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Mixed blessing 

Religion in contemporary politics

Gerrie ter Haar

 The focus of this volume is on religious actors as important social actors 
or drivers of change, particularly as promoters of social change, demo-
cracy and development. It is an acknowledgement of the vital role that 
religious communities and similar organised groups and their leaders play 
in achieving goals that Western policy-makers and development agents 
consider important for the progress of many non-Western societies, which 
are also often poor. While such a focus reflects an important insight into 
the functioning of those societies, in my article I want to move away from 
the emphasis on the institutional aspect of religion – easiest for us to 
deal with – and highlight the importance of the type of ideas that sustain 
religious communities: something far more difficult to grasp and work 
with, but of crucial importance for effective forms of cooperation. We 
have to ask ourselves what kinds of ideas drive religious actors – most of 
whom are ordinary believers – and motivate them to do the sort of things 
they actually do. This will help us to explain why they do them, and why 
in this particular way. We need to understand the thinking, reasoning 
and motivation of faith-inspired actors. For effective cooperation it is 
important that civil society groups, even if they are secular, collaborate 
with religious communities and their leaders not just in practical terms, 
as they often do, but also engage with them at the level of ideas.1 

The latter is particularly important if we want to try and understand 
the role of religion in politics and public life, as I have been specifically 
asked to discuss on this occasion, with a focus on Africa. I will do so 
by emphasising the role of history, which is not often considered in the 
development debate, and the effect this has had and continues to have 
on our understanding of the concepts of both religion and politics. My 
disciplinary lens will be that of a scholar of religion. A continuing problem 
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remains the assumption that by using the same terminology, we also mean 
the same thing, for example when we talk about religion, or democracy, 
etc. In my article, I will plead for a more historical approach that looks 
at the specific context in which certain concepts are used, notably the 
concept of religion itself. I will then illustrate my point by discussing some 
relevant aspects of one of the most remarkable religious trends of our 
time, the rise of the so-called charismatic churches, which are immensely 
popular in Africa and also in many other parts of the non-Western world, 
as well as among immigrant communities in Europe (and North America 
for that matter). My choice to zoom in on a particular Christian trend, 
rather than on comparable developments in Islam, has practical grounds: 
Western policy-makers, development agents, and civil society groups are 
more often affiliated with Christian counterparts (often former mission 
churches). But the basic argument of this article can be extended to other 
religious traditions. 

History matters

The connection – or rather: reconnection – between religion and politics, 
I have argued before (ter Haar 2007, pp 19-27), is one of the burning 
issues of our time. We only need to look at recent events in North Africa 
and the Middle East to realise how important an issue this has become, 
not only as a threat (eg terrorism) but also as an opportunity (eg the Arab 
spring). Whereas many Western observers seem to expect that the logic-
al and inevitable outcome of the revolutionary processes taking place in 
this part of the world is a form of democracy that separates religion from 
public life and relegates it to the private sphere, this is clearly not going 
to happen. The reason for this is to be found in history. The intellectual 
and institutional separation of religion and politics has deep roots in the 
history of Europe, from where it originally emerged. Offering a model that 
has served Europe well up to this day, it became exported to other parts 
of the world, especially at the time of colonialism, ignoring the historical 
realities that had shaped other societies. One important historical reality is 
the fact that religion – in its different manifestations – traditionally played 
a role in the governing of society, with greater or lesser success, but for 
present purposes this is not the point I wish to make. The point is that 
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the new interactions between religion and politics that we see unfolding 
in various parts of the world today are rooted in the specific histories of 
people, born and bred in other continents. If we want to understand their 
motivations for improving their own conditions, we have to take these 
specific histories into account. Clearly, most of them do not believe – as 
we do – that in order to live a successful life one has to separate religion 
from politics. Although they may intellectually and practically distinguish 
between the spheres of religion on the one hand and politics on the 
other, they may no longer wish to separate them on grounds that find 
their historical justification in the specific circumstances of the West. In 
many places the growing role of religion in the public sphere represents 
a form of historical continuity with a pre-colonial past that may be seen 
as a form of mental decolonisation. 

If we look at current events from a broader and deeper historical 
perspective, we can also begin to see that religion and politics have more 
in common than we may be inclined to think. For many people in the 
world, religion and politics constitute alternative sources of power, located 
in the material and spiritual spheres respectively. This is evidently so 
in Africa, where both sources of power are frequently drawn upon by 
individuals and their communities for all sorts of purposes that people in 
Western Europe may habitually consider to be either religious or political 
in nature (Ellis and ter Haar 2004). It is here that we can come to see 
the need to reconsider the Western European use of these concepts in 
light of the meanings attached to them by people steeped in a different 
historical tradition. I have often pointed out in my own work that in 
Africa, ‘religion’ primarily refers to a belief in the existence of an invisible 
world, distinct but not separate from the visible one and believed to be 
home to spiritual beings that are deemed to have effective powers over 
the material world. Spirituality, in this context, is not a philosophical 
abstraction, but something with a real presence, something that is related 
to what people perceive as a world of spirits, ie beings that are invisible 
but in many respects similar to human beings. To believers, the spirit 
world is an integral part of the ‘real’ world, which cannot be reduced to its 
visible or material form only. In such a holistic perception of the world, 
it follows that people’s social relations extend into the invisible sphere. In 
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the same way as they try and maintain good relations with their relatives, 
neighbours and friends for their own benefit, individuals and communities 
invest in their relations with spiritual entities to enhance the quality of 
their lives. This includes furthering their material welfare and interests, 
and thus entering what we consider to be the political field. It reflects a 
worldview that has persisted for centuries and continues to guide people 
of different backgrounds – religious, social, and political – also in modern 
times. It shows that history counts, also in development discussions. It 
is time that we cease acting on the basis of an analysis that is primarily 
derived from an intellectual framework, shaped almost exclusively by the 
historical conditions of Western Europe. 

History of religion matters

Let me now shift the focus to (sub-Saharan) Africa to see not only how 
history matters in discussing the connection between religion and politics, 
but also more specifically the history of religion. If we look closely we can 
see how the main characteristics of African religious belief as it originated 
on the continent itself – the indigenous religions of Africa – have been 
perpetuated in the imported religious traditions, notably Christianity and 
Islam. I am referring here in particular to the spirit orientation of African 
belief, its attention to the existence of evil in all its ramifications, the 
concomitant need for forms of religious healing, and a holistic approach 
to life. From a development perspective, as we will come to see, all of 
these are highly relevant. 

Let me start with what I have called the spirit orientation of African 
religious belief. Historically, spirit beings are of great importance in 
Africa, for reasons that I have alluded to. They usually include a great 
variety of invisible entities, of varying importance, dependent on the 
specific social community that adheres to such beliefs. Ancestral spirits, 
for example, often hold a prominent position, but also other spirit entit ies. 
In all cases, people will regularly contact them, either directly or through 
some religious specialist, who – either through descent or training, or 
both – possesses the necessary skills to communicate effectively with the 
spirit world; not that different from the role that we ascribe to priests and 
ministers in Western churches. The spirit world is believed to be a place 
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of power, that is, a place from whence to derive the power to obtain one’s 
objectives, both good and bad. The latter is an important point: tradition-
ally the African spirit world is itself a-moral, and its inherent power can 
be used by human beings in a constructive or a destructive manner. Its 
morality depends on humans’ behaviour regarding the spirit world. Spir-
itual power is used constructively, for example, if, as is often the case, it is 
used for healing purposes; it is not difficult to see the potential of religious 
healing for development or, indeed, to attain some of the Millennium 
Development Goals.2 But the manipulation of power derived from the 
spirit world can also be very negative, for example in cases of witchcraft 
accusations, that are extremely harmful to individuals and communities 
in Africa. Witchcraft beliefs can be found from the lowest to the highest 
levels of society, including – or even especially – among politicians who 
may use them to enhance their political power. People at the grass-roots are 
very much aware of the evil use of power. Mobilising the powers believed 
to be present in the spirit world for constructive purposes is one of the great 
challenges for development agents. I will come back to this point later. 

Before doing so, I want to substantiate my argument by highlighting 
one of the most notable but at the same time one of the most neglected 
religious trends in Western policy and development circles. I am refer-
ring to the worldwide popularity of various forms of charismatic or neo-
Pentecostal Christianity, whose common denominator is their emphasis 
on the power of the spirit, in this case the Holy Spirit. In Africa, too, 
this has been a growing trend for quite some time, which has resulted, 
among other things, in numerous new home-grown churches, among 
them very large ones, founded and led by Africans. Most of them have an 
international orientation, an outlook that is further promoted by the many 
Africans who have migrated to all parts of the world, Europe included. 
In other words, we see in modern Christianity in Africa a perpetuation 
of the historical spirit orientation of African religious belief. Yet, these 
are not ‘African’ churches, suitable for Africans only, as many observers 
like to see them. They are a contemporary expression of religious history 
unfolding in Africa, and increasingly also outside Africa, notably through 
migration, such as in Europe (ter Haar 1998). New immigrants have 
carried their worldview with them, as Muslims in Europe have done for 
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longer, including their views on the link between religion and politics. 
In that sense, these churches are also a by-product of globalisation and 
different from an older category of African-initiated churches (AICs) 
that emerged in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as an 
indigenous response to the European and North American Christian 
missionary movement (Padwick and Lubaale 2011, pp 315-30).

Let me illustrate this with an interesting and important example of the 
new type of African-initiated churches: the Redeemed Christian Church 
of God. It was originally started in the 1950s by a poor and illiterate 
Nigerian peasant as a local initiative. Today, it operates in 114 countries 
around the world, led by a highly educated and well trained elite with a 
clear vision and mission. This is only one example; many more could be 
added. The point of interest for us is that these churches are developing 
new models of social and political engagement that are derived from 
Africa’s, not Europe’s, history, and this has implications also for develop-
ment. Typically, they are models based on what Western Europe tends to 
see exclusively as ‘religion’ and therefore not suitable for understanding 
the ‘real’ world, let alone for changing it, since this is what we believe 
politics is for. For modern African believers, however, religious belief 
and practice are indispensable ingredients not only for spiritual but also 
for material progress and success, as they have traditionally always been. 

Similarly, a holistic approach to life – another historical element of 
African belief – is central to the way of thinking and acting of charismatic 
believers. Hence development must incorporate spirit and soul, mind and 
body (Olowu 2011, pp 55-80). Social transformation, they believe, cannot 
be achieved without the personal transformation of the individual, which 
typically involves spiritual change. To illustrate my point: the founder 
and leader of one of the best known of this type of churches in Ghana, 
Action Chapel International, used to be a drug addict. Being ‘born again’ 
inspired him to initiate among others a special ministry for drug addicts 
in Ghana, in the belief that only if they experience a spiritual transforma-
tion will they be able to change their destructive life-style.3 Transforming 
the lives of individuals, in the view of adherents of these churches, is a 
first and necessary step to the transformation of society. Or, to put it in 
their own words, when people are empowered to discover their God-
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given abilities and gifts, they can work on lasting social change, or the 
transformation of society. 

Transformational change

Transformation has become a key concept in the development debate, 
as well as in policy discussions, implying both the need and the capacity 
for radical change at various levels, personal and social, and – as far as the 
churches are concerned – in that order. The awareness that such drastic 
change is actually possible, and the envisaging of a new and different sort 
of life, I consider one of the most helpful ideas in contemporary religious 
ideologies in relation to development. In the case of Africa, we can observe 
a historical continuity with initiation rites: the idea of rebirth has strong 
roots in many African societies. The born-again ideology of charismatic 
churches may fruitfully be seen in this light and provide a point of engage-
ment, at least for Christian development partners in Europe. Once again: 
this requires serious engagement with people’s world of ideas, especially 
when it seems so different from one’s own in its focus, and distant from 
the material world, the world of politics. I say seems, because the question 
is whether this is true, since in Africa, as I have argued, there is historically 
no clear dividing line between the two. 

It is precisely the spirit orientation of modern African believers that 
has provoked criticism from Western observers, who tend to see this as 
an escape from the real problems that bother Africa, and for which, they 
believe, a political solution is needed (political in the way they understand 
the term). They are particularly critical of three recurrent emphases that 
they have identified in the new churches: the importance of success as 
a Christian’s birth-right; perceptions of wealth and how to acquire it 
(note the derogatory label ‘prosperity churches’ often used by outsiders); 
and the use of the Bible and particular biblical motifs (Gifford 2004). 
One often quoted example is people’s concern with demonic evil, which 
is seen as diverting attention from more important, mundane matters, 
such as corruption or human rights violations. However, ignoring popu-
lar concern with evil, means ignoring the fact that in recent years there 
has been a growing sense among Africans that power is being used for 
destructive purposes, leading to a widespread sense of the omnipresence of 
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evil. Exorcism becomes, then, a ritual practice that turns helpless victims 
into active agents through invoking the power of the Holy Spirit; they 
become people who are able to turn their fates from a destructive into 
a constructive course.4 Without entering into some sort of theological 
discus sion here about whose views and interpretations are right and whose 
are wrong, it is important to note how African Christians are contextuali-
sing the gospel message to suit their own needs, spiritually and materially. 

It is the type of solutions to the problems of life provided by these 
new African-initiated churches that – in clear contrast to the former 
mission churches – largely explains their attraction. This is itself a rather 
uncontroversial observation. What is more controversial is whether or not, 
or to what extent, politics has become spiritualised by these churches, as 
critics have suggested – and whether ‘implicit politics,’ as it is sometimes 
called, can ever have a positive effect on Africa’s political condition. This 
is a serious question that needs to be addressed, not least in light of the 
fact that in other parts of the world, too, a ‘religionisation’ of politics has 
been observed (Juergensmeyer 2007, pp 7-17). It underscores the point 
I made earlier, namely that religion – in Africa as well as in other places 
where religion and politics do not constitute separate fields – provides 
an alternative source of power which, though located in the spiritual 
sphere, can be drawn upon for political and material purposes. It is 
precisely because they are competing powers that religion and politics 
are always in an uneasy relationship. To those who believe in it, power 
derived from religion, ie from the invisible realm, is not symbolic but 
real. Spiritual power as real power is a concept that most secularists find 
difficult to grasp, and to which they, therefore, have a problem in finding 
appropriate responses. 

This is not in any way to argue that the beliefs and practices of the 
charismatic churches are beyond criticism; that is not the issue. The issue 
is that we are dealing with new realities concerning Africa that compel us 
to look at them – as far as we are able – from the perspective of the people 
concerned. In my view, this requires that we take seriously the proposition 
of these churches that inner change may lead to social transformation, 
and that spiritual progress will lead to material progress. This is a point 
of view which is in conformity with current ideas about the importance 
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of human development as an encompassing project, and as the result of a 
process. It is notably different from the tendency to discuss development 
in terms of practical results to be achieved in a set period of time. 

Let me illustrate this processual change with an example taken from 
the Redeemed Christian Church of God, which (like others) is grappling 
with these issues. The RCCG is much preoccupied with evangelisation, 
in the belief that when a sufficient number of influential citizens in high 
and low places have been transformed, as a result, transformation of the 
polity and society is bound to follow (Olowu 2011, p 75). At the same 
time, the church reflects on the need to raise member consciousness to 
work for improved social, economic, and political conditions. They do 
this primarily through large fellowship meetings, where thousands of 
pastors congregate to discuss, for example, the church’s role in political 
engagement. This is a typical example of ‘implicit politics,’ as the RCCG 
aims to develop a programme of social and political action, driven not by 
political crisis but by the tenets of faith. In thinking about these options, 
they make a distinction between hard and soft targets (ibid, p 76), with 
a clear preference for the latter. Soft targets are those that are closest to 
their faith principles and are not likely to provoke the anger of govern-
ments, even corrupt governments. They include eg educational and health 
programmes, or collaboration programmes with local governments to 
improve community schemes. Hard targets would be things like constitu-
tional or electoral reform, and other programmes targeting the state. The 
community-oriented approach that seems to be favoured by the ‘soft target 
approach’ may well be seen as conforming to what we sometimes refer to 
as ‘politics from below’ (cf Bompani and Frahm-Arp 2010).

The difference between this and the explicit politics more common 
in the West, of a more confrontational nature, is obvious (cf also human 
rights approaches, see ter Haar 2011b, pp 295-314, esp 306-7). Yet, it 
seems to me that the only way forward lies in our willingness to reconsider 
our own paradigms for improving the world. We do not have to abandon 
them, but to expand them in such a way as to incorporate models derived 
from a different history, one in which the relation between religion and 
politics has been shaped by a different worldview. In Africa, this means 
accepting the ‘open frontier’ nature of African worldviews (Walls 2002, 
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pp 166-83, esp p 177), where interaction between the material and the 
spiritual world is common and is considered normal, with concomitant 
effects on the interactions between religion and politics in Africa today. 
If civil society in the West were to become attentive to this, it could mark 
the beginning of a significant paradigm shift in development coopera-
tion, in which religious worldviews are taken as seriously as any others, 
and religious ideologies are not treated as fundamentally different from 
political ones.5 Both are a mixed blessing, as recent history has shown. 

Mixed blessing 

Religion itself, I will continue to emphasise, is neither good nor bad, 
similar to politics. Both can be used – and are, indeed – for good and bad, 
or for constructive and destructive purposes. In both cases, the challenge 
is to engage with them in such a way as to mobilise their constructive 
potential. We have to acknowledge the fact that religious believers have 
access to a form of power that non-believers lack, and one which, if well 
directed, may further development in the broadest sense. There are many 
examples of this taking place, particularly when people are not dependent 
on foreign interventions.6 

Today, there is a growing debate in Europe about the need for new 
paradigms in development thought. In part this is inspired by such practic-
alities as dwindling budgets and decreasing support in traditional donor 
countries (such as in the Netherlands). But it also reflects awareness that 
for effective development cooperation to occur, it is necessary to mobilise 
every available resource, including in the realm of religion, to touch the 
full range of human life. Hence, concepts such as ‘spiritual capital,’ ‘spirit-
ual investment,’ and ‘spiritual empowerment’ have been introduced by 
myself and others with the aim of including that elusive dimension that 
to many Africans (and others in the non-Western world) constitutes a real 
presence and power. Spiritual capital is generally subsumed in the broad 
category of social capital, a concept used in development circles to desig-
nate the great variety of ways in which people connect with one another 
to engage in activities that may be described in terms of the common 
good. As a sub-set of social capital, spiritual capital may be defined, for 
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present purposes, as people’s ability to access resources believed to reside in 
an invisible world, which can be mobilised for the common good.

I have argued in this article that people in Africa invest in their rela-
tions with spiritual entities as they do in those with their fellow human 
beings, with a view to improving the quality of their lives. This is a form 
of spiritual investment that can be compared to financial investment: a 
person who invests capital in the invisible world can expect to profit from 
it, in the visible or material world, just as a financial investor ultimately 
expects a material benefit. The principle of investing in the invisible world 
is clearly a feature of the new churches discussed above. The element of 
reciprocity in social relations, commonly associated with social capital, is 
extended by religious believers to the realm of the invisible. In the same 
way that people invest in their relationships by offering each other gifts 
– in the expectation of future reciprocity – religious believers, too, invest 
by making offerings in the spiritual realm – in the expectation of future 
returns. Investing spiritually as well as materially is entirely logical from 
the perspective of a worldview that distinguishes, but does not separate, 
the material (or visible) from the spiritual (or invisible) realm of life. 

Finally, from a believer’s perspective, spiritual empowerment is an 
effective strategy, as it opens up alternative avenues to achieve what is 
often referred to as the ‘good life.’ Spiritual power may be described as 
‘enabling power’ (Anderson 1991, pp 65-74). It enables people to take 
control of their own lives by reference to an invisible world inhabited 
by spiritual entities, in the form of gods, deities, personalised spirits, or 
impersonal spiritual forces. It is in this vital and dynamic characteristic of 
African religiosity that I see an important opportunity for Africans’ self-
empowerment in the process of development. Spiritual empowerment as 
a means of transformation conveys the message that one can lift oneself 
out of one’s oppressive situation, with the help of the s/Spirit. Africa’s 
spirit-oriented traditions have been frequently employed for that purpose 
and have been perpetuated in Christianity, including in African-initiated 
churches in Europe (see ter Haar 1998).

The gap between a religious and a secular worldview may in fact be 
less profound than we think. The current financial crisis impels all of us 
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to rethink some of our fundamental assumptions about the world and 
the way it is governed: or, to be more precise, the forces that are believed 
to govern it. Religious believers generally ascribe significant power in this 
regard to spiritual entities of some sort – whether gods, deities, spirits or 
other invisible entities. Secular people may be inclined to say that spirits 
do not really exist. However, on reflection, it appears that people in all 
societies have ways of thinking about invisible forces that they perceive to 
be real. In the West, even atheists ascribe power to invisible forces, such 
as those often referred to as market forces, or to capital. Capital, after all, 
is an invisible entity. It is not to be confused with money or with physical 
objects, such as land or buildings, as these are only forms in which capital 
becomes visible. The important point is that in both cases, religious and 
secular, the invisible forces are believed to affect our material world (see 
ter Haar 2012).

For those who believe in it, spiritual power represents not only real 
power, but above all transformative power. Through their interaction 
with an invisible world, religious believers acquire access to a form of 
power that can change their lives. African Christians, for example, find 
numerous examples in the Bible, such as the transformation of Saul, the 
persecutor, into Paul, the apostle. Or, in modern history they may see 
the transformation of the notorious Liberian warlord known as General 
Butt Naked into the evangelist Joshua Milton Blahyi, who goes around 
confessing his sins and begging forgiveness from his victims.7 African 
religious history is full of such examples of transformational change that 
people believe to be the result of the s/Spirit. They become evident, for 
example, in the life histories of religious leaders in Africa, who are often 
considered great prophets or healers.

Power, by its very nature, will always be ambiguous, whether derived 
from religion or from politics. It becomes either a blessing or a bane in 
the hands of human beings. 

Notes 

1. This is the central approach taken in my latest book, ter Haar 2011a. 

2. Three out of the eight MDGs pertain to health issues: MDG 4 (reduce child mortal-
ity), MDG 5 (improve maternal health), and MDG 6 (combat HIV-aids, malaria and 
other diseases). 
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3. Personal information, pastors Action Chapel International, Accra, 13 November 2011.

4. One of the first African prelates to realise this was the former Archbishop of Lusaka 
(Zambia), Emmanuel Milingo, who was removed from his post by the Vatican due to 
his controversial healing ministry involving exorcism. For a full discussion of the conflict, 
see ter Haar 1992. 

5. For a fuller discussion, see ter Haar and Ellis 2006, pp 351-67. 

6. Some illustrative examples can be found in Tyndale 2006. 

7. A documentary about his transformation was shown at the International Documentary 
Film Festival Amsterdam (IDFA) 2012, entitled The Redemption of General Butt Naked. 
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