up, and you were
halfway up the ladder. You were saying that this is too big, it is too tall,
and I want to come down. But the Lord says that you must pray to be able
to go forward, and that you will finish your work with success.

Surely even Elder Ilelaboye, interpreting the trance-inspired images
of his vision as a message from God, could not have imagined just how
long the ladder would be. He was speaking at the end of 1969, a few
months into my fieldwork on the Cherubim and Seraphim, a Nigerian
church in London. I held onto the rungs until 1974, by which time sev-
eral chapters of what was then a Ph.D. thesis were already written—but
then I jumped off. It was not until the 1990s that I clambered on
again, and found that I had to go back to the bottom step to rethink,
rewrite, and re-research before I could finally reach the top.

There were various reasons for my starting the ascent once more.
Looking at the sagging shelves of notes and documents, tapes and
transcripts, the choice of their destination was between my newly
acquired computer—or the bin. But too much work had already gone
into the project (albeit nearly 20 years previously), not only by myself,
but by scores of church members who had spent time they did not
have to help me understand their world. Struggling to gain the profes-
sional qualifications for which they had come to Britain, the majority
was also working to support themselves and their families. Their ladders,
too, were long. The commitment I had made to record something of
the lives of Yoruba worker-students and the history and practice of
their church could not be abandoned lightly.

In the intervening decades, there has been a surge of publications
on the Yoruba, the main ethnic group in southwestern Nigeria, and
one of the largest linguistic groups in Africa as a whole.1 I therefore



imagined that my material might have been made redundant by
subsequent literature on Yoruba in Britain, given the considerable growth
of the Nigerian community, which now includes professionals and
entrepreneurs as well as students. But it is striking, both at the time of
my original research and in the intervening years, how little has been
published on Yoruba communities in London. In Carey’s Colonial
Students (1956), Craven’s West Africans in London (1968), and
Mayo’s article on “West African Voluntary Associations” (1969),
Yoruba are subsumed in the general category of West Africans, as they
are in Killingray’s later chapter on “Africans in the United Kingdom”
(1994b). In the plethora of analyses of race and ethnicity, now as then,
the Nigerian diaspora is hardly mentioned. This silence is partly
because the West African community has in the past largely been a tran-
sitory, not a settler, population, which was, as Smith commented, “very
small, and therefore extremely difficult to survey” (1977: 21). The
models of social adaptation and integration used by Carey and Craven
were inappropriate for a community not intending to settle. But even
in the following fashion of ethnic pluralism and the study of minority
communities during the latter part of the twentieth century, Yoruba
seem to have exercised little fascination. Many of the present genera-
tion of Yoruba in London contemplate permanent settlement, but still
as yet have not attracted research.

One explanation for this neglect seems to be that Yoruba have not,
as a group, constituted a problem either as a topic for cultural studies
or for social policy. One of the mainsprings of research on race has
been the threat of black unrest: the 1967 Political and Economic
Planning (PEP) Report on racial discrimination anticipated that the
second generation would not be “equally docile [as their parents]
when faced with the frustrations and humiliations of discrimination;
anger and violence, rather than self-effacement, may seem to them to
be a more realistic response” (Daniel 1968: 14). Ten years later, the
next PEP study warned of conditions that would lead to “conflict”
and “open confrontation,” “and lead [immigrants] to see themselves
first and foremost as members of an oppressed class” (Smith 1977: 333).
Yoruba were not incorporated in these studies. For reasons explored
in chapter 2, they had, in general, excluded themselves from this
“class.” This tradition of political nonparticipation has largely continued;
as an ethnic group, Yoruba have posed no public threat—nor have
they captured the interest of radical researchers as providing potential
militants.

But there are two specific areas defined as problematic by social
agencies, which have produced some investigation. The first of these,
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from the 1950s to the early 1970s, was that of the student from overseas.
In the pre- and immediate postwar period, the population of students
from the then colonies was small and largely came from elite families. As
the numbers grew, and the range of their class background broadened,
so did associated problems, provoking worries over the educational and
social experience of West Africans coming to Britain to study.2 Many stu-
dents took longer than they had hoped, and started families. This
created the second problematic area: childcare. The Yoruba practice of
fostering children with British families resulted in difficulties that con-
fronted social services and the courts, generating research that still
provides the principal ethnography on Yoruba in London.3

It therefore seemed essential to chart this period in Yoruba migration
to Britain before this particular historical moment becomes erased by
concern with current globalization. In chapter 9, I look at the con-
temporary diaspora of Yoruba who are leaving the collapsing Nigerian
nation-state. But the body of the study focuses on the immediate
post-Independence period, when young—and not-so-young—men
and women saw education in Britain as their way into the new elite of
Nigerian professions and state bureaucracy. The value of resuming a
project after two decades is the comparisons it allows between these
generations. My more recent research, undertaken from the end of
the 1990s to the present, does not pretend to have the depth of the
earlier fieldwork, but nevertheless provides both material and
hypotheses unavailable elsewhere.

The same is true of my main topic: Yoruba Christianity in London.
The Cherubim and Seraphim Church (C&S)4 is one of the principal
players in what have become known as AICs. The various referents of
this acronym trace the development of the Cherubim and Seraphim,
along with other Yoruba Aladura, or “praying” churches that origi-
nated in Western Nigeria.5 First, in the 1960s and 1970s, the C&S
was classed in the literature as an “African Independent Church,” its
members having moved out of the mainline Protestant mission
churches from 1925 onward, to develop their own structure and
mode of worship. Brought to London by students in 1965, the C&S
was often later referred to as “Indigenous,” stressing the ethnic char-
acter of congregations and practice rather than the early connection
with orthodoxy. Toward the end of the last century, Aladura were
described as “African Initiated” or “Instituted” Churches, hence leaving
space for their aspirations to internal inclusivity as well as their external
connection to the wider black church movement. Now, with the
global spread of AICs, they may well come to be known by Ter Haar’s
term: “African International Churches” (1998: 24).

INTRODUCTION 3



This development of the C&S and other Aladura over the last four
decades or so means that they are now a ubiquitous part of London
life. On Sundays, carloads of white-robed members are to be seen
driving round the capital to the numerous branches of their churches.
But this was not so when I first began my research. From my experi-
ence working and traveling in southern and eastern Africa in the
1960s, and recognizing African men and women on London streets,
I knew that somewhere there must be an African religious organiza-
tion. I set out to find it; it took me six months. Social workers, vicars,
community organizers—all denied that any such thing existed, until a
black Anglican priest recollected that some African group made use of a
Congregational church in Shepherd’s Bush. This was the C&S. I made
contact with the secretary, asked if I might carry out research, went to
a service—and found that, quite unprepared, I was under way.

At that time there were two main sources to provide me with
Nigerian background: J.D.Y. Peel’s classic study Aladura (1968) and
H.W. Turner’s two volumes on the history and theology of the
Church of the Lord, another Aladura organization akin to C&S
(1967). All these churches, together with various other West African
groups, also refer to themselves as “spiritual” churches, from their
emphasis on the Holy Spirit. This religious movement has been
increasingly studied over the past three decades,6 but all this research
still focuses on West Africa, and neglects the Nigerian diaspora.

When I resumed my work in the 1990s, I imagined that it would
have been preempted in the meantime. Two-third of black Christians
in Britain are members of black-led churches.7 But, despite their
importance in their respective communities, they have still received
little attention: a recent collection edited by Owusu, Black British
Culture and Society (2000), does not even include religion in the
index. Aladura organizations have also suffered from being subsumed
in the general category of black churches, which are largely African-
Caribbean. Gerloff (1992) and Kerridge (1995) include short pieces
on Aladura in their surveys of black churches, as does Ter Haar in her
study of African Christians in Europe (1998), but there is little that is
specific. This elision of Yoruba and African-Caribbean experience
leads to skewed analysis; Kalilombe, for example, argues in his “Black
Christianity in Britain”: “The origin and development of black
Christianity in Britain is preponderantly the result of black people feeling
alienated and marginalized” (1997: 317), a conclusion in line with
earlier theories that accounted for black churches in terms of problems
with assimilation or status deprivation. The C&S, with its norms of
mutual assistance and elaborate, inclusive hierarchy, clearly provided
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support for an insecure, disadvantaged immigrant group. But Yoruba
and African-Caribbean experience is not identical; Nigerian students
in the 1970s were engaged in a class transition. C&S members saw
themselves as a nascent national elite—as agents, not victims. But
there is little to put the record straight: a doctoral thesis on the church
in Birmingham,8 two dissertations on the Church of the Lord,9 all
unpublished. My most recent research looked at the Nigerian
Pentecostal Born-Again movement. There is a burgeoning literature on
global Pentecostalism,10 which includes the West African experience,
but as yet little on Born-Again practice in London.

Another body of work developed over recent decades is that on new
religious movements (NRMs).11 But this concentrates on organizations,
many with Eastern origins, which appeal to Western constituencies.
African churches, springing from different roots and not attracting
European members, do not fall easily into this category. Aladura and
other spiritual churches have been labeled NRMs, but only in an
African context.12

A significant development in the literature has been the growth of
scholarship within the black churches themselves. As in other con-
texts, those with whom anthropologists have worked are now often
equipped to comment on the results—or produce their own studies.
There is a long tradition of Yoruba scholarship on indigenous society
and religion,13 and Aladura have always been interested in producing
pamphlets on their history. Now the two have married: the work of
J. Akinyele Omoyajowo (1978, 1982, 1984) on the Nigerian C&S is
an example. In Britain, conferences attended by West African scholars
who are also leaders of spiritual churches have produced invaluable
exchanges.14 Nevertheless, what is still lacking is a detailed ethnography
of this major aspect of Yoruba life in London.

Spiritual Power

There also has been a lacuna in anthropological literature on the subject
that forms the central focus of this study: spiritual power, the invisible
energy with which the C&S God infuses his creation. Capable of
being utilized for good or ill, power, it is said, may be solicited from
gods or manipulated through speech, gesture, or material objects. In
C&S thinking, evidence of power lies both in the assaults of unseen
enemies that account for misfortune, and in the efficacy of prayer that
protects and produces blessings. Its most dramatic manifestation is
in entrancement, interpreted as possession by the power of the
Holy Spirit.

INTRODUCTION 5



Knowing nothing about either the Yoruba community or their
religious practices when I first attended a C&S service in 1969, it was
this aspect of the proceedings that immediately held my attention.
Although no doubt succumbing to the tendency to exoticize the Other,
criticized so fiercely in current anthropology, an uninitiated visitor could
not avoid being arrested by evidence of the Spirit. From the gallery
where I was sitting, I looked down on a sea of some 300 white-robed
men and women, singing, dancing, clapping to the drums and organ,
praying spontaneously in unison, or following the extemporary prayer
from the leader of the service. As the atmosphere quickened, I noticed
that a number of men and women began to tremble and shake; some
were shouting unintelligibly, but others gasped out sentences, either
in Yoruba or English.

The contents of these utterances, I saw, were being jotted down in
a notebook by another member. Then, at a particular point in the
service, first women and then men, in an orderly fashion, were asked
to deliver their visions. Prefacing their delivery with “In the name of
the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, as the prayer was in progress I
saw . . . ,” there followed a message to an individual or to the congre-
gation, such as the one with which I opened this chapter. I was to
learn that these revelations were based on images, “like cinema,”
which the visioners saw when in trance, and then interpreted according
to Aladura conventions. They often enjoined unity, or right living, but
also prescribed ritual to ensure well-being and success in the areas of
health, fertility, exams, employment, housing, travel—an immediate
window into the lifeworld of their recipients.

Even on this first occasion, I noticed that warnings of the assaults
of enemies and the power of evildoers featured large. At one point in the
service, a sister suddenly began to shriek, flinging her arms backward
and forward, back bending, deep in trance:

Don’t use them—don’t use them—don’t use what you don’t
understand—black power, black power . . .

I was astonished. Even from my brief acquaintance with C&S members,
it seemed that their personal ambitions and political orientation had
little in common with the disciples of Stokely Carmichael or Malcolm X
organizing the Black Power movement in Britain’s cities at the time.15

I was enlightened later by a member. Gossip had it that a certain elder
was using occult literature,16 invoking spirits of dubious provenance to
supplement his own spiritual power. Although, to avoid conflict, he was
not overtly named, this was a warning that he should not seek powers
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other than the Holy Spirit. The thrust of these accusations was partly
moral: using sources of power other than holy water or oil, or personal
prayer and fasting, smacked of indigenous “juju,” Yoruba spells and
incantations that Aladura condemned. But in addition, to summon
forces not fully comprehended, without the necessary personal power
to control the consequences, was to run the risk of spiritual or physi-
cal danger.

The following Sunday, these unseen perils were brought closer to
home: summoned into the side-room after the service, I was told by a
group of church elders (men in senior grades in the C&S hierarchy)
that a sister had reported a dream concerning myself: pursued by a
group of people, I had been captured, strung up by my hands on a
telephone wire, and pushed to and fro. These aggressors, I was told,
were evildoers, that is, witches or enemies posing as friends. The pos-
sible effects of their power were to be neutralized by prayer, duly said
by an encircling group of elders.

From that moment, I became aware of the Cherubim and
Seraphim’s preoccupation with the pursuit of agbara jmi, “spiritual
power.” Reworking my material some years later, it was still this con-
cept of unseen energy that appeared to draw together different aspects
of the C&S. The longer I looked at ritual practice, the more closely I
read ritual texts, the more the salient features of this vitality emerged
and the logic of its operation became apparent. To unpack an ineffable
essence such as spiritual power is not inimical to the tropes of Yoruba
religious discourse, in which “reification turns spiritual ideas to material
things and makes them behave as [if] they are totally enfleshed”
(Ilesanmi 1993: 65). Nevertheless, I am aware of the dangers of
essentializing a fluid and ambiguous concept, of distorting C&S inter-
pretations by overprivileging the notion of power, of presenting an
idealized, intellectualist account of Aladura practice with few dissent-
ing voices. It is certainly true that ordinary members would be unable
to present the concept in such detail as I do in chapters 4 and 5. Nor
would the adepts, the experienced elders on whom I heavily relied,
spontaneously formulate the model in the way I have done. But nei-
ther have I, in the manner of some deconstructionist studies, imputed
meaning to metaphor or significance to ritual acts where this was not
explicitly confirmed by elders themselves. One of the advantages of
undertaking fieldwork “at home” is the potential for checking emerg-
ing analysis with the community concerned. “You might not think it,”
said a prophet after one such session on agbara, “but that’s actually
what’s going on.” Elders did not always agree on detail—adepts have
their own ritual styles—but the main conclusions were not disputed.

INTRODUCTION 7



Reliance on indigenous experts has always been a key anthropological
strategy, although in the early days the main informant may not have
put in a personal appearance in the final account. Recent studies of
Yoruba ritual in Nigeria such as that by Drewal (1992) are explicit
about individual sources, and the relationship is more of colleagues or
co-researchers than ethnographer and informant.17 In the sensitive
London context, those on whom I most relied preferred not to be
forefronted, so do not appear as major characters. But their personalities
and viewpoints molded my perceptions. For whether made apparent
or not, fieldwork is a dialogue; the wresting of meaning from prac-
tice becomes a joint venture in which the informant is involved in
self-realization as much as the ethnographer seeks to transcend his or
her own cultural confines. Comments reached me from some of those
with whom I talked: they found discussions “very interesting,” dis-
covering how much they knew about their church, and reflecting on
this knowledge.

Whether because of their educational experience or personal curiosity,
several of the elders displayed a high degree of reflexivity. For example,
I did not encounter the problem that puzzled Carter (1997) in his
study of the Celestial Church of Christ (a popular latecomer to the
Aladura scene, much given to elaborate ritual): how could a church
that clearly exhibited commonalities with traditional ritual so firmly
reject charges of syncretism? The C&S reflected openly on the
replacement of indigenous practice by Aladura. They made no apology
that visions, especially those solicited from visioners with respect to
particular problems, had supplanted Ifa, the Yoruba oracle; that
Aladura ritual rivaled vernacular medicine and juju; that the power of
the Christian God had now overtaken that of Yoruba deities, the orika.

The forging of Christian forms from familiar cultural practice is
effected in the C&S not by the reproduction of traditional ritual
behavior, but through persistence of religious orientations and cosmo-
logical assumptions, those “dispositions which, integrating past expe-
riences, function at every moment as a matrix of perceptions,
appreciations, and actions” (Bourdieu 1977: 82–83). Central to these
is the discourse of spiritual power. But this unseen energy is often as
much a taken-for-granted matter for ethnographers as it is for many of
those they have studied. In previous work on Aladura and similar West
African churches, the significance of spiritual potency has been
acknowledged: Beckman (1975: 114) writes that the theology of the
Ghanaian spiritual church movement “can be summed up in a word:
power.” But it is not explored, or taken as a starting point for analysis.
An exception is Hackett’s study of the discourse of power among
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contemporary West African spiritual churches (1993). She demonstrates
the centrality of the concept, the elision of ritual and secular power, and
the various contexts in which it is represented. But she does not con-
sider the dynamics of spiritual power per se—the principles by which
it is assumed to operate.

Neither do the majority of studies of power in different cultural con-
texts take these into account. One early and perceptive cross-cultural
study along these lines was attempted by Webster in his Magic, a
Sociological Study (1948). But the analysis was trapped in the evolu-
tionary framework of its time: from “magic” to “religion.” Articles in
Fogelson and Adams’ Anthropology of Power (1977) lack a common
theoretical perspective, and it is hard to tell whether differences dis-
cernable in the discourse of power proceed from the cultures concerned
or from the categories employed in analysis. This collection shows
that the notion of spiritual power is more salient in some societies than
in others, but we do not know whether this is inherent in differing
metaphysical structures or due to the extent of the reduction of
indigenous culture by external forces. Writing over a decade later,
Arens and Karp’s Creativity of Power (1989) adopts a sharper focus on
power as a cultural construct. Challenging the secular definitions
assumed by Western social scientists, they argue that analysis of
power should start with indigenous concepts: “power is how power
means” (xv). But although they draw attention to the sources and
exercise of ritual power, and note its universal transformative capacity,
the articles in their volume do not enquire how this power is constructed
or examine the particular shape it has in local imaginations.

Early studies of magic drew much on the concept of mana, a
Polynesian term originally documented at the end of the nineteenth
century, and then adopted as a generic term for concepts of innate, effec-
tive vitality in living beings, material objects, and invisible entities.18 But
Keesing, in “Rethinking Mana” (1984), argues that mana itself may
not have been conceived as a “thing-like” potency, but more as a quality
of efficacy, only realized through visible results. The oft-employed
metaphor of electricity, he maintains, was not indigenous. Awareness
of subtle differences in the concept of unseen energy warns against the
derivation of metaconcepts from one particular cultural context for
indiscriminate use in others. Fr. Placide Tempels, driven by a quest for
effective evangelization in the 1940s, overemphasized the ubiquity of
an all-pervasive force vitale in Africa rather than examining the dynamics
of unseen vitality in its particular Congolese setting. His Bantu
Philosophy (1969) had considerable influence over African scholars
generalizing on the “African philosophy of life,” which “conceives of
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the quality of ‘force,’ ‘energy,’ or ‘power’ ” that “derives from God
and runs through the whole of creation” (Echeknube 1987: 18).
These conclusions are, however, contested in the debate within African
scholarship over the extent to which this “life-force” is a universal
feature of African epistemology.19

In Western Nigeria, however, the concept of power as a necessary
vitality is omnipresent. For the C&S, agbara jmi mimm “the power of
the Holy Spirit” is a fundamental principle of general efficacy; the
metaphor of electricity is their own. It forms the focus of ritual, the
pivot of prayer, the subtext of all dreams and visions. It is also the basic
dynamic behind the Aladura divinatory system of prophecy and prayer,
whereby the visioner, empowered by the Spirit, reveals the activities of
unseen forces. These may then be challenged or reinforced according
to divine instruction through the enlisted power of God.

Although the nature of the unseen power remains culturally specific,
I would argue that this circular oracular model, the dynamic relationship
between etiology, oracle, and remedial action, is applicable to a wide
range of African divination systems. Although rarely analyzed, the
ontological ground is some notion of unseen energy articulating these
aspects of the divinatory process both at an explanatory and perfor-
mative level. However implicit, there will be some understanding of a
spiritual force that influences both the diviner’s operations, and the
agents whose activities are so revealed, whether this vitality is person-
ified or not.

Take the famous case of the Azande: in spite of the relative insignif-
icance of deities, spirits, and ancestors in the Zande cosmology,20

Evans-Pritchard records that it is the “play of mystic forces” that deter-
mines misfortune or success (1937: 340–341). These are revealed
only through divination, where it is the “mystical potency”21 of the
poison administered to chickens, or the medicine in the entranced
diviner’s belly,22which operates the oracles. This dynamic mbismo, the
“inherent power”23 of persons and things,24 lies behind all unseen
agency;25 it “bridges over the distance” both between witch and vic-
tim,26 and between rectifying ritual and its result.27 In another classic
study, Turner’s analysis of Ndembu divination (1975), malign agents
are held responsible for misfortune through the “attribution of magi-
cal power to motivation”;28 it is the power of a spirit that shakes the
diviner,29 determining the fall of the objects in the divinatory basket—
symbolic objects “invested with some animate quality”30 whose “mean-
ings rest ultimately on axiomatic beliefs in the existence of mystical
beings and forces.”31 By way of introduction, Turner asserts that in
“African thought . . . materiality is not inert but vital.”32 But the
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character of this vitality, which links the ideational with the performance,
the ontology with the séance, remains opaque.

By emphasizing the dynamic quality of spiritual convictions, I am not
suggesting that this is exclusively African. Much of Western New Age
practice is essentially the pursuit of unseen powers with a modern gloss:

Celestial Black Dragon Power, awaken its lightening bolt power,
instantly create a power centre at home or work . . .

The Field: The Quest for the Secret Force of the Universe, the key to
life itself may lie in the vibrations that connect everything.

(Programme for Mind Body Spirit Festival, 
London, 2002: 6)

Modern physics affirms that everything in our world is formed by energy,
and that it is the variations in its vibrational frequencies which make this
energy able to manifest in all shades of density, ranging from rocks to
gases. Everything then is an integral part of the Whole, constantly
exchanging this basic common factor. By becoming aware of this process
of exchange, we can employ it far more purposefully.

(St. Aubin 1990: 21)33

But in the C&S this search is at once less self-conscious (as needing no
justification) and implicitly more coherent (being grounded in indige-
nous epistemology). The pre-Christian Yoruba term for the power
was akj; for C&S it is agbara that makes sense of prayer and prophecy.
I would maintain that all oracular practice that goes beyond mere
fortune-telling will be similarly informed by some notion of spiritual
power as the effective principle behind causation and cure.

Returning to Anthropology

The connection between power and divination was apparent to me
during my original research. But I had problems in deciding what to
make of it. A relevant question might be not only why I started up the
ladder again after so long, but why I slid off in the first place. The rea-
sons were various, but in retrospect, I think that although I had so
much already written, I could not find a way to deal with all of my
material. I was stuck.

My theoretical aim was straightforward. I wanted to argue for reli-
gion as a significant factor in its own right, and to accord belief and
ritual practice equal weight in the analysis of social action to political
and economic factors. The way people interpret their reality, and
therefore how they act upon it, has a dynamic, dialectical relationship

INTRODUCTION 11



with other aspects of their lifeworld, but is, I wished to show, an
autonomous determinant both in the construction of social groups
and the decisions of individuals. To relegate epistemology to a second
level of analysis, it seemed to me, was to distort agency and distrust
emic accounts of motivation.

This is now a commonplace assumption, in need of no special
pleading. But it was much less so in the early 1970s. On the one hand
there was Marxism, and on the other, the functionalist heirs of
Durkheim. Marxist perspectives were once again fashionable in acade-
mia, in forms ranging from the synthesis of structuralism and Marxism
in French anthropology to the dependency theory of Latin American
provenance. These currents stimulated new insights into the social
relations of production, such as Gavin Williams’s work on the political
economy of Western Nigeria (1970, 1976). But what of religion? This
was seen as ideology, relegated to a superstructural second order,
which was held to mystify exploitation and inequality.34 Although they
stood at the opposite ends of the political spectrum, Marxists thus
merged with structural functionalists in treating religion as essentially
epiphenomenal, whether of political domination or social cohesion.
Although many of the classic studies of religion in the early 1970s
were more complex than a crude label implies, the underlying premise
of the functionalism in which I was trained was reductionist. Ritual
was often represented as “all purpose social glue,” either binding
communities together, or providing a cathartic release of conflict to
enhance social solidarity.

Clearly, a sociology of religion must recognize what a religious
practice or organization does. But it must also take into account what
it is for its followers. Part of anthropological debate in the 1970s was
over the definition of “religion.” My own working model of the concept
was substantive rather than functionalist: as beliefs and practices arising
from the supposed operation of spiritual forces in the universe,
whether invested in objects, words, or gestures, or embodied in spirits
or gods. This emphasis bypassed the old debate on the distinction
between “religion” and “magic,”35 and replaced it with members’ own
interpretation of their ritual behavior. I was interested in how the
content of ritual expression and the assumptions that lay behind action
and speech affected the life course of individuals, as well as the develop-
ment of a Yoruba organization in London. But current theory was
addressing different questions.

When I finally returned to my research in the 1990s, I had been out
of anthropology for nearly 20 years; that is, divorced from the academic
discipline, for anthropological insights proved invaluable in the
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Central American development projects with which I had been working.
In hindsight, I can see that this practical application of anthropology
reinforced my theoretical bent. The success of projects depended on
the meaning assigned by a community both to their present eco-
nomic, political, and social arrangements, and to proposed changes.
Many a development scheme that has been based on theories of
modernization but which has ignored local understandings has ended
in failure.

I then found that what had happened to anthropology in the
interim helped me make sense of my data. The cultures that anthro-
pologists had traditionally studied were changing, and old models no
longer served. By the late 1970s, the much-mentioned theoretical
shift from function to meaning was well under way. Although their
theoretical approaches were distinct, the monographs on spirit posses-
sion with which I started—Lambek (1981), Danforth (1989), Boddy
(1989), amongst others—shared this interpretive concern: to uncover
the meaning behind social practice, what it signified not only to the
community but to individuals. “Agency” put people and process in a
dialectical relationship with systems and structures. The metaphor of text
for approaching culture, popularized by Clifford Geertz (1973, 1983),
embraced all social behavior; every aspect of life could be read for its
symbolic relationship with others. In my own work it was the ser-
mons, prayers, and visions that assumed particular new significance as
multilayered texts, operating on both performative and metaphorical
levels. Whereas their manifest content spoke of members’ daily preoc-
cupations, the imaginative universe they conveyed was one of the battle
between good and evil forces, the nature of the power through which
this conflict was conducted, and the principles upon which it was
thought to operate. To start as I have done (chapters 4 and 5) with an
outline of these assumptions, rather than with lived events, might
seem to divide social practice into “worldview” and “behavior.” But this
epistemology is as essential a background for interpreting possession
and ritual, as is the socioeconomic position of members in explaining
the formation of the C&S.

The 1980s also saw a renewal of interest in African divination,
which “continues to provide a trusted means of decision making, a
basic source of vital knowledge” (Peek 1991a: 2). Typologies of oracles
tend to set apart the possession of spirit mediums from mechanically
operated oracles,36 but it has also been recognized that the two methods
act as structural equivalents.37 In Aladura practice, consultation with
visioners over the vicissitudes of life is part of the attraction of the
C&S to its members, as well as to those who seek a divinatory service
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without identifying with the church. An appreciation of this oracular
function of possession in African independent churches appeared
from the 1960s,38 but the process of divination through the Holy
Spirit—how it operates in practice—has received surprisingly little
attention.39

Earlier functionalist approaches emphasized the instrumentality of
oracles;40 Aladura prophecy, as all divination, certainly has both intended
and unintended consequences in terms of personal and collective
decision-taking and ordering of community life. But it also conveys
Aladura epistemology, rendering personal problems meaningful by
setting them into the C&S cosmological context. In recent studies,
“attention is focused on the aspect of purposeful articulation of
meaning” (Devisch 1985: 77), analyzing the process by which an oracle
creates consensus from diversity, clarity from confusion, and arrives at
a result. Instead of a prototypical presentation of divinatory procedure,
contemporary ethnography explores examples of oracular discourse,
showing how meaning is wrested from metaphor and ambiguity in the
context of concrete cases.41 To date, there have been no comparable
studies of the divinatory aspect of spiritual churches. Through the pages
of a prophet’s diary, in chapter 8, I flesh out a model of the divination
process with cases from his clientele.

Ethnography and the Self

The reliance on a record solicited from a practitioner in place of direct
observation stems from the context of this study: for reasons of confi-
dentiality, I could not attend or follow up individual consultations
with visioners. But my fieldwork was also shaped by the academic
climate of the times as well as the community concerned. Although I
might have tussled with its constraints, I had begun my research
within a particular disciplinary culture, which inevitably influenced
what and how I observed, not only how I interpreted the findings. I
was working, for example, before the women’s movement challenged
the andocentric bias in the collection of data. I had a position of
responsibility in a female Band (a subgroup within the church), and
formed close relationships with several women. But my main research
relied on the male spiritual experts and elders of an organization that
was led and controlled by men, rather than the more inaccessible
experience of women.

Feminist theoreticians have also been in the forefront of the debate
on the author in ethnographic writing, demanding a self-awareness of
a situated researcher through the exercise of reflexivity: “the turning
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back on oneself, a process of self-reference” (Davies 1999: 4).42 This
freedom for the author is exemplified in rich and fascinating
studies such as Cornwall’s work with Yoruba women in Ado (1996) or
Barber’s experience of Yoruba popular theatre (2000), where the
writer’s presence is woven seamlessly into the account. Other authors are
more self-consciously autobiographical, such as Rabinow in his
Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco (1977), or adopt a confessional mode,
as do the contributors to Taboo: Sex, Identity and Erotic Subjectivity in
Anthropological Fieldwork (Kulik and Willson 1995). Then there is the
“ego-ethnographic” genre, which charts the researcher’s personal
odyssey of self-discovery as in Stoller and Olkes’s In Sorcery’s Shadow
(1987). One definition of hermeneutics—the explanatory, interpretive
strategy of much contemporary anthropology—is that made by
Ricoeur: “the comprehension of self by the detour of the comprehen-
sion of the other” (quoted in Rabinow 1977: 5); conversely: “the con-
scious use of the self as a resource for making sense of others” (Hervik
1994: 92).

Either way, in what follows I seem largely, and unfashionably, absent.
Educated in an academic tradition where the first person was prohibited—
“I think” was scored out by teachers in favor of “it could be argued
that . . .”—I was trained in an anthropology that still saw itself as an
objective science. “Personal” accounts of fieldwork tended to be rele-
gated to journals, famously by Malinowski in A Diary in the Strict Sense
of the Term (1967), novelized as in Bowen’s Return to Laughter (1954),
or regarded as academically inferior.43 When working with the C&S, my
fieldwork notebook labeled Diary soon became a record of others’ expe-
rience, rather than my own. The most extreme case of this self-negation
was my personal experience of possession, which took place during one
late-night service in 1973. As it was one of the most “powerful” events
of my life, I do not need a record to recall it, but my field notes enter
members’ questions and comments on the incident, but without a word
on what happened to me, or my own response.

When writing the chapter on possession (6), I first included a
personal account of my trance-experience. But the change of voice sat
oddly, and I took it out. Nevertheless, it is there—as an understanding,
not as an event. My own “sensory knowledge” of possession gave me
an understanding of others’ encounter with the Spirit, and also influ-
enced my analysis. Whatever additional significance the possession
phenomenon might have, for the C&S a primary meaning is that of
experienced power. Experience, both physical and emotional, I also
found, was now recognized as a significant aspect of ethnography,
which helped me approach my material afresh.

INTRODUCTION 15



In the “Field”

The gathering of this material was conditioned by the concrete condi-
tions of the community with which I worked. Every “field” has its
difficulties: I was faced with a scattered, unbounded community in a
large city with no focus apart from intermittent meetings and services,
and a web of personal relationships.

Nevertheless, becoming an active member of the church drew me
immediately into a network of ritual, administrative, and social activity.
For two years I had the experience of being completely immersed in a
community that was part of my own society, but almost invisible to it.
Through a member’s landlord, I found a place to live in Stoke
Newington: a divided room at the top of a large, dilapidated Victorian
house, in which also lived one Yoruba and four African-Caribbean
families in the sort of conditions experienced by many C&S: one
barely functioning lavatory for all, no usable bath, but plenty of rot,
crumbling plaster, and mice.

My most important piece of equipment was the telephone, a virtual
equivalent of village street, market, or town bar where anthropologists
hang out. Much of my data depended on reportage: secondhand
accounts passed on over the phone; conversations, rather than just
“being around.” A pulsing web of communication across London
between members conveyed the latest church news, summons to
group prayers, announcements of meetings and gossip. The obligation
to report a significant dream or vision either directly to the person
featured, or to elders, in order for prayer to follow, provided opportunity
for exchanging further information. Included in the network, news
reached me fast. When once I was upset about a malicious rumor
about myself that had come back to me, an elder consoled me: “If
they didn’t gossip about you, you wouldn’t be one of them.”

This particular accusation was that I had purchased my car from the
proceeds of the Building Fund Committee (established to buy a
prayer house) of which I was a member. What lay behind this and
other rumors was distrust—a fear that as the only white member of
the church I was a CID agent/Home Office spy. Suspicions were
exacerbated by my tape-recording church services, a researcher’s per-
sistent questioning, and stories of a vision allegedly disclosing my true
intent. These episodes revealed the extent of members’ insecurity.
Mistrust was legitimate; immigration rules were tightening, and some
members may well have been sailing close to the wind.44 The fear of offi-
cial authority, “trouble,” and deportation was ever-present. The C&S
was also applying for registration as a religious body; elders were
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apprehensive that the church was under investigation as a covert
political organization, which would threaten their official recognition.

Many Yoruba have commented to me on the preoccupation with
privacy amongst “our people”; personal enquiry, which would be the
stuff of English polite conversation, can be considered impertinent or
suspect. One C&S friend refused to take on life insurance as the form
“asked too many questions.” This initially made investigation into
members’ backgrounds problematic. When I asked the head of one
male Band if members would answer four brief queries including date
of arrival in England, the request was rejected as being “too personal.”
A premature attempt to administer a more detailed questionnaire to
elders nearly ditched my fieldwork.

However, with time, and through the support of many members at
both an official and personal level, these problems receded. The elders’
survey (referred to as the elders’ sample), which I conducted with
32 men, covered both personal background and church careers.
Seventy-five members of two male Bands responded to a shorter written
questionnaire handed out at a meeting. These two together formed
the male members’ sample—a total of 92 men, as there were elders
amongst the members of the Bands. But even though not yielding
quantitative data, far more information was gathered by constant
discussion with both elders and “floor members” over two years, with
more irregular contact for several more. Although I would have an
agenda for each meeting, I found that relatively unstructured and
openended discussion was more productive for deeper insights both
on individual lives and C&S practice. Personal records—diaries, photo
albums, correspondence—filled in individual stories. Although such
confidences were vital to my understanding, to use directly the intimate
knowledge I acquired of friends’ personal histories and subterranean
church events would be a betrayal of trust. I have attributed texts such as
prayers and visions, together with comments on church affairs, to their
speakers, but I have changed names when dealing with personal lives.
Details of the C&S in Britain were filled in from church archives; the
plethora of C&S pamphlets on the history and doctrine of the church
brought from Nigeria (translated for me by elders where necessary) were
supplemented by interviews with visiting leaders of Nigerian branches.

Over a period of two years I attended church occasions regularly:
services, Sunday schools, Band meetings, committees, services in
private houses, prayers organized for particular purposes. I became
involved in church administration and social life. More intermittent
participation continued for another four years. I also attended other
Aladura churches45 and interviewed their leaders. During 1999–2001,
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besides returning to the C&S, I attended services and events at four
Pentecostal churches popular with Yoruba,46 and discussed their
organizations with pastors and members.

During the first stage, I recorded and transcribed 26 services of dif-
ferent types. These included nearly 2,000 revelations. A sample of
eight services of four kinds yielded 678 visions (referred to as the
vision sample), which I analyzed in more detail. Sermons and Sunday
schools were in English, but prayers and revelations were delivered in
both Yoruba and English. To my shame I never learnt Yoruba. I had
the unusual experience of starting fieldwork without knowing the
ethnicity of the community concerned, and then found that everyone
could speak English. So texts in the vernacular were translated for me
by an elder. I have used these versions throughout, as they are closer
to their English counterparts than a stricter rendering would be.
When quoting verbatim from written or oral sources, I have retained
original spellings and constructions, and dispensed with indicators of
technical errors, such as sic. Amongst other sources, I have used
Yoruba popular fiction47 written in English, a genre that offers rich
insight into contemporary life both in Nigeria and Britain, and the
social and epistemological background to the Cherubim and Seraphim
Church.
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Chapter 2

“Stars of the World”: Yoruba 

Worker-Students in Britain

When you come to England, you lock up your identity. In the work you do,
and the way you live, you could be anybody. You must be prepared to take
any job and sink to any depths—as long as you know what you are aiming
at, and you don’t let yourself lose sight of it.

(Elder Oguntulu)

Students and professional people! You are the Stars of the World!
(Sermon 1969)

When Yoruba students arrived in Britain in the first half of the 1960s,
they envisaged a short, temporary stay in London before returning to
Nigeria to join the ranks of the national elite. They came from a newly
independent Nigeria with one aim in mind: to continue their education
in the country by which they had been colonized for over half a century.
What they were to experience was a Britain gradually slipping into
economic decline, which afforded them little of the welcome they
might have expected, and relegated them to the position of a black
immigrant proletariat. As their stay became protracted, daily difficulties
accumulated, frustrating their goal of gaining their qualifications and
returning home. For members of the Cherubim and Seraphim it was
their church that both helped them survive their problems and maintain
a sense of their own professional identity and future.

Samuel Ajayi’s Story

An elder in the C&S, Samuel Ajayi once told me of the turning point
in his decision to come to England. It was in 1960, when he was
working as a sanitary inspector in Lagos. One evening he arranged to



meet an old school friend who had recently returned to Nigeria with
a Law degree from London. His friend duly arrived in a handsome
Peugeot to collect him after work, and both struggled to load Ajayi’s
battered bicycle into the boot. Ajayi was mortified. When his friend
enthused about London, and his resultant success, Ajayi resolved to
try it for himself. In 1972, he too was back in Lagos after 11 years in
Britain, with qualifications as a mechanical engineer.

Ajayi was a serious man. Aware of his seniority, both in age and in the
C&S hierarchy, he usually weighed his words carefully before he spoke.
In services, while fellow elders danced and clapped, or were shaken by
the Spirit, Teacher Ajayi would stand swaying slightly on the altar
platform, small and solemn. The strains of the last ten years showed in
his face, for, although he persevered until he achieved his aims, the
experience had marked him.

Ajayi was born in 1930 in a village near Ibadan. He was already
over 20 when he left school. His mother, a weaver and petty trader
and the senior of four wives, was literate despite having had no formal
education. His father had been converted and educated through the
patronage of an Anglican pastor and had worked with a German trading
company as well as having several stores of his own. The depression in
the 1930s had hit both ventures, and interrupted Ajayi’s education at
a Church Missionary Society (CMS) school. But he eventually gained
his West African School certificate and entry into the Lagos School of
Hygiene. During the next seven years while working in Lagos, he
studied for six O and three A levels in correspondence courses from
England: “Overseas Tuition, Rapid Results, Wolsey Hall, all the lot.”
These were in arts subjects, as he was set on studying Law.

In 1962 Ajayi arrived in England. He had nothing arranged in
advance, nor contact with any organization that could advise him. He
had entered England as a student, having signed up with a secretarial
college solely for the purpose. He found to his dismay that legal studies
were difficult to obtain, as was a job, let alone one commensurate with
his expectations. His savings were running out when he finally found
work as a tea-boy/cleaner in a factory. After a wasted year, he decided
to switch to engineering, and enrolled part time at South East London
Technical College, whilst continuing work as a machine operator. He
felt very isolated during this time. The C&S, which he had joined in
Lagos in 1949, had not yet been established in London; although he
knew other people from his region, who later were to join him as elders
in the church, they did not visit him. At the time, he took this as a rebuff
from people who were now better off than himself; it was only later that
he understood their shame at their own straitened circumstances.
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By 1964 he had saved enough to bring his wife over from Nigeria.
On arrival, she found factory work, which enabled Ajayi to study fulltime
for his Ordinary National Diploma (OND) in Mechanical Engineering.
He was also taking four different correspondence courses, including
Law and Company Secretaryship, which he continued in a desultory
fashion throughout his stay in England, although he never sat for the
exams. At this point he had little extra time to study, for in the vacations
he would take a variety of low-paid jobs such as a fitter, hospital orderly
or storekeeper, with temporary post office jobs at Christmas. He also
became active in the C&S when it was founded in London in 1965.

He eventually achieved his OND, and continued working for his
Higher National Certificate (HNC). But progress was slow: in 1968
when he failed an exam, he lost the grant that a sympathetic lecturer
had helped him to obtain. So for the next two years he continued with
a complicated combination of work, unemployment, and full- and
parttime study. Each part of his life seemed to sabotage the other. As
he was a student, he could not hope to get the kind of work that
would give him the practical experience needed for a good post in
Nigeria, except for the six months training he received as part of his
course. His work not only took time and energy from his education,
but at one time nearly cost him his residence in England when a less
supportive lecturer discovered that he was contravening immigration
rules by earning while still registered for fulltime study.

Financial worries were constant; apart from domestic demands,
Ajayi was also sending money home for the education of his younger
half-siblings. Accommodation was another problem: he had seven dif-
ferent addresses during his time in London. Generally he lived in
rooms in multi-occupied houses with shared kitchens and bathrooms,
moving on for reasons of expense, distance from work or college,
poor conditions, or disputes with co-tenants or his West Indian and
African landlords. Between 1965 and 1970, he managed to rent a
small flat, but gave this up when his wife left him. His marriage, by the
late 1960s, was going badly. His wife’s family had been opposed to the
match, and both he and Mrs. Ajayi were distressed that they had no
children. In Mr. Ajayi’s mind, these two facts were connected: it was
the ill-will of her family, implemented through “invisible means” from
Nigeria, that had stopped them from “having issue.” A combination
of these domestic worries, financial demands, news of his father’s pro-
longed illness at home, and the intense pressure of exams made these
years seem a long struggle. He was often exhausted: in college or
workplace early in the morning; home by seven; study until three in the
morning. His health suffered, he became depressed, and was terrified

YORUBA WORKER-STUDENTS IN BRITAIN 21



of having a breakdown: “I was already engulfed in the quicksands of
agony. I was sinking down deep, deep. Sometimes I did not know
where I was. I had no sleep. I just kept praying for the day that I will
get out of this country, either dead or alive.”

Mrs. Ajayi had her own problems. Having worked in catering to
help support her husband, she had no qualifications of her own
beyond some typing and dressmaking. Despite efforts of C&S members
to mend the marriage, the relationship became untenable. Finally, in
1970, she left Ajayi to live with another man whose wife had remained
behind in Nigeria. He treated her badly, but it was hard for her to
return to Africa with neither a husband nor qualifications.

Meanwhile, church members set about trying to find Ajayi another
wife, but the few single women in the church did not want to risk gossip
implicating them in the separation. Working to save for his return to
Nigeria, he had little opportunity to pursue a social life outside the
church. So it was hard to meet other women, or to attract them when
he did; his efforts with clubs and bureaux proved, he said, to be a waste
of money.

In 1969, he had left college in order to start saving to go home by
working as a laboratory technician at Hendon Technical College for
£15 a week. This was not what he wanted, and he constantly saw less
qualified white workers filling the posts for which he had applied: “All
you get is good stories and then a refusal.” He was still trying to com-
plete his course with evening classes, but kept failing one particular
subject, and so had to resit all the papers every time.

In 1970 he finally succeeded, passing with credits. He had already
bought a trunk, and had started applying for jobs in Nigeria, for a vision
by a C&S prophet had reassured him that he would soon be returning,
and he believed that “the Holy One of Israel lieth not; he will never
deceive me.” Needing to earn more to prepare for this, he took a job at
Ford’s for £35 a week. This meant combining long hours of travel to
Dagenham and shift-work on the assembly line with time at his desk. For
he was still studying, aiming at his finals with the Institute of Mechanical
Engineers, as well as embarking on a course with an institute of man-
agement to give him experience on the administrative side of engineer-
ing and assist his entry to his professional association in Nigeria.

By 1972 he was ready. Sailing from Liverpool, he was met on his
arrival in Lagos by a delegation of C&S leaders and members of the
church he had attended before he came to Britain. When Ajayi had
left Nigeria, he had promised his family that he would only be gone
for three years. In the event, he was away for over a decade, and never
saw his father again. But his determination had finally been rewarded.
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Despite his age, he was appointed to a senior post with the
Department of Petroleum Resources at the Federal Ministry of Mines
and Power. By the end of the 1970s he had remarried and had a child.

Ajayi’s story is not a composite case history, a combination of several
accounts that recreates the “typical” subject as in older ethnographic
style. But it well might have been. From the scores of life stories
recounted to me by C&S members, the same patterns recur, the same
problems emerge, which then reappear as the dilemmas that distressed
students bring to the C&S. We will see them surfacing in members’
private consultations with visioners and prophets, and as those cir-
cumstances that God, speaking through dream and vision, promises
to ameliorate. They constitute the subtext of the “obstacles” in the
way of progress, so often mentioned in prayer and revelation; they
provide the context of the diffuse anxiety from which so many students
suffer in pursuit of future success.

Aspirations, Education, and the Yoruba Elite

In the immediate post-Independence days when Ajayi left Nigeria, the
average per capita income in the Western Region was £25 a year.1 His
starting salary at the Ministry was £2,000 per annum, an income level
enjoyed by no more than 0.1 percent of Nigerians. In 1969–70, 19
prominent male church members returned home to jobs in regional
or federal ministries, government and privately owned corporations,
universities and training colleges. Only two had not found jobs by the
end of 1970. Within 18 months of their return, half of them were earn-
ing as much or more than Ajayi. It was their time in Britain that had
secured their entry into the new middle class of independent Nigeria.2

As technicians and professionals in corporations and state bureau-
cracies, it was the middle ranks of the Nigerian elite at which church
members aimed. They did not aspire to the top ranks of Nigerian soci-
ety, the most senior posts in ministries, state corporations, and the
civil service, where salaries could reach £3,350 and more. This was the
ruling elite. In theory, state employees could not engage in politics,
but positions in the highest ranks of the medical, academic, and legal
professions provided a stepping stone to a political career. Members of
the C&S in London did not set their sights so high; none mentioned
such political ambitions.

Nevertheless, despite a noticeable cultural sensitivity to ranking,
the social space between these different strata of the elite appeared to be
small; church members pointed out pictures in their albums of friends
and kin in senior government positions, men and women they would
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encounter both at work and socially.3 In discussions about their return
to Nigeria, members identified more with these upper echelons than
with their less educated kin.

Certainly they aspired to a similar, even if more modest, lifestyle.
Photographs sent back from returned church members showed neat
bungalows on estates and campuses, or smartly furnished interiors of
modern flats, rather than the communality of rural or small-town
compound life, or rented rooms in crowded city neighborhoods. Built
for colonial expatriates, these homes were only suitable for nuclear
families. Although kin might lodge with an elite family in order to
attend school, or to provide domestic help, such households contrast
with the extended families found in most Yoruba dwellings. Those
who intended to replace expatriates at Independence inherited not
only their jobs, but also modeled their lifestyle on Western patterns of
consumption and the lives of the colonial middle class.

Had Ajayi stayed in Nigeria, the attainment of the lifestyle that
awaited him would have been incomparably harder. Not that he had
been doing badly within the limits of his education; like other members
of the C&S in London, it was relative success that fuelled his ambition,
rather than failure. Some members describe depressing periods without
work before they came to London, when they were competing with
large numbers of similarly qualified young men in a saturated labor
market. But for the majority of men it was their prior employment
that enabled them to travel. A sample of 32 male elders revealed that
15 men had held clerical, secretarial, or minor executive posts, and eight
were technicians or engineers. There were six government officials, two
teachers and one male nurse. These men were the clerks, technicians,
and minor officials with some secondary education who typified C&S
male members in London. Often, like Ajayi, they were migrants into
cities from villages or small towns who moved into the modern sector
of government bureaucracy, services, and state and private enterprise
established during the colonial regime. At this time, the urban sector
accounted for only 5 percent of total employment, so they had already
distinguished themselves from the great majority of Yoruba who were
engaged in agriculture and trade.

Thirteen of the sample elders’ fathers were in urban white-collar
employment, as clerks, technicians, and minor officials, with one in the
church and one a teacher. But 19 remained in the more traditional,
rural sector of the economy. Men of this generation had limited oppor-
tunity for education; women had even less. A few of the fathers in this
sample, like Ajayi’s, had some secondary schooling, but most had
primary only, and others had no more than basic literacy. Educational
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opportunities for their children had increased, but by 1947 there were
still only 46 secondary schools in the whole of Nigeria.4 The education
that London students had already attained was therefore another meas-
ure of their relative success. The average male C&S member in London,
like Ajayi, had already attained O level or the equivalent; Ajayi was not
alone in looking for private tuition or study by correspondence course
for O and A levels, City and Guilds qualifications, commercial certifi-
cates, or diplomas in an array of technical and administrative subjects.

But these private endeavors in Nigeria still could not meet the
students’ ambitions. Western education was the only avenue into the
ranks of the bureaucracy, but necessary credentials were hard to obtain
in Nigeria. By 1968 there were still only five technical colleges, and the
five universities mainly produced arts graduates, not technical and pro-
fessional personnel.5 Yet, at this point in Nigeria’s economic develop-
ment, access to the modern middle class was gained through
employment in bureaucracies, either in large companies or, more likely,
in the proliferating structures of the state. Anticipation of
Independence in the 1950s and its realization in 1960 stimulated an
explosion of professional opportunities as Africans moved into the priv-
ileged positions of departing Europeans.6 By 1960, state boards and
corporations covered all the major areas of administration and services;
these expanded during the next decade, as did the civil service, while the
division of the country into 12 states in 1967 further duplicated
bureaucratic offices. Of a sample of the elite surveyed by Smythe and
Smythe in 1960, 73 percent were employed by the state (1960: 78–79).

The alternative, employment in productive sectors of the econ-
omy, offered few such avenues into the middle elite, and into the
lifestyle perceived as an expression of modernity.7 Although there
had been a proliferation of small-scale artisans, traders, and entre-
preneurs during the 1950s and 1960s, commercial corporations
were still largely in British hands; only very few Yoruba managed to
accumulate the capital, credit, and skills to establish significant
enterprises. Neither did the under-capitalized agricultural sector
hold great allure for the upwardly mobile. The greatest farming
fortunes, made mainly through cocoa, were already in the past, and
even wealthy Yoruba farmers tended to be regarded as more tradi-
tional, distinct from the educated urban elite with whom students
identified. Less than 2 percent of the Smythes’s elite sample was
primarily farmers (1960: 82).

So the structure both of the Nigerian state and of the economy
privileged Western education as a means to power—and through
recent colonial history, Britain was the obvious place to pursue it.8 For
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students in London, framed certificates and letters after the name
became a form of symbolic capital, with education seen not so much
as a process, but as a prized possession, by which success or failure
would be judged. “One thing you will find among all our people here,
and that is ambition” said a member, “I will only go home when I
have got the thing I came for.” Teacher Ajayi expressed the same
resolution: “We come to England for one thing only—to learn book
and gain knowledge.” To return to Nigeria without having obtained
the “Golden Fleece” of qualifications was to admit failure and defeat,
bringing shame both on unsuccessful students and their families.9

Worker-Students in London

The role model that Ajayi initially had in mind was an earlier generation
of Nigerians in Britain, the “colonial” students who returned to profes-
sional preeminence, with lawyers the elite of the elite among them.
These students had their equivalents in late 1960s and early 1970s
Britain, studying at universities, the Bar, or medical school. Many came
from educated or wealthy backgrounds, and family or state scholarship
support afforded them fulltime study and the wherewithal to return
home at the end of their course. Whilst in England, they were eligible
for the benign attentions of the British Council and other welfare
organizations for overseas students.

The members of the C&S in London were of a different order.
Coming from nonelite backgrounds, with little financial backing,
these worker-students had to pay their own way through college.
Their dependence on their earnings to finance their studies is revealed
by their years of entry, which was mainly prior to the mid-1960s (see
table 2.1). Before this time, in response to the labor shortage in
Britain, would-be students could enter the country as workers under
a voucher system. But in 1965 a White Paper abolished vouchers for
the unskilled, and limited skilled permits to certain professions. All
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Table 2.1 Year of arrival of members of two male bandsa

Post
1940s 1950s 1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1965 NA Total

1 2 6 10 16 12 16 4 1 7 75

a These figures do not accurately reflect the actual numbers of members entering Britan in the early
1960s, since some had already returned to Nigeria by 1970. But the same trend is reflected in the
British Council figures for all Nigerian students (British Council 1967: 27) and by census material
on immigration from Nigeria (see Office of Population Censuses and Surveys: Country of Birth
Tables 1974: 132–133).



would-be students were required to have prior confirmed college
admission plus the finance for fulltime study. From mid-1962 to 
mid-1963, over a thousand Nigerian voucher-holders entered Britain;
in 1967, just 20.10 The door was closed to self-financing students.

But for the worker-students who had beaten the ban, it was this con-
tradiction between their identity as students and the necessity to work
that produced the basic tension in their lives. Of the scores of C&S
members I spoke to, none had enjoyed continuous fulltime study; all
had, at some time, juggled employment and education in a variety of
combinations. Although never abandoning their self-perception as stu-
dents, the need to earn a living and support a family at times squeezed
out study altogether, or reduced it to late-night stints with correspon-
dence courses. All had therefore overstayed their anticipated absence of
three to five years from Nigeria. Exactly half of the 1970 elders’ sample
was still in England in 1973. Of the 16 who had returned home, nine
had been in England for ten years or more, two for nine years, three had
taken eight years, and two, seven.

This distinction between types of students is necessarily crude; the
interplay between the class into which students were born, that to
which they aspire, and their educational experience in Britain is complex
and defies tidy categories. But it is a contrast that resonates with
church members themselves. As one male member said:

I never had anything to do with the British Council. We heard about it
at home, but we never bothered with films and literature and all that.
There is a class bias operating here—that thing . . . belongs to the edu-
cated people who are coming over to England to full-time courses and
are attending college and university. . . . It’s different for us; we are the
struggling masses.

(Teacher Awofala)

Surviving on the edges of organized student life, the numbers of
Yoruba worker-students were never counted. Census data shows
16,860 Nigerians in Greater London in 1966 and 18,540 in 1971.11

Although most were Yoruba, these figures also include Ibo, Hausa,
and other smaller Nigerian ethnic groups, as well as non-Nigerians
born in the country. It also includes children, as well as diplomatic
staff and those engaged in business. According to British Council
estimates there were nearly 4,500 Nigerian students in London in
1969–70, the majority of whom are likely to have been Yoruba.12

The courses pursued by men in the C&S reflected a combination of
future opportunities in Nigeria with a realistic assessment of what they
might achieve.

YORUBA WORKER-STUDENTS IN BRITAIN 27



As shown in table 2.2, 8 percent of the male members’ sample fol-
lowed their predecessors’ propensity for studying Law. Two did succeed,
and by the mid-1970s were back in Nigeria. But the others either
abandoned Law, or remained in England ensnared in the dilemma of
being able neither to secure legal qualifications nor to return home
without them. Two embarked on businesses whilst nominally still
studying: one started a removal firm, specializing in transport to West
Africa; the other became a representative for a Nigerian firm, traveling
to and fro between London and Lagos.

But for Ajayi and other would-be lawyers, pragmatism tempered
original ambition, as they adjusted to becoming senior technicians in
their newly independent state. Well over a third of a sample of male
C&S members in the early 1970s was, like Ajayi, studying some
branch of Engineering. Accountancy was the next most popular sub-
ject, pursued by 17 percent of the sample above (although sometimes
proving to be a euphemism for book-keeping or a HNC in Business
Studies). Seven percent were engaged in Company Secretaryship with
a further 7 percent in Quantity Surveying. Other courses taken by
male church members outside this sample include Catering and Hotel
Management, Printing, and Marketing. The qualifications sought
included both relevant diplomas and certificates, together with mem-
bership in professional associations. The best of the professional
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Table 2.2 Courses of study of 92 of the male
members’ sample, 1970 (in percentages)

Engineering 39
Accountancy 17
Law 8
Company Secretaryship 7
Quantity Surveying 7
Banking 3
Management Studies 3
Insurance 2
GCE 2
Plumbing 1
Advertising 1
Photography 1
Economics 1
Nonea 3
Not answered 3

Total 100

a The two Yoruba in this category were slightly older than
in norm; one was a practising GP, the other a property
owner. The third was a West Indian with a small business.



qualifications was on par with a B.Sc. degree, but only one member of
the sample, the economist, was actually enrolled in a degree course; in
this he was atypical of C&S members.

The quest for qualifications often led worker-students to attempt sev-
eral courses at once, to switch from one course to another, or to add on
evening classes or postal tuition in extra subjects. In practice this often
overloaded the student and resulted in lack of focus. In many accounts
of their experience, the search for a suitable course clearly revealed the
parttime student’s plight of being adrift in an uncertain situation with
little opportunity for guidance. Those who came here under their own
auspices without a place at college were more likely to discover that their
previous qualifications were inadequate or inappropriate for the course
they wished to take. When they did secure a place, parttime nonuniver-
sity students suffered poorer supervision and teaching than fulltime
undergraduates, contributing to a greater risk of failure.

Many were also not prepared with the necessary academic back-
ground, study skills, or proficiency in English appropriate for further
education. Interrupted secondary education, with years of employment
between school and arrival in Britain meant that Yoruba worker-students
tended to be considerably older than their British counterparts or
other overseas students. The majority were already in their thirties by
1970, and so had families to support. This contributed to financial
problems: throughout their stay in Britain, the financial state of many
worker-students remained precarious, often reaching private despera-
tion. Personal savings for the fare to England may have been augmented
by kin and community, but these contributions were not sustained. On
the contrary, C&S members, such as Ajayi, were commonly expected
to educate younger members of the family or send money home to
ageing parents.

Yet the level of earnings that most members could command rarely
left any slack for extra expenses, and employment was an area of difficulty
regularly mentioned by C&S men. Their problems were commonly
attributed to discrimination: “If an African wants to do television,
they will teach him how to mend it not how to put on programmes.”
Another male member commented, “They will only give us the horri-
ble jobs . . . Do you need a BA for sweeping?” Some members claimed
to have noticed the NC (no colored) on the corner of job vacancy
cards in the employment exchange or to have been refused interviews
on the grounds of their Nigerian accent on the telephone.

Because of the disparity between the level of employment they
hoped for and that which they achieved, worker-students often would
not readily admit to the type of work they did, but low-paid jobs in
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the productive or service sectors were typical: “the office” might turn
out to be a factory, or the packing basement of a department store. As
an experienced sanitary inspector, Ajayi thought he had a good chance
for an advertised post as an assistant public health officer with
Westminster Council, but he was offered office cleaning. When he was
a qualified engineer, he found himself on an assembly line. Another
senior elder in the C&S had been a stationmaster in Nigeria, but in
England he was a platform guard. The frustration of being offered work
incommensurate with their expectations was not only due to the tem-
porary nature of their employment; Yoruba also fell victim to the
disadvantage of black workers in the shrinking labor market of the time.

Working Wives: Yoruba Women in London

For female members of the C&S, the situation was even more difficult.
Women suffered discrimination not only in terms of their class position
in British society and color, but also because of their gender. Black
women’s work in this period was concentrated in the light industrial
and service sectors, characterized by lack of security with poor pay and
conditions.13 Female members sought work in factories, canteens, and
clothing workshops. An alternative was exploitative outwork, sewing
garments at home. Because of the chance to combine work with
childcare, many female members spent endless isolated hours at their
machines for a few pounds a week: in 1971, a dozen men’s ties, for
example, earned just 4/- (20p). Typing was also done at home, until a
secretarial qualification offered the opportunity for office employment.

Taking her status largely from that of her husband, a woman usually
worked to support the family and to help finance her husband’s edu-
cation, for her own education was rarely her initial reason for coming
to Britain. Of the wives of the 32 men in the elders’ sample, 27 initially
came to join their husbands. Of the five who married here, one was
African-Caribbean, one (who had already divorced her husband by
1970) was English, and a third had originally come over from Nigeria
with another man. Only in two cases were qualifications their primary
motive for independent travel; one, an older woman, trained here as a
nurse; the other, the only one I knew to be financed by her wealthy
educated family, came aged 19 to study Medicine, but moved on to
Nursing, Secretarial Studies, and then Television Production, before
settling for Catering, in which she qualified.

Nevertheless, once here, the majority of women wanted to use the
opportunity to secure their own qualifications. Their ambitions had to
take into account their previous educational level, which, because of
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their gender, tended to be lower than that of their husbands.
Universal primary education was only introduced into Western
Nigeria in the mid-1950s; girls remained in a minority for the next
decade, and formed an even smaller proportion of secondary school stu-
dents. C&S female members in their thirties and forties might have had
a year or two of secondary schooling at best, and still, by 1970, there
were very few women in higher education either in England or Nigeria.

Other courses taken by female members included Advertising,
Marketing, and Photography, as well as occupational training for
semiskilled jobs such as computer punching or machine operation.

The total number of courses in table 2.3 does not add up to 32 since
several women included more than one of the courses that they had
taken while in Britain. The figure should be higher; from my experience,
more than 10 percent of women had at some time followed Secretarial
or Business Studies, which would prepare them not only for bureaucratic
employment, but also for a business or trade. The second most popular
category, sewing (which is also certainly underrepresented in table 2.3),
could be combined with commerce: one female elder outlined her
plans to me for a future business in dressmaking and imported cloth.
Nursing also guaranteed employment on return to Nigeria; several
women in the C&S were training for qualifications at various
professional levels.

Marriage and Mothering

Many female church members succeeded in returning home with
qualifications. But whilst in London they were caught in a triple bind:
not only did they have to manage both study and employment, but
also the disparities between their own agenda and their role as wife.
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Table 2.3 Main courses taken by wives of
the 32 men in the elders’ sample, 1970

Secretarial/Business 10
Dressmaking/Machining/Upholstery 8
Catering/Domestic Science 5
Nursing 3
Hairdressing/Wigmaking 3
Law 1
Librarianship 1
Interior Design 1
English classes 1
Not ascertained 4
Total 37



The hope harbored by many women was that their greater earning
capacity would give them more leverage inside their marriage, and
greater security if it failed. But in spite of the skills they were acquiring,
women still felt at a relative disadvantage to men in a community where
education was so highly valued: “Women must muddle up because they
are not much educated,” said one male member. Moreover, pace
Engels (1958) and the orthodox socialist line on women’s liberation,
women’s economic participation does not necessarily entail equality.
In Nigeria, an independent income from trading, in which women
commonly engaged, had not led their mothers to challenge men’s
authority; women in London with whom I discussed gender relation-
ships accepted that men were, as they put it, “the master,” the household
heads, to whom wives owed obedience. Women could grumble about
their respective husbands and joke irreverently about men, yet they
still attempted to negotiate the demands of their different roles without
challenging male dominance.14

The demands of life in London also upset the shared cultural
expectations of a domestic relationship while offering no alternative
model to emulate. This conflict was not necessarily apparent: I often
saw men preparing the soup, the red-pepper stew that would be eaten
with rice, yam flour, or other starch accompaniment throughout the
week. Husbands would shop in the Brixton and Shepherd’s Bush mar-
kets and haggle over live chickens with the poultry dealers in
Whitechapel; they would bathe and look after the children—chores
that a man would rarely undertake in Nigeria. In the absence of kin,
with both partners working and studying, many women pressed for
this sharing of domestic work: “You only have yourselves [i.e., each
other]. If you don’t help yourselves, no one else will,” said both wives
and husbands. But in practice male resentment could fester.

Naturally, the individual relationship between husband and wife
varied greatly, but this clash of expectations in a precarious environment
often exacerbated problems. What might be tolerable in the accepted
norms of marital behavior in Nigeria could become unbearable when
in London. In theory, for example, women accepted their husband’s
freedom to come and go as he pleased, and to socialize without the
family. But, denied the same liberty, and deprived of the company of
extended family and a close circle of female neighbors, wives often had
to endure long evenings on their own. Although a few older male
members had left a first or less educated wife at home, none main-
tained two wives in London.15 But the knowledge that their men were
“going all about” without them gave rise to women’s apprehensions of
their husband’s infidelity. When discussing the difficulties of married

YORUBA IN DIASPORA32



life in London, women often mentioned jealousy and loneliness as
crucial factors.

These pressures combined to place many marriages under strain,
and some couples in the church during my fieldwork did separate.
One precipitating cause for this, as with the Ajayis, was the failure to
have children. With Western notions of companionate marriages in
mind, I once asked a member whether a couple he knew well was happy
together. He answered: “She has two issue [i.e., children] now, so why
not?” Although it might be expected that urban elite couples would
desire smaller families, research undertaken in post-Independence
Nigeria showed that they still hoped for several children, even though
they enjoyed lower rates of infant mortality and were not bound by the
constraints of producing family labor, as would be their rural relatives.16

Failure to conceive was a calamity for both the wife and her husband,
and a valid reason for divorce.

Yet the arrival of children brought further problems. Although the
onus for fertility and basic childcare lay with the woman, the conflict
between their productive and reproductive roles affected both partners.
In the absence of the extended family, worker-students in London had
to combine career ambitions with parenthood. One solution was to send
the children back home to live with kin, but parents worried over inade-
quate medical attention in Nigeria, a fear that was tragically realized in
the death of one child being cared for by grandparents. Members who
kept their children with them in England competed for scarce places in a
day nursery or looked for a private childminder. But minders were often
unregistered and unsupervised, and standards of care erratic.

An equally popular strategy was to send the children away, not to
Nigeria, but to be fostered with white, working-class families, who
often lived outside London.17 This delegation of responsibility was
not an unfamiliar pattern. In Nigeria, Yoruba children often live with
kin or some other known and respected family, both for their own
education and training and to assist with domestic or productive
work. Many members had themselves been brought up apart from
their own parents, absorbed into a wide network of relatives and
neighbors. In Britain, the social context was completely different. Not
all children of church members in Britain had negative experiences of
fostering, but some children had lived with several different families in
the space of a few years. This lack of continuity compounded a potential
conflict round their own identity in terms of language, culture, class,
color, and emotional allegiance. Confusion could be expressed through
behavioral disturbance, and difficulties with children and childcare
arrangements caused much anxiety among Yoruba families in London.
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Finding Accommodation

A contributing factor to childcare problems was the overcrowded
conditions in which many families lived. The localities in which
worker-students looked for accommodation were in areas of mobile,
low-income populations, including black immigrants, living on the
margins of the city. The terraces of dilapidated Victorian houses typi-
cal of Stoke Newington, Hackney, Finsbury Park, Brixton, and
Shepherd’s Bush had not, by the early 1970s, undergone middle-class
“gentrification,” and it was in these subdivided, multi-occupied
dwellings that many members were housed. In the second half of the
1960s, only 3 percent of the British population rented furnished
accommodation.18 By contrast, 70 percent of C&S elders in 1970
were renting, and among younger, more recently arrived members, the
proportion was even higher. Although Nigerians were assigned to the
same housing sector as many black working-class families, research
carried out in this period indicates that in their comparative level of
multi-occupation, overcrowding, and the sharing or lack of facilities,
West Africans landed at the bottom of the heap.19 Their experience, as
they described it, was often subject to the attitudes of white landlords to
black room-seekers and the inequitable treatment of black tenants
regarding rents and conditions.20 The minority of black landlords was not
necessarily more generous. It was “landlord trouble”—harassment,
insecurity of tenure, and fear of eviction—that precipitated Ajayi’s
frequent change of address and often brought anxious members to the
C&S for prayer.

They also were at a disadvantage in the second option for housing,
the public sector. In 1966 only 4 percent of the black population in
London were council tenants, as compared with 22 percent of natives.
The figure for West Africans was 2 percent.21 Of the 32 members
of the C&S elders’ sample, only one had a council flat in 1970,
though three more had moved into local authority property by 1973.

A third option was private ownership. House prices, especially for
run-down properties in marginalized areas, were not what they are
today. Although not representative of members as a whole, 9 out of
the 32 men in the elders’ sample had purchased their own properties.
A downside of ownership was the impression of wealth and success
conveyed to family at home, with the expectation of largesse this
entailed.

Members often complained to me about the misconceptions their
families in Nigeria entertained as to the living conditions in England.
“Furnished flat” could be a euphemism for a few pieces of chipboard
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furniture in a partitioned room. Facilities were often communal, with
shared bathroom and lavatory, and one cooker on the landing to be
used by several households. Overcrowding was but one of the hazards;
the material state of much of this housing also exacerbated social ten-
sions, reduced opportunity for effective study, and endangered physical
and mental well-being. When I first visited one senior elder, for exam-
ple, he was renting a tiny dark room backing onto the railway line in
Brixton’s Railton Road, since demolished. The door could hardly
open for the bed, which was squashed beside a table and a chair; the
dirty wallpaper was bubbling with damp. The one bath, unusable for
years, was full of rubbish; the lavatory was cracked, with the walls
sprouting an impressive array of fungi. The shared kitchen was
infested with mice, and in total disrepair. When a Yoruba neighbor
upstairs let her sink overflow, his ceiling collapsed, and he was forced
to move on.

For some C&S families, living, sleeping, and sometimes cooking too,
had to be carried on in one room. Behind a curtain suspended from a
wire, an old-fashioned double bed jostled with the chest-of-drawers and
wardrobe, on which would be piled suitcases and boxes storing a
woman’s collection of iro and buba (wrappers and blouses) and the
items steadily accumulated in preparation for return. In the front of
the room, there might be a three-piece suite, radiogram, and coffee
table with a decorated plastic top. For C&S members, the table or
television often doubled as an altar, with candlestick, crucifix, Bible,
and a bottle of Holy Water. Over this could hang a picture of Christ
with the Bleeding Heart, together with a few calendars, a wedding pho-
tograph, or pictures of family and friends at home. In winter the room
would be filled with the damp warmth of a paraffin heater; in summer,
the curtains closed against the sun, as they would be in Nigeria.

For “home” continued to provide a critical cultural reference for
Yoruba worker-students. Their rooms rarely acquired the sense of per-
manence reflected in some West Indian households, with their profusion
of ornaments, doilies, and cabinets of china and glass. The attitude of
Nigerian students toward their housing was pragmatic rather than aes-
thetic: insecure and inadequate accommodation in London was yet
another “obstacle” to their return.

Class, Race, and Identity

For Yoruba students, their housing situation perfectly illustrates
aspects of their predicament. The geographical areas and sectors of the
housing market in which they lived reinforced their position as part of
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the proletariat, as did their position in the labor market. They saw
themselves as part of an educated elite, but their self-construed identity
was “locked up,” as Elder Oguntulu put it, by their daily experience.

The notion of identity is a complex package. At its most basic it
refers to “who we are, ‘where we’re coming from.’ As such it is the
background against which our tastes and desires and opinions and aspi-
rations make sense” (Taylor 1994: 33–34). This process of self-definition
entails the articulation of two dimensions. The first is temporal, a
narrative connecting a present sense of selfhood with both past states
and future aspirations.22 The second is spatial—the interrelationship
between points of similarity and of difference between self and
contemporary others. Identity also refers to the relationship between
how people see themselves and how they are seen.23 Interpretations
that highlight self-construal understand identity as a fluid process
rather than static status. In the case of transnational migration, Rouse
(1995) emphasizes, part of this movement is between the multiple
identities that migrants maintain, rather than sustaining a single, fixed
self-definition.

All these implications of identity illuminate the dilemma of C&S
members, for each aspect was conflictual. Through their odyssey in
England, Ajayi and Oguntulu not only equipped themselves for well-
paid employment in Nigeria, but also entered the Yoruba middle class.
Although this class transition was only fully realized on return to
Nigeria, the equation that Yoruba students made between higher edu-
cation and superior status encouraged them, while still in London, to
rank themselves among the elite, eliding future success with the process
of attaining it.

For Yoruba themselves, the category of “student” signaled senior-
ity and status. But in contemporary Britain it stood for irresponsible
youth. Gaining little standing in British society through attending
college, C&S members received even less as workers. They were aware
that the average Briton would not only assume that they were part of
the labor force rather than students, but also that they were working
class. Their self-conception as professionals was not reflected back to
them by the wider society; on the contrary, it was denied. Engaged in
manual work, living in run-down areas of the inner city, they were, to
all appearances, part of the proletariat.

This ascribed identity was not just a matter of class, but also of race.
Yoruba worker-students not only had to negotiate white culture, but
their status as black “immigrants.” Because of their color, they were
commonly assumed to be part of a black immigrant under class,
lumped together in popular perception with what were then called
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“West Indians.”24 Many church members expressed bitter resentment
at this confusion, which compromised their own middle-class identity,
and, as they saw it, their superior racial origins. Some went so far as to
voice support for the Conservative MP Enoch Powell in his call for repa-
triation, maintaining that these policies did not refer to themselves, but
to ireke. This is a Yoruba term for sugarcane, an epithet that implies
slave and was used as a derogatory term for African-Caribbeans. In
return, I heard West Indians refer to West Africans as “savages.” In
this period neither popular culture nor politics diluted mutual distrust
between the two communities. Whilst reggae was capturing white and
black audiences in London, Nigerian juju and highlife music had not
yet hit the clubs, and records were available only in one small shop in
Warren Street.25 It is ironic that while British Rastafarians were mythol-
ogizing Africa as the Promised Land, with elements of African culture
assuming iconic significance for their political struggle, the representa-
tives of this Utopia who were living in Britain held no significance for
the movement.

Nor did radical African-Caribbean youth court Yoruba students for
their cause. The late 1960s and early 1970s were years of burgeoning
black militancy; inspired by the Black Power movement in the United
States, African-Caribbean youth confronted the authority of the state
both through political organization, and on the streets. But Yoruba
worker-students tried to avoid being tarred with the brush of black
activism. Despite their experience of racism, not only did worker-
students avoid participation, they positively rejected black politics and
a political identity based on color. Their own political views were
those of an aspirant national bourgeoisie, not of a black immigrant
proletariat. But this lack of political involvement was not only related
to a desire to distance themselves from the African-Caribbean commu-
nity. Seeing themselves as transient migrants rather than settlers, they
situated themselves in a different relationship to Britain from both first-
and second-generation black radicals: “West Indies people are so
aggressive because they think they have 50–50 rights in England” said
Teacher Korode. This is the voice of a temporary resident; it also
speaks for a community whose national identity and locus of interest
lies elsewhere: “Our only job here is passing examination; we ignore
all the rest.”

The desire of Yoruba worker-students to keep a low profile was also
pragmatic. To become involved could have jeopardized their education;
to draw attention to themselves invited investigation by immigration
authorities, and, if irregularities emerged, the threat of deportation.
Church members preferred public invisibility to a political presence
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and expressed little confidence in the efficacy of protest. The sense of
strength that comes from common action, the solidarity experienced
through organization, came from membership of the C&S rather than
political support of black comrades; when racially abused, members
turned to prayer rather than collective action. In 1971, an elder was
attacked on the underground; in defending himself, he slightly
injured one of his four assailants, and was subsequently charged with
assault, found guilty, and fined. I asked him if he would appeal: “No,
I would never cause more trouble like that; I want to stay out of trouble,
not get into it. Anyway, I don’t think that the law can solve any
problem. . . . There is no one to speak up for me in this country.”

Being popularly confused with African-Caribbeans, Yoruba came in
for the discrimination encountered by all black communities. Racism
directed at any one ethnic category has two aspects. First, if there are
negative images of other groups who are perceived to be phenotypically
similar, or who share a social or economic position in the social struc-
ture, the category in question will be also be a target for this generalized
hostility. But second, racism has its specificities, constructed around
the particular history of the group and its relationship to the domi-
nant society. In members’ experience, if they pointed out the distinction
between themselves and West Indians, this did not produce a positive
reaction, but only summoned up a different set of stereotypes. Their
work mates would ask whether they knew how to read a newspaper,
whether they really lived in trees, or whether people in Africa have
tails?26 C&S members commonly responded with irony: “No, but I
like looking at the pictures”; “The Queen was in Nigeria in 1956; why
don’t you give her a ring and find out?” They claimed to brush such
rudeness off as ignorance, and affected a defensive indifference:
“I don’t worry about petty abuse, only when it obstructs what we
come for.” But the insults still astonished. How could the British
know nothing about a country that was once part of their colonial
heritage and is now a partner in the Commonwealth? And why the
hostility and ridicule?

What was for Nigeria the dawn of Independence was for Britain the
end of empire. Postwar confidence was over; the economic security of
the 1950s had evaporated; by the end of the 1960s the economy was
sliding into the recession that was to characterize the following
decade. Labor shortages were replaced by structural unemployment;
clashes between working-class youth and the police during the 1960s
and early 1970s drew attention to inner-city decay, and fuelled fears
about declining law and order. In this situation, the concept of race
served both to account for and control this perceived decline.27
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The actual size of black and Asian communities in Britain was very
small, still only some 2.5 percent of the total population by 1971,28

but its symbolic significance was enormous. As a second generation
swelled the numbers of black British, and as ethnic communities
assumed distinctive identities, the black minorities were held responsible
for national ills. In the popular media their numbers and alien cultures
were not only held accountable for consuming scarce resources, but
actually for creating the poor conditions of the areas in which they
lived. The Conservative MP Enoch Powell’s notorious prediction of
“rivers of blood” was made in 1968, the year before I started field-
work, and served to legitimate popular racism in Britain.29

Circumstance and Choice

To portray Yoruba Aladura in London solely as casualties of circum-
stance, as passive, nonmilitant recipients of racism and its attendant
problems is, however, to distort their experience. They were agents as
much as victims. Their dilemmas did not stem solely from British atti-
tudes and institutionalized inequalities; they were affected also by per-
sonal choices: short-term advantage in employment, housing, or
childcare, for example, might be deliberately sacrificed for future gains.

Agency also takes culturally appropriate forms. The church was not
overtly counterhegemonic; the members were not seeking an indirect
route to political influence. But they were looking for empowerment
in their own terms, a personal strengthening through spiritual efficacy
that was thought to have direct bearing on their lives. It was anxiety
over their problems—whether of childcare, education, employment,
housing, immigration, racism, or family life—that brought members
into the C&S; it was the difficulties they encountered that took them
to C&S prophets for prayer. In the Aladura cosmology, this consti-
tutes pragmatic initiative, not passivity.

It was also their church that helped them mediate the dissonance
between their position in British society and their self-perception. A
consideration of C&S rhetoric corrects a Eurocentric interpretation of
worker-student experience as one of unmitigated disadvantage. C&S
discourse portrayed the church not only as a refuge from present
indignities, but also as an association of the successful.

Cherubim and Seraphim is different from other churches, because in
Methodist hardly can you see a professional man or woman. But in
Cherubim and Seraphim at home, in this organisation they don’t use
money for anything because the Lord will call the lawyers, we’ve got
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the doctors, we’ve got the accountants, we’ve got the barristers—all
various things—the Lord will call us to meet together . . . to work in
his own vineyard

(Sermon 1970)

Constantly reminding them of their achievements and ambitions, the
C&S helped members see themselves as upwardly mobile rather
than as coming down in the world in London. As well as addressing
their present problems, it held out a picture of the rewards, and their
glittering future as “Stars of the World.”
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Chapter 3

The Cherubim and Seraphim Church,

United Kingdom

Going Home: The Adisas’ Thanksgiving Testimony

Brother and Sister Adisa face the congregation, looking down the
long blue-and-white painted hall in East London, over the pews of
some hundred white-gowned men on their right, and the veiled heads
of an equal number of sisters on their left. At the back, a group of their
friends who are not members of the church sit among the visitors, the
brilliant blouses and wrappers of the women crowned by stiff damask
headties, which point up over the sea of prayer gowns. On a dais
behind the Adisas, the chairs of ten male elders are ranged on either
side of the modern altar. On the wall above, the painted inscription
“Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God Almighty” curves over a large wooden
cross, roughly wired with red strip lighting, and flanked by two fat
cherubs representing the Cherubim and Seraphim.

Amid the noise of children moving around the pews and the shuf-
fling of babies, the congregation listens attentively to the couple
who are standing where they all hope to stand, offering their final
thanksgiving:

Brothers and Sisters, we thank the Lord, and want to let you know how
far the Lord has helped us. For those that are just coming here now, who
were not with us say around 1967, I must just say a bit about myself.

It was my blackest year, and the year when I nearly lost my life, having
lost both my parents. The Devil was waging war, and there were so
many obstacles in my path . . . I lost all hope; I thought it was the end
of my life. But then I got to know more about this church. Of particular
prominence was Prophet Fakeye who used to come to us in the night



to encourage me, and tell me of his experiences too, before he came to
this country. We have had our ups and downs, but we have been able to
stand the stormy weather through your prayers.

I must mention here . . . those people who have been acting as sort
of spiritual guideposts. Certain committees or some meetings which we
go to, like Choristers—any time my wife went there, she would come
home with a lot of advices [i.e., through revelation] to guide us
through. And to have been guided all the while by people like that . . .,
[they] have shown us what practical Christianity is.

You see, it is nice to take your failure and success with equanimity. I
mean by saying this that failure and success often come . . . and when
trouble strikes we tend to stand and think, “O, this is the end of the
world.” And then you want to take off your white robes away and keep
them [off] for ever. That is when the Devil succeeds. But if you refuse,
and still keep steady, then you will have achieved what you want, and
this is what we have enjoyed by the Grace of God. . . .

We will now be going home for better, because God has provided a
job for us, and not only that, but a lot of other amenities have been pro-
vided to make us comfortable, and we thank God for this. This is what
you have done through your prayers, and I thank everybody here who
have been instrumental to this successful end to our journey to Great
Britain . . . .

May God bless you, and keep you and be with you always, and make
this church a beacon of hope for unbelievers. Thank you very much. 

(Service 16 November 1969)

The elders to whom Adisa pays tribute were seasoned members of
the C&S from Nigeria, but the majority of the men and women lis-
tening to this testimony had, like the Adisas themselves, joined the
church in England. Of the 40 men on the register of one male Band,
only 13 had been members “right from home.” But both through the
constant reference to the founder in prayer and sermon and the high
profile of the C&S in Nigeria, they perceived their religious organization
as Nigerian rather than as a British church.

The Nigerian Origins of C&S

No Yoruba could fail to know of the C&S in Nigeria,1 through casual
visits, through friends and family who attended services, and from the
familiar sight of white-robed followers parading through the streets,
praying on hilltops, and prophesying on Lagos beaches. Estimates of
members in the Western Region during the 1960s vary from 50,000
to 80,000 but the number of those consulting the prophets in private
was far greater. At that time, the C&S was the largest of the Aladura
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churches, so called because of their faith in the absolute efficacy of
prayer. By 1970, the C&S had gained a high profile throughout
Nigeria, and was well established in Ghana, Sierra Leone, and Benin.2

The church had its origins in a Lagos prayer group established by
Moses Orimolade Tunolase, who was both disabled and illiterate, and
a young Anglican woman from a well-to-do family, Abiodun
Akinsowon. Initially, their followers did not plan to break with the
mission churches they attended. But the spontaneous fervor of their
prayer and possession by the Holy Spirit proved too much for orthodox
decorum, and in 1925 they were forced out of mainstream congrega-
tions into independency. A C&S member in London described to me
how in the late 1920s his uncle returned from trading in Lagos as a
Christian convert, and enthusiastically joined the local CMS. “He
used to be standing up there saying visions to the people. He didn’t
mean to split off, he meant to bring something in. But they shouted
him out.” The founders of the first Aladura church—that which was
to become the Christ Apostolic—had already suffered the same treat-
ment; another Aladura group, the Church of the Lord, was to follow.

The subsequent history of the C&S in Nigeria is a minefield of
splits and secessions.3 The stage was set by Abiodun herself, who, frus-
trated in her aim to head the church, abandoned Orimolade’s Eternal
Sacred Order of the C&S (ESO C&S) in 1929 to lead her own
branch, later named C&S Society. The next defection in the following
year was of The Praying Band, itself to divide in 1932. Several of the
disputes in C&S history center on the claim to the position of Baba
Aladura, “Praying Father,” or head of the church. By the end of the
1970s there was “more than a score of Baba Aladuras, two-third of
them based in Lagos” (Omoyajowo 1984: iii); by 1968 there were
already 14 legally registered sections of the C&S in the capital alone,
most of which had a ramification of branches throughout the Western
Region.4 Then there were the numerous smaller groups, which had
generated their own offshoots, besides the hundreds of unaffiliated
local congregations and independent prophets all identifying them-
selves as C&S.

Although this process of fission helped to spread the church, internal
squabbling diminished its reputation. In spite of the image that mem-
bers in London portrayed of the C&S, it did not include many of the
top Nigerian elite, who were more likely to seek private consultations
with prophets than openly identify with “white garment” groups. But
the wide popular support was not, however, confined to the rural and
urban poor who gravitated to Aladura in response to the social
and economic uncertainties of colonialism. As Peel emphasizes
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(1968: 83–91), it was those taking advantage of new opportunities—
clerks and artisans, as well as converted farmers and traders—who par-
ticularly responded to this version of Christianity and formed the
backbone of the C&S as it developed.

A characteristic of this “marked and distinctive type” (216) was its
geographical mobility, as well as its social ascent. Many Aladura were
migrants from rural areas seeking a new life in the towns. Some had
gone further afield, to northern Nigeria. The predominance of Islam
amongst the Hausa and other northern ethnic groups meant that
Western education had lagged behind the rest of Nigeria. The devel-
opment of Kaduna, Jos, Zaria, and other towns on the railway line
during the 1920s therefore depended on clerks and government
employees imported from the south.5 As their numbers grew, those
who had been members of the Cherubim and Seraphim at home
started meeting together to pray and formed the Northern
Movement of the C&S.6

From the start the northern church attempted to avoid entanglement
with southern factionalism and to establish its own administrative
structures, in which central control was combined with a measure of
democracy. During the 1960s the establishment of a university and
technical and commercial training centers in the north increased the
proportion of skilled and professional men in the church. Their expe-
rience of staffing state and commercial bureaucracies provided them
with models of administration, plus an incentive to save economically
valuable time with efficient organization.

Among these young men were future leaders of the U.K. C&S. All
of the men instrumental in establishing the London church had
worked and/or studied in the north: the whole of the ten-man
Executive set up in January 1966 were “northerners.” What they
brought with them was the experience of organizing a church among
the Yoruba diaspora in northern Nigeria, to stand them in good stead
when developing the C&S among the Yoruba community in London.

What we find, therefore, on comparing the London congregation
in the second half of the twentieth century with its Nigerian begin-
nings, is continuity concealed behind apparent contrast. First, both
sets of new recruits tended to be young, becoming Aladura before the
age of 40. Second, both were immigrants, whether from the countryside
into urban areas, or as part of a diaspora. For members in Britain,
although their self-chosen exile was, they hoped, only temporary, they
shared the same dislocation from their roots, the same separation
from a familiar community and kin. Third, both generations shared
the experience of class transition. To use terms loosely, many early

YORUBA IN DIASPORA44



members were drawn from the emergent petite bourgeoisie, the first
generation in their families to receive Western education. The later
Yoruba diaspora in Britain was a would-be elite, aspiring to bourgeois
status through the further and higher education their parents lacked.
Both were the middle classes of their day.

The Foundation of the C&S in the United Kingdom

The beginnings of the C&S in London followed the familiar pattern:
the prayer group that evolved into a church. On, June 4, 1965,
inspired by previous prayers between friends, a meeting was organized
as both a spiritual and a social event. Some 25 people turned up, 22 of
them members “from home.”

The service program followed that afternoon was that of the
Northern Movement.

Senior Apostle Rose Osazuwa played his accordion at this prayer meet-
ing and there was thunderous clapping of hands and rendering of songs
and praises to God. The spirit descended mightily and Elders P. Korode
and Ogundele went into trance. The Lord then spoke to the congrega-
tion through Elder Ogundele, interpreted by Prophet Fakeye,7 and
gave assurance that on that day was established the “Cherubim and
Seraphim” Church in the United Kingdom.

(Chirwa 1990: 10)

Developments followed fast; an Executive committee was formed,
which decided to advertise in the weekly magazine West Africa. By the
beginning of August the C&S Movement, United Kingdom, had
rented King’s Weigh House Church, Binney Street, in central
London. A year later, some 500 people, 200 of whom were regular
members, attended the anniversary.8 The following year the C&S
moved to Oaklands Congregational Church, Uxbridge Road, in
Shepherd’s Bush, and by 1970 the bimonthly Sunday services had con-
gregations of around 350 adults, with between 100 and 200 children.
The church was at its peak.

After the 1971 purchase of a building in Earlham Grove, Forest
Gate, E17, attendance at services averaged 200 adults, and had
dropped to around 150 in 1973. By this time, many of the members
had returned home; only Abidoye from the original 1965 Executive
was still in London, and, although new members were constantly join-
ing, the body of potential recruits was dwindling. There already
existed by this date the nuclei of competing C&S congregations (see
chapter 9), and, as Sunday services took place weekly, with spiritual
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“Watchnights” on alternate Saturday nights, only the most assiduous
attended every service. Nevertheless, the acquisition of its own hall
was critical to the development of the C&S in Britain, to its recogni-
tion as an established church for registration as a charitable organization
and eventual acceptance by the British Council of Churches in
1978—the first black-led church to obtain full membership.

The C&S as a Yoruba Association

The purchase of its own property enabled the church to expand its
activities. The Sunday service was only one site for the social contact
generated by ritual: Adisa’s testimony touches on the multiplicity of
sources of potential support, including the Bands, the four male and
four female subgroups of the congregation, which members were
encouraged to join for monthly prayer meetings.9 Adisa also pays trib-
ute to the core of C&S practice, the constant comings and goings for
the purpose of prayer. As C&S prophets and visioners became estab-
lished, the Bands appointed officers to visit at home; a troubled member
could call on others for assistance at any time of day or night.

Then there were the social occasions. The Adisas’ send-off service
was followed by yet another party in their honor. For the annual
anniversary of the church and each Band, halls were hired, DJs or
sound systems installed, huge pans of rice and pepper stew prepared,
and crates of soft drinks hauled in. Although condemning smoking
and excessive alcohol, Aladura did not espouse rigid codes of conduct;
in recreation too, they aimed at effective participation in society,
rather than rejection of it.

The style of these celebrations, as with members’ private parties to
mark births, marriages, and other life events, was Yoruba: the seating
of guests, the speeches and welcomes, the music, dancing, and dress.
It was the reinforcement of Yoruba conventions that was underlined
at these occasions, not an incorporation of British culture. It was also
a Yoruba social network that was strengthened, one that could be
called upon not only for celebrations, visiting, and as a clientele for
commercial ventures, but in the serious business of finding housing,
childcare, and employment. Church records include references for
jobs and colleges, evidence for immigration authorities, together with
letters of recommendation for members returning to Nigeria. The
C&S provided not only a potentially supportive social web in
London, but a means of maintaining a Yoruba identity, Nigerian
contacts, and an orientation toward home throughout the protracted
stay in Britain.

YORUBA IN DIASPORA46



It also countered the loneliness of London life. In all previous
descriptions of Nigerian students in London, whether fictionalized
or ethnographic, it is this that emerges as their common scourge.10

For people accustomed to the communality of compound, village, or
town quarter, British privacies seemed shocking, and isolation became
a torment. The social void intensified anxiety, and the psychological
pressure of studying could assume somatic force:

Sometimes when I came home at night and I begin to think, the lone-
liness starts to get into my brain. I feel my head swell up and I thought
it would burst. There was no one around to talk to and no one to turn
to. It was very terrible.

(Teacher Oluwole)

Ajayi was not the only one to sink in the “quicksands of agony.”
The fear of what was known as “brain derailment” was widespread,
and well founded: a study undertaken in 1968 in the London Borough
of Camberwell found that the rate of mental illness among Nigerian
students was four times as high as among the native population,11 a
conclusion corroborated by other research on the mental health of
Yoruba students in England. For many members, the C&S did more
than stave off disaster. Pastor Tomori was one:

When I arrived in 1962 there is no church yet. Many students were
arriving, and some get so lonely, frustrated, dejected and despondent
that they gas themselves. Others are failing their exams repeatedly, and
once your heart is broken you fall sick and have no interest in living.
But the church has made a great difference. It is a social place where
you see friends—you dance and clap and are happy together, and you
forget all our worries . . . You are meeting people and are having things
in common with them. It cheers you up and people get life under their
age [i.e., feel younger than their years].

The common interest in the church could override regional origins.
Yoruba ethnic subgroups assumed significance in friendship and
patterns of allegiance in church politics, but the C&S acted as a
pan-Yoruba association in the diaspora context of London, as it did
for urban migrants in Nigeria itself.12 This was strengthened by the
ideology of kinship promoted by the church, which appropriated
aspects of the absent extended family. Brother, sister—the idiom of
kinship among members carried connotations of the rights and obli-
gations associated with the Yoruba lineage and household. For
women, female church associates stood in for relatives and co-wives
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with whom they could socialize with their husband’s approval.
Despite the acknowledged danger of “C&S Casanovas,” men would
allow their wives to attend C&S occasions unaccompanied, a freedom
that women greatly valued.

In the style of other African independent churches, the C&S also
intervened in matters customarily handled by parents or senior kin.
C&S representatives, for example, were often called upon to make
peace between feuding members, and settle disputes, both domestic
and otherwise, according to Yoruba norms of mediation. Members
might use this procedure to avoid exposure to British courts: a hus-
band negotiated access to his children when his ex-wife gained custody;
a landlady sought help with uncooperative tenants.

But the C&S did not command the same clout as the customary
authority of locality or lineage; it was not a straight substitution for
kin-group control, already loosening its grip on those living away
from their closest family. Apart from social pressure, the elders had
few sanctions at their command and needed the voluntary cooperation
of members. Unless the matter concerned internal C&S affairs, such
as the censure of inappropriate behavior or deviations from ritual prac-
tice, the elders acted only on request and could do little if the parties
rejected their intervention. The C&S thus negotiated a path fitting for
a voluntary association in a changing social context, between upholding
ideal Yoruba morality and leaving members to their own pursuits.
C&S practice allowed room for the personal choice appropriate to a
would-be bourgeoisie, whilst offering support from the perspective of
indigenous conventions.

Spiritual and Administrative Authority

The space for the exercise of individual agency was also reflected in the
organization of the church. As with the bureaucratic forms that were
becoming entrenched in secular Nigerian society, the membership
of C&S was organized into a hierarchical structure through which
everyone could ascend.

For men, the spiritual hierarchy consisted, as it does today, of
ranked grades. The base line is that of “brother.” Any man in the con-
gregation is addressed in this way, whether he be a regular attender, an
invitee, or what is known as a “floating member”: a person who comes
and goes, visiting the church with a particular problem, melting away
again once circumstances improve. Regular participation for a year or
two qualifies for ordination into the first grade of “aladura,” or
“prayerist.” The next male grade is that of “elder,” then comes the
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rank of “teacher,” a role that implies a capacity to pass on the principles
of C&S rather than a formal duty to do so. In order of precedence, the
next grade is “pastor,” with a single incumbent at any one time: “He
must be the right hand man of the Spiritual Leader of the church
to inform him of what is going on in the church” (Abidoye n.d.
[1971]: 19). Then comes the rank of “evangelist.”

The following grade is “prophet.” As for the female counterpart,
the “prophetess,” the “job is mainly spiritual. To pray for people and
say [i.e., reveal] vision . . .” (18). Prophets are among the most influ-
ential men in every aspect of the C&S, and are few. There were two
prophets in 1968; two more were ordained in April 1970, but none at
the next ordination of October 1974, even though all but one
prophet had returned to Nigeria. The grade may also be combined
with the final rungs in the ladder: “apostle,” “senior apostle,” and
“special apostle,” ranks that involve both spiritual and administrative
authority. For women there are but five “spiritual” ranks, there being no
female equivalent of teacher, pastor, or evangelist. The roles of “aladura
sister” and “elder sister” mirror those of their male counterparts, as does
prophetess, of which there was only one. But “lady leaders,” although
exercising recognized seniority in the church, were expected to focus
their efforts on the female members, especially through Bands, rather
than the congregation as a whole.

C&S pamphlets from Nigeria such as the ESO C&S The Order (n.d.)
specify the duties and qualifications of each grade. But in practice these are
conceived in general terms, allowing scope for individual enterprise—or
sloth. Here the bureaucratic model falters; role definition is weaker
than the principle of rank, for the primary criterion for promotion
(apart from the posts of prophet and prophetess) is length of mem-
bership and evident commitment to the church. C&S doctrine is
more about doing than believing, acquiring the relevant ritual knowl-
edge and deepening understanding of C&S mores comes through
repeated performance rather than formal instruction. Thus ranking is
determined not by age but by “spiritual maturity,” that is, involve-
ment in C&S praxis. This experience, it was said, will develop the
capacity for effective prayer, the raison d’être of the C&S.

By 1970 the number of ordained members had risen to 133, as
compared with 62 two years before. This expanding spiritual democracy
was a powerful attraction of Aladura for its members. For the majority,
the possibility of attaining seniority in their church was a novel experi-
ence. Only about a fifth of male members had been born into Aladura.
Most—over 70 percent—had belonged to mainstream denominations
(mainly Anglicans, with lesser numbers previously attending
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Methodist, African, Baptist, and Roman Catholic churches, in that
order), and nearly 10 percent had been Muslims.13 What they discov-
ered in the C&S, as with other Aladura, was a church where authority,
both spiritual and organizational, could be achieved by members
rather than remaining the prerogative of minister or priest. Ritually,
this possibility was demonstrated by congregational participation in
worship; doctrinally, it was justified by a reformulation of the individ-
ual’s relationship to God: “every member a priest.” Although this for-
mulation owes much to the Protestant tradition, the orthodox
Christian priest or minister was privileged with respect to communica-
tion with the divine as purveyor of sacramental grace. He was also, in
colonial Nigeria, the one who held knowledge of God’s word through
his understanding of the Bible. But Aladura challenged this clerical
hegemony by asserting the capacity of every lay individual to comm-
unicate with God directly, bypassing these intermediaries. Every member
has access to the power of the Holy Spirit, a circumstance that Legesse
has labeled “democharisma,” where “the bearer of charisma is not the
prophet” but the “ordinary members of a charismatic community”
(1994: 337). Through personal effort, and obedience to Christian
morality, there was now, they proclaimed, immediate access to the
source of power, and thus a new spiritual democracy.

It was women who benefited most from early ordinations: in the
first year of the church there were 6 male and 4 female Aladuras; by
1970 the figures were 31 and 40 respectively. The number of elder sis-
ters rose from 2 to 20 as compared to 7 to 17 for men. The number
of women in these two grades thus increased tenfold over the first six
years. Unlike orthodox practice of the time, women had a significant
voice in revelation and prayer; they managed their own ritual activity
in the female Bands, and could also look forward to ordination. There
were some formidable female figures in the church.

But in general, the fusion of indigenous bias with patriarchal
Biblical sanction resulted in the retention of male dominance in the
spiritual sphere. Despite the conclusions in earlier literature on
women’s participation in African independency, neither C&S practice,
nor that of other Nigerian indigenous churches, revolutionize cultural
assumptions concerning gender.14 In his assessment of “The Position
of Women” in the Nigerian C&S, Omoyajowo (1982: 200) points to
the significance of women such as Abiodun in C&S history, but
suggests that Orimolade’s cofounder was not recognized as the leader
of the church “simply because she is a woman” (201), an accusation
Abiodun herself endorsed in an interview (September 6, 1971).
Although both Brother and Sister Adisa came before the congregation,
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the sister remained silent while her husband spoke on her behalf. In
the hall where they stood, the lady leaders, prophetesses, and elder sisters
sat to the left of the altar platform or in the foremost pews of the
women’s side of the hall; none was on the altar platform. In all mani-
festations of hierarchy, whether in the ranking of the elders’ procession
into the service or in the prescribed order of revealing visions, all
women preceded men of whatever rank as a sign of their subordinate
status.

The chief rationale for the secondary status of women in the church
has to do with spiritual power. Through their reproductive role,
women are considered potentially ritually impure: the polluting blood
of menstruation and childbirth, in indigenous thinking as well as that
of C&S, vitiates spiritual vitality, and thus subverts the ritual process.15

Just as women were excluded from some Yoruba orika shrines, so no
female member of the London C&S, however senior, or of whatever
age, could set foot on the altar dais during ritual proceedings.
Particular prayers from the floor would be assigned to women, but, in
the 1970s, they could neither lead the service nor preach. When
menstruating, women must either stay at home, or stand in the pas-
sageway outside the church hall, avoiding contact with their Bible,
prayer gown, or other spiritually charged objects. All women, whether
in prayer gowns or not, have to cover their heads during prayer. Apart
from allegedly distracting the brothers from worship, women’s hair
also has associations with feminine power. Just as Samson’s locks were
the repository of his masculine physical and spiritual strength, so
unrestrained female hair has the potential to desecrate a sacred space.
As Saint Paul enjoined, it should be contained.16

At the start of the C&S in London, women were also excluded
from the central administrative organization of the church. There
were no female officers in the church administration or the Executive
committee. But by 1971, they were included in both. These develop-
ments were part of a democratization that increased the involvement
of members in the running of the church and tightened their rela-
tionship with the leadership. The Executive expanded, became subject
to election, and brought in representatives of working committees set
up to deal with aspects of church life. All these bodies came to include
elected representatives from the Bands. Although many posts were
somewhat nominal, and meetings often poorly attended, the prolifer-
ation of administrative roles was out of all proportion to the rate of
congregational growth. By 1971 there were 283 offices to be held,
besides the plethora of posts in ad hoc committees, and extra roles
invented by every group for this purpose or that. The year 1970 also
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saw the introduction of an open Annual General Meeting (AGM).
During a meeting in 1969 the leader explained his ambitions for the
London C&S: the members, rather than the Executive, should “do
the job of the church,” thus “ruling people by themselves.” “This is a
new experiment for the smooth running of the church,” he said;
“. . . we are in England now, so we must have a different organisation
to suit this country. . . . When we go back to our own country we will
all be leaders. We are not today, but tomorrow, as qualified people, we
will be in high-up positions. So why should we not be our own leaders
in our church?”

Democratization: Secular or Sacred Power?

This evolution of C&S organization toward representation and dele-
gation of authority did not always proceed smoothly. During wran-
glings at meetings, the language used was sometimes more that of the
political party or the boardroom than the vestry: the need for officers
to “report back to the electorate,” the “cheated shareholders,” of a
badly run “company.” Countering such language in one troubled
meeting, the leader attempted to assert the spiritual purpose of the
church: “If this was a firm then we will have shareholders, but this is a
different thing, we are doing a religious organisation . . .” (First
AGM, November 1971).

The contrast between matters of organizational and spiritual efficacy
surfaced continually. The evolution of church organization, the shed-
ding of ritual prescription from C&S constitutions, the search for
appropriate structural forms, the increase in administrative positions,
the role of structure as a site for personal ambitions, the use of market
models to shape the language of debate—all do indeed speak of a new
preoccupation with secular concerns.

With received Weberian wisdom, we well might interpret this
intrusion of organization into the spiritual discourse of the church as
the swamping of the sacred by the secular. In the judgment of Bryan
Wilson, in his Magic and the Millennium (1973), the lesson to be
learned from the history of C&S is that: “Organisational stability and
rational procedures stand in sharp contrast with thaumaturgical pursuits,
which congregational participation does not alone resolve” (172).
Wilson fully grasps that thaumaturgy, the “central idea of gaining spir-
itual power” (164) motivates C&S as it does many other movements.
The problem, as he sees it, is for “West African independent churches . . .
to retain . . . the thaumaturgical operation, but to diffuse and democ-
ratize its practice, whilst establishing a hierarchy of control, which in
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itself partly rests on distinctions of graduated thaumaturgical power.
This is both an institutionalisation and in some measure a rationaliza-
tion of thaumaturgy, and its long-run consequences may well be the
increasing subjection of the thaumaturgical to purely organizational
goals” (170).

But Wilson also argues that: “For a time these instruments [new
constitutions and new structures] facilitate religious association—
perhaps for a long time” before they undermine the search for healing
power (497–498). As Evangelist Olatunji argued during the fraught
1971 AGM, any association needs a “stable administrative organisation,
without this, it can never stand.” What was needed in the U.K. C&S,
as in the Northern Movement, was an organization appropriate for its
particular congregations, men and women whose class and life experi-
ence demanded a centralized but democratic structure for the efficient
management of the power of the Holy Spirit. The style of longhaired
Bar Beach prophets in Lagos was not appropriate for a would-be elite.
Growth of bureaucracy in the church, therefore, did not necessarily
entail waning interest in the operation of unseen forces.
Secularization, the despiritualization of the universe, is a different
matter. To this we will return (chapter 9), for it is this, I shall argue,
not organizational forms, that effects “rationalization.” When spiritual
power ceases to be significant in the construction of meaning, then
the demands on the church must change. It was not structure that
would push the Spirit out of Aladura; only if the Spirit departed from
the life experience of members would the C&S follow the path of the
major Christian denominations in shedding charisma.

For the Yoruba community in Britain in the 1970s, as for previous
generations in Nigeria, the C&S offered a source of divine efficacy for
those who found this concept relevant, whether as a consistent
etiology, or as a potential response to particular circumstance.
Accommodating to the diaspora context, the elders strove to construct
an organizational form appropriate to the social composition of its
constituency, to appeal to “Stars of the World.” This adjustment
amounted to adaption and development rather than radical innovation;
the basic principles of C&S organization remained constant, as did the
fundamental tenets of an Aladura belief. Guided by its divinely legiti-
mated history, yet unshackled by rigid structures, the church had the
capacity to adapt to its members’ needs. The organizational trajectory
of the U.K. C&S ran from Saint Moses Orimolade, through the
Northern Movement, to the church in Britain. From Lagos to
London it retained its character as a Yoruba institution consistent in
its ritual objectives: the generation and deployment of spiritual power.
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Chapter 4

From Aca to Agbara: The 

Concept of Spiritual Power in the

Cherubim and Seraphim

If the C&S church was merely an association aiming to provide a 
network of mutual support for migrant Yoruba communities, its role
could have been fulfilled by a social organization or ethnic union. But
the efficacy of the C&S for its members lay in its application of Yoruba
cosmological principles in the management of life events. By investing
new situations with familiar meanings it enabled members not only to
make sense of their present but to have a handle on their future. The
key concept in this epistemology—and therefore of the religious praxis
of the church—was that of spiritual power: the unseen principle of effi-
cacy that emanates from God and articulates his creation through a
web of energy. Subsequent chapters examine power at work, as the
basis for ritual action—for prayer, divination, and possession by the
Holy Spirit. But here it is power in Aladura discourse that concerns us;
what the Cherubim and Seraphim say about power, whether implicitly
in allusion and imagery, or in conscious explanation.

The Search for Spiritual Power

There is Power, there is Power,
There is Power in the Blood of Jesus.

Send down the Power, send down the Power,
Send down the Power, O Lord.

(Popular choruses in C&S services)

This church is bakjd on spiritual power. Without spiritual power there
would be no church.

(Brother Fisayo)



The quest for spiritual power lay at the heart of indigenous ritual; the
same key organizing principle was carried forward into Aladura practice.1

The C&S pray for power; they sing about it, dance for it, and embody
power in possession. Power is the subject of dream and vision, and the
acquisition or threatened loss of power is the sanction for morality.
Ritual techniques seek to control spiritual energies and deploy them
for practical ends.

To claim that spiritual power is a central concern for Aladura, as for
the majority of AICs, is nothing new. Analysts of the movement have
argued for the significance of the search for thaumaturgy, that is, “the
belief in, and the demand for, supernatural communications and mani-
festations of power that have immediate personal significance” (Wilson
1973: 70).2 But what has claimed less attention in the literature on
African sects is an exploration of how those members engrossed in the
search for spiritual power conceptualize the object of their religious
endeavor. Far from being considered as chaotic energy running amok in
an insecure universe, the efficacy of the concept of spiritual power lies in
its being mysterious but familiar, elusive but predictable, volatile but
controllable. Just as the C&S themselves justify their explanations about
power by appealing to perceived regularities in their own experience, so
it is possible to deduce from diverse discursive practices the principles
upon which this elusive essence is believed to operate.

The majority of members of independent churches would not
necessarily formalize these principles in words; spiritual power is sought
and manipulated, but not always analyzed. Just as only a minority of
individuals in Western societies could outline even the basic principles
of electricity on which their daily life depends, so spiritual power for
many Aladura remains a given. What they are looking for is results
through effective prayer and ritual, rather than power per se. In one
way this disregard is salutary; focus in analysis should not overdeter-
mine saliency in emic discourse. But there was also a marked—and per-
haps unusual—discursiveness on the subject in the C&S itself. Whereas
in indigenous prayer and divination, spiritual power is assumed, in
C&S discourse it is continuously made explicit. Members were con-
stantly reminded of the principle behind Aladura ritual: power was
talked about, whether spontaneously in sermons and Sunday schools,
or in reflective discussion following my enquiries. Revelation, mes-
sages from God derived from trance-inspired visions, also offers rich
insight into Aladura thinking. Vision texts communicate both the
ubiquity and the character of the Holy Spirit’s power.

It may be that the necessity to mark their distinctiveness, first in the
mission context in Nigeria, and then in the secular social environment
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in London, provoked a degree of theological self-consciousness on
the part of members. They also—unlike contemporary New Age seekers
after spiritual power—had an indigenous blueprint on which to build.
Church leaders, especially those who were most concerned with spiritual
matters, offered concise accounts of the nature of power and its sig-
nificance in the ritual life of the church and the personal experience of
members. It was this expertise in its ritual application, acquired over
time, that constituted the symbolic capital indicated by their grades in
the C&S hierarchy. In what follows, my construction of the concept
of power is grounded in their own.

What emerged from these discussions and the analysis of Aladura
texts was that although the C&S insisted on their Christian idiom,
they shared Yoruba cultural assumptions about the nature of spiritual
power. In spite of their efforts to distinguish C&S practice from
indigenous ritual life, it became evident that they had not divorced
themselves from the fundamentals of Yoruba discourse. Rather, this
was what informed their own reading of the Bible and their evaluation
of both orthodox and Aladura Christianity.

Christianity, “Paganism,” and Power

That it was the concept of power itself that provided this continuity
between tradition, Christianity, and the C&S escaped early opponents of
Aladura. Although profoundly concerned with indigenous superstition,
missionaries and early European observers do not appear to have pon-
dered deeply on the logic of the cosmology they encountered and the
concepts that articulated the great diversity of Yoruba ritual practice.3

Christian Yoruba scholars of the old school were more concerned with
manifesting the coherence and sophistication of the indigenous Yoruba
theological system than with analyzing the principles behind the ritual
process. Johnson’s 1921 The History of the Yorubas, Fadipe’s The
Sociology of the Yoruba (1970), and Idowu’s classic Olódùmarè: God in
Yoruba Belief (1962) did not explore elements in this cosmology that
were inimical to mainstream Christianity.

It was not until 1966 that Pierre Verger directed attention to the
Yoruba equivalent of this mana-like “vital power,” and identified it as
akj. He said that akj is “power itself in an absolute sense,” of which
“divine powers” are only particular manifestations. “Nor are the Gods
the only beings animated by it: it is the principle of all that lives or acts
or moves. All life is akj. So is everything which exhibits power, whether
in action, or in the winds and drifting clouds, or in passive resistance like
that of the boulders lying by the wayside” (1966: 36–37).
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It is impossible to encompass akj adequately in translation. But
recent works that explore semantics and discursive practice in order to
illuminate aspects of contemporary Yoruba life have had to grapple
with this central concept, or, as Drewal has it, this “Yoruba theory of
action” (1992: xix), for the meaning of akj emerges most clearly in the
context of specific activity. They all have endorsed Verger’s conclusions,
emphasizing those aspects of akj relevant to their particular analyses.
Gleason, absorbed in the conjuncture of physical and psychic worlds,
glosses akj as “a sacred power, an active essence, which flows in vary-
ing intensities through plants . . ., through animals, people, and the
Orisha” (1987: 300). Apter (1992: 84) stresses the political: akj is the
“mystical force” derived from the orika (gods), which is manifested in
the “sacred power and authority” of the king. It is “ritual power, com-
mand, authority, efficacious speech” (243), as well as “the capacity to
invoke powers, appropriate fundamental essences, and influence the
future” (117). Margaret Drewal is also concerned with the political
and social: “when Yoruba speak of an individual with akj, alakj, a person
with authority, they usually mean one with innate metaphysical power
who by virtue of this power maintains complete and awesome control
over spiritual realms and, by extension, over social ones” (1989: 203).
In her study of Yoruba ritual “play,” akj is “performative power; the
power of accomplishment; the power to get things done: to make
things happen” (1992: 201). Akj “acknowledges innate individual
power and potential” (Drewal and Drewal 1990: 6). As one onikjgun (a
master of indigenous medicine) put it to Hallen and Sodipo,
“. . . people are different from each other and some have more power
(akj) than others. Their jmi [spirit] is different from others” (1986:
111). In the world at large akj is this “power and potential” present in
all things, animate and inanimate, secular and sacred (Drewal 1989:
203); in short, the Drewals argue, “The fundamental concept of life-
force—that exists in many forms and manifestations and in varying
amounts—is at the foundation of Yoruba philosophy and social organ-
isation.” (Drewal and Drewal 1990: 6).

Power as a central organizing principle; power as process, action, rela-
tionship, as recognized authority, as the source of skills and personal
energies, as the potential to influence the future, as the secular and
ritual energy that articulates the universe—these are the threads of
continuity that can be identified between indigenous discourse and
that of Aladura. How is it then that when discussing power with C&S,
they flatly deny that akj is any such thing? Power, they maintain,
whether of God, of invisible entities, or as manifested in individual
aptitudes, is agbara. Agbara is the word that runs through C&S
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prayer, preaching, and revelation. Whilst the onikj gun who discussed
ajj (witchcraft), with Hallen and Sodipo (1986: 111) refer to this
energy as akj, C&S elders gloss the power of witches’ jmi as agbara.
In Aladura terminology, the force animating enemies is agbara jmi
Eku, the power of Satan, and the ritual power and “earthly” skills
achieved through the C&S are aspects of agbara Jmi Mimm, the power
of the Holy Spirit. Agbara is glossed in Abraham’s Yoruba dictionary
(1958: 27) as “strength,” and was once essentially a physical concept;
the word also refers to sexual prowess. In terms of nonhuman force,
agbara does appear to have been used in relation to medicines, but the
innate efficacy of medicine, as of everything else, was referred to as akj.4

Akj has not slipped out of the Aladura vocabulary altogether: it
appears in the restricted sense given by Abraham (1958: 71) as
“authority” or “command.” This is reflected in the common congre-
gational conclusion to prayer: akj, a traditional ritual response that
indicates more certainty—“it will be so”—than the supplicatory
Christian “let it be so” represented by amen. The term also appears in
the text of prayers:

Before the sun could be created, before the moon could rise, it needed
your authority, your command.

(Translation)

The Yoruba word used here is akj, but refers to God’s ability to
issue effective orders rather than his generative spiritual power. Given
that the sanctions endorsing these commands are supranatural, some-
thing of the old akj lingers in this authority; the word is not divested
of spiritual meaning. But according to experienced C&S members it
refers to one particular aspect of spiritual force rather than encom-
passing the whole: “Akj is the power of effective utterance,” (i.e., the
performative power of words), said one. “Akj is one type of agbara,
one kind of spiritual gift. So if you have the power of effective prayer
it is akj agbara adura,” said another. “Some people have natural akj;
whatever they say must come to pass.” Rather than agbara being a
manifestation of akj, it now seems as though akj is but one aspect of
agbara.5

Why has Aladura effected such a transformation? The answer seems
to lie in the Yoruba translation of the Bible sanctioned by the Anglican
CMS. Of the scores of references to power in the Old and New
Testaments, nearly all, whatever their semantic shading, are rendered
as agbara. Akj seldom appears other than as translating the word
“seal,” or referring to the commanding authority of God.6 Agbara
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stands for the “strength” of Samson7 and for the Lord’s “strength of
his arm,”8 but the same term is used for the “power” of God when
this clearly embraces a variety of energies.9 Thus the superior power of
God praised by the psalmist, and his capacity to crush opponents, is all
agbara,10 although in an Aladura reading, such texts would clearly
communicate more than political authority and physical vigor. But
then the mta (enemies) of the Psalms, the “powers of darkness”
(agbara okunkun, Luke 22:53), together with Satan and his agents—
witches, sorcerers, bad spirits—are all empowered by agbara.11

Similarly, agbara stands for the power of Jesus and his disciples over
“unclean spirits” and disease,12 evil,13 and life and death itself.14 The
power of God over nature and the elements is translated as agbara,15

as even, on occasions, is the power inherent in words.16 Visioning and
other spiritual gifts as well as more mundane skills and talents are
demonstrations of agbara Mlmrun, “the power of God.”17 Miraculous
power is sometimes rendered as jmi as well as agbara;18 passages that
are critical for the communication of the power of the Holy Ghost,
such as the immaculate conception,19 the Second Coming,20 and the
promise and fulfillment of the Day of Pentecost speak of agbara Jmi
Mimm (power of the Holy Spirit).21 But when the C&S proclaim the
crux of their practice in the Lord’s Prayer: “For thine is the kingdom,
and the power, and the glory . . . ,” power is simply agbara.22

Thus translated, the impact of spiritual power in orthodox
Christian discourse, as communicated through its central text, is heavily
reduced. The vital principle of akj sits awkwardly in mainstream
Christianity, which emphasizes morality more than miracles. The inef-
fability of spiritual energy is exchanged for the prosaic concept of
divine omnipotence, confirming God’s majesty, not his magic.

This is a far cry from the swirling energies of the orika Mya,23 the
vital force made visible in Gjljdj masquerades,24 the flux of male and
female potencies of akj. And this, most probably, was precisely the
intent. The Yoruba Bishop Crowther, coordinating the translation of
the Bible in the 1870s and 1880s, had little truck with indigenous
metaphysics. His dictionary (1852: 47) glosses akj as “a coming to
pass; law, commandment; virtue; effect; imprecation,” and agbara as
“strength, might, ability” (13). How far this represented a personal
ontology divested of spiritual vitality it is hard to say; Crowther’s atti-
tude to indigenous religion was ambivalent.25 But certainly akj was
too heavily implicated in the indigenous cosmology, bore too much
symbolic weight, to be incorporated into the new religion. Christianity
had to be presented as a radical break, a move from “darkness into
light.” The shift from akj to agbara is part of this agenda.
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We have little evidence on how much consensus once existed
around the understanding of akj, and certainly cannot draw conclusions
from contemporary explanations: some informants in London dis-
avowed this vernacular terminology for spiritual vitality or rejected the
concept of an all-pervading power altogether. Certainly the nuances of
agbara are now contested. Although the assumptions of the Yoruba
spiritual economy can be read back into Aladura agbara, the change of
terminology had significant implications. By divesting the term for
spiritual vitality of akj’s semantic load, the way was opened for greater
flexibility in the interpretation of the whole concept of power by the
C&S, either as more instrumental and less immanent, or as more nearly
approaching the remnants of akj in the orthodox notion of sacramental
grace.26 The use of agbara allows for a wide range of meaning, from
indigenous notions to those of mainstream Christianity, relevant for an
independent church in changing circumstances.

Since much of the C&S ritual proceedings in London were
conducted in English, as were my discussions with members, the
actual word “power” was much in use. Although carrying intrinsic
dimensions of unseen vitality, the term in an Aladura context encap-
sulates many of the connotations of English usage, which commonly
concentrates on force and political authority. In popular use, power
has politico-military significance as the ability to impose policies—or
policing—on an unwilling public. These meanings are indeed packed
into the secular Yoruba use of the word, and the unseen world of
witchcraft and medicine, as we shall see, is precisely about the attempt
to persuade or bludgeon others to bend to the user’s will through the
exercise of spiritual energies.

However, in Yoruba semantics, the negative baggage carried by the
term is much less weighty. Power is a ubiquitous part of Western
Nigerian vocabulary, and in popular discourse the promise of power
has been used to advertise anything from patent medicines to aspiring
politicians: “Aspro for Power.” Guiness promises “Power and
Goodness”; Chief Femi-Kayode canvassed as “Femi-Power” in the
early 1960s. If understood as “the ability of individuals, or members
of a group, to achieve aims or further the interests they hold”
(Giddens 1989: 729), then power does not necessarily imply conflict.
In this broader sense, power becomes a dimension of action, as the
capacity to control those resources necessary to alter a course of
events and produce a desired result. Thus, as Foucault has argued
(1980: 119), power may be creative, constructive, and pleasurable,
rather than morally repressive. In the Yoruba context, partly because of
the slippage between secular efficacy and spiritual strength, a powerful
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position, or the manifestation of personal power in successful and
purposeful action, provokes admiration even when exercised at others’
expense. Power predominantly signifies physical, social, and meta-
physical strength, which commands compliance and respect.

This recognition both constitutes and augments the status of
the powerful. A universal characteristic of power is that it implies
relationship;27 power is thus inherent in all action as effective agency,
which impacts upon others or on the environment. This (inter)active
quality of power is particularly critical in Yoruba thought; just as
power loses much of its negative value in Yoruba discourse, so it sheds
something of the static quality acquired by the term when it is primarily
associated, as so often in English use, with formal rank and position. To
Yoruba, power implies process, movement; it is the opposite of stasis
and passivity.

It is necessary to consider the concept of power in Yoruba discourse
at large, for indigenous assumptions on patriarchal, political, and
socioeconomic authority shape the meanings associated with power in
its sacred dimension. This is not just because secular relations provide
a template for spiritual discourse, although, as we shall see, sociological
realities are indeed reflected in the significance accorded to the acquisi-
tion of power. It is rather because power carries a multitude of mean-
ings, which blur the distinction between metaphysics and materiality.
The contrasts maintained in Western dualistic philosophy between
body and mind, matter and spirit were foreign to Yoruba indigenous
thought, and are blurred in the way that C&S understand their world.
I once asked an elder—a structural engineer—whether there was an
indigenous concept of biomedicine. “Of course,” he replied. “If you
take the bark of a certain tree and give it to a witch to drink, she will
die.” In popular Yoruba discourse, secular and spiritual still elide, with
activity in the unseen sphere affecting visible relations, and quotidian
events impacting upon hidden forces.28

Power in Aladura Discourse

The theme of power runs through all C&S supplication, but the
different aspects of this spiritual efficacy emerged most clearly from
prayers specifically requesting the presence of the Holy Spirit—the
source and vehicle of divine efficacy. What follows is the text of one such
prayer for consecration, that is, for empowerment through the blessing
of the Holy Spirit on the congregation attending a Watchnight service,
a late-night gathering focused on the revelation of messages from God
through vision. The translation (as of the Yoruba prayers and revelations
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cited below) is that provided by a prophet of the C&S. In the original,
the word given as “power” was agbara.

O Lord God Almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, we thy humble children
are before thee at this hour of the day. We ask for consecration from you. O
Lord God of the Soldiers,29 come and consecrate us. Our service of today,
come and consecrate it. The four corners of the house, come and consecrate

5 it. Our song, those that we are about to sing, our psalms, the ones we’ve
said and the ones we are going to read, come and consecrate it. All the
people kneeling down before thee today, come and consecrate them.
Those that are coming on their way, come and consecrate them. Those
that can’t come, wherever they may be, come and consecrate them.

10 We ask for thy Hosts of Heaven, those that are strong in power and
sense [a beere fun awmn mmm ogun mrun rj to pm ni agbara ati ipa ati oye];
those that give people wisdom; those that change life for the better; those
that cast away obstacles in people’s way; those that help you so that you
have full opportunity. We are asking for thy Holy Spirit [Jmi Mimm] by
which we will be able to 

15 achieve our aims. Thy Holy Spirit which it pleakjd you to give to Moses
in those days, that he passed through the Red Sea, and by which you gave
him victory over enemies [mta]; this type of Holy Spirit, come and descend
it down. The Holy Spirit which you gave to Daniel in the lion’s den, so
that we, young and old, will be able to conquer the enemies, like aged and
female members 

20 [i.e.,witches], this type of Holy Spirit come and endow us with it. The type of
Holy Spirit descended to those three men thrown in the furnace, Meshach,
Shadrach and Abednego, and the fire didn’t burn them; O Lord, send it
down. How are we going to prove that we are C&S here and in Heaven,
except you give us life [iye], except if you give us your Holy Spirit, except our
obstacles are casted 

25 away? 
We beg and ask thee, God of Hosts, O God of Life [Jljmi], God of

Words, God of Light, come and endow us with thy Holy Spirit. Power of
pure vision, power of deep ones, and power of true ones, come and endow
us with it. The power of love, that the devil will never deceive us, that the
enemies

30 will not overpower us, that the church will be growing in strength and that
we will respect ourselves [i.e., each other], come and endow us with it. The
type of Spirit that you descended on Samuel since his youth—he performed
wonders with that, and miracles. The type of Holy Spirit which you endowed
Elijah with; the same that you endowed the Apostles of old with. They spoke

35 in tongues, and interpreted. The power of true vision, the power of prom-
ising vision [i.e., prophetic], the power of deep dreams, and power of deep
visions; the power of speaking in tongues, and the power of interpretation.

Jah Jehovah! Jah Jehovah! Jah Jehovah! The Holy Spirit in Heaven come
and descend it upon us. The power that we will never go ashamed, that
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40 our prayer will never go unanswered, that the pregnant women will bear eas-
ily, that you will provide for those looking for children; people looking for job
will get good jobs, that the fold will be multiplying. The power by which we
shall be prophesying, and all our prayer will be accepted by thee. O God of
the Holy Spirit! Lord God of the Hosts of Heaven! The power for joy, for

45 rest of mind, that we will never have trouble in our homes; the power to
fight all the impediments in our ways, that we will never be ashamed. We
beg thee to come and endow us with thy power. All the disturbances and
unrest of mind, come and cast them away from us, so that the service of
today might be accepted.

Through Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen.
(Elder Oterunbi 9 January 1971; 

translation)

From this prayer, as from all C&S ritual texts, it is clear that the
Aladura concept of power carries over meanings from popular usage.
It is more than efficiency or good fortune; it is essential for a produc-
tive existence because it is associated with life itself.

Olodumare (the Almighty God), who is also addressed in prayer as
Mlmrun (God of Heaven) is the ultimate source of this vitality in both
indigenous and Aladura cosmologies. For Aladura, he is Jah Jehovah,
God of Power (line 38). He is also God of the Holy Spirit (line 43).
Indeed, (spiritual) power and the Holy Spirit are used interchangeably
by C&S in their English translation of Jmi (Mimm) (line 14). He is also
addressed as Jljdaa, the Creator. He is Mlmrun immlj, God of Light
(line 27), and so (as we shall see in chapter 5), connected to spiritual
power. He is often worshipped as Mlmrun Iye ati Agbara, the God of
Life and Power. The intimate connection between life/spirit/power
apparent in lines 23–25 of the prayer is embedded in Yoruba semantics.
The Yoruba for “life” is most often rendered as iye, “the quality most
associated with power” (Peel 1968: 136); the word is constantly called
out as a spontaneous prayer during services. But in the appellation
Jljmi, Owner of Spirit or Life (line 26), the concept of life is linked
with jmi, spirit. Mi means breath: that which differentiates the living
from the lifeless; implicit in the references to jmi in the consecration
prayer is power that generates breath. According to a C&S prophet,
“anything which is breathing is jljmi, it means to be alive. But spiritu-
ally it means that which Holy or bad spirit is using, one which has spirit
in any sense.” Abrahams (1958: 187) glosses jmi as “life,” and in the
discourse of traditional ritual adepts jmi could refer to the person’s
“spiritual component,” which “can expand into various dimensions of
special abilities, talents, or powers” (Hallen and Sodipo 1986:
114–115). The invisible, enduring aspect of an individual is also ren-
dered in Yoruba as mkan and in English as “soul”; Prophet Korode
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translated a recording of one of his prayers thus:

O God, you who own the soul (jmi) of life (iye), your spirit (jmi), come
and descend it on us.

(Service 5 September 1970)

On another occasion he tried to illuminate the concept of spirit by
saying, “Jmi which is agbara is iye; once your soul leaves you, your
body’s empty, so they are all like the same thing.”

When C&S elders struggle to convey these interrelated meanings,
they use illustrations with both indigenous and Aladura referents, for
the discourse on power is shared:

Power comes from life, life from breath, and from your spirit comes the
power. Yoruba say, for example, “We believe that the spirit of your dead
grandfather still exists, and that you can invoke his spirit, invoke his
spiritual power.”

(Pastor Tomori)

Or again, in reference to powerful entities:

The strength they have is their power, and the spirit is where the power
is coming from.

(Prophet Korode)

The notion of spirit, then, as activated by power, is a dynamic
one, a dimension of the central concept of spiritual power. When
taken together in C&S discourse, it is clear that spiritual power is
the energy that quickens matter. C&S prayers, as in lines 22–25
of that quoted earlier, imply that weak jmi entails general
enfeeblement:

Descend thy Holy Spirit, O Lord, thy Holy Spirit without which we can-
not do anything, without which we are dead like a yam which is rotten
inside.

(Prayer. Service 7 March 1971; translation)

And now we ask you for Your Holy Spirit, because without it our life is
empty and we are nothing.

(Prayer. Service 6 November 1969; translation)
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Visions communicate the same message:

And to our Brother Oduntan. The Lord says that you must pray fervently
against anything which may make you lose your spiritual power . . . .I do
not want your life to be like a dead fish, like an old shoe . . .

(Vision. Elder Sister Adeoye. 
Service 20 April 1969)

Power is a principle of general efficacy. Existence without the life
force of spiritual power is worse than useless, for it has no purchase on
the world. Spiritual powers enhance personal influence, and success
is the product of spiritual strength. Since, in the Yoruba cosmology,
there is slippage between the spheres of soma and spirit, successful
activity in one predicates the vitality of the other. Strength is at once
both the source and the evidence of an effective persona, whether
speaking spiritually or in a secular idiom.

The concept of power as lying behind a successful life has its spir-
itual counterpart in C&S cosmology; any manifestation of a success-
ful life can be seen as a refraction of the Spirit. The consecration
prayer does not merely list problematic areas of life where God’s
help is needed, it asks for power to deal with each eventuality; peti-
tion about practicalities is phrased in terms of empowerment,
the “Holy Spirit by which we will be able to achieve our aims”
(lines 14–15):

We are in a foreign land; we are sojourners in a foreign place. So we are
asking for thy power. Thy power is wisdom, thy power is knowledge . . .

(Prayer. Service 7 March 1971)

The acquisition of spiritual power to combat the fragility felt by
students in an alien environment was also recommended by Prophet
Korode in a Sunday School lecture (8 June 1969):

Instead of saying “O God, let me pass my exams,” just ask for the Holy
Spirit straight, because if you get the Holy Spirit you will understand
anything you are learning. You will get the favour of the teacher; you
will even be shown questions in dream . . .

The same theme runs through prayers for spiritual power, “which will
be with us in our examination halls; the spiritual power which will
enable us to remember all what we have studied.”30
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As for exams, so for other aspects of a worker-student’s life: the
C&S pray for “the power of administrative work,” “the power by
which those who are looking for provision of job will get good job,”
“thy Holy Spirit by which we will be having grace and favour from all
men” when up against employers, examiners, immigration authorities,
or the police.

The angels, the Hosts of Heaven (lines 10) may be instrumental
in dispensing this power, since they are efficacious and discerning
delegates of God. As in the consecration prayer they may represent
particular aspects of his energy, particular fields of competence. This
text is characteristic of C&S prayers and visions where the relevant
type of power is sought to deal with problems of health, fertility,
employment, housing, and other daily concerns. Conception and
childbirth appear to be especially susceptible to the enabling power
of the Spirit:

The Lord says that we must pray for pregnant women in the fold,
especially for one new member, so that she will be able to receive the
type of Holy Spirit with which she will be able to deliver safely.

(Vision. Sister Opayinka. Service 27 July 1969)

The spiritual power which will enable the barren women to conceive
and bear easily; that our students may be successful in their undertak-
ings, that you will be answering everyone according to his or her
wishes—we beg thee, Lord God Almighty, that this type of Holy Spirit
may continue to multiply in our midst.

(Prayer. Service 18 January 1970; translation)

These quotidian “undertakings” of members’ lives feature in
prayers for spiritual power as prominently as requests for the acquisi-
tion of spiritual gifts and proficiency in vision, prayer, and prophecy
(lines 26–29, 34–43).31 But the purpose of prayer and prophecy is to
direct daily life toward “full opportunity” (lines 13–14), and spiritual
power is the driving force behind all aptitudes including effective
prayer itself (“the power . . . that our prayer will never go unan-
swered” [lines 39–40]). There is no tension between spiritual and
more mundane petition. Psychological well-being is also part of the
package of power. Anxiety and depression both destroy personal
equilibrium and hinder ritual concentration. So disturbances and
unrest of mind (line 47) must be cast away by another manifestation
of the Spirit: the power for joy (line 44), with which to lead an
effective life.
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The Powers of Evil

The power sought through C&S ritual is a proactive force, a power to,
generating capacities and capabilities of mind, body, and spirit. But it
is also a power over, a protective vitality against the enemies (mta)
(line 17) and evil spirits (jmi buruku) who will sap this energy, and
cause calamity and failure.

Who are these enemies, these evildoers, who pose such a threat to
members’ well-being? How do they carry out their devastating
assaults?

The Lord says there are some people who are waging war against my
people, who are using secret means, I mean juju, towards my people.
Those who are doing that, I will send the angel of the Lord to strike
you, and the people will say Amen [congregational response]. To
witches and wizards; your meeting yesterday towards [i.e., against] the
Church was in vain. And to those witches and wizards in the Church,
you shall be punished, and the people will say Amen. And to the evil
doers, the Lord said unto me, you shall be with one trouble and another,
and the people will say Amen. The Holy Ghost is given to each and every
one of us today, and may the evil spirit never take it away again.

(Vision. Brother Kolarin. Service 18 January 1970)

Indigenous medicine or juju, witchcraft and sorcery, evil spirits,
together with Olodumare’s counteracting power—the whole panoply
of the Yoruba invisible world is brought into the heart of C&S chris-
tianity. As Ray (1993: 267–268) rightly argues: “While rejecting most
of the ‘pagan’ belief content of the religious environment, the
founders of the Aladura churches retained two fundamental elements:
the belief in invisible forces, especially malevolent spiritual powers,
and the belief in the efficacy of ritual action.” When pressed on this
point, elders in London did not deny that the entities in the indigenous
religious complex are powerful; they were not negated, but denounced.
Rituals for the orika, the complex range of deities under the High
God, are certainly condemned as “idol-worship,” and an undesirable
aspect of a particular god, such as smallpox (associated with Sopona),
may be characterized as an evil spirit. But it is more juju, witchcraft,
and evil spirits that come in for the full weight of Aladura censure.
Here we have spirit in its sense of an invisible being, together with the
vitality that enlivens it. The fusion of these meanings in the word 
jmi emphasizes the significance of the intrinsic power through which
spirits operate, and by which they are both defined. It is thus by power
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that they will be defeated:

Jehovah Emmanuel, may bad spirit (jmi buruku) not be in our midst.
The seal (akj)32 by which the world and heaven is created, for God to
send it down . . . . The spirit of sickness (jmi aisan), may it not dwell
in our midst; the witch and witchcraft who spoil our work in the
night, come and blindfold them . . . . Jah Jehovah [powerful God]
you that called Moses Orimolade Tunolase to do thy work, the
power with which you have worked with him, come and descend it
upon us. 

(Prayer. Service 15 June 1969; translation)

Dream and vision serve to flesh out the picture of these “powers of
darkness” according to traditional ideas:

I saw a certain yellow dog going all about together with a certain band
of enemies coming before the fold. The Lord says that today, the band
has been destroyed . . .

(Vision. Teacher Aiyegbusi. Service 4 January 1970)

There is a lady with a gourd on her head, and this is supposed to be
Holy Water, but instead it is filled with blood. Any lady trying to
deceive people by telling them that she is helping them, but instead
doing the opposite, should be warned, so that the gourd will not
break on her head.

(Vision. Prophet Korode. Service 7 November 1970)

These revelations are not merely rhetorical; they are taken as signifi-
cant warnings. At the end of the service, the Spiritual Leader repeated
the warning to the “lady with a gourd”:

The Lord has said it, not Korode. If you are praying for someone, but
rather to give them the blessing, you are collecting his or her blood,
that is very bad indeed . . .

Even in such an announcement it was not necessary to spell out the
meaning of the message; everyone would have known that these
visions refer to witchcraft, for the image of the witch (ajj) in C&S dis-
course mirrors indigenous concepts.33 The congregation are well
aware that witches, usually women, are thought to form themselves
into bands, who use their powers to sap the mkan (heart or soul), or
the jmi (spirit, life-force) of their victim, resulting in wasting sickness,
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mental disturbance, or sudden death. Blood, as associated with life
and reproduction, is thought to possess inherent “numinous
energy”;34 by drinking blood, witches are said to prolong their own
life, and increase their personal power, whilst sapping their victim’s
physical and spiritual strength. A gourd is both a household container
and a ritual receptacle for holding powerful paraphernalia and ingre-
dients or objects that represent the power of a particular deity, person,
or office. Witches are thus said to keep their power of witchcraft in a
calabash.35

African witches are commonly thought to invert normal social
behavior; Yoruba witches conform to the stereotype. Elders explained
how they operate at night, their jmi deserting the human sphere to
invade an animal or bird. C&S revelations mentioned crocodiles and
snakes, familiar from indigenous witchcraft beliefs; when a visioner
saw the “maize before our Sister” being eaten by birds, the woman
would understand that her spiritual nourishment and earthly success
was prey to witchcraft. In defiance of the female norm, witches
specialize in sabotaging reproduction, and dreams of sexual inter-
course with another woman or gathering of blood are evidence of
their activity. Children and pregnant women are considered to be
especially vulnerable:

I was made to see some little children in a small room . . . These are the
ones the Holy Spirit has been guarding from witchcraft and the powers
of evil doers . . . 

(Vision. Aladura Brother Oterunbi. Service 7 December 1969)

Yoruba have a particular fear of poisoning; members are warned in
vision against smoking other people’s cigarettes, accepting sweets,
and “eating all about.” Witches are notorious for poisoning the body
and spirit of their victims:

The elders should help all members who are present today, that what-
ever will make them to eat bad food while they are asleep, which may
lead them to sickness or sudden death, for God to conquer.

(Dream reported in Service 27 July 1969; translation)

Witches are also held to pass on the substance of witchcraft power
to others by these means:

I was having different dreams, and sometimes I hear bad voices. When
I got fed up, I asked God, well—you are a Holy God, there is nothing
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hidden from you, I know that one day you will answer my prayer. Then
one day I had another dream . . . I saw Prophet Fakeye holding his
rod.36 Then he asked me to open my mouth, he put his rod in it, then
I vomited this black thing out of my mouth . . . Since then I have never
had all the bad speeches coming to my ears, and no more bad dreams. 

(Open Thanksgiving. Sister Elugbaiye. 
Service 6 November 1969; translation)

Later, the sister had another dream of the prophet telling her that “what
won’t allow me to sleep throughout the night is what they [the mem-
bers of another church she visited] have given me to eat.”

Thus revelation confirms familiar stereotypes of “wicked forces.”
As at home, C&S members consider dreams as reliable evidence of
secret malevolent activity, so will be alert to anything that could be
interpreted as malign attack in order to take remedial ritual action.
Reluctance to mention witchcraft overtly, although partly due to a
diplomatic avoidance by visioners of anything that smacks of personal
accusation, is also common custom in Western Nigeria. In C&S ritual
language, witches may be referred to as aka iye, translated by an elder
as “eagles of life.” By this he alluded to the snatching away of life by
birds of prey—aka means hawk. Another euphemism is iya agba, which
C&S glossed as “elderly people” or the “aged and female members” of
the Watchnight prayer (line 19).

The persecution of individual women as witches was a common
Yoruba practice;37 older members in London told of seeing suspects
stoned to death in their childhood villages. The C&S, however, tend
to talk of witchcraft rather than witches, emphasizing power as much
as personhood. But they stop short of addressing witches as “our
mothers,” the indigenous ritual salutation to older women’s power.
For in the traditional scheme of things, although witches were seen as
evil people, their power could be exercised for good or harm; witches
were wooed by respectful salutations and, in certain areas, placated in
the masked Gjljdj ritual.38 The C&S recognize that witchcraft can be
used as an alternative source of power: “These revelations are not
from God but directly from the witchcraft,” warned a vision about
false prophecy (7 December 1969). But this, as all other avenues to
power besides the Holy Spirit, is roundly condemned, and witches are
characterized as the ultimate evil force.

Another such path to personal power is the manipulation of indige-
nous medicine, oogun. Oogun includes the curative use of herbs and is
widely used in Nigeria for healing, protection, and to invest the user with
spiritual efficacy to achieve a desired end. Oogun rere aims at producing
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beneficial results: success in a venture, a cure for an ailment, security
from enemies. Oogun buruku or buburu is aggressive, aiming to settle
scores or achieve personal goals at the expense of others. The charms
and spells of medicine are popularly referred to as juju, which Yoruba
in London define as to do with others rather than the self: “exerting
power over another person,” “influencing another’s actions,” usually
for harm. Juju also refers, as Abidoye explained, to its components: it
is “bad medicine which people use against someone, for the downfall
of someone, or to set difficulties in the way of other people.”
Materially, juju consists of combinations of ingredients that are intrin-
sically powerful, or whose inner power is activated by incantation (mfm).
Invocation may also invest material objects with the power of a deity
or spirit. Words themselves may have intrinsic performative power,
hence Mlmrun as the God of Words (lines 26–27). Or they can acquire
this when efficacy is conferred by medicine; epe, “the curse,” is often
cited by Yoruba in London as the cause of their ills. Charms and pro-
tective amulets prepared with medicine are a ubiquitous part of
Yoruba life; the characters in contemporary popular fiction and the-
atre resort to onikjgun (adepts of Yoruba medicine), or babalawo
(diviners who are often healers too), for protection, retaliation, or for
their own aggressive purpose.39

But it is not possible to draw hard and fast distinctions between
juju and witchcraft by contrasting the manipulation of materials with
invisible malignity as has been done in much of the classic ethnogra-
phy on witchcraft and sorcery.40 Leighton et al. maintain that “malign
influences of different origin interpenetrate each other, and the dis-
tinction between them is not clear in Yoruba minds” (1963: 113). In
Yoruba ritual practice, the fields of orika worship, witchcraft, medicine,
and spirits are interwoven: Onikjgun sacrifice to their deities; juju
depends on jmi, spirit, both as locus of vitality and as embodied
power; witches are held to boost their powers with medicines. C&S
discourse mirrors these interrelationships:

The Lord says that the people who are practising juju in our midst, the
time is up for them. And to the witchcraft, I will give you one Holy
Name to call in the face of witchcraft, and they will be powerless. Hell
is open for the witchcraft (emere) today. Anyone who tries to block the
way of the Holy Spirit, they will receive the punishment today.

Members should be patient to hear the voice of God; I want to
reveal the secret of witchcraft (ajj). I want to show you the ways they
form their things, the mixture (agbo) that the witchcraft use, the bark,
palm oil and so many things, and the oil they use to rub their faces to
see many things in the world. If anyone should leave palm oil in a basin,
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and put it in a room, in the morning-time they will find it missing or
dried up . . .

(Consecutive Visions. Aladura Brother
Oterunbi. Watchnight Service
18 January 1970; translation)

Here we see the merging of the medicinal and the psychic activity
of witchcraft, together with a statement on their material existence
(stealing of the palm oil), which closely follows Yoruba concepts.
When represented in C&S discourse, this fusion of evil identities is
intensified; the prophet who translated this text for me glossed both
ajj and emere as “witch,” even though emere is a separate class of
spirit.41 The exact classification of the type of enemy is less important
than its unwanted impact; the actual channel of destructive power is
often left unspecified.

The elision of a variety of malign agents as evildoers and “the
powers of darkness,” despite their different styles, is based on their
common exercise of power with negative intent. The antidote
against the assault of any particular baleful force may be strength-
ened by a specific ritual act or object, but shares with all defensive
ritual the common purpose of producing a countervailing energy.
What is revealed by C&S texts is the pivotal battle between the Holy
Spirit, however ritually represented, and evil forces operating by
whatever means.

The predominant metaphor in C&S for all this malignity is the
“enemy” (mta), mobilized by the exercise of destructive energy.42

C&S revelation is shot through with warnings of the malicious powers
of ill-wishers working to literally overpower individuals and the church
(lines 29–30) by putting “impediments in our ways” (line 46), digging
pits to trap the unwary, binding victims with ropes and chains, crushing,
blinding, and smothering them, enfeebling them with sickness and
disease, threatening the vulnerable, and snatching success from the
grasp of the fortunate.

And to our Teacher Opaleke. There is a bottle standing before you which
is about to be filled with water, and this is your work in Great Britain. But
you must pray that the little which remains for the bottle to be full up,
that God will give you the actual water. Because I saw the enemies trying
to put black ink inside the clear water. The Lord is showing you this not
to discourage you, but to help you, so that success will be yours.

(Vision. Teacher Korode. Service 1 June 1969; translation)

I could see a body of water, and in this I could see a certain type of
machine, of engine, going deep into this water . . . I was made to see
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Brother Akinsanya also going deep into the water, and the engine was
following him, and I thought he would be injured. But luckily for him,
he got out uninjured. God is telling you that no matter however great
your trouble may be, he is going to be with you, so you may not be
overcome by any power . . .

(Vision. Elder Adejare. Watchnight 
Service 5 September 1970)

To Brother Aluko. He should raise his voice three times over his fam-
ily for whatever may bring bad events or happenings on the family or
himself for God to cast it away. For the enemies have combined
together especially in the month of July to bring disaster either on the
wife, children, or himself. But from today, this has been conquered.
All that the enemies have planned, their plan has been forfeited
by God.

(Vision. Elder Oterunbi. 
Watchnight Service 

9 Janauary 1971; translation)

C&S vision also confirms that the long arm of the enemy can reach
out to Britain from Nigeria:

And to our Brother. I saw a big snake before you, and this is the enemy
from abroad. Anything which may make you weep in this country, call
on God to cast it away . . .(Vision. Evangelist Somefun. Watchnight
Service 9 January 1971; translation)

To Aladura Sister Oloko. [Seven elders must pray] against anything
which can cause you sudden death . . . Don’t think that there is anyone
in this fold oppressing you . . . It is from the place where you were
born, and the type of people there.

(Vision. Teacher Korode. 
Service 18 January 1970)

Only God can forewarn of these dangers, only he can be trusted, for
friends may be wolves in sheep’s clothing:

Watch and pray. The enemies are digging holes in your way so that you
may fall in, and these enemies are appearing as friends . . . 

(Vision. Prophet Aiyegbusi. 
Watchnight Service 

5 September 1970; translation)
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This means that despite assurances of solidarity in “the fold,” fellow
“brothers and sisters in Christ” are not exempt from suspicion of
harming each other, and trying to disrupt the church:

We ask and beg thee, because these people are part and parcel of us, and
they are in the same fold, whoever is doing bad work, whoever could be
causing some harm and finding some fault on their own brothers, O
Lord God of Hosts, come and change their mind. The people who try
and cause misfortune to their friends, and find ways to catch him, and
the ways to destroy him, this is not the type we want in the fold. The
bad people stopping the happiness of the church, hindering and stop-
ping the prayer, come and change their minds . . .

(Closing Prayer. Service 15 November 1970; translation)

Here, God is being asked to dissuade “bad people” from their harm-
ful intent, but the idiom of the battle against evildoers is usually
more belligerent. Enemies are revealed as “waging war”; troubles
and misfortune are not only “cast away” and “averted,” they are
“conquered”:

The Lord says that she must have three days special prayer for the war
against her by the enemies, for God to conquer . . .

(Vision. Lady Leader Awojobi. Service 5 April 1970; translation)

. . . whatever may be the trouble or sickness before you, for God to
conquer this for us . . .

(Vision. Teacher Korode. Service 22 February 1970)

Military metaphors abound in C&S hymns:43

No witches has any power / Over member of this Band. Before
Michael and the Cherub / All witches will be destroyed.

Get ready, get all ye ready / To wage war on all witches / And all
people who are wizards / And all wicked incarnate.

Trouble and forever trouble / Will befall all the witches / Before the
Army of Jesus / By the power of the Trinity.

(Holy Hymn Book; 
ESO. Morning Star: No. 89)

Of the body of hymns that were sung regularly in services from 1969
to 1972, over one-third deal with victory over enemies with their evil
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strength, and the protection provided to the C&S by the power of God.
If those hymns borrowed from English hymnals are excluded, the
proportion is even higher. Prayers ask God for “the power to wrestle
against enemies”; in the announcement of the thanksgiving donations
made during Sunday services success is often summarized as “victory
over the enemy,” when “the Devil was waging war.” While promising
to empower members to lead successful lives, the C&S constantly warns
them that this power will be vitiated by countervailing energies; the
preoccupation with assault from others is thus continually kept alive.

External Causation

This fear of malign attack was not based only on an apprehensive
imagination; there is no doubt that the practice of juju had made its
way to England. In the 1980s, Lawuyi (1988: 4) found that the use of
juju was ubiquitous among Christians in Nigeria as well as others. In
London, apart from the confessions received by C&S prophets about
the use of “medicine” (see chapter 8), members working in the Post
Office often told me how they recognized the contents of badly
wrapped parcels sent from Nigeria. When Kolarin revealed his vision
condemning “means,” the congregation responded with a fervent—
and informed—Amen.

It is difficult to quantify the extent to which these fears of malign
spiritual power were part of the cultural baggage of Yoruba students
during the 1970s. “Beliefs” are badly captured by questionnaire; the
strength and coherence of the discourse of negative powers would
have varied not only between individuals, but between different
moments in any one person’s experience. However, studies carried
out in the 1960s did find such concepts common amongst Nigerian
students in secondary, further, and higher education—the sectors
from which migrants to London would have been drawn.44 In Britain,
Anumonye (1970) found strong adherence to such notions among
fulltime Nigerian university and medical students in Edinburgh, as did
Stapleton among worker-students in London (1978: 32–33). The
C&S is not a cult; it does not attempt to promote an alternative reality
divorced from the cultural mainstream in which to enclose its mem-
bers. It aims at efficacy within the wider society, building on notions
of cultural truths already present amongst its potential constituency.
C&S praxis could have had no resonance unless Aladura explanations
accorded with existing epistemological schemas.

So when Yoruba students arrived in Britain, they did not necessarily
leave behind the belief that the causes of failure and misfortune may
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well lie outside personal inadequacies and be attributable to the
malign agency of others. In a discussion about her work with both
fulltime and parttime students during this period, the Welfare Officer
at the Nigerian High Commission spontaneously commented:

Some of them have the age-old belief that people have at home. Many
think that they are getting nowhere because someone doesn’t like
them, or bears grudge or jealousy against them, and is using poison
against them, or casting spell, or using other means to cause their
downfall. They think this because no matter what effort they put in
they can’t succeed.

(Interview 28 October 1971)

I call this heuristic model “external causation,” whereby difficulties
and disasters are interpreted as the result of opponents working
against the sufferer, using their power and influence to damage their
victim. The means employed by the evildoers may be both natural and
supranatural; Teacher Awofala commented, “If you don’t rival one
way, you rival through the other.” But such a distinction is rarely
made: bad faith in direct personal relationships combines with attack
on the spiritual level, whilst assault can still be suspected without this
being cast in a spiritual mold. Nevertheless, it is the machinations of
unseen powers that especially preoccupied the C&S:

Some people study hard, but when they take exam, all is in vain. Not
because he doesn’t understand or know it, but because enemies are
waging war against him. You are the creator of the lot, whether devil or
enemies and so on. You are the creator of every human being on earth,
so all the examiners, may we find favour in their eyes; may we not have
failure again . . .

It is the water that quenches the power of fire, and it is the rain
which quenches the dry season. Whatever may be power of enemy, con-
quer this one for us. Some people are having family enemy troubling
them, so for God to come and conquer. We can only pray, but the
answer and the power is from God.

(From a Prayer for examinees. Service 
7 November 1970; translation)

Not all problems will be explained in this way; the extent to which any
one person will account for a particular mishap in terms of outside
attack depends both on individual character and circumstantial con-
text. It is especially relevant in accounting for inexplicable bad luck, in
lending meaning to seemingly senseless incidents, and in illuminating
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the conjuncture of events in time and space, the chance factor in
Evans-Pritchard’s classic account of witchcraft (1937). It is one explana-
tory option that can be employed to inject meaning into difficulty and
failure.

Sometimes you have studied from morning to night. You have done
everything you can, but you still don’t pass [your exam]. So then you
know that it may be because someone is jealous of you and is putting
impediment in your way.

(Aladura Sister Osinubi)

Say that two of you, for instance, have been friends, right from infancy.
And you grow up, and you have got a nice husband and children; you
have got your qualifications, and you are successful. She has got a bad
husband; she has not got a home of her own—a broken home and a
broken heart. Now instead of praying to God to help her out of her
difficulties, if she is a witch, she will set her face against you to pull you
down to the same level where she is, or to be worse off.

(Prophet Fakeye)

Cherubim and Seraphim discourse thus engages with indigenous
concepts of external causation and negative powers in several ways.
Primarily, it reinforces the notion that explanation of misfortune must
be sought beyond personal circumstances and conduct, and may be
located in the power of other individuals. This does not exonerate
members from taking responsibility for their own actions; C&S ethics
cast indigenous notions of good character (iwa rere) in a Christian
mold, and full personhood (eniyan) is defined in terms of its require-
ments. Aladura also repeat the Yoruba teaching that assault of enemies
may be provoked by the victim’s own misguided behavior, and
members were specifically exhorted to maintain good social relations
to avoid retaliation. Nevertheless, as is illustrated by the visions
quoted above, C&S epistemology perpetuated the explanatory frame-
work of external causation by personalizing the factors that lie behind
discomfort and dis-ease. It is on unseen dangers, hidden powers, that
revelation concentrates. C&S discourse casts familiar characters into
the cosmic dramas revealed in dream and vision: witches, “wicked
hands,” and medicine reappear in the London context, down to the
details of indigenous stereotypes: the “yellow dog,” the “blood-filled
gourd.” Visioners had to be careful how they phrased their messages,
but for the oft-repeated formula “anything that may bring
obstacles/sickness/sudden death” and the like, C&S congregations
would read anyone.
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The C&S thus employs an indigenous hermeneutic of spiritual
powers, which operates both on existential and instrumental levels.
Buttressed by revelation, external causation offers a logical explanation
for apparently random misfortune, integrating malaise into a system of
meaning that fends off feelings of inadequacy and lack of self-worth.
Foreign perils are encompassed by the familiar; new fears are named by
old labels; strange experience is reduced to the known. The Holy Spirit
is then enlisted in the struggle for survival enacted through the power
play embedded in both indigenous and Aladura discourse.

But, although C&S conceptions of external causation are culturally
specific, they leave space for changing interpretations: the means of
attack indicated by vision sometimes remains unspecified. This renders
the characteristic explanation of events independent of assumptions of
witchcraft and medicine, and potentially adaptable to a less spiritualized
individual consciousness or shared cosmology. External causation
does not necessarily disappear in a diaspora context, for even if witches
and wizards fade into the background, enemies can still take center
stage.45 In the world of students in London, as charged and competitive
as life in Lagos or Kaduna, C&S discourse can therefore fuel rather
than assuage interpersonal tension. On the admission of Yoruba
themselves, the fear of bad faith bedevils social relationships. Students
in London often commented on their compatriots’ tendency to be
suspicious, and confirmed the significance of external causation
in their interpretation of reality. Since revelation of hostility often
comes through dreams, the suspect can have no opportunity for self-
defence. This unilateral mistrust often exacerbates strained relation-
ships, and appears to confirm that jealousy can outweigh support. The
protective services that the C&S claim to provide thus seem all the
more essential to its members.

Contested Readings: The C&S and the Bible

The C&S are thus caught in the position of officially condemning
indigenous ritual praxis whilst sharing the ontology upon which it is
grounded. For, despite this starting point, theirs is a Christian project;
in the founding days in Nigeria they had to convince converts, if not
orthodox clergy, of their theological respectability, and by the early
1970s in Britain they were actively seeking membership of the World
Council of Churches. The key, now as then, in their efforts to distinguish
their ritual practice from its Yoruba roots, is their dependence on the
Bible as the central Christian text; the Watchnight prayer is larded
with Biblical reference (lines 15–22, 32–34). But these allusions are
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also seen as a charter for Aladura interpretations. The Old Testament
is itself informed by the conflict between monotheism and traditional
deities, and so lends a historical dimension to the Aladura repudiation
of indigenous practice.

But in their rejection of the orika, they do not deny the reality of
unseen entities. Whereas an early missionary could dismiss worship-
pers of Sango, the thunder god, as a “lot of fools,” deluded by pagan
rubbish (Stone 1900: 93), Aladura opposed the rituals they replaced
as being “unchristianly,” but not irrational. What they did embrace
from mainstream mission Christianity was a moral dualism. The ethical
ambiguity of traditional characters—whether witches or orika—
vanished, leaving them with negative power alone. Although C&S
hold that these entities can offer alternative avenues to spiritual
strength for individual benefit, they are condemned, and recast as ene-
mies, or the means by which evil people implement their wickedness.
Here C&S discourse reflects the popular Yoruba imagination. Unlike
Protestant and Catholic orthodoxy, the different agents of destructive
power are not denied, but are subsumed under Satan as “branches of
the Devil” to be countered by the power of God. As such they are
central to C&S theology:

I think that anybody who doesn’t believe there are witches and wizards
can’t believe there is a God.

(Prophet Korode)

If you don’t believe in evil, how can you believe in good? If you don’t
believe in Devil and evil spirit, then you can’t be a Christian. But as a
church member you know that they have no effect—that you can
overcome anything with prayer.

(Pastor Tomori)

Yoruba worker-students living in London in the 1960s and 1970s
were mainly mission-educated; indigenous cosmology was overlaid
with largely Protestant orthodoxy. This worldview had little room for
the operation of external malign powers or the countervailing power
of God. But once Aladura converts, whether in the first or second half
of the twentieth century, became engaged in the C&S project, the
concept of a universe articulated by spiritual powers would have been
reinvigorated rather than challenged by increasing familiarity with the
Bible. For European missionaries, the gospels replaced heathen fears
of evil forces with a redemptive faith in the love of God. But read in the
light of traditional ontology, however unformulated and fragmented
this may be, the Bible is suffused with unseen forces. Its books are
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laden with spiritual agency: the terrible strength of God, the miracu-
lous power of Jesus, the exhibitions of spiritual energy by prophets and
disciples, dreamers and visioners, the rival forces of witches (rendered
as ajj throughout the Yoruba translation), wizards (given as oko, the
common term for sorcerer), evil and familiar spirits (jmi buburu and
abokusmrm).

For we wrestle not against flesh and blood, but against principalities,
against powers (alagbara), against the rulers of the darkness of this
world, against spiritual wickedness (jmi buburu) in high places.
Wherefore take unto you the whole armour of God, that ye may be able
to withstand in the evil day . . .

(Eph. 6:12–13)

The C&S insistence that their basic beliefs are Biblical is therefore
difficult to dispute. Take, for example, the Book of Psalms; this was
one of the first parts of the Bible to be translated and made their
own by early converts, and holds a central role in C&S ritual. Of the
150 psalms, 56 mention enemies (mta) explicitly, while others convey
the same message by reference to those with evil intentions who pose
a variety of threats. It is striking that this theme runs through the small
number of psalms that have been selected by C&S to be recited at par-
ticular points in the service, whatever the overt purpose of the prayer.
So one of the main psalms for “Forgiveness of Sins,” Psalm 25, reads:

O my God, I trust in thee: let me not be ashamed, let not mine enemies
triumph over me.

(V. 2)

Consider mine enemies; for they are many; and they hate me with cruel
hatred. O keep my soul (mkan), and deliver me: . . . for I put my trust
in thee.

(Vv. 19–20)

A standard psalm for Sanctification is no. 31:

Pull me out of the net that they have laid privily for me: for thou art my
strength. Into thy hand I commit my spirit (jmi): thou hast redeemed
me, O Lord God of truth.

(Vv. 4–5)

This is straight Aladura discourse. The significance of the psalms
in C&S ritual comes from the evidence they offer of the defeat of
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evildoers by the triumphant strength of God, and the protection
thus promised to his people. It is therefore the whole power battle
between the forces of good and evil that is represented by the
psalms. Reading these texts, in the light of the whole spectrum of
efficacy embraced by the Yoruba concept of power, C&S converts
could only be puzzled at the disjuncture between their powerful
message and the inadequacy of orthodox church practice to protect
and empower:

The Christianity they brought to us; they told us of the miracles of
Jesus Christ and the prophets of olden times, but they themselves did-
n’t show us these things. They remained like fairy tales told to boys.
They don’t bring things sufficient to prove what they say; there is not
enough evidence of the efficacy of prayer in what they do.

(Aladura Brother Awofala)

The CMS understand the worship of God; they don’t understand the
efficacy of prayer.

(Elder Sister Adeoye)

The missionaries should understand the people and the problem before
they approach them.

(Elder Oluwole)

The people, both in Nigeria and London, lived in a universe
enlivened to a greater or lesser extent by unseen forces. The problem
was the quest for both effective and protective power. It was the
Aladura movement that brought the two together in a Christian idiom.

We know that there are evil forces working against us. The natives’
great-grandfathers said this, Bible proved it, and visions again prove it,
so we have no other way to look.

(Elder Oluwole)

The shift signaled by the replacement of akj by agbara in the
Yoruba translation of the Bible was belied by the continuity between
traditional and Aladura discourse, justified by the very text that was
intended to impose a rupture with the past. 
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Chapter 5

“Electrical Energy”: Dynamic 

Metaphors of Spiritual Power

Spiritual power is a dynamic concept; its significance for C&S lies in
what it does. Those seeking the benefits of the Spirit do not necessarily
worry about the way in which results appear to be produced: “We
don’t bother to think how or what, the purpose has to be served”
(Elder Sister Sanni). “It’s like an experiment. If it works, you don’t
wonder how” (Pastor Tomori). But this does not mean that there is
no rationale for the efficacy of unseen energy. First, as we have seen,
spiritual power was identified as a distinct concept in Aladura practice;
ordinary members consulted elders specifically for prayers and tech-
niques to augment their own spiritual strength. Second, these senior
men and women felt themselves equipped to offer this advice through
their own understanding of the multifaceted qualities of the Spirit.
They recognized that power operates according to certain principles,
for there must be predictable regularities in the way power “works” in
order to put it to practical use. These meanings were constantly com-
municated through C&S discourse, partly in a systematic fashion in
sermon or Sunday School, but chiefly through the Yoruba idiom of
image and allusion in the texts of prayer and revelation. An exploration
of the metaphors used to represent spiritual power, and the traditions
upon which they draw, is the subject of this chapter.

Yoruba Empowerment, Old and New

#1 Brothers and Sisters; remember that the Cherubim and Seraphim
can perform the wonders as of old. The power to heal, the power to
make whole, the power even to wake up the dead, the power to answer



what is going to happen in the future—that is our power, and is a 
God-given gift.

(Sunday School 23 November 1970)

The old times referred to here, as throughout C&S teaching, refers
to Biblical precedents, reminding members that miracles are still pos-
sible through the power of God. But it also provides a counterclaim to
the competence of indigenous medicine. A problem that much exer-
cised elders was the confusion in popular practice, whether in Nigeria
or England, of indigenous and Aladura methods of empowerment
(#2, 3, 11).1 For a generation of men and women attuned to the
Yoruba life-world, even though now in Britain, the assistance of
indigenous medicine was a natural recourse, and preparations were
sent to students by friends and family at home (#8, 30). The thrust of
much C&S teaching was the condemnation of soliciting powers other
than the Holy Spirit:

#2 Herbalists, leave your juju alone;
Come and take Holy Water

(C&S Chorus)

#3 There was this man who was coming to me for prayer; a vision had
told him that he shouldn’t be using medicines [i.e., oogun]. After
some time he said that he had thrown them away, and he said
I should give him some psalms to replace them.

(Prophet Korode)

Individuals who sampled the C&S in their spiritual consumer
research looked for the security of replacing one spiritually charged
item with another. But the continuity between indigenous ritual
practice and Aladura was not based on the syncretic reproduction of
ritual acts or symbols, but on the principles lying behind the concept
of spiritual power, which remained substantially the same. In
mid-twentieth-century Nigeria, the seeker after power was faced with
a multiplicity of options from the popular practice of Islam,
Christianity, and the Yoruba ritual complex. Much of the public
observance of traditional religion by Christians—attendance at orika
festivals, attaining office in ancestor cults—was to increase personal
power, whilst new potential sources of personal efficacy were eagerly
explored.2 Private practitioners, be they experienced priests (onikjgun),
diviners (babalawo), or entrepreneurial peddlers of power, were
assured of business; the range encouraged a consumerist discrimination
on the part of clientele.
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This eclecticism has always been a problem for the C&S trying to
pin down the “floating member” to Aladura commitment. Elders
complained that “people come to K&S to compare the results with
black magic and juju”; “they just go there to pass their exams, but we
are not babalawo.” This response, which combined a celebration of
the Holy Spirit with condemnation of “paganism,” was in line with
early C&S doctrine. Orimolade’s original Constitution states:

#4 The Order . . . believes in the curative effects of prayer for all
afflictions, spiritual and temporal, but condemns and abhors the
use of charms or fetish, witchcraft or sorcery of any kind and all
heathenish sacrifices and practices.

(ESO C&S 1930: para. 10)

This Aladura baseline was reiterated in the pamphlets generated by
the C&S in the early days. One of these asserts:

#5 It is certain that he who despises spiritual power and makes no
endeavour to gain divine knowledge and cling to them mainly will
be miserable. His hopes charttered [shattered], his labours
unfruitful and his work unprofitable. For to be sure, the powers of
herbs are no longer dependable . . . therefore seek these Divine
Knowledges and cling unto the powers therein as they are certain.

(Sonde n.d.)

The London C&S in the 1960s and 1970s echoed the three-pronged
attack on alternative sources of power evident in these texts: prohibi-
tion, scare-tactics, and claims of the superiority of the Spirit. On the
first front, preaching often included denunciation, thoroughly in line
with both Jehovah’s and Jesus Christ’s condemnation of idolatry.3 At
the l969 dedication service of the new C&S church in Birmingham,
a vision from a London prophet had this advice for the leader:

#6 To my Evangelist Olatunji: you should be lecturing the congrega-
tion several times, mostly on the difference between people wor-
shipping God and worshipping the Devil, so that they will not
disturb the prayer. This type of people, they don’t deliberately want
to do bad, but it is what they are born with and what they have
inherited in the family. By prayer and preaching, they will change.

“The Devil” embraces any extra-Aladura ritual, not only Yoruba
deities and medicine, but Masonry, Rosicrucianism, the Reformed
Ogboni Society, Spiritualism—the whole array of contemporary
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occult practitioners. A service announcement (15 February 1970)
forbade “wearing another uniform” (i.e., belonging to another society),
for “if you belong to one power, then belong to it alone.” The Spiritual
Leader, in a sermon (4 January 1970), put it this way:

#7 Spiritual adultery is calling another God, belonging to another
body. If you want to be a K&S in the real sense—it is an unlim-
ited church, it is an unlimited power, and it is an undiluted belief
that makes you a true or pure C&S . . . Remember that adultery
is not allowed in the house of God.

Exhortation is accompanied by the second strategy, that of emphasiz-
ing the dreadful dangers of “muddling up prayer and juju”:

#8 To the pregnant women, who still take the oogun sent to them
abroad for safe delivery and are still coming for prayer to God, I
don’t want you to have a dead child . . .

(Teacher Korode. Vision. 
Service 16 November 1969; 

translation)

In contrast to this, the power of prayer is safe. This point features
in the third, and most prominent, line of C&S pleading—that the
power of God is incomparable: God controls his own creation, obvi-
ating the need for fear, and ensuring the supremacy of the Holy Spirit
(#5, 16):

#9 As my word was over the enemies of old, so is my word today. If
you want to worship the true God, we should realise that these
orika, they have ears but they cannot hear, eyes and they cannot
see, they have mouths, but they cannot talk.

(Brother Babatunde. Vision. 
Service 18 January 1970)4

#10 We don’t believe that witches and wizards have power over us,
because we believe that our power is greater than theirs.

(Teacher Oluwole)

#11 Sometimes in my dream I see this man . . . He is trying to do
evil, but he can’t find his way through. He is using juju, but I am
using my God. God makes the leaves and roots and all the things
which they use, so why should I fear them?

(Brother Oguntoye)
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In all of these lines of argument, the C&S insist on difference, the
distinctiveness of the power that is accessed through the C&S:

#12 The power which you have given to the ocean is different from
other seas; the power with which you have consecrated the
lagoon is different from the rivers; the power which you have
given to the Cherubim and Seraphim is different from all other
churches. This type of Holy Spirit, come and endow us with it.

(Prayer. Service 5 September 1970; translation)

But herein lies the tension at the heart of Aladura—one that, as we
will see, was to cost it support in later years (chapter 9). The C&S
must condemn all vestiges of “heathenism” in order to protect the rit-
ual services it offers, yet its discourse of spiritual power reaffirms the
existence of the entities that enliven the indigenous universe, reiter-
ates that power may be solicited from them, and recognizes that their
energy may be utilized for personal gain.

More than this, the very metaphors that represent power in ritual
and revelation draw much of their efficacy from their indigenous refer-
ents. Agbara may have replaced akj, but language alone cannot trans-
form epistemology. The images that implicitly convey meanings of
spiritual energy in Aladura discourse carry associations not only with
Christianity, but with the realm of oogun and the orika. Take, for exam-
ple, a common image for concentrated spiritual strength, the palm:

#13 I saw a palm leaf descended down to the soldiers of Christ Band,
and they were all carrying a palm leaf. This is the spirit given to
them today . . .

(Apostle Olatunji. Vision. Service 
6 September 1970)

In Christian symbolism, the palm refers to Christ’s triumph over
death,5 whilst palm fronds (mariwo) veil the entry to the shrine of the
god of iron, Ogun, concealing what is sacred, excluding negative
forces, and marking the dangerous energy within.6 The conflict
between Christian intent and traditional reference is built into the
very images intended to communicate the basis of Aladura practice,
and present continuity as a radical break with the past.

The Metaphorical Representation of Spiritual Power

The pervasive presence of spiritual power in Aladura practice has a
taken-for-granted quality about it. But at the same time, the nature
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and efficacy of this ineffable current has to be communicated constantly,
both to convince new members of its wide-ranging province and to
confirm C&S adherents in their faith. The fact that this is effected
more through the metaphors employed in the revelation of dream and
vision, rather than through formal didactic exegesis, seems appropriate.
Yoruba speech, whether ritual or secular, is full of trope and allusion,
which can capture more closely the elusive nature of agbara than lit-
eral description. The overriding “mission of metaphor,” as Fernandez
puts it, is to reimagine the “abstract and inchoate” in terms of the
“more concrete, ostensive and easily graspable” (1974: 123), so trans-
ferring “meaning from that which is known most intimately, very
domestic understandings as it were, to that which otherwise must
remain unknown and not understood” (1991: 4). To convey meanings
effectively, and generate further inferences and related images to
“thicken” the metaphor, these intimate assumptions must be grounded
in a common culture—culture in this context referring to shared under-
standings embedded in language.

This multi-reference in images of power, including the tension
between those drawn from a traditional or contemporary repertoire,
secured their resonance with a generation educated in pre-Independence
Nigeria. Some are rooted in nature, or human sensory experience.
Others have cross-cultural associations, or draw on representations
common to many religions. The immediacy of vision imagery, the
contemporary feel of much prophetic metaphor, also derives from its
reference to lived experience in Nigeria and London. But the trans-
parency of metaphors of spiritual power to pan-Yoruba congregations
containing a range of age and education is also aided by the spectrum
of implied references to commonly assumed components of the
indigenous culture: many echo the parables of Yoruba folk tales and
itan (narratives), as well as ritual associations. A great number also are
found in the Bible, with which everyone had familiarity through their
education and private devotions. Since Biblical and Yoruba cosmolo-
gies overlap considerably, the familiarity of the images comes from
their allusion to both. It was instructive that when discussing the
principles of spiritual power, elders would often use the indigenous
religious complex to clarify the logic of C&S practice (#25, 26, 30,
42, 43). Despite their opposition to traditional practice, their world
remained vitalized by the same energy. The universality of the referents
enables the metaphors to mediate between indigenous and Christian
meaning, to fuse the two cosmologies around the key concept of spir-
itual power, and to reproduce the Aladura synthesis with every C&S
vision that refers to the Holy Spirit.
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The metaphorical conventions of revelation seem straightforward
enough: fruit for blessing, pits for danger, ladders for endeavor. Lions
display superior strength. A pot of porridge shares spiritual nourishment
among the C&S community; girdles and [prayer] gowns provide sacred
armor against evil forces, which brooms sweep away. There appears to be
none of the opacity of Apter’s ritual texts (1992), the dense allusions
packed into Barber’s oriki (praise songs; (1991), the obscure meanings
of Davis’s (1977) or Drewal’s (1992) chants. Unlike some Yoruba rit-
ual where fractured imagery is intrinsic to the discourse, in C&S vision-
ing it is coherent content, not symbolic style, which is considered
significant. Revelation can have a poetic quality, rich in metaphor and
proverb, but purple passages are discouraged:

#14 If the Lord has sent you a message and it is only a blessing, stand up and
say it, rather than telling us a lot of verbosity. We want cogent vision.

(Announcement in Service 6 September 1970)

#15 . . . if you see umbrella, you know that this is protection for the
church. So say that the Lord has promised to protect us rather than
giving us a lot of unnecessary words.

(Announcement in Service 5 December 1971)

This pragmatism affects the manner in which God’s guidance is con-
veyed: omitting a description of the images actually seen in the vision-
ary experience (as the “umbrella”) in favor of their interpretation alone
is a common feature in the public reporting of messages. As revelation
deals in the currency of unseen forces, spiritual power is implicit in most
dreams and visions, but in the telling the imagery is often left behind.
In the examples of revelations quoted below, I have included only those
where the visioner specifically interprets a stated image in terms of spir-
itual power. Even though they are in a minority, these explicit visions
constantly reestablish the assumptions upon which other revelations
may be understood. This is not to say that the full “fan of referents,” in
Turner’s phrase on Ndembu symbolism (1975: 164), is consciously
conveyed to every C&S member with each metaphorical message. But
uncovering these referents reveals something of the coherence and
complexity of the C&S understanding of the Spirit.

The Master Metaphor: Electricity

#16 The Cherubim and Seraphim is a great organisation. It is a
source of electrical energy and force of power in the universe. It is a
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fountain of spiritual power and wisdom and understanding; it has
power against the powers of darkness. It is a source of happiness, peace
of mind, prosperity and long life. It is a place filled with the power of
God Almighty.

(Prophet Ayorinde. Sermon 6 June 1971)

When speaking about agbara, there is one meta-image that members,
such as Prophet Ayorinde, often use, as did their nineteenth-century
forebears.7 This is electricity, which embraces many aspects of power
in action. The metaphor is modern, stressing the contemporary rele-
vance of spiritual power, but it embraces both traditional akj and the
agbara of C&S theology. Verger (1966: 36) draws the parallel
between characteristics of akj and those of “electrical or nuclear
energy.” Apter (1992) has framed his discussion of akj with the electri-
cal metaphor, which is also central to Gleason’s portrayal of the goddess
Mya’s power (1987).

A chief association with electricity is light, and—by extension—fire,
the flame from wood, candles, and lamps used for illumination where
there is no electric current. Light is a principal metaphor for the power
of the Holy Spirit:

#17 I see the light around you, and this is the power of God, given to
you today.

(Prophet Ayorinde. Vision. 
Watchnight Service 5 September 1970; 

translation)

#18 To the elders . . . A candle is lighted before each one of them.
This is the power with which you are going to do the work.

(Lady Leader Awojobi. Vision. 
Watchnight Service 5 September 1970; 

translation)

In twentieth-century Western Nigeria, not only was the advent of
electricity a salient marker of modernity, but light was central to the
indigenous metaphor for progress: mlaju or enlightenment.8 This con-
cept was derived from the familiar missionary metaphor of bringing
the light of the gospel into pagan darkness. The allusion has Biblical
legitimacy: it was light that first signaled the impact of the “Spirit of
God” on primeval chaos.9 In Christian symbolism, both light and fire
have also emphasized the revelatory power of God’s presence, as in
“Light of the World.”10 God directed Moses from the midst of a
burning bush;11 at the critical New Testament moment of Pentecost,
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the Holy Spirit descended in the form of “cloven tongues like as of
fire” (Acts 2:3), reflecting the diverse tongues spoken by the empow-
ered apostles in their divine dialogue with God.

This is the same spirit that is believed to inspire Aladura glossolalia
and visioning, which reveals the Almighty’s will. When Saul was sur-
rounded by the “great light from Heaven,” he heard and answered
the voice of the Lord; he fell into a trance and saw visions.12 So the
C&S find Biblical legitimation for Aladura revelation, which replaces
the Ifa oracle and priestly possession in probing the obscurity of the
unseen world. The “power . . . of our Lord Jesus Christ” has pro-
vided “a more sure word of prophecy; whereunto ye do well that ye
take heed, as unto a light that shineth in a dark place . . .” (2 Peter
1:16, 19). For “Thy word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my
path” (Ps. 119:105).

Through the agency of this powerful communication with God,
the apostles accomplished many “wonders and signs” (Acts 2:43), as
the C&S hope to do through revelation and prayer:

#19 Before the visioners who are raised up amongst us I see a light
coming in. [If they avoid dispute and concentrate in the services]
the power of God will fall upon them and they will work wonders.

(Apostle Olatunji. Vision. Service 
6 September 1970)

Spiritual power stimulates revelation; dream and vision illuminate
the course of effective prayer; inspired supplication regenerates spiri-
tual power. The metaphors of light and fire speak of the circular
process of communication with the divine in prayer and revelation:

#20 To our Elder Olatunji. As the prayer was in progress, I saw him
in red garments. . . . and an elderly person was putting his hand
on his head. As he himself is praying for people, the power is
descending like fire upon him. The Lord says that the seal of
prayer is being given to him today.

(Vision. Service 27 July 1969)

Visioners say that God himself is rarely seen in revelation; the “elderly
person” is interpreted as angelic, or as one of the elders around the
throne of God.13 His age implies his authority to represent the
Almighty in the gift of empowerment.

The color red represents heightened power; elders may wear red
sashes when undertaking demanding prayer. But red also denotes
danger, the destructive aspect of fire. In Yoruba daily life, fire was a

DYNAMIC METAPHORS OF SPIRITUAL POWER 91



real and terrifying hazard, whether tearing through the tinder of town
and village dwellings, or blazing from an upturned paraffin heater, a
major cause of house fires in 1970s London. Red is the ritual color of
the god of iron, the orika Ogun with his molten castigation; it is
associated with the “hot” male power of the thunderbolts and flame-
throwing violence of Sango, the god of fire and lightning. The very
combination of redness and heat denotes a perilous power. Then there
is the association with blood, an intrinsically powerful substance that
represents life, but when associated with menstruation and childbirth
is ritually destructive. “Red is dangerous. It is too hot. Yorubas run
away from red; they fear it,” a contemporary chief-cum-businessman
told Drewal (1992: 147). “Red has ‘power,’ ” he added, and it is able
to “swallow up other colours.”14 The same reaction to red persists in
the C&S. Discussing the color of the new C&S letterhead, the general
secretary rejected the printer’s suggestion of red on the grounds that
the color was “too dangerous.” A similar verdict quashed a suggestion
raised in one male Band that red prayer gowns should replace white
for special prayer. Although able to augment a mature power, oppo-
nents of the idea argued that to put such a weapon in the hands of the
inexperienced was asking for trouble.

Redness and fire therefore denote a power that is both strong and
potentially dangerous:

#21 I saw that the whole congregation was grouped round a fire, a
terrible fire . . . And I saw an elderly person standing in its midst,
and we were all able to pass through this fire. And when I
demanded the understanding of this fire, the Lord said that this
is the Holy Spirit which is descending upon us today, and this
Holy Spirit will be with every one of us, and abide with us. And
this Holy Spirit will not allow any evil to pass our way.

(Teacher Korode. Vision. 
Service 18 May 1969)

The Moral Neutrality of Power

Korode’s vision presents the Holy Spirit at its most aggressive—the
burning, red, and destructive “terrible” fire. And yet C&S members
have the power to “pass through,” to cope with it. For the destructive
capacity of power is crucial in Aladura thinking. “He shall baptize you
with the Holy Ghost and with fire,” prophesied John the Baptist,
“and (will) gather his wheat into the garner; but he will burn up the
chaff with unquenchable fire” (Matt. 3:11–12). But the incineration
of dross ensures a productive harvest; it is the fire of God that destroys
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the enemies who would wreak ruin, and so protects the faithful; it was
the Lord as a pillar of fire that guided the Israelites out of their
Egyptian captivity.15 Through this punishing/protective power, the
Holy Spirit, as many visions reaffirm, “will not allow any evil to pass
our way.” In Yoruba myth, it is the fiery gods Sango and Ogun who
represent the righteous wrath of God. Thus Sango brings blessings
through his persecution of transgressors;16 Ogun’s devastation clears
the path for regeneration.17 To his devotees, this violent orika is the
“giver of peace and preserver of lives” (Akinrinsola 1965: 85). Thus
fire imagery in revelation indicates the dual significance of the exercise
of power; the fatal fire of divine wrath evokes the possibility of life.

The ambiguity of the image mediates contradictions that are intrin-
sic to the nature of unseen power; it carries both a positive and negative
charge, according to how it is employed. Since the predominant
moral message of both indigenous myth and the Bible is that good
can conquer evil, the beneficial potential of power is paramount, but
spiritual power in itself cannot be characterized as good or bad.18 It
carries the capacity for both:

#22 Power is like electricity; it gives you light, it also instantly kills you.
(Pastor Tomori)

It is this amoral nature of power that accounts for the capacity of all
indigenous spiritual entities to help or harm. The character of an orika
is a twosided coin: the fiercest deities can bring blessings to their
devotees. As we have seen (chapter 4) this even applies to witchcraft:
“Where there are bad things, there you get good things too,” said a
Yoruba, dancing in honor of the witches (Thompson 1970: 75).
Aladura often attributed space travel and scientific discovery to witch-
craft and “means” (i.e., juju) as well as directly to the power of God.
The missionaries equated the orika Eku with the Devil, but in the
indigenous cosmology Eku was more a spiteful, unpredictable trick-
ster than an embodiment of evil.

The C&S have adopted the orthodox Christian view of Eku, but
the moral neutrality of power persists as one of the most resilient
indigenous legacies to the dynamics of C&S ritual. So prayer, which is
essentially the mobilization of power, is described as a weapon—a
gun, a knife, or a sword, which can be used to attack as well as defend,
“an instrument that you can use for any purpose you like”:

#23 There is prayer that can cure you and at the same time here is
prayer that can kill you. There is prayer that can help you; there
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is prayer that can harm you. There is prayer that can assist you,
and there is prayer that can put impediment in your way.

(Pastor Tomori)

The motive may be retaliation rather than malice:

#24 It is not hard to use prayer for destructive purpose. If you want
an enemy to have motor accident—two minutes—you can finish
him now—yes, killed—just like that!

(Pastor Tomori)

But victory prayer (adura ikjgun) is discouraged:

#25 Don’t pray for conquering somebody who is running after you.
You have your God, and one with God is a majority. So don’t go
about praying adura ikjgun or anything like that.

(Announcement in Service by the 
Spiritual Leader 22 February 1970)

In spite of such ethical restrictions, the Aladura equivalent of cursing
is still an option, for the moral ambiguity of agbara is fundamental to
the economy of spiritual power and the significance of ritual symbol in
the C&S.

Power as a Comparative Concept

#26 I was told of a dream experienced by a prophet while he was still “an
Egungun person”19 which assisted in his conversion to Christianity.
He saw a tall pillar, composed of different coloured sections “like a
rainbow standing up,” the first layer representing “the power of this
juju,” the next, “the power of another juju,” and so on. “It contin-
ued on, grade by grade, right up to Heaven, further than you could
see.” Then he heard a voice telling him that “this is the power of
prayer, for there is no end to this power, and it is above all others.”

Power is a hierarchical concept; differing entities are endowed with
the amount and type of power appropriate to their status. The spiritual
strength of C&S prayer is claimed to be incomparable because it pro-
vides access to the ultimate power in the universe: Oluwa Mlmrun
Olodumare (Lord God Almighty); Alagbara julm ninu awmn mrun (“The
most powerful one in the Heavens”). As he is the source of all spiritual
energy, whether of orika or angels, he is Mlmrun agbara ti i gba gbogbo

YORUBA IN DIASPORA94



agbara lmwm mu—“God the power that handles (i.e., dominates) all
other powers”. This is why he is Alaba asa si (“The Lord with power of
protection”). These names are among those used to address God in
C&S prayer, but they are inspired by the praise traditionally offered to
Mlmrun. For by retaining the indigenous term for God, the translators of
the Bible effectively promoted religious continuity; God was reimag-
ined, but not replaced.20 Just as the Archangel Michael routed the Devil
for “salvation and strength” (igbala ati agbara, Rev. 12:7–10), so in
both indigenous and Christian traditions, God can ultimately control all
other entities, including Eku, because it is from him that their power
derives (#10, 11).

Although there is a rough ranking of spiritual and living beings and
material objects, position between and within each category can fluc-
tuate; the jmi can be supplemented by manipulating a lesser strength
and tapping a greater vitality. In this battle of strength, the aim is to
overpower others:21

#27 A lot of spiritual things are a matter of one spirit being stronger
than another. So with oogun, the spirits you call up may be
stronger than the spirit of the person you want to influence, and
so you will dominate him. A lesser power must always submit to
a higher one, unless it is being used by a greater spirit.

(Prophet Ayorinde)

In this cosmology, the template for Aladura ontology, there is a rec-
ognized hierarchy of akj—albeit an unstable one—among the domi-
nant orika, with lesser deities, witches, ancestors, spirits, and medicine
following on behind. The whole cosmological structure is articulated
by power, begged, borrowed, or commandeered from greater or
lesser sources. The orika constitute the main channels of God’s power,
yet their myths show them tapping the powers of medicine, as do their
priests. Ancestor cults enlist the help of “our mothers,” and onikjgun
placate them, for they can destroy the efficacy of medicine. Onikjgun
also petition the power of the deities, but conclude their preparations
by praying: “ki Mlmrun ke eyi to ku,” “God will do the rest,” for, ulti-
mately, the power of each medicine is given by God.

This hierarchical conception of power is critical to Aladura practice.
As a teacher said, “If you have a greater power, the other will be bow-
ing down for you.” Adequate power is not just a bonus (“enemies will
fear your energy”), it is essential. A brother told me: “People will test
your power; if you do not have enough power, they will kill you.” Not
only this; anyone who attempts to tap the power of another source
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needs to be up to the task; anyone handling electricity without adequate
protection and knowledge can suffer shock, hence the reservations
about brothers’ red prayer gowns. For unless strength and experience
is sufficient to control the spirit summoned, the effects of the
unleashed power can literally, it is claimed, blow up in the invoker’s
face. This was the explanation given by an elder when an unfortunate
new member placed a red candle on her television to boost her prayer,
and the set exploded!

The danger of recoil is greatest when power is activated to harm
another: the witch with the gourd was cautioned so that the blood
would not run over her own head (chapter 4, p. 69). What Maclean
calls “the boomerang principle” (1971: 95) abounds in Yoruba myth
and anecdote, where humans and gods alike are hoist with their own
petard:

#28 All these things work on a spiritual plane. If the spirit called up is
stronger than your own spirit, then it can overcome you, and you
can be running mad because you think that you will use them,
but they will be using you.

(Prophet Fakeye)

Just as there are said to be medicines and incantation that can cause
power to backfire,22 so prayers ask for the same effect:

#29 For all those who are praying against the success of the anniver-
sary of this great Band, O Lord, may it go back on them.

(Prayer. President of Fogo Band. 
Anniversary Service 16 October 1970)

But power may rebound spontaneously. This occurs when the tar-
get is too powerful, when power runs amok, or when correct proce-
dure to control unleashed power is neglected. It also happens,
members explained, when the assault is unjustified, when a curse (epe)
is unprovoked. Although the previous exercise of spiritual energy was
ideally tempered by justice and moral values, Peel argues that it was
Aladura who consistently attempted to subject agbara to morality
(1968: 138). It is certainly the moral aspect of rebounding power that
is stressed in C&S: perhaps the victim was in a state of impurity, or
their jmi “ungodly.” A woman visiting a prophet for healing com-
plained to him that not only was his Holy Water ineffective, but that
it had given her a headache. He privately concluded that it was her
own witchcraft that had caused the water to “turn against her.”
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The message that malice brings its own reward was the subject of
this sermon:

#30 Two Nigerian couples were living in a house in North
London . . . sharing a gas cooker. It happened that the wife of
these two men were fighting because of “I slot [i.e., put money]
in the gas meter; you did not slot in the gas meter.” The other one
was so unchristianly, was so ungodly, she said, “You are having
it!” [i.e., going to get it]. She told her husband, and he wrote
home [to Nigeria]. And one man replied him, and said, “I will
send you one cudgel.23 When the cudgel comes, as soon as you
have a quarrel with the man, give him two or three blows, and
what will be the end of this man, he will be sorry!”

The other man was working in the Post Office . . . Any letter
which came [for his adversary] he would open it, and then tear [up]
the letter. When the man found that this cudgel was coming for a
purpose, he took a sick leave from the Post Office. When the cudgel
came in a parcel with some charms, it also said how to use the
cudgel, so he started to recite these charms. When he knew that he
had mastered them, he instructed his wife to go and fight the other
man’s wife again. Then he gave him some lashes, and immediately,
the man [wielding the stick] was mad. And the woman [i.e., his
wife] started to complain: “Ooh, we have done ourselves! Oh,
whatever have we done?” Then the other man said: “You were the
one who sent for the cudgel; you never knew that this would be the
outcome!” So the man was sent to Surrey [mental hospital], and
because he could not be cured, he was finally sent [back] to Nigeria.

(Sermon 7 December 1969)24

The congregation found this cautionary tale highly amusing, but it
contained a salutary message: recruiting the power of other jmi
without the necessary personal strength to handle it is either dangerous
or useless.

Personal Spiritual Development and 

the Control of Power

The development of individual spiritual energy is also of prime impor-
tance in reaping the benefits of the power of God:

#31 To the Choristers: I was made to see a certain flower descending
unto some of them. Some of them are planting this flower in
order to make good progress and also to go further. But some
people are only putting it in their clothes. I demanded the
understanding, and the Lord said that these are the blessings and
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the glory which are given to this Band. Those that are wise
enough plant this thing, but those who are not wise enough are
just handling it. Those that are planting theirs will go further and
further. For this thing is a symbol of blessings and spiritual
power, and those that are talented to acquire this should pray,
fast, and acquire more spirit.

(Aladura Brother Oterunbi. Vision. 
Service 7 December 1969)25

Although a flower is not a familiar traditional symbol in Africa,26

fruits and plants—like the palm—have resonances of spiritual power.
In C&S revelation, fruit is a common metaphor for blessing, a concept
that refers both to God-given successes, and directly to the spiritual
power through which these are bestowed. But plants, like personal
power, need tending; “When you plant a tree, do you cover it? When
you plant a flower, do you hide it away?” asks a vision urging an elder
to develop his power of “vision and dream.” “Be careful, you must
cultivate them, or they will die” (Service 20 April 1969). He is coun-
seled to protect the plants with a fence lest they be destroyed, that is,
by wild animals (evil spirits) or power-predatory enemies. But loss of
power may be as much the result of personal negligence as spiritual
attack. So a visioner saw:

#32 “. . . certain trees shedding all their leaves.” The trees had been
planted “for them to make good fruits, to feed them to my people,
and for them to give shelter to my people during the time of hot
weather,” but they were “not fulfilling their purpose.” The Lord
therefore warned those who are coming to church merely as a
“spectator or watchdog,” that “their powers are being diminished.”

(Aladura Brother Oterunbi. Vision. 
Service 7 December 1969)

Spiritual weakness undermines ritual efficacy. C&S practice aims
both to generate spiritual energy and to harness it to a pragmatic end:
to make prayer “work.” This requires personal strength to handle
power. The “elderly person” appearing in visions 19 and 20 speaks of
this necessity. The white garment in which these elders appear repre-
sents their capacity to contain surrounding forces, as can white-robed
Biblical angels, and those “ ‘cool’ white orika of female composure
and control” (Apter 1992: 64). The theme of containment and the
necessity for control, together with the dangers of overflow and excess,
are central to indigenous conceptions. Potency contained is animating,
but unfettered it destroys. So with spiritual power, whether of medi-
cines, deities, or the Aladura God. Power that is overwhelming, that
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cannot be handled, is dangerous, hence the importance of prayer and
fasting, building up this capacity for mastery. A vision directed at a
newly consecrated prophet in the 1970 ordination instructed him to
pray that his own strength would be sufficient to make use of the
power he had just received. For spiritual strength is a balance between
the gift of the Holy Spirit and personal effort:

#33 So your own spiritual power can increase and decrease, and the part
of the Holy Spirit in you can increase and decrease. It’s like a car
battery, which has acid and distilled water. What happens if there is
no more acid? The car doesn’t work any more. What happens if the
distilled water is all dried up? The same thing. Then let’s say that the
acid is supposed to take three-quarters of the battery, and the water
one quarter. But if the acid is only a half, and the water is not pro-
portionate with how it is supposed to be, the battery will be very
weak. Then it needs charging, and you put it on charge. That’s how
the Holy Spirit is, and that charging is your prayer and fasting.

(Prophet Korode)

Metaphors of modern transport for spiritual energy vividly convey
the significance of development and control:

#34 To Elder Ojo. The Lord says that he will be blessed in spirit and
naturally . . . There is an aeroplane before him in the New Year.
He should be praying to be able to use it.

(Aladura Brother Oduntan. Vision. 
Watchnight Service 7 November 1970; translation)

#35 And before our Brother Oguntulu, the Lord is asking of a heli-
copter, a train, and trekking, which is going to be faster? Since
the last eight months the helicopter which God has given him to
ride on has been changed to a train. That is slow progress, and
the helicopter was even expected to change into an aeroplane. In
spite of all this trouble, God is still wanting to help him. But he
must be very prayerful that the train is not changed to trekking.

(Elder Oterunbi. Vision. 
Watchnight Service 9 January 1971; translation)27

Otherwise, as Oguntulu’s vision warns, power diminishes, and the
driver of a potentially powerful vehicle may find himself plodding
along on foot. But these visions do not only address the necessity of
control, they stress its potential: the possibilities inherent in handling
power, the partnership between vehicle and owner, the exhilaration of
successful mastery.28 This is a different message from the threat of
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dwindling efficacy (#31, 32, 33), or insistence on the process of
prayer, fasting, and patience. It emphasizes the reward as much as the
obligation of spiritual development:

#36 At the beginning of the service, I saw people riding motor cycle,
very powerful riders . . . They are so fast, it is just as if they are
flying in an aeroplane, and they were sent today to bring the
power of God into the fold.

(Aladura Brother Babatunde. Vision. 
Watchnight Service 9 January 1971)

In Western Nigeria of the 1960s, mechanized modes of transport
were major symbols of modernity, whether of the nation boasting con-
temporary systems of communication, or of individuals proving their
economic success. Such images stress the speed and force of spiritual
energy, its capacity to defy gravity that grounds most objects to the
earth, to supersede the laws of nature. It is volatile, dynamic, suited to
the change and movement of members’ lives. Metaphors from modern
technology, such as the image of electricity itself, address the possibility
of human control of the environment through means of the Spirit, and
the competence of spiritual power in a changing world.

Secrecy and Disclosure

Metaphors of modern transportation are devoid of ritual reference and
depend on contemporary experience. For Aladura of the worker-student
generation, this experience was one of dramatic social change, whether
of the colonial encounter, urban migration, or voluntary exile over-
seas. Common to all of these was confrontation with the oyinbo,
the European, and with the economic and political dominance of
the colonizers. Comparisons, in the early days, were invidious. The
unseen power of indigenous medicine was said to transport through
space, or enable communication across distance; yet here were visible
machines that produced the same result. It may well be that conclu-
sions were drawn about the spiritual secrets behind their power.29

Secrecy is a subject that much concerns the Yoruba; what is hidden,
safeguarded from the common gaze and from the potential pollution
that would dilute its strength is considered intrinsically more power-
ful than that which is open and revealed. Part of the potency of spiri-
tually charged symbols, be they from the indigenous or Christian
repertoire, is the hidden, enclosed quality of the power they contain.
The ritual specialists in divination and esoteric knowledge are known
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as babalawo, “father of mysteries” or “father of the secret things.”
Hence the potential attraction to Aladura of occult literature such as
The Original Key to the Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses or The Greater
Key of Solomon, books that are believed to have been taken out of the
Bible—some say by the missionaries—because of the contact with
supernatural powers they provide (see chapter 8, pp. 197–8)

The image of the key in these titles refers to closure, concealment,
to personal, privileged access to something desired. The key is not a
familiar metaphor in indigenous ritual texts or iconography, for keys
were not in common use in precolonial Western Nigeria. But once
introduced, padlocks became incorporated into the practice of juju,
especially in matters of sexual fidelity. In secular daily life it always
struck me how often church members in London kept the doors of
their rooms locked even in their own house, especially if there were
other tenants, protecting themselves against intrusion upon their space
and belongings, or into details of their closely guarded personal lives.
Even if the key in visions conjures up something more magnificent
than a small brass Yale, the image still carries meanings of this exclusion
and secrecy.

But the key is also a metaphor for opening and revelation.30 The
occult texts, popularly known as Six and Seven, are condemned by the
C&S, for the church’s emphasis is on the democracy of the Spirit.
There is tension here, between the official line promoting prayer and
spiritual development and the penchant toward the acquisition of eso-
teric formulae. The image mediates between clandestine occultism,
and the popular availability of agbara jmi:

#37 To the leader of the service, and to the executive committee. The
door which I have opened for you, I have given you the key. Why
are you afraid of entering into the house I have provided for
you? . . . The door is the blessing with which I have endowed the
church, and the key is the spiritual power which I have sent down
for the church . . .

(Interpretation by an elder of a brother speaking 
in tongues. Service 21 December 1969)

The key to God’s house also speaks of the passage from paganism to
Christianity, and from orthodoxy to Aladura. Just as the missionaries’
gifts of keys and padlocks signified widening horizons as well as enclo-
sure, so the revelatory key represents the transition from a state of
spiritual immaturity into a new dispensation of power. This access to
the divine is seen to lend the church its authoritative efficacy; Christ’s
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promise to Peter is reiterated in sermon and prayer as relevant to
the C&S:

And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and
whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and
whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.

(Matt. 16:19. Cf. Isa. 22:22 and Rev. 3:2)

The Authority of Power

The message of the supremacy of God’s power over all others is con-
veyed by metaphors of prestige. As a metonym for kingship, the sig-
nificance of the crown in C&S revelation is status and authority:

#38 I saw three crowns before us. We should be very prayerful,
because the Lord says he is going to elevate three people in the
fold between now and 1971, to a very high standard post in life.

(Prophet Aiyegbusi. Vision. 
Watchnight Service 7 November 1970; translation)

The Biblical precedent for this metaphor is vivid. Take, for example,
the Book of Revelation, where the contest between God and Satan is
played out in the familiar visionary idiom. The crown is a central
image, which stands for the power of all adversaries: the mother of
God, in her starry crown, is menaced by Satan, “that great red dragon,
having seven heads . . . and seven crowns upon his head” (12:3).31

The crowned beast of blasphemy, empowered by the Devil, confronts
the “saints” (chap. 13), but the “King of Kings,” the “white horse”
whose “eyes were as a flame of fire” and on whose head “were many
crowns,” claims the ultimate victory (19:11–12, 16). The faithless
who have succumbed to Satan are accordingly attacked in the “bottom-
less pit” by terrifying creatures who were “given power as the scorpions
of the earth have power” (9:2–3), and “on their heads were as it were
crowns like gold” (9:7). The crown is power, and on the head of legiti-
mate authority—even if used to torment—represents the triumph of
God over the deadly forces of evil. “Be thou faithful unto death,” quote
the C&S from Revelations (2:10), “I will give thee a crown of life.”

But it is from the traditional political system that the image has
acquired its richest resonances. Although the scope of indigenous
office is now much restricted, crowns are still made and worn, and
both the nature of kingship and the royal regalia were familiar to
Yoruba in London. In the precolonial era, and still to a certain extent

YORUBA IN DIASPORA102



today, the rulers of Yoruba kingdoms were religious as well temporal
leaders, patrons of local orika cults and ritual societies.

Nowhere is this theme of the interpenetration of political and spiritual
power made more visible than in the beaded crowns (ade) of Yoruba
mba (kings), their elaborate iconography constituting dramatic state-
ments concerning the complexities of royal power.32 As the dominant
image of kingship, these magnificent, colorful structures, with their
bricolage of symbols brimming with power, proclaim the king’s inner
efficacy, and the potency of his office.

Power and Transformation

Another such image is that of the staff or rod (mpa), an item of royal
regalia usually carried in front of the mba or his messengers, represent-
ing his delegated authority. In indigenous ritual, babalawo and onikjgun
wield rods to indicate their God-given powers. In C&S ritual settings,
evangelists, pastors, prophets, and apostles hold short silver staffs or
crooks, made of wood or metal, to represent their power.33

#39 Evangelist Olatunji . . . There are a lot of blessings before you,
because I saw three rods, which can do different things, which is
the Spirit given to you in the service of today.

(Teacher Aiyegbusi. Vision. 
Revival Service 18 May 1969)

Salient among the “different things” effected by the power of these
rods is the capacity to deal with the ungodly powers broken by the rod
of the Almighty34 or defeated by Moses and Aaron’s staff.35

#40 To the leader of the service. I saw you given a certain rod in a
bush-like place . . . This is the power of the Holy Spirit given to
you today.

(Sister Akinwale. Vision. 
Revival Service 18 May 1969)

The “bush” carries associations with dangerous, uncontrolled indige-
nous spirits, which can be countered by the power of the Spirit. So the
familiar words of Psalm 23 assume an aggressive significance in
Aladura discourse: “thy rod and thy staff they comfort me,” not
merely by providing the guidance and support of the Good
Shepherd’s crook, but by defying those ever-present enemies.36 A staff
both supports the feeble and smites down the foe; it attests to the moral
ambiguity of power. This mediation between conflicting attributes,
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the transmutation of negative into positive, the elision of benefit and
harm is present in all spiritual agency. In the indigenous cosmology it
is Eku, the trickster deity who specializes in the moral flexibility inherent
in power, who carries a stick or club.

Eku also specializes in transformations. The power to assume another
form, or effect such a metamorphosis, is a critical part of Yoruba medi-
cine, and lies at the heart of the witchcraft complex. Yoruba mythology
is full of stories of transmutations.37 This transformative power of the
rod is a salient theme in C&S discourse. Not only did that of Moses
and Aaron work many “signs” of turning one thing into another, but
the rod itself changed into a serpent when cast onto the ground.38

When C&S elders dip their staff into water, it is transformed into a
power-charged substance. By the transference of a portion of God’s
power, the material is invested with spirituality.

Many C&S members accepted the possibility of physical metamor-
phosis, claiming to have witnessed men turning into animals, or
recounting anecdotes that circulated in their childhood. Later they
came to see this display of power as unchristian juju, which smacked
of witchcraft. But on a spiritual level, transformation is of great signif-
icance to the C&S. As Christians, Jesus’s death on the cross is recast
as everlasting life; as Aladura, the limitations of human consciousness
are superseded by prophetic spiritual awareness, and the mortal
visioner is transformed into a mouthpiece of God. The possession
priests of the orika, Ogun and Sango, have ritual staffs; in the Old
Testament, Jonathan’s rod enabled him to see visions;39 the rods carried
by C&S apostles and prophets signify their ability to surrender their
own personae to the Spirit, and to replace earthly sight with “the
spiritual eye.” Even if an apostle does not become possessed, his silver
rod refers to the transformative power of effective prayer, which can
convert danger into blessings, and enable the change of fortune that
every member desires.

Reification of the Unseen

But the rod does not only speak of power or act as a convector, it
embodies it. So also the crown: hidden inside royal headdresses are
powerful medicines; incantations accompany the preparation of
crown and staff for use. These objects both indicate power and
contain it. Through the appropriate ritual, they are transformed into
inherently powerful objects: spiritual energy given physical form. The
crown can thus render the king inviolable, but pointed in anger at an
opponent it becomes a lethal weapon.
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This transformation addresses an apparent paradox in the nature of
spiritual power itself. Although intangible, power is not just a vague,
freefloating essence. It is also reified, a “thing” to be transferred from
one person to another. Take this passage from a contemporary short
story concerning an itinerant Prophet, Lucky, whose bizarre behavior
provoked a church congregation to eject him from a service:

Lucky screamed at them! He bubbled with power, it was frothing out
of his mouth. He cursed them!

(Osofisan 1991: 24)

It is not only his words that are intrinsically powerful; Lucky him-
self is overflowing with the substance of power. Apter describes the
sacred calabash of the goddess Yemoja, “heavy” with her akj (1992:
105). Moses transmitted his spirit to Joshua;40 Elijah empowered
Elisha by bequeathing him his jmi, his spiritual power:41

#41 The Lord says that he will talk to you in a proverbial way. There
once was a king who was planning to go on a long journey, but
he fell ill, and called the doctor. When he came, the doctor said
that he would cure the king, but only if the king gave him his
crown. Secondly, the Lord said that there was once a young girl
going to her husband. But she too fell sick. The doctor told her
he would cure her in exchange for her golden ring. Thirdly, an
Apostle of God became sick, and the doctor said, “I will cure you
if you give me your spiritual power.”

If the three of them have faith in God, the healing power can
come from God. The king, bride and apostle are the members of
the C&S. If they have no faith and don’t believe, they will sell
their talents to the enemy. But God has promised not to take
away their power, the crown, and the ring, if they turn to him.

(Summary of the English translation of a 
vision read out to the congregation. 

Service 20 April 1969)

In this vision, the doctor (i.e., an onikjgun, skilled in indigenous med-
icine, for C&S do not oppose biomedicine) is demanding that C&S
members hand over their spiritual power in some Faustian pact. This
theme is reiterated in the Biblical text often cited by C&S, in which
Simon, “who was a witchcraft, and used evil power” (Sermon 4
January 1970) solicited the evidently superior spirit of Apostle Peter
in Acts 8:9–24. Peter rejected the idea that “the gift of God” may be
purchased with money (v. 20), “for thy heart is not right in the sight of
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God” (v. 21), so counterpoising the material transaction of juju with
the ethical qualifications necessary for the Holy Spirit. But this is a
matter of the morality now associated by Aladura with spiritual power,
rather than a shift in the nature of power itself. Like electricity, power
is a process, a current, not an entity. Yet Morton-Williams (1964:
250) has described medicines, made with the help of the orika, as
“storage cells” of the deities’ power. To pursue the electrical meta-image,
Yoruba ritual symbols, whether traditional or Aladura, are likened by
elders to “batteries,” receptacles of power, which generate access to
refractions of God’s spiritual energy. C&S discourse reveals that invis-
ible power still may be conceived of as something almost tangible,
which may be illicitly traded as well as legitimately acquired. It can be
both contained and stored in sacralized ritual objects, words, and ges-
tures. In turn, these vessels of power contain the capacity for generating
further power, or releasing the vitality latent in other creatures and
things.

There remains the question of how both sentient and nonsentient
beings become infused with power: does the whole universe pulsate with
innate energy, or are the mechanics of empowerment more precise?

#42 Some people believe that in any existing thing there is a force
behind it. The Bible explains that God has created things, and if
the things created have force, then other things will have force.
Human beings were created last, therefore they have superior
force. Water is having its spirit, so is stone, because it is created.
Leaves and plants too, they were created; they have their own
power, so can be used for so many things.

(Prophet Korode)

This understanding of Genesis 1 accords with indigenous meta-
physics, whereby the elements, animals, plants, and human beings are
empowered by creation. These are categories “wherein there is life”
(ti ike alaye) (Gen. 1:30) and therefore power. As to other nonsentient
material, C&S elders tend to echo tradition in emphasizing spiritual
agency rather than innate energy:42 things become empowered
through deities and spirits either on the volition of these entities, or
because they are ritually summoned to do so: “An object has power
because a god has come in after someone has dedicated it,” said Pastor
Tomori:

#43 Look at fire burning! You know that normally it will burn you.
Why? Because there is a spirit in it forcing it out, a spirit control-
ling it. But if you are powerful and you know how, you can call
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the name of the spirit to quench it without water. So with a gun,
you can ask the spirit to stand still and it will stop the bullets, or
they will come out and not hurt you, like turning to water. You
do this by calling on Ogun, the god of iron, you call on this spirit.
This does not mean that gun has spirit, but that there is a spirit
guiding it. It has got spirit from where the force is coming from,
and you have to know the way to call it and get it to act.

To render items ritually significant, God must thus be requested to
energize objects that are “dead,” or whose level of power is low (#33).
This is achieved through “dedication,” prayer for “sanctification,” or
“consecration,” all referring to the process of empowering with
agbara jmi mimm:

#44 The Spirit of God will only descend in a clean place, so you have
to consecrate a new prayer gown, for example, against the evil
spirits to make it clean. Then God will move near, and the power
will be greater than ordinary if you do this. Consecration makes
things clean, and clean means power. A consecrated prayer gown
is powerful because power is now inside it.

(Prophet Korode 10 May 1970)

The Yoruba term mimm means both clean and holy, as in the Biblical
concept of ritual purity. Once consecrated, the white garment
becomes a vehicle for the Holy Spirit, transformed into armor against
evil forces, while attracting the angels “who will help you all along,”
aiding the efficacy of prayer. Elders point out that “it is not the dress
itself which is powerful, but the spirits which are called up.” The aver-
age member will not distinguish between inherent vitality, or the
greater access to the Holy Spirit, which the white uniform affords;
what matters is that a blessed gown is “very useful.” But in C&S
orthodoxy, consecration is a critical process; it animates ritual speech
with performative power and imbues people, places, and ritual sym-
bols with spiritual energy.

The Power of Precedent

The metaphors representing spiritual power draw on both Yoruba and
Biblical traditions, fusing concepts of akj and agbara to forge an
Aladura understanding—Christian, but invested with culturally famil-
iar meaning. References to the past also exemplify the particular impor-
tance that Yoruba place on precedent. Saint Peter’s power, for
example, is mentioned in visions, not just for rhetorical effect, but
because it is seen as a model for Aladura empowerment. The “wonders

DYNAMIC METAPHORS OF SPIRITUAL POWER 107



as of old” in the Sunday School text (#1) are recalled not only to
provide specific Christian legitimation for C&S practice, but as historic
precedents for the power of contemporary prayer. Just as electronic
formulae, once proven, will produce standard results, given similar
conditions, so the efficacy of prayer is ensured by previous success. This
concern with case history, as elders often call it, runs through indige-
nous culture; in their itan, their oral histories, Yoruba constantly bring
the past into the present in order to create the future.

The significance of precedent is legitimated by revelation:

#45 God is providing more for the barren women . . . As I have gone
to Sarah, and fulfilled my promise to Hannah, so I am in your
presence today.

(Aladura Brother Babatunde. 
Vision. Service, 18 January 1970)

#46 As my word (prevailed) over the enemies of old, so is my word
today . . .

(Aladura Brother Adeoye. 
Vision. Service, 2 November 1969)

#47 When I called Peter, I told him to leave everything he’s got and
follow me, and I will give him everything back . . .[So] don’t
worry about exam more than your God.

(Teacher Korode. Vision. 
Revival Service, 1 February 1970)

These visions remind the congregation of God’s former blessings;
prayers remind both members and their God of previous events. Thus
prayers begin “Lord God of Abraham, Lord God of Jacob, Lord God
of Isaac . . . ,” the names providing metonymies for particular displays
of power. Or they refer to the miraculous days of the early C&S: “O
God of St Moses Orimolade Tunolashe . . .” References to Old
Testament characters, as in the Watchnight consecration prayer
(chapter 4, pp. 63–4) are scattered through supplication:

#48 . . . the type of spirit which you gave to Moses [Elijah/Joshua/
Samuel/Isaiah . . .] come and descend it in our midst . . .

#49 O Heavenly Father, Daniel knelt down before thee and he said,
“What will the king ask me?” You did not allow him to
fall . . . Here we are, the Cherubim and Seraphim. We are all stu-
dents, we are kneeling down today that when we shall be sleeping
tonight, teach us what the examiners will ask us; as Daniel stood
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before the king and he was able to foretell, and the thing came to
pass . . .

(Service 1 June 1969)

The Gospels also provide precedents: in a prayer during Lent, God
was reminded that the power given to Jesus after his 40-day fast was
so great that even the crucifixion “had no effect on you.” This principle
of precedent lies behind the use of psalms and portions of the Bible in
prayer for particular circumstances: “You know that somebody has
spoken it and has got the answer,” said the pastor. He quoted the
story of David and Saul (1 Sam. 24) as relevant to the betrayal of
friendship, and commented:

#50 You know that prayer is just like a law, like a certain legal history,
then you’ve got to cite the history, and the government will give
you the day. You have to remind the angels that this is the same
thing as this man is doing to you, and that the same judgement
must be served. Then you will see the effect—just like that!

In indigenous ritual too, the gods are reminded of past instances of
their powers. For the preparation of oogun, incantations (mfm) cite the
proven efficacy of the ingredients in order to activate their vitality. Ifa
divination depends on the quotation of oral literature featuring a
precedent for the client’s predicament (see chapter 8). The parallels
between mfm and a prayer charged with historical precedent and praise
names are not lost on C&S elders. They explain that by prevailing
upon the controlling spirit to act as in the past, ritual efficacy is
increased in both instances, for the principles upon which the electrical
force of spiritual power remain substantially the same.

Despite the apparent simplicity of C&S images for this vitality, they
represent a complex concept, full of ambiguity and contradiction.
Binary expression is intrinsic to the Yoruba language, and so with the
tropes it employs; metaphor can both convey disparate meanings
simultaneously and mediate between apparently irreconcilable ele-
ments. Spiritual power is associated with the sacred and the secular;
divine supremacy and individual agency; secrecy and revelation;
knowledge and faith; male potency and female spiritual energies; his-
torical depth with contemporary immediacy. It signifies good and
bad, life and death, danger and security. It is at once elusive and defin-
able, intangible and capable of being transmitted and contained.
Power is God-given, “natural,” yet must be developed and controlled
for human use. For power is never static; it is concerned with
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movement, transformation, sliding between interpretations and mean-
ings. Revelation and prophecy convey multilayered messages on these
meanings beyond that of their manifest content. They communicate
aspects of this central Aladura concern on the conscious or uncon-
scious level of understanding to which metaphor can speak.
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Chapter 6

Experiencing Power: Possession 

by the Holy Spirit

Although the ritual texts of prayers and visions communicate the
concept of spiritual power, it is not words alone that convince the
members of C&S of the reality of the Spirit and of its multiple meanings.
It is when the power of the Holy Spirit possesses the bodies of the
spiritualists that these understandings are underscored by personal
experience. Although much has been written on spirit possession in
small-scale societies, this has rarely been related to the study of the
Spirit in AICs or Pentecostal churches. The case of Aladura, emerging
from a Yoruba ritual tradition into Christian monotheism, invites
comparisons. It also suggests connections between developments in
the conception of the possessing power, and of individuals’ experience
of their changing society.

The Watchnight Service

Six o’clock on a Saturday evening. The pews in the Earlham Grove
Church Hall have been pushed back, leaving an empty expanse of lino
for the free movement of the Spirit. All services, all prayers, provide an
opportunity for a spiritualist (jljmi) to experience possession by the
Holy Spirit—but tonight is a Watchnight, a service set apart from the
mundane activities of daylight hours and devoted to the descent of
spiritual power and revelation from God.1

Singing, we process somewhat raggedly into the hall, the sisters
arranging themselves in lines on the left-hand side, the brothers on
the right. So far there are only 60 members present, but more will
arrive during the next hour until there are some 50 women and 55 men
in the congregation. The senior elders—three apostles, three prophets,



and three evangelists—bring up the rear, to stand in front of the altar
platform. Lastly come two elder brothers, the first carrying a large
wooden cross. He is followed by the leader of the service, Elder Bayo
Oterunbi, a stocky man in his mid-thirties, now completing the final
stage of his accountancy course. Watchnight service leaders are not
invariably spiritualists themselves, any more than are senior elders—
two of the apostles and one of the evangelists do not become pos-
sessed. But Oterunbi’s father is a C&S apostle in Nigeria, so he
himself has been a member “right from home,” where he first experi-
enced the Spirit; now he is a prominent visioner in the church. He
faces the altar and recites Psalm 24 three times. We all join in the third
time round:

Lift up your heads, O ye gates; and be ye lift up, ye everlasting doors;
and the King of Glory shall come in. Who is this King of Glory? The
Lord strong and mighty, the Lord mighty in battle.

(Vv. 7–8)

The man responsible for conducting the service, in which the 
all-powerful “King of Glory” will enter into the receptive bodies of
spiritualists, needs strengthening himself: Oterunbi kneels as three of
the senior elders pray for him. He then stands and turns to face the
congregation to pray with Psalm 101, verse 7, for all the “visioners
and dreamers.” The former are few, perhaps a tenth of the congregation,
even though two or three times that number will show signs of pos-
session. But any active member can credibly claim the power of
dreams (ala), and all kneel as they are warned against concocting false
revelations:

He that worketh deceit shall not dwell within my house: he that telleth
lies shall not tarry in my sight.

Oterunbi takes the cross, mounts the platform, and lights the seven
candles on the altar, while an elder calls out the lines of the next
hymn. “Clap your hands,” shouts the Spiritual Leader, Apostle
Abidoye. “Clap! This is very essential for falling in Spirit!” Lady
Leader Tomori turns to face the women, clapping enthusiastically,
with particular encouragement to the “spiritual” ladies. The clapping
intensifies; bare feet slap the floor as the white-robed members stamp
and jump. There is no organ or drumming in Watchnights, but
Evangelist Somefun, a young and popular visioner, beats out the
rhythm with the clapper of the handbell. Elder Olusanya, a small,
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sedate man in his fifties, who has settled in England as a practicing GP,
wafts incense around the hall and over the congregation to expel evil
spirits and open the way for the protective power of the Almighty.

Already power is making its appearance. An elder sister, oblivious
to her surroundings, is clapping and dancing to her own rhythms;2

several heads are shaking, bodies trembling as spiritualists move into
another consciousness. Oterunbi continues with the readings: Psalm
51 for “Forgiveness of Sins,” which could obstruct the descent of the
Spirit, while Isaiah 6 summons a purifying power in preparation for
prophecy:

Then flew one of the seraphims unto me, having a live coal in his hand,
which he had taken with the tongs from off the altar: And he laid it
upon my mouth, and said, Lo, this hath touched thy lips; and thine
iniquity is taken away, and thy sin purged.

(Vv. 6–7)

Psalm 60 again celebrates defeat over enemies. Oterunbi then prays
for forgiveness. His prayer is punctuated by brief bursts of
“tongues” as the Spirit takes control of his speech.3 The collective
recitation of the Lord’s Prayer in English that follows, locates the
C&S within the Christian tradition. But the concluding Yoruba
prayer, known as the “Seal,” betrays the performative Aladura gloss
on “the power and the glory” of “Our Father.” A prophet translated
it as follows:

The seal (akj) you have given to fire, that is how fire burns so bright;
the seal (akj) you gave to the sun—it shines above everything on earth.
Come and give this type of seal (akj) to our prayer . . .

It is now seven o’clock. We all stand as the next hymn, for
“concentration,” is announced. The familiar Anglican tune is sung in
slow harmony: “Mimm, mimm, mimm, Olodumare,” “Holy, Holy, Holy,
Lord God Almighty.” The churchwarden carries clinking bottles of
water up to the altar to be blessed, and so become imbued with the
power generated throughout the service. Babies are rearranged on
different laps, more members arrive. But the hymn deflects from these
distractions, and encourages the incipient sweep of the Spirit through
the congregation. As we then settle on the floor, some remain
unaware that the hymn has ended, and continue to sing in tuneless
Spirit. Prophet Korode, lean with fasting, remains standing before the
altar platform, arms swinging, eyes shut.
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Oterunbi, containing his own trance, continues to read chapter 4 of
the Book of Revelation, recalling the prophetic purpose of possession:

After this I looked, and, behold, a door was opened in heaven: and the
first voice which I heard was as it were of a trumpet talking with me;
which said, Come up hither, and I will shew thee things which must be
hereafter. And immediately I was in the spirit . . .

(Rev. 4:1–2)

Next comes a long prayer for consecration, thick with references to
Biblical figures displaying spiritual strengths now similarly sought
from God, the origin of prophetic and performative power.4

Throughout the prayers and readings, the members murmur their
response: “Mimm,” “Amin,” rubbing their hands together or raising
them in supplication. Individual involvement gives way once more to
collective participation in the thanksgiving hymn that follows. The
message is familiar: the strength and power (agbara at’ipa) that
comes from God, which now shows itself again in the bodies of the
members. By this time the hall is hot and full. Several sisters have
fallen in trance, the babble of their voices rising above the singing, and
drowning the beginning of the Yoruba thanksgiving prayer:

. . . We thank God, because you appear to be in our midst, and are staying
in the service with us . . . Since we started the service, we felt your
presence in our midst. O Heavenly Father, accept our thanks . . .

Evangelist Ogundele voices the congregation’s fears of illness,
infertility, miscarriage, madness, failure, and death dealt out by the
“hands of the enemies,” thanking God for his protection. The Spirit
quietens once more; an elder sister’s shouting gives way to a gentle
dove-like cooing, while six other women remain standing silently,
arms swinging, lost in the world of Spirit. A male elder is gently chant-
ing in tongues; occasionally Ogundele’s prayer is interrupted by his
own trembling, and brief syllables of glossolalia: “Wahalaa, whahalala.”
Bayo Oterunbi dances from one foot to the other in front of the altar,
praying softly in trance.

But the “spiritual temperature,” as members say, is set to rise with
the next part of the service: the three Yoruba spiritual songs. The har-
mony swells, the rhythms become more insistent with clapping and
stamping. A circle of men forms around the small, bespectacled figure
of Elder Ojo, a long-standing law student, swaying in the Spirit,
together with two other brothers. They dance frenziedly, their clapping
growing louder and faster. Ogundele drops to the floor, and remains
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there, shaking. Around me, women are becoming possessed. Aladura
Sister Opayinka’s broad body twists violently. Shrieking, she shunts back-
ward over to the men’s side of the hall, a sister on either side to support
her. She proves too much for them; falling flat on her back, she brings
them both toppling down with her in a heap on the floor. A couple of sisters
next to me smile, but others do not notice, hearing the hymns and their
own cries distantly through their trance, separated from reality by the
Spirit. The majority who remain unpossessed are nevertheless immersed
in the experience; swaying and dancing, they seem to embody C&S con-
fidence in the vitality of the Spirit; they praise the creativity of God’s
power, his protection against evil forces, victory over enemies, the place
of C&S among those iconic Biblical characters who won through with
the aid of the Almighty. They sing of God’s vengeance against the faith-
less compared with the blessings for those who “hold fast.”

The noise is now deafening; the cacophony of entranced voices
continues when the singing stops. “Jeeesuss!” a sister hisses; her
neighbor grabs her baby from her arms and wrestles to keep her slip-
ping veil in place. Another woman is attempting to cover the legs of a
prostrate sister with her prayer gown. Two or three men sit with legs
outstretched, trembling and muttering. Prophet Aiyegbusi, attempt-
ing the first of three prayers for spiritual power, shouts above the cries
of women and the deeper groans of men. Elder Sister Adeoye follows,
a slight, lively, young woman, president of Esther Band. The third
prayerist, Prophet Ayorinde, a large, rotund man, who is soon to
return home as a qualified surveyor, repeats requests for spiritual
power, in English, at the top of his voice.

During the prayers, Prophet Korode remains in Spirit, but now he
regains consciousness sufficiently to join Prophet Ayorinde and
Evangelist Somefun in calming the congregation so that any vision
(iran) seen in the service can be revealed coherently. Spiritual Leader
Apostle Abidoye calls to the elders to pray for members shouting in
the Spirit so that they either speak out, be silent, or be taken out of the
hall. Korode goes over to quieten a shrieking sister, praying intensely
in Yoruba:5

Father, come and open her spiritual mouth if there is any message you
want to send through her. If not, then let her stop. May Satan (Jmi
Eku) not cause obstacle in her way. Come and speak through the mouth
of thy elected. Accept my prayer.

She falls to her knees, muttering quietly. Meanwhile, Tomori and
Ayorinde direct Lady Leader Awojobi, one of the most senior women
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in the church, to restore order amongst the rest of the women. She
goes first to Elder Sister Somefun, the evangelist’s African-Caribbean
wife, who is heavily pregnant; the Spirit had flung her to the floor
some while ago. Two elder sisters are told to attend to another flailing
sister; one places a Bible against her back and prays for “release.”
Immediately, she quietens. Another entranced young woman, not
a regular member of the congregation, is speaking softly in Yoruba;
a sister is directed to borrow my notebook to record what she is saying:
“The peace of God like a flowing stream be with you.” Ayorinde is
also listening to Sister Elugbaiye, a recent spiritualist, who cannot
make herself heard above the din. The official order of precedence in
vision reporting during services and prayers gives first place to junior
sisters like her, and concludes with the most senior male apostle. But
this is adhered to more strictly in Sunday services, where the less expe-
rienced have a greater chance to speak. In Watchnight, the urgent
Spirit of more established visioners is given space to override set order.

Korode now moves over to Aladura Brother Dele Faleti, a young
photography student who had joined the C&S in London. Faleti is
speaking in tongues; Korode, as a senior spiritualist, also uses glosso-
lalia “to cut off his tongues.” By using tongues himself, he later
explained, he could both speak directly to God, and bring Faleti’s
voice under his spiritual control. He also hoped to avoid members’
resentment or “embarrassment” at hearing Faleti brought to a halt.
Although he judges Dele’s spirit to be genuine, time is limited, and
there is a priority in Ogundele, who was already an experienced
visioner before coming to this country. Korode “respects his spirit
very much.” Ogundele still lies shaking on the floor, singing in
tongues; Korode stands near him, answering him in chanted tongues,
this time to “keep him going,” Korode later explained, until the
commotion subsides sufficiently for him to speak.

This takes some 20 minutes. Gradually, the clamor dies down, the
sounds of Spirit fading to a murmur, as members settle on the floor.
Abidoye and Tomori loll against the platform, some members are
deep in private prayer, some reading the Bible or listening quietly,
others are attending to their children, some seem to be asleep.
Oterunbi’s loud singing becomes soft, then ceases, as he bounces gen-
tly from foot to foot in front of the altar. Korode and Ogundele’s
chanting now takes center stage. With sweat pouring down his face,
Korode strides firmly up and down, waving his staff with authority.
The occasional thrust of his arms, and intermittent chuckling laugh
betray a closeness to the Spirit, but he is in control both of himself and
of Ogundele.
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“Wasahaa, wasahalaa.” When Korode stops singing, Ogundele
picks up the chant, setting his syllables to a few repeated notes. He
pauses; Korode, “inspired through the Spirit” and speaking in a loud,
clear voice, “interprets” the meaning of the coded messages from God
coming through Ogundele to the congregation. He then begins to
chant once more, until the evangelist resumes. For 40 minutes this
harmonious counterpoint continues. Sometimes their chanting voices
overlap, sometimes they are sequential, weaving together in a web of
sound. Never are they discordant, each taking over from the other in
a melodic spiritual dialogue, smooth and carefully controlled. At one
point, the message comes as a C&S chorus; at another, Korode
temporarily departs from Ogundele’s script to start up a song.
The members’ attention is immediately refocused through their
participation, and the Spirit, never distant, ripples though the hall.

Ogundele has now been in Spirit for over two hours, so Korode
decides to bring the exchange to a close. He stops and kneels with his
head to the ground, the Spirit now shaking his body and forcing
laughter from his throat. Ogundele immediately falls silent, remaining
trembling on the floor until rising to his knees a few minutes later.

As if on cue, Bayo Oterunbi’s voice now takes up the chant. Still
slowly dancing in the Spirit, he starts to sing in tongues, interpreting the
messages for himself in Yoruba. For half an hour he continues, but when,
in the oblivion of the Spirit, his slow shifting dance takes him perilously
close to the edge of the platform, Korode rises, touches him on the
shoulder with his staff. “El Satulah!” (God who gives release). Using
several other Holy Names of God “given” to him at that moment, he
prays for the Spirit to leave Oterunbi. The effect is instantaneous.

Now it is the turn of the sisters, who should have been the first to
speak, but although several women have shown signs of Spirit during
the visions only one rises to her feet, reciting her messages in a quiet
voice. Aladura Brother Babatunde, who follows, walks around the hall
to reveal the visions he has seen. He is followed by Elder Adejare, a
balding man in his forties who is the church organist and choirmaster.
During Sunday services, if a prolonged chord obliterates the singing,
this will be because Adejare has fallen into Spirit at the organ. Still
lightly possessed now, he speaks jerkily in Yoruba, the sentences
punctuated by throaty gasps.

A man at the back I do not recognize then stands up; the handbell
cuts him off. “We do not generally allow you to say vision without first
knowing or introducing yourself,” says the Spiritual Leader in English.
“We do not deny that your vision is correct, and you can write it down.
May God be with you.” A paper and pencil is passed to him.
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Next comes Evangelist Somefun. He, too, parades around the
church, waving his staff. The level of Somefun’s dissociation is only
ever betrayed by closed eyes, a few grunts, and rapid Yoruba speech;
as trance recedes, he speaks in English. When he stops, he prostrates
himself on the ground. Korode speaks next, in English, reporting
those visions just shown to him that he considers important, that is,
that require congregational prayer. Lastly comes Apostle Ayorinde,
who gabbles his way through a string of visions, shouting loudly in
English with accelerating speed. “Oh my God!” exclaims the Spiritual
Leader quietly when Ayorinde finishes; everyone bursts out laughing.
“Halleluiah!” calls out Abidoye, to show that no offence was meant.

Others will have seen visions, but, at 10.30 pm, time is running
short. Visioners tell you that God will ensure that significant messages
will “come out” through another speaker; if not, these will be noted
and handed to the elders or to the individual concerned. As it is, all
messages that clearly need congregational prayer have been written
down by Elder Ajayi, the vision recorder. In English, he now summa-
rizes these, and the members raise their voice together in spontaneous
supplication. The remaining visions are quickly “covered in prayer” by
an elder. Time also truncates the remaining program of hymns,
psalms, and prayers, but not the sense of satisfaction with which the
service ends. With Somefun at the handbell, laughing members dance
and clap for the final hymn. Ojo is still in the middle of the stamping
circle, jumping high off the ground, but now the Spirit has departed.
A few minutes for silent prayer, the Grace said by Abidoye, and the
clamor of the Spirit is converted into the sense of calm that members
tell me they take with them into the night.

Possession in Popular and 

Ethnographic Discourse

The commotion of hissing and shrieking, the violent movement of
white-robed bodies, the heat, the smell of incense mingled with
sweat—all of this has no part in the staid worship of the Methodist or
Anglican services that many members had left behind. But for C&S
members themselves, possession is not remarkable; it is part of the
routine, pragmatic work of the church. The Spirit was greeted in the
Watchnight service not with gravity, but with enthusiasm, pleasure,
and even—as with Abidoye’s reaction to Ayorinde’s fervor—with
amusement. When joking together in private, groups of women,
including spiritualists themselves, may mimic the trance behavior of male
elders, jerking their arms forward with spasmodic grunts, shaking
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their shoulders and hissing through clenched teeth. Although “mockery
of spiritualists” is condemned by vision and frowned upon officially,
women find this imitation of men’s possession-styles hilarious.
Possession is fundamental to the practice of the C&S, but significance
and humor are not mutually exclusive.

To the British gaze, however, especially two or three decades ago,
possession seemed strange, both alien and exotic, and therefore fasci-
nating. In 1971, the BBC filmed a documentary on the C&S.6 The
whole of Earlham Grove church was draped with lights and trailing
cables, but the coverage of the service was highly selective. Ignoring
the Leader’s carefully constructed sermon, or the prosaic prayers, the
cameras focused on the Spirit; they moved close to the female pews as
sisters began to shake, and negotiated the crowded congregation for
shots of elders contorted by possession. But by the time the visioners
came to demonstrate the real significance of the Spirit through their
revelations, the film crew had packed up and left. The C&S them-
selves were delighted with the program; their presence in British
society had received some recognition, and their church accorded
some publicity. But as there was no attempt to provide a social or
ritual context for the proceedings or to explore the meaning, possession
was fundamentally misrepresented. It was implicitly used to portray the
otherness of African ritual, reinforcing stereotypes of erotic black
physicality through images of trance.7

This interpretive slant by the media had, perhaps, as much to do
with ignorance as bad faith. Trance is not intrinsic to mainstream
Western culture, and images of possession are unfamiliar. In the
1970s, altered states of consciousness were popularly identified with
minority, largely secular, activities, such as the counterculture’s use of
drugs, or abreactive forms of therapy treating an “alternative” clientele.
Contemporary footage of audience reaction at rock concerts, such as
“Beatlemania,” suggests that teenage fans would also work themselves
into a dissociative state. Religious trance was part of marginalized
churches in terms of ethnicity, social class, and orthodox religion; it
was practiced by West Indian Pentecostals8 and white proletarian
groups, such as the Elim Foursquare Gospel Church,9 but was not
found in the major denominations.

Even in anthropology, spirit possession had hitherto suffered a bad
press. Since Oesterreich’s 1930 study (Possession, Demoniacal and
Other, among Primitive Races, in Antiquity, the Middle Ages and in
Modern Times) it was often associated with abnormal psychology: as
late as 1972, Weston La Barre could write: “. . . as individuals,
prophets and shamans run the full gamut from self-convinced and
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sincere psychotics to epileptics and suggestible hysterics, and from
calculating psychopaths . . . to plodding naifs only following the cultural
ropes” (319). But the pathologizing of trance was dealt a serious blow
by Erika Bourguignon, a pioneer in the anthropology of spirit
possession, who showed that trance is found in the great majority of
human societies, and that dissociation is a genetically inherited capa-
bility of all human beings (1968, 1976). Given these findings, it is
remarkable that there have been far fewer efforts to account for the
absence of trance in Western industrialized societies than to explain its
common occurrence elsewhere. But at least the irrelevance of mental ill-
ness as an explanation of trance—even if it appears among conditions
that possession may be used to treat—was endorsed by the majority of
subsequent ethnographies of possession.10 Indeed, the pendulum has
now swung toward suggesting the positive, cathartic effects of dissociative
states.11

The positive reevaluation of trance coincides with trends in con-
temporary British culture. The New Age interest in spiritual power,
mentioned above, seeks to recapture capacities for direct spiritual
experience seemingly suppressed by the rational positivism of Western
discourse. This quest for individual expression has seeped into main-
stream denominations, desperate for revitalization, through charismatic
movements of the 1990s such as the “Toronto Blessing,”12 or the
Anglican “Nine O’clock Service.”13 In academia, the serious study of
spirit possession was stimulated by Beattie and Middleton’s classic
collection Spirit Mediumship and Society in Africa (1969a), and Ioan
Lewis’s studies (1966, 1967) culminating in his Ecstatic Religion
(1971), all of which suggest the positive sociological functions of pos-
session. But it is in the last two decades that a burgeoning literature
on the subject has produced a number of significant monographs,
such as Lambek’s work on Mayotte in the Comoro Islands (1981),
Boddy’s study of zar cults in northern Sudan (1989), and Danforth
on the Anastenaria in Greece (1989), which move on from functional
studies to focus on the meaning of possession for individuals and the
community.

At the same time, charismatic Christianity, too, has begun to
receive academic attention,14 yet overviews of possession ethnogra-
phy, such as those by Crapanzano (1977), Lambek (1989), and
Boddy (1994), hardly mention it. It is here that the study of inde-
pendent churches and indigenous Christianities such as the C&S can
serve to bring together the understandings of possession derived from
studies of both Christian and non-Christian communities, and take
forward the analysis of the phenomenon of trance.
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Trance, Possession, and the Spirit

If C&S trance is to be located in a cross-cultural perspective, it is essential
to establish a common vocabulary. There are two main questions to be
considered: first, whether we are comparing a similar psychobiological
state in different contexts; and second, how far the meaning that
Aladura assign to trance coincides with other cultural interpretations.

The phenomenon of trance is but one of a range of altered states of
consciousness, such as those reached in dreaming or hypnosis,
achieved in meditation, or induced by drugs. As such, these assorted
experiences are sometimes lumped together under the generic term
trance.15 Goodman (1988), however, has convincingly argued that
“ecstasy,” or ritual trance, as cross-culturally observed, is a particular
psychophysical state involving distinct neurobiological patterns.
Lambek (1989: 47), on the other hand, argues that there is no defin-
able biological core of this state, which is thus as much a cultural
phenomenon as the emic explanation for dissociation. But the
accounts of trance in the great swathe of literature on spirit posses-
sion, despite culturally determined variations in behavior, agree so
closely on fundamental characteristics that I would argue that we can
safely use trance as an identifiable phenomenon for the purpose of
comparative analysis of possession. This departs from Aladura termi-
nology. C&S do not use the word trance (iranran) consistently:
whereas some members equate trance with “being in Spirit,” others
identify this as a quiet, semiconscious state such as that reached during
prayer, or in the liminal space that lies between sleep and wakefulness
or even while day-dreaming at work. They tend to refer to dissociation
by the force that is thought to have produced it: the Spirit. But since
I wish to situate Aladura practice in the developing study of spirit
possession, I shall follow anthropological convention.

Ritual trance, then, may be defined as a state of dissociation where
normal consciousness is wholly or partially suspended and the subject
experiences disengagement from ordinary reality. Access to external
stimuli is restricted. We saw, for example, that those in Spirit during
the Watchnight service were oblivious to disarray of veils and gowns
(normally avoided for reasons both of modesty and ritual prescription).
But despite deep dissociation, certain culturally determined stimuli can
penetrate trance: in the service, the feel of the Bible placed on the back,
a hand on the head, the noise of the clanging handbell, the opaque
language of tongues, the sound of particular words and Biblical texts
spoken in the confident voice of one recognized as spiritually
superior—all evoked response from those in Spirit.16 Cultural convention
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also determines the extent of amnesia experienced by the entranced;
Aladura subjects may remember little or nothing of what took place
during the episode. In C&S, this is also influenced by the depth of
trance.17 Prophet Korode once listened with intense interest to a
recording of himself chanting in Spirit: “I had no idea it was like that,”
he said, having remembered nothing. Prophet Fakeye, who had inter-
preted Korode’s tongues on this occasion and was not deeply in
trance, explained that although he himself was “guided by the Spirit,”
he could recall everything, and was consciously using tongues to com-
municate with Korode’s spirit: “This is where we have got to, so now
what’s next?”

The length of trance recorded in the literature on possession also
varies greatly, from a few seconds to several days. Elders have often
told me about prophets in Nigeria who remain in trance for up to a
week, and bemoan the fact that in Britain pressures of work and study
do not give them the opportunity to “sink deep into the Spirit,”
making prolonged trance of more than a few hours impracticable.18 As
the Watchnight showed, spiritualists may move in and out of trance,
surfacing and submerging, throughout the service. Similarly, the ability
to block out the normal physical responses of pain, hunger, thirst, and
fatigue varies according to culture. In C&S it is often said that in
Nigeria the true spirit is tested by holding a candle on the possessed
person’s skin or pricking them with a pin, for they will feel no pain.
“You can knock yourself against the wall until the blood comes and
feel nothing,” said Prophet Ayorinde. I never saw anyone hurting
themselves in Spirit, although spiritualists have told me of finding
bruises on their body after trance. Even so, spiritualists claim to feel
refreshed, and, if those who have been vigorously in Spirit for some
time appear tired and drawn afterward, this may be because of a
preparatory period of fasting, as Korode had undertaken, which can
last for three days.

There is also a wide variation in the physical behavior recorded as
accompanying trance, from wild, frenetic movement to quiescent
ecstasy. In the C&S, as in the Watchnight, the bodily expression of
dissociation ranges from a slight tensing or trembling, to repetitive
swaying, swinging of the arms or dancing, to tottering around the
room, to violent shaking and rolling on the floor. Vocally, trance in the
C&S, as in many other cultures, may be accompanied by laughing, sob-
bing, grunting, hissing, muttering, shouting, screaming, or glossolalia,
as well as coherent speech. Much has been written on the methods
used to induce this dissociative behavior. Discounting the ritual use of
drugs, forbidden by Aladura, emphasis is usually laid on the influence
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of driving rhythms in drumming, clapping, music, and singing. As
Abidoye’s exhortation and the rhythms of the service illustrate, C&S
are aware of the effects of sensory stimuli. But this is mediated
through both the meaning given to different rhythmic expressions
and the mood of the individual. Ritual texts, as well as vibrating
sound, equally seem to set off the Spirit. They serve to focus spiritual
attention and encourage joy, significant in receptivity to trance. The
sight and sound of people possessed also appear to send others into
trance; spiritualists attempting to calm others say they have to be
stronger not to catch their Spirit, which does indeed occur with the
less experienced.

Once conditioned, the trance response may be triggered by a variety
of stimuli; spiritualists confess to becoming possessed in inappropriate
places when thinking about the Spirit—Dele Faleti when at work,
Mrs. Adeoye on the bus. But in the capacity for trance, cultural expec-
tation combines with psychological predisposition; however much
they desire it, some members never fall in Spirit, while even prophets
cannot always summon trance at will. In C&S exegesis the choice
ultimately rests with God: “Some of our members climb around and
make themselves unconscious by exhausting themselves, but the Spirit
never comes” (Prophet Korode). And one senior elder sadly said:
“I stayed on the mountain (in Nigeria) for three days and prayed and
prayed, but I never saw anything at all.”

The descent of the Holy Spirit in Aladura echoes aspects of possession-
trance in many different contexts. But what emerges most clearly from
studies covering a welter of diversity is one general but apparently
paradoxical conclusion: every facet of behavior that seems at first sight
to be so spontaneous and uncontrolled is in fact closely governed by
cultural constraints. An event that seems to abandon order has struc-
ture imposed upon it and obeys the logic of the group ontology. Only
when involuntarily experienced outside a social context, Goodman
(1988) argues, does trance descend into madness, and is likely to be
interpreted as demonic. The possibility of self-control and the regulation
of trance, which is evident in the Watchnight, represents a sociological
characteristic of dissociation in general. Despite its psychobiological
base, trance is learned behavior; its onset, physical manifestations,
duration, and depth are molded, although not rigidly determined, by
the cultural context.19 In the C&S, participation in group rituals and
sessions of private prayer with spiritual superiors condition appropriate
responses in the possessed. These are reinforced by attendance at
meetings of the Visioners Band, which aims to provide training
through supervised practice of prayer and revelation. Those who are
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not involved in this process, as the silenced man at Watchnight, are
barred from publicly revealing the vision images they have seen in trance.

So also the understandings of the trance state, the explanations
offered for dissociation, are embedded in cultural discourse. In certain
societies, trance behavior is assigned a secular meaning,20 but more
often it is interpreted as possession by a spiritual being, to the invasion
of the body by deities, ancestors, spirits, and other invisible entities.
For Aladura, the incoming force is that of the power of the Holy
Spirit, of agbara Jmi Mimm. Not that they often use the English term
possession; what they rather say is o wa ninu Jmi, “he, or she, is in
Spirit.” Spiritualists (jljmi) explain that when the Spirit “takes” or
“catches” them and they “fall in Spirit,” they are “taken away from
ordinary life” into a spiritual dimension. Significantly, the Spirit is also
said to “use” those it invades, which points to the pragmatic, prophetic
purpose of C&S possession. Of this, more later, but here we can note
that if no messages are forthcoming from one in Spirit, he or she will
be silenced, like the shrieking sister in the service. The disappointed
elder on the mountain was not just waiting for the Spirit—but to see
visions sent from God.

The site of this interaction between God and his host is the jmi, the
locus of personal spiritual power:

When you fall in Spirit your own spirit is absorbed, covered with that
Spirit, being one with the Spirit coming to you. So the two spirits are
mixed together and joined up. The Holy Spirit and your spirit is joined
to make one, which is what happened to the Apostles at Pentecost.
They were having their own spirit before the other descended; it’s like
having reinforcements in the army, when there are some soldiers fight-
ing and some reinforcements come to their aid . . . Then you feel the
Spirit in your body, you feel it taking charge, and you can’t control it
with your ordinary mind.

(Prophet Korode)

The Spirit therefore does not enter an empty domain; elders empha-
size that for those with the gift of Spirit or visions, “the spirit is in you
already”:

It’s like a baby in the stomach. Sometimes it’s sleeping and you think it’s
not there; sometimes it’s rolling all about—but it’s there all the time.

(Prophet Fakeye)

In the C&S, therefore, “being in Spirit” subsumes both the state of
dissociation, and the meaning that is assigned to the event; trance and
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possession are synonymous. In contrast to this, many spirit-possession
practices do not necessarily equate possession with trance. Possession
may be a long-term condition indicated by illness or misfortune; the
manifestation of the spirit in the victim’s body is only one sign of the
invading spirit’s presence. With the C&S however, the concept of
possession outside trance is weakly elaborated. As we have seen, exter-
nal causation is understood as an assault by another’s power through
medicine or witchcraft, as well as aggression of a malicious spirit, but
is not described as possession. It may be suggested that certain indi-
viduals “have a bad spirit,” that their own jmi is under the influence
of malign forces, such as emere, which could account for their insta-
bility and explain their troubling dreams. Occasionally direct invasion
by an evil spirit is suspected; one prophet privately offered the opinion
that Sister Opayinka’s spirit was “dead,” that is, that an evil influence
caused her uncontrollable movement. But these assessments are often
partial and idiosyncratic and do not amount to a dominant etiology of
possession. Prayers are said for individuals or the church in general to
“replace evil spirit with good,” but there is no regular curative practice
involving exorcism, no systematic attempt to accommodate and pla-
cate the molesting spirits, as in many cultures that diagnose possession
outside trance. Possession in Aladura is not, therefore, associated with
debilitation and disease. It does not focus on the victims of misfor-
tune, but on the entrancement of visioners by God. For the C&S,
possession is privileged as a positive and empowering practice.

The Sociology of the Spirit

If the Spirit is seen as an agent of empowerment, does C&S practice
then endorse the connection between possession and deprivation,
claimed by Ioan Lewis in his classic analyses of ecstasy (1966, 1971,
1986)? Mediumship may provide a strategy, argues Lewis, for individ-
uals, especially women, to voice their demands for recognition or
material benefits in order to offset ritual, political, or social depriva-
tion. As to the sect, he maintains that possession is typically Practiced
where the community concerned suffers fragmentation and oppression
from the wider society.

Given the situation of Yoruba worker-students outlined in chapter 2,
Lewis’s conclusions on the connection between marginalization,
relative deprivation, and possession at first sight seems appropriate.
Viewed as black, working-class immigrants by hostile Londoners,
disadvantaged in terms of housing and employment, the dispersed
Yoruba community of the 1970s found themselves living on the edges

POSSESSION BY THE HOLY SPIRIT 125



of established society. But, as I also pointed out, there is an alternative
interpretation of their situation, which is based on their own ambitions
as an aspiring bourgeoisie; they are protagonists as well as victims. As
Boddy rightly argues, the problem with Lewis’s analysis is that it over-
looks how people see themselves and their society (1989: 140,
278–279). C&S members did not think of themselves as an oppressed
minority; rather than railing against injustice, or passively accepting an
inferior lot, the church extolled their identity as “Stars of the World,”
their position as an upwardly mobile elite. Set apart from the working
class by their educational pursuits and future professional status, they
felt themselves superior both to other black immigrants in Britain and
to those left behind in Nigeria. What they endure is a temporary stage
in the transformation of their class position.

When it comes to the particular position of women, subsequent
studies have built on Lewis’s conclusions, seeing possession as a means
to air female grievance,21 or to realize female selfhood in an unindi-
viduated society.22 Clearly, Aladura did provide opportunities for
women to take leading roles in the spiritual, as in the organizational,
life of the church, and wield their influence through trance. But, as
the Watchnight service showed, although the majority of spiritualists
were women, most of the visioners speaking out in church were men.
Usually, more women revealed visions than on this occasion, but C&S
possession seems to mirror gender inequalities rather than redress
them, for the public voice of the Spirit is largely male. Where it is
female, although it adds to the woman’s status and authority in the
congregation, it cannot serve to express her individual needs and
grievances. Although members look to their own dreams and visions
as, in a brother’s words, their “private oracles,” the messages they
reveal in public concern others, not the self.

This does not mean that church membership cannot provide
compensatory status to offset underprivilege, and that the possession
experience does not deflect from objective disadvantage. But depriva-
tion, either on an individual level or that of worker-students as a
group, cannot explain the phenomenon of possession in the C&S.
Essential though Lewis’s sociological analyses have been in stressing
the significance of trance to the status of possessed persons or to the
sociopolitical situation of groups that exhibit the phenomenon, the
limitations of his approach come from the fact that he rarely deals
directly with either the experience or the meaning of possession-trance
per se. He declares himself wary of “styles of analysis [that] treat
religion . . . as a thing in itself, with a life of its own, independently of
the social framework which enfolds and moulds it” (1971: 15). But the
missing link between the possessed and their environment is their own
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spiritual experience, the ritual meaning that they themselves attribute
to their practice. It is from here that the sociology must start. What
the C&S seek is empowerment, not just to deal with deprivation or
cope with anomie, but to make the most of new opportunities. The
Spirit, now in theory universally available, constitutes an empowering
practice because it provides direct access to performative power for
the ambitious and successful, as well as those demoralized by failure.
What all require is efficacy to realise their long-term project, as well as
to meet the disappointments of daily life.

Possession as Experienced Power

It is one thing to observe possession with an ethnographic eye,
comparing cultural interpretations and expressions. It is quite
another matter to experience it, to be swept into the maelstrom of
physical sensation. The phenomenon of trance, despite diversity, has
another common feature: it is an overwhelming physical and psycho-
logical event. In the C&S, trance is understood above all as experienced
power. The metaphor the C&S most use to describe the sensation of
possession-trance is that of the salient simile for spiritual power
itself—electricity. They speak of electrical currents running through
the body. The sensation may be brief: “It’s like an electric shock,
it really shakes you.” If it continues, the spiritualist will enter deeper
into dissociation, progressively becoming more deeply unconscious,
“depending on the amount of power infused in you by the
electricity.”

Despite these explanations, spiritualists are not given to spontaneous
descriptions of possession, because, I suspect, it is both too ordinary,
being a standard part of C&S practice, and too special, as lying
beyond words. When cautiously questioned, they speak of being taken
out of their mundane selves, and into a different reality:

You have to concentrate, put yourself into deep concentration, so you
begin to lose awareness of your surroundings. Then gradually you feel
the Spirit overpowering you, just like electric shock. You feel lighter than
before; you are vibrating . . . it’s like the engine of a car, once you start
it, then you can leave it and it goes on by itself. Then you begin to see
things, and begin to hear voices, just like a cinema, you see things with
your inner eye . . . you retreat deeper and deeper into yourself to a place
right inside you, where God is—where no one else can get at it—to that
world inside you, that centre, where God dwells in you . . . The body
flesh is just like a jacket: you can take it off and plunge yourself away
from the body . . . this is how you are taken by the Spirit.

(Prophet Ayorinde)

POSSESSION BY THE HOLY SPIRIT 127



To be in Spirit is when the Holy Ghost actually comes down and is
inside you. You can feel your head going far away and you know that it
is coming. Then you feel that you are in a dream and no more a human
being; the Spirit descends in such a way that you are out of your own
mind and you won’t know where you are . . .

(Prophet Korode)

Peter Korode, whose father and family are C&S stalwarts in
Nigeria, first fell into Spirit at the age of seven. Although not conscious
of the actual experience, he remembers the feeling “when I came out:
fine and fresh, on top of the world, very light and healthy too.” Now,
as an experienced spiritualist, he still feels “great happiness” after
being in Spirit, “the kind of happiness you feel after your wedding.
You feel a different man, that you can only die a natural death and
nothing else, because no hands can harm you.”23

Other spiritualists speak of the elation preceding dissociation,
followed by the post-possession tranquility that seeps through their body.

The longer you go on, the lighter you become, and when you finish,
you feel on top of the world. Nothing and no one can trouble you;
everything else is seeming just like a little thing. You don’t feel tired or
anything; you feel refreshed and strong.

(Elder Odunuga)

Even those who do not regularly become possessed may be familiar
with this feeling. The Spiritual Leader, Apostle Abidoye, described his
experience when he attended church in Kaduna, Nigeria, before
coming to London:

I used to feel so big, my body would swell up. I would have to try and
touch my feet because I felt that I would float up into the air. I knew
myself to be big, and that no one could harm me; I was not afraid of
anyone. The deeper you go, the more you know this, and this is the
happiness in the K&S, the feeling of security.

The actual performance of possession speaks eloquently to the
strength of the event. Yet when it comes to much of the ethnographic
literature on possession, including studies of spiritual and Pentecostal
churches, the reductive accounts of sociology and semantics seem to
smother the raw power of physical sensation; rarely is there an attempt
to capture the experience itself. Janice Boddy (1989), for example,
sees a world of meaning in zar possession for wives and mothers, yet
says almost nothing on the physicality of the experience, and what
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place this holds in women’s lives.24 Boddy is not alone: a plea made
over 40 years ago by Bourguignon for more research on the subjective
aspects of trance has largely gone unheeded.25 Experience is sometimes
ruled out of court completely: “Private feelings are of secondary impor-
tance in the sense that they are merely based on personal statements,
the authenticity of which is not easy to verify” (Lee 1989: 252). How
can you ever know what another is feeling, for how can private
experience be captured and communicated in language?

The case for inclusion of subjective experiential data has largely
been hived off into psychological anthropology.26 Recently, however,
there have been attempts to bring sensory data into the ethnographic
mainstream. Emotion itself is no longer confined to the realm of indi-
vidual psychology, divorced from sociocultural analysis.27 Desjarlais
(1992), Stoller (1989b, 1995), and others are exploring the sensory
aspects of possession. With the C&S, sensitivity on personal emotional
issues inhibited probing widely on this aspect of the Spirit, but the
difficulties of delving into subjectivities should not lead us to ignore
personal experience in analysis altogether. Here I am concerned with
an epistemological proposition related to the significance of feeling
and emotion: the existence of powerful sensation per se, whatever
form this takes within the individual, has wider sociological implica-
tions. There is a critical difference between basing an analysis on the
psychobiological details of sensory experience as articulated by the
actor, and recognizing the collective significance of the fact that
possession is a highly charged event. For the C&S, the vivid personal
experience of possession has vital consequences in the confirmation
and internalization of Aladura interpretations of trance as invasion by
the Holy Spirit. It is hard to doubt the reality of God’s power in the
face of evidence that is directly experienced, internalized through
sensation. When Paul saw the heavenly light and heard the voice of
God, his conversion was instantaneous (Acts 22); Thomas’s disbelief
evaporated when he touched Jesus’s wounded flesh (John 20: 24–29).

“Reality only exists for us in the facts of consciousness given by inner
experience,” wrote Wilhelm Dilthey, the nineteenth-century progenitor
of interpretive anthropology (1976: 161; quoted in Bruner 1986: 4); his
contemporary William James argued, “When . . . a positive intellectual
content is associated with a faith-state it gets invincibly stamped in upon
belief . . .” (1929: 496). A “faith-state” is an “enchantment,” a “mystical
seizure” (495). To be in Spirit, or to witness trance, is to enter such a
faith-state, to participate in an archetypical self-authenticating event.
C&S trance belongs to a class of inner experience, which through its
very intensity proves its own existence, and legitimates Aladura theology.
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In this, the Aladura are not unique. In any society, the fact that the
drama of possession expresses a deeply satisfying individual experience
carries crucial consequences beyond the personal. It lends weight to
the meanings assigned to possession in the culture concerned, which
are reiterated with every trance event. It invests emic interpretations
with the certainty that comes from first-hand experience, transforming
cultural “knowledge” into private conviction. With the C&S, it is the
actual experience of a direct, physical encounter with the Spirit that
legitimizes the whole ritual practice of the church, investing its etiolo-
gies with credibility, and confirming its understanding of agbara. In
an age of competing religious affiliations, encroaching secularization,
and increasing cynicism about the spiritual, every incidence of posses-
sion positively affirms the truth of C&S discourse, both to those who
are entered by the Spirit and to those who witness the dramatic effect
of the divine presence.

Clearly, for those outside the church, possession itself does not
inevitably prove the power of God. Sceptical Yoruba in London laugh
at those “shaking all about,” accusing them either of submission to
evil spirits, or of downright fraud. In members’ accounts of conver-
sions, a few have been “seized by the Spirit,” and thus convinced, but
more have been persuaded by the apparent effects of prophecy and
prayer. But for those on the inside of belief, or hovering on the edge
of commitment, possession throws the weight of emotion and sensory
evidence behind the meaning assigned to trance by the Aladura.

This process is critical for the C&S, for the success of the pragmatic
services it offers to its members depends on their acceptance of the
Aladura cosmology. Divination through the visioning process, and
the rectifying results of prayer, can only be interpreted as effective if
the reality of spiritual forces affecting human lives and the superior
power of God are fully accepted. It is this understanding of the uni-
verse that possession underscores. By dramatizing power, making it an
event, bringing it into the center of Aladura practice, possession by
the Holy Spirit becomes the lynchpin of Aladura discourse on agbara.
“Discourses . . . [are] . . . practices that systematically form the
objects of which they speak” (Foucault 1972: 49); the C&S exegesis
of trance both recreates the meaning and the substance of spiritual
power within the C&S.

Embodiment of the Principles of Power

As we have seen in chapter 5, the qualities of agbara are conveyed by
the tropes of ritual texts. So the hymns, prayers, and visions of the
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Watchnight remind the members of the properties of the spiritual
power descending in the service. The texts allude to the hierarchical
nature of power, the potential for spiritual supremacy or weakness.
They imply the necessity of building up personal spiritual strength
both to ward off malicious use of this morally neutral potency, and to
gain mastery over positive spiritual forces, so realizing the full benefit
of their revivifying, transformative capacity. But these characteristics
of the Spirit are not only conveyed by verbal discourse, but are
communicated, and so validated, through the C&S understanding of
possession itself. The praxis of falling in Spirit, as the physical mani-
festation of divine energy, is understood to operate according to the
same principles of power.

Vividly enacted through possession, for example, is a salient principle
of power: its ability to transform. Through the descent of the Holy
Spirit into their bodies, prophets and visioners are removed from the
mundane, and transmuted into mediums of communication between
God and his people. But the element of danger we saw as inherent in
agbara is still present in possession: the Spirit may rebound on those
weakened by sin or ritual impurity, treating them roughly, and violent
but visionless Spirit may be sent to “cleanse” or even to “punish.” Or,
as was suggested in the case of Sister Opayinka, the Devil’s agents
(emere, witchcraft and evil spirits), may hijack the jmi of the
vulnerable, those whose own spirit “is not up to date,” in which case
“they will be using you rather than you using them.” For the whole
theatre of possession acts out a central principle in the operation of
agbara—that of hierarchy, where the weaker spirit must give way to
the superior. The main statement of this conviction, underlining the
metaphorical representations of power, is the event of possession
itself, where personal power is swayed or overwhelmed by incoming
forces. It is also central in the management of trance, as in the direc-
tion of a junior spiritualist or visioner by a spiritual superior. So
Korode commented on the ability to calm spiritualists as evidenced in
the service: “If you want to release someone who is in Spirit, you
know the prayers and portions of the Bible to say, and the Holy Spirit
will appear more [in you]. Spirit will bow down to Spirit, and if he is
still mucking about, he will stop.” The final expression of comparative
power is the imperative to develop personal strength to meet, and use,
the Spirit constructively.

These hierarchical principles of power embodied in the practice of
possession were clearly articulated by Apostle Abidoye. He explained
that power is inherited from the creation; this is what an individual is
given at birth, but then it must be developed. To illustrate his point,
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he marked out levels on the wall with his finger. The top level, he said,
is “that which Jesus came down to bestow on the disciples on the Day
of Pentecost, the gift of the Spirit which rests on you when you are in
Spirit.” It is an “additional level,” because it comes and goes. “You
can’t be in the top level all the time because you could go mad, and
quite unable to enjoy life at all.” But when it leaves you, you don’t go
down to the bottom again, but to the next level. This is the level
gained by development: by reading the Bible, fasting, and praying. If
you neglect this, your power will be reduced to the bottom level,
which is what you have at birth. “Some people’s power sinks right
down again if they let it. And if the level is sinking, the space won’t be
empty, the Devil will come in, because he can have spiritualists on his
own side.”

This was not the only time I heard that “the Spirit can drive you
mad,” a further allusion to both to the forceful physicality of the Spirit
and what the C&S understand as the potential danger of unregulated
power. But control of spiritualists by their superiors during services—
such as the curtailment of Faleti by Korode—must be carefully imple-
mented so as not to be experienced as suppression; visioners also
quote anecdotes of “brain-derailment” due to “squashing the Spirit in
this country.” They may therefore opt for self-control:

When you are cut off, and they won’t let you go on because of time, it
is very terrible. The Spirit does not leave you completely, it is still there
and can catch you again at any time. Now, when I feel the Spirit
coming, sometimes I go out of the church and walk up and down,
because if I pray, clap and concentrate the Spirit will definitely come.

(Brother Fisayo)

The problem with this, say spiritualists, is that discouraging or neglect
of the Spirit leads to its loss—a message we saw emphasized through
vision-images of power. “The Spirit is like shorthand,” said Sister
Oguntulu. “If you leave it for three months without practice, it will
slow down.” Possession is a forceful physical experience, but as we saw
in chapter 5, power—and hence trance—must be subject to human
regulation.

Learning how to control embodied power and handle the Spirit is
part of spiritual development, and is central to C&S praxis. As the
Leader said, prayer, fasting, and Bible reading, gaining familiarity with
C&S ritual procedures through involvement in the church, plus
avoidance of polluting behavior are all said to contribute to the task of
socializing the Spirit. A primary purpose of this self-control is the
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capacity to harness the Spirit to revelation—to “connect yourself to
the telephone of Heaven.” The relationship between trance and
visioning is culturally established, for dissociation as a psychophysical
phenomenon is not necessarily accompanied by visual imaging. In
C&S practice too, possession may produce no mental pictures, for
even an experienced visioner may be shaken by the Spirit without
being “shown” anything on that occasion, while the novice may still
be overwhelmed by the sensation of the Spirit in the body, or not yet
have developed the ability to vision.28 But members’ comments,
together with events during services (such as the Watchnight), show
that flamboyant, flailing, but speechless exhibitions of Spirit gain little
status in the church: “It’s no good making noise and jumping all
about if you can’t tell us anything,” said Prophet Korode. If causing a
disturbance, an incoherent spiritualist will be silenced or removed
from a service. Greater spiritual capital is earned by an individual’s
evident capacity to control his or her possession, in order to clearly
interpret the visions seen, and so articulate the “messages” from God.

The same insistence on the instrumental use of power applies to
glossolalia; tongues (jbun ohun) must be interpreted, otherwise,
according to Prophet Fakeye, they “become ridiculous, and make the
church a mess.”29 Loud, uncontrolled tongues are equated with nega-
tive, purposeless disorder through which “we will be losing our spiritual
power.” In personal prayer, tongues “are a private communication
with God, when he wants to tell you a secret and give you so many
mysteries that no one else can understand,” but in public, tongues
must serve a communal purpose.30 So, as in the Watchnight, when a
member is speaking in tongues without communicating meaning, a
spiritualist of a higher grade will pray that he or she may speak out or
be released. Alternatively, as occurred in the service, a translation will be
made by the senior spiritualist, who will, it is claimed, simultaneously be
shown the meaning in vision, hear the explanation through a voice, or
know the message through inspired understanding (imm). Prophets
maintain that tongues are not, in any case, inevitably associated with
trance, and may be produced at will by those sufficiently experienced.
In the chanted exchange between himself and Elder Ogundele,
Prophet Korode, as the more powerful, could keep control of the
episode by his own voluntarily produced tongues and so ensure that
Ogundele’s spiritual speech was interpreted. As Korode put it: “He’s the
source of the power, but you are acting as a control in the engine room.”

When visioners are relaying messages received by themselves, they
may be referring to visions they have seen earlier in the service (as was
Babatunde and the sister who spoke at the Watchnight). If visioners
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are obviously in Spirit (like Oterunbi), they will be dealing with the
messages of the moment. It is not always possible to distinguish the
two modes, for a lightly possessed visioner (such as Adejare) may mix
past and present revelations, slipping between consciousness and dis-
sociation. Attitudes to manifest trance associated with revelation are
ambiguous. On the one hand, prophets and visioners echo popular
opinion that visions “go deeper” when delivered in Spirit, “because
earthly somethings can’t enter into it.” “If you are not unconscious
you can waive vision to your own advantage”—that is, consciously
manipulate revelation. Falling in Spirit also underlines the message,
investing it with divine authority: “If the Spirit wants me to do a cer-
tain job, it will force me to say it out. It will also make people pay
attention to what I’m saying.” But on the other hand, extravagant
exhibitions of Spirit during revelation are considered by some elders
to be incompatible with the gravitas appropriate to seniority. The last
time Korode “fell down” was in 1960 in Nigeria; Ayorinde was the
only prophet I ever saw prostrate on the floor. It is therefore not
always possible to detect the depth of dissociation. With adepts, the
presence of the Holy Spirit before or during revelation may be barely
discernable, only a trembling of the hands, a fluttering of the lids
betrays their state. For neither dissociation nor the visioning that may
ensue necessarily entails involuntary movement:

Falling in Spirit is not always about shaking, but consciousness. The
Spirit is like air: when I breathe in and out there is no noise or force, it
doesn’t shake me, but it is still moving in me.

(Evangelist Somefun)

Seasoned prophets can “sit down and see vision just like that.”
When talking with them, a slight pause in speech and/or a momentary
closure of the eyes can signal that a casual revelation may follow in the
conversation. This is not a sign of weak connection with the incoming
Spirit, but of maturity and experience. “I am now so familiar with the
Spirit; it becomes part of your body, and you can remain conscious
enough to hold it,” said Korode. A sudden shaking of a visioner’s
head during prayer may not be possession, but a conscious effort to
resist complete dissociation in the interests of lucidity. At appropriate
moments in the service, both Oterunbi and Korode were able to
maintain their composure. The ebb and flow of Spirit among the
congregation during the Watchnight service was therefore not fortu-
itous. It was regulated by ritual procedures—a dramatic portrayal of
the necessity to control possession in the interests of the primary
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purpose of experiencing the Spirit in the C&S: the conveying messages
from God.

The Spirit, Pentecostalism, 

and Indigenous Possession

The practice of possession and speaking in tongues would seem to line
up churches such as the C&S with mainstream Pentecostalism of
the period, where dissociation is also interpreted as possession by the
Holy Spirit.31 So Beckman (1975) characterizes Ghanaian independ-
ents (several of which identify themselves as spiritual churches and
closely resemble Aladura) as Pentecostal. As for the C&S itself,
Omoyajowo claims that it is “essentially a pentecostal movement”
(1982: 98). Certainly, history would seem to confirm the connection.
According to Peel, (1968: 63, 108) it was the arrival of Welsh
missionaries from the Apostolic church in 1931 that brought the doc-
trine and practice of possession by the Holy Spirit into the center of a
movement that already practised trance, visions, prayer, prophecy, and
healing.

The way that trance is depicted in Pentecostal texts would also
seem familiar to Aladura: so Hollenweger (1972: 334) describes “the
Spirit and power,” like “pulsating electricity,” “a mighty divine
power which penetrates into man” (330). But the relationship of
humans to this possessing power is quite distinct in the two tradi-
tions. The Pentecostal reading is expressive, based on the New
Testament bestowal of the Spirit on the apostles, who, as if “full of
new wine,” manifested their ecstasy in tongues (Acts 2:1–13). In
ritual practice, the Holy Spirit is courted as a sign of a new, personal
relationship with God. Despite theological debates, the Pentecostal
consensus is that trance, and especially glossolalia, is evidence of bap-
tism by the Holy Spirit and of a true conversion; its significance
therefore lies mainly with the spiritual aspirations of individuals. In
the era that the C&S was establishing its ritual practice in Britain,
local Pentecostals were articulating a very different theology of the
Spirit from Aladura. Lillie (1966: 39–40) asserted that tongues,
besides showing that the speaker is selected by the Spirit, are an aid
to private worship and the personal awareness of God; their interpre-
tation is a separate and inessential gift. As for revelation, Michael
Harper, a popular Pentecostal writer, did not mention visions in his
Walk in the Spirit (1968). An Elim Pentecostal text on the Holy
Spirit by Kingston (1964: 85–90) explicitly condemned solicited
enquiry through prophecy.
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For the C&S, as for Saint Peter at Pentecost (Acts 2:16–21), the
key text on the Spirit comes from the Old Testament, and points to
the instrumental uses of empowerment:

And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my spirit
upon all flesh; and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your
old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions: And also
upon the servants and upon the handmaids in those days will I pour out
my spirit.

(Joel 2:28–29)

The C&S cite extensive Biblical precedents for this alliance of
revelation and possession, such as that of Samuel, when “the Spirit of
God came upon him, and he prophesied among them” (2 Sam.
10:10).32 Through this invasion by the power of God, Samuel was
“turned into another man” (v. 6), that is, transformed into a mouthpiece
of God rather than into a reborn soul. The experience of the Old
Testament prophets also provides a pattern for C&S practice: when
“the spirit of God came upon” Balaam, he fell into trance, heard
voices, and saw visions from the Almighty God (Num. 24:2–4). By
associating the Spirit with revelation, Aladura adapted the practice of
ecstasy in the light of Biblical precedent, and so related it to their
problem-solving project.33 Trance, therefore, became primarily valued
as a first step toward revelation, not as an end in itself, for:

Where there is no vision, the people perish.
(Prov. 29:18)

Despite the historical connection with evangelicalism, there is as
much resonance between C&S and indigenous, non-Christian posses-
sion, as between Aladura and orthodox Pentecostalism. Although we
have little comparative material on trance in indigenous ritual, many
of these conventions of Aladura possession also seem to characterize
traditional practice. Invasion of devotees by their deities is a central
aspect of most of the principal orika cults. Through possession-trance
the olorika (priests) perform their primary role as mediators between
visible and invisible worlds, and attempt to “transform gods from wild
forces into socially useful powers” (Matory 1994: 219).

This process of taming the deities through embodying their power,
so bringing them into the realm of the social, necessitates the same cul-
tural management of trance as evidenced in C&S. Sango can seem wild
and violent when he visits his priests, yet trance behavior is carefully
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conditioned. “Just as women [Sango priestesses] receive the spirit of
the gods in possession trance, they at the same time master that spirit
through training and turn its power to their own advantage.” (Drewal
1992: 182). The effects of this cultural control are revealed in ritual:
in Verger’s description of a Dahomey festival for the deity (1969),
only one out of scores of potential hosts became possessed, and only
at a precisely specified moment in the proceedings. In the festivals of
Sango’s wife, Oshun, in Oshogbo, Beier (1956c: 186–187) observed
that two kola nuts are placed in the priestess’s mouth. Although
entranced for a whole day, she only prophesies once they have been
removed. Possession blocks both pain and memory,34 yet Sango’s
medium can be brought out of trance by the ritualized actions of her
attendants.35

These deities were not dumb. Many of the methods of consulting
the divinities were mechanical, relying on the casting of objects and
reading their fall. But Drewal maintains that “spirit mediumship is the
most significant role of a priest” (1989: 207), and part of the public
interest in orika and ancestor rituals were the prophecies produced by
possessed priests and the masked hosts of the ancestors. Unfortunately
we have few details of these practices, or their regional variations.
Idowu, for example, mentions the mediums of Eku, but does not elab-
orate (1962: 137). Peel (2002) finds evidence from CMS records of
the trance-inspired prophecy of a female devotee of Obatala. But
at these orika festivals it seems that inspired messages tended to con-
cern the community at large rather than individuals, such as Oshun’s
prophecies for the coming year, and Sango’s prescription for collective
sacrifice to avert public calamities.36 When Sango did speak to individ-
uals, this was often in the form of spontaneous messages rather than
replies to queries.37 Egungun masqueraders and other possessing spir-
its also offered unsolicited personal diagnoses and rectifying ritual
advice.38 What we do not know from the literature is to what extent
personal consultations were handled through trance.

Be that as it may, the connection between divination and possession
was already in place. But with the advent of Christianity, the efficacy, as
well as the morality, of indigenous divinatory procedures was called
into question. What is new in Aladura practice is the association of the
possessing power of God himself with the pragmatic functions of
indigenous religion, the system that Horton (1971: 101) has charac-
terized “an impressive instrument for explanation, prediction, and
control.” Traditionally, there was a disjuncture between the informative
functions of this system, and the controlling exercise of power.
However much Mlmrun might have been part of daily life, speaking
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through his orika, he himself did not possess; the High God did not
convey messages directly through the means of trance. Significantly,
neither did Orunmila, the deity charged with communication
between God and humans. Orunmila spoke through the divinatory
system of the Ifa oracle, in which the babalawo, the diviner-priest, read
the fall of palm nuts, and advised his client without the help of trance.

What possession could do was to recast divination in a Biblical
idiom, with vision and voices replacing palm nuts, and prophets
assuming the babalawo’s role. The salient achievement of Aladura was
the claim to establish direct communication with Mlmrun, fusing his
power with divination, in a conjunction of information and power.
Possession-prophecy and divinatory decision-making were welded
into one system by the Holy Spirit. Possession-trance was ratified both
by the central Christian text, the Bible, and by the familiar concept of
invasion by invisible powers; Pentecost was read in the light of the
indigenous discourses of power and divination, as well as of Old
Testament prophecy.

As with many aspects of their practice, elders are quite aware of the
potential parallels between the tradition they repudiate and Aladura.
Whilst condemning them as “agents of the Devil, doing dirty and
unnecessary things,” Peter Korode once referred to Sango priests as
prophets. The C&S like to think of possession by God as an aban-
donment of pagan practice. Yet the Holy Spirit, as experienced power,
is also the critical means whereby a synthesis could be forged between
Christianity and indigenous discourse to produce a practice legiti-
mated by both. This synthesis is as significant for the C&S in London
as for Aladura in Nigeria. Possession by spiritual power confirmed a
distinct Yoruba identity, comfortably familiar, satisfying a cultural
memory forged in feeling as much as exegesis. At the same time, the
demonstrable communication with the Holy Spirit established
Aladura Christian credentials and confirmed the validity of their faith.
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Chapter 7

Revelation as Divinatory Practice

The purpose of Aladura possession, unlike traditional Pentecostalism,
is to transmit messages from God about members’ lives in order that
appropriate prayer and remedial ritual action may be undertaken. An
analysis of the subject matter of these revelations reflects the common
circumstances of worker-students’ lives. In essence, the purpose is to
discover the play of unseen forces that lie behind these daily preoccu-
pations, to divine the unseen causes that contribute to difficulties and
dis-ease, or which might frustrate future plans. “Divination,” Devisch
says (1991: 12), “concerns the diagnosis and meaning of existential
problems with a view to their management”—an apt description both
of Ifa divining, and of Aladura visioning with which the C&S has
replaced this indigenous oracle. Just as the analysis of falling in Spirit
can be illuminated by the ethnography of possession, so I want to
situate C&S practice in the context of African divinatory systems in
order to contribute to an understanding of both.

The divinatory dimension of revelation is most clearly expressed in
the personal consultation of a visioner by an individual client—a
procedure to be examined in chapter 8. But the spontaneous offering
of messages during services, group prayers, or unsolicited communi-
cation may also be analyzed in the same light. The difference between
private and public revelation is one of context rather than process.
Both, I shall argue, are part of the divinatory practice of the church.

Prophecy and Revelation in a C&S Service

Sunday, August 2, 1970: the annual Anniversary service of the Band
of the Light of the Morning Star. Some 30 men fill the front three
pews on the right of the church, their Band membership made con-
spicuous by capes and girdles of shiny green satin trimmed with gold



braid. The service has gone well: a member’s baby has been “named”;
the Band has read its report, and handed over its donation of a large
Bible. Further funds have been collected through the succession of
church groups, who are called up to the altar platform to offer their
thanksgiving: some 65 women and 70 men wearing prayer gowns
sway from their pews at intervals, complemented by additional con-
tingents from the 50 men and 70 women who sit at the rear of the
church in ordinary dress. They crowd up to the front, dropping money
or the specially printed donation envelopes into the plate, then kneel
for a short prayer by the Spiritual Leader. So the white-robed mem-
bers celebrate their collective identity: their association in Bands, their
membership of grades and subgroups, their connection with the
Cherubim and Seraphim, both as a contemporary congregation and
as a specific Christian tradition. Together with those they have invited,
or who have come out of curiosity or hope, they constitute a Yoruba
community seeking to enlist the power of God.

But each one also carries an individual agenda of personal projects,
of the problems that seem to obstruct their progress, and of the
apprehension of unforeseen misfortunes, which could further compli-
cate events. The testimonies by Band members during this service, as
Adisa’s speech recorded in chapter 3, bear witness to divine intervention
in daily life: a woman has emerged safely from hospital, as promised by
God; a member praises God that he is going home as foretold in
vision, and is thankful that he does so as a member of C&S who has
thus “learnt the full meaning of prayer”; an elder recounts how some
time ago, after a service, a visioner had said that he saw him getting
out of his car, while a prophet, to whom he had gone for “special
prayer,” revealed that he would be saved from an accident through his
membership of the Morning Star. Band members had visited him to
pray for protection; a near-accident experienced last week was a sign
of the effect.

Although celebration of events in the church calendar, as on this
occasion, reduces the time available, the hymn and prayer for the Holy
Spirit, which follows the thanksgiving of the “invitees,” prefaces the
revelation of messages received during the course of the service. The
first to speak is Elder Sister Oloko, a thin, single woman in her thir-
ties, studying accountancy. She had been brought into the C&S by
the first Spiritual Leader, who had been summoned to pray for her
when she was discovered in her room having been possessed for several
hours. Having now controlled the Spirit that she had dramatically
exhibited earlier in the service, she speaks coherently in English.1 Each
of her messages opens with the conventional, “And as this one passes
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away / was taken from me, the Lord said unto me / is telling us . . .”
Throughout each vision, communication with the Spirit is signaled
by: “and the Lord said . . .”, and the authenticity of the message is
declared by the phrase, “before God and his people” inserted at inter-
vals. She, like all visioners, ended each message or each section of a
longer vision with a phrase reiterating the importance of prayer: “May
the Lord hear our prayer”; “And may God continue to hear our
prayer”; “And may the Holy Spirit continue to be with us”; “May
God fulfil his promise for you”; “May God continue to open her
way”; “May God continue to protect us all.” The necessity for ritual
action is thus an integral part of the vision: “Be fervent in prayer”;
“Pray that this one will / will not come to pass—so said the Lord of
Hosts.” In what follows, I have omitted much of this formulaic
repetition, as did the C&S translator of Yoruba visions. But they
constantly vouch for the divine origin and the veracity of the message,
and remind listeners that information is only one part of the visioning
process. Thus a frame of Aladura understanding is provided for every
prophecy.

Oloko begins with a couple of messages of general reassurance to
Prophet Fakeye, then addresses the whole congregation:2

#1 Fear me, said the Lord of Hosts, for I am your Salvation. Repent, for
I know my people and my people know me said the Lord of Hosts.
I am coming to reign for a thousand years . . . That is the phrase I
will say to you, that after this life will pass away, the Lord will reign
forever. Be vigilant, pray, and trust only in me. I am your God and
your Salvation. Fear nobody, because I will truly manifest myself to
individuals, and I will show them that I am the Light, the Truth and
the Way . . .

The next to speak is Lady Leader Awojobi. Now in her forties, she
arrived in England earlier than many members, and now works as a
machinist and as a representative for a mail order company. Both she
and her husband were long-standing members of a branch of the C&S
in Lagos—the ESO C&S, Morning Star. Her age and visionary expe-
rience had attracted a considerable personal clientele among mem-
bers, which later was to form the nucleus of her own London branch
of the ESO. But at this date she was still one of the leading visioners
with the Earlham Grove congregation. Speaking in Yoruba, she starts
with a message to the celebrating Band:

#2 The congregation should shout three Halleluiahs, because God is
telling the President of the Morning Star that any sudden death
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among the members, God has cast it away. Especially for three
members of the Band, any trouble or impediment before them,
God has cast it away today.

She indicates a brother seated toward the rear, telling him to pray that
the “star” (life) before his child “be brightened, and that he may not
go astray and be misled by life” (#3); the elders are instructed to do a
prayer for protection for a “lady in the gallery with a scarf” (#4). After
another seven such messages, she kneels; Prophet Aiyegbusi asks if
further female visioners wish to speak; then calls on the brothers. The
first to rise is Aladura Brother Babatunde, an energetic engineering
student, stridently shouting in Yoruba. The content of his messages is
reassuring and optimistic, and remains couched in general terms:

#5 I saw Jesus Christ stretching out his hand. He is telling us that
whenever we are in trouble or difficulty, we should pray to him and
he will conquer for us and rectify our troubles. Whenever there is
trouble and misunderstanding in the church he will be with us.

#6 God is still promising that whosoever has the Holy Spirit, nobody
will be able to assail or conquer them.

#7 God is telling us that we should bring the little children before
him. He is promising that he will conquer for them; God is prom-
ising that the power of darkness will have not power over them.

After six more visions in this vein, Elder Ilelaboye takes over. Aiming
to qualify in Business Studies and Company Secretaryship, Ilelaboye
had joined the C&S and developed his spirit in London. Earlier in the
service, he had been violently possessed, but now only quivers intermit-
tently. His style is more discursive, revealing the image as well as his
interpretation. The first vision (#8), delivered in English, confirms the
presence of the Holy Spirit. He saw a “mighty cross descending to us.”
“God says this is the power given to us today . . .” He continues:

#9 . . . I saw that seven people are being brought into the church
today; they are invited . . . and as the prayer was going on I saw
that they were weeping. But God says that he is healing them
today . . .

#10 . . . God says that you should continue to pray fervently, because
I was taken to a very high hill, and I was shown so many things,
before God and his people. When my eyes were opened, . . .
I saw that most of us in this service today, their minds have gone
astray. God is telling us that there are so many of us who are
worshipping other gods, and we should desist from that one
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because most of their prayers have not been heard, because we
have so many other things [i.e., alternatives to prayer]. God is
warning all of us that it is better for you to follow him or to take
another course. God is warning us seriously, that anybody who
desists from his own way, may God not desist from us.

#11 . . . I was taken to a river and I saw . . . that most of us were
washed in that river . . . Most of us who have been sickly at heart,
not just a question of ill-health, but in so many ways in which we
are sickly, God said that he has pushed all this away.

#12 . . . I was taken to a barren land, and there were so many people
waiting there. And as these were waiting, I was demanding the
understanding, and God is saying that most of us who have been
demanding something of God, have not had anything to date.
But God is telling us that this is the time to put our request
before God, and by the time of next year, when we come to cel-
ebrate our anniversary, many of us will have cause to glorify God.

Four more visions, then Ilelaboye is brought to a halt by the bell.
Time must be allowed for the prophets, whose messages are expected
to be informed by their spiritual experience, and so be weighty and
precise. The first is Prophet Aiyegbusi, a tall lean man who through
his long C&S career and forceful personality had become a leading
visioner in the church. He spoke clearly in English:

#13 In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost; in the
name of Jesus Christ. In the course of the service God said that
we should help the leader of the service of today. For I saw some-
thing being removed from your neck, and the Lord said that
from today I have cast this thing away.

#14 . . . the Lord says that I should tell the Band of Morning Star that
the Devil will try to conquer. There will be certain people elevated
in your midst to a very high standard, . . . but this will be in 1971,
starting from April . . . We should assist these people in prayer
that this elevation that God has given to them that the Devil
should not wage war against it, and that the rest people should
pray so that the Lord will give them the strength to overcome it.

#15 The Lord said I should tell our Aladura Brother Adams, who is
going home . . . that you should not be afraid about your journey,
because I saw an angel descending . . . He will assist you greatly
when you get back to Nigeria, and . . . in countless ways he will per-
form wonders for you, and you should be sure that you are giving
thanks before the Lord.

#16 And the Lord said that the promise he has made to your
wife . . . that there would be some change, because I could see
that the Lord has opened her womb . . . I saw that many, many

REVELATION AS DIVINATORY PRACTICE 143



things were being given today, and . . . that he has healed your
wife today and that many things before her have been casted away.

#17 . . . The Lord said that I should tell our Sister Adeoye [president of
Esther Band] . . . that you should have one prayer for your
Band . . . with one day’s fasting, and that you should pray to God
that as God has established the Band . . . so that when this Band
shall be coming forward to give thanks before the Lord at their next
anniversary time, that many members will be full of joy before that
day, because I saw the barren women among you—I saw that they
came forward with children. May God fulfil his promise for you.

#18 . . . The Lord says that we should be very, very careful . . . mostly in
our new church3 because I saw that the first three services there,
it was really a battlefield . . . Anybody who is going to lead the
first three services in that church, they should be very fervent in
prayer with fasting . . . because I saw that the Devil is definitely
waiting there, but by the grace of God the Lord says that there is
nothing to fear because everything is possible with him.

#19 . . . The Lord said that someone is preparing to travel to the
countryside this very week . . . The Lord warns such a person to
cancel such a journey, so that there will be no accident before
such a person.

#20 . . . The Lord says that anybody who receives a letter that he
should come home urgently, the Lord said that such a person
should put it in prayer before he leaves, because I saw a letter
being written . . . that he should come home very, very urgently,
and the Lord said that such a letter is full of lies . . . They are just
going to recall such a person so that they may block his way.

#21 . . . The Lord said that we should also pray for our accountancy
people, . . . mostly in this fold, even in this country in particu-
lar, . . . because I saw . . . a heavy stone they are trying to put on
them . . . that their examining body is trying to enact a very seri-
ous work to prevent them in future. The Lord said that we
should pray for the people that our people may get out of this
conclusion before their time is come . . .

#22 . . . So also I saw this country, the government of this country,
they are saying that they are imposing laws . . . which will affect
many immigrants in this country. But I saw that two of them are
casted away . . . but that we should pray that the third one be
casted away also . . .

#23 . . . The Lord said that I should tell you that why are you afraid
about your people who you have left in Nigeria? The Lord said
that he has promised before you left that he will protect them for
you and that what you have come for in this country you will be
successful . . .

#24 . . . To our Evangelist [man indicated]. There are three blessings
before you, because I can see three fruits one before the other.
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The Lord says that these were the three blessings before you, and
that you should pray that these three blessings may reach you . . .

#25 . . . We should also pray for our people who have left for
Nigeria . . . mostly Elder Sanni . . . for further protection over
him, and that whatever he may be doing in his working place so
that enemies and devils are not waging war over him.
May God be with you.

The next visioner to speak was Prophet Korode. Still exhibiting signs
of the Spirit, he spoke in Yoruba, which he later translated for me as
follows:

#26 I saw the Spirit like a dove descending on people. God is saying
that he is sending not only power to see visions and dreams, but
general Holy Spirit which he has descended on everyone in the
service of today.

#27 For visitors who are pregnant. Anything which will bring them
difficulty in the birth or bring them to operation or give them a
deformed child, God has conquered it in the service of today.

#28 Warning against people who say that there is no prayer they can’t
do, because they are trying to force power not given to them.
This changes prayer from yes to no when they come to the serv-
ice, and causes delay and disruption in the church.

#29 Pray for protection over the owner of Oaklands [Congregational
church from where the church was about to move], especially
one of the top Executive committee members. Even if we do not
know it, God has been protecting them while we have been here,
especially that person. We must pray when we leave that church
for the protection still to remain with them.

#30 To Elder Brother Asemota: I saw three pillars before him,
representing his future progress. He should pray that none of these
pillars should shake or be removed. God has conquered a sudden
death before him, because I saw his name put on some type of med-
icine to destroy him, but God has cast this away and protected him.

#31 For the congregation. So many things are revealed to this fold
through dream, but people feel reluctant and don’t say it out.
God is warning that they should speak out to the elders to avoid
any trouble.

#32 We should be thanking God that he has made the anniversaries to
be successful, because he had conquered misunderstanding in the
Bands. We should pray that he will cast away future trouble of
this kind from us.

#33 God is promising that all the presents before the Lord [from
Morning Star], he will bless them for it. So no new member
should dodge or fail to do his duty, and they also must not be
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proud for what they have done, so that the blessing may come to
them.

#34 God has given us some special blessing today. We will be passing
our exam more. Difficulties and failures will be diminished today
in the fold.

#35 God is saying that we should not think that the Holy Spirit has left
the fold. He is going to rebuild it, so the glory will increase more.

#36 Any time we do the opening of the new church we should pray
for the people we are going to invite, for any misunderstanding,
so that the power to bless the fold in London should reach them,
and that God may continue to do his wonderful job with them.

#37 Any message going to the elders now, they should not neglect
the vision, and they should do what it says. And when you are
coming to the church, God is warning, do not take it as a joke.
Nobody jokes with the word of God.

#38 Everyone should bring fruits to the next Holy Michael’s Day to
the fold, so that whatever you lay your hand upon it will be suc-
cessful, and that the blessings should reach everyone. He will
increase your blessings, especially the barren women in the fold,
because God has promised that they will have child.

#39 One elder who has gone home—we should pray, because God is
saying that there is a promotion before him, both spiritually and
bodily. Because I saw a soldier with three large medals. Pray that
it should come to him.

#40 Before Nigeria—I saw a big river, and everyone is trying to bridge
the water . . . We must be prayerful—whatever may be the lack
of expense [i.e., resources] not to be able to meet the financial
problem—regardless of whether the war is finished or not, but
because of bribery and corruption—so that people are leaving the
country because lack of money or upset of mind, even without
war, for God to conquer this.

At this point, Korode told me later, he saw a vision of wild eagles claw-
ing the heads of members (#41). This, he said, was “bad spirits entering
into people, especially women, to make them crazy.” He “wouldn’t say
it out because it was too bad,” and could alienate listeners who did not
understand the safety ensured by a prayer for protection. He therefore
“cut off” further vision to deal with it immediately himself.

“. . . And to Elder Brother Asemota . . .” (#30). Asemota rises
to his feet as do all male recipients of visions, whereas sisters slide
from their seats onto their knees. When the vision points to a par-
ticular group within the church, or names the congregation as a
whole, men and women in the relevant category acknowledge the
message in these ways. Once the vision has ended, men will also
kneel, in order to pray immediately over the information disclosed.
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But a problem revealed is a problem shared: besides this private
supplication, the weight of congregational prayer is put behind each
request. As the visioners spoke, messages for church and congrega-
tion were noted in the vision record book for prayer and future ref-
erence; when the visioning was concluded, the Spiritual Leader
summarized the significant messages, and invited the congregation
to respond:

We shall now pray for our Evangelist, that God’s promise may be ful-
filled; for all those who have left us, especially Elder Sanni that God may
protect him, and for the other Elder that he may be elevated. Your
prayer!

A cacophony of spontaneous sound ensues, as members raise their
voices, arms aloft, until halted by the bell. The leader then “seals” the
prayer:

O prayer-hearing and prayer-receiving God [Holy!], come down and
accept our prayer for our Elder Brother and his whole family that they
may be protected. Let our members in Nigeria and elsewhere be
blessed with promotion, through Jesus Christ our Lord [Amen].

Others mentioned in vision are called forward for prayer by a group
of elders, as are “all the people now expecting, or in the course of
expecting [hoping to become pregnant].” Time running short, he
then asks the Pastor to:

Pray for all the vision that came out, especially that the bad ones may be
cast out, and the good ones to come out as quickly as possible.

Two further hymns, another prayer, and the service is over. But as
the members leave their pews, some gather round individual visioners,
kneeling for prayer, and hoping for personal revelation about their
particular concerns.

The Conventions of C&S Revelation

When visioners say, “I was shown . . .” or “I saw . . .,” they are refer-
ring to the images that appear in visioning. They describe these as
static, “like a photograph,” or moving “like the cinema or television,”
which they must then interpret. In understanding the meaning they
may be aided by hearing voices or by a powerful intuition (imm) about
what they are shown. The images are often said to be dream-like; the
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similarity of the experience allows dreams (as in #26 and #31) to be
included in the category of revelation.4 Although vision and dream
(ala) are distinguished, members would explain that “vision [i.e., rev-
elation] includes dream,” and that “deep and clear” “powerful”
dreams are the first step on the way to visioning. The two experiences
were subject to the same conventions of interpretation and reporting,
and were seen as more similar than separate; when members referred
to “night-vision” it was hard to know which they meant.

The significance of dreaming as communication between the natural
and unseen worlds, as well as a means of personal divination, has a
long Yoruba history.5 But as Charsley argues (1992: 158–159),
Christian practice may be stimulated as much by Biblical models as by
“tradition.” The key text is Joel 2:28–29, where God promises that
the Spirit will speak not only through prophecy and visions. But elders
pointed to further precedents for their practice:

. . . hear now my words: if there be a prophet among you, I the Lord
will make myself known in a vision, and will speak unto him in a dream. 

(Num. 12:6)6

Citing the experience of Joseph,7 Daniel,8 and Solomon,9 members
referred to dreams as their “private oracle,” revealing the activity of
hidden forces. (The expression “bad dreams” was a common
metonym for the evil powers so revealed.) “Dreams are like a father’s
warning to his child,” said one member. “They are more or less a
searchlight for me.”

As everyone can dream, all could share in the revelatory experience.
But for the minority of members, their private oracle was also their
vision:

Through vision I will be shown everything that will happen, right up to
a particular day. I know how it will start and what will happen
next. . . . When it begins, if it is bad, I know how to prevent it, and if
it’s good, I can open the way to encourage it.

(Prophet Fakeye)

Fakeye’s comments underline the importance of acting on information
received (on which more in chapter 8), hence the specific and general
prayers for the circumstances revealed in vision at the end of the service.
Messages concerning the church were noted in the vision record
book, not only so that predictions could be verified by events, but so
that ongoing prayer might be arranged by elders if specified in the
vision or considered by senior elders to be necessary.
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Although Sunday and Watchnight services were the chief public
forums for visioning, messages from the Holy Spirit could be received
by visioners at any moment: a sudden mental image in a mundane
setting, in the ritual spaces in church or Band meetings, or during
group prayer. But many of their messages were received while praying
in private. If these concerned another, visioners might decide to
undertake the necessary prayer themselves. But if they judged it
necessary, they would speak to the person concerned, often by phone.
After the obligatory greetings, these conversations would start, “I
have a dream/vision for you”—not “about you,” but “for you”; the
reporter is a messenger of God, who is obliged to pass on the infor-
mation received in order to respond to it with prayer. It was not only
church gossip that kept telephone wires humming, but the reporting
of dreams and visions, sustaining a web of constant communication
throughout London—and beyond. The warnings and encourage-
ments these calls contained were of the same nature as those made
public in Sunday services.

Prophecies and Problems

Even if not individually addressed, what members hear from visions
during services is evidence of divine awareness about their daily lives.
Listening to the visioners’ messages, they recognize their own situation
in the circumstance of others. Accounts of members’ experience in
London outlined in chapter 2 show that most are familiar with the
feeling of waiting in a “barren land” (#12), of being “sickly at heart”
(#11) with no identifiable disease, but debilitated by anxiety and
diffuse physical and psychological distress. From the standpoint of
mainstream Western culture, where communication with the divine
would seem an extraordinary event, C&S revelation appears surpris-
ingly prosaic. But if visions seem repetitive, it is because the reality
they reproduce is one of common experience. The routine referents of
dreams and visions reflect the substance of members’ hopes and
apprehensions. This acts to confirm the authenticity of revelation as a
way of knowing and influencing their world.

In order to gain a fuller picture of C&S revelation, I analyzed the
visions recorded during a sample of eight services of four different
types, giving a total of 678 messages.10 What emerged was a picture of
a largely personalized universe. Just as in the Band anniversary there is
only a nod to political pressures on immigrants (#22) and the Nigerian
civil war (#40), so only 2 percent of visions in the service sample
concerns wars, famines and epidemics, or the accidents or assassinations
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of national leaders:

#42 We should continue to pray for a country in Africa. Anything
which may bring coup, for the Lord to avert it.

(Brother Kolarin 18 January 1970)

#43 There will be a war between two parts of a country. Pray that this
will not come to pass in two or three years’ time.

(Evangelist Somefun 18 January 1970)

Messages concerning “a certain type of nation,” or “a country which
I may not mention,” refer to the civil war consuming Nigeria at the
time. Rules of vision reporting, reiterated in church announcements,
enjoined careful reference to Nigerian politics; the C&S as a largely
Yoruba church had to be seen to maintain an impartial stance.
Another reason given by visioners for euphemism, and for the emphasis
on preventive prayer always included in such messages, was that the
C&S should not lay itself open to charges of subversion—of planning
the disasters they exposed. Precision was only permitted where sabotage
was clearly unlikely: famine in central Africa, floods in Abeokuta. The
few visions concerning public affairs that were revealed in services
indicated the church’s sense of political vulnerability, combined with a
conviction of their spiritual influence (#29).

But the subject of the vast majority of messages was far more
parochial: the personal concerns of Yoruba worker-students in
Britain. As would be expected, the return to Nigeria was a constant
theme (#20), found in 5 percent of the service sample visions.
Members are often advised to keep their travel plans private to avoid
jealousy, but many visions tell of safe journeys and positive prospects
(#15, 39):

#44 To Brother Olaseinde . . . Provided you work well and walk
rightly in his ways, the Lord is promising to raise you to a cer-
tain post which you never dreamt of when you return to
Nigeria. . . . It is not your qualifications which is going to give
you this. Put it down in your diary, and if it is not so, it is not
the God of Cherubim and Seraphim that is sending me the
message.

(Teacher Aiyegbusi 1 June 1969)

A further 5 percent of the service sample concerns exams and
qualifications (#21, 34). The message is again one of encourage-
ment, together with the necessity for personal and ritual effort in

YORUBA IN DIASPORA150



order to succeed:

#45 To all those looking for success in their studies . . . you should
read Psalm 119 over a cup of water and drink it . . . Wisdom and
success will be yours.

(Apostle Prophet Ayorinde 6 August 1970)

#46 The Lord says that this year he is prepared to give you blessings,
because I saw that those that are thirsty were given water to
drink, and that those of you who have been searching for fish in
water and cannot catch it. The Lord says that the meaning is that
many of you have been working very hard and reading very hard
towards the examinations, but when the results have come forth
it has proved abortive. But the Lord says that this year will be a
year of success for all of us.

(Teacher Aiyegbusi 18 January 1970)

Encouragement is reinforced by practical advice: whether to attend a
particular college, whether to start, stop, or change a course:

#47 The Lord says that there is someone who is planning to leave
London for the countryside, and is waiting for admission to the
university. But the Lord says that he should go to London,
because the other one is a little bit dangerous.

(Prophet Fakeye 13 April 1969)

The danger here is unspecified, but one of the potential obstacles is
the pervasive jealousy of others:

#48 To the leader of the service: . . . you have been promoted in your
education . . . but I saw people arguing with you, saying that
why should you be promoted because your working in your
school is not worthy of that post. . . . Be prayerful . . . and all
those people backbiting that . . . you are not worthy of
it . . . that this one will be cast away today.

(Elder Sister Adeoye 7 November 1970)

A salient site for the assaults of enemies is the mind and body of
their victim: 9 percent of the sample visions deal with aspects of
health:

#49 . . . He will help one of his junior brothers from abroad and pray
that whatever may give him eye trouble for God to cast it away.
Pray that the enemies may not make him to be blind.

(Evangelist Somefun 9 January 1971; translation)
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#50 [To a sister] God its telling her that whatever sickness she has
before her, God has conquered this one today, and that before
the end of the year, if she is fervent in prayer, she will come for-
ward to give thanks to God.

(Brother Kolarin 15 June 1969; translation)

The ultimate fear of the outcome of illness, whether provoked by
enemies or not, is that of sudden death, a preoccupation that is
embedded in Yoruba culture. Divine promise of protection against
“anything which will lead us to the burial ground” or which “will
make us lament over” a member is reflected in the anniversary service
(#2, 30), and in 9 percent of the sample service visions:

#51 [To Teacher Aiyegbusi] Anything that may cause sudden death
for his wife is cast away today. He must shout seven Halleluiahs
before he leaves the church.

(Teacher Korode 3 August 1969; translation)

#52 To the Spiritual Leader: . . . the Lord is warning . . . the Spirit
should have been taken from you, but God has promised that no
one will die. But you must pray.

(Brother Kolarin 18 January 1970)

#53 To the Spiritual Leader: God is making another covenant with you,
that we [i.e., the C&S] shall not lead anyone to the burial ground . . .

(Evangelist Olatunji 6 August 1970)

#54 . . . I saw many women, there was just continuous rushing blood,
and God is warning our women that they must be very careful for
anything that you may have committed by the hand of your own
work that may result in sudden operation or sudden death . . .

(Apostle Prophet Ayorinde 6 August 1970)

The veiled allusion to abortion in Ayorinde’s vision is only one
among many potential causes of death or disability to be averted by
vigilance and prayer:

#55 . . . One of the blessings which I am giving you today. Everyone
who will be travelling by sky or ship will be arriving at their des-
tination safely, for there will be no sudden death among you.

(Teacher Korode 1 February 1970; translation)

#56 To Mr Ajidagba . . . you must be very watchful against any
accident, not a car accident, but bottle accident, which is very
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dangerous. I saw people rushing out and plenty of
blood . . . they were shouting “come and pray for him”. . . But
this is a warning that if you do the prayer it won’t happen. May
God don’t let it happen.

(Elder Sister Adeoye 7 November 1970)

Some 10 percent of the visions deal with such calamities. Members are
warned of an array of accidents, from car and plane crashes, to collapsing
walls in decaying accommodation. Visions anticipate theft perpetrated
by friends or strangers, fire from upset paraffin heaters, assault from
answering the door at night. Parents are warned about inattention to
their children, and of the potential hazards of traffic, water, or unat-
tended fires. Those intending to travel have their choice of dates
confirmed or are advised that the trip is inauspicious (#19). The con-
gregation is alerted to a variety of circumstances that could “implicate
you,” or “bring court case”: lending money, carrying a parcel through
customs or out of the office for another person, acting as a guarantor
or witness without prior investigation.

Revelation also addresses a major area of anxiety: 7 percent of
visions in the sample services deal with people and property left
behind at home. Lost land will be regained; families will be protected
(#23); no “bad letter” will be received. Reassurance about distressing
news is especially welcome for those whose children remain in or who
have returned to Nigeria. Visions reflect parents’ concern:

#57 The Lord is warning to those that are sending their children
home . . . either to Nigeria or to any part of the continent, not
with the foster mother. You must be very careful nowadays that
you won’t just send your children to a lion, because I saw that
immediately they landed, he or she was carried away [i.e., killed
by malign power] . . .

(Teacher Aiyegbusi 18 May 1969)

God will also defeat those evildoers affecting reproduction (#16,
17, 27, 38). Some 6 percent of visions in the service sample deal with
pregnancy, childbirth, and, above all, the promise of children to bar-
ren women:

#58 Three people are going for operation during the next week . . . You
may read the Book of Ezekiel 37:1–10 in [i.e., over] water with
three candles, and read this one three consecutive times and drink
the water. I heard a voice say unto me that although the wombs are
dead and dry, I can make them yield, and you will survive.

(Apostle Prophet Ayorinde 6 August 1970)
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#59 To the Women’s Committee . . . the next time you have your
meeting, you should pray with Psalm 24 . . . the Lord of Hosts is
descending upon you, especially those who are looking for chil-
dren . . . the Lord will bless them with children, so you should-
n’t doubt . . .

(Elder Sister Oloko 7 November 1970)

The present safety and future prospects of children are a familiar
theme in revelation (#3, 7):

#60 . . . I saw all of the children and they were given a handkerchief
today. The Lord says that we must pray over enemies or over bad
hand that will be obstructing our children this year, and God will
surely conquer for us.

(Teacher Korode 4 January 1970)

Some parents experienced particular anxiety if their child was living
with a “nanny”:

#61 . . . I saw a women contemplating to remove her child from the
foster mother. The Lord is warning greatly that if such a women
should do this, she will regret it greatly . . . because I saw that
she did it herself [i.e., for her own reasons], not that the foster
mother neglected the child.

(Teacher Aiyegbusi 4 January 1970)

The reaction of many parents to a perceived problem with a foster
home was, indeed, to sweep the child away to place it with another
family. This vision—like many others—counseled caution. A major
moral theme in revelation was restraint, with warnings against retalia-
tion, anger, and unconsidered action; visions advise patience and
tolerance in social and familial relationships:

#62 . . . although there is trouble and unpleasantness in the family
circle, God will help you. You are taken [i.e., thought to be] like
a leaf, which can pass away from a tree any time, but God . . . will
make you the rock in the family. So the Lord is warning you not
to quarrel with any of the family, or try to be aggressive . . .

(Prophet Aiyegbusi 6 August 1970; translation)

Some 8 percent of the sample revelations contain direct ethical
exhortation. Worldliness is mentioned, as is pride, but the C&S is less
concerned with a morality based on sin and guilt than with a code of
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behavior consistent with social harmony and individual success.
Visions condemn excessive smoking or drinking, promiscuity, adultery,
rape, prostitution, and attempted suicide. They state that God will not
countenance stealing, shoplifting, bribery, or dishonesty; they constantly
warn against the effects of quarrelling, gossiping, and backbiting, both
in the church community and in private lives, and they promise God’s
help in achieving harmony (#32, 36). Whilst some warnings are
worded as abstract injunctions, others convey their message through
dramatic vignettes (#56):

#63 . . . I was shown a lady trying to find a knife to chop the man.
Unfortunately they had to bring the man to hospital. They were
trying to save the life of the man, but the man dies, and the lady
is taken to court. God is warning, be careful. Women, if you are
annoyed with your men, do not try to hold a knife or anything
that can hurt him, so no man will die.

(Evangelist Somefun 3 August 1969)

For God himself will punish injustice; he is aware of personal suffer-
ing, and revenge should be left to him:

#64 The Lord said that he has been warning . . . that none of us will
take our neighbours to the court . . . Somebody who is contem-
plating of doing such a thing . . . if he does it he will surely repent
it. It is better for such a person to leave such a thing to God’s
hand because he has promised that he will fight for such a person.

(Teacher Aiyegbusi 1 June 1969)

Perhaps Aiyegbusi “saw” the member in question here; perhaps later
he spoke to him—but it is also possible that the recipient, if present
during in the service, was never notified directly, or that “such as per-
son” was never identified in the vision image. How is it, then, that
members do not disparage revelation as being unspecific, but rather
praise the visioners for homing in on their concerns?

Individual Agency in the Revelatory Process

It is not only in private consultation with visioners that members hope
for guidance; all bring their problems with them to a service, laying
their lives before the Spirit, and so solicit assistance by their very pres-
ence. Each ritual occasion, however large or small, thus assumes a
divinatory dimension. In this public forum, a few messages are indeed
quite precise, both in terms of the advice they offer, and as to whom
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the message is directed (#16, 48, 56). Take these examples of visions
relating to the recipient’s Nigerian identity:

#65 And to our Brother [man indicated]. Somebody who is a chief in his
family, or if not in his family, then his village chief. He should be
prayerful for such a person. In future he may be called upon to
replace such a person, but before he should take it up, he should put
it in prayer . . .

(Prophet Aiyegbusi 7 November 1970)

A woman is told to write to her husband in Nigeria advising him not
to change jobs, even though the new offer is better paid. An elder is
similarly told that there will be two posts waiting for him on his
return; the one with a lower salary has better prospects. Prophet
Korode once interrupted his spirited preaching to speak to the church
Executive committee’s legal adviser, a successful law student who was
soon to return to Nigeria:

#66 And as we were doing the Revival, before our Teacher Fadipe,
before God and his people, God is telling you that the magistrate’s
work or Chief Justice will appeal to you in future . . . Do not hesi-
tate, please, when it comes, because you will be better off there than
practising law; so, though there may be struggle, this way is clear in
the future. Pray that it may not miss you. So said the Lord of Hosts.

(6 December 1970)

Yet, as the sequence from the Morning Star service illustrates, such
precision is not the norm; few of the quoted visions are precise either
on the identity of the relevant individuals or on the details of the
circumstance affecting them. In the majority of messages delivered
outside the context of a personal consultation or small prayer meeting,
the intended recipient and/or the exact nature of their blessing or
problem is left unspecified. In the sample of service visions, for example,
19 percent can be classified as unspecified blessing promised to
the congregation at large. As with any text, written, spoken, or visual,
the meaning is produced by the reader.11 It is the role of the congregation
members themselves that renders C&S prophetic practice relevant to its
clientele, through the process of personally appropriating messages,
then amplifying their meaning and interpreting the texts according to
their own experience.

As in the Morning Star sequence and visions subsequently cited
here, several of the messages in any body of visions will be directed to
an indicated group or individual; “our accountancy people” (#21),
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“the congregation as a whole” (#31), “the Band of the Morning Star”
(#2, 14), “the elders” (#37), “the leader of the service” (#13), “the
lady with a blue headtie” or “in the gallery with a scarf” (#4), “Elder
Brother Asemota” (#30), “Aladura Brother Adams” (#15).12 But
when this is not the case, the identity of the recipient will depend on
self-selection, members appropriating messages through their personal
connection with a particular category: “all those looking for provision
of children,” “our barren women” (#17), “three people who have
applied for work in Nigeria,” “all our examinees,” “all those returning
to Nigeria this year”; or, speaking to a potentially wider audience:
“seven people . . . weeping” (#9), “all those facing obstacle,” “those
amongst you who have given up hope.”13 Often these messages
addressed an unspecified individual: “a certain man,” “anybody who
receives a letter . . .” (#20), “someone here named Rebecca,” “some-
one who is planning to leave London for the countryside” (#47),
“someone who has been praying for provision of children”; “some-
body in our midst today who has been sick for three years but was
unable to tell another person that such a sickness has happened to
me,” “a man with pressure on his mind,” “someone here today who
has almost lost hope; he has failed one of his papers three times and is
thinking that God has forgotten him . . .”14 Given that the circum-
stances describing the intended recipient are often widely shared, any
number of those present may take the message as their own:

Three years ago I made a silent vow, and out of the three requests
which I made from God, two have been fulfilled. And I was thinking
that I would wait until the third one was fulfilled before I would come
forward. But . . . in the last service there was a vision that someone had
requested three things and he has had two, but he has not given thanks
for them . . . My vow was open thanks and seven Halleluiahs, and that
is why I am standing before you today.

(Elder Brother Aluko. 
Thanksgiving Service 6 September 1970)

According to this testimony, not only had Brother Aluko assumed
that a particular message was aimed at himself, but he had also pro-
vided the amplification of meaning, defining the three things by
inserting his own projects into the inexplicit wording of the text.
Revelation (as in visions #11, 12, 62) is full of such potential:

#67 To our Elder Ajibode . . . Some people are coming before you,
and are bringing some matter before you, but if the thing is not
alright, do not support the thing.

(Evangelist Somefun 7 November 1970)
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An elder is told that “the battle you have been fighting since you were
born will be ended two years hence”; a sister is assured that the “suc-
cess you were looking forward to” will finally be realized; a lady leader
is promised a positive outcome in “what you are praying for.” “What
you were planning to do, do not suspend it,” a member is advised.
Revelation repeatedly assures that “impediments,” “obstacles,” or “a
certain trouble” will be removed.

When vouching for the value of revelation, it is common for mem-
bers to cite visions where corroborating detail has in fact been provided
by themselves. After the Morning Star anniversary service, a brother
approached Teacher Korode to say that he had indeed received a letter
from Elder Odunuga, recently returned to Nigeria, confirming the
veracity of #39. In fact, Korode told me, it was Prophet Fakeye, also
back home, who had been shown to him, although he had “not been
instructed” to name the “soldier.” The brother therefore had assigned
identity to the elder, and fleshed out the vision according to his own
experience.

Just as the nature of the problem can be amplified by the recipient,
so the promised blessing can be understood in the light of an individual’s
particular concerns. A lack of precision about the benefits about to
appear allows for the personal interpretation of the text, enabling the
person receiving the vision to tailor the message to their own desires:15

#68 Before our Sister Odufona. I saw a shower of rain descending upon
you . . . this is the shower of blessing . . . You have lost hope com-
pletely in your ways, but . . . the time is coming when [the Lord] will
bless you even more than you expected. May the Lord hear our prayer.

(Prophet Aiyegbusi 6 August 1970)

#69 To our Elder Ajibode. The Lord says that he is your alpha and
omega. He is the king who was with Jacob on his journey. I will
descend in my power in your midst with my blessing. The Lord
says that he didn’t call you to come and worship him in vain, and
he has come down to fulfil all your requests. God is continuing
to promise you the upliftment of the Holy Spirit.

(Brother Babatunde 18 January 1970; translation)

Even where the imagery is more solid, the flexibility of interpretation
allows for a range of referents to be inferred from one metaphor, to
embrace a variety of meanings:

#70 To our brother at the back—yes, you, Sir. I saw you climbing a
ladder, and half way up you became afraid. But the Lord says
that, although the way has been difficult in the past three
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months, you shouldn’t be afraid. You must continue, because
today such a difficulty has been casted away.

(Prophet Aiyegbusi 7 November 1970; translation)

This vision was directed to a man in ordinary clothes seated at the rear
of the church, who might well have come to the C&S to seek assistance.
On the evidence of many personal accounts of revelatory relevance, it
is likely that instead of rejecting the message as unspecific, he would
be disposed to interpret the “ladder” in terms of his particular prob-
lem, and accept the encouragement contained in the message.

Occasionally, visioners publicly state the limits of their information:

#71 . . . In 1971, in the USA . . . great things will happen in that
country . . . but the thing which will happen was not shown to
me . . .

#72 To the Spiritual Leader . . .[the Lord] will do that thing for
him . . . but the thing he was asking I was not shown.

(Evangelist Somefun 7 November 1970)

An “outsider” will offer financial help for the new church to avoid
borrowing—“but the particular man was not shown to me” (Teacher
Aiyegbusi 1 June 1969); a brother’s life has been saved three times:
“one from motor accident, and the other two incidents were not
shown to me” (Prophet Aiyegbusi 6 August 1970). For those who
accept the premise of revelation, these admissions of ignorance do not
weaken the reliability of visioning. They rather reinforce the impres-
sion of a genuine dialogue between the visioner and the Holy Spirit.
Oblique allusion to information in place of full explanation in a mes-
sage also conveys a sense of the visioner’s experience rather than inep-
titude; visioners explain that their lack of specificity over identities
and details is often due only to discretion. Members familiar with
prophetic practice understand the C&S convention (which respects
the Yoruba concern for secrecy), whereby alarming or embarrassing
personal particulars should not be publicly divulged. It is for vision-
ers to judge whether it is necessary to contact the recipient privately
to elaborate and advise, and messages may be left unexplained.
Often, therefore, once the visioner has decoded and articulated the
visual or aural image he/she has experienced to the extent that is pos-
sible or wise, the construction of meaning is completed by the recip-
ient alone. Far from undermining the credibility of revelation, the
text is seen to constitute a personal, confidential communication
from the Spirit to the individual, to which even the visioner convey-
ing the message may not have access; the connection between God
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and the congregation is facilitated but not bounded by the visioners’
prophetic function.

In practice, therefore, the space created for personal appropriation,
amplification of meaning, and individual interpretation of a message
greatly extends its potential significance to those present at its
delivery. To members reasoning from within the logic of the visioning
process, their role does not reduce their faith in revelation; the resulting
accuracy confirms the power of visioning to illuminate past and
present, and warn of what is to come.

There is little here that is exclusive to Aladura divination. Personal
interpretation lies at the heart of contemporary prediction, be it by
tarot, tealeaves, or tabloid astrology. Spirits convey metaphoric mes-
sages in séances,16 and self-operated oracles such as I Ching depend
on interpreting the texts to bear on the matter in hand.17 So also with
divination in many African contexts; C&S ideology, like that of the
Ugandan Nyole, “ignores the very considerable role played by the
consulter in divination” (Whyte 1991: 170); the arrival at a conclusion
is, in practice, very much a “joint enterprise” (170) between diviner
and the client, a process that I explore further in the context of private
consultation in chapter 8.

Yet by no means are all messages amenable to personal appropria-
tion, either because they contain no clues as to particular recipients, or
because they are directed to members as a whole, in which case their
content is such that it becomes impersonal. Of the 678 visions in the
service sample, only 43 percent are directed to individuals (named or
unnamed),18 with a further 7 percent to members of a particular group.
This leaves exactly half of all the visions directed to the collectivity:
8 percent to the C&S as an organization, and 42 percent to the con-
gregation as a whole. If we exclude the two Watchnight services,
where there is time to meet the expectation of individual visions, the
percentage of general messages rises to 65 percent. Given the high
proportion of visions that are not individually solicited and remain
both general and unspecific, it must be considered whether it is helpful
to identify revelation as divination, an ethnographic category most
often understood as a process of seeking answers to definite enquiries.

Revelation and the Reproduction 

of Aladura Epistemology

Once, when I was discussing prophecy with Prophet Korode, I raised
the question that had puzzled me for some time. If individuals relied
so much on instruction from revelation, why was it that so many
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messages seemed to contain little specific information? Was it just a
matter of repeatedly reassuring members of God’s protective presence?
Korode laughed, “You would say that! Look at Jeremiah!” As I had
clearly missed the point, I did as he suggested. What I found was
pages of visions and spoken messages from the Lord, a dialogue
between God and the prophet. Voiced both directly in God’s words
and though the mediumship of Jeremiah, the visions speak of God’s
power, and his direction through trance, voice, and inspiration. They
denounce other gods and goddesses together with their false prophe-
cies. Replete with metaphor and image, they warn of the assaults and
traps of enemies, evil people, false friends, of the dangers of conspir-
acy and gossip; they threaten the Lord’s retribution, prescribe moral-
ity, promise his protection, and offer instruction and advice. The
whole ontological background to Biblical prophecy—and to Aladura
revelation—is there. In the same way, I realized, those visions that I
had thought empty of precise content, without a specific target, were
vital in reiterating Aladura assumptions, producing and reproducing
the knowledge upon which C&S divination depended. For revelation
acts beyond intentionality, not only to present the unseen forces behind
a particular individual’s predicament or encourage the congregation, but
to invest ordinary experience with Aladura significance; to recast mun-
dane events in a C&S frame of both meaning and action. The latitude
allowed for individual agency in “hearing” messages, on which the rel-
evance of visioning to individuals relies, rests on this reinforcement of
Aladura convictions.

In previous chapters I have cited individual visions, divorced from
the circumstance of their delivery, to illustrate aspects of this ontology,
especially those concerned with the operation of spiritual power.
I argued that as formal didactic structures are weak, these messages are
critical in conveying C&S meanings to the congregation. But the sig-
nificance of spirit-sanctioned messages in producing and reproducing
Aladura knowledge cannot be appreciated by treating them merely as
isolated units of meaning, whether in terms of their intended function
as conveying specific information to individuals, or as educating
members into the metaphoric conventions of the C&S. They must
also be seen as parts of a sequence, as components of a repetitive body
of revelations, which communicate Aladura interpretations of reality.
Any series of visions, such as those to an individual client in private,
serve to reinforce Aladura meanings in this way. But those delivered in
a collective context such as the Morning Star anniversary, not only
reach the converted, but also the visitors seated at the back of the
church. These strangers heard themselves included in the promise of
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spiritual power (#8, 26), which was assured to the church (#35), as
armor against all assault (#6), for the Devil and his “agents” were on
the attack (#7, 14, 18, 25, 30, 48, 49, 51, 57, 60). For the benefit of
listeners not yet socialized into Aladura practice, a revelation of enemy
action judged to be too alarming will not be said aloud (#41). But the
overriding subtext of revelation is to reinforce to adepts and newcomers
alike what I have called “external causation,” a personalized etiology
that locates the cause of misfortune outside sufferers themselves. It
may be secular authorities that are responsible for the “heavy stone”
that prevents advancement (#21), and human deceit that ruins plans
(#22), but this is far outweighed by the threats from invisible entities.
The meaning of the “something” removed from the service leader’s
neck (#13) is the scourge of malign power, which only Aladura practice
can counteract.

The assumption of enemy activity is so much a part of Aladura expla-
nations that its presence may remain implied rather than specifically stated.
Out of the 678 visions in the service sample, only 16 percent explicitly
mentioned witchcraft, evil spirits, medicine, or employed those familiar
euphemisms for spiritual attack: enemies or evil hands. But through the
loaded language of battle and conquest, and the stipulation of preventive
prayer, members are alerted to their movement (#5, 6, 27, 29, 32, 50),
and advised to arm themselves with ritual defence.

At the same time, the search for protective empowerment from
sources other than the C&S is condemned as both futile and dangerous
(#10, 28), for it is only the Everlasting God who provides salvation
from fear and aggression and opens the way to success (#1). The
nature of these good or unwelcome prospects may be detailed (see
later) or left unspecified (#4, 9, 13, 15, 24, 25), but dreams and
visions are messages from God that must be taken seriously (#31, 37);
they are revealed in order that action may be taken. Particular ritual
requirements (#30, 38, 45, 58, 59), apart from fasting (#17, 18), are
not always spelled out in public revelation; in the service sample of
visions, only 13 percent offered ritual instruction. Directions are more
detailed during personal consultation with visioners (see chapter 8).
But in any context, recipients of messages kneel after their visions, and
revelation will be concluded with prayer, for even if it not explicitly
enjoined, action must always ensue. When members criticize “weak”
or “watery” vision, this is not one that lacks personal detail, but one
that provides no focus for prayer.

Messages may be couched in positive terms of blessings and assis-
tance (#5, 24) or as more negative predictions of potential adversity
(#20, 21); in the sample services, blessings slightly outweighed

YORUBA IN DIASPORA162



warnings by 53 to 47 percent. This partly depends on the personal
style of the visioner: Prophet Ayorinde, with visions such as that of the
rushing blood (#54), was known for his dramatic warnings, whereas
Korode’s messages tended to be more gentle and optimistic
(#26–40). But the difference is one of emphasis rather than substance,
for a constructive outcome in either case is contingent on prayer. As
the Spirit warned an elder:

#73 . . . when you listen to your vision . . . don’t be so pleased with
the good ones . . . because I saw that as soon as they tell you that
you will be this and you will be that, you will be so happy, and
rest your back on the chair . . . but you must be paying particular
attention to the bad ones . . . and be fervent in prayer . . .

(Elder Sister Adeoye 16 November 1969)

Over and over again, congregations hear this exhortation to prayer.
Most do not have the time for Sunday School; many do not attend
their Band meetings regularly. Yet by coming to the church and
witnessing revelation, the basic tenets of C&S discourse seep into
their understanding.

To introduce an analysis of divination with its epistemological under-
pinnings is to invite charges of idealism19 or of the essentialization of
Aladura belief. But a subject-centered approach to divination such as
that adopted by Devisch (1985: 77) must take seriously the promptings
of the actors’ own epistemology in the reproduction of the ritual sys-
tem.20 A synthesis of ritual ideology is therefore not incompatible with
what Devisch calls a “praxeological” approach to the divinatory process,
one that looks at the lived performance, participating individuals, and
the ritual structure of the oracle itself. On the contrary, an integral part
of such analysis is the “purposeful articulation of meaning” achieved by
divination (77; also 1991), part of which consists of recasting the prob-
lematic in metaphoric form. We do not have to rehearse the rationality
debate21 to argue that members take the ritual route as one strategy—
amongst others—in the management of their daily life, because within
the logic of their etiologies and understanding of effective action, it is
eminently practical to do so.22 Adisa, his co-religionists, and the
prophets he consulted, perpetuate revelatory practice because, for
them, it works. If indeed divination is to be understood as a “way of
knowing” (Peek 1991b, c) or of “thought in action” as Zeitlyn (1987:
41) puts it, then it is essential to determine elements in this cognitive
system that render it useful not only in providing existential order, but
to enable the C&S to engage in the pragmatic activity of divining.
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Meaning has performative value as well as ideological. The relation-
ship between this belief, and the “explanation, prediction and control”
(Horton 1971: 94) it allows, is not unidirectional, for epistemology and
divinatory practice each constitute the other. Although Aladura
meanings are conveyed in all ritual discourse—prayers, sermons, testi-
monies, thanksgivings, and possession itself—they are primarily
legitimated through revelation from the Holy Spirit, where they are
articulated by what is taken as the authentic voice of God. It is visioning
that provides the essential epistemological frame for a Christian div-
inatory system. Messages delineate the unseen realities of spiritual
forces, and reinforce faith in the superior power of God, while C&S
interpretations of dream and vision images act to locate quotidian
experience within the Aladura cosmology, and thus render it amenable
to ritual action. It is the etiological discourse of revelation that carries
the weight of communicating the logic of C&S divination, for unlike
the traditional oracle Ifa in pre-Christian Yorubaland, Aladura was a
voluntary, minority movement. Although evolving from a shared
Yoruba understanding of spiritual power, the C&S Christian accom-
modation of indigenous concepts had to be conveyed. The ritual
representation of the Aladura worldview, through general as well as
specific messages, therefore becomes an integral part of their divinatory
practice, the background against which individuals could appropriate
and shape messages to address their own concerns.

Yoruba Divination and the C&S

They just go there to pass their exams—but we are not babalawo.
(Evangelist Opaleke)

Opaleke, like other elders, often referred to Ifa, the elaborate system
of divination central to indigenous ritual practice, at the heart of the
perpetual Yoruba quest to deploy spiritual power in everyday life.23 As
we have seen, lesser deities did advise their worshippers through
trance, but the main route into the world of the unseen was the Ifa
oracle, which was not possession based. Faced with a problem, plan-
ning a project, contemplating a journey, struggling to find a cure for
sickness and misfortune—throughout life, an individual would turn to
Ifa or associated methods of divination for illumination on the interplay
of good and evil forces affecting both causation and cure. Ifa is seen as
the mouthpiece of the orika Orunmila, Mlmrun’s intermediary.
his diviner-priest, the babalawo (father of mysteries) is the earthly
representative of the deity.

YORUBA IN DIASPORA164



The Ifa oracle itself is mechanical and textual; through the throw of
palm nuts the diviner is directed to a particular odu, a segment from the
body of Ifa lore he has stored in his memory. He then recites a number
of associated verses (jsj), each one telling the tale of a mythic client’s
consultation: the problem, Ifa’s advice, and the positive or negative out-
come depending on the performance of the specified sacrifice. These
legendary precedents are then taken to apply to the client’s predicament.

The official discourse of the C&S roundly rejects all these indigenous
oracles, including them in the “heathenish sacrifices and practices” that
Moses Orimolade’s original constitution “condemns and abhors”
(ESO C&S 1930: 3). But contemporary Yoruba fiction bears witness to
the fusion of babalawo and woli (prophet) in the popular imagination,24

and C&S elders are quite aware of the continuity in divinatory praxis
represented by their church:

There used to be a kind of gap after the missionaries had preached
against the babalawo, but then Aladura came in and filled that gap.

(Pastor Tomori)

Peel’s historical exploration of nineteenth-century encounters
between “The Pastor and the Babalawo” (1990) charts this gap: what
early evangelists offered was salvation from a future hell rather than from
present misfortune or uncertainty. In place of Orunmila was a deity,
Jesus, who, in one babalawo’s words, lacked the “power of hearing and
answearing [sic]” (348), so leaving the worshipper immobilized in a limbo
of spiritual silence. Perceptive missionaries recognized the existential disar-
ray this caused to converts and the potential superficiality of an evangeliza-
tion that separated the sacred and secular in daily life.25 Orthodox
Christian theology devoid of performative spiritual powers could neither
incorporate oracular activity nor eliminate cultural practices that did.

That Aladura can compete for custom in the divinatory arena is
recognized by elders as a promotional advantage. But they are also
aware that this ontological continuity and the employment of spiritual
power for divinatory purposes can result in confusion between C&S
and tradition on the part of their followers as well as their critics (such
as the contemporary Pentecostal Born-Agains described in chapter 9).
So they avoid the word divination in reference to revelation. The word
also carries unwelcome connotations of Biblical pre-Christian practice:

There shall not be found among you any one that . . . useth divination,
or an observer of times, or an enchanter, or a witch, or a charmer, or a
consulter with familiar spirits, or a wizard, or a necromancer.
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For all that do these things are an abomination unto the Lord . . .
(Deut. 18:10–12)26

Instead, however:

The Lord thy God will raise up unto thee a Prophet from the midst of
thee . . .; unto him ye shall hearken.

(Deut. 18:15)

The replacement of oracles by revelation thus has sound Christian
credentials; C&S members often refer to Old Testament prophets as
visioners. Just as Aladura look for specific advice through personal
appointments with visioners, so, they point out, Saul sought out
Samuel,27 Uzziah consulted Zechariah,28 and David constantly
“enquired of the Lord” as to what he should do.29 Apart from these
consultations, there is also ample Old and New Testament evidence
for all the unsolicited information received through seeing visions and
hearing voices: God so communicated with Abraham,30 Samuel,31

Elijah,32 and Gad.33 Jesus himself was guided by these means,34 as
were Peter35 and Paul36 amongst others.37 As a sensible C&S pam-
phleteer remarked: “Vision is not a new thing among Christians; and
it may mean a waste of the reader’s time, otherwise there are more
quotations” (Khita 1955: 3).

Allusion to these encounters in the didactic context of booklet and
sermon, or in the ritual discourse of prayer and revelation, serves not
only as an apology for C&S practice to the wider Christian commu-
nity but also has an additional pragmatic function for the members
themselves. As we saw in chapter 5, the principle of precedent is fun-
damental to the operation of spiritual power. Citation of case histories,
as the C&S say, reassures the C&S that, as the Spirit once responded,
so he will again, thus also reminding the Almighty of his obligation in
this respect. The Bible is indeed the history against which divinatory
visioning is set.

What visions are to prophetic divination, the jsj are to Ifa; historical
precedent is embodied in the stories of the odu. As Abimbola com-
ments: “The underlying philosophy of the whole system is that history
repeats itself” (1965: 14). Ifa’s verses cover the whole gamut of
human experience in mythological form to serve as a guideline for
present behavior. Unfortunately, however, there has been no full
exploration of how the model matches with lived experience, for the
recent interest in the oracle has not resulted in phenomenological
accounts of Ifa in action. Apart from Akinnaso’s illuminating description
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of a consultation in which he participated as both observer and
protagonist (1995), we have no analysis of a session, or of a client’s
case history, as found in recent studies of African divination.38 It has
been the richness and complexity of the oral literature, and the
evident skill and erudition of many babalawo that have most captured
the European imagination,39 and excited the justifiable pride of
Yoruba scholars. The odu have been represented as “an inexhaustible
repository of knowledge” (Makinde 1983: 117), encompassing the
whole complexity of Yoruba philosophy, history, society, and natural
environment, which still stands today as “the cornerstone of Yoruba
Culture” (Abimbola 1994: 101; see also 1965: 14–15; 1977: 31–36).
This privileging of the literary and philosophical significance of the
odu has produced valuable records of texts, but left an ethnographic
gap in the study of how Ifa operates as a popular oracle.

There is plenty of evidence, however, of its importance. In all its
diverse regional forms, Ifa has been the most widespread of oracles
throughout Western Nigeria, with variations enduring as a Yoruba
legacy in Cuba, Brazil, and Trinidad, as well as flourishing among the
contemporary Yoruba diaspora in the Americas.40 Although declining
in mid-twentieth-century Nigeria, Ifa was still consulted not only by
the more “traditional” older generations, but also by Christians and
Muslims. This raises the question of how far the historic oracles can
answer to the experience of contemporary men and women, and in
what way revelation provided a more vibrant alternative for a would-
be elite of the period.

The Flexibility of Revelation

Although serving the same divinatory function, there is a fundamental
difference between Ifa and revelation: C&S divination is not universally
embedded in everyday life as Ifa once was; its messages do not embrace
a hegemonic body of culturally created knowledge. For Aladura, it is
the Bible that provides the cognitive context for visioning and the
church that prescribes the morality, whereas understanding of the natu-
ral world is gained from secular and scientific sources. Yet the necessity
of vision divination to underwrite its own epistemology is a strength
rather than a weakness, affording it a flexibility and capacity for
change essential for a modern oracle.

Modernity itself is critical, especially in the era leading up to
Independence, and in the aftermath. In spite of cultural continuities,
revelation exemplified freedom from tradition, and identification with
a world religion that represented progress. Apart from the social
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significance of Christian practice, the cultural moorings of Ifa had
come adrift for a would-be elite. The majority of members, both here
and in Nigeria, were already Christians before joining C&S. Even if
they were not practising members of an orthodox church, their education
and employment had taken them into a culture more Christian than
that of their parents; for them the theological underpinnings of the Ifa
oracle were already lost. For literate Aladura, the Bible, more familiar
than folklore, now replaced the odu as the mythological charter for div-
ination. This, unlike the oral, specialist corpus of jsj, was available to all
consulters to study. In keeping with a historical period where individ-
ual achievement was high on the agenda, divination became more
democratic.41

Yet despite the importance of the Bible to C&S visioning, detailed
scriptural knowledge is not an essential prerequisite for either the
vision-diviner or the client. The Bible is not primarily a divinatory text
as are the Ifa verses; Biblical references are not essential to revelation.
The system does not depend on cited precedents for its operation;
inspiration frees divination from the text. Despite the reinforcing
references to previous Biblical or C&S cases, it also cuts loose revela-
tion from history. While Ifa is bound to a mythological past, dream
and vision rely on immediate communication with the Spirit and have
no temporal reference. Whereas many divination systems are concerned
with the reconstruction of the past,42 revelation, with its prophetic
bias, looks toward the future, as do its London clients.

This is a future that will bring new problems, new circumstances
unimagined by the odu, which can be encompassed by the creative
freedom allowed to revelation. It must be said that the little evidence
we have suggests that Ifa, although based on mechanical manipulation
of objects and a literary canon, is much less rigid than might be assumed.
Peel (1990) found the oracle adapting quite adequately to the needs
of its nineteenth-century clients. Latitude in the interpretation of the
odu, together with the potential for discarding outmoded elements in
the babalawo’s oral repertoire whilst inventing others, allowed it to
accommodate twentieth-century dilemmas.43 Yet a system based on
inspiration such as revelation has endless scope for innovation; there is
no limit to the situations that can surface in vision-messages.
Revelation can thus respond to the queries and anxieties of a varied
clientele; it can speak to all sections of the elite, including worker-
students in London. At the same time, as members reiterate, “vision
has nothing to do with education”—and prophecy can also address
rural workers and the urban poor. And not only Yoruba; although Ifa
has traveled, it remains bound to its roots, divining by inference and
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analogy from Yoruba texts. Prophecy comes without this cultural
load, and can, as it did in London, more easily cross ethnic as well as
social boundaries.

At root, the greater versatility of this Christian oracle comes from
its basis in inspiration. Visioning is invested, as Ifa is not, with the
explosive energy of a possessing Spirit, expressing a divination both
more democratic and more flexible than the system it hoped to super-
sede. Historically, C&S offered mission converts an alternative to
surreptitious consultations with the babalawo, by placing divination at
the center of a Christian practice. In London, as both prophets and
their clandestine Anglican clients told me, orthodox Yoruba
Christians would make private appointments with visioners, covertly
seeking the divinatory assistance that Aladura habitually enjoyed.
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Chapter 8

“Practical Christianity”: Revelation 

and the Power of Prayer

#1 [To a sister] I saw you holding two sticks . . . Two things will come
before you very soon . . . and you will not know which one to
choose . . . The Lord said that anything you are going to do . . . you
should put it in prayer so that God may direct you . . .

(Prophet Aiyegbusi. Service 6 August 1970)

If the sister who received this message in a Sunday service was an
experienced spiritualist, she might well seek this direction through her
own dreams and visions. But she might also make a personal appoint-
ment with a visioner, who would put the problem before God in
prayer, and offer revelatory guidance. Public revelation and private
consultation are two aspects of the same process: visioners encourage
their clients to involve themselves in the collective life of the church,
but also, when they reveal messages in public, they may see that a
member needs the personal attention of an experienced visioner.
Often, clients refer themselves or introduce friends in trouble to a
visioner. In these sessions, the visioner—like the babalawo—will not
only reveal what God has to say about their problems, but also rec-
ommend prayer and ritual action. It is this deployment of spiritual
power in private divinatory practice that forms the subject of this
chapter.

A Prophet and His Clientele

Unfortunately, in exploring this aspect of visioning, there was a limit
on what I could directly observe. The confidentiality expected of a
prophet matches that demanded from other professional repositories
of trust in contemporary Western society: the doctor, priest, counselor



or therapist, aspects of whose roles the C&S visioner assumes. Given
the Yoruba concern with secrecy, it would have been impossible to
intrude on the unique opportunity for privacy provided by prayer,
especially in the insecurity of diaspora conditions. Contrast this with
most African divinatory practices that have fallen under an anthropo-
logical eye: the public nature of divination allows for ethnographic
exploration both of the circumstances bringing the client to the
diviner, and the aftermath of the consultation.

However, although lacking the client’s side of the story, ample evi-
dence on the practitioners’ perspective emerged from diaries kept for
me by three leading male visioners, each with an extensive clientele.
While preserving the anonymity of their clients (to whom I have
ascribed fictional names), they recorded basic information on those
who sought their services, the nature of the problems presented, and
the advice these clients then received.1 I have focused on the fullest of
these records, kept by a visioner I shall call Prophet Adesanya over a
17-month period from October 1969 to the end of February 1971,
which is corroborated by the two shorter accounts. These records do
not pretend to be complete. An exhausted visioner, up early for a day
of work and college, attending to C&S business far into the night, has
little time to recall every visit, or each detail of his dealings with his
clientele. If he fell in Spirit during the consultation, many of his mes-
sages would be beyond recall. Quantitative data derived from the
diary are therefore illustrative rather than definitive. Neither can a
diary entry be taken as an exact record of the verbal exchange between
visioner and client: it represents the synthesis of a consultation as
recalled by one of the participants. Nevertheless, as texts that reveal
something of what the visioner found significant in the event, the
diaries convey a picture of private prophetic activity that underpins the
public presentation of the C&S.

Prophet Adesanya had a wealth of experience in private consulta-
tions. Known for an awkward obstinacy, a quick temper, and a
propensity, as he would admit, to “blast” those who annoyed him in
the church, he had his critics. But as a prophet, he was, by and large,
a popular and well-respected figure. Comparatively young, in his
mid-thirties, his energy and his tenacity enabled him to combine
employment in a Technical College workshop with pursuit of qualifi-
cations in Mechanical Engineering, plus a successful C&S career. With
a wife, three children, and a problematic tenant, as well as obligations
toward family at home, his own negotiation of all the aspects of his life
had not been easy; he understood many of the situations presented to
him for prayer from first-hand experience. But a sharp sense of humor,

YORUBA IN DIASPORA172



combined with a shrewd perception of people and their predicaments,
allowed him to empathize with those who came to seek his help without
becoming overwhelmed by their demands.

The chief impression conveyed by Adesanya’s diaries and our sub-
sequent discussions was the sheer weight of work that fell on a popu-
lar visioner in the C&S. There are 212 entries in his notebooks,
representing an average of three to four appointments a week. These
consultations could include more than one person; 42 percent of con-
sultations were sought by couples (sometimes accompanied by chil-
dren), 26 percent by groups of two or more (two or three couples,
couples with a friend, or more rarely, a group of unrelated friends
and/or co-members). Clients who came alone formed 32 percent of
his recorded caseload. In all, the prophet noted that he had
371 requests for prayer during this period by 136 individuals: 61 men
and 75 women. The great majority of clients are recorded as having
made between one to five visits during this period. But some relied
on the prophet to follow the intricacies of their lives more closely:
16 appear to have visited on 6 to 15 occasions, and a further 7 consulted
the prophet up to 25 times or more.

One of the other diary keepers with a geographically more accessible
house recorded an even higher level of consultations. But from my
knowledge of their daily activities, both prophets had a considerably
heavier schedule than they record. Besides this, none of the diaries
includes all participation in further group prayers, which were held
either in the church or in private houses to meet the needs of members.
A prophet had to be ready at any time of day or night to respond to a
phone call or a visit from a person asking for prayer. Often visioners—
as other C&S elders and aladura brothers—would be driving around
London far into the night. If this was by mini-cab, it would be at their
own expense, for no charge could be made or gift received in respect
of prayer.2

In addition to praying for those who so request, prophets and lead-
ing elders would also take on prayer and fasts on behalf of members
unable to do this for themselves. This ritual surrogacy was necessary,
elders claimed, as many who sought out C&S visioners for prayer were
spiritually inexperienced. Only 28 percent of Adesanya’s clientele who
were members of C&S had already joined in Nigeria; the majority (72
percent) had become involved in England. But the prophet also
attracted clients from outside the church: of the 127 clients noted by
Adesanya, 37 percent never came to the church at all; these nonmem-
bers accounted for 20 percent of the personal consultations recorded
in the diary. Of the 81 clients who did attend the services, Adesanya
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reckoned that some 52 were regular members, participating in church
life, while the remaining 29 came only occasionally. Therefore only a
minority (41 percent) of the clients appearing in the record were
active members of the C&S.

Even this distinction is hard to maintain; members could sustain
different levels of activity at different times. The comings and goings
of a couple in Adesanya’s clientele are a case in point. Familiar with
Aladura from Nigeria, Mr. and Mrs. Olawo had already visited
Prophet Adesanya for prayer in the past. But the prophet had held
back, sensing that they were involved in using “medicine,” a suspicion
that they later confirmed. But in the disaster that brought them to his
door again, remedies from home had done nothing for them. Living
on a council estate in Shepherd’s Bush, they had been subject to con-
stant racial harassment and were unable to secure police protection.
When they contacted the prophet for help, he first advised them to
come to the church on Sunday, because he felt that “they just go for
vision when they have problem, like going to palm reading.” This
they did, but after the service Adesanya asked another prophet to pray
for them, because, he said, he “did not want them to think that my
vision came from what I knew.” Adesanya did then start to see them
regularly; the local authority offered them temporary refuge and took
the children into care before they moved back into the block. The
prophet records:

#2 Domestic trouble against theft in their council flats that people
come to threaten their life and break their windows . . . and the
case has gone to the board of race relationship.

Vision both in my house and when they come to the church that
God really needs them now and their difficulty will soon be min-
imised through prayer.

After a few days prayer everything is coming back to normal and
after leaving their flats and leaving their children with the local
council they [are] now settled back into their flat. Although the
house was consecrated . . . before moving back.

(11 October 1969)

Adesanya had helped them contact both the Race Relations Board
and the Housing Department. He had also prayed over the selection
of one of three alternative flats the Olawos were offered. However,
they ignored the vision’s recommendation and opted for one of the
others, despite the drawbacks specified by the Spirit. This then fell
through, by which time the third flat was already taken. The prophet
agreed to protect their old accommodation with prayer, but warned
them to respect revelation in future.
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Although often omitted from the diary, Mr. Olawo was, the
prophet said, coming “almost every day” and praying with Adesanya
from 10.30 p.m. until midnight. If his wife accompanied him, the
prophet would also spend time discussing her problems with her. An
additional worry they brought to him at the end of 1969 was their
children’s health:

#3 After going through the housing problem one of the children is
sick. Warning in vision not to send for native medicine from home
to help the kids as this will cause obstacle in the kids’ life.

(8 November 1969)

The prophet would also call at their house to bless water and see how
things were progressing:

#4 . . . there was vision that the children would be OK through
prayer and that they should keep on consecrating their house at all
times not to wait until there is trouble, so that trouble can be
averted from them.

(26 November 1969)

Visions continued to confirm the children’s recovery:

#5 . . . but they should move nearer to God and be prayerful with
certain psalms. Also to beware of friends who pretend to help
them but instead they try to destroy them morally and spiritually. 

(7 December 1969)

By February 1970, Adesanya’s records show him still pressing for the
couple’s closer identification with the church:

#6 Vision to pray more and if possible get their prayer gowns.
(20 February 1970)

#7 . . . to consecrate a place for prayer in their house, etc.
(28 February 1970)

But by then Mrs. Olawo was ill, and the marriage was running into
trouble. At one point Mrs. Olawo had left her husband; Adesanya per-
suaded her to return, but the relationship continued to deteriorate:

#8 To collect the water already blessed for his wife who is sick, and
general protection and healing for them.
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Vision that he should be grateful to God because if they have
separated earlier when they had quarrel, people will formulate
that the sickness would be that he caused it by poisoning his wife
and from there wage secret war against him. God will actually
help them to cast away all the sickness in the family and that
nobody would die. This year would be the end of their difficulty
God promises.

(24 March 1970)

Some things did improve:

#9 Prayer for more protection as the wife has just been completely
healed from chest trouble.

(3 April 1970)

But the children were not well, and neither was the marriage:

#10 The child is sick overnight.
After the prayer it was revealed that the child will be OK and

[they] should not be afraid over the sickness. They should bath
the child with consecrated water.

They should not wait till any of them is sick before holding
prayers in their house because of some other blessings too [i.e.,
that would come their way if they prayed regularly].

If they want to help a relative they should be careful so that
this will not be in vain and cause misunderstand[ing] even
between the couple. In fact the last paragraph was what they
need my advise for after the prayer, as they have already quar-
relled over a relative as such.

(6 May 1970)

As well as illuminating past plans and present difficulties,
Adesanya’s prophecies also revealed the potential in the family’s future
if they could persevere:

#11 Prayer of thanksgiving and more healing.
Vision that they should beware of petty quarrel that leads to

big ones as this is the weapon of their foe to destroy them after
which serious sickness follows in all cases.

Several times they have planned to attempt and do good thing
but half way the plan is change[d] from good to bad. This is the
work of the Devil.

They should be praying at bed time with Psalm 46. They have
to thank God that the sickness could again be [i.e., has not been]
transferred to the youngest son. They should look after this child

YORUBA IN DIASPORA176



and he will be a glorious and clever student. Law and medicine
will appeal to him in future. The early part of law is bright but not
the end so by this time they should put both in prayer. They should
beware of taking gifts from friend and relatives as this was planned
to be poisoned. The only way to overcome the long-ranging diffi-
culty before them is to move nearer to God, etc.

(27 July 1970)

Adesanya’s support continued for several months, dealing with a
succession of issues, including financial difficulties and employment.
But by mid-1971, even though the Olawos did attend the church,
they no longer formed part of the prophet’s clientele. For his part, he
felt that there was no purpose in continued prayer unless they were
prepared to take more responsibility in resolving their own problems.

Revelation and Daily Life

When Adesanya ends his notes with “etc.” (#7, 11, 12, 15, 24), this
often indicates that he does not recall the remaining messages. But
et cetera can also be read as alluding to the common occurrence of the
situations reflected in his visions. Over time, families such as the
Olawos are likely to present a typical range of problems; the pages of
the notebooks are filled with requests for prayer around the regular
preoccupations of worker-students’ lives that we have already seen sur-
face during Sunday services: health, education, employment, housing,
lawsuits, marriage, childcare, family in Nigeria, future prospects, fear of
sudden death. All these reappear in private consultations. Mr Olawo
could not afford to study and was employed in fulltime factory work,
but it is anxiety over gaining qualifications that predominates for men.
The diary captures their despair, and the hope that revelation offers:

#12 General Prayer [for a couple] including failing his exam in one
subject for five or six times.

Vision: . . . The slippery step he was climbing regarding the exam,
God will let him pass it by flying instead of climbing the steps, etc.

(23 July 1970)

For women, the concern that predominates in the diary is the
whole anxious question of reproduction. This is also believed to be an
area especially susceptible to the operation of unseen powers, a threat
that lurks throughout the entries. Such a case was that of Sister
Adewumi. Although she already had one daughter in Nigeria,
her failure to conceive again in England was provoking the hostility
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of her in-laws:

#13 Prayer over her dream which came through [i.e., which she had,
arising] from the letter [she had] found written to her husband
from home [from his family pressing him to leave her]. For God
to change the mind of her oppressors and protect her so that she
may not lose her husband.

Vision that it is true that her [husband’s] family foe are wag-
ing the war against her and that the native medicine that was
prepared for her by her [own] family was interchanging from
good to bad [i.e., although intended to help her, was having the
opposite effect because of this]. She should be grateful to God
because if not because she is in London the opportunity of
Cherubim and Seraphim might not be opened to her and she
might have died through her oppressor. Not only her that was
troubled but also her husband and this is why he hardly have any
satisfaction in what he does or what belongs to him. She should not
worry that she has not got a male child as God will actually provide
this for her when the time comes and return through [i.e., true]
love between both of them and that she should learn how to fast
and pray. Through this things will work her way.

(15 July 1970)

“Foe,” “oppressor,” “enemy”; “waging war” with “poison” or
“native medicine”: these menaces appear as regularly in the
prophet’s private revelations as in Sunday services. The influence of
malign power constantly crops up in the Olawos’s consultations
(i.e., #3, 5, 8, 11) and emerges as a principal factor in many clients’
experience. The salience of what I have called “external causation”
could be read as a metaphorical statement of insecurity and a sense
of threat. But on a cognitive level this understanding of the world
serves to personalise experience. This individualized approach
to events and life situations essentially deals with the currency of
relationships—whether social, physical, psychological, or spiritual. It
is with this dynamic view of causation that revelation deals. Many
predicaments are represented in vision as social relationships:
between real and false friends (#5, 11, 25), between an individual
and potential critics (#8), between neighbor and neighbor, landlord
and tenant (#16), applicant and employer (#15), husband and wife,
affines and kin (#8, 11, 13, 10, 20, 24). Racism, for example, is rep-
resented, as it is indeed experienced, as individual prejudice rather
than in institutional terms (#17); candidates are often instructed to
pray for “mercy on the exam”—to predispose the examiner in their
favor (#24, 26). In matters of health it is the physical relationship of
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the body to the environment, both material and unseen (#9, 11).
Then there is the psychological element: the relationship between
mind and body, mental state and affective function (#29). Behind all
these are spiritual relationships: between the person and their life
force, the individual and God (#5, 11).

Recasting experience into the idiom of relationships renders it sus-
ceptible to the exercise of unseen power. According to its operating
principles (chapter 5), the impact of power is exchanged between ani-
mate or inanimate objects, not between people/objects and deperson-
alized events. What C&S members therefore seek is empowerment,
reinforcing their impact on others. Here we return to another theme of
chapter 5: power as a principle of general efficacy, the dynamic energy
behind the relationship of individuals to their world. Although a client
may present a single problem to a visioner, what is sought is empower-
ment of the whole person, together with those physical, psychological,
or spiritual parts that appear to be most at risk. “Well, any time anybody
dies suddenly, they say it’s heart-attack,” once commented the prophet,
“but why can’t the heart fight back when anything attacks it?” A num-
ber of clients are recorded in the diary as simply seeking “development
of Holy Spirit.” This may refer to progress in visioning and dreaming,
but it is also because personal power, proceeding from the Spirit, is the
prerequisite shield against negative influences and the foundation for a
proactive approach to problematic relationships.

It is this personalization of experience coupled with the search for
empowerment that enables clients to feel that they can have a handle
on their problems through C&S divination. Yoruba worker-students
could have little real impact on their social and economic circum-
stances, beyond political action, in which they were reluctant to
engage. But through revelation and prayer, the alien, impersonal envi-
ronment of migrants (both in Nigeria and Britain) was re-presented,
and the individual rendered more effective to intervene.

Divination and Decision-Taking

But Adesanya’s clients were not merely victims of circumstance or of evil
spirits. They were ambitious individuals carving out careers. This involved
taking decisions, making choices. Since vision can reveal the play of pow-
ers affecting projects, and disclose circumstances susceptible to prayer,
visions encourage the spiritual investigation of future plans (#11):

#14 Any job she will attempt to do in Nigeria should be put forward
in prayer before undertaking such a problem . . .

(10 March 1970)
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#15 . . . Wherever he would work at home he should try and put it
before the Lord not to mischoose, etc.

(1 June 1970)

#16 God will so mercy at the end [i.e., this project will eventually suc-
ceed], but from now upward he should try and put his intention
before the Lord before starting and not after . . .

(2 November 1990)

One convention in consulting visioners over decisions is to submit
unspecified alternatives to the Spirit in the form of numerals—the
“two sticks” in Aiyegbusi’s vision (#1). This is reminiscent both of the
indigenous procedure in which two ibo (lots) were used to provide
positive or negative answers to specific questions, and the submission
of names or numbers to the Ifa oracle. The selected number, Adesanya
explained, then appears in vision as marked on a board, ticked on a
sheet, colored red, or is heard spoken by a voice. The reasons for
rejection or selection, or the ritual or other preconditions for a partic-
ular choice may also be revealed. Adesanya was offered numbers
representing children’s foster homes and schools, colleges and train-
ing courses for their parents, for the exam paper that needed most
work, or for unspecified intentions.

Many of the decisions submitted to the Spirit concerned areas in which
the Yoruba student in London would have little previous experience on
which to draw. Alternatively, they dealt with familiar life events around
which cultural norms were changing. Here divination negotiated the
conflict between the old ways of kin-based ethics expressed in parental or
elders’ authority and the new desire for individual choice.

Such was the matter of marriage. One of Adesanya’s clients,
Brother Bankole, was in a dilemma. Both prospective brides were in
Nigeria: the first he had originally wanted to marry, but the second
badly wanted to marry him. What should he do? He came to
Adesanya with his numbers. The prophet told him that he saw no. 1
illuminated by a strong light, “like a headlight,” but in a minute it had
vanished, indicating an infatuation that would not last. No. 2 was
“fair”; she had a propensity for ill-health (which Bankole confirmed),
but was a better prospect. But Bankole continued with both relation-
ships and remained uncertain:

#17 Prayer to choose one of the two girlfriends as a wife . . .
Vision that the second girl as revealed before would be fair as his

wife . . .
(30 January 1970)
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Nine months later, the brother was still undecided:

#18 Prayer for protection, studies, wife to be chosen, and travelling to
Nigeria on holidays next year.

Vision that no. 2 girl as chosen earlier is the best for him. His
going home was also revealed before saying it, that he should be
careful so that there will be no difficulty for his coming back
again. Bringing the wife is not going to be easy.

(15 October 1970)

The next time the would-be husband asked for prayer about his
choice of partner, Adesanya refused: “God has already chosen.”

What is striking about this case is that despite all Bankole’s visits,
the Spirit’s repeated recommendations went unheeded. Mr. and
Mrs. Olawo submitted a list of potential flats to the prophet—and
ignored the result. “The visioner can’t compel you,” said Adesanya.
“You are the one who chooses. He only says what he sees.” Visions
reveal contingent circumstances in order to inform rather than
replace conclusions reached by clients themselves. This becomes
clearer from several diary entries about decision-taking:

#19 Prayer for a sister who wanted to join her husband at home or
continue with her studies here.

Vision that God will give her mercy if she decided to go home
and if she preferred to stay in London she would be prayerful for
her course to be successful for she might meet difficulties.

(14 March 1970)

#20 A brother brings his cousin to ask whether to proceed further to
do his PhD or stop at MSc as he is will[ing] to go home if the
interview he wishes to attend was successful.

Vision . . . for the cousin. If he goes home now the way is open
for success but although if he stays to do the PhD the difficulty
will arise and take longer time than he expected except if he prays
very hard against this.

(2 March 1970)

In both cases, despite advice, options are left open; either path is fea-
sible if problems are met with prayer. Aladura divination deals with
individual choice, assisting clients to confront the possibilities in their
lives. There is no community weight behind the Spirit’s suggestions,
monitoring compliance. By placing the decision on another plane, it
appears to have been taken out of the client’s hands. But individual
agency is not preempted; it is, rather, reinforced by helping question-
ers think through the possible repercussions of their actions and how
they may intervene, strengthened by the power of the Holy Spirit.
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Active and Passive Systems of Divination

The privileged insight into relevant but unobservable factors provided
by revelation not only assists the consulter in decision-taking, but will
suggest steps, whether ritual or mundane, to ensure the success of the
project in question. Visions always enjoin prayer; when individuals
seek out the help of prophets, it is said that they “go for prayer”—not
“visioning.” It is this necessity for action that distinguishes C&S div-
ination from the plethora of contemporary methods claiming to draw
back the veil between the present and the future, be it through the
forecasts of palmists, card readers, or crystal gazers, or spiritualist mes-
sages “from the other side.”3 Although such predictions may help
clients reflect on their problems and influence personal plans, they do
not claim to offer a certain way of altering the foretold events, or of
affecting future destinies. The factors that determine these are either
unassailable, such as the movement of the planets, or remain inacces-
sible or unimagined. There can be no divinely informed intervention
in their activities. Such practices could, therefore, be characterized as
active and passive systems of divination: they delve into the realm of
the hidden and unseen, anticipate events, but cannot empower the
individual to alter what is to come.

The value of the Aladura system to its adherents rests on the con-
viction that the causative factors behind human experience can be
influenced. As Fakeye explained (chapter 7, p. 148), to know the
future is to have some purchase on events. God is the source of all
power, whether exercised for good or evil: Mlmrun alagbara julm, “the
Power above all others.” Through the privileged insight he affords into
the play of forces affecting human lives, his help can be enlisted to
counteract negative influences and strengthen supplicants’ own power
of resistance and efficacy. I characterize such divination as “active” not
only because individual agency is intrinsic to the system, but because
the ritual generated by the consultation is thought to act back upon the
relevant causative factors that have been revealed as lying behind
the client’s condition, and so change the course of events.

This distinction between active and passive practice is derived from
the elders’ own concern with the danger of confusing prophecy with
fortune-telling. As with Adesanya’s initial reservation about Mr. and
Mrs. Olawo, they deplored members’ misuse of revelation to look
into the future without accepting responsibility for what lay ahead.
Certainly the prophetic dimension of revelation was a major attraction
to members: “If we pray,” said one, “God will tell us what is going to
happen.” But elders complained that people came to C&S “thirsty for
vision,” and that prophecy, rather than prayer, was more sought after
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in London than in the Nigerian church. This was impossible to verify,
but the problem surfaces in the visioners’ diaries:

#21 Prophet Adesanya had carried out repeated prayer, mainly over the
phone, for a nonmember worried about her final catering exam.
Her husband had returned to Nigeria and had stopped sending her
money. If she failed again she would be unable to earn enough to
take herself and her two children home. Adesanya gave her ritual
advice, and visions promised success. But immediately after taking
the paper, she rang him to discover the result. The prophet refused
to do this “unnecessary” prayer, and complained to me: “Some
people have no faith. They think C&S is just like herbalist—you go
there and see the future. It can’t help you at all.”

So Adesanya warned a couple whom he suspected of consulting
another visioner, that nothing could improve without prayer:

#22 Vision that they should not go about chasing vision as they do
not actually believe. But if they trust in the Lord, God will
change their life for the better.

(1 September 1970)

That is, if they pray. “It’s no good to have thousands of people in the
church and just tell them vision which you then do nothing about,”
said another prophet. “These people need practical Christianity;
vision is just minor.”

In pursuing the C&S distinction between revelation and mere predic-
tion, I am not proposing that divination systems should be subject to
a binary typology of active and passive methods. In cultural practice
there are numerous intermediate cases; for example, take the African-
Caribbean practitioners who appeared to offer services similar to the C&S:

I have God given powers to help you and to satisfy you with your
troubles . . . I have strange and mystic powers. Problems of love, mar-
riage, business difficulties, quarrels, enemies or bad luck present no
problem to me . . .

(From a flier: “Mrs Adam from 
the ‘West India Land of Jesus’ ”: 1972)

Mrs. Adam evidently shared a discourse of external causation with her
clientele, and seemed to be offering individual consultations along
Aladura lines. But she would credit her insight into unseen influences
more to her own “mystic power” than to specific information
entrusted by God. Therefore, although she undoubtedly offered
personal ritual empowerment and a counteroffensive to enemies,
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these would not be based on action specifically prescribed by the ulti-
mate source and commander of all unseen influence.

She is also, of course, operating outside an institutional structure,
whether in terms of a religious organization, or as a shared body of
belief and ritual practice. Even where these are in place, they do not
necessarily predicate active divining: not all African systems illuminate
unseen causative influences in order to affect them. But the model of a
continuum, with the majority of indigenous African oracles falling
toward one end and most contemporary fortune-telling located at the
other, could be a useful tool in comparative studies of divining. An
exploration of the material and epistemological factors that correlate
with an active system are beyond the scope of this study, but as I have
suggested earlier (chapter 1), a significant feature is the degree of elab-
oration in the discourse of spiritual power. Without returning to
Horton’s distinction, following Popper, between closed and open cos-
mologies (1967), I would suggest that the more embracing the notions
of unseen energies, the more active the divination system will be.

The key variable, therefore, in comparative studies of divination sys-
tems is the circular, dynamic connection between seen and hidden
worlds, not the technology of the oracle itself. When Zeitlyn (1987: 41)
argues that “emotive” types of divination, such as spirit possession, can-
not be subject to the same kind of analysis as mechanical manipulations,
he is overprivileging the means of divination as the critical factor in dis-
tinguishing different oracular systems. There may be more in common
between a procedure based on inspiration and one that examines con-
figurations of objects, than between two systems that employ similar
techniques. Reading the arrangement of leaves disturbed by Zeitlyn’s
spiders in Mambila divination (1987, 1990) may be more in line with
spirit possession than with interpreting the pattern of tea leaves.

The indigenous Yoruba oracle, Ifa, relies on the throw of nuts;4

Aladura revelation on possession by the Holy Spirit. Despite these dif-
fering forms, they are both active systems of divination: armed with
forewarning of the activity of enemies, both unseen and human, ritual
action could be taken to frustrate their plans, and secure a favorable
outcome to envisaged projects. As with Aladura prophecy, this action
is integral to the system, hence the saying, “One does not consult Ifa
without prescribing a sacrifice” (Awolalu 1979: 126).5

The term Ifa refers both to the oracle and to the orika Orunmila, the
chief messenger of Mlmrun, who controls the fall of the nuts. As with
Christian prophecy, therefore, the ultimate source both of the message
and of the power activated by subsequent prayer is the Supreme Being,
the legitimator of all spiritual energy, who can influence all other unseen
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forces. Coming from the same Yoruba cultural frame, details of the
C&S inspirational system, as we will see, echo Ifa divination. But it is
the similarity in the communication between divinity, diviner and
client, and in the notions of spiritual power that energize the system,
that grounds the continuity between the two.

The Structure of an Active System of Divination

The interaction between deity, diviner, and supplicant can be seen as
one of structured dialogue, in which four stages can be identified. In
Aladura practice, the timing and location of these stages vary; they
may be elided in time and place, or be chronologically or geographi-
cally distinct. But analytically they may be distinguished as follows:

(A) Address. Through the visioner’s prayer, clients place their situa-
tion before God.

(B) Response. The Spirit replies through revelation, which the
visioner interprets for the clients.

(C) Action. Ritual and/or secular action is undertaken in the light of
the message.

(D) Outcome. Ensuing events are interpreted as an outcome of the
action taken.

This interaction may be represented diagrammatically as follows:
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The case of the Olawo’s son’s illness (#10) illustrates the process.
Having understood the problem (A1), the prophet puts the situation
before God (A2). By means of this prayer, he gains access to the
supreme source of power, who has the ability to control whatever
force initially provoked the child’s disorder. The responding vision
from the Spirit (B1) is interpreted (B2) to confirm that the illness
need no longer cause concern, given the specified ritual (C1) and
(C2)—water imbued with power—that will induce the Spirit to
strengthen the child and protect against future attacks. The prophet
told me that the child did indeed recover, as was predicted (D).

Here we see the structure of divination praxis displayed in this
recorded event: the address to the Spirit, the response through vision,
the action of blessing water, and the apparently satisfactory outcome.
The same fourfold structure is reflected in the operation of the Yoruba
oracle Ifa. Whether the client has divulged the problem or has
remained silent (A1), the babalawo addresses the divinity through
prayer, and casts the sacred palm nuts or a divining chain (mpjlj) (A2).
According to their fall, determined by Orunmila, the diviner makes
marks in the wood dust of the divining tray (B1). The resulting con-
figuration refers him to one of the 256 odu, the named sections in a
vast body of poetry in his memorized repertoire. He then recites a
number of associated verses (jsj), each one telling the tale of a mythic
client’s consultation—the problem, the oracle’s advice, and the posi-
tive or negative outcome depending on the performance of the speci-
fied sacrifice. One of these will be taken as a relevant precedent for the
present case (B2). The babalawo, adept in medicine as well as sacrifice,
may assist with the required ritual for the client (C1) and (C2) who
will then hope to see a beneficial result (D).

The ritual equivalence of the babalawo and the prophet is not,
therefore, only due to the similarity of the services they offer; the
underlying structure of their divinatory practice is identical.

The Dialogue of Revelatory Divination in the C&S

(A) Address

Adesanya’s clients often had to wait for prayer when they visited his
house, sitting on a sagging sofa, watching television, or chatting to his
wife. When their turn came, they would enter a small front room where
the prophet prayed, standing in front of his altar, a small cloth-covered
table holding a sevenfold candlestick and crucifix, besides the bottles of
water and olive oil to be consecrated for clients. Adesanya would be wear-
ing his prayer gown, with a Bible, and sometimes his staff, in his hands.
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His clients would kneel down before him. The proceedings would be
prefaced with prayer to Almighty God. This might last a few minutes, or
take half an hour, but would follow the formula of forgiveness, consecra-
tion, thanksgiving, and request for spiritual power before seeking assis-
tance on the client’s predicament. Just as the babalawo prefaces divination
by addressing Mlmrun, Orunmila, and other key divinities, so the visioner
opens up the channels of communication with the Spirit.

With regular clients, such as the Olawos, Adesanya would be aware
of their circumstances. New clients would sometimes be specific as to
their concerns. Others, visioners told me, would launch into a con-
fused account of their troubles, in which case the visioner would cover
the salient points in the introductory prayer, hoping that the Spirit
would clarify the situation through revelation. But often people do
not mention all the circumstances they have in mind (#10, 18) or
remain silent on the reason for their visit, requesting “general prayer.”
As a babalawo’s consulter might whisper a request to Orunmila, leav-
ing the diviner in ignorance, so C&S clients may put their problem
directly before God.6 Members explain that they have faith in the
visioner; so it is “unnecessary to go into details”: “These visioners,
they can pierce through into your mind.” Adesanya was more cynical,
claiming that members are “testing” the visioners, and “trying their
power”—a notion familiar from Ifa7—but accepted that the ability to
locate a predicament or project without foreknowledge increases the
client’s faith (e.g., #18). “So many of our people are still Thomasses.8

If they have told you what they have come for, they think you are just
repeating it when the message comes.” Hence Adesanya’s reluctance
to pray for Mr. and Mrs. Olawo when they first came to a service. Just
as babalawo claimed to perceive clients’ problems through their
medicines,9 visioners had no doubt that the Spirit would guide them
toward relevance, through vision, voice, imm (“intuition”), or the
direction of the prayer itself. Prayer, Adesanya told me, often “comes
automatically, as you are directed by the Spirit. You begin to pray for
one thing, but are taken onto something completely different,” thus
indicating problematic areas in the client’s life. This dialogue between
diviner and deity continues throughout the process.

Whether they are aware of the client’s main preoccupation or not,
visioners say that they rarely question those that arrive for prayer. Their
rationale is a reluctance to inhibit an individual’s own communication
with the Spirit by emphasizing the visioner’s role as intermediary. This
shift away from the presenting problem toward the person is consis-
tent with the holistic approach that characterises solicited prayer. It
is the whole person, not just their problem, that is presented to
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God: “I bring Sister Oduntan before you . . .” What C&S divinatory
practice in effect attempts is a reintegration of fragmented experience.
The nature of members’ lives is one of compartmentalized activities in
an alien environment. The impact of this disjuncture on some clients is
one of disorientation. They are even unsure how to describe their
trouble; they feel suffused with anxiety, engulfed by physical malaise.
When the C&S prays for a brother to “make him whole,” this has an
existential dimension, which revelatory divination addresses.

(B) Response

Through the medium of vision, voice, or intuitive understanding (imm),
the visioner receives the response of the Spirit to the introductory
prayer, and relays the messages to the client. As the Spirit has been
confronted with the total package of a life, these may range over a
number of topics (as in #11):

#23 A sister who went regularly to the prophet, came for “general
prayer of protection and development of Holy Spirit and conse-
cration of water.” Among the visions that were revealed was
instruction “To help her husband in prayer from slumberness
which can debar her own progress spiritually. Should be careful of
reply[ing to] the letters received from his parents to avoid misun-
derstanding and hatred. Over his exam there will always be mercy
[so he] should not think that if he met disappointment that his
prayer is still [not] going to be answered. The sister should be
prayerful and should not worry for not having practical experi-
ence enough on her qualifications in this country because God is
going to provide the right job at home. Secondly, the only prayer
is not to do clerical or office job for a while, as trading will open
to her in the near future but should not cheat people so that the
blessing of God may be upon her. [She should pray for] protec-
tion and healing for their child who is now sick, etc.”

(16 December 1970)

From this array of revelations, as with the range of Ifa’s jsj, the client
will select the message most relevant to what he or she has in mind,
while taking on board the additional information. This may bring
other worries to the surface: although the Olawos asked for prayer for
their child, what they actually wanted to talk about was a problem
with relatives (#10). When a message does hit on a current preoccu-
pation of the client, this increases confidence both in the person of the
prophet and in the process of revelation and prayer. As with those
consulting Ifa, it is at this point that clients may open up. “Vision
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really brings introduction to the matter,” said a prophet. “There are
things people don’t like to say but, when the vision comes, they just
voice it out.” When Adesanya told a Mrs. Ofalabi that he saw her
weeping, the sister broke down and told him of her husband’s infi-
delities. If supplicants are ready to discuss their situation, the visioner,
as the babalawo, can both listen to their problems and offer advice.

Consistent with the holistic approach to clients, the visioner will
make use of the Spirit’s messages as to other aspects of their situation,
attempting to unearth hidden relevancies and connections. Sparked
by revelation, an experienced visioner—with a cooperative client—
may try to unravel the complexities of personal lives, and uncover the
root of the trouble, the basic factors behind their malaise. As Adesanya
said: “What they may take as the main trouble may not be. There may
be other things leading to it. They want you to touch what’s in their
mind at that particular time, but you must help them understand the
cause of their problem as well as find solution. That’s what it’s all
about.” An entry in another prophet’s diary recorded the visit of a
man having difficulty selling a house co-owned with his wife. The
visioner saw the couple standing under a stormy sky, buffeted by the
wind. He therefore prayed for reconciliation between the couple
rather than for a supply of potential buyers. Another of his cases con-
cerned a woman complaining of violent headaches. During the prayer,
Psalm 51 was revealed to him. Being a psalm used for forgiveness of
sins, the prophet divined that the cause of her suffering lay with her
own behavior. When I asked one sister why she went to visioners for
prayer, she replied: “Because they tell you what is the matter.”

What rather than whom. Despite the personalization of experience
that the concept of enemies entails, visioners claim that they do not set
out to name aggressors, even if their identity is revealed in vision:

#24 After prayer for healing and the consecration of a house, “Vision
revealed: He should be aware of [a] friend who actual[ly] wants
his destruction. Beware of bad ways that are not spiritual as this
is one of the ways they can catch him. He must be sure of what
he takes [i.e. eats], not to mistakenly take poison . . .”

(25 February 1970)

The friend, even if depicted in vision, remains anonymous. The most
Adesanya would do is to confirm or question a client’s conviction that
an uncle’s curse or a former colleague’s jealousy lies behind their
problems (#13). Often these suspects are at home, in Nigeria, and
therefore outside the London context. Systems have to suit their
clients: many of the African divination systems that aim to identify the
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malefactor operate in fairly bounded communities, characterized by
fixed, multiplex relationships, which must be mended if awry. If
witchcraft is a metaphor for acrimony, it must be withdrawn or neu-
tralized if community life is to continue.10 In contrast, the C&S is a
voluntary organization in the diaspora; personal accusations would
disrupt the fragile cohesion of the congregation, alienating potential
adherents and undermining the problem-solving project of the
church.

Fixating on an identified enemy would also absolve the client from
personal responsibility. The brother in #24 was cautioned about his
own bad ways as well as deceitful friends. The diary entries show that
although external causation is much in evidence, visions (as odu)11

also counsel care in personal relationships (#10, 11, 23) and encourage
clients to look to their own behavior (#11, 18, 23, 34). In diagnosing
problems, revelation often throws the weight of God behind basic
home truths:

#25 A brother comes to enquire “whether to take his exam or with-
draw as he is not able to prepare very well for the exam.

Vision: . . . The remaining time before his exam if he
worked harder and don’t postpone the exam, God will so
mercy as if he leaves it till another time he will still have the
same complain[t].”

(5 August 1970)

Others anxious about their exams received even shorter shrift:

#26 . . . running about [with his social life] will not help him in his
studies.

(5 December 1970)

#27 He should not slumber in his studies as his house is now crowned
with laziness.

(7 January 1970)

Neither does an awareness of impinging malice prevent a percep-
tive prophet from interpreting what he is shown as worldly distrac-
tions and inner insecurities:

#28 A sister came to “conquer hard luck and unsettlement of
mind . . .

Vision that the problem with her boyfriend will be settled
between now and 1971 . . . God will help her to settle and pass
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her exam and should have a bottle of water consecrated for
this. Furthermore she should not neglect her studies for any
unnecessary things as her understanding is minimised since she
came over [to England] for her studies which should not be so.
She should avoid comparing or judging herself with others so
that she would not misjudge herself and then lose her talent . . .” 

(13 October 1970)

The possibility of victimization is suggested by the prescription of
Holy Water, which would boost her spiritual immunity to attack.
But it is the sister’s relationship to her own self-image and her lack of
mental focus that is primary. In the reading of experience offered by
revelation, quotidian, physical, mental, and spiritual factors
interpenetrate and fuse; just as human malice can activate spiritual
attack, so invisible assault has physiological and psychological
repercussions (#11):

#29 A sister and two friends came for general prayer.
“Vision: . . . The first lady should consecrate water for safe

delivery and for God to conquer bad dreams for her. There is a
spider web on her face, which reveals the obstruction to her spir-
itual eye and thinking caused by the enemy to make her doubt
her ways and brought [i.e., bring] her failure . . .”

(4 November 1970)

In this vision, the ensnaring thread of malignity is detected as critical
to the sister’s situation, but the relationship between the enemy
and her failure is not a simple one; it is the clouding of her own
spiritual strength that distorts her perceptions and undermines her
self-confidence.

Reflected in the prophet’s entries such as these is the lack of rigid
demarcation between the material and intangible world already dis-
cussed. Even in the discourse of external causation the secular and the
sacred inform each other in indeterminate degrees. Take the ubiqui-
tous notion of poison, for example: the balance between actual toxic-
ity and spiritual venom remains ambiguous (#8, 11, 24). Even in the
central concept of enemy, and the use of means to imbue malignity
with performative power, notions of supra-human activity and effect
elide with human expressions of aggression and vulnerability.
Adesanya’s clientele consisted of men and women whose perceptions
of the relative weight of spiritual and mundane were neither fixed nor
uniform. This is reflected in the discourse of revelation and prophecy
and in Aladura ritual practice.
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(C) Action

As with visions revealed in services, most messages include the explicit
injunction to “pray fervently” or “continue in prayer.” Belief in the effi-
cacy of prayer, fortified by ritual acts and symbols, is the basis for this
third stage in the divinatory dialogue, in which client and visioner ren-
der back to God what he requests. Consistent with the understanding
of religion adopted here as a discourse of spiritual power, ritual in the
C&S context has to do with the purposeful accessing and use of this
energy. The emphasis in Aladura ritual praxis is on empowering action.
The C&S occasionally talk of “believing in” their theological tenets, but
they more often speak of “doing doctrine,” employing elements of their
ritual repertoire to strengthen prayer, to “produce results.”

Special Apostle Abidoye’s Ready Made Prayer Book opens with the
“Purpose of Prayer” (n.d. [1993]: 1):

(1) The most important lesson we can learn is how to pray . . .
(4) Prayer surmounts or removes all obstacles, overcomes every

resisting force, and gains its ends in the face of invisible hindrance.
We must persist in prayer, much of our prayer fail for lack of per-
sistence which is of the essence of true praying . . .

(5) Lord Jesus Christ, teach me to know thy name, and to be able to use
it as a key to open all problems and solve them. Let your name be my
Access card12 for all purposes to heal the sick, to loosen those tied . . .

(7) . . . prayer is the masterkey . . . what are you waiting for pray and
pray until you get what you need.

Whilst revelation is the means by which the Spirit contacts visioners
and clients, their voice in this dialogue is expressed through prayer. But
Aladura prayers are more than communication; they are offered to God
in the expectation of exchange; they aim to initiate the mobilization of
power on the supplicant’s behalf, giving them the edge in social and spir-
itual relationships, and so to “get what you need.” The traditional sacri-
fice of living beings and inanimate objects, with the gift of their power to
God to rectify relationships, is now supplanted by powerful words and
ritual paraphernalia; the hens, goats, and money of former times have
been replaced by prayer and rituals aimed directly at the Holy Spirit.13

For members, the ritual items that lend extra charge to prayer will be
familiar from Sunday services: the use of candles, the consecration of
water and olive oil, together with the recitation of psalms and Bible
verses. The Spirit may specify, in revelation, the particular ritual required:

#30 Prayer for one of the evangelist’s children who will be travelling
for protection . . .
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[Vision] for the Evangelist to pray with Psalm 121 over water
for the child to bath so that the Glory of God will be cover him
wherever he may be going.

(9 June 1970)

If unspecified, the visioner will prescribe appropriate action from
his own experience. This may be effected immediately but, if the
required ritual stretches over several days, the client (as those sacrific-
ing to Ifa) may return for help:

#31 Revelation by one of the prophets [in a Sunday service] that the
husband needs seven days prayer with fasting to pass his forthcom-
ing exam and wish to hold the prayer with me with seven candles.

(20–26 October 1969)

Fasting is thought to intensify the impact of prayer (#13, 31, 35).
As a means of purification and as a personal sacrifice to God, this dis-
cipline empowers both the person and the supplication. “K&S, and
Christianity, depends on power of efficacy of prayer, and this depends
on fasting.” (Apostle Abidoye). During Lent, all members are
expected to refrain from eating or drinking from midnight until
6 p.m.; those preparing to lead the service or participate in a “special
prayer” for a particular purpose, may fast for three days. As Prophet
Fakeye commented: “You can’t have real power without fasting unless
you are using juju.”

For juju can be used for self-advancement as well as attack. As we
have seen, spiritual power is in itself morally neutral. Whether of
indigenous medicine or Christian prayer, it may be used for whatever
purpose. Despite his injunctions against “victory prayer,” Abidoye’s
booklet is unequivocal: “To Conquer Devil and Devilish People” goes
beyond protection from malignity to annihilation:

. . . All the power of Satan is stopped and cut from flowing to you my
enemies. You shall die. Your source of power is cut off hence you have no
more power. Michael the Ark Angel is here to strike you until you die . . .

(Ready Made Prayer Book 14)

In the discourse of prayer, therefore, a reliance on faith and God’s will
coexists with an instrumental confidence in the ability to access power
for whatever end. The Spirit’s power may be solicited—or hijacked.

These contrasting understandings of ritual action are reflected in
the range of meaning in ritual symbols. When looking at C&S
metaphors for spiritual power (chapter 5), we saw that there is an
ambivalence surrounding the performative effect of those powerful

REVELATION AND THE POWER OF PRAYER 193



objects and utterances represented in vision. So with ritual items at
work, accompanying prayer. The range of interpretation, expressed
both by ritual practice, and through direct exegesis by members,
encompassed both traditional concepts of instrumentality as well as
more mainstream Christian meanings where the symbol represents a
communion with God. In C&S practice, the more manipulative
approach on the part of a prayerist was signaled by a proliferation of
ritual requirements attached to his or her advice on prayer. There also
would be an emphasis on what these symbols could do, reminiscent of
the ingredients in the babalawo’s pharmacopoeia, when he acted as
onikjgun (adept in indigenous medicine) as well as olorika (priest).
Conversely, a simpler ritual practice conceptualized the sacred item as
an aide-memoire, both to the supplicant and the divinity, but not as
indispensable for effective prayer.

These instrumental and expressive meanings are exemplified in one
of the many C&S pamphlets brought to London from Nigeria:

CLAPPING, KICKING, DANCING AND SINGING
These are the mode of happiness by which this order was founded and
when a member practices these in a service it is believed that he
becomes endowed with different kinds of blessings appartaining to
each action which are revealed by devine injunction as follows:

Clapping symbolises—Victory (and it brings it)
Kicking symbolises—spiritual power (and it brings it)
Singing and dancing symbolise—Joy and Happiness (and they bring
them)

HALLELUYAH HOSANNAH & SALVATION (IYE) CHORUS
These are songs of praises to God and they as well [are] very powerful
and do immediate wonders . . . [such as the collapse of the walls of
Jericho].

(ESO C&S, The Order n.d.: 49)14

Aladura booklets use the terms symbolize, signify, and represent in
ritual exegesis, but as this text indicates, the metaphorical and perfor-
mative interpretations of the connection of ritual to power, even if dis-
tinguished, are not mutually exclusive. The various items are said to
be significant for concentration and inspiration; they are also said to
“do the job.”

A range of meanings, therefore, may be expressed at different times
by one individual, whether a prophet or his client. Take, for example,
the use of psalms; elders would tell you that psalms are recited for
inspiration and concentration in prayer. But when they warned of the
potential perils of psalms, the verses were clearly conceived of as
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possessing a potency of their own. Pastor Tomori was always eloquent
on the potential danger inherent in ritual symbols:

If you read the psalms, you will know that not all of them are for
praises, so you have to be very careful . . . When you give some psalm
to some people, you are likely to be the first target upon which such a
fellow will try it. And when you are working with somebody, and you
don’t expect it, he will shoot you.

Private instructions to members to write a psalm or Biblical verse on a
piece of paper to be put under the pillow or carried around treats the
text as talisman, as does the conviction that an appropriate psalm can
produce immediate effect, promulgated by the Nigerian Aladura
booklets brought to England:

Psalm 70. To meet a case in court. Read this nakedly at night
with Ps.35 and 40 three times each on a cup of water and drink.

(Sonde n.d.: 12)

An area where the tension between metaphorical and performative
power was often made explicit was in the use of Holy Names of God
(orukm Mlmrun; orukm mimm). These forms of verbal symbols are often
linked with the citation of particular psalms (#5, 11, 30), or portions
of the Bible. Psalm 46, recommended to Mr. and Mrs. Olawo (#11)
is advocated in a C&S pamphlet thus:

If your wife or people in your house like to fight often among them-
selves, read this Psalm into water and let all bathe with it. All will be at
peace with one another. ADONAI, ADOJA, JEHOVAH to be pro-
nounced when reading these psalms.

(Akindele n.d.: 13)

In his own booklet Abidoye recommends: “To Heal a Sick
Person . . . Read Ezekiel 37, Verses 1 to 13. JAH-SAPADONAKAH-
ILIKIM” (n.d. [1971]: 22). However, in his subsequent Ready Made
Prayer Book (n.d. [1993]), he argues that the name of Jesus Christ is
a sufficient “Access card.” “Jesus is the source of the New Power
brought about in the Gospel,” so unlike those in the Old Testament
who “needed some names to give them strength to do or perform the
task before them . . . we do not have to invoke other spiritual power,
nor call any Holy Name, nor seek other intermediaries.” (5).

The ambivalence around Holy Names arises from the lack of con-
sensus over their relationship to spiritual power. On the one hand they
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are seen as analogous to oriki, adulatory Yoruba praise songs to deities
and mortals, where the citation of attributes implies personal knowl-
edge of the person honored, generating obligations on the part of the
praised.15 So familiarity with his names implies relations of reciprocity
with God. By reminding the Almighty of various aspects of his power,
Holy Names are held to induce him to respond to the particular
prayer in hand—Alanu (merciful one) for forgiveness of sins; Alabm
(protector) if enemies threaten; Jehovah Saratahubi-Sahulah (God
who revives, or enlivens) to consecrate water, and in all circumstances
Jah Jehovah (the Almighty living God, God of Power):

Holy Names are more or less giving praise or shall I say flattering.
Because it tends to give praise to God before you . . . ask for something
from him . . . Even in our own native ways of doing things, if you want
to do something you call on that thing in the right way. So, if your nick-
name is so-so-so, they use that name and shower praise on you because
they are asking for something, and I think that they have some evidence
that it works.

(Teacher Oluwole)

On the other hand, Holy Names are often imagined as “working”
because they will automatically mobilize aspects of the Almighty’s
power, just as Yoruba incantations, mfm and ogede, activate the other
ingredients in an onikmgn’s recipe: “It takes you straight to where you
want to go; it makes you quicker” (Aladura Brother Wilson). They are
also, for some, packed with intrinsic performative power themselves:
“Mfm are like Holy Names; they are a form of expression that will make
things happen—magical words for things to change” (Prophet
Korode). For visioners, the most powerful Holy Names are those
revealed to them personally by God; although Adesanya might
explore his repertoire when praying alone for his clients, he would not
disclose such secrets in their presence. Esoteric titles are not to be
divulged, for Holy Names (especially if mispronounced) are poten-
tially dangerous wild cards in novice hands: “If you have a son, you
don’t give him a knife—that means you give him a weapon to kill
himself” (Pastor Tomori). But even familiar Holy Names can act as
effective protective charms: “JAH! JAH!! JAH!!!” read a card on an
elder’s dashboard.

This elision of instrumental and expressive meanings typifies all the
principal ritual symbols in the C&S, employed in private consultations
as in services. The use of candles in prayer is ubiquitous, and the num-
ber significant. One reminds the supplicant of the one true God;
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three, of the Trinity; seven, of the seven elders around the heavenly
throne.16 But they are also said to activate these spirits of God to
respond to prayer. Some go further: the positioning of a candle lit in
the prescribed manner is a “powerful” technique for “victory,” and in
an emergency, a red candle “will work straight away.” Prayer gowns
and incense represent purity, a state that already has performative
implications as a precondition for personal power. But they are also
said to be “very useful”: the smell of incense, and the armor of conse-
crated white cloth automatically repels evil spirits, attracts angels, and
so protects the user. Holy water (omi mimm), the “medicine of C&S”
(#8, 10, 23, 28, 29, 30), is used in many traditions for healing physi-
cal and emotional ills. The bottles, found grouped around altars both
in the church and in private rooms, are imbued with power through
insertion of an elder’s staff, and carried back home by members for
drinking or bathing. So empowered, the person may then resist antag-
onistic influence. But it is also “like weapon”; water can be blessed for
a specific end, its power defined by the purpose.17 When blessed by a
powerful person or in conjunction with particular ritual aids, the
intrinsic strength of water can be used, according to the comparative
principle of power, to force one’s will over a weaker entity. Anointing
with consecrated olive oil for healing reinforces the power of both
people and prayer, whether through achieving a closer relationship
with God or imposing effect. Any of these may be recommended to a
client by a visioner, who will advise the client on ritual behavior, but is
unlikely to expound on the precise dynamics of spiritual power
involved. Ritual symbols are simply presented as things used as an aid
to effective prayer.

The epitome of symbolic instrumentality is that curious collection
of occult prescriptions contained in The Sixth and Seventh Books of
Moses, The Original Key to the Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses, The
Greater Key of Solomon, The Lesser Key of Solomon, and so on.18

Although they include the uses of psalms and lexicons of Holy Names,
the use of “books other than Bible or hymn-book” was denounced to
clients and congregations alike, as I discovered on my first visit to
C&S. The majority of elders condemned those who “instead of going
into Bible, rely on books, which is just like running to Devil to bor-
row his power.” One critic explained to me that with the use of
these conjurations, formulae, and paraphernalia, “the results may
come even more quickly—but when they come through prayer, they
are more strong and lasting”; when they are “forced,” they will be
“without foundation.” “If you want supernatural power,” said
another, “just ask your God.”
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But there were also those who, although not openly admitting the
use of “Six and Seven,” were more equivocal about spiritual esoterica:

. . . It is left to you, both sisters and brothers, to be able to find out for
yourself—struggle for life’s existence, struggle for the mysteries, strug-
gle for the hidden power . . . Some people say: “Oh, God is every-
where, he can answer me at any time.” But it is not like this; you have
been deceived . . . Although you have pray[ed] several times, but you
have found out that hardly you get reward, hardly you get five per cent
of your prayer . . . which are answered, because you have not prayed in
the proper place, in the proper manner, at the proper time . . . That’s
why we have so many rules and regulations in the spiritual field, that
once you go against one, then probably your prayer will not be
answered, probably it will not go up . . . You must know how to com-
bine all these things to make it work.

(Prophet Ayorinde. Sunday School 31 August 1969)

On this prophet’s altar table in his living room, besides the bottles of
water and olive oil brought by his clients to be blessed, there was often
a pot of honey or perfume to be consecrated for a particular blessing.
There might be a bottle of ink, or an egg inscribed with Holy Names
for an anxious student.19 Critics maintained that the ritual he pre-
scribed for those who went to him for prayer included invocations and
instructions well beyond standard Aladura requirements. “You cannot
bring way of magician into the way of God,” commented one.
Ayorinde was well aware of this disparagement, quoting Biblical
precedent for ritual prescriptions,20 operations,21 ingredients,22 and
signs 23 in his own defense: “They do not understand. If you try and
explain, and do these things here, people will say you are a
witchcraft.”

The fact that ritual meanings were implicitly contested is not a
weakness of C&S practice, but a strength. As Bell observes in her
study of ritual, “. . . evidence suggests that symbols and symbolic
action not only fail to communicate clear and shared understandings,
but the obvious ambiguity or overdetermination of much religious
symbolism may even be integral to its efficacy” (1992: 184). The evi-
dence she cites is from studies relating symbolic practice to the rein-
forcement of sociocultural solidarity. But it could be argued that this
lack of consensus also operates to strengthen the ritual significance,
the epistemological efficacy, of the symbols themselves. By tolerating
ambiguity around symbolic instrumentality (as with the explanatory
weight placed on malign spiritual influence), C&S ritual is surrounded
by an interpretive space, to be filled by individual nuance. This allows
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a wider constituency to trust that ritual is indeed doing what it sets
out to do—to engage the power of God in human affairs.

Lack of logical internal coherence of beliefs is by no means peculiar
to Aladura; it is a universal propensity in everyday human thought,
which is rarely put to the test by the collation and comparison of its
components. But the institutionalization of inconsistency—whether
in regard to the significance of mystical attack or the instrumentality
of symbols—is particularly significant for the C&S. Adesanya’s clients
were men and women on the move, existentially as well as physically.
Among the high proportion of nonmembers seeking his assistance
were established elite professionals—doctors, lawyers, politicians, and
academics—looking for an effective solution to their predicaments
while cautious or even skeptical of “pagan” thaumaturgy. Even those
clients who were professed Aladura were inconsistent, seeking the
empowerment offered by indigenous practice, whether “native” or
Christian, in varying degrees, and at different times in their lives. To
be successful in London, as in Nigeria, Aladura had to accommodate
those whose world was alive with spirits and powers, as well as those
whose universe was more secularized, that is, less quickened by
unseen energy. There could be no fixed epistemological consensus, or
an accepted degree of mystification of experience, for C&S clients
were not only at odds with each other in interpretations of reality, but
also within themselves.

(D) Outcome

The final stage in the divinatory process is the outcome of the consul-
tation. Immediately, Adesanya’s clients might have experienced a
sense of reassurance, have felt relieved at the chance to unburden
problems and seek advice. How far their consultations served to alle-
viate anxiety, and therefore truly increase chances of success, is impos-
sible to measure. But the naming of fears, the unpacking of diffuse
anxiety into its components, may well have significant impact, helping
clients to feel they have a purchase on their problems and some con-
trol over their uncertain lives. The presence of the prophet, as some-
one who listens and understands, may be as therapeutic as what he
says, but his overall message is also one of reassurance and personal
support (#2, 4, 8, 10, 12, 13, 16, 22). Although tempered with real-
ism, visions are never defeatist:

#32 A sister comes “looking for the change of work hoping to have
an interview on the following day.”
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. . . [she] was told [in vision] not to put hope on the interview,
“but God will soon open another way for her and the job will be
good.”

(31 October 1969)

Another sister:

#35 . . . should not be afraid over any dream as God will always con-
quer for her.

(17 December 1970)

The encouragement contained in vision will often be reiterated by
the prophet, himself convinced in its authenticity both through his
belief that he has been guided by the Spirit, and by his experience of
the apparent impact of prayer. He also, like the babalawo, may seek
direct confirmation from God that the ritual sacrifice has been
accepted. But what he also has to do is to communicate these certain-
ties to his client. Divinatory visioning does not work unless the client
sees the Spirit as moving behind every stage in the process, including
the events that succeed the session. Of the process of prayer and reve-
lation, Prophet Aiyegbusi said: “You have to have faith if you want it
to work for you.” This faith is not just a matter of morality; a C&S
client must come to interpret subsequent events as an outcome of
prayer, even when they do not appear to confirm revelation or bear
evidence of the superior power of God.

It is this process of coming to experience life in terms of certain
presuppositions that Luhrmann (1992: 312) calls “interpretive
drift”—the slow, often unacknowledged shift in a person’s manner of
interpreting events as he or she becomes involved with a particular
activity. There is nothing exceptional about this: analysts’ patients will
begin to interpret their lives in terms of unconscious processes forged
in childhood; Luhrmann’s neophyte magicians in contemporary
Britain came to see the world as enchanted. For the C&S, it was a
process of sharpening perceptions on the operation of spiritual power
behind their daily experience, whether in increasing sensitivity to
external causation, or the possibility of protection through the power
of prayer. Given the ubiquity of notions of spiritual power in Yoruba
epistemology, the shift is not so great as for British witches, who must
internalize a hermeneutic structure that runs counter to mainstream
secularity. But C&S clients must still be convinced that what happens
to them after consultation with a visioner is connected to the ritual
action they have performed.
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Although rationalizations around the effects of prayer are never
presented as a body of intellectual belief, they are produced piecemeal
to account for apparent failure in the system, as well as its success. For
whatever the dismissal of fortune-telling, much of Aladura divination
is prophetic; the test of a revelation’s authenticity is that it “comes to
pass.” Visioners gain reputations for predictive accuracy—hence a
client’s tribute to Prophet Korode: “. . . when he dreams it is seldom
the opposite.” Zeitlyn (1990: 659) argues that “in the case of emotive
divination, the truth of divinatory results is guaranteed by the pos-
sessed state of the diviner . . . [so] mistaken practice is impossible.”
Not so, especially when it comes to prediction. Aladura allow for
error, but incorporate such explanations within the self-corroborating
logic of the system itself, the “secondary elaborations of belief” made
familiar by Evans-Pritchard’s classic study of Zande oracles (1937: 330).
In C&S prophecy, Adesanya emphasized, “all these promises are
conditional”—on the actions of the visioner or the client, or on God
himself.

First, the visioner: even when in Spirit, visioners do not relinquish
agency. The simplest explanation for a visioner’s inaccuracy is that he
or she is lying: “saying what you have in mind rather than what God
has shown you,” a deception that God deplores:

The prophets prophesy lies in my name: I sent them not, neither have I
commanded them: they prophesy unto you a false vision and divina-
tion, and a thing of naught, and the deceit of their hearts.

(Jer. 14:14)24

Aware of the weight that revelation carries, visioners are warned to
speak with care. “Hearsay” visions based on gossip and “prepared”
vision planned by interested parties beforehand are denounced:

#34 . . . as the prayer was in progress, I saw three great swords, sus-
pended, and these swords were white and very sharp. So God is warning,
before God and Man, that we must be very careful what we force out of
our mouths so that the church will not be devoid of blessings for everyone.
And when that one passes away, before God and Man, God is warning all
visioners against false vision, that we must be careful of prepared
vision . . . if anyone says anything which is not true he will be punished
severely. Pray that in years to come, the wrath of God will not be upon you.

(Evangelist Somefun. Service 7 November 1970)

False visioners, elders maintain, are “automatically cursing themselves,
and the punishment will fall back on them.” This is said to range from
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loss of spiritual power to blindness or “sudden death” (cf. Deut.
18:20). How far visioners do fabricate their messages is hard to say.
But it seems probable that the majority act in good faith, for they too
depend on revelatory divination, not only as practitioners, but as con-
sumers; amongst those visiting Adesanya were visioners who had
clienteles of their own.25 But the possibility of falsehood provides a
potential explanation of predictive inaccuracy, as does the most com-
mon charge—of misinterpretation of a message. A visioner may, for
example, mistake the recipient of the message: Adesanya told me that
he had wrongly identified the gender of a pregnant sister’s baby, but
she had come for prayer accompanied by another woman, also
“expecting,” who therefore must have been the intended subject of
the vision.

Or it may be the tense of the message that is problematic, with
either the visioner or client “getting the past, present and future all
muddled up.” As few visions specify exact dates, “what you think is
false vision may come to be true later on.” When an elder sister gave
birth to a girl after receiving several dreams and visions that she was to
have a boy, she explained to me that the revelations clearly did not
apply to this child; she would have a boy in the future. In theory such
mistakes could raise doubts as to the visioner’s spiritual strength, but
they do not necessarily do so in practice. For although a speedily ful-
filled vision is taken as proof of prophetic power, so also is the ability
to predict a distant event.

But it is not only the visioner who bears the responsibility for
apparent prophetic failure; it may be the client who is at fault. A prom-
ised blessing may be withheld, it is said, because of sin, ritual impurity,
broken vows, or lack of faith. Specified action may have been neglected:
water not blessed, candles not lit, fasting shirked, public thanksgiving
evaded, prayers not said. Perhaps the client has failed to make the
advised personal effort in work or social relationships? A further expla-
nation for an unfulfilled promise is the client’s changing situation.
Predicted exam success cannot be enjoyed if the candidate falls ill,
cannot study, or fails to sit the papers. So a London prophet wrote to
a member in Nigeria reporting a revelation that concerned him: he
was to become a doctor and lead a team at Ibadan University. Some
months later the prophet received a letter: why had God made such a
promise? Financial problems had forced him to abandon medicine,
and change to a non-degree course in another subject. The prophet
replied that it was the change of circumstance that had rendered the
vision redundant; a request for further prayer should have been made
directly this became apparent.
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Lastly, the ultimate rationalization for unrealized predictions lies
with the will of God himself. Members are constantly reminded that
God is the best judge of members’ interests, such as in the time frame
of their progress. Teacher Oguntulu had been in England since 1962,
so was encouraged by several visions he received in 1969 that he
would return to Nigeria at the end of the year. He did indeed pass his
final exams, and prepared to go home. But financial and domestic dif-
ficulties delayed his departure until 1973. He explained that the reve-
lations had not been wrong; God had seen that “the time was not yet
right.” This was confirmed by subsequent visions of the dangers of
unemployment, illness, accidents, and so on if he had returned. It was
also revealed that he was delayed “for a purpose” and that he had
“further work to do in God’s field.”

But most often it is the effect of prayer that is held responsible for
an outcome of divinatory visioning at odds with the prediction. God,
as with the threatened destruction of Nineveh (Jon. 3, 4), can be per-
suaded to change his mind:

#35 I bring another fact to you today, I reveal another truth to you, so
saith the Lord of Hosts. When my anointed Prophet Fakeye was in
your midst, it was revealed that he should pray that he would not be
in this country six years before leaving. Have you forgotten the rev-
elation? The prophet had three days consecutive fasting without
telling anyone, and so the true God answered his prayer, and turned
the revelation upside down. Why can’t you then, ye sinners, ask in
the same manner, and your bad vision will be changed to good?

(Prophet Korode. Vision. Service 18 January 1970)

So, when exams are passed after visions warned of disappointment and
an ill-omened journey proves trouble-free, “this does not mean that
vision is wrong; vision is just a warning.” In public testimonies and
private conversations, members will recount the signs they have
received of answered prayer: a narrow escape after predictions of an
accident; the rescue of an upturned paraffin heater after visions of a
fire. For if a warning is heeded with prayer, “God will say OK, but he
will send signs to show that he is not telling lies and that he has
stopped it from happening.” The fact that large numbers of predicted
problems do not arise serves to confirm, rather than undermine, the
efficacy of the divinatory system. Fulfilled visions demonstrate the
power of prophecy; unpredicted outcomes prove the power of prayer.
It is only when Adesanya’s clients come to interpret the events that
follow the prophet’s visions in the light of these assumptions, that rev-
elation can become active divination.
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The Role of the Client in Revelation

The active participation of the client is therefore as crucial in
individual consultations as it is in public visioning. As Peek (1991b: 3)
points out, if divination is approached as a dynamic process rather
than as a diagnostic product, the critical role of the divinatory con-
gregation/client comes to the fore; Aladura revelation is no different
from other African oracles where the process of creating knowledge
proceeds through the dialogic relationship between consulter and
diviner.26 Both babalawo and visioner depend on their clients for selec-
tion of the message. Just as those who whisper their request to Ifa’s
palm nuts pick out the appropriate jsj, so clients who have not yet
confided in the visioner will indicate which message touches on their
problem. In revelation, as with Ifa, the additional visions/jsj may be
accepted as extra information if deemed relevant by the client, or
allowed to fade from memory if not. It is only clients or congregation
members who are skeptical of an Aladura worldview who will dwell on
errors and ridicule inapposite visions.

In the amplification of meaning of the message and interpretation
of the text (see chapter 7, pp. 155–60), the client’s willing participa-
tion is as essential as in Ifa divination. To receive advice about an
“intention” (#16) can be taken as an adequate reference to a project,
while given the latitude surrounding the meaning of metaphor and
the generality of many of the messages, the client can read relevance
into a range of forecasts. The same is true of Ifa: although the babal-
awo assists in decoding the odu, it is his client who will extrapolate the
meaning from the mythology. As a Yoruba proverb states: “The Ifa
oracle speaks in parable, but the intelligent will follow” (Adesanya 1958:
37). When Clarke (1939: 241–242) queried the relevance of a pre-
dicted death in the family to a man quizzing Ifa about sweepstake
results, he was told: “On the contrary; if we interpret death as a loss,
the connection is close.” C&S members also speak of the allegorical or
allusive nature of revelation; as all who consult diviners and fortune-
tellers, they will wrest meaning from the message through their own
interpretations. This may only emerge later; it is the client who, with
hindsight, discovers prophetic value in messages previously received.
An accident, burglary, illness, or other misfortune will have been sat-
isfactorily predicted by a message to “pray against any obstacle in your
way”; a financial windfall or an examination success by a promise of
future blessing. At the time of the consultation, once the message has
been selected and interpreted, and metaphorical references fleshed out
with personal circumstance, the client may then provide corroboration
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of the message to the diviner. It was Mrs. Afolabi who confessed the
reason for her “weeping”; the prophet had only diagnosed distress.
Although not consciously articulated as guiding principles of revela-
tion, the reinforcement of individual agency by the Spirit is reflected
on the operational level: every stage in the consultative process neces-
sitates the active involvement of the client.

The Democratization of Yoruba Divination

The parallels between the practice of Ifa and C&S divination are sub-
stantial, but, when it comes to the role of the diviner, the distinctions
are marked. In contrast to Ifa, where divination was the preserve of
professionals who commanded secret knowledge, Aladura appears to
offer the opportunity to everyone. With rare exceptions,27 babalawo
were male; now women were consulted too. In terms of daily existence
in Britain, there was nothing to distinguish visioners from other
Yoruba students, as they combined their services with secular life.
Prayer is free, so they did not depend on divination economically, but
could choose “how deep” they wished to go; in London, some
decided to minimize the amount of precious time they spent on prayer;
others, working their way up to the grade of prophet or prophetess,
sacrificed both work and study for the Spirit. Training consisted mainly
in regular participation in church life and participation in prayer for
others. The only formal teaching was the monthly meetings of the
Visioners Band, a group attended by any spiritualist (i.e., one who falls
into Spirit), or those wishing to develop their power of dreaming into
visions. Here they learned to channel their possession into revelation
and to control the Spirit according to C&S conventions. Entry into the
Band was by recommendation of elders, irrespective of gender or age.
Despite the lure of the esoteric, the official emphasis for spiritualists
was on straightforward prayer and fasting. Dialogue could be
established directly with the Spirit at any time, in any place, with no
mediating priest or paraphernalia: “a direct telephone to God.” This
ritual simplicity enabled a novice spiritualist to move gradually into a
specialist’s role, while basic procedures were simple enough to be
recommended to consulters. As a result, as Adesanya pointed out, the
dependence of clients on the diviner was reduced:

I don’t want them to come to me just like babalawo. I don’t expect
them to come for vision’s sake but to believe. So, when they have prob-
lem next time, they don’t have to run to me, but can solve it themselves
through prayer.
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The greater ritual independence of C&S members compared with
a babalawo’s clients is mirrored theologically by the direct access to
Mlmrun through visioning, dispensing with a mediating spirit. What
Aladura represents, as a replacement of Ifa, is a democratization of
power and its deployment appropriate to a new clientele. At the time
of Independence and during the subsequent two decades, the hold of
indigenous diviners on Nigerian society was waning. The potential
devolvement of divinatory abilities to a larger proportion of the com-
munity suited a geographically dispersed immigrant body in the dias-
pora, as well as at home, providing both easier access to specialists and
the possibility of self-help. In the practice of Aladura revelation, the
indigenous principles of hierarchy, gerontocracy, and gender
enshrined in Ifa were loosening, opening the opportunity to practise
divination to young men and women not yet advanced in their church
careers. The increasing emphasis on personal achievement in develop-
ing the power to divine reflected the mobility and individualism of
men and women striving to transcend their class through educational
qualifications and bureaucratic employment.

But if divinatory aptitude was so accessible, how is it that these
Christian diviners in the C&S retained their authority? Since the pur-
pose of C&S possession is oracular, the prestige of the diviner must be
maintained in order to provide an effective service to clients. If their
“intellectual and imaginative capital”28—their divinatory knowledge
and spiritual power—is so democratized, what safeguards their credi-
bility? As Evans-Pritchard noted of all departments of Zande “magic”:
“faith tends to lessen as ownership spreads” (1937: 183).

What was striking about C&S practice was the disjuncture between
theoretical access to the Spirit and the exercise of revelation. At the
beginning of 1970, there were 40 members on the Visioners Band’s
roll, including dreamers as well as visioners. But only those who came
to meetings could speak out in church, and attendance at meetings
was usually no higher than 15–20 members. The membership of the
Band was also divided into four grades, only the first two of which
were permitted to speak in services, as “most of the visioners are still
young in spirit and they do not know the proper ways and manners of
presenting visions to the public.”29 Although in what was seen as a
successful service, the pews would vibrate with possession, with scores
of members shouting out in Spirit, the proportion of these who actu-
ally conveyed coherent messages to the congregation was small.
Between October 1969 and May 1970, when an average congrega-
tion numbered 250–300, 12 men and 6 women spoke in church.
Never more than 11 different visioners stood up in any one service;
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usually less. On most occasions (such as in the services described in
chapters 6 and 7), the great bulk of visions came from a handful of
male visioners in senior grades. Although C&S ideology emphasizes
the democracy of the Holy Spirit—“anyone can see vision”—in prac-
tice, messages reached the congregation through a tiny, predomi-
nantly male, minority. An even smaller proportion of these were
sought out by others for prayer: novice visioners might relay messages
to friends during private prayers at home, but in this period only two
women and eight men had regular clienteles. When the sister “hold-
ing two sticks” came to decide to whom she would go for prayer, her
options were few. The enduring notions of spiritual hierarchy and
comparative strength of spiritual power, although cutting across secu-
lar criteria of age and status, secured the diviner’s authority despite the
theory of universal access to the Holy Spirit.

REVELATION AND THE POWER OF PRAYER 207



This page intentionally left blank 



Chapter 9

Epilogue: Empowerment 

and Yoruba Christianity

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, does the Cherubim and
Seraphim still satisfy the religious needs of the Yoruba diaspora in
London? The majority of Nigerians now living in Britain are of a dif-
ferent generation from the worker-students of the 1960s; conditions
have changed, both of the Yoruba community and in the wider
society. The religious scene too has been transformed by the explosion
of new churches, hostile to Aladura. How has the C&S weathered the
competition? And are these burgeoning organizations as radically
different as they claim to be, or are there underlying continuities in
Yoruba religious practice?

Samuel Ajayi’s Daughter and Her Contemporaries

Evangelist, now Senior Special Apostle, Ajayi has retired from the
Ministry of Mines and Power, and, as often as failing health allows,
comes to England to visit his daughter. Bose Amusan is a tall, elegant
woman who is making her life in London. Born in Lagos in the 1960s,
she was educated in private schools and trained as a nurse. In 1991 she
followed her husband, a solicitor, to England. Although Richard was
educated in Nigeria and Germany, he was born in England; so they
both have secure status as citizens. Their small East London house is
not affluent, but their daughters go to a local independent day school.
Not for them the fostering arrangements of the earlier generation; the
children are fetched from school by a Czech au pair when Bose
attends her midwifery course at university. Her decision to leave
Nigeria is not unusual; although one of her brothers is a Lagos lawyer,
the other two, both doctors (one trained in Nigeria, the other in
Poland), now work in the United States.



The Amusans are typical of their generation: young professionals or
businessmen and businesswomen with higher education. Some were
born and brought up in Britain; some returned to study, often after
sojourns elsewhere in Europe. Some came to England for the first
time in the late 1970s and 1980s, financed by family or a government
rich from oil. Others followed later: as the oil boom collapsed in
1981, and economic and political life degenerated into chaos and
corruption,1 the idea of emigrating for work and study as well as the
education of their own children became increasingly attractive. Some
of this second generation already have their parents in London; several
of the older men and women in the C&S also returned to the United
Kingdom when unable to find work or secure a proper pension in
Nigeria. Although here I am crudely contrasting two generations in
London—Yoruba worker-students and their adult children—the dis-
tinction, of course, is not a rigid one. But it is one articulated by
Yoruba themselves. Older Nigerians such as Ajayi recognize that their
children are better educated, more affluent, and more widely traveled
than themselves, with a more thorough command of the English
language.

The Yoruba community they join is more firmly established than
that of 30 years before. First, over recent decades London has
witnessed an increase in the ethnic minority population at large, both
through immigration and natural growth. Larger numbers and
longer-established communities have given minorities a greater pur-
chase on national life. Second, the profile of the Yoruba diaspora itself
has changed. The exact number of Yoruba in London is unknown,
but the 1991 census showed that between 1981 and 1991 there was
a 50 percent increase in the Nigerian-born population in Britain.2

This has been enlarged by the British-born: over a third of West
Africans had been born in the United Kingdom.3 A Nigerian maga-
zine recently put the number of Nigerians in Britain at 1.5 million,4

but this represents a new sense of significance in British society rather
than a realistic estimate. Research based on the primary language of
London school children conservatively suggests that there are at least
between 51,000 and 56,000 Nigerians from the two main Nigerian
ethnic groups in London (Igbo and Yoruba), 43,000–47,000 of
whom are Yoruba.5 As nearly four-fifth of the Black African
population lived in Greater London in 1991,6 total numbers of
Yoruba in Britain might be around 70,000.

The Yoruba community is by no means homogenous—there are
those who struggle for a livelihood as car park attendants, under-
ground station cleaners, hospital porters, and taxi drivers—but
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through their income and education many Yoruba are clearly
distinguished from the poorer sectors of black minorities. These more
successful men and women are no longer generally perceived as part
of an immigrant proletariat as were their predecessors, but as members
of a black middle class, which has consolidated over recent decades.
Yoruba men and women own shops, businesses, and commercial net-
works, and offer a gamut of professional skills and services. There are
Nigerian-run Internet sites, newspapers and magazines, and a
Nigerian channel on Sky TV. The size, self-sufficiency, and confidence
of the Nigerian community acts as a buffer between itself and British
society to a much greater extent than at the time of the first C&S
congregation.

But as members of a black ethnic minority, Yorubas’ experience of
Britain is still problematic. Whilst contemporary Yoruba now move
more easily within mainstream London life, this does not mean that
they feel wholly at ease within it. Immigration legislation has been
progressively tightened since the 1970s, and many Nigerians fear
falling foul of it. The Macpherson Report (1999), instigated by the
murder of a young African-Caribbean man, confirmed that racism is
ingrained in the institutional fabric of British society, and expressions
of personal prejudice, from insult to violence, are still rife. Bose has
held senior nursing positions in NHS hospitals with a wide range of
staff, but it is likely that she so often mentions her friendly relationship
with white neighbors because, in her own experience, it is rare.
Tensions between the African and African-Caribbean communities
have now also been publicly acknowledged by black commentators
themselves.7 Nigerians may no longer have to suffer stereotyping as
illiterate savages, but they have acquired a popular reputation for arro-
gance and fraud.8 Although cushioned by their own community, they
still have to contend with contemporary versions of worker-students’
problems—financial, psychological, physical, and personal—and
negotiate a Yoruba identity in a white society.

One difference between the mobile post-Independence generation
and their parents concerns this identity and its relationship to Nigeria.
Even if some never achieved it, worker-students aimed to return.
Many of the younger generation who have recently arrived in England
are leaving their options open, with permanent settlement as a strong
possibility. This suggests two contrasting ideal types of immigration.
Worker-students of the 1970s, aiming to return home after temporary
residence in Britain, would seem to exemplify a circular pattern,
whereby people remain identified with the place from which they
came, while the contemporary diaspora could be seen to illustrate a

EMPOWERMENT AND YORUBA CHRISTIANITY 211



linear model, a shifting orientation away from Nigeria toward gradual
absorption by British culture. A young Yoruba professional typified
his generation as “sharing a mind-set, an interest in Western culture
and values.”

But lived reality is more complex. Those of the earlier generation
who are found in London (who stayed, came back, or travel between
Africa and England) do retain strong links with Nigeria. They
certainly display a greater cultural orientation toward their country of
origin than do their emigrant children. But at the same time, these
one-time worker-students have accommodated themselves to London
and their reference points include both societies. Similarly, a simple
linear model distorts the affiliations of the younger generation.
Although they may, like the Amusans, have left West Africa to settle in
Europe or the Americas, many still identify with their ethnic
background. They may still retain strong family connections in
Nigeria, reinforced by modern methods of communication and
mutual visits. It remains to be seen whether their own children retain
multiple identifications. The Amusans’ family life includes many
Yoruba referents—language, music, clothing, food, and friends—and
this will influence the way their children imagine themselves. Some
British-born grandchildren of the worker-student generation may feel
themselves to be Yoruba, while others may only be perceived as such
because of their surnames.

Simple models of the complexities of contemporary migrant expe-
rience and ethnic identity therefore will not do, but some generaliza-
tions relevant to their religious culture may be suggested. First, both
former worker-students and their adult children retain a Nigerian
identity to some degree, but this is considerably stronger amongst the
older generation. Second, especially for younger men and women, a
Yoruba identity is no longer predicated on West Africa alone. The
Yoruba diaspora has spread not only across Africa, but through
Eastern and Western Europe and the United States. Yoruba connec-
tions do not all lead back to Africa, but are filtered through diverse
locations. Through their global networks, the present Yoruba com-
munity in London has a more transnational identity than that of their
parents’ generation.

Taking a historical perspective, these distinctions between the gen-
erations represent continuity as well as difference. Earlier I argued
that there was a correspondence between the generation that founded
Aladura in Nigeria and that which brought the C&S to Britain. Both
were migrants, one from the countryside into the towns, the other
from Nigeria to Britain. Both were the first generation to achieve a
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certain level of education, one in school to qualify for white-collar
colonial service, their successors in college to prepare them for a
professional life in independent Nigeria. Both were dealing with
expanded ethnic horizons, first in pan-Yoruba Nigerian towns
together with other national ethnic groups, and for the later
generation, in cosmopolitan Britain. Both generations were bent on
moving up the social scale: the first, in the first half of the twentieth
century, into the petty bourgeoisie; the second, into the immediate
post-Independence elite. For each, a vital component of consolidating
their changing class position was their children’s education, equipping
first their sons, and then their daughters too, to advance even beyond
their own achievements. Both generations represented the modernity
of their day.

Generalizations are always undermined by individual exceptions,
but these same patterns are clearly visible in the biographies of many
of the following generation, those of Bose’s contemporaries. As the
elite of the Nigerian nation-state or migrant professionals, the arena
for their own geographical mobility and experience of multi-ethnicity
is now global; their education takes place not only in colleges, but also
in universities, national and international. They too look into the
future and consolidate their class position by attending to their chil-
dren’s education. The adult children of C&S worker-students now
stand, as did their parents and grandparents in their time, for the
modern world.

What, then, of the church? Does this new generation feel identified
with Aladura? Are these younger men and women joining the C&S?
Do they feel that it can help them achieve their ambitions and lead
successful lives?

Aladura Revisited

Bose’s childhood was steeped in the C&S. Her mother is a devout
Aladura; her father became ever more senior in his church. As a young
girl, she went to live with her maternal grandparents. Her grandfather
had been in the Praying Band with Moses Orimolade Tunolase. Yet
during this period she left the C&S. In London, Earlham Grove is
within walking distance of her house, yet the only time she will go
there is by invitation for a naming ceremony or a similar celebration.
This is not often, for few of her acquaintances are Aladura.

The dearth of members of Bose’s age was one of the things
that struck me when I returned to Earlham Grove after some 20 years.
The hall itself had been impressively improved; the new furniture,
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decorations, musical equipment, and sound system bore witness to
the donations by Bands and members over time. The members’ prayer
gowns were resplendently elaborate. But the congregation was smaller
than I remembered: by the end of the service 30 women and 17 men,
including visitors in ordinary dress, sat in the body of the hall, with a
further 15 or so in the choir and band. The elders on the altar plat-
form were just that—10 men, each one well over 50, several of whom
I recognized from the congregation in the 1970s.

The service progressed along familiar lines, but undelayed by spon-
taneous choruses or manifestation of the Holy Spirit. The elders
around the altar retained complete composure throughout the serv-
ice; among the congregation I saw only one sister shaking, and shout-
ing out a message. When a female member announced the item on the
program for visions, this was unheralded by prayers or hymns to sum-
mon the Spirit. Only a senior prophetess stood up to recount what she
had seen, speaking in Yoruba to the congregation in general rather
than any individual. A couple of messages were briefly translated: the
church must pray against misunderstanding with the youth, so that
they may come into the church. Looking around, I saw that the con-
gregation was mainly composed of parents and children. There were
almost no young adults present. The following sermon, given by an
apostle invited from another branch of the C&S, incorporated several
conventional Aladura themes: the divine purpose behind problems;
the victory vouchsafed by God in the spiritual warfare of life; the
threat of enemies disguised as friends. But the chief message con-
cerned the personal cost to the faithful in following Christ, as sheep
among the wolves of skeptics.9

The church announcements, read by the church secretary, an elder
sister, preceded preparations for an impending naming ceremony.
Although most of the congregation appeared to be Yoruba, an elder
offered a brief explanation of the way in which the symbolism of the
water, salt, and honey placed in the child’s mouth, related to tradi-
tional rituals to bestow blessings for a successful life. With the naming
ceremony and the celebration of the birth of the baby boy, the service
became livelier, with the dancing and spontaneous choruses that I
remembered from the past. When the service ended many seats were
still unoccupied, but the familiar commotion among those present
showed that the social significance of the church for its members was
as important as ever.

This was confirmed by visits to other branches of the C&S. Some,
where the halls are packed with over 100 exuberant members, includ-
ing some younger men and women, reminded me of Earlham Grove
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in its heyday. If the original headquarters is now comparatively small,
it is because several of the elders and visioners have, over the years,
broken away to form their own churches.10 The C&S Council of
Churches, created in 1976 to counter the fissiparous nature of the
movement, has 37 C&S branches on its books, but elders’ estimates
of the actual number of churches ranges from 40 to 60. While some
of these are small, ephemeral groups meeting in private houses or
rented rooms, others are well-established organizations that have pur-
chased their own properties.

There is much mutual visiting between C&S branches, but this
“mushrooming” remains a source of grief to some older elders. Special
Apostle Abidoye, who, moving between England and Nigeria, heads the
C&S Council, laments the trend in his recent booklet: “I wish people
would stop proliferating new churches and join any one of the existing
churches. But,” he adds, “do not forget he or she would say God told
her or him in vision, to start a church who am I to say no” (2001: 44).
The summons of the Spirit may be the Achilles’ heel of a unified church,
but it has always been the main method of the spread of Aladura. Other
Aladura organizations—the Church of the Lord, the Celestial Church of
Christ, the Christ Apostolic Church—have similarly splintered during
the last three decades.11 But just as this process of fission disseminated
the church throughout Nigeria, so the myriad branches of the C&S have
become a familiar part of the burgeoning scene of black-led churches in
Britain. Aladura are still alive, well, and expanding.

The C&S as an AIC—an African Indigenous/

Initiated Church

Although events precipitating fission are local, the process of frag-
mentation has been heavily influenced by the schisms that have shaped
the Nigerian church. When C&S leaders from Nigeria came together
in London to celebrate the dedication of Earlham Grove in 1971, sev-
eral took the opportunity to create branches of their own factions in
London. So Captain Abiodun ordained Brother Olusanya, an elderly
GP, as senior apostle, to form a branch of her own C&S Society, which
he still heads as St. Michael C&S Church in Plumstead. The Spiritual
Father E. Olu Coker12 (of the ESO of the Morning Star Fountain of
Life, Mount Zion) elevated Lady Leader Awojobi to be a prophetess
of his church. Now entitled Senior Apostolic Mother, Awojobi still
leads her own small congregation from her cavernous Victorian
church in Crouch End, North London. Evangelist, now Baba
Aladura, Somefun also converted his prayer group into a church (ESO
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of the C&S Thursday Prayerist Church, UK), affiliated with his old
Nigerian branch, ESO Hotonu Street. In 1978 the church purchased
a large old chapel off South London’s Old Kent Road. Although there
are a number of small unaffiliated branches, the majority of London
churches are associated with one of four main C&S groupings: the
ESO of C&S, the ESO of the Morning Star, the C&S Society, and the
C&S Movement.

Despite its early connection with the Northern Movement,
Earlham Grove has resisted Nigerian affiliation. It was Special Apostle
Fakeye, the founder of a highly successful C&S Movement branch in
Lagos, full of returnees, who prompted the formation of the Holy
Order of C&S Church Movement (Surulere) No. 1 in London. This
was in 1986, and Fakeye, like many of the elders of the 1970s, is often
to be found visiting London. But the cycle of splits began again with
the division of the church in 1993. There are now some seven
Movement churches, led largely by men and women who were origi-
nally part of Earlham Grove, whereas others have moved out of the
Movement umbrella and remain unaffiliated. The influence of the
Movement is also felt in Britain through the administrative organiza-
tion that characterized its origins. Over the last three decades, the
spreading Yoruba diaspora has carried the C&S with it, and the
Movement has established international structures to coordinate its
branches in the United States, Germany, Denmark, Italy, the Irish
Republic, and Britain and liaise with the World Conference
Headquarters in Nigeria.13 These arrangements are loose and allow
for autonomy, but provide a forum for mutual visits by elders. The
other groupings are also developing similar international networks.

Structurally, then, despite the national and international spread of
the C&S, and independent local developments, the church retains
strong links with Western Nigeria, constantly reinforced by the
movement of elders across the Atlantic. The persisting Yoruba charac-
ter of the church is reflected in the ethnic composition of C&S con-
gregations in London. In theory, the C&S is as keen as it ever was
to recruit from all nationalities; in practice, despite a minority of
African-Caribbean and non-Nigerian African members, congregations
remain largely Yoruba. The greatest involvement of an African-Caribbean
contingent has been in Birmingham, where there are now several
C&S congregations. But the bitterest schism, in 1979, was largely
along ethnic lines, between the Yoruba leader and a rival grouping led
by a Jamaican pastor.14

Efforts have been made at ethnic ecumenicalism on the
Aladura side: Father Olu Abiola (son of the late C&S Baba Alakoso,
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A.A. Abiola, in Nigeria) not only founded a small multi-ethnic church
named Aladura International, but also a Council of African and
African-Caribbean Churches, which includes the C&S Council of
Churches and other West African churches in London, besides other
black religious groups. In turn, this body is a member of other organ-
izations that include mainstream denominations as well as black-led
churches. This gives the C&S legitimacy in the orthodox church
scene, as does their membership of both the British and the World
Council of churches. But organizational affiliations have not diluted
Aladura identity as an AIC, an African Initiated Church. When in the
autumn of 2001 the C&S School of Theology (an evening Bible class)
wanted to consolidate itself by joining forces with others, it was the
leader of a Ghanaian spiritual church, the Musama Disco Christo, to
whom it first turned.

At the same time, C&S elders recognize that what is seen as the
African aspects of their practice deters the younger generation; they
know that their AIC is seen as too indigenous. The C&S preacher’s
lament and the prophetess’s vision on the lack of youth speak to a
deep concern: there are still small children in their little white prayer
gowns, but few members from their late teens to their thirties. The
failure to recruit the younger generation in significant numbers sur-
faces painfully in C&S meetings:

Why are our people running away? . . . Where are we going wrong? We
want to retain our children . . . if there is anything which will not allow
our children to stay with us, we must look at it. We’ve got to move
forward.

(Special Apostle Abidoye, C&S Council of Churches 20 January 2001)

One concern here is the use of language. Members of the younger
generation are not all f luent in Yoruba, and whilst the worship in
some churches is muted by the attempt to squeeze English transla-
tions into diluted Yoruba rhythms, other branches still combine both
languages for prayer, and clap and dance to Yoruba hymns. Another is
the sophistication of the music. Active choristers and a good range of
musical equipment attract younger members, but the bands of many
branches are rudimentary. But the impediments to participation that
are most often raised are issues around ritual and the body: the
removal of shoes, covering of women’s hair, and, most especially, the
menstrual taboo. Many members feel that the first two injunctions
may be seen as oldfashioned and inconvenient by younger people, and
the third is criticized also by non-Aladura as standing in the way of
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women’s worship. Even more problematic is the prayer gown.
Members say that not only is this considered unstylish by their sons
and daughters, but that it firmly ties the C&S into the white garment
(alakm funfun) tradition. This has come to stand for a wide range of
practice in Nigeria, including the more disreputable end of the ritual
market and, as elders say, the popular demand for “magic.” They
speak of the “cultural baggage” that must be left behind to attract the
youth, yet the prayer gown debate seems particularly irresolvable:
“We are in a cleft stick here, because this is our identity.”

So young Yoruba men and women may no longer see their own
identity reflected in that of the C&S. One sister’s reply to Abidoye
went straight to the heart of the matter:

Where are our children? Look at us! What have we got for our children
to engage them? They are with Born-Again!

For over the last decade, another version of Christianity has been
carried to Britain by the Nigerian diaspora. Younger Yoruba are
turning to Pentecostal Born-Again churches, which, despite their
Nigerian associations, are seen as both structurally and theologi-
cally more liberated from an African past than their Aladura
precursors.

The Challenge of the Born-Agains

Bose and her family do not have far to go for church. On Sundays at
noon, only a couple of miles away from Earlham Grove, a congrega-
tion of some 2,000 mass into a large auditorium converted from a
modern warehouse on a Hackney industrial estate. In the huge car
park stands a fleet of minibuses for connection to public transport.
The building itself, with its spacious carpeted reception area, book-
shop, meeting rooms, and offices, has the feel of a corporate head-
quarters, but inside the equally well-appointed hall the volume of
clapping and singing celebrates the religious nature of the business. The
sweeping semicircles of chairs, with raked rows around the edges, con-
tinue to fill throughout the afternoon with African, African-Caribbean,
Asian, and Black British worshippers, plus a handful of white partici-
pants. Estimates made by members reckon that 50–60 percent of
those “fellowshipping” will be Nigerian, the majority of Yoruba
origin. But 40 national flags hang on either side of the large central
stage, announcing the cosmopolitan membership of the Kingsway
International Christian Centre (KICC).
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Most of the smartly dressed congregation, a few in Nigerian
clothes, are in their twenties to forties, but there are also older men
and women. Younger children are in the crèche, but there are scores
of style-conscious adolescents in the hall. However street-wise the
teenagers may be, they have no embarrassment in immersing them-
selves in worship, shouting in spontaneous collective prayer and obvi-
ously familiar with the songs and choruses that fill most of the five
hours of service. The rear of the stage is taken up with the choir, a
carefully lit line of red-robed men and women, each with a
microphone; on their right are drums, electric guitars, a piano, and
two keyboards. One of these is played by a woman, as is the saxo-
phone. Gentle musical meanderings often provide backing for prayer.
A female vocalist leads sections of the singing. The style of the music
is neither gospel nor hymnic, but of well-rehearsed contemporary
popular lyrics with a strong rhythm. The well-known words of the
choruses are sung over and over again:

#1 I went to the enemy’s camp, and I took back what he stole from
me; Satan is under my feet.

#2 We are champions . . .
#3 Victory is mine, Victory is mine, Victory today is mine.

I told Satan, “Get thee behind me”; Victory today is mine.
#4 I just want to praise you

Lift my hands and say I love you.
You are everything to me
And I exalt your holy name . . .

#5 By thy great power . . .
Nothing is too difficult for thee . . .
Nothing, nothing, absolutely nothing,
Nothing is too difficult for thee.

The premise on which this confidence is based is a total commit-
ment to Jesus. Each person must repent of the past and hand over the
present and future to the Spirit—so being Born-Again. The guide
on this journey is the Bible, illuminated through constant prayer.
The duty of a “new Christian” is to “minister,” to bring others to
“know God.”

There are no ritual symbols anywhere in the auditorium: no cross,
no candles, no vestments or vessels; nothing to identify a religious or
cultural tradition. Attention is rather focused on the pastors, both
men and women, who lead the singing and prayer. All speak in
English, but when dealing with matters of God, rather than promot-
ing meetings, prayer groups, conferences, and KICC “products,”
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American inflections often dilute their Nigerian accents, betraying
U.S. evangelical influence. The key figure in the KICC is the founder
and leading pastor, Matthew Ashimolowo, adept in evangelistic
techniques. When preaching, he uses the whole stage to dramatize his
hour-long address. With carefully timed sections to vary the mood, he
drives home his principal theme with exhortation, allegory, role
playing, humor, autobiographical anecdote, Biblical text, and prayer,
underlined by constant repetition both by himself and the congrega-
tion, of the key words in his central message.

The theme of one typical sermon (24 September 2000) was the
Holy Spirit, “the road to unlimited success” in marriage, career, busi-
ness, financial matters, ownership of land and property, and personal
relationships. The preacher reiterated the promise of chorus #5: “You
will not fail.” With the anointment of the Holy Spirit, obstacles will
fall away, opponents crumble, for “the power behind me is more than
the power against me.” Through the Holy Spirit in your life, he prom-
ises “a change is going to come!,” and you will be omnipotent.

The whole service, although characterized by fervent participation,
is a masterly professional performance by the pastors, who dictate the
pace and emotional pitch of the proceedings from the center. Whereas
order in a C&S service is maintained through elders’ collaboration,
Born-Again services focus more narrowly on the few, who hold the
hall’s attention through their personal charisma. The dramatic focus
on the individual in the conduct of the worship is reflected in the cen-
tral message of the proceedings. Despite the dominance of leaders and
the size of the gathering, the appeal of the pastor to each man and
woman present is personal; their lives, their experience, their souls
are what matters. Close-circuit television completes the message:
hand-held and mounted cameras, some operated by women, send
alternating images of the pastor and members of the congregation
onto large monitors suspended around the auditorium.

At the same time, as the cameras pan round the hall, this virtual
relationship between floor and stage serves to weld the hundreds pres-
ent into a collectivity. First-timers are welcomed into the community
and given a glossily produced pack (Raising Champions, Fulfilling
Dreams), with introductory fliers, CD, an elaborate brochure
(Winning Ways), booklet (. . . for New Christians), and an invitation
to a pastor’s lunch. Mailings will follow: “Welcome! . . . after today
you are part of the family . . .” The Sunday Bulletin, printed each
week, advertises the groups and services on offer to the “brothers”
and “sisters”: the Caring Heart Fellowship; Bible Study; meetings for
youth, women, and singles; counseling on personal, financial, legal,
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and career issues. Those who “give themselves to Christ” can live
much of their lives within church circles.

The KICC is one of the biggest Born-Again organizations in
Britain, with branches in Wimbledon and Luton. Ashimolowo, a
Yoruba who attended a Nigerian Bible school before coming to
London, is one of the leading lights of the Born-Again movement,
which is attracting younger Yoruba both in England and Nigeria. The
rise of the Born-Agains in Nigeria is part of the explosion of charis-
matic Christianity throughout developing societies.15 Latin America,
Asia, Africa—estimates of the profusion of churches and their evangel-
ical success cannot keep pace with the rate of growth. Cox (1996: xv)
reckons that one in four Christians is now Pentecostal. The original
impetus came from mission activity, largely from the United States.
Although the Pentecostal movement later divided along racial lines, its
black origins at the beginning of the twentieth century bequeathed a
common legacy of dramatic worship and a thaumaturgical spiritualism.
This then developed according to the local context; in every case, the
movement has been molded by particular socioeconomic, historical,
and cultural specificities while retaining a distinct character. With its
clear imperatives of the importance of the Holy Spirit and right living,
its lack of prescriptive dogma apart from the moment of conversion,
and its reliance on personal familiarity with the Bible, the message has
become indigenized whilst swelling a global crusade.

Because of the resulting heterogeneity and the myriad churches
and groups that form and reform, Pentecostal genealogies are never
simple. In Nigeria, sections of the Aladura movement were influenced
by Pentecostal missionaries in the 1920s; more Pentecostal and charis-
matic inspiration from Britain and the United States stimulated
revivals during the 1960s, and the formation of new, largely indige-
nous, religious groups during the 1970s and 1980s.16 Against a
backdrop of national materialism and corruption, the resulting
churches were often of the “Holiness” type, preaching a millenarian
message, while condemning the world with its consumerism and lax
morality. Younger men and women became involved, and the social
character of the congregations then began to change as
Pentecostalism spread amongst students and their teachers, as well as
poor laborers and clerks. Education had expanded dramatically after
Independence: in 1960 there were less than 1,500 students in two
universities; by 1973, six universities were catering for over 23,000
students.17 This campus Christianity became focused on small groups,
which might stay to worship inside a mainstream denomination or
expand into a church or “ministry” around a leader.
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In the last quarter of the century, the Holiness character of many of
the groups began to shift toward the “Faith” movement filtering in
from the United States.18 This embraces aspects of worldly ambition,
conducive to its largely educated clientele, and is concerned with the
Spirit as a present reality more than a future hope. Rebirth in the Spirit
is the avenue to riches material as well as spiritual, hence the popular
name for this Pentecostal tendency: the “Prosperity” gospel. A typical
representative is a Yoruba Civil Engineering graduate from Ilorin,
David Oyedepo, founder of the Living Faith church. His Biblical exe-
gesis includes the message that social and sexual strictures are still
important, but do not inhibit personal success, which will proceed
from a right relationship with God. Religious ministries in Nigeria
now range from rigid morality to unashamed materialism, with many
combinations of the two. The stress on prosperity departs from the
tenets of traditional Pentecostalism, but Born-Again convictions are
also influencing mainstream denominations.

The evangelical zeal of Born-Again Pentecostalism has resulted in
the establishment of several churches, such as the KICC, by Nigerian
pastors in London.19 These are not identical; they vary in size, and
espouse a range of Pentecostal messages. For those attending 
Born-Again services, the style of worship and confidence in their own
“rebirth” appear to be almost more important than any particular the-
ological thrust. Dominant pastors also have their distinctive style. So
Pastor Albert Odulele of the Yoruba-founded Glory Bible Church
preaches extravagant Prosperity, whereas his co-pastor Jonathan
Oloyede has a more Holiness perspective. Drawing on their experi-
ence with university Born-Again groups in Nigeria, these two men
have gradually developed a small “house church” into a church of sev-
eral hundred strong. They meet in a Newham warehouse, which was
purchased in 1997 for £1 million and is now converted into “The
Glory House—Where Miracles Happen.” Despite this range of
emphasis, and the overt Holiness doctrine of organizations such as the
Deeper Life Bible Church, the Faith perspective predominates in
these new Nigerian churches. Ashimolowo’s preaching on the Holy
Spirit as the “road to success” is typical of the KICC. A similar mes-
sage is conveyed in E.A. Adeboye’s Redeemed Christian Church of
God (RCCG), established in London in 1994, whose network of
large London congregations is part of a global membership estimated
at over a million.20

Yoruba also attend others of these new Pentecostal churches with a
different ethnic provenance. When the Amusans first came to
London, they frequented The Kensington Temple (KT), a large
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multinational venue in Notting Hill, popular with West Africans. With
Colombian roots and a British pastor, the KT has a strongly evangelical
bent, for only those born again can be counted as Christians at all.
The Universal Church of the Kingdom of God (UCKG), originating
among the urban masses in Brazil, espouses a florid demonology,
countered by a strong “deliverance” and healing practice involving
exorcism as well as prayer.21 The UCKG attracts hundreds of the less
prosperous amongst London’s ethnic minorities, but still includes a
large proportion of Nigerians in its two main churches at Finsbury
Park in north London, and Peckham in the south of the city.

It is by churches such as these that the C&S feel threatened. Those
of Nigerian origin have a wider ethnic appeal than the C&S, but
roughly two-third of Glory House and RCCG members are still
Nigerian, some 80 percent of whom are Yoruba. Yet these churches
do not identify themselves as “African.” Through their insistence on
their multi-ethnic membership, they place themselves in an interna-
tional context, part of a global movement that encompasses many
individual churches. Yoruba Born-Again luminaries constantly visit
London, but on the Faith circuit it is the network rather than the par-
ticular church that is significant: Oyedepo (Living Faith) came to the
Glory House in 2000; Adeboye (RCGC) preached at the KICC con-
ference the following year. This activity is aimed at working the inter-
national scene rather than exerting guidance or influence from
Nigerian headquarters, as in the case of C&S secessions. There is a
branch of KICC in Lagos—but this was set up by Ashimolowo from
London. This British-based pastor has also “ministered” in Canada,
Portugal, the Netherlands, and France, and is planning churches for
Ghana and the United States. The C&S, as we have seen, is also
spreading overseas, but the international scope of Born-Again opera-
tions is on a different scale. On Sundays no chance is lost to refer to
leaders’ recent or impending travels: Europe, Africa, Asia, Latin
America, and, above all, the United States. These churches are as their
adherents: younger, more affluent, more mobile, less African centered
than their predecessors. Their horizons, their structure, and the style
they project are of global organizations, rather than Yoruba churches
in the diaspora.

Born-Again Pentecostalism as a Global Religion

When Born-Again Yoruba Christians characterize their religion as
“more modern” than the AICs, this orientation toward a global mar-
ket is part of what they mean. Globalization, as the emergence of
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transnational institutions and movements, is nothing new—the world
religions are a case in point, whilst economically, the international cir-
culation of capital has permeated the postwar world. But as Appadurai
(1996) and others have argued, the interrelation of mass migration
and the explosion of contemporary methods of communication have
transformed both the speed and geographical range of interconnec-
tions. Few societies now stand outside the reach of the global
economy and its cultural tentacles. Imaginatively, too, the earth
becomes a smaller space: “Globalization as a concept refers both to
the compression of the world and the intensification of consciousness
of the world as a whole” (Robertson 1992: 8).

A paradox of globalization is that this increasing universality is
accompanied by greater particularity as individuals search for ethnic,
cultural, or religious categories with which they can identify. Yoruba
Born-Again Christians can participate equally in the Pentecostal
“family” wherever they might be. The “modernity” of the original
Aladura movement lay partly in its pan-Yoruba character; but the
national flags that decorate the Glory House and KICC celebrate a
wider world. As with the C&S, the preponderance of Western
Nigerians in the congregation provides a social network and a sense of
national identity, but the projected image of Pentecostal global con-
nections is contemporary, flexible, and cosmopolitan, situating the
individual in an imagined international community.

The cultural style of these two movements, Aladura and 
Born-Again, epitomizes the developments in what signifies the modern:
whereas colonialism in West Africa promoted European models of
modernity, it is the influence of North American capitalism that suf-
fuses the global age. In the process of globalization, economic, polit-
ical, and technological strength makes the United States a major
player; interdenominational North American Pentecostal culture has
deeply influenced the Born-Agains, not only in their origins, but in
their contemporary style. Training of would-be pastors in U.S. Bible
colleges, visits by U.S. evangelists bearing their books and videos
maintain the American connection; the professional use of electronic
media links Born-Agains into a transnational network of Pentecostal
Christianity. The new Nigerian-led churches often have national gen-
esis and express indigenous concerns but, unlike the C&S tradition,
the presenting style that they appropriate is American.

The Prosperity gospel itself can be seen as part of this package. As
we saw, concern with personal problems and ritual pragmatism lay at
the heart of Aladura’s “practical Christianity.” But the promises of
self-advancement in the Born-Again churches where Yoruba
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congregate are more assertively displayed. The KT’s evangelical thrust
is backed by the pastor’s videos on The Leader Within You and The
Ladder of Success. But it is Yoruba-initiated churches such as the Glory
Bible Church and KICC that subscribe most wholeheartedly to a
Prosperity gospel. Ashimolowo’s four books on 101 Answers to Money
Problems (2000a) offer advice on “how to experience God’s prosperity”
through “investment, saving smartly and the purpose of real estate.”
Albert Odulele, preaching at the Glory House (24 January 2001), not
only held out the prospect of owning land and mansions, but also
of medical practices, companies with 1,000 employees, and even
conglomerates. This is not the reward of some grim-faced Puritan
ethic. Prosperity includes pleasure: even if goals are not yet achieved,
“enjoy yourself on the way to where you are going” (KICC
23 November 2000).

If the reality of most Born-Again members’ lives is less exciting
than the scenarios projected by preachers, all can wander in the virtual
world created by electronics.22 The cameras and sound systems evi-
dent in the KICC service are indicative of the significant role played
by modern technology in the movement as a whole. Personal religious
practice involves the private consumption of expensive “products”
generated by the interdenominational Born-Again network.
Ashimolowo’s sales brochures are typical: tapes of pastors preaching,
videos of conferences, CDs of evangelical exhortation are circulated
and shared among members. The oral tradition in African Christianity
is translated into text. Here again, as with the social composition and
pan-ethnicity of congregations, Born-Again cultural production rep-
resents a progression rather than a radical break from earlier Aladura
practice, a style suited to its time. The proliferation of C&S pamphlets
catered for the literacy of congregations becoming familiar with the
printed word.23 But the uneven typeface of locally printed Nigerian
Aladura booklets compared with the glossy professionalism of KICC
brochures provides a graphic illustration of the generation gap
between the two modernities. The organizational and marketing
strategies of Born-Again churches help this postcolonial generation
construct an appropriate image of self that is both modern and
mobile.

Looking through the illustrations in these brochures and on the
covers of audio and video tapes, it is immediately apparent that they
are directed equally to women and men. Many KICC female mem-
bers, who make up some two-third of the congregation, visualize the
plans that God has for them in much the same way as men: successful
careers, financial security. Of the 12 “testimonies” printed in leaflets

EMPOWERMENT AND YORUBA CHRISTIANITY 225



for a KICC Women’s Conference, half concerned the financial
outcome of successful prayer. This three-day meeting in November
2000, attended by some 1,500 women (plus a few hundred men), was
entitled Winning Women. The aim was to “equip women with the
necessary knowledge, gifts and talents to enable them to reach their
potential in Christ, and . . . help women to break free from personal,
societal and environmental limitations” (Conference leaflet 23
November 2000)—contemporary female demands in a Christian
context.

At the same time, the message was also about women’s responsi-
bility for the home. One of the speakers, Mrs. Faith Oyedepo24 (who
had “just flown in from Nigeria”), reminded women that they were
“the crown of God’s creation.” But she also emphasized that “your
husband is your head,” to be respected and obeyed, and outlined the
domestic duties of a wife. As with the C&S, the teachings on gender
are rooted in meaningful moralities drawn from Yoruba culture,
which assumes the superiority of husbands and fathers. There is a
difference, however. The Born-Again message complements
patriarchy with the reciprocal duties of men. Whereas worker-student
couples often collaborated domestically out of necessity whilst in
London, their now-adult children say that this temporary egalitarian-
ism evaporated in Nigeria. When Bose’s father visits, he never enters
the kitchen, any more than he does at home. But her husband Richard
cooks and changes nappies. Whatever the actual shortcomings in
other households, Born-Again preaching overtly emphasizes
cooperative gender relations (absent in earlier C&S teaching) and
underlines male responsibility. The message to the male participants in
Winning Women was that a husband must afford his wife both
consideration and support.

This is a significant advance for a woman, for, if she can persuade her
partner to become Born-Again, he must abandon the culturally sanc-
tioned male propensity toward infidelity and domestic indifference.

I came to this church a broken-hearted, discouraged woman, ready to
say goodbye to my marriage. But . . . To God alone be praise; my hus-
band gave his life to Christ, God miraculously gave him a new job and
our marriage is fully restored.

(Testimony from KICC leaflet 23 November 2000)

Premarital sex is frowned upon, but single men, not only women,
should observe sexual restraint, and therefore not harass younger
women in the church. Within marriage, although abortion is
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condemned, contraception is endorsed as part of responsible
parenting, which should be undertaken by both partners. These sex-
ual and moral strictures provide guidance though the moral confusion
of modernity, especially for geographically dislocated adolescents
and young adults. They also enable women to negotiate a sense of 
self-worth when they are respected by others in the church community,
including their own husbands.25

As Adesanya’s diary showed, C&S prophets prayed constantly for
marital harmony, and censured irresponsible male behavior. But in
Yoruba Pentecostal discourse, it is the model of the nuclear family that
is consistently promoted. Preaching to men and women whose own
kin may be scattered around the globe, pastors present stable family
relationships as the foundation for the careers of both wives and hus-
bands, and the well-being of their children. Whereas older members
of the C&S may have left other wives at home, or married a second on
return, Born-Again Christianity does not contemplate polygyny. The
mutual emotional and material support expected of Born-Again
partners is another move away from the collective life of village or
compound; the segregated social spheres of men and women are
merging in companionate marriages.

The concept of gender relationships that informs Born-Again
preaching is reflected in church organization. As we have seen, the
C&S of the 1970s was already developing a higher profile for women,
and this process has continued. Awojobi is not the only female church
leader, and, as the Earlham Grove service evidenced, women now can
assume more senior administrative roles. But at a C&S Movement
conference in October 2000 a woman spoke out strongly about the
subordinate role of sisters. In the KICC, women are prominent at
every level, not only as office workers, musicians, singers, camera
operatives, and stewardesses, but also in religious structures. Their
role differs between churches, but in some, women—free from
Aladura menstrual taboos—are found preaching as pastors and dea-
cons. Although it is still usually the husband who is the head of the
church, the pastor’s wife (as Yemesi Ashimolowo and Faith Oyedepo)
is often a highly influential figure in her own right. Both in church and
secular “families,” the patterns of authority reflect the changing mores
and class position of socially mobile Yoruba, as did Aladura in its day.

It is not only in respect of gender relationships that Born-Again
organizational structures appeal more to a younger generation of
Yoruba than Aladura. The greater democracy that C&S represented
over indigenous ritual practice has now been taken a step further. The
powerful paid pastors, with their employed team, managing both
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worship and administration, contrasts with the collective voluntarism
of Aladura. As in C&S, individuals can find roles in numerous hierar-
chical church associations. But there is no status ranking amongst the
congregation itself. All members, new or old, male or female, are
equivalent, reflecting their equality before the Spirit. Large congrega-
tions with no graded membership combine anonymity (and therefore
personal privacy) with welcome into a community. The prototype is
corporate, rather than the hierarchical style adopted in an earlier age
by the C&S. To translate this into a domestic model: in both
movements members are “brothers and sisters in Christ,” but the
C&S pattern is more akin to the Yoruba family with its ranking of
gender and seniority. In the Born-Again collectivity, although patri-
archy persists, individuals have a more autonomous role, as in
contemporary family units in Europe and the United States.

Globalization and the Individual

What emerges from all aspects of the Born-Again message, morality,
and structure is the emphasis on the person, appropriate for the indi-
vidualism of a global age. The weakening of old collectivities is part of
a process already well under way. Aladura itself was a response to an
awareness of widening horizons, loosening the links between personal
identity, locality, and social group. Throughout the last century, the
penetration of market relations and the rights and duties of Nigerian
citizenship progressively removed expanding areas of Yoruba life from
norms of social reciprocities. Old moral allegiances were diluted
by private ownership, legal autonomy, political enfranchisement,
and—perhaps most importantly—monetized exchange. What Matory
(1994: 47) calls “this new capitalist negotiation of the self” challenged
previously abiding principles of seniority and gender. Even before the
Born-Again generation, the socioeconomic and political hierarchies of
a developing Nigeria, and then, for worker-students, of a Western
industrialized metropolis, demanded a new resilience. This was not
only because of a shift from ascribed to achieved status, but through
the associated changing sense of self. An identity largely constructed
by communal ties, whether of family, neighborhood, religious group,
or economic interest, had to give way to, or at least incorporate, a
conscious individualism on the part of those faced with carving out
their own niche in new surroundings. Ideologically, the worker-student
generation encountered the endorsement of this individualism
through their education, in the notion of selfhood and free will
embedded in the Christian and European tradition26—an increasing
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focus on the individual already reflected in the C&S through its
democratization of structure and spiritual discourse.

In contrasting an individuated identity with an indigenous Yoruba
conception of the person, important caveats must be made. Individual
choice and aspiration were inserted in traditional hierarchical
structures;27 historical events and economic interests had resulted,
according to Akintunde (1974: 105), in a society long characterized
by “virulent competition.” Nevertheless, Lawuyi (1991), another
Yoruba scholar, argues that in pre-Independence Yorubaland real 
self-actualization was constrained by social pressures to conform.
Although Yoruba sociopolitical culture undoubtedly facilitated the
insidious increase in individualism, this did not, until recently, add up
to the form of self-preoccupation familiar in the West.28

For the succeeding generation, those who now people the Yoruba
diaspora, the pressures toward individualism have gathered momen-
tum. Advanced capitalism and American and European popular cul-
ture has elevated the pursuit of self-interest to unprecedented heights;
consumerism, whether the individual acquisition of material goods or
of techniques of self-enhancement, is used to stake out personal iden-
tity. Born-Again publicity provides a Christian synthesis of this indi-
vidualization, and the cultural complexities of what constitutes a
contemporary Yoruba in London. For example, among the advertise-
ments for African-run businesses and services in a KICC conference
brochure (19–25 August 2001), a photo of a young woman with
brown skin, but long straight hair, promotes Sahara Single Bible Hair
Products. Even physical attraction, presented in an African-European
package, is espoused by religion. The conference slogan on the cover
of the booklet—“Take Charge of Your Family, Finances, Future by
Faith”—provides a moral context for the dreams of individual
progress, whilst also offering the means to realize them. The focus of
Born-Again practice is individual agency, both in its goals and its
epistemology. At the same time, its certainties offer a personal anchor
in postmodern cultures awash with conflicting ways of being.

The Spirit and the Self

These individuating pressures of modernity, the increasing centrality
of the self, infuse the “power” relationship between worshippers and
their God. The whole person—psychological, physical, emotional, as
well as spiritual—is the celebrated subject of Born-Again practice. We
have already considered these elements in the construction of the
C&S subject; we have dwelt on the importance of religious
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experience, and noted the sensory nature of Aladura worship. But
these aspects of individual response are taken further in the new
Yoruba Pentecostalism. The conscious appeal to the physical dimen-
sion of individuality is a Born-Again trait, which is foreign to C&S
practice.

The aural attractions of worship are more insistent than in C&S:
continuous music, both participatory and performed, whether as a
highlight or in the background, is paramount in the emotional
involvement of participants. This is reinforced by preaching styles,
such as that of Ashimolowo, which also make direct use of tactile sen-
sation. Those present are constantly instructed to touch their neigh-
bors, to repeat exhortatory phrases to each other, physically
connecting the congregation. Metonyms of the senses to refer to the
person, the metaphor of the body for the soul, constantly appear. The
subtitle to Ashimolowo’s book Breaking Barriers (2000b)
is . . . Changing Your Speech, Sight, Hearing and Thought from
Negative to Positive. Words spoken, heard, or imagined are credited
with performative power, not, as with Aladura, because they are
imbued with spiritual efficacy, but because they express inner desires
that Jesus can help realize. These dreams and visions are not coded
messages from God, but the expression of personal goals. Sermons
in all Born-Again churches emphasize seeing, voicing, hearing,
walking—metaphors that externalize ambitions and stimulate the imag-
ination: “If you see it, you can have it” (Albert Oyedepo 29 October
2000). Physical faculties are invested with power because they banish
negativity and reinforce the will to succeed.

A person’s efficacy is therefore associated with his or her own imag-
ination. As in C&S thinking, individuals have their own power, and
the quickening of this power by the Spirit sounds very much like
Aladura explanations we have encountered. So Oyedepo writes:

The gift of power will not come until you stir it up. There’s a power
deposit inside you, but it takes prayer to cause it to be released.

(1996: 59)

But in Born-Again discourse, it is the individual’s own psychological
resources that are central here. C&S Prophet Adesanya, too, knows
the significance of his clients’ confidence and self-image, but the C&S
understand innate power primarily in terms of spiritual energy
bestowed by God. By contrast, Born-Again teaching draws on North
American secular self-help literature, filled with “personal power” and
“positive thought” to help realize “true potential.” A central text in
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this U.S. genre, Anthony Robbin’s Unlimited Power (1986: 29),
asserts:

We can all unleash the magic within us. We must simply learn how to
turn on and use our minds and bodies in the most powerful and
advantageous ways.

The influence of this “can-do” philosophy couched in popular
psychological terms abounds in Born-Again discourse. Explaining the
ambitious vision for his life that a newly “called” man may conceive,
Ashimolowo explains that “this is because God is using what is called
incentive motivation; that is using the positive to challenge a person”
(2000b: 77).

There are other faculties of the mind and emotion that constitute
the Born-Again agent. One such sensation that is summoned is strong
affection, in the personal attachment between the worshipper and
deity. The former has been individualized; so now must be the latter,
in order for the emotional connection between the two to be realized.
The C&S God is not completely impersonal or diffuse; he is credited
with some character and with a capacity for personal communication.
But his human aspect is of much less importance than his spiritual. As
I argued earlier, when manifested through possession, the focus is not
on the particular relationship between the host and spirit, but on the
pragmatic utilization of superior spiritual vitality and discernment.

In Born-Again epistemology, this power itself has now been person-
alized, and invested with character. God, in all his three manifestations,
is a person as well as a power. This includes the Spirit, who, KICC
Pastor Ashimolowo emphasized, “is not an ‘it’—he’s a personality”
(Sermon 24 September 2000). “The Holy Spirit is a real personality
with intellect emotion and will,” reads the back cover of one of his
books: 101 Truths about Your Best Friend the HOLY SPIRIT (1997).
“He is the executive of the Godhead therefore, he knows and can reveal
the mind of God to those who seek his friendship. What are friends
for?” he continues. “Friendship with the Holy Spirit means commun-
ion, direction, intimacy and depth in the things of God . . . Ask your
friend to walk with you, talk to you and take you into the depth of the
Father’s will . . . This is one friend who will pray, sing, speak and help
needy people through you. Truly, he is your greatest and best friend.”
This intimacy goes beyond friendship into more emotional realms:

I’m in love, sweet Holy Spirit, I’m in love.
(KICC Chorus)
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Albert Oyedepo (29 October 2000) told his congregation that “God
is waiting for a passionate love affair with you.”

This is not the stuff of traditional Pentecostalism, or of other evan-
gelical denominations. In these traditions, it is the Son rather than the
Spirit who is personalized; it is Jesus who is the “best friend.” Jesus is
not absent from Born-Again practice: the attractive African American
guest artiste who inspired KICC women at their conference was not
singing gospel, but popular romantic ballads where the love object
was Jesus Christ; with some songs, such as chorus #4, worshippers
might be addressing Jesus or the Spirit. But in this form of Yoruba
Pentecostalism, the whole Trinity has been reimagined, recast in a
contemporary idiom of individuality. The model here is that of the
popular Western discourse of “relationships.” It also has resonances of
the Yoruba tradition of patron–client alliances, and the contemporary
culture of negotiating Nigerian life (whether in Nigeria or England)
through establishing personal connections.29

The central metaphor for divine–human communication is rebirth
in the Spirit. The concept of being born again is inspired not by
Aladura, but by Holiness and orthodox Pentecostalism, where the fas-
tening of the bond with God, the central event of spiritual rebirth, is
marked by the convert’s glossolalia. The sign of God’s favor in these
traditions is possession by the Spirit. But to be born again in the new
Faith churches rests on individual choice. The defining moment of
spiritual rebirth is often highly emotionally charged, but is not neces-
sarily an altered state of consciousness, or a spontaneous outburst of
tongues. However much it appears to the person involved as an
imperative dictated by the Spirit, to be born again is a deliberate, 
self-motivated decision to commit one’s whole life to Christ. One of
the characteristics of Aladura spiritual power noted above was the ability
to transform. In Born-Again theology, this transformation is effected
not by involuntary possession, but by the conscious choice to become
a new person in Christ.

Although the dominant strain of Born-Again Pentecostalism has to
do with subordinating individual will, and asking God to “take
absolute control over our lives,” the agency of the sentient individual
in this relationship is more prominent than in Aladura. When analyz-
ing communication with the Spirit in the C&S, we saw the spiritualist
retaining a controlled, intelligent role despite the intensity of the
trance experience, but for Born-Agains, no particular significance is
attached to altered states. To be “anointed” is to feel the “Holy
Presence and Power of God” (Ashimolowo 1999: 7), but not to be
possessed. The closed eyes, uplifted arms, and radiant expression of
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Born-Again worshippers appear to express deep feeling, but one that
is conscious and personally managed. Their physical journey is only
occasionally the oblivion and post-possession ecstasy of C&S Spirit.
The force of choruses and intensity of prayer produces some shaking
and trembling in KICC worship, but trance is not privileged; it is seen
as a personal spiritual gift to which no central importance is attached.
Born-Agains do not speak of falling into Spirit, sinking into the
waiting well of unseen energy. They are filled with the Spirit, their
own conscious minds and own quickened bodies aware of the Divine
presence. The body is still the site for the Spirit, but in the Born-Again
message to “open your heart to the Spirit,” the heart is a metonymi-
cal reference to “life,” to be dedicated to God. It is not an invitation
for physical possession. In decentering involuntary possession from
their practice, Born-Agains are further democratizing access to
spiritual power, continuing a process begun by Aladura. Now a
privileged association with God depends only on a personal decision.

Empowerment, Purity, and Ritual

As Ashimolowo promised, through becoming this new person, the
power of God is made accessible:

The Holy Spirit is the road to unlimited success. When the Holy Ghost
rests on you, you cannot fail . . . he makes you omnipotent, to go
where you have never been before . . .

(Pastor Ashimolowo. Sermon 24 September 2000)

When looking at the C&S concept of power, we saw that blessing
was equated with the Holy Spirit. To be blessed is a word much used
in Born-Again circles: members wish each other a blessed day. As in
Aladura, the term connotes success and security, and a general efficacy
in life. This is achieved only through the power of God:

You have made us more than a conqueror! Without you and your spirit,
we are losers!

(KICC Prayer)

Despite all disavowals of continuity with other Yoruba Christianities,
Born-Again churches are still based on the ubiquitous Yoruba
search for spiritual power. Hackett vividly demonstrates its signifi-
cance to Nigerian preachers and their followers, arguing that the
intensity of the discourse of empowerment has increased in recent
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times (1993: 397–402). In London, the new Nigerian churches, as
much as the C&S, are dealing in the currency of unseen energy.
Armed with the superior power of God, both Aladura and Pentecostal
Christians believe they can forge an individual course down both
familiar and unfamiliar roads, and pursue self-interest in novel set-
tings. By surrendering themselves to a greater force, those selves
emerge revitalized, to face quotidian existence. Both see the Spirit as
the ultimate source of worldly success.

What, then, is the difference between the two approaches to
empowerment? The line between Aladura and Born-Again under-
standing of the Spirit is neither thick nor straight. Apart from the
experience of rebirth, many Born-Again statements, especially those
published in Nigeria, seem almost identical to Aladura:

Those born of the Spirit of God belong to the extraordinary class of
people. They call divine forces into operation like the wind . . . you
only see the resultant effects but you don’t see, and cannot tell, how the
operation was carried out . . . This supernatural life is for everyone who
is born of the Spirit of God.

(Oyedepo 1993: 26)

For the C&S, augmentation of personal power is achieved by
tapping the spiritual vitality of God through prayer and fasting. 
Born-Again praxis is also based on prayer and the performance of any
Christ-centered activity: attending services, reading the Bible, pur-
chasing and listening to recordings of preaching all result in blessing.
The point of Bible-study illuminated by preaching is to deepen an
understanding of the will of God, and prepare oneself to accept it. The
focus here is the relationship between the individual and the Spirit;
what matters is the person’s particular interconnection with the spiri-
tual aspect of God. It is this that elicits the exercise of his power; no
external, mediating, ritual aids are necessary, hence the absence of
religious symbols in Born-Again practice.

The relationship with the Spirit is also considered significant in the
C&S; the use of Holy Names indicates a familiarity with God in order
to invoke a response. But Holy Names, as we saw, are also often
thought to have performative power in themselves. Whether seen as
instrumental or merely expressive, the use of ritual paraphernalia and
symbolic action—reciting psalms, lighting candles, wearing white
gowns—is integral to the summons of spiritual power. Pentecostal
RCCG sermons on purity refer to “strict personal morals . . . [as] the
central evidence of a new life in Christ” (Hunt and Lightly 2001: 17).
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But for the C&S, injunctions relating to women’s dress and menstruation,
the removal of shoes, and the wearing of white gowns have to do with
the necessity for ritual purity, without which the E.mi Mimm cannot
freely operate.

This notion of the performative power of ritual, its instrumental as
well as expressive purpose is, as argued earlier, integral to indigenous
Yoruba religious practice. Aladura Christianity has abandoned indige-
nous deities, but despite all disclaimers of the past, understands the
operation of spiritual energies as their worshippers once did. When
Bose invited me to her house for the naming ceremony of her new
baby, she explained that there would be “none of those orika things of
the Cherubim and Seraphim.” The symbols of sweetness and savor are
abandoned not just because they feature in the traditional ceremony,
but because they are part of an epistemology of spiritual power seen
by Born-Again critics as connected with a pagan tradition. The C&S
are self-reflexive on this point. Abidoye’s heartfelt concern in the C&S
council meeting prompted one brother to exclaim: “Look at us! We
are too syncretist, too Sango-like. This is what is driving them away!”

As we saw, Sango is particularly associated with the trance-inspired
power of prophecy—a central sticking point between Pentecostal and
Aladura. Toward the end of 2000, the C&S approached Premier
Christian Radio, an Evangelical Pentecostal program, to run an
advertisement for the theological school. The station refused, claim-
ing that it had “received complaints” about the church:

One Lady who complained suggested that “they [the C&S] invoke
curses on any of their members who stop going to their churches” and
that “they see all sorts of evil visions . . . they mix pagan and Bible
worship together.” She said that she knew former members who have
had “very nasty experiences.”

The letter went on to claim that the C&S did not qualify for mem-
bership of the African and Caribbean Evangelical Alliance, who have

raised concerns about the use of visions and revelations. In addition,
many African Churches would not consider the Cherubim and
Seraphim churches to be orthodox in the Christian faith and would not
consider them a church.

(Letter to C&S Council of Churches 21 October 2000)

Earlham Grove is not the only C&S branch to have heavily reduced
the role of visioning in Sunday services. In Movement No. 1 any
vision must be reported to the elders, who will take the necessary
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action. This is not because vision divination is no longer important.
Elders still say that “vision is the foundation of the C&S”; most
branches have some form of Watchnight service or vigil, and the pri-
vate consultation of visioners continues unabated. But the C&S is
attempting to present a public face that is less associated with African
practice around the revelatory aspect of spiritual power.

Secularization and the Spirit

In the eyes of many Born-Agains and mainstream Yoruba Christians
who are critical of Aladura, it is the C&S’s association with this aspect
of Yoruba ritual that renders the church suspect. The power of
Aladura visioning is not necessarily denied: Bose recalls a C&S mes-
sage that one brother would become a lawyer, another a doctor, and
that she herself would marry a lawyer, come to England, and practise
as a nurse. But she is nevertheless highly critical of what she sees as the
potentially manipulative practice of prophecy, and relies on her own
personal relationship with God.

It is this Spirit, according to Ashimolowo, who can “access you to
the mind of God.” “What is hidden to others will be obvious to you.”
Listening carefully to the Holy Spirit will “show you the secret of the
enemy,” give you “supernatural knowledge,” making you a superior
person with authority over others (Sermon 24 September 2000).
With prayer, “God will tell you the strategies to use against your
enemy” (Mrs. Ashimolowo 23 November 2000). This sounds like the
essence, if not the language, of Aladura. But there are significant dif-
ferences. What is shown is not in vision, but arriving at realization
through “spiritual understanding”: “knowing things not by normal
way of knowing, but just knowing . . .” (Ashimolowo. Sermon
24 September 2000). Communication with the Spirit is therefore
direct and personal; the mediating role of visioner has gone. Pastors do
convey prophecies to their congregations, and may take dreams as sig-
nificant, but revelation to individuals comes largely through their own
prayer and Bible reading, not through the pronouncements of others.

What then of the preoccupation with enemies, the evildoers whose
plans are exposed through Aladura divination? Is the decentering of
possession and prophecy in Born-Again practice a sign that the con-
cept of external causation has lost its purchase? Not entirely: worship-
pers are constantly reassured that with the help of the Spirit, they will
overcome others who would set “obstacles in your path.” Despite the
Born-Again emphasis on individual responsibility (“Whatever hap-
pens in your life begins in your heart” (Mrs. Oyedepo 24 November

YORUBA IN DIASPORA236



2000)), the enemy, as Ashimolowo and KICC choruses (such as #1)
reiterate, is still very much around:

Maybe the enemy is telling you that you are a nobody, that you haven’t
got the right car, the right husband . . . It’s time to take a stand and let the
enemy know that God has great plans for you . . . Your time is coming . . .

(Mrs. Yemesi Ashimolowo. KICC Women’s Conference 23 November
2000)

It was already apparent with the Aladura of an earlier generation
that this adversary might be human, acting with mundane malice,
rather than an unseen spiritual foe. But there is here an added self-
reflexive dimension that was not prominent in C&S. “Satan” in
choruses (#1) and (#3) is an ambiguous force. In the same way as the
Spirit, he has been highly personalized, brought to the fore as a malef-
icent being in direct confrontation with the Christian. At the same
time, in Born-Again exegesis, he also stands for psychological negativ-
ity, both as a lack of self-confidence, and debilitating criticism by others.
These interpretations now seem more prominent than the C&S image
of Satan and his “branches,” those invisible malign beings under his
control. Born-Again literature in Nigeria—as the national media30—is
much more explicit about evil entities, and they do still lurk in
London, where various infirmities of mind and body are rebuked as
spirits, as is “the spirit of witchcraft” (KICC, recorded phone message
11 January 2001). But in churches such as the KICC and the Glory
House, this spiritual anthropomorphism may be more a metaphor
than a reference to particular forces that populate the indigenous
cosmology. Born-Agains in Britain are less concerned with the speci-
ficities of witchcraft and evil spirits than was the generation that
sought refuge in Aladura.31 The revelatory practice whereby the
schemes of evildoers are uncovered therefore becomes less relevant:
the divinatory project, as its agent the visioner, has been displaced.

But this is also because the cosmological foundation of the system has
been undermined. Enemies may be purely human agents because the
world in which British Born-Again Christians move is increasingly secular.
Secularization is often defined in social Durkheimian terms, as either the
decline in the power of religious institutions, or the decrease in the number
of their adherents.32 Global technological and scientific progress does not
determine this process as inexorably as once was envisaged;33 the worldwide
growth of Pentecostalism is a case in point. But, as the C&S preacher who
warned of skepticism was well aware, these Eurocentric definitions certainly
apply to contemporary Britain.34 However, another possible understanding
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of the term, more relevant to the argument here, is neither institutional nor
behavioral, but epistemological. Following the definition of religion as
praxis relating to spiritual power, secularization would signify the dis-
enchantment of the universe, when the world is no longer articulated by
unseen powers. Many Britons profess faith in nonhuman forces,35 and hold
to superstitions, fragments of a worldview that no longer maintain a logic.
But the prevailing public discourse is relentlessly secular.

Members of the diaspora do not remain unaffected by this cosmo-
logical secularization of the societies in which they have settled. The
coherent logic of the spiritual universe, the interconnections between
specific unseen dramatis personae, the characteristics of spiritual power,
and the principles by which it is thought to operate—all no longer have
the purchase on the collective imagination they once did. The very term
that Born-Again Christians most often use to refer to unseen energy:
supernatural power, betrays these differences with Aladura. The C&S
more often spoke simply of spiritual power, for power was part of the
natural order. For Born-Agains in London, powers abound, but do not
necessarily imbue every animate and inanimate object as akj and agbara
were once believed to do. Born-Again communication with the Spirit,
therefore, cannot be analyzed as an action system of divination,
whereby the play of unseen forces is disclosed by God, the author of all
power, through a visioner, in order that appropriate action could be
taken. The efficacy of such a system rests on the assumption that all of
creation, entities seen and unseen, are bound together in a web of spir-
itual energy, the texture of which can be influenced by access to agbara
E.mi Mimm. It is this empowered cosmology that is now losing its hold
on the imagination of contemporary Yoruba in London.

As Keith Thomas (1971) has shown for post-Reformation
England, the disenchantment of the world is a patchy business. With
Born-Agains, as with Aladura, the extent to which the unseen world
has become despiritualized varies between individuals, and at different
moments in one person’s experience. The C&S have a riposte to
Pentecostal intransigence about Aladura practice. What about the
Born-Agains who make clandestine visits to Aladura prophets? The
extent of this is hard to verify, but it certainly occurs.

What seems clear is that despite vociferous assertions of abandon-
ing previous traditions by both Aladura and Born-Agains, there lies a
crooked thread of continuity. If, in looking back at Aladura through a
Pentecostal lens, we focus on style and ritual, then we will indeed see
rupture. However, if we include conceptions of spiritual power in the
picture, we will see not only continuity, but how ideas of power are
shaped, quite literally, by the “spirit” of the age.
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Glossary

Agbara Power
Agbara jmi Spiritual power
Agbara Jmi Mimm Power of the Holy Spirit
Ajj Witch, witchcraft
Aladura Literally “praying.” Generic term for Yoruba

churches similar to the C&S
Akj Power, spiritual power, authority
Babalawo Diviner priest
Egungun Masked ancestral cult
Jljmi Spiritualist; one who becomes possessed by the

Holy Spirit
Jmi Spirit, breath, unseen being
Jmi buruku Bad spirit
Emere Type of troublesome spirit
Epe Curse
Jsj Verse from the Ifa divination text
Eku Yoruba trickster God; the Christian Devil
Gjljdj Masked performers/performances to honor

witches and women’s power
Ifa Indigenous Yoruba oracle; the God of divination
Imm Knowledge; intuition
Iran Vision
Mimm Holy, pure, clean
Mba King, chief
Odu Set of verses in the Ifa oracle
Mfm Incantation
Ogun God of iron and war
Mkan Soul, heart
Olodumare God, “Almighty”
Olorika Priest, devotee of a deity
Mlmrun God of Heaven



Omi mimm Holy water
Onikjgun Practitioner of indigenous “medicine”;

herbalist
Oogun Indigenous “medicine”
Oogun buruku/buburu Harmful “medicine”
Oogun rere Good “medicine”
Mpa Rod, staff
Oriki Praise names
Orika Deity
Orukm mimm Holy Name (of God)
Mrun Heaven
Orunmila God of Ifa divination
Oko Sorcerer
Mta Enemy
Mya Female deity of wind and tornadoes
Sango God of thunder and fire
Sopona God of smallpox
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In the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

6. For example: Rom. 13:1–3; 1 Cor. 15:24; Luke 10:19.
7. Judg. 16.
8. Luke 1:51.
9. For example: Jer. 10:12; Rom. 1:16, 19–20; 1 Cor. 4:20; Eph. 1:19.

10. Pss. 59:11, 16; 66:3; 110:3.
11. For example: Acts 8:10, 26:18; 2 Thess. 2:9.
12. Matt. 10:1; Mark 3:15; Luke 4:36, 5:17, 9:1.
13. Acts 3:12, 10:38.
14. John 17:2; Eph. 1:19.
15. Ps. 78:26.
16. Eccles. 8:4; Luke 4:32.
17. 1 Cor. 2:4–5; Mic. 3:8; Eph. 3:7, 20; Rev. passim.
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1967; Osunwole 1991; Parrinder 1951: 53ff.; Prince 1961, 1964;
Thompson 1970.

34. Gleason 1987: 300. Also see Drewal and Drewal 1990: 75.
35. Prince 1961: 796.
36. A ritual staff signifying the prophet’s spiritual authority.
37. See Peel 2002 on detailed evidence drawn from nineteenth-century

CMS sources.
38. Drewal 1992; Drewal and Drewal 1990; Gleason 1987; Hallen and

Sodipo 1986.
39. Aluko 1966, 1970; Barber 2000; Oguntoye 1987; Oyegoke 1984.
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ter to witchcraft,” only less powerful. Members describe emere as a
spirit that troubles the jmi of the invaded woman herself, rather than
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control over the spirit than in the case of witchcraft, it also may be able

NOTES 247



to provide a woman with things she wants, including revelatory power;
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15. Exod. 13:21–22.
16. Wescott and Morton-Williams 1962: 323.
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19. That is, a member of the Egungun ancestor cult. See Beier 1956a;
Davis 1977; Morton-Williams 1956b.
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22. Morton-Williams 1960a: 35. See the formula quoted in Maclean
1971: 95.

23. Representing aggressive power, see 159.
24. This tale is reminiscent of an incident in Oyegoke’s Laughing

Shadows; a wife was preparing a medicine to kill her husband, when
“the kitchen exploded in her face” (1984: 192).
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35. Exod. 7 and 8.
36. In Ps. 110, enemies are routed by the “rod of thy strength” (mpa

agbara. v. 2), “in the day of thy power” (mjm agbara. v. 3).
37. Transformation is another theme in Amos Tutuola’s tale of The Wild

Hunter. So, for example, the Hunter turns night into day with the
“miraculous power” of his spell, when fighting a ghost who could
make the day become night (1989: 35–36).

38. Exod. 4:2.
39. 1 Sam. 14:27.
40. Deut. 34:9.
41. 2 Kings 2:9–15.
42. Morton-Williams 1967: 322, 1972.

Chapter 6 Possession by the Holy Spirit

1. In Nigeria, Watchnight services begin at midnight, and may last from
four to six hours. In London, they were held every month from
5 September 1970, after the purchase of Earlham Grove, and I attended
six. This account is based on the service of 9 January 1971.

2. For an evocative account of dancing to the internal rhythms of pos-
session, see Fatima Mernissi (1995: 172) on the Moroccan hadra pos-
session dance.

3. The most thorough analysis of glossolalia to date is that by Goodman
(1972: see 149–151). Abasiattai (1989: 505) argues that the sounds
and inflections produced in trance may be similar to those of lan-
guages that the glossolalist has heard spoken.

4. An example of a Watchnight consecration prayer is given in chapter 4.
5. This is a translated summary (by Korode himself) of the prayer, which

was longer and more repetitious.
6. On 2 May 1971, for “Nationwide.”
7. The understanding of possession as penetration of the human body by

a spirit, together with the seemingly erotic movements that accom-
pany trance, result in an explicitly sexual vocabulary of possession in
many cultural contexts (Danforth 1989: 81, 88; Lewis 1971: 59–64).
Both in Yoruba traditional ritual and versions of this in the diaspora,
such as in Haiti and Brazil, the spirit is said to “mount” his “bride”
(Deren 1953; Matory 1994). But there are no sexual references in
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C&S trance, which does not, despite appearances, involve sexual
arousal or orgasmic release.

8. Calley 1962, 1965.
9. Wilson 1961.

10. For example: Boddy 1989: 147–150, 256; Crapanzano 1977: 14;
Lambek 1981: 5, 49–53; Lewis 1971: chap. 7; Macklin 1977: 66–74;
Stoller 1989a.

11. Inglis 1990: 221–222; Jilek 1989: 182; Valla and Prince 1989.
12. Chevreau 1994.
13. Howard 1996.
14. That is, by Poewe, who defines charismatic Christianity as that which

has “emphasised religious or spiritual experience and the activities of
the Holy Spirit” (1994: 2).

15. For example, by Inglis 1990 and Jilek 1989.
16. The ability of particular culturally conditioned cues to penetrate

trance is well documented. See, for example, Lambek’s account of the
“smooth synchronization” of the movement among a cast of spirits as
they switch from one host to another, never possessing two people at
once. An observer sees chaos and confusion, but the whole event is
carefully choreographed through subtle signals sensed by the
entranced (1981: 110–114).

17. C&S prophets hold that there are degrees of dissociation. One
claimed that vision would inform him about someone in Spirit “that
he is on the third ladder (i.e., rung), and has got four more to climb.”

18. But lengthy periods of possession in London may well take place. The
Observer (23 January 1994) reported on a C&S prophetess who was
16 days into a trance, which she had prophesied would last for three weeks.

19. See Lambek (1989) for a concise statement of this position, which
informs all recent research on spirit possession.

20. When young East African Samburu and Masai men succumb to
trance, for example, it is thought merely to express anger and frustration
(Lewis 1971: 40; Melissa Llewellyn-Davis: personal communication).

21. For example, Lambek 1981.
22. For example, Boddy 1989.
23. Both this and the following quotations refer to the feeling of empow-

erment against enemies that the Spirit brings.
24. A few observers have attempted to convey the power of the event

through their own experience (e.g., Deren 1953; Dunham 1994;
Goodman 1972: 72). Boddy herself confesses, “At some zar rituals I
became apprehensive lest I succumb to trance and lose self-control”
(1989: 349). As Desjarlais (1992: 14–19) warns, the ethnographer’s
own encounter with trance may not be a reliable guide to indigenous
experience, but Boddy’s fears reveal an overprivileging of textual
analysis to the near-exclusion of the experiential.

25. Bourguignon and Pettay 1964: 40.
26. See Ward 1989: 16–19.
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27. See, for example, Lutz and Abu-Lughod 1990.
28. To what extent visioning depends on trance remains unclear. Both the

Spiritual Leader and the Pastor, neither of them spiritualists, claimed
to have seen visions, but the consensus among prophets is that visioning
develops out of dreaming and dissociation. This is borne out by most
individuals’ accounts of their spiritual careers, where falling in Spirit
preceded their ability to vision. Once the response is well established
in an experienced visioner, revelation becomes a natural part of prayer,
and dissociation may be very light.

29. See Omoyajowo (1982: 137–141) for similar practice in Nigerian
C&S churches.

30. See 1 Cor. 14 for the scriptural foundation of this position.
31. Infusion with the power of the Holy Spirit is a widespread interpretation

of trance, which features in many African independent religious move-
ments (Barret 1968; Wilson 1973), whether South African Zionists
(Comaroff 1985; Kiernan 1990; Sundkler 1961), Zimbabwean
Apostles (Aquina 1967), Ibibio adherents of Oberi Okaime
(Abasiattai 1989), or Ghanaian independents (Baëta 1962; Beckman
1975; Hagan 1988), to name but a few.

32. See also Num. 11:26; 1 Sam.19:20, 23; 1 Chron.12:18, 28;
2 Chron.15:1; Ezek. 2:2, 3:12.

33. Although Apostolic doctrine included “visionary guidance of the
‘prophetic ministry’ ” (Peel 1968: 105), this was not central, and the
role of revelation also appears to have been elaborated by Aladura
themselves. Peel states that “reliance on visions for guidance . . . was a
spontaneous development” (65), and Turner (1967 II: 137–140)
reaches similar conclusions for the Church of the Lord.

34. Awolalu 1979: 37; Matory 1994: 175; Verger 1969.
35. Drewal 1992: 184.
36. Apter 1992: 106, 136; Beier 1956c.
37. Awolalu 1979: 37. See also Parrinder 1961: 73; Prince 1964: 114ff.
38. Apter 1992: 237 n.6; Beier 1956a.

Chapter 7 Revelation as Divinatory Practice

1. The choice of language is a personal one, which depends on the
visioner’s feeling of comfort and fluency in the language chosen.
When visioners were clearly “in Spirit,” they tended to speak in
Yoruba. They also might switch to Yoruba from English when direct-
ing a message to an individual that did not concern the whole con-
gregation. Yoruba visions that did address the group would be
translated into English at a later moment.

2. As this sequence of visions has been abbreviated, numbering is for the
purposes of reference, not to record the actual quantity of messages.

3. The move to Earlham Grove was imminent.
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4. For the Aladura practice of dreaming, see also Omoyajowo 1982:
131–133; Peel 1968: 123, 170–171, 206–207; Turner 1967 II:
122–125. C&S pamphlets recommend ways of developing “the Spirit
of dreams” and of gaining information through dreaming, especially
through the use of psalms (i.e., Akindele n.d.; Sonde n.d.). A vision
once instructed me to read Ps. 6 “on water” (i.e., over water, which
should then be used as a drink or to wash my face). This psalm was
usually recommended for eye trouble (see v. 7), but I was to use it for
“the real power of dreams.” Visioners often refer to the “spiritual eye”
of both vision and dream.

5. See Maclean 1971: 93; McKenzie 1992; Prince 1964: 95.
6. See also Deut. 13:1, 3, 5; Job 33:15–16; Dan.7:1, 2, 7, 13, 15.
7. Gen. 37, 42:9.
8. Dan. 1:17, 2.
9. 1 Kings 3:5–15.

10.
Date Type of service No of visions

1 June 1969 Ordinary Sunday 40
18 January 1970 Ordinary Sunday 113
18 May 1969 Revival 66
1 February 1970 Revival 26
2 August 1970 Band Anniversary 59
6 September 1970 Band Anniversary 101
5 August 1970 Watchnight 142
7 November 1970 Watchnight 131

Total 678 

Quoted visions are taken from the above or selected from the hundreds of revelations
recorded from a further 18 services.

11. Fiske 1989.
12. See also: #3, 7, 13, 16, 17, 18, 24, 44, 48, 49, 50, 51–53, 56, 65,

67–69, 70, 72.
13. See also: #11, 12, 27, 45, 46, 55, 57, 58.
14. See also: #19, 28, 45, 33, 39, 61, 64.
15. See also: #13, 24, and 30.
16. For example, Skultans 1971: 992.
17. Jung makes this explicit in his Foreword to the I Ching (Wilhelm

1968: xxxviii–xxxix).
18. The figures are 32% to men, 10% to women, and 1% with gender

unspecified.
19. See Jules-Rosette 1978; Shaw 1991.
20. Boddy (1989: 135) argues that “the system of meaning . . . is both

logically and contextually prior to the behaviour . . . through which it
finds expression.” See also Lambek 1989: 38.

21. Hollis and Lukes 1982.

NOTES 253



22. Some earlier ethnographers, such as Beattie (1967b: 231) or Shelton
(1965: 1444–1449), saw in the “irrational” methods of divination a
compensation for faulty logic. But this positivist sin has been overem-
phasized. For example, whereas Devisch (1985: 66) takes Victor
Turner to task on this score, Turner himself expressly states that diviners
act in an “astute and rational way,” given their convictions on “spirits
and mystical forces” (1975: 229).

23. For a more detailed analysis of Ifa, see chapter 8. There is a wealth of
literature on Yoruba oracles: both Bascom (1941, 1942, 1943, 1961,
1966, 1969, 1980) and Abimbola (1965, 1977, 1994) have had a life-
long interest in the subject. Idowu (1962) and Awolalu (1979)
include divination in their overview of Yoruba belief, as does Parrinder
(1951, 1961). Recent work includes Akinnaso 1995; Gleason 1973;
Makinde 1983. For earlier studies see Clarke 1939; Dennett 1968;
Lucas 1948; McClelland 1966.

24. Oguntoye 1987.
25. See Nassau 1904; Platt 1935: 15, 45–51.
26. See also: 2 Kings 17:17; Ezek. 13:23; Zech. 10:2; Acts 16:16.
27. 1 Sam. 9:6.
28. 2 Chron. 26:5.
29. 1 Sam. 23:2–4, 10–11; 2 Sam. 2:1, 5:19, 23. For the practice of

prophecy among the Israelites, see Caquot 1968.
30. Gen. 15.
31. 1 Sam. 9:15–17.
32. 1 Kings 17:2–4, 8–9.
33. 2 Sam. 24:11.
34. Matt. 3:17, 17:1–9; John 12:28.
35. Acts 10:10–16.
36. Acts 9:36, 16:9, 18:9.
37. For example, Ananias and Cornelius (Acts 9:10–16; 10:3–6) and

Zachariah (Luke 1).
38. For example, by Mendonsa 1982; the contributors to Peek 1991a;

and Zeitlyn 1987, 1990.
39. Bascom 1969; Gleason 1973.
40. Abimbola 1994: 101; Bascom 1966, 1969: chap. 1; Palmié 1995.

Recently there have also been attempts to simplify Yoruba divination
for use in the Americas, such as by R.T. Kaser (1995) and Afolabi
Epega (1985). Chief Kola Abiola’s pamphlet on Jrin-dilogun
(“Sixteen Cowries”) “is actually prepared for priest/priestess of
Yoruba religion in the diaspora, who are anxious of continuous links
with the SOURCE” (n.d.: 7).

41. The way this divinatory democracy affects the diviner rather than the
client will be considered in chapter 8.

42. Shelton 1965: 1445–1447; V. Turner 1975: 209.
43. Akinnaso 1995.The ability of Yoruba ritual specialists to innovate and

invent is the central theme of Margaret Drewal’s Yoruba Ritual
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(1992). The leeway for incorporating change has also been noted in
the practice of other diviners, both those using spirits (Parkin 1991:
187–88) and those relying on mechanical systems of divination
(Mendonsa 1982: 130).

Chapter 8 Revelation and the Power of Prayer

1. The information I asked the visioners to record about each consultant
covered (a) The consultant(s): gender, church membership, where
members had joined C&S—Nigeria or England, how often they
attended Sunday services, whether the visioner had prayed for them
before. (b) The consultation: date, location, whether the Prophet was
alone or praying with others, the purpose of the prayer, visions revealed
and advice offered. The prophet’s name and certain other identifying
details of both clients and visioners have been changed. I am extremely
grateful to those who offered both trust and time in order to provide an
insight into their activity.

2. Prophetic entrepreneurs outside the church are free from such control,
such as the independent Apostle in West London who charged exorbi-
tant prices for prayer and ritual paraphernalia, and specialized in holy
baths for his female clientele. Abuse of clients may also occur inside the
church. In 1992, the C&S received unfortunate publicity on the front
page of the Daily Sport concerning a pastor prosecuted for alleged sex-
ual harassment: “Randy Rev’s Big Red Candle.” The story was also
reported—more soberly—in The Times (31 January 1992).

3. On personal messages delivered by spiritualists, see Nelson 1969 and
Skultans 1971.

4. For sources on the Ifa oracle, see chapter 7, note 23. For other forms
of Yoruba divination, see Bascom 1980; Idowu 1962: 135–137; Lucas
1948: 285; Parrinder 1961; Stevens 1965. Clients of all religious per-
suasions also seek the divinatory services of the Muslim Alfa (Abdul
1970; Bascom 1966, 1969: 8–10; Morton-Williams 1966: 407–408;
Parrinder 1953: 80).

5. Popularization of Ifa for a wider audience, which is unfamiliar with the
cosmological assumptions behind active divination, inevitably reduces
its meaning. Whereas R.T. Kaser’s African Oracles in 10 Minutes does
mention the importance of “making a sacrifice and taking a remedy”
(1995: 260), Afolabi Epega’s booklet on Ifa offers brief instructions for
the “person who desires to have his fortune told . . .” (1985: 35).

6. The withholding of the presenting problem from the diviner is a
common feature of oracles. See Devisch 1991: 120; Mendonsa 1982:
119; Meyer 1991: 95; Parkin 1991: 177; Peek 1991c: 195; Whyte
1991: 165.

7. See Bascom 1941: 50–51, 1942: 42; McClelland 1966: 426. Evans-
Pritchard (1937: 185–194) and Beattie (1967b: 219) record the test-
ing of diviners by the Azande and Bunyoro.
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8. That is, doubt God. Cf. John 20:24–29.
9. McClelland 1966: 427.

10. That is, as among the Azande (Evans-Pritchard 1937), the Sisala
(Mendonsa 1982), the Nyole (Whyte 1991), and in the Bamum
Kingdom, Cameroon (Tardits 1996). Significantly, in the private form
of Temne divination, wrongdoers are not named—in contrast to
witchfinding, “in which the calling of a public divination performance
is in itself an acknowledgment that social relations have already been
disrupted” (Shaw 1991: 147–148).

11. For example, see Bascom 1969: 149–153, 384–385, 528–529.
12. A brand of credit card.
13. For the equivalence of the Yoruba concept of sacrifice (ebo) and

Aladura prayer as means for accessing spiritual power, see Peel 2000:
256, 265.

14. The same dual meaning appears in Northern Movement literature,
Ofin, Ilana ati Eto JgbjMimm Kerubu ati Serafu: 50.

15. Barber 1991.
16. These meanings for candles, as for other ritual symbols, are contained in

C&S pamphlet literature: Phillips 1962 and The Eternal Sacred Order
of the C&S The Order . . . Also see Omoyajowo 1982: chap. 8. Turner
(1967 II) finds a similar range of meaning in the Church of the Lord.

17. Hence the danger of infection by a sickness or evil spirit if using water
consecrated for another.

18. These texts were much in vogue in West Africa (Field 1960; Turner
1967 II) and the Caribbean (Simpson 1956). Their historical origins
appear to be a jumble of Solomonic legend, Egypto-Hellenic magic,
Christian-Jewish mythology, Cabbalistic tradition, Gnostic and Arabic
folklore, European occultism, the Talmud, and the Bible plus
Apocrypha (Butler 1949; Sebald 1988). They have undoubtedly
influenced Aladura (Peel 1968: 142; Turner 1967 II: 73–74; Wilson
1973: 182). In Britain, this literature, along with the requisite ritual
props, were available from a mail-order firm, De Laurence, which,
according to its publicity literature, had a flourishing trade in Nigeria.

19. The ritual instructions accompanying the use of Psalm 119 in The
Sixth and Seventh Books of Moses include inscribing a hardboiled egg
with particular Holy Names, which will then be eaten for good mem-
ory, desire to learn, and an “extended intelligence” (n.d.: 197).

20. Levit. 14; Exod. 26.
21. The Red Sea parted for Moses, said Ayorinde, “because of the opera-

tions he did” (cf. Exod. 14).
22. Such as the spittle and clay to anoint the blind man’s eyes (John 9:6).
23. Exod. 12:7 describes the response of angels to “signs.”
24. See also Jer. 23:32 condemning “them that prophesy false dreams.”

The Old Testament is full of stories of the untoward results of false
vision; the New Testament of warnings against them (Matt. 24:11,
24; Mark 13:22).
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25. Compare this with Okely’s comment on the fakery of gypsy fortune-
telling: gypsies never consulted each other (1996b: 100).

26. This interaction in Nyole divination is analyzed by Whyte (1991). See
also Abbink 1993; Mendonsa 1982; Parkin 1991; Peek 1991c.

27. McClelland 1966: 421; Barber 1991: 103, 288–290, 327–328.
28. Burridge 1979: 192. For a discussion of ritual, both secular and

sacred, as symbolic capital, see Bourdieu 1977: chap. 4, and Harrison
1992.

29. Report of the Spiritual Committee 2 November 1969.

Chapter 9 Empowerment and Yoruba Christianity

1. Karl Maier’s journalistic account (2000) provides an excellent picture
of recent Nigerian history.

2. Daley 1996: 47.
3. Ibid., 47, 49.
4. Olukoga 2001.
5. Storkey 2000.
6. Daley 1996: 53.
7. This was the theme of Rachael Rendall’s documentary Black on Black,

Juniper Productions for Channel 4, 23 September 2001.
8. Known as “419” after a relevant clause in the Nigerian criminal code.

This is not the street crime commonly associated with African-
Caribbean youth, but large-scale scams ranging from benefit fraud,
drug-running, and mail-shots persuading the gullible to part with
their money through promises of fictional profits.

9. See Matt. 10:16.
10. Sources for the recent history of the church include C&S pamphlets

(Abidoye 2001; C&S Council of Churches 1990; C&S Church
Movement 2000; Chirwa 1990); attendance at church services (C&S
Earlham Grove, C&S ESO Mount Zion; C&S ESO Thursday
Prayerist Church, New Covenant C&S, C&S Church Movement
No. 6); participation in the School of Theology as board member and
lecturer; meetings of the C&S Council of Churches; interviews with
church leaders and other C&S members.

11. Although the C&S is the largest Aladura church in Britain, the first
branch of the Church of the Lord was founded a year earlier, in 1964
(Berner 1990; Hunt 1973) and now has several branches in Britain.
Harold Turner’s two-volume study on the Nigerian church (1967) is a
classic of Aladura literature. At the time of my original fieldwork, there
were several other smaller Aladura congregations. The Redeemed
Church of Christ (Miracle Praying Band), formed in 1967 by the exotic
figure Prophet A.O. Ajasa, has since disappeared, as has Odonko’s
Universal Prayer Fellowship, and Akinwowo’s 1962 Rebirth Mystical
Order. Newer on the scene is the Celestial Church of Christ (CCC)
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(Kerridge 1995), a Yoruba Aladura church that sets much store by the
performative power of ritual symbol. There is as yet no detailed study of
the CCC in London, although this “white-garment” church was the
subject of a sensationalist television documentary (White Church, Black
Magic, BBC2, 12 December 1994). For the Nigerian CCC, see Carter
1997; Crumbley 1992; Hackett 1987c; Olupona 1987. There have also
been a number of other West African indigenous churches with Aladura
praxis. Buafo’s Universal Prayer Fellowship, founded in 1967, merged
with an offshoot of the Church of the Lord (Gerloff 1992, Vol. 1: 247)
so is no longer extant, but the Ghanian Brotherhood of Cross and Star,
well established in Nigeria (Mbon 1987, 1991, 1992; Offiong 1987),
has also attracted Yoruba members in London (Kerridge 1995).

12. Coker’s involvement in ESO churches in London is recorded in the
hagiography by Oguntomilade (1987: chap. 11).

13. The second broad grouping of ESO churches (including C&S Society
and Mount Zion congregations), set up similar structures in 1999,
which include branches in Germany and Holland.

14. Booth 1984.
15. There is a corresponding growth of literature. I have chiefly relied

here on Coleman 2000; Corten and Marshall-Fratani 2001; Cox
1996; Gifford 1998; Martin 1990, 2002.

16. For Pentecostal influence on Aladura, see Peel 1968: 105, 108,
146–148, 298. For the Nigerian Born-Again movement, see Hackett
1995, 1998; Ojo 1987, 1988, 1995; Marshall 1993, 1995; Marshall-
Fratani 1998. Although I have drawn extensively on these sources, it
is important not to read off British Born-Again experience from that
in Nigeria.

17. Ojo 1987: 17.
18. Gifford 2001.
19. For Nigerian Born-Agains in London, see Hunt and Lightly 2001. I

have also drawn on an unpublished paper by Ojo (1997), but have
mainly relied on the literature, services, and meetings of KICC, KT, and
the Glory House, together with interviews with members and pastors.

20. Hunt and Lightly 2001: 109.
21. Freston 2001; Oro and Seman 2001. Also see the UCKG publication

City News.
22. The impact of media technology features prominently in recent stud-

ies of Pentecostalism and is the frame for some of the most suggestive
material on Nigerian Born-Agains, such as Hackett 1998 and
Marshall-Fratani 1998.

23. Probst 1989.
24. The Rev. Mrs. Faith Oyedepo is the wife of Bishop David Oyedepo,

now the head of the Winners Chapel, a 50,000-seater auditorium in
Lagos, and author of several books sold on the Born-Again circuit. As
head of David Oyedepo Ministries International, his travels include
ministry at the London Glory House. Although Yoruba-headed
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churches in London are independent of Nigerian foundations, there is
a strong international Born-Again network centering on the leading
preachers. This is familiar from U.S. Pentecostal practice.

25. See Toulis 1997 for a similar analysis of the African-Caribbean New
Testament Church of God.

26. Burridge 1979; Dumont 1985; Lukes 1973.
27. Morris argues that Yoruba society is not characterized by the “all-

inclusive collectivism” of many other African peoples (1994: 138).
For the effect of the nineteenth-century Yoruba wars in fostering a
spirit of regional and individual rivalry, see Lloyd 1974: chap. 2;
Matory 1994: chap. 1. Beier (1982) and Lawuyi (1986: 110–111)
also point to the space for individual aspirations and popular partici-
pation in traditional political life. The hereditary principle partially
determined status, but political office rested also on election and pop-
ular support. Economically, both men and women had room to rise.
In Yoruba theology, destiny is God-given, yet open to revision; ritual
and cultural life thrives on innovation and individual preference
(Barber 2000; Drewal 1992; Drewal and Drewal 1990: 105).

28. For a discussion of this point, see La Fontaine 1985 and Abrahams
1986: 56.

29. See Eames 1992 for a humorous but suggestive account of an anthro-
pologist’s own encounter with this culture.

30. Marshall 1993, 1995; Marshall-Fratani 1998; Peel 2000: 315.
31. Without further research, it would be dangerous to argue for a whole-

sale shift away from notions of external causation by younger men and
women. The Celestial Church of Christ, which caters for the more
magical end of the Aladura market, is still strong in London, whilst
showing remarkable growth in Nigeria at the end of the twentieth
century (Carter 1997: 76).

32. Wilson 1985, 1990.
33. Hammond 1985; Pro Mundi Vita 1989; Richardson 1985.
34. In 1970, 22% of the population was members of a Christian church;

by the end of the twentieth century this had nearly halved to 12%
(Brierly 1999). The Anglican church is still established—but on Easter
Day 2001, less than 2% of the population went to church.

35. In 1991, 72% claimed to believe in some form of supernatural power
(Bruce 1996: 33).
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