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Abstract 
Pentecostal Christianity is one of the most dynamic 21st century religions in 

Southern Africa. The practices enacted within Pentecostal churches in 

Zimbabwe reflect ambivalence where empowerment of women is concerned. 

Subsequently, the interplay of religion, spirituality and masculinities in the 

subjugation of women is an enduring concern, hence, an opportunity for the 

church to redress the apparent gender injustices that compromise the well-

being of women. The prevailing situation concerning Pentecostal deliverance 

altar calls in particular, illustrates gender prejudice, due to the pervasive nature 

of dominant masculinities and their manifestation in the deployment of the 

deliverance altar call. We argue that the nature and execution of spiritual 

rituals such as the Pentecostal deliverance altar call raises more questions than 

it solves problems. This paper problematises the ambivalent discourses that 

emanate from crowd-pulling deliverance altar calls that promise relief to 

individuals in all forms of turmoil, from disease to poverty, in two Pentecostal 

churches in Zimbabwe: the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) and the Zimbabwe 

Assemblies of God Africa (ZAOGA). Findings established that the current 

deliverance altar calls inevitably relegated women to the periphery, where 

they are perpetually presumed to be in need of rescue. Furthermore, the altar 

calls targeted women through a gender-biased practice we have termed 

feminisation of evil, a practice driven by dominant masculinities in leadership. 
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We recommend a reconstruction of church rituals by a gender conscious 

leadership with a view to empower women. 

 

Keywords: Pentecostalism, masculinities, altar call, gender bias 

 

 

Introduction and Background 
Pentecostal Christianity has become one of the fastest growing Christian 

movements in Southern Africa (Machingura, Togarasei & Chitando 2018). 

Zimbabwe is one country in which Pentecostalism has flourished as a 

‘quantum source of solace’ in response to a debilitating socio-economic and 

political environment. The practices enacted within Pentecostal churches in 

Zimbabwe reflect ambivalence where empowerment of women is concerned. 

Gender injustice is an ongoing challenge in Zimbabwe, due to the colonial 

legacies of dominance and patriarchy. Subsequently, the interplay of religion, 

spirituality, masculinities and subjugation of women are an enduring concern. 

Given that women predominantly populate the 21st century church in 

postcolonial spaces, there is an opportunity for the church to redress the gender 

injustices that are rife in contemporary society. However, we argue that there 

are challenges in the manner with which the Pentecostal church deliverance 

altar call is conducted in AFM and ZAOGA churches in Zimbabwe. The 

deliverance altar call has drawn congregants from across denominational lines 

in Zimbabwe through promises of relief from all forms of turmoil such as 

unemployment (pegged above 90%), disease, and poverty (Magezi & 

Manzanga 2016). 

 This paper problematises the practice of altar calls in ZAOGA and 

AFM. It seeks to contribute to the emergence of literature on the ambivalent 

discourses of the deliverance altar call and the impact of this ambivalence on 

gender justice. It is important for researchers to attend to the micro-processes 

that feed into the stream of discourses on gender oppression and women 

disempowerment hence the focus of this paper. In taking the critical stance of 

questioning the deployment of the deliverance altar call, the argument here is 

not to categorically discredit the functionality of the altar call intrinsically. 

Rather, it is to suggest the need for careful examination of the patterning of the 

current deliverance altar call and its ramifications on, and implications for girls 

and women as well as men in the Apostolic Faith Mission in Zimbabwe (AFM) 

and Zimbabwe Assemblies of God Africa (ZAOGA). 
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Literature Review 
The bulk of scholarly inquiry in the field of religion and gender has focused on 

what the church is doing or not doing in terms of inclusion and exclusion of 

women in church activities. However, there is a paucity of research on the 

deliverance altar call and its impact on gender justice and women 

empowerment. This paper attempts to fill this gap by considering how the 

deliverance altar call shapes discursive relations culminating in gender bias in 

the church. We are particularly preoccupied with the manner in which the 

deliverance altar call is deployed, and the ways in which this particular 

deployment shapes mind-sets, behaviours, and practices of both men and 

women thus intensifying the marginality of women and perpetuating gender 

bias.  

 Issues to do with the marginality of women and girls in religion and 

spirituality are as ancient as time itself. In the late seventies, Ruether & 

McLaughlin (1979:334) were concerned about the marginalisation of women 

in both Jewish and Christian society, in which male bias was rife. Much later, 

and with reference to Zimbabwe, Machingura (2012) observed worrying trends 

of the oppression of women and girls in African Independent Churches. The 

Pentecostal church consistently emerges as a gendered space (Mapuranga 

2013) and a gendered wilderness (Mukonyora 2007) in scholarly research 

conducted so far. Consequently, the Pentecostal church falls within Massey’s 

(1994:15) description of a gendered space as: 

 

The socially constructed, geographical, and also architectural 

arrangements and space which regulate and restrict women’s 

access to spaces which [sic] are also connected to the 

production of power and privileges in a given context. 

 

The subjugation of women in the church is predominantly linked to the concept 

of dominant masculinities. Masculinities are ‘understood as historical and 

cultural specific constructions of men’s gender identities and men’s position in 

gender relations’ (Van Klinken & Smit 2013: 3). Of interest in this paper is 

that the impact of some of the internal rituals of Pentecostal Christianity, such 

as the deliverance altar call, are ambivalent and problematic.  

 Scholars such as Chitando & Biri (2013) problematise the subject of 

masculinities in ZAOGA as both contributing towards and driving gender bias 
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through a dual lens of culture and Christian spirituality. These scholars grapple 

with the question of whether the Jesus-figure offers a model of redemptive 

masculinities, or reinforces hegemonic notions of masculinity. The questions 

that Chitando and Biri ask are pertinent in this paper’s attempt to expose the 

gender bias inherent in deliverance altar calls in AFM and ZAOGA. Our paper 

uses these scholars’ considerations as points of departure to pinpoint the central 

problematic that continues to confound dominant masculinities in the Christian 

fold. We italicise to draw attention to the notion that once a Christian, the 

assumption is that of perfection, yet Chitando and Biri (2013) indicate 

challenges in the interpretation and implication of the Jesus-figure. In the same 

vein, Van Klinken & Smit (2013) interrogate what it means to men that Jesus 

exists in the gendered body of a man. Literature generally indicates the need 

for ‘redemptive’ masculinities (Chitando & Chirongoma, 2012) and 

transformed masculinities (Morrell & Ouzgane, 2005a: 8-9). Of interest to our 

argument in this paper, therefore, is the acknowledgement that current 

masculinities in the church are problematic and can be transformed for the 

benefit of both men and women.  

 We are persuaded that the problem with the male-female dichotomy 

that is enacted in religious and spiritual spaces is a matter of individuals’ 

standing in relation to one another. A relational conceptualisation of equality 

encourages a balanced view of male-female dynamics. The myths of feminine 

inferiority and of natural masculine superiority are precarious constructs that 

drive masculinities, leading to the violation of women through humiliating 

practices that result in them living in servitude, thus rendering them subjects 

without voice or choice. These myths and complexes can only be negotiated 

through subversive readings of, and critical engagement with, entrenched 

church practices such as the deliverance altar call.  

 This paper uses, as its point of departure, the call in Christian circles 

to view Pentecostalism as the wellspring of the good news of justice and love; 

virtues that, when put into practice and lived consistently, can transform the 

world in every facet, gender justice included. Pentecostal churches such as 

AFM and ZAOGA have the capacity to tackle big issues of the century 

including gender discrimination. Of note in the discussion is the understanding 

that women and girls represent the easiest to reach demographic for many 

brands, the church included. It is against this background that this paper 

interrogates prevailing practices surrounding the deployment of the altar call 

in spiritual deliverance sessions in the AFM and ZAOGA churches in 
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Zimbabwe, and the subsequent impact on congregants, particularly girls and 

women.  

 
 

Tracing the History of the Altar Call 
Literature indicates that the Bible does not teach the altar call. The altar call is 

an evangelical invention that is less than 200 years old. Literature states that 

the altar call was invented by a Presbyterian evangelist named Charles G. 

Finney, who lived from 1792 to 1875. Finney juxtaposed altar calling with 

sinner-congregants coming forward to the anxious seat or to the inquiry room. 

He began using the altar call actively in his evangelistic services around 1820. 

The altar call has, since its invention, been modified and recreated by 

evangelists and televangelists such as the late Billy Graham.  

 The original altar call is an appeal for an immediate response to a 

sermon. In this context, the preacher appeals for a public act of commitment 

from the congregants who wish to forsake a sinful life; this involves raising of 

the hand then walking down the aisle to the front of a church audience to 

indicate willingness to repent or need for prayer assistance. It is on this 

repentance altar call that the deliverance altar call is built. In many sermons, 

congregants who need deliverance from the various challenges that the 

preacher articulates come after the repentance call. The practice of altar calls 

in the AFM and ZAOGA draws on a foundational belief in the outpouring of 

the Holy Spirit whenever believers meet, as evidenced in the famous 312 Azusa 

Street Revival, Los Angeles that happened in the first decade of the 20th century 

(Sipeyiye 2018).  

 
 

Rituals in the AFM and ZAOGA 
Pentecostalism, like any other Christian movement, depends on ritual and 

practice to set itself apart from other movements. Sachikonye, in Machingura, 

Togarasei & Chitando (2018) cite the practices of ‘matarenda’ (School of 

Talents) and ‘magaba’ (Tin Mission Fund) as social and economic practices 

that reduce the burden of poverty on women. It, has therefore become a 

trending ritual for ZAOGA congregants, particularly women, to be fundraising 

for one cause or another. Following Musoni’s (2013) perspective, it is through 

such practices that social transformation is achieved. While ‘matarenda’ as an 

entrepreneurial venture has bridged the unemployment and poor income gap, 
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‘magaba’ has fundraised for vulnerable children. The list of engaging practices 

that ZAOGA offers includes the rehabilitation centre for the disabled and a 

hospital, the ZAOGA FIF Hospital in Harare, where medicine and spirituality 

interface (Musoni 2013). The existence of the outlined activities and practices 

serves as an indicator that the deliverance altar call, as a ritualised practice 

exists in a continuum of practices that the AFM and ZAOGA churches 

routinely engage in for sustaining the congregants and fulfilling the Pentecostal 

mandate. Similarly, the AFM runs a school for orphans in Masvingo. In 

addition, both churches have vibrant children’s ministries, women’s ministries 

and enriching couples’ fellowships. The common ritual of the deliverance altar 

call to free congregants from all forms of oppression is one practice on which 

both churches rely for setting congregants free from bondage. It is the 

limitations and implications of the administration of this altar call that we 

interrogate in this paper. 

 

 

Hermeneutics and the Deliverance Altar Call  
We are persuaded that the problematics of altar call administration emanate 

from general interpretation of texts and practices. Therefore, an understanding 

of the Pentecostal beliefs regarding the Holy Spirit and Biblical interpretation 

is important in shedding light on underlying issues that subsequently manifest 

as biased practices. Pentecostal congregants are confident in their belief in the 

Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit is perceived as a living power, who speaks and 

influences the church in all its operations (Gabaitse 2015). Consequently, the 

Holy Spirit directs all activities in the church. It is from the point of view of 

the Holy Spirit that the Bible is interpreted in the Pentecostal church. There are 

two categories of Pentecostal hermeneutics, namely articulated Pentecostal 

hermeneutics and unarticulated Pentecostal hermeneutics (Thomas 1994).  

 Articulated Pentecostal hermeneutics refers to the academic exercise 

of applying rigour in the reading and interpretation of Biblical texts and related 

practices (Gabaitse 2015; Thomas 1994). Unarticulated hermeneutics, 

following Thomas’ framework, manifests in the church through actions, 

practices and performances by members. Usually unconsciously, members 

shape, develop and perpetuate practices as they participate in church activities 

such as singing, worship, prayer, testimonies, preaching (Gabaitse 2015; 

Thomas 1994). We add deliverance altar calls to this list of activities in the 

understanding that altar calls are the climactic culmination of the spiritual 
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manifestation of God’s power in every service in the Pentecostal churches 

under study. The unarticulated Pentecostal hermeneutic is uncritical, as it takes 

Biblical texts at face value without reference to contexts and prevailing 

situations at the time of writing of the stated texts. We concur with Gabaitse’s 

(2015) view that the unarticulated Pentecostal hermeneutic is responsible for 

the marginalisation of women wherever it is practised, due to the absence of a 

critical approach. 

 
 

Research Methodology 
This paper employed a qualitative approach. We utilised narrative methods and 

a hermeneutic phenomenology in the gathering of data. In addition, we 

engaged in a purposive sample of participants focusing on their age and gender. 

Eight participants were drawn from AFM and ZAOGA Bindura urban 

assemblies in Mashonaland Central Province in Zimbabwe. Urban assemblies 

were chosen due to the urban socio-economic and political challenges in 

Zimbabwe. Gathering of narratives was done on a Monday after the Sunday 

service so as to ensure that participants had significantly fresh recollections of 

the deliverance altar call practice under analysis.  

 Our sample also included three men, which helped to avoid the 

provincialism that drives many current debates in post-colonial spaces. As 

argued by Long (2018: 25), the idea that only women may speak for women, 

or that only the oppressed may speak for the oppressed ‘is surely one of the 

most dangerous ideas in circulation today. It denies the possibility of empathy- 

of a shared humanity’. Our focus was on individual congregants’ narratives of 

experiences of the deliverance altar call. Narratives give room for in-depth 

data, therefore, a small number has the capacity to adequately elicit data and 

thematic issues that can sustain an argument and guide new trajectories. 

Therefore, we conducted semi-structured interviews that were conducted in the 

homes or offices of the eight selected participants. The interviews ranged from 

between 20 to 40 minutes. Participant interviews were made upon request so 

as to avoid audio recordings. Participants offered to write their responses on 

paper than have themselves recorded as they did not want to disrespect their 

church leaders by recording viewpoints that were not aligned to the current 

beliefs and practices in their assemblies. The subject of altar calls was a 

sensitive issue, as it required them to discuss church leadership, hence the 

reluctance to be recorded. We understood this limitation as a genuine 
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confidentiality concern. A discussion of participants’ responses then followed 

whereby the researchers would follow up on issues that needed elucidation. 

Participant  contributions  were  assigned  pseudonyms  to  protect  their  identi-

ties. 

 

 

Phenomenological Analysis of Narratives 
This paper used a phenomenological perspective in the interpretation of 

participants’ experiences of the deliverance altar call. Phenomenology is the 

study of human experience and the manner in which things are perceived 

through human consciousness (Langdridge 2007). What we found appropriate 

about phenomenological analysis in this particular enquiry was that the case at 

hand required a double hermeneutic in which as researchers we were 

attempting to make sense of participants’ experiences while the participants 

themselves were in the process of making sense of their own experiences of 

the deliverance altar call. Consequently, the participants were still negotiating 

what the altar call had done and undone in their emotional, psycho-social, and 

spiritual lives. The process of interpreting an individual’s lived experience or 

narrative is a complex one. It involves intricate exploration of the individual’s 

past through reflection, languaging, intuiting, and imagining. It is an involving 

and consuming preoccupation that demands empathy in an attempt to ascribe 

meaning and measure impact of experiences on the participant (Willig 2009). 

An important aspect of phenomenological interpretation is that different 

individuals living in the same environment can experience the same event in 

utterly different ways. For example, while the women in the sample felt 

violated and somewhat unsure of their identities after an altar call, the men 

radiated confidence and a sense of still-resilience, which can either be 

interpreted as exaggerated for effect, or as real. Interpretive phenomenological 

analysis essentially makes use of purposive samples to gather comprehensive 

information about the targeted respondents (Willig 2009). All the eight 

participants in the sample had one aspect in common. Rather than making 

assumptions regarding the deliverance altar call in totality, this paper analyses 

each research participant’s narrative as an insider’s perspective of the issue 

under analysis. Such insider insights can then be used to formulate 

theorisations that can be incorporated into prevailing theories (Tamachi et al. 

2018). Emerging themes were constructed from comprehensive analysis of 

narratives.  
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Discussion of Findings 

Feminisation of Evil 
The prevailing notion emerging from the findings is that the altar call is a space 

of tacit contestation of power. Leadership, exhibiting characteristics of 

negative masculinities, whether deliberately or through force of habit, 

announce altar calls by outlining the common problems afflicting congregants 

or as the spirit leads, pinpointing individuals who need deliverance. Whether 

they are demonic manifestations of disease or social discord, it would seem 

that the majority of these calls targeted women. 

 Findings indicate that the ZAOGA and AFM churches may be led by 

different leaders, but they have similar altar call administration. Both churches 

seem to have aspects linking them to gender bias and perpetuation of 

oppressive tendencies towards women and girls. Evidence from female 

narratives indicated that altar calls seem to target females in the church. Below 

is Mandipa’s (a pseudonym) narrative. Mandipa is a 35-year-old single mother 

with three children who attends ZAOGA. We chose this story particularly 

because of its representative nature. It outlines many of the issues narrated by 

the participants in the sample. 

 

I was born in a Pentecostal church environment and as I grew older, 

I naturally received Jesus Christ as my personal Saviour. I love 

Christ. My relationship with God is rewarding at many levels. It is the 

things that are done in church and the way they are done that make 

me uneasy. Do not get me wrong; I have benefitted from having a 

close relationship with Christ Jesus. The altar call that you are 

specifically asking about is one such thing that I have a problem with. 

Because it makes me feel as if something is wrong somehow. Altar 

calls are done every end of service in our assembly. The leader calls 

out for those who have been raped, abused and rejected. On many 

occasions, he can say something like ‘There are barren women here, 

there are women who are yearning for marriage as I speak, there is a 

girl troubled by an aunt who is trying to bewitch her; You are troubled 

by jeko [menstrual cramps], Spiritual husbands have been haunting 

you for years and so on’. And of course, many women, just like me, 

will fit somewhere in the description, so we go to the altar for prayers 

and deliverance. Now, over the years, I find myself resentful of men. 
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For not being subject to the preacher’s direct pin-pointing of faults, 

needs and problems. I am even resentful of myself for always being 

one of the many who needs help for such degrading and humiliating 

problems. Sometimes I wish I could just become a man, and go for 

altar calls that denounce poverty, promise anointing for promotion at 

work, salary increases, new cars, and blessings to build properties for 

those with stands or land awaiting development. Anyway, I am a 

single mother and I cannot change that, so I have to put up with it 

because I have faith that God will have mercy on me even though I 

am not happy with the way it is always us women who have problems 

that are announced in church. 

 

The above narrative was followed up by an interview to clarify on the 

assumptions of female poverty, curse of singlehood and curse of femininity 

that emerged from the emotional narrative. It should be stated at this point that 

*Mandipa form ZAOGA explained that things were done this way since 

‘ndiwo maitiro edu’ (it is our way of doing things). A sense of defeat and 

hopelessness was evident from one who believed they could not change the 

status quo. Another revealing narrative from *Sinaye (a pseudonym) 

mentioned some key features of altar calls that we identified as problematic to 

the ideal of eradicating gender imbalances, oppression and bias. Sinaye, a 17-

year-old girl from AFM commented thus: 

 

I love the church and everything we do here. My belief in God is firm. 

What I know for sure is that the men are here to pray for the women. 

Whether it is sickness, or seeking a marriage partner, only women are 

targeted. You see, if the preacher concludes their sermon by calling 

on women who have discordant relationships, women whose hus-

bands are cheating on them and girls who want to secure life 

partners- it is obvious that only girls and women will go up front. I 

feel like women in this church are weak. Maybe I should say weak-

ened. We are presented as helpless. Like we are desperate almost .… 

I am slowly dealing with these questions in my mind. In my own way. 

I do not want to be dependent even if it is for prayer. Why broadcast 

my weaknesses? The men and boys who remain rooted in their seats 

are not problem-free. I suspect they are embarrassed to come forward 

because the trend is that only women and girls need deliverance. 
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The hierarchical nature of Pentecostalism and the central role of leaders in 

deliverance required us to have a participant leader, Takunda. Below is a 

narrative from one of the men in the sample, Takunda (pseudonym), a 35-year-

old man who holds a leadership position in the AFM church: 

 

I have been a member of the church for ten years. I have been a leader 

for the past three years. I will give you my experiences on the altar 

call. Apart from the repentance altar call, most altar calls really 

relate to issues that affect women. If women do not get help in church, 

then why are they coming to church? Therefore, I can say that the 

altar call is designed to address problems faced by women, such as 

failure to get a marriage partner, demonic manifestations, cancer, 

barrenness, and so on- issues that rarely affect men. Well, I have also 

stood up to go for an altar call on those rare occasions when it’s a 

big conference, and the preacher calls out to those who need 

anointing by the Holy Spirit, or those who need promotion, or riches 

or other male related issues. The truth is, not many men go forward 

anyway. I do not always go myself. I have just been accustomed to the 

fact that the calls are focused more on female problems, as opposed 

to male issues. In any case; the men are the ones praying for the 

women and children mostly. The men are the anointed leaders.  

 

*Takunda from AFM stated that the church focuses on needs of women as 

they constitute the majority of congregants, yet he as a man is part of those 

congregants who feels neglected, this in itself is ambivalent. The implication 

is that oppressive tendencies enacted by leadership have become woven into 

the essence of patriarchy in a manner after Chitando & Biri’s (2013) Jesus-

figure, as well as Van Klinken & Smit’s (2013) gendered male body of Jesus. 

As a result, masculinities are deployed even to their own disadvantage in the 

AFM church. Men get left out, even when they have need, because the general 

and dangerous assumption is that womanhood is synonymous with frailty.  

 The narratives in the sample demonstrated that altar calls could be 

grouped into three categories, namely: call to repentance, call for anointing, 

and call for deliverance from specific demonic strongholds. Apart from the 

altar call, the women in the sample indicated that there are other practices that 

are conducted in ways that buttress the belief that men are superior, while 

women’s lives are riddled with problems that render them inferior and 
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incapable of contributing meaningfully to society; hence, the need for 

teaching and deliverance. Single women’s groups, widows’ meetings, kitchen 

tea parties, baby showers, baby welcome parties, as well as Thursday and 

Saturday meetings in which women are taught how to be productive, self-

reliant, preserve their marriages through biblical submission. Participants 

indicated that only a few men’s fellowship meetings were ever held, in which 

they held a braai and discussed mainly business ideas. The approach of the 

church, therefore, has as its point of departure the image of a female that is 

almost infantilised, with the boys and men holding a superior position in true 

patriarchal style.  

 One participant Maita (a pseudonym) from ZAOGA, indicated that 

when announcing the altar call for repentance, the preachers usually say, ‘It 

does not matter what your past was like- maybe you were a witch, a prostitute 

or whatever, you can be saved if you give your life to Christ Jesus today’. 

Maita’s narrative was corroborated by our field notes from the participatory 

observation of four sermons, that is, two from ZAOGA and two from AFM. 

There seems to be a scripted announcement, such that even if the preacher on 

a given day is a woman (such as on Women’s Big Sunday or Mother’s Day), 

they also present a masculine and patriarchal authority, articulating femininity 

negatively. In this instance, they say things that relate to women as if they are 

the only ones who are targets for repentance and/or deliverance. These 

contradictions are inherent in practices in both ZAOGA and AFM, where there 

is a multiplicity of women’s fora, such as women’s weekly meetings (chipiri, 

china, sabata), (Women’s Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays) while men’s 

fora exist in name, but fail to be effective (Chitando & Biri 2013). 

 The various dimensions of practising religion in the Pentecostal church 

offer an opportunity for the church to integrate gender justice as a good 

practice. The findings of this study indicate that the manner in which the church 

executes its mission and the manner according to which practices gender is 

critical in achieving gender justice. Gender bias is a critical component of 

gender-based violence. Where there is bias, exploitation is fuelled. The 

dialogue about gender justice therefore centres on creating a safe space for 

women. However, given the ambivalence of the deliverance altar call, even 

when the women in the sample stated that they received healing from the 

deliverance altar calls, the manner in which the call was made left them feeling 

vulnerable and inferior. 

 The manner that deliverance altar calls are announced involve a  
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fundamental shift in the receiver’s self-perception and self-esteem. The current 

deliverance altar call in both the AFM and ZAOGA churches is scripted along 

the lines of a dominant masculinities church leadership that seems to ritualise 

activities that present femininities in an ambivalent light. On the one hand, the 

practice seems to be loudly claiming that the girls and women are important, 

therefore, we incorporate them as special in our programme. Yet, on the other 

hand, a closer analysis of the calls speaks negatively about how women are 

perceived by the church. Participants indicated that the church leaders qualified 

to announce the deliverance altar call included, but were not limited to, the 

Assembly Pastor, an Elder chairing the day’s ecclesiastical service, or an Elder 

with a prophetic word specifically targeting a group of congregants in need of 

deliverance on that particular day as the Holy Spirit leads. Findings indicate 

that church leaders follow internalised and ritualised scripts when announcing 

deliverance altar calls.  

 Our interpretative phenomenological analysis of the Pentecostal 

deliverance altar call showed how girls and women experience it. The call is 

an experience for women that shapes the manner in which they perceived 

themselves in relation to men, and also shapes the manner in which men 

perceive women, both in and out of church. The altar call discourse that was 

selected as the focus of this study is significant in its promise to expose the 

implications of a micro-discourse on social actors, as well as larger discourses, 

such as female empowerment and gender justice. In order for us to interpret 

the ascribed meaning in deliverance altar calls, we need to understand that 

discourse determines relationships. By closely analysing transcripts of 

deliverance altar calls characterised by appeals for individuals who needed 

prayers using the basic criteria of phenomenological analysis, we managed to 

extrapolate the salient characteristics of deliverance altar calls in a Pentecostal 

tradition, and the responses of women in the sample. 

 
 

Leadership and Dominant Masculinities 
A successful discussion of the altar call practice is hinged on church leadership. 

Church leadership in the Pentecostal tradition are predominantly men, and they 

are key in the deployment and enactment of rituals in the church. An analysis 

of church leaders preoccupied with the task of executing missions reveals their 

ambivalent role in the history of human progress (Kaunda 2014). While church 

leaders have been positively instrumental in pursuing social change and 
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development, revelations from history, forwarded by feminist theologians, 

indicates the negative role of church leaders in endorsing gender discriminating 

practices under the realm of divine authority (Kaunda 2014). This observation 

suggests that the execution of missions is seldom neutral. Following Nadar 

(2009), the Christian mission can be viewed as the practical dissemination of 

the good news of justice and love. It is the exercise of justice and love that is 

then expected to transform all forms of injustice in the world such as gender 

injustice and the marginalisation of women. What we find problematic about 

the prevailing discourses on gender bias and oppression is that the church 

seems to be a replica of certain cultural stereotypes, as evinced by McFadden 

(1994) cited in Zhou and Landa (2013). According to McFadden (1994), 

certain cultures (and we observe that religions and spiritual institutions fit in 

this category) execute their work (we view these as rituals, ceremonies and 

services in the church) in ways that oppress women, due to the fertile 

discourses in these processes that support oppressive tendencies.  

 Women are usually the victims in instances of flawed interpretation of 

scripture. A consideration of the attitude displayed by Jesus during his inter-

action with women would indicate that rather than proving their weaknesses 

and relegating them to inferior positions, He sought to liberate them from 

various forms of bondage, of which inferiority was one. However, this notion 

of liberating women from bondage seems to be the dominant paradigm 

underpinning the current deliverance altar call practice in Pentecostal circles.  

 Scholars of missiological paradigms of gender justice such as Kaunda 

(2014) argue that a resourceful leadership style can transform traditions that 

encourage gender injustice in the church. We are particularly interested in the 

leadership of the church in our interrogation of the perpetuation of gender bias 

through the altar call, due to the notion that the methodologies of the execution 

of church rituals lie with the masculinities-motivated leadership. Pui-lan 

(1996) presents as a noteworthy characteristic of a gender conscious leader, in 

terms of the ability to proclaim the gospel with women in mind. Women in this 

instance are presented as victims of a myriad ills, from globalisation and the 

money economy, to the church itself. 

 

 

The Deliverance Altar Call and Dominant Masculinities 
Characterised by a male leader, the anointed voice calling from the podium 

condescends women, who are taken to need spiritual deliverance from various 
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forms of bondage, the deliverance altar call invariably elevates masculinities. 

The elevation of men as invincible and all-powerful is not only problematic, 

but certainly harmful to the female psyche, and retrogressive to the intentions 

of female empowerment and gender justice. The notion of men as little gods is 

an idea worth challenging, where furthermore, men with a Messiah complex 

derail efforts to empower women (Chitando & Chirongoma 2012). This 

notwithstanding, the female pastor Eunor Guti has risen to a high position, 

conducting deliverance alongside her husband Ezekiel Guti in ZAOGA. The 

same is happening with ordained Pastors’ wives in AFM, where the manner of 

deployment of the deliverance altar call, the choice of words, and the gender 

focus and gender bias inherent in the practice, nonetheless persist.  

 Given the nature of the altar call in ZAOGA and AFM in Zimbabwe, 

reflection on the altar call is equivalent to reflection on women’s empowerment 

discourses. The deliverance altar call has gained popularity as a ritualised 

performance in Pentecostal spaces. We argue that deliverance altar calls are 

fundamentally discriminatory, and profoundly patriarchal in nature. The 

current deliverance altar calls in AFM and ZAOGA, therefore, represent an 

unstable zone that requires nuance and restructuring. The paper raises 

important missiological questions that merit a response. Can altar calls be 

transformed into sites of discourse over female empowerment? If so, how can 

this be done within the bigger picture of Christianity without entirely losing 

mission objectives? A variety of voices and perspectives come into play in the 

construction of altar calls, hence, it is important to acknowledge the power 

dialectics at play. There are male-female dichotomies that are created and 

sustained in the church in order to facilitate rituals such as altar calls. The altar 

call, as a speech act, originates from a position of power, directly addressing 

an audience that is vulnerable spiritually, economically, and physiologically. 

Altar calls are administered as a ‘lifesaver’ from a more powerful saved 

minority, characterised by masculinity, to an exposed (largely femininities) 

group that is presumed to be in need of saving. 

 Each altar call in the AFM and ZAOGA speaks directly to diverse 

women whose experiences in postcolonial spaces render them common 

recipients of the ills of a society that has normalised the mistreatment of women 

by euphemising and downplaying discourses of gender discrimination. Despite 

the differences between women’s experiences and the complexities of each 

individual woman’s case, the altar call is a uniting force that renders women 

as a collective true to the mission of Jesus Christ that negated difference and 
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advocated for oneness. However, the problem arises with the characteristics 

and nature of the collective. From the findings, women seek a renewed 

perspective of their gender, both in the home, and in the church. Women and 

girls endeavour to escape the stifling environment and enter spaces that nurture 

self-esteem, thereby facilitating engagement and dialogue between men and 

women on an equal plane of humanity.  

 Zimbabwe’s religious space is unstable. We acknowledge that the 

issue of women in the Zimbabwean Pentecostal church is not a simple subject 

to discuss, where grappling with the role of women, or how they are perceived 

in the church, reveals complex narratives. Zimbabwe is particularly unique due 

to the triad of forces that are its colonial legacy, poverty, and economic 

inequality, in which there has been a mushrooming of charismatic movements 

promoting the prosperity gospel, prophecies, and miracles. 

 
 

Problematics of Zimbabwean Pentecostal Churches as a 

Mannish Club 
Certain normative practices are in reality disempowering to women, who 

expect to live in society and be taken seriously as leaders, professionals, and 

entrepreneurs. The problem of the administration of altar calls is significant, 

since it influences the manner in which men and women relate both within and 

outside of the church, in the broader socioeconomic sphere. For instance, all 

the male participants in the sample expressed pity for women, who manifest 

demons during the deliverance sessions, that call on women who need to be set 

free from various forms of bondage. A question that appears extant is as to 

whether abuse, bondage, and disease can be understood to be synonymous with 

femininity. In order to promote gender justice in all sections of society, there 

ought not to be a particular section of society that is permitted to denigrate 

women, or presents them as victims of all sorts of ills.  

 The idea of the church being what Qualls (2017) calls a ‘boy’s club’ is 

a reflection of the fundamental challenges that underpin processes such as the 

altar call in the church. While altar calls have healed the sick and delivered 

many from various forms of bondage in AFM and ZAOGA, they have also 

inevitably relegated women to the position of underdog and second-class 

citizen, due to the manner in which they are announced. Typically, altar calls 

in the denominations included in this sample largely target barren women, and 

women with various feminised problems, whose public announcement has 
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dented women’s images, while elevating men as both resilient and untouch-

able. This is a practice, we argue, that is an indirect perpetuation of gender bias. 

 It is hardly a revelation when Pentecostal leaders, preachers or 

evangelists practice what we have termed the feminisation of evil in 

announcing altar calls that demonstrate female victimhood and target women 

in various states of psychological and spiritual oppression. This is due to what 

we conceptualise here as the cultural scandal whereby all misfortunes are 

blamed on women. A pertinent example of this phenomenon is where a 

marriage union fails to produce a child, or where a child with a disability is 

born, including the man committing adultery, the woman involved is 

summarily blamed (Mashangwa 2013). Such practices result in the woman 

being subjected to ridicule, while her husband basks in false innocence, with 

his pride and ego intact. A predominant feature of patriarchy is evidenced here, 

in which the man is revered, protected and ‘godified; at all costs, while the 

woman is disempowered, infantilised, and commodified at every opportunity 

available.  

 
 

Decolonising the AFM and ZAOGA Churches to Create 

Gender-friendly Spaces 
Given that findings indicate that the altar call discourse is driven by a 

patriarchal mindset that laces all Pentecostal church processes in ZAOGA and 

AFM; one way of subversion would be to reconstruct church practices with 

women in mind. The colonial legacies of oppression and subjugation of women 

are apparent in religious rituals such as the altar call in the Pentecostal church. 

Decolonising the female narrative, therefore, entails decolonising the church 

through a gender conscious leadership (Kaunda 2014). Any project preoccu-

pied with reconstructing the gender discourse in Africa ought to include 

expanding the horizons of execution of religious practices in the church, telling 

the story of women through multiple, alternative pathways that do not com-

promise women’s integrity or women’s already prejudiced position in society. 

 Findings indicate that the deployment of the altar call in Pentecostal 

churches in the sample can be understood to be the result of unarticulated 

Pentecostal hermeneutics, as discussed earlier in the literature review section. 

The implication of continuous unconscious enactment of well-intended 

practices in an oppressive and discriminatory manner manifests as the 

continued subjugation of women. As long as the male leaders of the church 
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continue to announce the altar call using an approach, tone, and terminology 

that targets and denigrates women, the men and women in the congregations 

will unconsciously assimilate the misinformation and miseducation package of 

power as essentially masculine, and evil as essentially feminine, which is a 

message that perpetuates gender injustice. The way forward, therefore, is to 

raise the awareness of church leadership on the nuances and complexity of 

gender justice, and the role of the church in halting disempowering discourses 

towards creating empowered women who can participate fully in the church 

and in the community. 

 The conceptualisation of the deliverance altar call as a ritual is 

essential in elucidating the ritualised enactment and performance of the 

deliverance altar call. The distinct pattern of the deliverance altar call renders 

it a gender-biased practice, due to its specific, recurring and scripted references 

to girls and women as special cases that are in perpetual and desperate need of 

salvation. It is important not to take religious practices and experiences such 

as the altar call at face value, as they have the potential to entrench beliefs and 

transform social relations. The calls address congregants in a particularly 

formulaic manner, thus inducing certain emotional and psychological 

reactions. These reactions, while not visible or measurable, influence 

sensibilities, behaviours, and interpersonal relations. 

 Pentecostal church leaders depend on the rituals that are the 

embodiment of spiritual worship, for instance, the deliverance sessions that the 

leader of ZAOGA Ezekiel Handinawangu Guti conducts during conferences. 

However, as the broader literature indicates, the elevation of humans to the 

level of God is not just problematic, but both toxic, and risky (Chitando & 

Chirongoma 2012). For this reason, addressing those practices that promote a 

god complex in masculinities promises to raise the consciousness of church 

leaders regarding gender justice. Critically, questioning the current deliverance 

altar call practice can, therefore, prompt action and transformation. Yet, 

ignoring these findings may impoverish religious practice. 

 

 

Contesting Religious Hegemonies  
A deliverance altar call is a discursive instance in which the church leader 

(usually representing masculinities) possesses credentials enacted as power, 

anointing, and knowledge that empower him to deploy commands in the form 

of altar calls. The concept of hegemony concerns power relations in social 
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practices, such as those staged in the church, and how they are perpetuated. 

The discourse of the church classifies and characterises individuals, and the 

literature indicates that this reinforces cultural and social differences. Against 

this background, it should be noted that exposure to a particular type of 

discourse has the capacity to shape mindsets. The nature of dominant 

conversations influences how individuals think about and establish 

interpersonal relations or relations of domination, as in the case of the 

deliverance altar call in question. For this reason, whether intentionally or 

unintentionally, directly or indirectly, the deliverance altar call is used as an 

instrument to establish the superiority of men, leading to gender bias. 

 
 

Conclusion 
Pentecostal men and women in the sample from both AFM and ZAOGA 

acknowledged and affirmed the active work of the Holy Spirit in their lives. 

Although participants were reluctant to label their churches negatively, church 

practices that are hostile to women were indicated as neither socially nor 

spiritually beneficial. Despite slight differences in administrative styles, 

narratives from both AFM and ZAOGA indicate that without proper planning, 

guided by a gender conscious spirit, a deliverance altar call can sound 

manipulative and psychologically damaging to an audience. 

 This paper challenges institutions of religion and spirituality to rethink 

deliverance practices, and to examine the current default enterprise of 

deliverance altar calls and the deep-seated ambivalent practices inherent in 

them. As indicated in earlier sections of our discussion, existing research on 

the ability and approach of the churches in the sample to transform women’s 

negative realities in terms of discrimination and inequality is useful, but 

inadequate. There are limitations concerning methodology and latitude. In the 

same vein, there are worrying practices that seem to be naturally adopted and 

systematically executed without considering their consequences on fragile 

discourses, such as gender bias and gender violence. Of the worrying practices 

that exist in the AFM and ZAOGA Pentecostal churches, this paper provides a 

rich description of the characteristics of the deliverance altar call that make it 

problematic and worthy of reconstruction. While the multiplicity of 

possibilities for therapy that exist in Pentecostal worship cannot be denied, 

basic structural injustices are also worth challenging. 

 The feminisation of evil, which we posit in this paper, is concurrent  
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with the feminisation of HIV and Aids in Zimbabwe (Zhou & Landa 2013) and 

the feminisation of disease and trauma in women’s literary works of art in 

Zimbabwe (Zhou & Ngoshi 2010). We conclude that the feminisation of evil 

carries with it an insidious sense of vulnerability and dependency. After 

analysing the narratives of women who have lived through decades of the 

feminised deliverance altar calls, we argue that if announced as such, the altar 

call becomes ambivalent as to be perceived as a masculinities instrument of 

cultural and religious blackmail, as well as patriarchal domination, with the 

consequence of further disempowering women. Raising the consciousness of 

the leadership in the AFM and ZAOGA churches is akin to what Burchardt 

(2017) terms the ‘responsibilisation’ of men, that is, raising masculine 

awareness of responsibility in moving self-reflexively away from hegemonic 

masculinity and working towards gender justice. 

 

 

References 
Alexander, K.E. & J.P. Bowers 2013. What Women Want: Pentecostal Women 

Ministers Speak for Themselves. London: Seymour Press. 

Chitando, E. & S. Chirongoma (eds.). 2012. Redemptive Masculinities: Men, 

HIV, and Religion. Geneva: Ecumenical HIV and AIDS Initiative in 

Africa (EHAIA) Series, WCC Publications. 

Chitando, E. & K. Biri 2013. ‘Faithful men of a faithful God’? Masculinities 

in the Zimbabwe Assemblies of God Africa. Exchange 42,1: 34 - 50.  

https://doi.org/10.1163/1572543X-12341249 

Gabaitse, R.M. 2015. Pentecostal Hermeneutics and the Marginalisation of 

Women. Scriptura 114,1: 1 - 12. https://doi.org/10.7833/114-0-1043 

Hull, G. 2018. Philosophy Plays Role in Thinking about Social Equality. New 

Agenda, South African Journal of Social and Economic Policy 69: 26 - 

29. 

Kalu, O. 2008. African Pentecostalism: An Introduction. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195340006.001.0001 

Kaunda, CJ. 2014. The Need for Leadership in Gender Justice: Advancing a 

Missiological Agenda for the Church in Swaziland. Verbum Ecclessia 

35,3. https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v35i3.1346 

Langdridge, D. 2007. Phenomenological Psychology: Theory, Research and 

Method. Prentice Education: Harlow.  

https://doi.org/10.1163/1572543X-12341249
https://doi.org/10.7833/114-0-1043
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780195340006.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v35i3.1346


Ambivalent Discourses in Pentecostal Deliverance Altar Calls 
 

 

 

255 

Long, W. 2018. Decolonising Higher Education: Postcolonial Theory and the 

Invisible Hand of Student Politics. New Agenda. South African Journal of 

Social and Economic Policy 69: 20 - 25. 

Machingura, F. & P. Nyakuhwa 2015. Sexism: A Hermetical Interrogation of 

Galatians 3: 28 and Women in the Church of Christ in Zimbabwe. The 

Journal of Pan African Studies 8,2: 92 - 113. 

Machingura, F., L. Togarasei & E. Chitando 2018. ‘Catch the fire’ 

Pentecostalism in Zimbabwe. In Machingura, F., L. Togarasei & E. 

Chitando (eds.): Pentecostalism and Human Rights in Contemporary 

Zimbabwe. Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 

Machingura, F. 2012. A Look at the Struggle of Zimbabwean Married Women 

Regarding Safe Sex. Africana 6,1: 40 - 68. 

Magezi, V. & P. Manzanga 2016. Prosperity and Health Ministry as a Coping 

Mechanism in the Poverty and Suffering Context of Zimbabwe: A 

Pastoral Evaluation and Response. In die Skriflig 50,1: a2076. 

https://doi.org/10.4102/ids.v50i1.2076 

Mapuranga, T.P. 2013. Bargaining with Patriarchy: Women Pentecostal 

Leaders in Zimbabwe. Fieldwork in Religion 8,1: 74 - 91. 

https://doi.org/10.1558/firn.v8i1.74 

Massey, D. 1994. Space, Place and Gender. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Mukonyora, I. 2007. Wandering a Gendered Wilderness: Suffering and 

Healing in an African Initiated Church. New York: Peter Lang. 

Nadar, S. 2009. The Bible in and for Mission: A Case Study for the Council 

for World Mission. Missionalia: Southern African Journal of Mission 

Studies 37,2: 210 - 228. 

Pui-lan, K. 1996. Mission. In Russel, L.M. & J.S. Clarkson (eds.): Dictionary 

of Feminist Theologies. Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville. 

Qualls, J.E.A. 2017. What Pentecostal Women Want from Pentecostal Me?. 

www.enrichmentjournal.ag.org  

Ruether, R.R. & E. McLaughlin 1979. Women of Spirits and Female 

Leadership in the Jewish and Christian Traditions. New York: Simon and 

Schuster. 

Sipeyiye, M. 2018. Pentecostalism and Inter-Religious Dialogue: A Case 

Study of the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) in Zimbabwe and Shona 

Traditional Religion. In Machingura, F., L. Togarasei & E. Chitando 

(eds.). Pentecostalism and Human Rights in Contemporary Zimbabwe. 

Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 

https://doi.org/10.4102/ids.v50i1.2076
https://doi.org/10.1558/firn.v8i1.74
http://www.enrichmentjournal.ag.org/


Sindiso Zhou & Nhlanhla Landa 
 

 

 

256 

Tamachi, S., J.A. Giles, T. Dornan & J.R. Hill 2018. ‘You understand that 

whole big situation they’re in’: Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

of Peer-assisted Learning. BMC Medical Education 18,197. 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-018-1291-2. 

Thomas, C. 1994. Women Pentecostals and the Bible: An Experiment in 

Pentecostal Hermeneutics. JPT 5: 41 - 56. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/096673699400200504 

Van Klinken, A.S. P.B. Smit 2013. Jesus Traditions and Masculinities in 

World Christianity. Exchange: Journal of Missiological and Ecumenical 

Research 42,1: 1 - 15. https://doi.org/10.1163/1572543X-12341247 

Willig C. 2009. Introducing Qualitative Research in Psychology. Maidenhead: 

Open University Press. 

Zhou S. & N. Landa 2013. Life Narratives Mirroring the Feminization of HIV 

and AIDS. Trauma: Zimbabwean Perspectives of Coping and Resilience. 

Authors Press. 

Zhou, S. & T. Ngoshi 2010. Speaking Positions: Zimbabwean Women’s 

Writing in English and the Disease, Pain and Trauma Paradigm. Imbizo: 

International Journal of Literary and Comparative Studies 1,2: 44 - 58. 

 

Newspaper 

Mashangwa V. 12 July 2014. Discrimination of People Living with Disabilities 

a Reality. The Chronicle. 

 

Sindiso Zhou (PhD)  

Applied Linguistics  

Department of English 

Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities  

University of Fort Hare  

South Africa 

szhou@ufh.ac.za   

 

Nhlanhla Landa (PhD)  

Department of English  

University of Fort Hare 

nlanda@ufh.ac.za  

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-018-1291-2
https://doi.org/10.1177/096673699400200504
https://doi.org/10.1163/1572543X-12341247
mailto:szhou@ufh.ac.za
mailto:nlanda@ufh.ac.za

