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THE CHRIST REVIVAL CHURCH: & SHORT-LIVED SECESSIQV IN WINNEBA

RW. Wylliex

Elsewhere I have described the growth of the Pentecostal churches in
Ghana, using ag the ecentral focus the intertwining careers of two of the
movement's pineering leaders, Peter dnim and James Mcﬁ(eom-1 Looking back
over the evaris rectunted in tracing the careers of these proninent figures,
aie ig tempted to regard the hisgtoxy of Penteccstalism in Ghana (é;s in a
g00d many other places) as the history of intemal dissersians and schisms,

Interspersed  4ith numerous attempts to establish affiliations with, or obtain
sponsorship from, overseds evangelical bodies of ate kind or aother. The
various secessims ueson‘bed in my earlier paper J.nvolved disputes and can-
flicts within the centrel leadership cf the Pentecostal novement. And
although doctrinal issues were raised and disputed in these coaflicts, __‘ahw'
Iwere,' esgentially, pf){ver gtruggles between intelligent, forceful _Bnd
ambitious mm-2 Here my puxpose i_slnot 10 re-exemine some Of these battles
of the Titens bui to look instead at a kind of secession which, me suspects,
‘oceurred -far more frequently thm we may imagine but which, because the
secegsasimists were nbt-me_mbers of the central leadership group, mey not
agsume a prominent place in the Mofficial® histories af the_..éhurches con-
cemed. I refer, of course, to the secessim of a local brench_- oy assenbly
from the main body of the church. ' ' '

The secegsim T ghall descmbe took place in Wmneba and cmcemed the
local assembly of the Apostolic (hurch and its relatims with the church's
mling body in Ghana,, the Natimal uouncz,LB Te town of Winneba Ocr‘Ilp_leS
@ important place im the history of the Apostolic Church in Ghma, for it
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wag at e time the headquarters of the Apostolic Church mission in the
comtry. Originally sited at Asamankese, the hesdquarters wag tran sferred
to Winneba in 1938 by the hpostolic missimary, Pastor James McK sowm,
following his quarrel with Peter inim, the wmofficizl leader of the con-
verts at Agamankese. From 1938 arwands the Winneba assembly was a flouri.

- shing me, even after the heddquarters was tronsferred to hcora and despite
the introductiom of branches of rival Pentecostal churches in 1939 and 1953.
By 1966 it was the largest Pantecostal agsambly in Winneba, with over me
hundred and six*ty memberd. |

‘The dispute which tore the local Apostolic Church assembly apart in
1967 may be traced to a decisiocn made two years praviously by the Natigal
Comeil, when it agreed to a request from .the Astzewa assembly to '1303’@01'6
the traafer of Pastor H.T. Cofie from hsasewa to Winnsba. Pagtor J.B.K.
Bmdzie, anative of Winneba, was sart to his home town early in 1966 as a

tamorary veplacement for (ofie.

In Septanber of {966 the Watimal Comeil decided that it was now
po_ssible for Coi‘i'e to leve Asasewd angd gb £0 'Nihneba- Thig decigim,
however, met with determined oppositim from the Winneba assembly, for it
meant that Paglor Bondzie would have to leave them and t8ke over the
agasmoly at Adasewa. In a letter siged by elght elders snd four deacomns,
the Winneba assanbly appesled to the Chaiman cf the Natimmal Gomeil to
grant a postpmement of Cofie's transfer-4 This letter cited the previous
posipmement of Cofie's tranafer from Agagewa 33 2 precedant and asked that
Bndzie be allowed 0 remdin in Winneba mntil certain planed wndertakings
had beet ccn@lete.d' In veply, the Chaimen of *the Watimal Comcil rejected
this appeal and reminded the Winneba assembly that the decisim had been
taken by the Na'timalmcom’lcil and ought therefore to be accep'téd ag bej_ng.‘the
will of God.” | -

This argument failed to impress the leaders in the Winn eba assembly,
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who then zppealed directly to the Natiomal Comncil, repesting the arguments
they had used in their first letter-6 it the same time they took -fhe gome~
what musual step of writing to Cofie 2t hs@sewa, advising him that they
could not accept him as their new pastor, taking care to point cut that they .
bore no mimosity towardshim personglly ad assuring him that he would be
most welcome in Winneba after Bandnte had completed his {wngpecified) tasks
*ﬁ:‘nereo7 Cofie did not reply., bui the Chairr;.an sent 2 gently-worded but fimm
letter a behalf of the National Comcil, emphasgizing the finality of the
| decisim and advising the Winmeba aséa.nioiy not to hinder Pastor Cofie when
he o2me to Winneba.> This evoked a bitter reply in which the Wirneba leaders
complained about the tendency of pastorsz to exert pressure @ the Natimal
Cameail to have them sent to statins they found attrective ad went o bo
remind the Chairman of the importance of Winneba in the histery of the
Apostolic Murch, going st far 2s to suggest that the natimal headquarters
ghould have been in Wimmeba and not in Accra. The leiisr alsc presented the
National Council with a clear wltimatum: Bmdzie must be permitted ;O stay

or the Winneba assembly would secede from the natimal orgenizatim.

Tn March of 1967 the matter came 10 a head when the Natimal Comcil
decided to dismiss Pagtor Bondzie from the field staff md commmnicated its
10 This wag followed by a

circular letter to all assemblies in Ghana, in which Boandzie's dismigsgal wag

decigim in a letbter %o him that seme man th.

reported. The digpute had gme & from September 1966 to April 4967 and in
Mzy of 1967 Bmduie amowced the creation of his owm Christ Revival Chuxrch,
being joined in this venture by all the elders and descons who had participated
in preparing and signing the varicus lethbers of protest and appeal, 2s well
as by some two-thirds of the asgembly members. When Cofie arrived In Winneba
shortly after the secessim he found a much depleted @nd demoralizei assembly |
awaiting him. ' _

The Christ Revival Church rented m old, dilepidated building fomexrly

used as a cinema house) as its meeting-place and Bondzie quickly esteblished
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small out-stations at Apam and Mumford. At first all went well with the
new church, desgpite the fact $hat Bondzie appeared in court m a charge
of appropriating Apostolic Church property for use in his own church. The
distriot magistrate miled that the matter was me which ought to be sebtled
out of court by agreement between the two .parties; In pr“'actic.e,' however,
it proved impossible to get the two sides together, Cofie insisting wpm
a Acera meeting to be attended by representatives of the Natimal Council
md Bondzie rejecting this proposal firmly.

Throughout 1967 and during the early months of 1968, the Christ
Revival Church gppeared o be holding its owr and it was the remant of
the Apostolic Church asgembly which 'appeared to be in difficulties- During
this time I attended services in both churches and there is ne doubt that
thoge in the Christ Revival Church were better atbended. But fiom about
ﬁpril_ onward there begﬁﬁ a slow but gteady drift of secessimists back to
the Apogtolie Church and as they retwned Pastor Cofie developed the
pracitice Si: bringing them to his table during services and publicly
welcoming them back to the fold. Some of these scaes, which I witnessed,
werg most moving in their simplicify amd there can be little doubt that
t.ie sight of wsincerely repentant men and women being warmly welcomed back
into a church to which many of them had belonged for several years did
mich to encourage others to follow. There wag, however, no mass exodus
«om the Chrigt Revival Church, nor was there any simm of popular dissatige
faction with Bndzie ag a person or as a pagtor. The stesdy wrickle of
members back to “the .Mother Cﬂ:mrch", ag many called 1t; seemed to be
promted by geuine feelings of remorse ab having acted hastily and having
‘geriously threaté:ied the existence of m assembly toward whi® they held
very strong positive feelings.'' By the middle of 1969 the Curist Revival
Church was reduced to a.b&u‘b tweri by~ fiva members and PBondzie amleed them
0 return +o the Apmetelic Churchs. In & gense The real victim f the
episode, Bondzie left Winneba to join the minisiry »f & Spuitual church
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mcwn as the Bden Revival Church.

Tnig chorf-lied secession shows that a somewhat rigid and inflexible
cantral awtheosity meeting with strong local or etlmic sentiment can produce
a highly voiatile mixturs, especially when this sentiment becomes crystal-
lized in the person of a popular md energetic local pastor. But given the
equally strong attachment people feel toward an orgenizatio ;.urhich ig held
%0 be “theirs#, it is likely that the motive power behind the secessim will
dissipate, particularly if the cenmtrel amthority, mce the secessim is
upan it, acts wisely by doing nothing furi‘%:zér to provoke or threaten those
whom it has helped %o drive out.
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R.-We Wyllie, "Piomeers of Ghanaim Pentecostalism: Peter inim
ad James MKeown". Joumal of Religion in Africa, Vol. VI, 1974,
pp+ 109~122.

In uging the word tambitiocus™ I do not mem to imply ruthlessness
or opportmism m the part of the protzgmists, but merely to
indicate that these men gsought to maximize their authority within
their chosen "professiom® or, if me prefers, their "callingh.
Most of them may have been hunble before God, but exuded canfidence
amd assertiveness In their dealings with men.

&lthough the Natimal Concil was composed mainly »f Ghanaians,
its Chaimman was a European. It is respaisible to the Missimazny
Headquarters of the Apostolic Church in Bradford, England.
Letter, md October, 1966.

Letter, 16th Cctober, 1966.

Letter, 10th Novamber, 1966.

Letter, 8th November, 1966.

Letter, 28th November, 1966

Letter, md Decemnber, 1966.

Letter, 27th March, 1967-

It would seem that such a reversal would be less likely to occur

following secesszims from the Spiritual or “prophet-healing® churches.
Here it appears that in all save the largest and best established of such

3 21 groups identification with the local "prophet® or Mpastor® is likely to be

strenger than the attachment to the chmrch as a whole.



