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Abstract

Background: The Assemblies of God church planting in Ghana grew out of the work by United States (US) missionaries in 1931. Inherited governance and funding templates have, in some settings, hardened into a repeat-after-me posture where ‘maturity’ is measured by a transplanted idea of self-support, at the cost of pastoral welfare in low-income contexts.

Objectives: This article explored how repeat-after-me dynamics shaped the operational meaning of self-support in the Assemblies of God Ghana (AG-Ghana) church planting from 1931 to 2024, and what a contextual redefinition should mean within Ghana’s uneven economic terrain for newly planted assemblies.

Methods: This study utilised a qualitative design combining historical document analysis with semi-structured interviews among AG-Ghana leaders and practitioners in church planting. Data were coded inductively through thematic analysis to trace institutional patterns and lived consequences.

Results: Early mission work blended contextual care with institutional replication. Self-support was operationalised as local assembly independence, intensifying pastoral precarity in fragile settings. Contemporary innovations, including pooled mission support and mobile micro-giving, provided meaningful relief but functioned as partial repair rather than structural redefinition.

Conclusion: Repeat-after-me tendencies remained most persistent in financial ecclesiology. Contextual self-support requires reframing from isolated independence to interdependent sustainability across congregational networks, with differentiated support recognising rural and urban realities.

Contribution: This article offers a missiological-economic reading of Three-Self (3S) practice in AG-Ghana and proposes a contextual framework for evaluating maturity and sustaining pastoral welfare beyond imported measures.
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Introduction

The Assemblies of God in Ghana (hereafter AG-Ghana) carries a beautiful, complicated memory. It begins in the north, in a time when movement itself was ministry. Missionaries and local collaborators walked, trekked, rode motorcycles and pushed into compounds, trying to speak with people before they could truly speak like them. Debrunner’s (1966:327) portrait of the Shirer’s as unusually close to the northern communities captures that early intimacy, even if it sits uncomfortably beside the unequal power of mission structures. In Yendi, the first church was opened around 1931, rooted in a deliberate decision to worship and preach in a language that could be understood, even if it was not yet Dagbani in full fluency (Assemblies of God Ghana 1931–1981:2–3).

Assemblies of God in Ghana is not simply a mission field that received foreign Christianity. It is a denomination with its own institutional biography that carries financial assumptions that this study is compelled to examine. The church began at the invitation of Ya-Naa Abudu, the Muslim King of Dagbon, who in 1931 welcomed Lloyd and Margaret Shirer to Yendi. Within days of their arrival, the missionaries had already established a pattern that would shape the institutional culture of AG-Ghana for decades. That is, the women engaged in language study and literacy work while the men organised local labourers in building construction, with costs financed from the missionaries’ personal allowances (Aleh 2013:29–30). From Yendi, the church expanded northward to Tamale in 1932, with the leadership of Garlock and Buelah Buchwalter frequently observed in histories (Aleh 2013:32–33). Then, after the church moved to Walewale in 1935 and Bawku in 1937, before moving southward to Accra and Kumasi in 1944, and Takoradi in 1945 (Aleh 2013:30; 50). Moreover, the missionaries established a Ghana Bible Institute at Kumbungu in September 1949 and a second Bible School in Kumasi in 1950, together providing the institutional framework for ministerial formation (Aleh 2013:54). Again, with the help of the missionaries, the Northern Ghana District Council and the Southern Ghana District Council were both established in 1949 and 1950, respectively (Frimpong-Manso 2018:79). The formation of these councils was partly because the church sought autonomous status in relation to the Assemblies of God, United States (US).

That move made administrative sense, yet it also meant that constitutional patterns, ministerial expectations and financial responsibilities could harden into policy, and policy has a way of becoming spiritualised. What starts as ‘organisation’ can quietly turn into ‘obedience’. Aleh’s (2013:54) work reveals that indigenous pastors were denied ordination because they farmed to survive, with one American missionary reported to have dismissed the practice by asking, ‘Why should we ordain farmers for farms?’ (Aleh 2013:56). Native pastors lived on what Aleh described as ‘mercy drops’ from the American missionaries, while their American counterparts received heavy institutional support from Springfield, Missouri. Pastor Yemdogo of the Bawku AG, for instance, had to issue market tolls to support his family while serving as a full-time pastor (Aleh 2013:57). The constitutional architecture built during this period, its governance structure, ministerial expectations and financial responsibilities, shaped what it would subsequently mean to be a faithful and mature congregation in Ghana. This study argues that this financial architecture did not remain in the past. It travelled forward in institutional memory, and precisely this inheritance, with the economic assumptions embedded within it, that the repeat-after-me dynamics reproduce.

This is the place where the researcher uses the phrase repeat-after-me phenomenon. The phrase does not mean it as a cheap insult to missionaries, nor as a denial of genuine contextual care. Rather, it names a posture of formation. It is the habit of reproducing a missionary template as though it were the Gospel’s natural form, and as though the host economy were merely a smaller version of the sending economy. In that posture, local leaders learn to repeat a model of church planting, pastoral support and financial discipline because it is presented as the faithful way, not because it has been tested against the grain of Ghanaian livelihoods. The term is used not as a doctrinal label but as a heuristic analytical category, a conceptual instrument for naming a pattern of institutional reproduction and its full theoretical grounding is elaborated in the conceptual framework next.

Moreover, the pressure point in this repetition has been the Three-Self mission system (hereafter the 3S mission model), that is, self-governing, self-propagating and self-supporting. In the AG-Ghana narrative, Henry Venn’s 3S mission model is remembered as arriving through the broader indigenisation process (Frimpong-Manso 2018:79). In principle, it is difficult to oppose. It speaks against perpetual foreign control and against the quiet humiliation of dependency. Notwithstanding, the Ghanaian case exposes a tension that is too often hidden behind inspirational language. Self-support, as a term, can smuggle in an economic anthropology. It can assume stable salaried incomes, predictable tithing and low household dependency ratios. It can also be assumed that a small congregation, if spiritually ‘serious’, should be able to carry the full cost of full-time pastoral labour and basic institutional life. In Ghana, that assumption becomes a heavy moral weight, especially in newly planted assemblies situated in low-income settings.

The early mission histories already hint at the unevenness of resources and the unevenness of expansion. In southern Ghana, missionaries in Kumasi introduced evening literacy programmes because of language barriers and their dependence on local interpreters (Ton-Laar 2010:144–145). Those literacy efforts eventually fed into ministerial training structures, including the development of a Bible institute (Diboro 2020:88–89). However, even these commendable adaptations complicate a simple reading of ‘self-support’. They show that mission work was never purely a spiritual proclamation. It was also the creation of educational and social infrastructure that required resources beyond what a new congregation could easily raise on its own.

Furthermore, the national story of expansion displays competition as well as cooperation. The conflict between American missionaries and the Brazilian Assemblies of God Mission in the 1960s, including the desire for monopoly and the demand that the Brazilians return home, is narrated as having negatively affected evangelisation in Greater Accra (Lewis 2007:120). This is not merely a historical curiosity. It reveals how institutional control can shape mission outcomes. It also raises an uncomfortable question for contemporary church planting in terms of when structures are inherited without critique, whose interests do they quietly protect and whose burdens do they quietly increase?

In that light, the social value of this study is painfully clear. Pastoral welfare is not a technical problem at the margins of mission. It is part of the church’s moral life. When a planting strategy normalises pastoral precarity, it not only weakens motivation but can also distort spirituality. It can tempt congregations to interpret structural scarcity as personal failure, and it can tempt pastors to interpret exhaustion as holiness. Neither temptation serves the Gospel, and neither can sustain church planting for long.

The scientific value is also concrete. Ghana offers an empirical site for testing how a travelling missiological model behaves under economic constraint. The 3S idea has travelled globally, yet its ‘self-support’ component is often treated as self-explanatory. This study insists that it is not. A self-support metric that works for one economic world can become spiritually harsh in another. Therefore, the task is not to abandon the 3S, but to interrogate it, translate it and sometimes correct it so that the moral demand placed on a congregation corresponds to the material conditions in which that congregation must live.

Finally, this article is also framed by a contemporary ecclesial provocation within AG-Ghana itself. The call by Rev. Prof. Paul Frimpong-Manso for contextualising the 3S mission model practice was not an abstract academic exercise (Frimpong-Manso 2018:79). It was a leadership response to pastoral welfare stress and to the fragile realities of smaller congregations. That call forces an honest questions: (1) What counts as ‘maturity’ in a Ghanaian Pentecostal economy? and (2) what happens when imported measures of maturity become the quiet yardstick for judging the faithfulness of congregations that are simply poor?

Objectives

This study pursued three interrelated objectives. The first was historical, that is, examining how church planting paradigms transferred from the US missionary expansion were institutionalised within AG-Ghana, particularly in relation to governance and financial expectations. The second was analytical, interrogating how the self-support dimension of the 3S principle was operationalised in Ghana and whether its practical measurement quietly assumed Western economic conditions (Bosch 1991: 449–452; Moreau, Corwin & McGee 2004:67–70). The third was constructive, articulating a contextual redefinition of self-support that honours the indigenisation impulse of the 3S model while refusing to spiritualise economic disparity (Frimpong-Manso 2018:201–206). Together, these objectives framed the study as both critical and pastoral.

Conceptual framework

The 3S and the logic of indigenisation

The 3S formula, thus, self-governing, self-propagating, self-supporting, emerged in the 19th century as a response to mission paternalism. It was intended to prevent permanent dependency on foreign control and to encourage indigenous leadership and initiative (Bosch 1991:449–452). In principle, it was liberating. It refused the idea that Western missionaries should indefinitely dominate decision-making and finances.

However, as Bosch (1991:370–373) warned, mission paradigms can shift in form while retaining hidden cultural assumptions. Moreover, Moreau et al. (2004:67–68) observed that indigenous principles, when transferred mechanically, can become formulaic rather than contextual. This tension is critical for Ghana. The language of the 3S promises autonomy, yet the operationalisation of self-support can still carry foreign economic anthropology.

In Pentecostal mission history, indigenisation has often been celebrated by McGee (1986:219–222) and Kalu (2008:112–118) as a mark of spiritual vitality and numerical growth. Nevertheless, numerical expansion does not automatically equal contextual economic theology. A church may be locally governed and rapidly propagating, yet still measure its financial maturity by standards drawn from a different income distribution and labour structure.

Contextual theology as corrective

To move beyond repetition, contextual theology provides a critical lens. Bevans’ (2002:3–7) typology of contextual theology reminds us that theology is always incarnated within cultural realities. Moreover, Bediako (1995:118–122) insisted that African Christianity must not merely translate Western forms but rediscover the Gospel within African historical consciousness.

This is especially urgent in economic matters. If contextualisation addresses liturgy, language and symbols but leaves economic expectations untouched, it remains incomplete. Pobee (1979:45–48) argued decades ago that African theology must engage with lived realities, not abstract categories. That insistence applies directly to pastoral welfare and church finance.

In Ghana’s Pentecostal landscape, scholars such as Gifford (2004:82–90) have analysed the interplay between global Pentecostal flows and local economic aspirations. Moreover, Larbi (2001:221–230) traced how Ghanaian Pentecostalism negotiated foreign influence while developing indigenous structures. These works expose the hybridity of Ghanaian Pentecostal identity. This insight implies that hybridity can conceal uneven power relations, particularly in financial ecclesiology.

Economic anthropology and the ‘self’ in self-support

At the heart of this article lies a deceptively simple question: What kind of ‘self’ is assumed in self-support?

In highly individualised capitalist economies, the self is often imagined as economically autonomous, earning wages within formal labour markets and contributing predictably to institutional budgets. In contrast, Ghanaian livelihoods frequently operate through extended family obligations, informal economies, remittances, seasonal labour and mutual aid networks (Ghana Statistical Service 2018:27–35).

When these economic patterns are ignored, self-support becomes moralised independence rather than relational sustainability. Corbett and Fikkert caution that development models can inadvertently harm communities when they assume Western economic logic without regard to local realities (Corbett & Fikkert 2014:61–66). Although their work is not specifically Pentecostal, its warning resonates deeply with Ghanaian church planting.

Moreover, national income comparisons illustrate structural disparity. The United Nations Development Programme reported Ghana’s gross national income per capita far below that of the US (UNDP [2023] 2024:2). This macroeconomic gap does not automatically determine congregational capacity, yet it frames the horizon within which expectations must be evaluated.

Thus, the conceptual framework of this study combines 3S indigenisation theory with contextual theology and economic anthropology. It proposes that the most persistent form of repetition in AG-Ghana has not been doctrinal but financial. The repeat-after-me dynamic emerges when self-support is equated with local assembly independence measured against an imported economic norm.

Repeat-after-me theology as analytical category

It is important to clarify that ‘repeat-after-me’ is not used here as an emotive accusation. Rather, it is a heuristic category. It names the phenomenon whereby institutional forms are reproduced without critical economic translation (Bosch 1991:370–373; Moreau et al. 2004:67–70).

Early mission narratives show both contextual care and institutional replication (Diboro 2020:88–89; Kalu 2008:112–118). For instance, constitutional borrowing from American Assemblies of God structures has been identified as shaping governance patterns in Ghana (Frimpong-Manso 2018:88–92). Governance inevitably structures finance, who appoints pastors, how long they serve, how remuneration is determined and who bears financial responsibility (McGee 1986:219–222).

When these structures are reproduced without recalibration to local income realities, financial stress is individualised rather than structurally acknowledged (Ghana Statistical Service 2018:27–35; UNDP [2023] 2024:2). Moreover, the theological language of faithfulness can unintentionally mask economic fragility (Bevans 2002:3–7; Gifford 2004:82–90).

Therefore, this study situates the repeat-after-me phenomenon within financial ecclesiology. It argues that contextual maturity must include an honest reworking of how pastoral welfare and church sustainability are conceptualised in Ghana’s economic environment (Bediako 1995:118–122).

The study chooses three conceptual lenses. These are the 3S indigenisation theory, contextual theology and economic anthropology. These were chosen because the problem this study addresses is simultaneously missiological, theological and structural. No single framework is sufficient on its own. The 3S theory provides the historical grammar of the debate. Moreover, the contextual theology supplies the normative corrective in the study. Finally, the Economic anthropology exposes the lived terrain on which both operate. Together, they make it possible to interrogate not only what AG-Ghana inherited from missionary enterprise, but why that inheritance proved difficult to translate and what a more honest contextualisation of self-support would require in Ghana’s uneven economic landscape.

Research methods and design

Study design

This study employed a qualitative research design. Qualitative research, as Denzin and Lincoln (eds. 2011:3) explain, seeks to interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them rather than reducing them to numerical measurement. The issues under examination were not reducible to numerical indicators or statistical correlation. Rather, they were concerned with institutional memory, theological imagination, lived pastoral experience and the moral language surrounding money and maturity. Therefore, a qualitative approach allowed space for nuance, contradiction and tension, which Creswell describes as central to understanding socially constructed realities (Creswell 2013:44).

The design combined two strands. Firstly, historical document analysis examined mission histories, constitutional developments, AG-Ghana records and published denominational reflections. Document analysis, according to Bowen (2009:27), involves systematic review and interpretation of documents to elicit meaning and develop empirical knowledge. These sources included historical works on AG-Ghana, including the Golden Jubilee Souvenir Brochure (Assemblies of God Ghana 1981), as well as Frimpong-Manso (2018:41–92) and Aleh (2013:30–47). Also, there are broader Pentecostal mission scholarship such as McGee (1986:215–226) and Kalu (2008:112–130). The aim was not merely to recount events but to trace patterns of institutional formation, especially in governance and financial expectations.

Secondly, semi-structured interviews drawn from a wider doctoral project were analysed in relation to church planting and pastoral welfare. Semi-structured interviews, as Kvale and Brinkmann (2009:27) note, allow focused conversation while still permitting participants to articulate their own meanings and experiences. This dual design allowed for triangulation, which Creswell (2013:251) defines as the use of multiple data sources to enhance credibility and depth of interpretation.

Setting

The research was situated within the Assemblies of God church in Ghana, interpreted across time and geography. Historically, attention was given to northern Ghana, particularly Yendi and Tamale, where the earliest mission stations were established (Aleh 2013:32–33; Assemblies of God Ghana 1931–1981:2–3). However, the contemporary dimension included church planting initiatives such as Vision 3000 implemented across multiple regions, including economically fragile rural districts and urban environments with uneven income distribution.

This dual setting of historical northern mission fields and present-day national church planting contexts was essential. It allowed the study to examine how inherited paradigms travelled and mutated over time. Furthermore, it highlighted regional disparities that shape the feasibility of local self-support.

Study population and sampling strategy

The article draws on data from a broader doctoral study conducted at Stellenbosch University. The doctoral study engaged 57 participants across multiple thematic areas of AG-Ghana mission, governance and church planting practice. While all 57 participants contributed to the wider PhD inquiry, not all spoke directly to the specific concerns foregrounded in this article. This study, therefore, draws selectively on 27 participants whose interviews engaged the themes of self-support, church planting, financial governance and pastoral welfare in substantive and analytically relevant ways. These 27 participants were drawn from national leadership, regional leaders, mission administration from national, regional and district levels and pastoral actors directly involved in church planting and financial responsibility within Vision 3000 and related AG-Ghana initiatives.

The interviewees were purposively selected due to their relevance to the study. Purposive sampling was suitable because the study required informed reflection rather than statistical representation, focusing on information-rich cases (Patton 2015:264). Participants included national leaders, district officials and pastors in newly planted assemblies.

Inclusion required active involvement in church planting or mission strategy; those without direct engagement were excluded. The sample size was justified through thematic saturation, where recurring patterns became evident across interviews rather than through statistical calculation (Braun & Clarke 2006:91; Guest, Bunce & Johnson 2006:59).

The study relied mainly on interview data rather than prolonged ethnographic observation, a limitation due to time constraints. Nevertheless, representation across leadership levels strengthened the credibility and depth of the findings.

Data collection

Data collection occurred through semi-structured interviews. This format allowed guided conversation while leaving room for participants to narrate their experiences of pastoral welfare, financial stress and mission expectations in their own terms (Creswell & Poth 2018:164; Kvale & Brinkmann 2009:130). Interviews were conducted in languages in which participants were fluent. Where necessary, translation support was arranged to ensure clarity and comfort, in keeping with qualitative research ethics and good practice in cross-language interviewing (Temple & Young 2004:165).

Document analysis complemented interviews. Mission histories, constitutional documents and programme materials relating to contemporary mission initiatives such as Vision 3000 were examined. Published analysis of innovative funding strategies was also consulted (Ampofo & White 2025:4–10).

This combination of interview and documentary sources strengthened credibility. Historical records exposed institutional trajectory, while interviews revealed lived consequences.

Data analysis

Data were analysed using inductive thematic analysis, following the framework articulated by Braun and Clarke (2006:79–86). The analysis proceeded through six stages: Familiarisation with the data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and producing the final narrative.

Coding was iterative rather than linear. Initial codes related to pastoral welfare stress, expectations of self-support, comparisons with American models and creative funding experiments. As themes developed, it became clear that the most persistent tension lay in financial ecclesiology rather than doctrinal transfer. This insight reframed the analytical emphasis of the study.

Documentary analysis was not treated as a neutral background. Rather, mission histories and constitutional narratives were read critically, attentive to the interplay between autonomy, governance and economic responsibility. For example, the formation of district councils in 1949 and 1950 (Frimpong-Manso 2018:79) was analysed not only as administrative development but as structural consolidation with financial implications.

Triangulation between interview testimony and documentary evidence enhances trustworthiness. Where practitioners described economic mismatch, national data such as Ghana Living Standards Survey 7 (Ghana Statistical Service 2018:27–35) and comparative income indicators (UNDP 2024:2) were used to situate these experiences within broader economic realities.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval for the underlying doctoral study was granted by the Social, Behavioural and Education Research Ethics Committee (REC: SBE), Stellenbosch University. The study approval number was Project 27453, approved on 31 October 2023. Participants provided written informed consent before participation. Consent procedures explained the purpose of the research, voluntary participation, and the right to withdraw without penalty. Interviews were conducted in languages familiar to participants to minimise misunderstanding and discomfort. Confidentiality was maintained through anonymisation. Interview transcripts were coded, and identifying details were removed. Consent forms were stored separately from interview data. Digital files were kept in password-protected storage, and access was restricted to the researcher. The study did not involve vulnerable populations or experimental intervention. However, because pastoral welfare and financial stress can be sensitive topics, care was taken to ensure that participants felt respected and not exposed to reputation risk.

Results

The results are presented in relation to the objectives of the study. They are organised under three major thematic findings that emerged through inductive analysis: (1) contextual care alongside institutional replication, (2) economic mismatch embedded in operationalised self-support and (3) contemporary innovations as partial contextual repair.

Contextual care and the drift towards institutional replication

The first finding complicates simplistic narratives about missionary transfer. Historical and interview data revealed that the early Assemblies of God mission in northern Ghana displayed real contextual engagement. Missionaries and local collaborators did not merely preach. They introduced literacy initiatives, practical skills and health-oriented outreach. Historical accounts highlight evening literacy classes and educational efforts in Kumasi and the north, particularly in response to language barriers and reliance on interpreters (Ton-Laar 2010:144–145).

Moreover, Frimpong-Manso (2018:41–79) detailed historical reconstruction describes early expansion through Yendi and Tamale and later institutional consolidation through district councils in 1949 and 1950. These developments demonstrate that early mission activity was not indifferent to local realities. It sought rootedness.

This rootedness, however, existed in permanent tension with the weight of the transplanted structure. Those who had served AG-Ghana at the national leadership level carried that tension in their bones. One former national leader, who had watched the church expand dramatically across regions during his tenure, spoke with the kind of quiet heaviness that comes only from long institutional memory. He said:


‘The Church was built on real sacrifice. The missionaries gave genuinely. But some of the structures they left behind were designed for a different soil. We have been trying to grow in that soil ever since, and sometimes the roots cannot go deep enough.’ (Interview, Participant 1, Former National Leader, AG-Ghana)



There was no bitterness in that observation. It was the considered voice of someone who had loved the institution long enough to see both its beauty and its burdens. Another national leader, whose ministry had taken him across both the northern savannah and the southern coastal regions, placed the historical problem with even greater precision. He asserted that:


‘We inherited assumptions about what a church should look like when it’s mature. Those assumptions were not born here. They arrived with the missionaries, wrapped in the language of the Gospel, and we received them as if they were the Gospel itself.’ (Interview, Participant 2, National leader, AG-Ghana)



Participant 3, whose responsibility included overseeing mission strategy and church planting coordination, reflects on how difficult it had been to create internal space for honest critique of the inherited model by saying that:


‘It is hard to question what the church was built on. People feel that if you question the structure, you are questioning the faith handed to us in our church. But the structure and the faith are not the same thing. One came from God. The other came from America.’ (Interview, Participant 3, Formal Missions National leader, AG-Ghana)



Participant 3’s frankness was not a sign of disloyalty. It was a sign of pastoral depth.

Additionally, Participant 4, in relation to the contextualisation of the 3S mission model, asserted that:


‘We love our church. Every person in our leadership loves this church. That is why it is painful to say that some of what we have been doing has made life harder for the very pastor we are supposed to be caring for.’ (Interview, Participant 4, Regional leader, AG-Ghana)



Also, one regional superintendent, Participant 8, described how the governance structure created financial expectations that did not always survive contact with the ground. He stated that:


‘The framework looks beautiful on paper. Every level is supposed to support the level below it. But when you go to the smaller churches, you find that the support is theoretical. What is real is the expectation.’ (Interview, Participant 8, Male, Regional Superintendent, AG-Ghana)



Furthermore, another participant emphasised that:


‘I have visited pastors who were embarrassed to tell me they were struggling. They had internalised the idea that struggling meant they were not faithful enough. That is the damage that a wrong metric does to a human being.’ (Interview, Participant 9, Former Regional Superintendent, AG-Ghana)



These testimonies from the regional leadership carried some kind of weight. This is the weight shown in people who had both administered the system and quietly grieved what it had done to those beneath them. Participant 14 added that:


‘We assign a pastor to a congregation of twenty members, most of them are market and subsistence farmers. Their heart[s] are generous. I have never in my life met more generous people than those in that category in the church. But honestly speaking, the generosity of the spirit is not the same as the capacity to support their pastor with income, and our system has never learned to tell the difference between the two.’ (Interview, Participant 14, Male, Regional Missions Director, AG-Ghana)



In the words of Participant 10, Participant 19 and Participant 27, they indicate that the framework for self-support and maturity of a local assembly is there, but its implementation varies from place to place. Where some regions have the networks and resources to make it work. Others are applying the same standard in completely different conditions, and then wondering why the outcomes are different. These variations were not simply an operational inconsistency. It exposed how governance structures that appeared coherent at the national level could produce uneven and sometimes unjust financial burdens the further down the institutional hierarchy one descended.

Moreover, regarding contextual care, participants repeatedly described what they called ‘structural copying.’ Constitutional frameworks, governance procedures and ministerial expectations were shaped in conversation with American Assemblies of God patterns. Frimpong-Manso acknowledges that constitutional borrowing occurred, even as autonomy was being negotiated (Frimpong-Manso 2018:88–92).

Interview data suggested that this borrowing was rarely interrogated at the level of economic implication. Governance defined who could appoint pastors, how remuneration should be structured and what counted as a viable local assembly. Over time, these frameworks hardened into expectations. This variation was not simply an operational inconsistency. It exposed how governance structures that appeared coherent at the national level produced uneven financial burdens at the local level. A participant indicated that:


‘The responsibility is pushed to the local church, per how the system runs, without matching support in terms of whether that church can take care of their pastor’ (Interview, Participant 25, Male, Former District Pastor, AG-Ghana)



This displacement of responsibility onto the most economically exposed communities in the denomination was not invisible to those inside the institution. Participant 5, Participant 11 and Participant 22 indicated similarly that sometimes there is an expectation that growth into self-support should be immediate or at least very rapid. But some environments in the Ghanaian context do not allow, because the environment was not taken into consideration when those assumed expected timelines were designed. Particularly, Participant 11 in his reflection asserted that:


‘[T]here is always that moment where a new church is planted, people are being saved, the Spirit is moving, and there is real joy. And then the pressure starts when the young congregation in a less economically developed area are told, “pay your pastor, build your structure, reach self-support.” And slowly, quietly, the joy turns into a burden. I have seen that happen too many times to pretend it is unavoidable.’ (Interview, Participant 11, Male, Senior Pastor, AG-Ghana)



The participant’s grief was not cynicism but was a specific sadness of someone who believed deeply in what he was doing and who had been forced, by years of experience, to acknowledge that the system he served had a recurring problem it had not yet fully named.

Collectively, some participants, such as Participant 1, Participant 2, Participant 8 and Participant 20, suggested a solution. That is, they assert that instead of assigning one pastor to a single economically deprived congregation, a more viable arrangement would be to place one pastor over five smaller assemblies. When these churches were combined in responsibility and contribution, they could sustain the pastor more adequately than one financially fragile church attempting to do so alone. Therefore, a pastor will rotate among the assemblies with the help of deacons to aid in his or her ecclesial duties. Thus, the repeat-after-me dynamic was not located in evangelistic zeal or in liturgical style. It was located in institutional reproduction. The most stable repetition occurred in policy and finance.

Economic mismatch and the moral weight of self-support

The second finding addressed the operational meaning of self-support. Participants consistently articulated a tension between theological language and economic possibility.

In principle, self-support protects dignity. It resists perpetual foreign dependency and encourages local stewardship. However, in practice, self-support was often interpreted as immediate local assembly financial independence, including the ability to sustain a full-time pastor and basic infrastructure without district or national subsidy.

Several leaders observed that small congregations in the US could often support a pastor because members operated within higher-income labour markets. In contrast, newly planted Ghanaian congregations frequently consisted of informal workers, subsistence farmers or underemployed youth.

This perception aligns with broader economic data. The Ghana Living Standards Survey 7 reported significant inequality in household income distribution, with the highest quintile accounting for a disproportionate share of national income (Ghana Statistical Service 2018:27–35). Additionally, UNDP’s comparative income data placed Ghana’s gross national per capita income far below that of the US (UNDP [2023] 2024:2).

While macroeconomic indicators do not directly determine congregational giving, they frame structural constraints. When self-support is measured against a benchmark shaped by a wealthier economy, local pastors can experience chronic precarity.

That precarity was not abstract. It was the lived daily reality of pastors across the AG-Ghana, and some of the most honest voices in the data came from those who had been close enough to it to see its full human cost. Participant 17 said that:


‘I have received calls from pastors who have not been eating properly. They are fasting, yes, but not always by spiritual choice. And they will not put this in any official report, because they have learned that in this system, need is a form of shame. They are afraid that if they report their struggle, they will be seen as failing. And so, they go hungry quietly.’ (Interview, Participant 17, Male, Former National Operations Leader, AG-Ghana)



The institutional silence the participant described, that is, the hunger that could not be reported because reporting it carried reputational risk. This situation is not a pastoral failure but a structural one. This can be described as the system creating conditions in which admitting need by a pastor was more dangerous than enduring it. Again, another senior pastor added that:


‘The money I go to ask from people as a help makes it seem I do not have faith that God could provide. And it was not the voice of the Holy Spirit in my thinking, but I believe it is the system we find ourselves in.’ (Interview, Participant 24, Male, Senior Pastor, AG-Ghana)



The participant’s saying brings out a precise and painful description of what moralised financial independence actually does inside a person. It converts structural conditions into personal inadequacy, and it does so in the name of spirituality. Furthermore, a regional superintendent concluded that:


‘In some areas, the people simply do not have the capacity to support a full-time pastor. That is not a spiritual issue but an economic fact. And until we are willing to treat it as an economic fact rather than a faith problem, we will keep producing the same painful outcomes, and we will keep calling those outcomes the fault of the congregations.’ (Interview, Participant 6, Male, Regional Superintendent, AG-Ghana)



The superintendent’s conclusion does not ask for sympathy but for honesty. And it suggests that the most urgent reform needed in AG-Ghana’s financial ecclesiology is not a new funding mechanism but a willingness to see clearly what is actually there.

Some participants, such as Participant 7, Participant 13, Participant 22, Participant 24 and Participant 27, described situations where pastors in newly planted assemblies relied on irregular personal income, extended family support or part-time employment while simultaneously being expected to demonstrate high spiritual ‘fruitfulness’. Some interpreted this as a test of faith. Others described it as institutional blindness. For instance, Participant 7 said that:


‘We speak about self-support at most conferences, most trainings, most national gatherings and most importantly, our Bible schools. But we rarely speak about the actual income levels of the people we are asking to achieve it. We evaluate the output very seriously while refusing to examine the input. And I think, if we are honest, that is a form of institutional dishonesty, even if it was never intended to be so.’ (Interview, Participant 7, Male, Regional Superintendent, AG-Ghana)



Another participant added:


‘We preach that faith can move mountains. And it can. But we have also been quietly communicating something else. That is, if your church cannot pay its pastor on its own, your faith is not enough. Those two messages cannot honestly live together. At some point, we have to decide which we actually believe.’ (Interview, Participant 26, Male, Senior Pastor, AG-Ghana)



The two participants above present a theological challenge as much as an institutional one, and it deserves to be received as such. The question they raised was not whether self-support was a legitimate goal. It was whether the vision of self-support being measured had been honestly examined against the Gospel it claimed to serve.

In that light, more importantly, the data did not show rejection of 3S. Rather, it revealed frustration with how maturity was operationalised. A church plant could be spiritually vibrant, numerically growing and deeply integrated in its community, yet be considered immature because it required financial support beyond local tithes.

This moralisation of financial independence constituted the strongest expression of repeat-after-me theology. It equated economic capacity with spiritual legitimacy.

Contemporary innovations as partial contextual repair

The third finding revealed hope. AG-Ghana has not remained static. Contemporary initiatives, particularly those associated with Vision 3000, introduced funding innovations designed to support church planting in economically fragile areas.

Ampofo and White describe blended mission funding models, including pooled contributions, corporate partnerships and mobile micro-giving mechanisms leveraging telecom infrastructure (Ampofo & White 2025:6–10). Interview participants confirmed that these innovations eased immediate financial pressure in certain regions.

Senior pastors, who bore on their own persons the daily consequences of funding gaps, were among the most emotionally honest witnesses to what those innovations had and had not yet achieved. Participant 15, who has been very involved in church planting under the Vision 3000 framework and enjoyed pooled support, described what the support had meant during the most financially desperate early months of his ministry. He said that:


‘When the support came from the region through the district, I will tell you honestly, I felt relief. Real relief. I thank God for it. But sitting right alongside the relief was something else, something like embarrassment, as if receiving help was evidence that I had not done enough. And I had to fight that feeling every week, because the help was good and the help was necessary, and I should not have been ashamed of it, and that teaching had gone deep.’ (Interview, Participant 15, Male, National Leader, AG-Ghana)



The emotional complexity of the participant testimony was gratitude tangled with shame. The shame that the institution had never intended to produce but had produced nonetheless, because the metric of independence had been so thoroughly internalised that even legitimate structural support had been converted, inside a pastor’s own mind, into evidence of failure. A Deacon from a local church under Vision 3000 indicated that:


‘Our people give everything they have. Every Sunday, they bring what they can. Some weeks, it is very little. And there is a quiet sadness in that, not because they are ashamed of their offering, they are not ashamed, but because they know the church is still being sustained from outside. They want to be the ones whose economy does not cooperate with the desire, and nobody in authority seems to be asking whether we should change the expectation rather than simply strain harder against it.’ (Interview, Participant 16, Male, Deacon, AG-Ghana)



A senior pastor in his reflection said that:


‘What AG-Ghana has attempted with the pooled contributions and the mobile giving platforms, I respect that genuinely. It shows pastoral care at the institutional level, and that matters. But I am still waiting for the day when a leader stands up and says clearly. A church that is sustained by its network is just as mature, just as faithful, just as pleasing to God, as a church that stands entirely on its own local resources. Until somebody says that out loud, from a position of authority, the support is kindness, but the verdict has not changed.’ (Interview, Participant 21, Male, Senior Pastor, AG-Ghana)



The distinction between kindness softened the burden. Only structural changes could dismantle it.

For example, corporate partnerships provided material assistance to rural pastors during the Vision 3000 church planting initiative, while mobile platforms enabled small but regular contributions from dispersed members. These strategies demonstrated adaptive creativity within Ghana’s technological and social landscape (Ampofo & White 2025:6–10).

Yet, as meaningful as these adaptive strategies proved in easing immediate financial strain, they stopped short of interrogating the foundational assumption that had generated the strain in the first place, namely that a church sustained by its wider ecclesial network is somehow less mature than one sustained entirely by its own resources.

However, participants also acknowledged limits such that innovations often functioned as supplementary support rather than structural redefinition. The underlying metric of maturity, local independence, remained largely intact. Consequently, even where funding innovation occurred, assemblies were still evaluated according to inherited expectations.

In some cases, pastors expressed gratitude for support while simultaneously feeling that reliance on pooled funds marked them as less mature. Thus, innovation softened the burden without fully dismantling the metric.

Discussion

The three findings stated above deserve careful theological reflection. That is, these findings must be interpreted within the broader trajectory of Pentecostal mission. Pentecostalism has often been celebrated for its adaptability and grassroots energy (Kalu 2008:112–118). Moreover, McGee’s account of Assemblies of God foreign missions highlights the denomination’s capacity for structural reconfiguration in response to global growth (McGee 1986:219–222). The Ghanaian case does not contradict that adaptability. Rather, it exposes one domain where adaptability lagged behind the expansion of financial ecclesiology.

Institutional reproduction as theological formation

Mission is never neutral. Bosch famously argued that mission paradigms shift historically, and that each paradigm embodies cultural assumptions (Bosch 1991:370–373). In the Ghanaian case, governance borrowing and constitutional replication were not merely administrative convenience. They formed expectations about what a church is supposed to look like when it is healthy.

Frimpong-Manso’s historical reconstruction notes how constitutional frameworks were shaped in conversation with American Assemblies of God structures (Frimpong-Manso 2018:88–92). However, what remained under-examined was how those frameworks presupposed particular labour and income patterns. Governance shapes finance; finance shapes pastoral life; pastoral life shapes theological imagination.

Moreover, contextual theology reminds us that Christian truth is incarnated in social realities (Bevans 2002:3–7). Bediako (1995:118–122) insisted that African Christianity must rediscover the Gospel within African historical consciousness rather than merely extend Western ecclesial forms. When governance structures are reproduced without economic translation, contextualisation remains partial.

Therefore, the first finding does not accuse early missionaries of insensitivity. It suggests that institutional forms can outline their economic origins. What was feasible in one context can become burdensome in another.

The moralisation of self-support

The second finding pushes deeper. Self-support is a powerful theological idea. It resists dependency and honours stewardship. Yet, as Moreau et al. (2004:67–68) caution, indigenous principles can become formulaic when abstracted from context.

In practice, Ghanaian church plants often operate within informal economies marked by irregular income, high dependency burdens and regional inequality (Ghana Statistical Service 2018:27–35). When self-support is measured against an assumed ability to fund full-time pastoral labour immediately, it risks becoming a moral test rather than a contextual benchmark.

Furthermore, comparative economic indicators reinforce structural disparity. The UNDP statistical annex shows significant differences in gross national income per capita between Ghana’s economic ecosystems, shaping giving patterns.

Here, Corbett and Fikkert’s warning becomes instructive. Development strategies that ignore local realities can unintentionally burden the poor while congratulating themselves on principle (Corbett & Fikkert 2014:61–66). In the Ghanaian Pentecostal setting, the same risk applies. A church may be declared immature not because it lacks faith, but because it lacks cash.

These dynamics reveal that the ‘self’ in self-support must be interrogated. Is the self an individualistic economic unit, or is it a relational body embedded in mutual aid networks? Therefore, equating maturity with local assembly independence may inadvertently impose an alien economic anthropology on congregations whose livelihood structures operate through relational and mutual aid networks rather than formal wage labour.

Innovation and its limits

The third finding complicates any narrative of stagnation. Vision 3000 funding strategies, as analysed by Ampofo and White, demonstrate adaptive creativity (Ampofo & White 2025:6–10). Pooled funds, corporate partnerships and micro-giving platforms show that AG-Ghana has not passively repeated missionary templates.

However, innovation alone does not dismantle inherited metrics. If pooled funds are treated as temporary crutches rather than as legitimate expressions of ecclesial solidarity, the underlying logic remains unchanged. A pastor who receives district support may still feel spiritually inferior to one sustained entirely by local giving.

Moreover, Pentecostal scholarship has often celebrated global flows and entrepreneurial energy (Gifford 2004:82–90; Kalu 2008:112–118). Nonetheless, entrepreneurial spirituality can mask structural inequality. Innovation should not merely help churches survive under inherited standards. It should help redefine those standards.

Implications and recommendations

Several implications follow directly from the findings.

Firstly, self-support should be reframed as interdependent sustainability rather than isolated independence. District and national pooling of resources should be recognised as maturity practices, not emergency measures.

Secondly, differentiated pastoral models should be formalised. Circuit ministry, bivocational arrangements and tiered remuneration systems can protect pastoral welfare without equating part-time ministry with spiritual inferiority.

Thirdly, economic literacy should be incorporated into theological formation. Ministers must be equipped to understand income distribution patterns and livelihood structures within their communities.

Fourthly, maturity metrics should shift from financial independence to stability, discipleship depth and contextual faithfulness. A newly planted church that nurtures disciples, serves its community and sustains its pastor through networked support should not be deemed immature.

These recommendations flow directly from the data. They are not abstract proposals but contextual adjustments rooted in lived ecclesial experience.

Conclusion

From 1931 to the present, AG-Ghana has carried both missionary sacrifice and an inherited structure. The early northern mission fields reveal contextual engagement that deserves honour. However, institutional replication in governance and finance has sometimes outpaced economic translation.

The repeat-after-me dynamic has been strongest in financial ecclesiology. Self-support, when interpreted as immediate local independence measured against a Western economic horizon, has generated pastoral precarity in fragile contexts.

Nevertheless, AG-Ghana has shown adaptive courage through innovative funding strategies. The challenge now is deeper. Contextualisation must move from a funding technique to a theological metric.

Therefore, the future of church planting in AG-Ghana depends not on abandoning the 3S but on maturing it. Self-support must be reimagined as interdependent sustainability across congregational networks. In that reframing, pastoral welfare is not a secondary administrative matter. It becomes central to the faithful mission.

A church that sustains its pastors through shared responsibility and contextual wisdom is no less mature. It is more honest.
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