
© JUL 2025 | IRE Journals | Volume 9 Issue 1 | ISSN: 2456-8880 

 

 

 
IRE 1709897          ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS 1515 

Spiritual Abuse and Authoritarian Control in Modern 

Kenyan Church Movements 
 

LEONARD JUMA WAFULA 

Department of Student Affairs, Kibabii University 

 

Abstract- This paper examines spiritual abuse and 

authoritarian control within modern Kenyan church 

movements, focusing on systematic exploitation of 

vulnerable populations through religious 

manipulation. The study analyzes documented cases, 

notably the 2023 Shakahola forest massacre where 

over 400 followers of Paul Mackenzie's Good News 

International Church died following starvation 

instructions. Through secondary data analysis from 

government reports, academic research, and media 

investigations, this paper reveals how prosperity 

gospel theology, socio-economic vulnerabilities, and 

regulatory gaps create conditions for religious 

exploitation. The research demonstrates that 

spiritual abuse operates through financial 

exploitation, psychological manipulation, social 

isolation, and weaponized religious authority. 

Findings indicate urgent need for comprehensive 

regulatory frameworks balancing religious freedom 

with human rights protections while addressing 

underlying socio-economic vulnerabilities. 

 

Indexed Terms- Spiritual Abuse, Religious 

Exploitation, Prosperity Gospel, Kenya 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The intersection of religious faith and authoritarian 

control has manifested disturbingly across Kenya's 

contemporary church landscape. Spiritual abuse, 

defined as malevolent use of religious authority to 

manipulate, control, or exploit believers, has emerged 

as a significant human rights concern (U.S. 

Department of State, 2025). This phenomenon 

encompasses systematic misuse of spiritual beliefs to 

gain power over individuals, often resulting in 

financial exploitation, psychological trauma, and in 

extreme cases, death. 

 

The horrific Shakahola Forest discovery in April 2023, 

where authorities exhumed 429 bodies of followers 

who starved themselves on cult leader Paul 

Mackenzie's instructions, represents the apex of 

religious manipulation in Kenya's modern history (Al 

Jazeera, 2024a; CBS News, 2024). This tragedy forced 

national reckoning with darker aspects of Kenya's 

vibrant religious landscape and highlighted urgent 

need for understanding spiritual abuse. 

 

With 85.5 percent of Kenya's population identifying as 

Christian (U.S. Department of State, 2025), the 

country's diverse religious landscape has created 

opportunities for both authentic spiritual expression 

and exploitative practices. This study examines how 

spiritual abuse manifests in Kenyan church 

movements, identifies contributing factors, and 

evaluates existing legal frameworks' adequacy in 

protecting citizens from religious manipulation. 

 

II.   LITERATURE REVIEW AND CONTEXT 

 

Academic scholarship on religious manipulation in 

Africa has largely focused on traditional beliefs 

intersecting with imported Christian doctrines, with 

limited attention to contemporary spiritual abuse as 

distinct phenomenon. However, global religious 

exploitation research provides relevant theoretical 

frameworks, identifying common authoritarian control 

patterns including charismatic leader power 

concentration, closed systems resistant to scrutiny, and 

systematic exploitation of believers' resources (van 

Klinken, 2020). 

 

Post-independence Kenya witnessed rapid indigenous 

Christian movement expansion, many operating with 

minimal oversight (Gathogo, 2022). Pentecostal and 

charismatic movements since the 1970s, emphasizing 

direct divine revelation and prosperity theology, 
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created opportunities for both authentic expression and 

exploitative manipulation. 

 

Kenya's socio-economic conditions create particular 

religious exploitation vulnerabilities. High poverty 

rates, unemployment, limited healthcare and education 

access, and economic uncertainty make individuals 

susceptible to divine intervention messages. Research 

indicates many Kenyans attend church irregularly and 

struggle with basic gospel principles, creating 

theological ignorance facilitating manipulation 

(Mbugua, 2025). The prosperity gospel's appeal must 

be understood within economic desperation context, 

with prosperity messages attracting "massive 

followings and bringing much money" by targeting 

people's economic improvement desires (The Gospel 

Coalition, 2018). 

 

Gender dynamics significantly impact spiritual abuse 

patterns, with documented cases of women donating 

cars, houses, and life savings to manipulative pastors 

(Christian Science Monitor, 2014). Limited 

theological education among pastors and congregants 

creates environments where unbiblical teachings 

flourish unchallenged (Mbugua, 2025). 

 

III. CASE STUDIES AND EVIDENCE 

 

3.1 The Shakahola Forest Massacre 

The Shakahola forest massacre represents Kenya's 

most extreme documented spiritual abuse case. Paul 

Mackenzie, Good News International Ministries 

founder, allegedly instructed hundreds of followers to 

starve themselves to "meet Jesus" before world's end 

(CBS News, 2024). Investigation revealed systematic 

abuse with Mackenzie moving followers to remote 

forest, offering land parcels under $100, then 

implementing strict control measures. 

 

Survivors described beatings for attempting forest 

departure without permission and breaking fasts (VOA 

News, 2024). Former member Salama Masha 

described realizing "Mackenzie was not a good 

person" when he said "children should fast to die" 

(VOA News, 2024). Investigation revealed 

Mackenzie's previous 2017 charges for inciting 

student education abandonment, child radicalization, 

and medical care denial, resulting in deaths and 93 

children's rescue, demonstrating spiritual abuse 

escalation when unchecked (CBS News, 2024). 

 

3.2 Financial Exploitation Patterns 

Beyond Shakahola, Kenya's religious landscape 

includes numerous exploitation cases. Victor 

Kanyari's Salvation Healing Ministry exemplifies 

spiritual abuse through fake healing ministries 

targeting desperate individuals with elaborate 

deceptions including staged miracles and false 

testimonies (Christian Science Monitor, 2014). These 

"churchpreneurs" have "amassed influence, large 

congregations, and considerable personal wealth by 

monetizing religious belief" (CSIS, 2021). 

 

Documentation includes Christine Marita's case, 

selling all possessions to give proceeds to pastor 

Thomas Wahome Njuguna, hoping for employment 

prayers (CSIS, 2021). Such cases reveal common 

patterns where vulnerable individuals sacrifice 

material security based on manipulative divine 

intervention promises. 

 

IV. PATTERNS OF CONTROL AND 

PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT 

 

Spiritual abuse in Kenyan movements follows 

identifiable control patterns: absolute authority 

establishment, information control, financial 

exploitation, social isolation, and psychological 

manipulation (van Klinken, 2020). Leaders like 

Mackenzie "accumulated sizable following, largely 

due to convincing followers he could speak directly 

with God" (CBS News, 2024). Divine authority claims 

create environments where questioning leadership 

equals questioning God, silencing dissent and critical 

thinking. 

 

Financial exploitation represents central spiritual 

abuse component. Prosperity gospel creates conditions 

where "large donations and offerings are demanded 

from unemployed or minimum wage earners, with not 

giving viewed as little faith sign" (Kirimi, 2021). 

Information control maintains abusive systems, with 

Mackenzie instructing followers to "quit jobs, drop out 

of schools, stop feeding on 'worldly food', and not seek 

hospital medical treatment when sick" while requiring 



© JUL 2025 | IRE Journals | Volume 9 Issue 1 | ISSN: 2456-8880 

 

 

 
IRE 1709897          ICONIC RESEARCH AND ENGINEERING JOURNALS 1517 

"destroying all government documents" (Al Jazeera, 

2023). 

 

Psychological manipulation includes "constant 

indoctrination with 'group' mentality compelling 

members to exalt corporate church goals over personal 

goals" and creating "over-dependence on leaders" 

(U.S. Department of State, 2025). Threat-based 

control includes pastors announcing "anyone leaving 

the church will be under curse" (Christian Post, 2022). 

Spiritual abuse psychological impact extends beyond 

immediate religious context, creating lasting trauma 

affecting victims' trust, relationship formation, and 

mental health. Research indicates victims experience 

"shame persisting after leaving religion" (The 

Conversation, 2024). Religious belief manipulation 

involves "intentional reality warping where pastors 

knowingly lie or twist truth" through "gaslighting" 

processes (Christian Post, 2022). 

 

Social impacts extend to families and communities. In 

Shakahola, "families built houses" in remote forest, 

indicating entire family unit involvement (CBS News, 

2024). Mackenzie "forbade cult members from 

sending children to school and hospital when ill, 

branding such institutions satanic" (Al Jazeera, 

2024a), denying children education and healthcare 

access. 

 

V. LEGAL FRAMEWORK AND 

INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES 

 

Kenya's legal framework reveals significant gaps 

between constitutional protections and practical 

enforcement. While "Kenya has no state religion and 

freedom of religion is enshrined in the nation's 

constitution" (U.S. Department of State, 2025), this 

protection has been interpreted primarily as preventing 

government interference rather than protecting 

citizens from religious exploitation. 

 

The Shakahola tragedy "spurred robust public debate 

about how and whether to further regulate churches to 

prevent extremist beliefs" (U.S. Department of State, 

2025). Government response included establishing 

presidential task force examining regulatory 

frameworks, but implementation remains limited. The 

task force recommended creating "Religious Affairs 

Commission" providing "oversight over religious 

organisations working with umbrella religious 

associations to strengthen self-regulation" (Christian 

Daily International, 2024). 

 

Previous regulatory attempts included requirements 

that "all pastors hold theological certificates from 

accredited institutions" and "individual churches be 

umbrella body members" (Christianity Today, 2024). 

However, enforcement has proven challenging, 

particularly for smaller organizations. Scholars note 

"Kenya needs honest discussion about how regulations 

can safeguard religious freedom rights while 

preventing fake religious leaders from misusing them" 

(The Conversation, 2024). 

 

International experience reveals Kenya is "under 

growing pressure to regulate 'spiritual fraudsters'" 

similar to other countries with vibrant religious 

markets (CSIS, 2021). The prosperity gospel 

represents global movement with similar exploitation 

patterns, "depoliticising poverty and inequality" by 

reframing social justice issues as "purely spiritual 

matters" (Kirimi, 2021). International best practices 

include multi-stakeholder approaches combining 

government oversight with religious community self-

regulation (The Conversation, 2024). 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The evidence demonstrates spiritual abuse represents 

significant human rights concern in Kenya's 

contemporary religious landscape (U.S. Department of 

State, 2025). Systematic vulnerable population 

exploitation through religious manipulation has 

resulted in financial devastation, psychological 

trauma, and mass casualties. The Shakahola massacre 

represents the most severe manifestation, but 

underlying exploitation patterns extend throughout 

Kenya's religious environment. 

 

Key findings indicate spiritual abuse operates through 

identifiable patterns including absolute religious 

authority establishment, prosperity gospel financial 

exploitation, victim social isolation, and psychological 

manipulation techniques (van Klinken, 2020). These 

patterns are facilitated by socio-economic 

vulnerabilities including poverty, limited education, 
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and gender inequalities, combined with inadequate 

religious organization regulatory oversight (Mbugua, 

2025). 

 

Government authorities should develop 

comprehensive legislation specifically addressing 

spiritual abuse while maintaining religious freedom 

protections, including mandatory religious 

organization registration, religious leader educational 

standards, financial transparency requirements, and 

clear religious exploitation penalties (Christianity 

Today, 2024). Religious communities must strengthen 

umbrella organizations with complaint investigation 

and member organization discipline authority while 

improving theological education and enhancing 

interfaith cooperation against exploitative practices 

(Christian Daily International, 2024). 

 

Civil society organizations should develop specialized 

spiritual abuse survivor services including trauma 

counseling, legal assistance, and economic recovery 

support. Educational initiatives must increase public 

awareness of spiritual abuse warning signs and 

protective strategies (The Conversation, 2024). 

Academic institutions should expand research on 

spiritual abuse patterns, intervention strategy 

effectiveness, and long-term recovery processes. 

 

The Shakahola tragedy represents both warning and 

opportunity for Kenya's religious and political 

communities (VOA News, 2024). By acknowledging 

spiritual abuse reality and implementing 

comprehensive protective measures, Kenya can 

preserve vibrant religious heritage while protecting 

citizens from exploitation. The cost of inaction, 

measured in human lives and dignity, is too high to 

ignore. Decisive action addressing spiritual abuse in 

Kenya's church movements requires coordinated 

efforts from all society sectors to ensure religious 

freedom serves to uplift rather than exploit the most 

vulnerable community members. 
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