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Abstract
In the authors’ recent case-study research of migrant-dominated Pentecostal charismatic 
churches (PCCs) in the South African cities of Johannesburg and Cape Town, language 
emerged as a prominent feature of religious practice, suggesting a positive correlation 
between experiences of xenophobia and religious innovation. This perspective is developed 
through the identification and discussion of two interlinked themes that surfaced from 
a closer analysis of the findings: (1) belonging and diversity and (2) evangelization. These 
two themes are assessed through the prism of religious innovation.
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Xenophobia, though not a uniquely South African phenomenon, profoundly character-
izes present-day South African realities.1 Theologians have argued that this reality 
ought to be acknowledged as an ecclesiological and missiological challenge for South 
African Christians.2 Instead of emphasizing the agency of South African Christians 
and churches in combating the problem, we focus here on the potential of so-called 
migrant-dominated churches to reverse the missional direction and become transform-
ative agents in South Africa’s xenophobic contexts.3

This article presents part of the findings of a research project that explored the poten-
tial positive correlation between experiences of xenophobia and religious innovation in 
selected migrant-dominated Pentecostal charismatic churches (PCCs)4 in Johannesburg 
and Cape Town.5 Based on this exploration, we examine the use of language as a spe-
cific dimension of religious practice and the way it may be seen as a form of religious 
innovation in overcoming xenophobia. While this examination does not allow the 
unpacking of the xenophobic experiences shared by our interlocutors, we consciously 
interpret our data on language within the social context of our key interlocutors. They 
were black African migrants in South Africa, a key target of xenophobia.

Religious innovation

In contemporary scholarship “religious innovation” is being adopted as a heuristic 
concept to capture the contribution of faith communities to positive social change in 
their immediate and larger social environments.6 “Innovation” has become a preferred 
term because of the way it expresses “normative commitment to initiatives” that social 
agents “deem to constitute change for the better.”7 The term is seen to have an “agen-
tial, pragmatic, and contextual flavour,” as it is normally understood as “a situated 
process of individual or collective creativity prompted by a specific problem or need.”8

When shifting the conceptual focus from “innovation” to “religious innovation,” it is 
helpful to distinguish “innovation in religion” from “religion in innovation.” The former 
asks how innovation is being understood, experienced, and practiced within religious 
traditions and faith communities; the latter asks how religious traditions and faith com-
munities contribute to innovation in society.9 This distinction leads us to another one: 
“between innovation which aims to ensure the survival of the religious community 
(internal), and innovation which responds to the challenge of the broader community 
(external).”10 Here we find a correlation, on the one hand, between innovation in religion 
and internal innovation, both of which may lead to an appreciation of support for indi-
viduals within a particular church, and, on the other, between religion in innovation and 
external innovation, both of which may lead to an appreciation of a particular church’s 
influence on the wider community or society. Such distinctions allow us to identify a 
particular faith community that (1) may be appreciated for its contribution to innovation 
in religion and internal innovation but (2) may be found wanting in terms of its contribu-
tion to religion in innovation and external innovation.11

Finally, the concept of “religious institutional entrepreneurs” has been introduced 
in the literature to study agency in religious innovation. More generally, “institutional 
entrepreneurs” are defined as “insiders from a particular institutional field” able to 
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“leverage their understanding and access to resources to develop alternative models of 
social arrangements to justify innovations.”12 They strive primarily to legitimize “new 
and alternative forms.” Correspondingly, religious institutional entrepreneurs “accom-
plish such work within religious organizational fields.”13 They do so, significantly, by 
collective action.14

Methodology and profile of research sites

In the literature it is argued that religious innovation can be studied only “on a case-
by-case basis” through empirical investigation.15 Methodologically, we follow suit by 
using a multiple-case-study design in approaching the question of language as innova-
tion in a xenophobic context. We draw insights from fieldwork conducted in five 
churches in order to “reveal complementary aspects of the phenomenon” and, where 
applicable, for “multiple cases to independently confirm emerging constructs and 
propositions.”16

The fieldwork, conducted between late 2018 and early 2020, involved two churches 
in Johannesburg and three in Cape Town. In Johannesburg we engaged with a branch 
of Heirs of Promises Sanctuary (HPS, Sanctuaire Héritiers des Promesses) and a par-
ish of the Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG), the first being Congolese-led 
and the latter Nigerian-led. In Cape Town our fieldwork focused on a Nigerian-led 
congregation of Omega Fire Ministries (OFM), a Congolese-led congregation of 
Every Nation Church (ENC), and a Zimbabwean-led church, Heaven on Earth 
International Ministry (HEIM).17

The Johannesburg fieldwork team, consisting of Elina Hankela and a research 
assistant, Clementine Nishimwe, conducted semistructured interviews with thirty-four 
people. The sample of interviewees was purposefully diverse, including pastors and 
members, women and men, and different national and cultural groups. The team also 
attended over a dozen events, mainly Sunday services, at each of the two churches, 
recording sermons and writing field notes. The data analysis was informed by certain 
principles from grounded theory and assisted by the use of ATLAS.ti.

In Cape Town a total of twenty interviews were conducted. Interviews involved 
both church leaders and lay Christians. At the start of the research, Henrietta Nyamnjoh 
and a research assistant, Daniella Abrahams, alternated between church services at 
OFM and HEIM and compared notes, highlighting the salient themes from the ser-
mons. Church services at ENC were attended by Henrietta Nyamnjoh alone. In addi-
tion, the team attended two HEIM crusades, and Nyamnjoh belonged to various 
WhatsApp groups in the three churches. Critical discourse analysis was used as the 
method of data analysis.

Language practices in five migrant-dominated PCCs

In all five churches a range of languages was spoken by the congregations and used in 
the services. Moreover, either French or English, or both, played an important role in 
communication within each church.
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In the two Congolese-led churches (HPS and ENC), French played an important 
role in the life of the church. At HPS the main Sunday service was conducted in French 
and translated into English, and songs were sung in French, as well as indigenous 
African languages such as Lingala. The parish also ran an English-language service 
that was popular among the children of French-speaking migrants; besides English, 
the worship included, for instance, indigenous South African languages. The ENC 
service that the fieldwork team attended took place after the main English service and 
catered to the French-speaking members of the church. These services were conducted 
in French, with an English translator; over one hour was dedicated to praise and wor-
ship, using vibrant Congolese Christian Kwasa-Kwasa.18

In the other three parishes English was an important medium of communication. 
At OFM the service was conducted in English, but Pidgin English was used occa-
sionally when the pastor wanted to drive home important points. While English was 
the main medium of communication at the RCCG parish, praise and worship fea-
tured West African rhythms and lyrics in Yoruba, isiZulu, and other languages. 
Finally, at HEIM the service was held in English and chiShona, with often poor 
English translations.

In the following subsections, we examine the language practices in these churches 
through two interlinked themes: (1) belonging and diversity and (2) evangelization. 
This approach allows us to see how language can advance religious innovation. The 
analysis builds on existing scholarship that argues, on the one hand, that Christianity 
plays, or has the potential to play, a role in fostering a sense of belonging in contexts 
marked by anti-immigrant sentiments19 and, on the other, that a missionary identity 
may further facilitate integration in a foreign, unwelcoming context.20

Belonging and diversity

While some interviewees did not feel at home or safe in South Africa at large,21 view-
ing xenophobia as a threat, we observed praise and worship serving as a medium for 
creating a space to belong, not only for the majority nationality within a church but 
also for members from various countries, including South Africa. In response to the 
team’s questions about the songs in different languages at HPS, interviewees spoke of 
language creating a sense of home. For instance, Chris,22 who attended the French 
service, explained the use of different languages as aiming to intentionally “accom-
modate everyone”: “It’s to make everyone feel: I’m at home; this is my home.” This 
comment resonated with the way in which members of RCCG reflected on singing at 
their church. Didier, for instance, related, “So today we’ll play a song in Swahili, and 
the Swahili people they’ll feel, ‘Oh, we are part of this church as well.’ Tomorrow you 
play a Tsonga song, and the Tsongas [will say], ‘Oh, we are also part of this.’”

The above findings were further echoed in observations from OFM, where 
Nyamnjoh noticed that when a Nigerian, Cameroonian, Zimbabwean, Congolese, or 
South African song was sung in the service, the lead singer would be from that coun-
try. Songs in Pidgin English were led either by a Nigerian, a Cameroonian, or the pas-
tor, whereas any of the choristers could lead an English song. Significantly, the Cape 
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Town team observed how people danced and ululated when a song was sung in their 
native language.

Additionally, parts of our data suggest that the diversity was embraced as a strength, 
which forms a stark contrast to the xenophobic mentality, which sees black African 
nonnationals in South Africa as culturally backward or their languages as barbaric.23 
Gloria, a Nigerian married to a Congolese and always animated in church whenever an 
Igbo or Lingala song was sung, explained: “There is only one God, and no matter what 
language in which the song is sung, it is meant to praise him and to lift us as Christians 
to him, because it is him we are celebrating and pouring out our hearts to!” Grace, the 
lone South African chorister at OFM, indicated that she had learned singing in differ-
ent languages, as well as the cultures of the other choir members, and she felt privi-
leged to be a member of the church: “It has taught me how to appreciate others.” 
Conversely, Faith, a Nigerian worshiping at RCCG, explained how she loved South 
African songs and appreciated learning them as a member of the choir. Such com-
ments suggest that through songs Christians may (inadvertently) downplay nationality 
in favor of their religious identity, rearranging new networks of allegiances within a 
broader environment affected by xenophobia.24 This is not to say that we did not also 
hear about challenges related to the inclusion of songs in various languages.

On the whole, the language practices seemed to also play a role in enabling a sense 
of belonging in the larger society. Translating the services from French to English at 
HPS, for instance, may have had another primary aim, but it also provided a space to 
learn English: “They preach in French, and then they translate in English, so it helps 
me with French and English” (Esther). Though Louis noted that it was positive that 
preaching in French allowed people to understand the message, he questioned whether 
they were pushed enough to learn English: “Sometimes, I think, we are also not help-
ing the members to improve their English. So people rather come here, even until now 
we are still interpreting. . . . People, if you live in a country, you should speak the 
language.”

Taking our cue from what Esther said, we could see at RCCG and OFM, where 
songs sung in languages other than English were often translated into English on the 
TV screens in front of the church hall, that attenders had an opportunity to familiarize 
themselves with South African languages. Some choir members at RCCG mentioned 
how they were learning South African languages through practicing songs for the 
Sunday service. This is notable in the South African context, where language is used 
to identify African migrants; that is, not speaking a local language renders people vul-
nerable to xenophobia.25 The sense of belonging within the church can extend through 
language practices into the public sphere, for these practices were to some extent facil-
itating a feeling of being at home in the society at large.

While not necessarily applying to all language-related choices, harnessing diversity 
and belonging through certain language-related choices was clearly intentional. This 
was epitomized by the OFM pastor’s invitation to the congregation for more members 
to join the choir: “You must not only enjoy the music and dance to it, we need more 
choir members; we should be able to sing even in Yoruba and in French and storm 
heaven with our voices.” Similarly, at the time of the fieldwork the RCCG parish 
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expressed a clear intention to prioritize songs in South African indigenous languages in 
praise and worship. And in the French service at HPS it was explained that live transla-
tion into English was aimed at “not excluding English-speaking people” (Pastor Paul). 
As becomes evident below, this intentionality was closely related to evangelization.

Evangelizing in South Africa

At the heart of Pentecostal evangelism is winning souls for Jesus. All five case-study 
churches were committed to the dissemination of the gospel, and language constituted 
the vehicle through which the message was packaged and delivered to reach a wider 
audience. While South African public mentality was xenophobic in viewing migrants 
as posing “potential threats to national identity, social order and . . . the values cher-
ished by the majority population,”26 members of these churches were clear in express-
ing a sense of having a positive mission in South Africa.

The expressed task of evangelization underlines the point that inclusivity was not 
directed solely at migrant members but also at local Christians, with the use of indig-
enous languages motivated by the need to evangelize. For instance, in the interviews 
and sermons at RCCG, we frequently heard the idea of getting to heaven and taking 
others along through “preaching the gospel, . . . making disciples, and living a holy 
life according to the Bible,” as Obafemi phrased it. In line with this mission- 
mindedness, RCCG emphasized the importance of worshiping in South African 
indigenous languages, as noted above. Faith explained: “If we want South Africans 
to come to the church, if we want South Africans to listen to what’s the gospel we 
are preaching, we have to blend with them, we have to speak their language, we have 
to do things their way.” At OFM the pastor sometimes asked the Afrikaans-speaking 
Christians for a word in Afrikaans that explained what he was saying, or he would 
even ask one of the elderly women to explain his point in Afrikaans, so that the 
young people attending could understand exactly what he was driving at. He 
explained that the youths are fragile souls who must understand the message and that 
it is his duty to speak to this age group, because “I don’t want to sow the seed in the 
weeds or thorns.”

The same mission-mindedness was echoed in the way in which the pastors at ENC 
and HPS spoke of English in relation to taking the church to South Africans and 
bringing South Africans to the church. At both HPS and ENC the French service was 
translated into English. The Congolese-born pastor at ENC explicitly reminded his 
congregation that they were also open to those who do not speak or understand 
French, and Pastor David from HPS explained that when doing outreach in homes for 
the elderly, the preaching was done in English, “because . . . as we are in South 
Africa, we don’t only preach [to] French people, we can also preach [to] people from 
South Africa.”

Interestingly enough, the Lingala singing also attracted non-French Christians to 
ENC.27 The praise and worship time was marked by dancing to Congolese gospel 
music. When Nyamnjoh asked a South African woman why she attended this French 
service instead of the earlier English service, the woman noted, among other things, 
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that she loves Congolese music, enjoys the singing, and finds the dancing therapeutic. 
However, what is important from the perspective of our discussion here is that she 
explained that she did not feel excluded, for there was a translator.

Overall, the call to spread the gospel informed the way in which our interlocutors 
reflected on language practices in the church, and the mission-mindedness—typical of 
Pentecostal Christians—encouraged the incorporation of South African languages into 
the life of the church. Here a particular theology of mission reinforces language prac-
tices that facilitate belonging among African migrants in South Africa, where knowing 
an indigenous language can protect one against xenophobic attitudes.

Language practices as religious innovation in xenophobic 
contexts

Finally, we relate our discussion of the language practices discussed above to the 
notion of religious innovation in order to reflect on how those practices may be 
regarded as a form of religious innovation overcoming xenophobia in the urban  
centers of South Africa.

Our case-study discussion reveals how language practices in the selected churches 
were a vehicle in the process of migrant adaptation and the fostering of a sense of 
belonging. We contend that this is a case of internal religious innovation, with the 
sense of belonging being created in situations of multiple diversities. In contrast to 
xenophobia, which targets black Africans speaking “foreign” African languages, lan-
guage practices in these churches stand at the center of a practical commitment to crea-
tively foster diversity and inclusivity. This deliberate focus was coupled with a choice 
of not focusing explicitly on xenophobia as such in the services in these churches. 
Rather, energies were focused on the pull factors that the churches stand to benefit 
from by emphasizing unity in diversity. We may go further by also interpreting this 
deliberate commitment as an expression of religious institutional entrepreneurialism—
a collective effort by the congregations to work for an alternative social arrangement, 
one that is dictated not by xenophobic sentiments but by a theological value orienta-
tion that embraces diversity, inclusivity, and unity. Our case-study discussion suggests 
that embracing this value orientation testifies strongly against the xenophobic stereo-
types that black Africans from the rest of the continent do not want to master the lan-
guages of South Africa, are culturally backward, or are unwilling to associate themselves 
with the national identity and social order.

The normative religious belief of the importance of spreading the good news, which 
underpins the evangelization practices discussed above, opens up the possibility of 
harnessing unity in diversity among congregants and the general public alike. This 
forms a stark contrast to the xenophobic elements in the public culture. Regarding 
innovation as a concept with a normative underpinning, some of the language prac-
tices seem at first sight to be dictated simply by practical needs rather than normative 
values. Yet, when considered from the angle of evangelization, they are also clearly 
shaped by normative values. Such a normative standpoint could, of course, turn into 
an exclusionary enterprise embracing only those whose beliefs are like one’s own. 
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However, the emphases in the analysis specifically in relation to language practices 
suggest that, despite a clear evangelical thread in the theological fabric of these 
churches, the message of these churches involves the potential to foster “radical open-
ness,” as Wariboko describes Pentecostalism.28 At the level of language practices, the 
focus remains on including, not excluding, the other, which at times extends from the 
church context to public life and other interactions in society.

The dynamic between “innovation in religion” and “religion in innovation” allows 
us to think theoretically about the ways in which the innovative inclusionary language 
practices in the churches translate, or have the potential of translating, into innovation 
in society. Here, the practices that encourage a different way of being community can 
be framed as innovation in religion that has the potential to facilitate innovation in 
society more broadly through the church members. The language practices discussed 
in this article open a window onto a possible space in which diversity is celebrated, 
something that these African PCCs seem to be able to imagine and even to bring forth 
momentarily and temporarily.
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