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Abstract

Background: By compounding the sacred and the profane and by talking while walking concurrently as God-men and conmen, many Pentecostal leaders are entangled in a heterogeneity of charlatanry and controversy. African ecclesial leadership is mired in bizarre stories of duplicity, impersonation, blasphemy, sexual innuendo and use of a variety of names and titles, which, in short, is controversial and represents charlatanry. Because Christian leadership is expected to be Christ-like and above reproach, escalating tales of charlatanry and controversy compromise Christian leadership.

Objectives: Although much has been researched and published about the excesses of Pentecostal leadership, such as the commercialisation of the gospel, an analysis of their charlatanry and solutions for the controversies are presently lacking.

Methods: This article employed a literature review and an ethnographic study of selected Pentecostal leaders from Zimbabwe.

Results: African Pentecostal Church leadership is flawed by charlatanry and controversy. Drawing from ethical Christian leadership, it considers that fallen leaders can be restored, reformed and transformed through intellectual conversion, affective conversion, volitional conversion, relational conversion and moral action.

Conclusion: Charlatanry and controversy can deface Christian leadership and tarnish the image of the Church. The remnant of godly denominational and ecumenical ecclesial leaders should correct and help those who have fallen into charlatanry and controversies, so to repent, be reformed, restored, transformed and realigned to God’s will through ethical Christian leadership.

Contribution: This article contributes to Church leadership reformation, restoration and transformation.
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Introduction

Reports of Church leadership scandals, charlatanry and controversy involve leaders from across the world (Washington 2024). An increasing number of reports present ecclesial leaders as impostors rather than Christian leaders. In Africa, examples include a televised prophetic service that was uploaded to YouTube by Nigerian journalist Adeola Fayehun on 22 May 2017, showing a Zimbabwean pastor, Paul Sanyangore, the founder and leader of Victory World International (now Life Like Christ Church), claiming that God has a telephone number and that he (Sanyangore) has it. The pastor then ‘telephoned heaven’ and asked God to address the issues facing his congregants. Various similarly charlatan and controversial reports include fake miracles (Carle 2022), cultism (Kgatle 2021), unchecked power (Taru 2024), commodification and commercialisation of the gospel (Mutiga & James 2025; Sangwa & Mutabazi 2025), as well as manipulative excesses and self-enrichment at the expense of gullible followers (Ngwoke 2024; Qiki & Howes 2021). Considering the expectation that Christian leadership exhibits a Christ-like identity characterised by selfless servanthood, the rise of self-serving, charlatanic, hypocritical and controversial characters necessitated this study. The article starts by defining Christian leadership, charlatanry and controversy, then it overviews the concept of ethical leadership, reviews Pentecostal Church leadership in Africa and ends by recommending considerations for the desired reformation and transformation.

Defining Christian leadership

Christian leadership refers to the process of leading followers of Jesus Christ to accomplish His mission, either in the Church, in para-Church contexts, state or society. According to Tagwirei (2023a):


Christian leadership is universally understood as an integrally transformational ministry of serving mankind with and through Jesus Christ’s mission of accomplishing missio Dei in and by their lives and the cosmos. Overall, Christian leadership is made Christian by submitting to the principles and conduct of Jesus Christ as is well-documented by the Bible. (p. 3)



Christian leadership is distinguished from secular leadership, which scholars such as Nienaber (2010), Jones, Murray and Warren (2018), Maxwell (1998) and Jibreal (2021) describe as stimulating, influencing, organising, enhancing change and advancing an institution and or followers to certain heights. Biblically, Christian leadership means being followed by others as one follows Jesus Christ. This notion is affirmed by Paul, who declared, ‘Follow me as I follow Christ’ (1 Cor 11:1). In addition, John 13:1–17 heralds Jesus Christ’s model of leadership as serving others when He washed his disciples’ feet. Blandino (2012) attests that Jesus Christ was guided by the Holy Spirit in choosing leaders; this approach continues throughout the book of Acts. The presence of the Holy Spirit was a qualifier for leadership when seven leaders were chosen to care for widows (Ac 6:3–6). The Holy Spirit influenced the selection of Saul and Barnabas, and commissioned them to preach the gospel in Salamis (Ac 13:2–5). The Holy Spirit chose and appointed leaders to shepherd the church (Ac 20:28). Hanna (2006:22) affirms the pneumatic view that Christian leadership is ‘the influence of the Holy Spirit, the dynamic, relational, partnership process, the implementation of servant leadership, the necessity of a partnership to achieve a common goal’. Therefore, Christian leadership is God-led, Christ-centred, Holy Spirit-inspired and biblical. Correspondingly, for this submission, Christian leadership is about selfless service to advance Opus Dei and the holistic transformation of humanity – as it was exemplified by Jesus Christ. Bearing in mind that this article seeks to recover the lost identity of Christian leadership, its conceptualisation is drawn from God’s calling, stewardship and servanthood in view of Christly selflessness and other-centredness. With this in mind, the next subsection defines charlatanry.

Defining charlatanry

Charlatanry is defined as deceitfully saying or doing something for selfish interests. Charlatanry tricks people to gain power, fame, money or other self-enriching benefits through manipulation, pretence or deception. According to Better Words (n.d.):


[T]he word charlatan can also describe a person who is a fraud or a con artist, who makes false or misleading claims in order to deceive or defraud others … The term is often used to describe someone who is dishonest or insincere, and who is motivated by greed or a desire to deceive others. (n.p.)



Historically, ‘charlatans were usually seen as swindlers or frauds, known for extolling or puffing poor quality or ineffective wares’ (Oxford English Dictionary n.d.). In the case of this article, charlatanry refers to a manipulative, exploitative self-serving kind of leadership that is presented as Christian while portraying the unchristian and unethical characteristics of self-serving prosperity theology, refusing to be accountable, preaching a commercialised and commodified gospel, claiming to have supernatural powers, and engaging in self-enrichment schemes such as trading blessings and healing.

Defining controversy

The online Merriam-Webster Dictionary (n.d.) defines controversy as ‘a discussion marked especially by the expression of opposing views’, and as a dispute, quarrel or strife. Similarly, according to the online Collins Dictionary (2023), ‘if you describe something or someone as controversial, you mean that they are the subject of intense public argument, disagreement, or disapproval’. For Woolley (2011), a controversial issue is one that involves challenge and stimulates debate. Tsoukala (2021) explains that controversy is mostly related to public disputes relating to two or more conflicting stances about a topic, and specifically to matters about which there may be disagreement, for example, issues of homosexuality, polygamy, vulgarity and political partisanship. In a theological sense, I agree with McKinney (2022) that controversy refers to contentions or quarrels, which 2 Timothy 2:23 forbids. While these explanations speak mainly to verbal quarrels, they are applied in this study to corresponding conduct too. As Piper (2023) argues, some people have an unhealthy or sick craving for controversy because of a desperate desire to gain personal benefits. Overall, in this article, controversy refers to mixing spiritual and secular practices, duplicity, sexual innuendo, blasphemy, fraud and various other unethical acts.

Conceptual framework: Christian ethical leadership

Ethical leadership generally refers to leading with exemplary integrity, respect, accountability, transparency, trustworthiness, empathy, social responsibility and inclusivity. According to Stavropoulou et al. (2024:2230), ethical leaders as ‘individuals who prioritise interpersonal relationships and exhibit qualities such as honesty, trustworthiness, reliability, virtue, and courage, guiding them to make equitable decisions and enhancing their credibility as role models’. For Adejuwon (2023:40), ‘Christian ethics has to do with one’s dealings with other people as adjudged by biblical principles of the rightness or wrongness of conducts displayed in relating with others’.

In view of the focus of this submission on attempts to deliver Church leadership from charlatanry and controversy, ethical formation is integral. In the light of various human moral deficiencies, such as selfishness, arrogance, pride, vainglory, greed, lust, sexual scandals, deceit, corruption and indifference, Kretzschmar proposes that Christian leadership requires five formative engagements, namely intellectual conversion, affective conversion, volitional conversion, relational conversion and moral action. On intellectual conversion, Kretzschmar suggests that Christian leaders should be enlightened and empowered to constantly rethink and evaluate their own and others’ moral frameworks. Regarding affective conversion, Kretzschmar calls Christian leaders to develop a high regard for right heartedness towards God and humanity. On volitional conversion, Kretzschmar advises Christian leaders to repent and seek personal redemption when they err. In relation to relational conversion, Kretzschmar urges Christian leaders to build and maintain a moral conscience for personal and inclusive ecclesial and community fellowship and transformation. On moral action, Kretzschmar recommends Christian leaders to exemplify moral uprightness. This author agrees with Kretzschmar (2002:41) ethical leadership is a result of ‘understanding authority and power; developing the moral character of leaders and the empowerment of church members’. In order to realise intellectual, affective, volitional, relational and moral conversions, Kretzschmar (2020) asserts that clerical leaders should pursue humility, prayerfulness, self-introspection, self-control, honesty, fellowship and learning from others:


The rediscovery and practice of the spiritual disciplines discussed above, along with other means, such as the influence of family and culture in moral socialisation, can have a positive effect on individual leaders and their contexts…Christian leaders need to live exemplary lives and provide direction by practising these and other spiritual disciplines (p. 8)



In the context of ecclesiology, the Church belongs to God and is biblically described as the body of Christ (Eph 1:22–23). Thus, leaders ought to be stewards who account to their families, mentors, senior leaders and honest peers for advice, correction, guidance and related support. In contrast to these ideals, the following subsection overviews the problem of charlatanry and controversy in African Pentecostal leadership; subsequently Kretzschmar’s (2002) fivefold proposal is applied.

Research methods and design

Overviewing charlatanry and controversy in African Pentecostal leadership

The fall of Church leaders into charlatanry and controversy is not only an African phenomenon. As signposted in the introduction of this article, ecclesiastic leaders in a variety of countries have been exposed as entangled in charlatanic and controversial issues. Hixenbaugh (2025) reports on calls for reform and repentance after revelations of sexual abuse allegations and cover-ups in the world’s largest Pentecostal denomination, Assemblies of God, in the United States. Carlton (2025) writes about ‘legendary pastors who fell from grace’ in the West and Europe after being involved in various scandals. In Africa, reports of Malawian prophet, Shepherd Bushiri, who claimed that his wife had been impregnated by the Holy Spirit, caused shockwaves across and beyond the continent (Dachen 2016). The prophet is quoted as claiming that God told him that his wife would deliver a second Jesus (Stan 2016). The prophet explained that he had stayed away from his wife and had counted on God to send the Holy Spirit to impregnate and deposit the baby in her womb. In addition, Bushiri has been calling himself and indoctrinating his followers to call him Major 1 or the main prophet of the world. According to BBC News (2020), Bushiri, who claimed that he can walk on air, was charged with fraud and money laundering to the value of ZAR 102 million (USD$ 6.6 m), upon which he fled South Africa, allegedly on Malawi’s presidential jet in the presence of former President Lazarus Chakwera. An investigative Al Jazeera reporter describes Bushiri as a controversial millionaire preacher who has been referred to as one of the richest religious leaders in Africa (Pensulo 2020). Bushiri and his denomination were banned in Botswana, for:


[P]reying on poor people, desperate to improve their lives, by selling merchandise including ‘miracle oil’. The authorities in Botswana shut down his church after it claimed that money could be summoned out of nothing, which contravened financial regulation. (BBC News 2020:n.p.)



Qiki and Howes (2021) and Koopman (2017) uncovered that some prophetic Church leaders demand that their congregants drink petrol or Dettol (a disinfectant or antiseptic liquid), order them to eat grass, snakes, rats, ants, insecticide and motor oil, fondle people’s private parts, and spray insecticide in people’s faces, among other atrocities. In addition, Prophet Alph Lukau claimed to have raised a man from the dead (Nehanda Radio 2019). Olowolagba (2021) writes that the number of controversial pastors in Nigeria is on the increase amid economic hardship; one of them stirred up public debate when videos went viral showing him throwing large amounts of money into a river, compelling adult followers, both male and female, to bathe naked in a river, performing rituals to raise seven corpses back to life, killing church members in rituals and engaging in various other diabolical acts.

Clavarino (2018) chronicles a series of multifaceted charlatanic and controversial activities of Church leaders in Ghana, which include beating critics, commercialising and commodifying the gospel, defrauding congregants, claiming that they possessed the power to resurrect the dead and idolising themselves. Africa’s self-styled prophets lure millions with ‘miracles’. Fröhlich (2019) reveals that, through a myriad of supposedly wondrous feats, Africa’s self-proclaimed preachers and prophets have drifted into all sorts of controversy. He cites Zimbabwean prophet Walter Magaya, who claims to have found cure for human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) and cancer; South African preacher Lasego Daniel of Rabboni Centre Ministries, who coerced his followers to eat grass and drink petrol to ‘be closer to God’; Zimbabwean Pastor Paul Sanyangore, who was televised ‘talking to God on his phone’ during one of his prophetic church services; Zimbabwean prophet Emmanuel Makandiwa, who asked people who had problems with belly fat to come to him for instant miracle weight loss; and Nigerian-Zambian prophet Andrew Ejimadu, who claimed that he had millions in money in his stomach and was able to vomit money during his services. Similarly, strange, charlatanic and controversial issues have entangled Christian leaders in and outside Zimbabwe. Other extreme, ridiculous and contentious examples include Prophet Talent Madungwe, who claims to visit heaven to dine with God and angels (Nyakurerwa 2016); Prophet Makandiwa, who claims that ‘I am more gifted than God. Yes. And God knows that’, and also declared that:


[I]f you get to Heaven and not see him [Makandiwa] there, that means you are not in heaven … meaning that he has done so much good that he has secured his seat in heaven and nothing would deter that. (Dziva 2023:n.p.)



Another strange controversy relates to Prophet Passion Java’s declaration that he would commit suicide if Zimbabwe’s ruling president, Emmerson Mnangagwa, lost the election in 2023 (Bulawayo24 2023). Passion Java is known in Zimbabwe for posting pranks, flaunting expensive paraphernalia, being a court (ruling Zanu-PF party) prophet and using funny street language, sexual innuendo and the Shona language as glossolalia in his church services in the United States. Such controversy also involves one of Zimbabwe Assemblies of God Forward in Faith (ZAOGA FIF) senior pastors, Apostle Christopher Kapandura, who passionately delivers sermons characterised by vulgarity (Sipeyiye & Mpofu 2021). To provide an in-depth analysis, the following subsection narrows the overview of charlatanic and controversial leadership down to two selected Zimbabwean case studies, namely neo-Pentecostal Prophet Passion Java and classical Pentecostal Apostle Christopher Kapandura.

Anatomising charlatanic and controversial leadership

The case of Passion Java: Exemplifying charlatan leadership

Passion Java is a self-proclaimed prophet who was born on 29 October 1988 in Zimbabwe (Tagwirei 2023b:124). He started his church, named Kingdom Embassy (now Passion Java Ministries), in Zimbabwe, Harare in 2012, and relocated his ministry to the United States.

Tagwirei (2023b) reports that Passion Java hugely (ab)uses social media, especially Facebook, which is easily accessible to hordes of people across the world because of its cost-effectiveness. An assessment of posts on his Facebook page (under the name Passion Java) indicate that he uses controversy to charm followers by showing off expensive possessions and speaking funny street language as well as sexual innuendo (i.e. ‘get ready for a prophetic threesome’, ‘Saka aijazira iku benefita chi?’ (ChiShona question that asks, ‘so, what does Al Jazeera benefit from its documentary about institutionalised and state-protected corruption in Zimbabwe’ [which had been released in 2024]); mocking Zimbabweans that they cannot do anything about the disclosure of costly corruption, which involved his mentor, prophet Uebert Angel, the incumbent president Emmerson Mnangagwa and other state officials. Instead of standing and speaking out as the messenger of God who cares for oppressed people, Java proudly displays careless indifference, insensitivity and impunity of power.

At the same time, Java is on record for glossolalia in most of his prophetic ministrations (Tagwirei 2023b). The tongues include the phrase in ChiShona, ‘ndokundibhena, ndokunditetena’ [they resold and enjoyed me many times], referring to the hyperinflation of 2008 when Zimbabwe’s black market exchange rate enabled those who had access to foreign currency to a lot of money.

Because people seem to love controversy, many social media users follow his dubious posts. By 15 March 2026, Java had 1 400 000 Facebook followers. Instead of advancing the gospel, Java promotes partisan prophetic engagement with the state, while sponsoring partisan musicians and content creators (ZimEye 2021). In view of their behaviour, ecclesial leaders such Passion Java appear more charlatanic and controversial than Christian. Having overviewed charlatanry, the following case exemplifies controversial leadership.

The case of Apostle Kapandura: Exemplifying controversial leadership

Apostle Christopher Kapandura is a senior pastor and international youth adviser of ZAOGA FIF, who is popular for using explicit language in most of his sermons. In an exclusive interview with Tsika Lounge (2023), Kapandura said that he was born on 05 August 1955 in Chinhoyi. He is married to Angela Kapandura and, together, they have three children – a boy and two girls. Also known as Kaps and ‘aunt’ and preaching and teaching that married and unmarried believers have to be sexually pure before God, Kapandura proudly uses vulgar language in his preaching. Because of his shameless vulgar descriptions of private parts in his messages, Kapandura spends the better part of his sermons begging his audience to lift their heads and fix their eyes on him – because his audience is usually clearly uncomfortable. Sipeyiye and Mpofu (2021) report that his deliveries are often punctured by explicit explanations that are obscene and unprintable but, according to him, have moulded many youths, including his own three children, within and without the church to faithfully wear the chastity belt, and only release it after marriage. Chirisa (2018:n.p.) recounts that ‘Apostle Kapandura has often come under fire for his use of vulgar and graphic words when delivering sermons’. Kapandura branded himself as a gospel warrior that addresses sexual issues that are traditionally viewed in Zimbabwe as sensitive and private. Further confirming this claim, ZimEye (2018) reports Kapandura saying that:


I [Kapandura] want you [followers] to remember that I am a freedom fighter and I have shelved the gun and got hold of the Holy Bible to destroy the works of the devil … Handisikuda chinhu chinhonzi hure nemaporofita enhema nekuti vazhinji vehama dzedu vaparadzwa nemazitsotsi aya [I don’t want prostitutes and false prophets because many of you have been destroyed by them] … Iwe mukadzi unorega muporofita achikubata garo rako nepatriotic front yako hauzive kuti inokosha here kana magaro achivava kwizira padombo kwete kungokotamira varume vese vese. Tarisa kuno unonyara chii uchitadza kunyara paunozviita [you women, why do you let prophets touch your buttocks and private parts? Don’t you know that your private parts are very important? If your buttocks are irritating you, squeeze them against a wall, not to submit them to all men! Look back at me! Don’t look down! Why do you appear shameful here when you don’t feel any shame when doing it!]. (n.p.)



As chronicled by Gospel Maestro (2019), the apostle passionately describes private parts while he attacks unfaithful and promiscuous men, women and youths. He always leaves some members of his audience shocked by his selection of words to describe what people do when they sin. In revealing his controversial stance further, Gospel Maestro (2019) shared a video titled ‘Apostle Kapandura gives explicit uncensored talk to leadership | Not for the weak of heart (part 1 up to part 5)’. While he rightly calls believers to live the gospel, and to be pure before God and people, most of his sermons are excessively and unnecessarily characterised by vulgarity, in spite of the teaching of Ephesians 4:29, which reads: ‘Don’t use foul or abusive language. Let everything you say be good and helpful, so that your words will be an encouragement to those who hear them’ (NIV).

Obviously, using foul and abusive language in a sermon is not ethical, because it dismisses sinners instead of welcoming and introducing them to the Saviour Jesus Christ. There are several verses that state that Jesus Christ came to save sinners (e.g. Jn 3:16; Mk 2:17; Rm 5:8; Jn 3:16; Lk 5:32; Tm 1 1:15; Pt 2 3:9). In view of Colossians 4:6, which states that our speech should be always gracious and seasoned with salt, clerics should avoid controversy caused by vulgarity, judgementalism and other miscellaneous evils. The recommendation is to minister the gospel for the glory of God and integral salvation of mankind. By drawing lessons from selected cases and ethical Christian leadership, the following section recommends Kretzschmar’s (2002) fivefold ethical formation to reform, restore and transform those who have fallen into charlatanry and controversies.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance to conduct this study was obtained from the North-West University, Theology Research Ethics Committee (No. NWU/01305/26/A6).

Discussion

Delivering church leadership from charlatanry and controversy

This article draws lessons from Kretzschmar’s (2002) fivefold ethical concept of Christian leadership. As clarified before, Kretzschmar proposes that Christian leadership requires moral formation in the five aspects of intellectual conversion, affective conversion, volitional conversion, relational conversion and moral action. In the light of this sequence, it is possible for church leaders who have fallen into charlatanic and controversial leadership to be restored, reformed and transformed through intellectual conversion, affective conversion, volitional conversion, relational conversion and moral action.

Intellectual conversion

In view of Kretzschmar’s (2002) conceptualisation of intellectual conversion in the context of ethical leadership, self-introspection and submission to learning from others is critical for ecclesial leaders to rethink and evaluate their being, positions and responsibilities in Christian leadership. Considering that knowledge is one of the pivotal competencies applicable to African Christian leaders (Tagwirei 2024), every church leader should consistently upgrade their knowledge of God, the Bible, hermeneutics, theology, homiletics and contexts. As Peter and Paul state:


But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. To him be the glory both now and to the day of eternity. Amen. (Pt 2 3:18, NIV)



Intellectual conversion reflects turning from ignorance to knowledge, therefore, if leaders continuously seek to grow their hermeneutical, theological, homiletical, contextual and leadership knowledge, they will eventually stay alert regarding the dangers of charlatanry and controversy and abide by Christian ethics. As Tagwirei (2024:211) asserts, ‘following Godly and Christly leadership leads to other-centredness in a world that idolises self-centredness’. In cases of a leader falling into charlatanry or controversy as a result of biblical ignorance, and or wrong theologies, intellectual conversion can lead to restoration. Theological training does not guarantee ethical leadership, because various factors (such as soundness of trainers and resourcefulness of schools) determine ethicality. Nevertheless, having at least some training improves knowhow and moral formation.

Affective conversion

In the light of Kretzschmar’s (2002) affective conversion, Christian leaders should be reminded to keep high regard for God and His people. This means remembering that being a leader is being a steward of God’s mission to save humanity in accordance with His will. This author agrees with Faber (2023:29) that ‘the Christian philosophy of leadership can, and should be developed from the biblical image of a leader as a steward’. According to Kretzschmar (2002), Christian leaders should remember to follow the teachings and example of Jesus Christ who exemplified steward leadership through servant leadership. Jesus Christ taught and exemplified servant leadership by washing the feet of his disciples (Jn 13:1–17).

Considering that several African leaders obviously find it challenging to acknowledge leadership authority as entrusted by God and to live above reproach, the remnant of Christ-like leaders in churches and ecumenical bodies can and should remind and correct those who fall into charlatanry and controversy to repent and turn back to steward leadership. When a leader takes leadership as stewardship, the leader acknowledges their vulnerability to sin, charlatanry and controversy, they welcome correction, admit that they erred and realign themselves with God’s will.

Volitional conversion

According to Kretzschmar (2002), volitional conversion involves surrendering one’s will to God and aligning with God’s will. The will of God is taken to correspond with the word of God as recorded in the Bible. We can learn from the story of King David (2 Sm 12). Although David was not a charlatan, he controversially had Euriah killed and took his widow for himself. David’s controversial behaviour can be contrasted with his remorsefulness and repentance, which speak volumes about volitional conversion. When prophet Nathan rebuked David (2 Sm 12:1–25), David immediately demonstrated remorsefulness by accepting that he had sinned, weeping, fasting, praying and pleading with God for forgiveness, and for the child that Uriah’s wife had borne him. The child died, but God preserved David’s life. David’s immediate and humble response demonstrates volitional conversion – he submitted himself to God’s will for the sake of repentance and uprightness.

The case of David offers hope to all leaders who have failed morally but still desire forgiveness and redemption. Considering that David was a man after God’s own heart (Ac 13:22) who had fallen into grave sin, it is sobering to realise that even great spiritual leaders can fall, and still rise when corrected and helped to repent and get back on track. That David was restored after welcoming the uncomfortable correction through Nathan, and acknowledging his sin, suggest that leaders can be reformed, restored and transformed after acknowledging their missteps and choosing humility over pride.

Relational conversion

Kretzschmar (2002) proposes relational conversion as an essential component of ethical leadership. Regarding relational conversion, Kretzschmar (2002) asserts that a Christian leader’s moral conscience can be built and sustained by a family, church and community. Christian leaders should build and maintain relationships and fellowship with their families, fellow believers, leaders and community to enrich their moral formation. Relational conversion links with the African philosophy of Ubuntu, which encompass love, unity, hospitality, empathy, mutual giving, dignity, harmony and shared humanity (Nzimakwe 2014). According to Tagwirei (2023a:9), ‘this philosophy is oriented towards fostering the creation and nurturing of a strong and interconnected community’. Unlike selfless charlatanry and controversy, Ubuntu ‘is a way of life and stresses the importance of community, solidarity, sharing and caring’ (Nzimakwe 2014:31). Clearly Ubuntu has a role to play in inspiring and challenging African Church leaders to serve others through African communal love, grace, humility, cooperation and care. Nussbaum (2003) declares:


‘Ubuntu calls on us to believe and feel that:

Your pain is my pain,

My wealth is your wealth,

Your salvation is my salvation’. (p. 21)



Furthermore, relational conversion inspires inclusive teamwork. When leaders relate fellowship and work with their followers and communities, they can leverage ideological, human, material and financial resources to accomplish integral mission. If Church leaders lead their churches, families and communities holistically by proclaiming and demonstrating the gospel in all spiritual, political, ecological and socio-economic dimensions of life, collectively, they can transform the continent.

Moral action

Lastly, Kretzschmar’s (2002) suggests that the conclusive component of moral action can help African ecclesial leaders. When leaders surrender to intellectual, affective, volitional and relational conversion, they can be inspired to act morally. Moral action relates to one of the competencies of Christian leadership development proposed by Malphurs and Manzini (2004): the competency of doing. Tagwirei (2024:213) explains that ‘the doing competency of Christian leadership focuses on the development of leading and pastoring skills’. Tagwirei (2024) lists a number of duties that Christian leaders ought to master, such as preaching, teaching, caring for followers and conducting oneself in ethical ways that align with biblical teachings. This author agrees with Kretzschmar (2002) that, when church leaders are intellectually, affectively, volitionally and relationally transformed, their behaviour changes accordingly. It is believed that the fruits of holistic conversion and transformation are godly and ethical deeds. When people are theologically trained and refreshed, and wilfully and wholeheartedly yield to God and maintain good relations with God and fellow humans, they can withstand temptations of immorality, charlatanry and controversy.

Conclusion

This article troubleshot charlatanry and controversies in African Church leadership. It uncovered that a number of Pentecostal leaders in and beyond Africa are entangled and have been entangling their followers in multifarious charlatanic behaviour and controversies, such as sexual immorality, idolatry, blasphemy, fraud, judgementalism and vulgarity. As a result, such leaders have lost their Christian identity. Drawing lessons from Kretzschmar’s (2002) fivefold ethical concept of Christian leadership, Christian ethical leadership can be reinvigorated through intellectual conversion, affective conversion, volitional conversion, relational conversion and moral action. Through intellectual conversion, flawed leaders can be reformed and transformed and achieve theological enlightenment. It is possible that some flawed leaders lack the theology of Christian leadership that calls for Christ-like, steward and selfless servanthood. The remnant of Christ-like leaders in senior ecumenical positions and fellow denominational leaders can and should advise people in need of theological training to pursue it. In cases where someone cannot enrol for formal theological training, heads of denominations, or ecumenical leaders should facilitate training seminars and or leadership conferences to enlighten, refresh and transform fallen leaders. Regarding affective conversion, relevant denominational or ecumenical authorities should regularly remind ecclesial leaders to stay highly conscious of God and His people. Such consciousness can help leaders pursue uprightness, encourage them to repent when they fall and turn back to God and continue attending Opus Dei. Volitional conversion challenges leaders to submit themselves to the will of God and to continuously prioritise missio Dei instead of personal interests. Through relational conversion, leaders should build and maintain good relations with God and humanity. Having good relations with God and mankind enhance fellowship and mentorship, which beget divine guidance as well as human correction and collaboration. Through moral action, clerical leaders bear the ethical fruits of their intellectual, affective, volitional and relational conversions by the way they talk, live and serve the Church and society. All in all, Church leaders can be delivered from charlatanry and controversy if they turn away from their controversial behaviour or their ecumenical and denominational leaders help them to engage in ethical leadership.

Acknowledgements

Competing interests

The author, Kimion Tagwirei, declares that no financial or personal relationships inappropriately influenced the writing of this article.

CRediT authorship contribution

Kimion Tagwirei: Conceptualisation, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. The author confirms that this work is entirely their own, has reviewed the article, approved the final version for submission and publication, and takes full responsibility for the integrity of its findings.

Funding information

The author received no financial support for the research, authorship and/or publication of this article.

Data availability

Data sharing is not applicable to this article as no new data were created or analysed in this study.

Disclaimer

The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author and are the product of professional research. They do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of any affiliated institution, funder, agency, or that of the publisher. The author is responsible for this article’s results, findings, and content.

References

Adejuwon, E.A., 2023, ‘Christian ethical expectations in leadership’, International Journal of Culture and Religious Studies 4(2), 39–51. https://doi.org/10.47941/IJCRS.1349

Better Words, n.d., Charlatan, viewed 13 March 2026, from https://www.betterwordsonline.com/dictionary/charlatan.

BBC News, 2020, ‘Shepherd Bushiri: Preacher flees South Africa ahead of fraud trial’, 15 November, viewed 13 October 2023, from https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-54949819.

Blandino, S., 2012, ‘The holy spirit’s role in leadership’ [Blog post], viewed 12 February 2026, from https://stephenblandino.com/2012/06/the-holy-spirits-role-in-leadership.html.

Bulawayo24, 2023, ‘Passion Java ready to “commit suicide”’, 23 August, viewed 13 March 2026, from https://bulawayo24.com/index-id-news-sc-national-byo-234700.html.

Carle, R., 2022 ‘Fake miracle spree in Kenya leads to Pentecostal scandals, oversight’, Westside Gazette, 13 June, viewed 13 March 2026, from https://thewestsidegazette.com/fake-miracle-spree-in-kenya-leads-to-pentecostal-scandals-oversight/.

Carlton, G., 2025, ‘Legendary pastors who fell from grace’, Ranker, 23 January, viewed 16 March 2026, from https://www.ranker.com/list/pastors-that-fell-from-grace/genevieve-carlton.

Chirisa, S., 2018, ‘Watch video: Vulgar ZAOGA Pastor returns with another scorching clip!’, Harare.com, 09 August, viewed 16 March 2026, from https://iharare.com/vulgar-zaoga-pastor-returns/.

Clavarino, T., 2018, ‘Inside the dark, opulent world of Ghana’s churches’, Pulitzer Center, 04 April, viewed 13 March 2026, from https://pulitzercenter.org/stories/inside-dark-opulent-world-ghanas-churches.

Collins Dictionary, 2023, Controversy, viewed 12 March 2026, from https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/controversial#google_vignette.

Dachen, I., 2016, ‘Malawian prophet claims wife impregnated by Holy Spirit’, Pulse.ng, 01 August, viewed 13 March 2026, from https://www.pulse.ng/gist/blasphemy-malawain-prophet-claims-wife-impregnated-by-holy-spirit/ejb9rjy.

Dziva, K., 2023, ‘Prophet Makandiwa pulls a “madungwe”, says he is gifted than God!’, ZiMetro News, 17 June, viewed 21 October 2023, from https://zimetro.co.zw/prophet-makandiwa-pulls-a-madungwe-says-he-is-gifted-than-god/.

Faber, R.L., 2023, ‘The Leader as Steward: Reflections on Luke 12:42-48’, Impact: Journal of Transformation 6(1). https://doi.org/10.63988/MRQF4368

Fayehun, A., 2017, ‘Zimbabwean pastor, Paul Sanyangore “calls God on phone” during service’, YouTube, 22 May, viewed 11 January 2026, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ytgG309D5RU&ab_channel=AdeolaFayehun.

Fröhlich, S., 2019, ‘Africa’s self-styled prophets lure millions with “miracles”’, DW, 03 April, viewed 13 October 2023, from https://www.dw.com/en/africas-self-styled-prophets-and-their-miracles/a-47764493.

Gospel Maestro, 2019, This will shock you – ZAOGA Apostle Christopher Kapandura’s latest vulgar sermons go viral (WATCH VIDEOS), viewed 18 October 2023, from https://www.gossipmaestro.co.uk/2019/04/this-will-shock-you-zaoga-apostle.html.

Hanna, M.F., 2006, ‘What is Christian about Christian leadership?’, Journal of Applied Christian Leadership 1, 21–31, viewed 15 August 2023, from https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jacl/vol1/iss1/2.

Hixenbaugh, M., 2025, ‘Assemblies of God pastors call for change after churches fail to oust accused abusers’, NBC News, 07 November, viewed 14 March 2026, from https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/assemblies-god-pastors-call-changes-protect-children-sex-abuse-rcna242402.

Jibreal, S., 2021, ‘A theoretical difference between leadership and management’, Journal of Social Sciences and Education 4(2), 276–283. https://doi.org/10.53047/josse.959155

Jones, J., Murray, S. & Warren, K., 2018, ‘Christian leadership in a secular world’, Journal of Applied Christian Leadership 12(2), 90–107, viewed 19 January 2026, from https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jacl/vol12/iss2/9.

Kgatle, M.S., 2021, Pentecostalism and cultism in South Africa, Series Christianity and Renewal – Interdisciplinary Studies, Springer International Publishing, Cham.

Koopman, S., 2017, ‘From petrol to disinfectant and insecticide, this pastor is now feeding his congregants motor oil and still no way to keep churchgoers safe from false prophets’, Huffington Post, 18 January, viewed 16 March 2026, from https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/from-petrol-to-disinfectant-and-insecticide-this-pastor-is-now_uk_5c7e942ce4b078abc6c0ecea.

Kretzschmar, L., 2002, ‘Authentic Christian leadership and spiritual formation in Africa’, Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 113, 41–60.

Kretzschmar, L., 2020, ‘African and Western approaches to the moral formation of Christian leaders: The role of spiritual disciplines in counteracting moral deficiencies’, HTS Teologiese Studies/ Theological Studies 76(2), a5913. https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v76i2.5913

Malphurs, A. & Mancini, W., 2004, Building leaders: Blueprints for developing leadership at every level of your Church, Baker Books, Grand Rapids, MI.

Maxwell, J.C., 1998, 21 Irrefutable laws of leadership, Thomas Nelson, Nashville, TN.

McKinney, W., 2022, ‘What does Paul mean by “quarrelsome”?’, 9Marks, 18 March, viewed 12 February 2026, from https://www.9marks.org/article/what-does-paul-mean-by-quarrelsome/.

Merriam-Webster Dictionary, n.d., Controversy, viewed 12 October 2023, from https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/controversy.

Mutiga, M.N.K. & James, M., 2025, ‘Commercialization of the Gospel by independent preachers: Trends and implications – A case of Meru County, Kenya’, International Journal of Research and Innovation in Applied Science X(IV), 1116–1124. https://doi.org/10.51584/IJRIAS.2025.10040090

Nehanda Radio, 2019, ‘Pastor Alph Lukau claims to “raise” dead man during church service – Video and pictures’, 27 February, viewed 13 February 2026, from https://nehandaradio.com/2019/02/25/pastor-alph-lukau-claims-to-raise-dead-man-during-church-service-video-and-pictures/.

Ngwoke, P.N., 2024, ‘A critical view on the rising spate of Pentecostal churches in Port Harcourt, Rivers State’, African Journal of Pentecostal Studies 1(1), a23. https://doi.org/10.4102/ajops.v1i1.23

Nienaber, H., 2010, ‘Conceptualisation of management and leadership’, Management Decision 48(5), 661–675. https://doi.org/10.1108/02517471080000699

Nyakurerwa, W., 2016, ‘I’ve been invited to heaven … again’, Sunday Mail, 29 May, viewed 13 January 2026, from https://www.sundaymail.co.zw/ive-been-invited-to-heaven-again.

Nussbaum, B., 2003, ‘Ubuntu: Reflections of a South African on our common humanity’, Reflections 4, 21–26. https://doi.org/10.1162/152417303322004175

Nzimakwe, T.I., 2014, ‘Practising ubuntu and leadership for good governance: The South African and continental dialogue’, African Journal of Public Affairs 7, 30–41, viewed 12 January 2026, from https://repository.up.ac.za/server/api/core/bitstreams/2c31d131-de03-47e0-b6e6-92dc47d66630/content.

Olowolagba, F., 2021, ‘“Controversial pastors” on the rise in Nigeria amid economic hardship’, Daily Post, 02 February, viewed 13 January 2026, from https://dailypost.ng/2021/02/02/controversial-pastors-on-the-rise-in-nigeria-amid-economic-hardship/.

Oxford English Dictionary, n.d., Charlatan, viewed 13 March 2026, from https://www.oed.com/dictionary/charlatan_n.

Pensulo, C., 2020, ‘Who is Malawi’s self-proclaimed “prophet” Shepherd Bushiri?’, Al Jazeera, 28 November, viewed 13 January 2026, from https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2020/11/25/who-is-malawis-self-proclaimed-prophet-shepherd-bushiri.

Piper, J., 2023, ‘The sick love of controversy’, Ask Pastor John, Episode 1949, 12 June, viewed 13 January 2026, from https://www.desiringgod.org/interviews/the-sick-love-of-controversy.

Qiki, V. & Howes, L., 2021, ‘Do Mark 7:1–23 and Matthew 15:1–20 condone the unusual practices of new prophetic Pentecostal churches?’, Verbum et Ecclesia 42(1), a2254. https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v42i1.2254

Sangwa, S. & Mutabazi, P., 2025, ‘The business of blessing: Commercialization of Christian ministry in Pentecostal, charismatic, and evangelical movements’, Open Journal of Business & Theology 4(2), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.15438112

Sipeyiye, M. & Mpofu, P., 2021, ‘Sex gospel in Zimbabwe’s Pentecostal Christianity as a response to social change: The case of Apostle Kapandura and Mai Lucia Gunguwo’, Journal of Asian and African Studies 57(6), 00219096211046274. https://doi.org/10.1177/00219096211046274

Stan, S., 2016, ‘Prophet Bushiri claims wife impregnated by Holy Spirit’, Nairaland Forum, 29 July, viewed 11 February 2026, from https://www.nairaland.com/3255931/prophet-bushiris-claims-wife-impregnated.

Stavropoulou, A., Ooms, A., Rovithis, M. & Stroumpouki, T., 2024, ‘Key concepts of ethical leadership: A review of the literature’, World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews 21(3), 2227–2232. https://doi.org/10.30574/wjarr.2024.21.3.0913

Tagwirei, K., 2023a, ‘Uniting divided religious leaders to democratize Zimbabwe’, Religions 14, 1224. https://doi.org/10.3390/rel14101224

Tagwirei, K., 2023b, ‘Hearing the loud voices of the silent Church in Zimbabwe’, in B. Dube (ed.), Regime, religion and the consolidation of Zanu-PFism in Zimbabwe, African Histories and Modernities, Palgrave Macmillan, Cham.

Tagwirei, K., 2024, ‘Developing African Christian leaders for global transformation’, E-Journal of Religious and Theological Studies (ERATS) 10(5), 206–217. https://doi.org/10.38159/erats.20241057

Taru, J., 2024, ‘The rise of African prophets: The unchecked power of the leaders of Pentecostal churches’, The Conversation, 08 February, viewed 15 January 2026, from https://theconversation.com/the-rise-of-african-prophets-the-unchecked-power-of-the-leaders-of-pentecostal-churches-221887.

Tsika Lounge, 2023, ‘Apostle Kapandura interview’, 13 February, viewed 23 April 2026, from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rrwi5UICjO4.

Tsoukala, A., 2021, ‘Understanding controversy: The detection of polarization traits and the patterns that provoke conflicted controversy in digital discourse’, Master’s thesis, School of Science Informatics and Computational Biomedicine, University of Thessaly.

Washington, J., 2024, ‘All of the megachurch scandals you absolutely need to know’, The Root, 29 March, viewed 13 March 2026, from https://www.theroot.com/all-of-the-megachurch-scandals-you-absolutely-need-to-k-1851279692.

Woolley, R., 2011, ‘Controversial issues: Identifying the concerns and priorities of student teachers’, Policy Futures in Education 9(2), 280–291. https://doi.org/10.2304/pfie.2011.9.2.280

ZimEye, 2018, ‘ZAOGA pastor in shock obscenities sermon’, 13 March, viewed 18 February 2026, from https://www.zimeye.net/2018/03/13/zaoga-pastor-in-shock-obscenities-sermon/.

ZimEye, 2021, ‘Passion Java teams up with Zanu PF youth members in Chiyangwa’s Indigenous Business Group’, 21 April, viewed 14 March 2026, from https://www.zimeye.net/2021/04/25/passion-java-teams-up-with-zanu-pf-youth-members-in-chiyangwas-indigenous-business-group/#google_vignette.

OPS/symbol.jpg
 — .\

\ U





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
e AOSIS

African Journal of Pentecostal
Studies

http://www.ajops.org

Delivering Church leadership from
charlatanry and controversy in
African Pentecostalism

Kimion Tagwirei

African Journal of Pentecostal Studies 3(1), a149.
https:/doi.org/10.4102/ajops.v3i1.149






