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Abstract

This study examines the theological meanings that shape Christians’ selective
church attendance, focusing on the widespread practice of attending watch night
services on 31st December despite irregular participation in worship services
throughout the year. Using a mixed-methods approach combining interviews and
structured responses across churches in Accra, the study explores how believers
interpret the spiritual significance of watch night worship. The findings show that
attendance on 31st December is driven primarily by gratitude for survival, desire
for divine protection, and hope for the coming year. Participants frame watch
night services as liminal moments that require intentional engagement with God,
rather than as substitutes for regular discipleship. While most respondents affirm
the importance of regular church attendance, they also articulate a hierarchical
understanding of sacred time in which certain moments carry greater spiritual
urgency. The study argues that watch night attendance reflects lived theology and
theological prioritisation rather than religious inconsistency, offering important
implications for pastoral practice and church engagement strategies.

Keywords: Watch night services; Lived theology; Selective worship; Sacred time;
Pentecostal Christianity; Church attendance; African Christianity

Introduction

For many Christians, faith is not only expressed through regular church attendance but
also through particular moments that feel spiritually significant. One such moment is
31st December, commonly marked by watch night services. Across many Christian
communities, it is not unusual to find churches filled with worshippers on this night,
including individuals who may have been largely absent from church life throughout the
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year. This pattern is not limited to one denomination or one national context, although it
takes distinct theological and ritual forms in different settings. In many contexts,
however, this heightened participation is often short-lived. In the weeks following the
New Year, church attendance in many congregations declines again.

In Ghana, watch night services are not only common but are often organised as
crossover services, where congregations gather on the evening of 31 December and
worship into the New Year. The timing of these services varies across churches,
denominations, and local worship styles: some begin earlier in the evening, while others
begin later at night. What is generally central, however, is the ritual focus on the midnight
transition (1st January), the moment of “crossing over,” after which closing times also
vary. These services are commonly framed with themes such as crossing over, entering
the New Year with God, and divine protection, reinforcing the sense that the transition
into a new year is spiritually weighty.

Watch night services are often understood as moments of transition, reflection, and
spiritual reassurance. They provide space for thanksgiving for life preserved, prayers for
protection, and hope for the year ahead. For some believers, the end of the year carries a
sense of uncertainty: questions about health, survival, success, and the unknown future
become more pronounced. Attending church on 31st December is therefore experienced
as a way of entering the New Year in the presence of God, seeking divine covering and
guidance (Asamoah-Gyadu, 2015; Omenyo, 2002).

Yet this practice raises important theological questions. Why do some Christians who
remain distant from regular worship feel compelled to attend church on this particular
night? Why does watch night worship appear more urgent or spiritually necessary than
ordinary Sunday services? While scholars have explored declining church attendance,
Pentecostal worship practices, and lived religion more broadly, less attention has been
given to the theological meanings that irregular church attendees themselves attach to
watch night services in the Ghanaian context.

Rather than viewing this pattern simply as inconsistency or lack of commitment, this
study approaches watch night attendance as an expression of lived theology—how
believers understand and practice their faith within the realities of everyday life
(McGuire, 2016). From this perspective, selective attendance is not meaningless; it
reflects how Christians negotiate fear, hope, divine protection, gratitude, and sacred time.
At the same time, the claims of this article are contextual rather than exclusive: the study
interprets how these meanings are configured within the Ghanaian Christian settings
examined here, rather than proposing a universal explanation for all watch night
attendance.

This study, therefore, seeks to offer a theological interpretation of watch night church
attendance, focusing specifically on Christians who are largely absent from church life
during the year but present on 31 December.

Literature Review

Church Attendance and Selective Religious Participation

Scholarly work on church attendance has increasingly moved beyond simple
explanations of decline to recognise more complex patterns of selective religious
participation. Rather than abandoning faith altogether, many Christians continue to
identify as religious while disengaging from regular congregational life. Ammerman
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(2014; 2021) describes this as a shift toward “selective belonging,” where individuals
remain spiritually connected but choose when and how to participate in organised
worship. This perspective challenges the assumption that irregular attendance
necessarily reflects loss of faith.

Similarly, McGuire (2016) argues that lived religion often departs from institutional
expectations. Believers prioritise practices they perceive as meaningful or spiritually
effective, even when these practices are not aligned with official church teachings on
regular worship. These studies provide an important foundation for understanding
irregular church attendance. However, they tend to treat selective participation in broad
terms and do not focus on specific ritual moments that draw irregular church attendees
back into church spaces.

African Pentecostalism and Watch Night Worship

Within African Christianity, and particularly Pentecostal and Charismatic traditions,
worship practices are often shaped by strong beliefs in divine intervention, spiritual
protection, and the power of prayer at critical moments. Asamoah-Gyadu (2015)
highlights how African Pentecostal spirituality emphasises intense prayer services that
respond to human vulnerability, uncertainty, and crisis. Watch night services, commonly
held on 31 December, have become central expressions of this spirituality.

Omenyo (2002) further explains that Pentecostal worship in Africa thrives on ritual
innovation and responsiveness to social and existential concerns. Services that promise
protection, breakthrough, and divine guidance tend to attract wide participation. While
this body of literature helps explain the popularity and theological logic of watch night
services, it largely focuses on church practices and institutional expressions of
Pentecostalism. Less attention is given to the motivations of individuals who attend these
services despite being absent from church life for much of the year.

Lived Theology and Meaning-Making in Practice

The concept of lived theology offers a useful lens for interpreting selective church
attendance. Ganzevoort and Roeland (2014) argue that theology is not only articulated
through doctrine but also expressed through the choices people make in their everyday
lives.

Swinton and Mowat (2016) similarly emphasise that practical theology must attend
to how believers understand and experience God within concrete situations. They argue
that moments of crisis, transition, or uncertainty often intensify religious engagement.
Although lived theology scholarship values everyday expressions of faith, it has rarely
been applied specifically to calendar-based worship practices such as watch night
services. This leaves a gap in understanding how believers theologically interpret
particular moments as more spiritually urgent than others.

Sacred Time, Ritual, and Moments of Transition

Another relevant strand of literature focuses on ritual and the construction of sacred time.
Grimes (2014) explains that rituals become especially powerful during liminal
moments—periods of transition when individuals feel suspended between past and
future. Such moments often provoke heightened religious participation as people seek
reassurance, protection, and meaning.
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Stringer (2019) further argues that sacred time is socially and theologically
constructed rather than inherently fixed. In Christian contexts, year-end moments often
carry symbolic associations with judgment, survival, renewal, and hope. These insights
help explain why 31 December may be experienced as spiritually decisive. However,
existing ritual studies rarely connect sacred time directly to patterns of church absence
and reappearance, particularly among irregular churchgoers.

Enchanted Worldview and Watch Night in Ghana

Birgit Meyer’s work helps frame Watch Night participation in Ghana within an
“enchanted” religious imagination where spiritual forces are understood as real and
practically consequential in everyday life. Drawing on her ethnographic research
(including among Ewe communities in Ghana), Meyer shows how many Christians
interpret uncertainty, danger, and the future through concerns about protection, blessing,
and spiritual causality, and how these realities are made experientially present through
embodied practices and shared “sensational forms” such as prayer, worship, and ritual
timing (Meyer, 1999; Meyer, 2011). This lens helps explain why 31 December services
may be treated not merely as a church program but as a spiritually strategic moment for
reassurance and “safe passage” into the new year (Meyer, 1999).

Methodology

Research Design

This study employed a mixed-method approach, combining a structured questionnaire
with semi-structured interviews in order to examine both patterns of attendance and
participants’ theological meanings attached to watch night worship. The use of mixed
methods allowed the study to integrate descriptive quantitative patterns with qualitative
interpretation of lived religious meaning (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

Study Context and Setting

Due to the nature of the phenomenon under investigation, data collection was conducted
during the 31 December watch night services in eight (8) different churches in Accra,
Ghana. Watch night services provided a natural and contextually appropriate setting for
engaging participants at the moment when their decision to attend church was most
theologically meaningful. Conducting the study during the service allowed participants
to reflect on their motivations while actively participating in year-end worship.

Sampling and Participants

Participants were selected using purposive sampling, with particular attention given to
individuals who were attending the church for the first time, returning after a long period
of absence, or who identified themselves as irregular worshippers. Across the churches
visited, many respondents described themselves as first-time attendees, occasional
worshippers, or individuals who did not attend church regularly but had chosen to be
present specifically for the watch night service. In addition, a substantial number of long-
time or regular worshippers were also included in the study, allowing for comparative
reflection between regular and irregular church attendees regarding the meaning and
significance of watch night attendance.
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In total, thirty (30) participants took part in semi-structured interviews across the
eight churches. In addition, a questionnaire survey yielded fifty-five (55) completed
responses, collected through both in-person and online administration.

Participant Recruitment

Participant recruitment took place immediately after the watch night services in all the
churches visited. Across these churches, a common practice was observed in which first-
time attendees were formally identified, introduced to the congregation, and prayed for
as part of the service. This practice provided a clear and ethical point of access for
recruiting first-time worshippers, who were then invited to participate in the study after
the service.

For irregular churchgoers, recruitment followed two main approaches. In some
churches, church leaders and media team members assisted in identifying individuals
who were known to attend church occasionally or irregularly. In other instances,
irregular worshippers were identified through self-disclosure during brief post-service
conversations, where participants indicated that they did not attend church regularly but
had come specifically for the watch night service. This combination of structured
identification and voluntary self-identification allowed the study to recruit participants
whose attendance patterns were central to the research focus.

Data Collection Methods

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews and a structured questionnaire. The
interviews explored participants’ church attendance patterns, their understanding of
watch night services, and the meanings they attached to attending church on 31
December. The questionnaire collected demographic information and included both
closed-ended and open-ended items on attendance behaviour, perceived importance of
watch night services, and comparisons between regular church services and watch night
attendance.

To reduce the risk of leading responses, interview participants were first invited to
explain their experiences and reasons for attendance in their own words before follow-
up probes were used for clarification and depth. The questionnaire likewise allowed for
variation in responses through multiple response categories (including
disagreement/neutral options where applicable), rather than assuming a single
interpretation of watch night attendance.

Questionnaires were administered in two formats. Some were completed in person
during or immediately after watch night services, while others were administered online
and shared with participants after the event. The use of both formats was intended to
support broader participation while preserving the same core items across respondents.

Role of Church Media Teams

Access to participants and interview logistics was facilitated by the media teams of the
participating churches. Their role was limited to helping identify suitable spaces within
church premises and, where participants consented, assisting with practical recording
arrangements. They did not participate in the interviews, determine participants’
responses, or take part in the analysis of the data. This arrangement helped ensure that
data collection was conducted respectfully and without disrupting worship activities.
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Data Analysis

Interview data were transcribed verbatim and analysed thematically. Thematic analysis
was used to identify recurring patterns of meaning in participants’ responses, with
themes developed inductively from the data before being interpreted in dialogue with
theological and liturgical scholarship (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis focused on
themes such as selective church attendance, sacred/threshold time, gratitude, hope,
divine protection, and perceptions of spiritual obligation. Questionnaire responses were
analysed descriptively (frequencies and percentages) to identify patterns in attendance
behaviour and responses to key items. Findings from both data sources were then
interpreted theologically using a lived theology framework (Swinton & Mowat, 2016).

Ethical Considerations

Participation was voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from all participants.
Respondents were assured of anonymity and confidentiality, and no identifying
information was included in the analysis or reporting of findings. Permission to conduct
the study was obtained from church leadership before data collection.

Results/Findings

Church Tradition of Participants

The questionnaire sample was drawn predominantly from Pentecostal and Charismatic
church traditions. As shown in Table 1, 49 of 55 respondents (89.1%) identified with
Pentecostal/Charismatic churches, while 5 respondents (9.1%) identified with mainline
Protestant traditions (e.g., Methodist, Presbyterian, Anglican), and 1 respondent (1.8%)
identified with an Independent/African Instituted Church.

This distribution reflects the strong presence of watch night services in Pentecostal
and Charismatic church life, where the end of the year is often approached as a spiritually
sensitive moment requiring prayer, reflection, and divine covering. It also helps explain
why many respondents spoke about the urgency of being in church on 31 December. In
these traditions, ending the year in God’s presence and entering the New Year under
divine protection is often deeply embedded in worship practice. At the same time, this
sample composition should be read as a characteristic of the study sample rather than as
a complete representation of all Christian traditions in Ghana.

Table 1. Church Tradition of Participants (n = 55)

Church tradition Frequency Per cent
() (%)

Pentecostal / Charismatic 49 89.1

Protestant (e.g., Methodist, Presbyterian, 5 9.1

Anglican)

Independent / African Instituted Church 1 1.8

Patterns of Church Attendance

Participants reported varied patterns of church attendance across the year. As shown in
Table 2, 41 respondents (74.5%) reported attending church every week, while 10
respondents (18.2%) attended two to three times a month. Smaller numbers reported
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attending occasionally (special services only) (2 respondents, 3.6%) or rarely (2
respondents, 3.6%).

These findings show that the questionnaire sample was not limited to one type of
churchgoer. Rather, it included a predominantly regular-attending group alongside
irregular attenders and those who mainly attend during special occasions. This diversity
is important for interpreting how different categories of Christians relate to the spiritual
significance of 31 December and watch night worship.

Table 2. Patterns of Church Attendance During the Year (n = 55)

Attendance pattern Frequency (n) Per cent (%)
Every week 41 74.5

Two to three times a month 10 18.2
Occasionally (special services only) 2 3.6

Rarely 2 3.6

Barriers to Regular Church Attendance

Participants were asked to identify factors that prevent regular church attendance (with
the option to select more than one). As shown in Table 3, the most frequently mentioned
barrier was “work or time constraints”, reported by 35 respondents (63.6%). Distance or
transport issues and personal or family reasons were each reported by 13 respondents
(23.6%). A smaller number cited loss of interest (3 respondents, 5.5%), while 1
respondent (1.8%) stated that regular attendance is not necessary.

These responses suggest that inconsistency in church attendance in this sample is
shaped primarily by practical constraints, especially work and time pressures, rather than
by rejection of the church itself. This is significant for interpreting the meaning of watch
night attendance, since many participants who miss regular services still maintain a
strong commitment to year-end worship.

Table 3. Barriers to Regular Church Attendance (Multiple Responses Allowed; n =
55)

Barrier mentioned Frequency Per cent of respondents
(n) (Y0)

Work or time constraints 35 63.6

Distance or transport issues 13 23.6

Personal or family reasons 13 23.6

Loss of interest 3 5.5

I do not see regular attendance as 1 1.8

necessary

Note: Percentages exceed 100% because participants could select more than one
barrier.

Attendance at Watch Night Services

Watch night attendance was nearly universal in the questionnaire sample. As shown in
Table 4a, 53 of 55 respondents (96.4%) reported that they usually attend church on 31st
December, while only 2 respondents (3.6%) reported that they do not.
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This finding suggests that, regardless of differences in regular attendance throughout the
year, watch night worship remains a widely observed practice among respondents. The
high rate of attendance supports the argument that 31st December occupies a distinctive
place in participants’ worship lives.

Several participants spoke explicitly about their commitment to attending church on
31st December, even when regular attendance was inconsistent.

P1: “I may not be able to attend church every Sunday because of work, but on 31st
December, I make sure I'm in church. That one is not negotiable for me.”

Some participants contrasted watch night attendance with their irregular presence during
the year.

P9: “I don’t go to church as often as I should, but I always attend watch night. It
gives me peace to know I ended the year with God.”

This reinforces the idea that watch night worship cuts across regular attendance patterns.
A few participants described attending watch night almost automatically, without
much deliberation.

P13: “Whether I've been active in church or not, I still go for watch night. It’s
something I just can’t skip.”

Such statements suggest that watch night attendance has become deeply embedded in
Christian consciousness.

The near-universal attendance at watch night services highlights the unique status of
31 December within Christian worship life. For many participants, this service appears
to function as a fixed spiritual commitment rather than an optional activity.

Table 4a. Usual Attendance at Watch Night Service (31st December) (n = 55)
Response Frequency (n) Per cent (%)
Yes 53 96.4
No 2 3.6

Importance of 31 December Worship

Participants were also asked how important it is for them to attend church on 31
December. Table 4b shows that 48 respondents (87.3%) described it as “extremely
important.” A further 3 respondents (5.5%) described it as “somewhat important,” 3
respondents (5.5%) were neutral, and only 1 respondent (1.8%) considered it “somewhat
not important.”

These results indicate that watch night worship is not experienced merely as a social
custom. Rather, it is widely perceived as a moment of significant spiritual value. Even
among those whose attendance may be inconsistent during the year, 31 December is
often treated as a time requiring religious presence and attentiveness.

Many participants spoke clearly about the exceptional importance they attach to
attending church on 31 December.



http://scriptura.journals.ac.za

Crossing the Year with God: A Theological Interpretation of Watch Night Church Attendance 9

P2: “31st December is extremely important to me. I may not attend church every
Sunday because of work and other commitments, but ending the year with God is
something I don’t joke with. For me, how you end the year matters, and I want to
be in God’s presence when crossing into a new one.”

Others described the service as carrying greater spiritual weight than ordinary services.

P7: “It’s not just another church service. Sunday services are important, yes, but
watch night is different. It’s the moment you pause, reflect, and intentionally commit
yourself to God before entering the new year. [ don’t want to enter a new year
casually.”

P18: “Honestly, I'm not a regular churchgoer. There are times I stay away for
weeks or even months. But when it’s 31st December, I always feel the need to be in
church. That night feels serious to me. I feel like I need to start the new year with
God.”

Table 4b. Importance of Attending Church on 31 December (n = 55)

Response Frequency (n) Per cent (%)
Extremely important 48 87.3
Somewhat important 3 5.5

Neutral 3 5.5
Somewhat not important 1| 1.8

Watch Night Services Compared to Regular Sunday Worship

When asked to compare watch night services with regular Sunday services, responses
showed an important nuance. As shown in Table 4c, 33 respondents (60.0%) said that
attending church on 31 December feels “about the same” in importance as a regular
Sunday service, while 21 respondents (38.2%) described it as “more important.” Only 1
respondent (1.8%) described it as “less important.”

This suggests a nuanced pattern of selective prioritisation. A substantial proportion
of respondents do regard watch night as more important than a typical Sunday service,
but the largest group views the two as comparable in importance. The data therefore do
not support a simplistic contrast between “watch night” and “Sunday” worship; rather,
they suggest that many participants affirm both, while still treating 31 December as a
spiritually intensified moment.

Table 4c. Compared to Regular Sunday Services, Attending on 31 December
Feels... (n =55)

Response Frequency (n) Per cent (%)
More important 21 38.2
About the same 33 60.0

Less important 1| 1.8
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Spiritual Discomfort with Staying at Home on 31 December

Participants were asked whether they felt spiritually uncomfortable staying at home on
31 December. Table 5 shows that 41 of 55 respondents (74.5%) either agreed or strongly
agreed with this statement (27 strongly agree; 14 agree). 6 respondents (10.9%) were
neutral, while 8 respondents (14.5%) disagreed or strongly disagreed (6 disagreed; 2
strongly disagreed).

This pattern indicates that, for many respondents, staying away from church on the
final night of the year creates a sense that something spiritually significant is being
missed. Physical presence in church appears to offer reassurance, while absence is
associated with unease for a large proportion of participants.

God’s Protection at the End of the Year

Participants’ responses to the statement “God s protection is especially important at the
end of the year” reveal a mixed but meaningful pattern. As shown in Table 5, 33 of 55
respondents (60.0%) agreed or strongly agreed (21 strongly agree; 12 agree), 6
respondents (10.9%) were neutral, and 16 respondents (29.1%) disagreed or strongly
disagreed (12 disagree; 4 strongly disagree).

These responses show that belief in divine protection at year-end is widespread in the
sample, but not unanimous. The results, therefore, support a more nuanced
interpretation: for many participants, the end-of-year transition is a moment when divine
protection is perceived as especially salient, while others do not attach the same level of
distinctiveness to this period.

P6: “For me, the end of the year is very sensitive. You 've seen everything that has
happened throughout the year—accidents, sickness, people who didn’t make it. So
when it’s 31st December, I feel like I need God'’s protection more than ever. I want
to pray and commit myself and my family into His hands before entering the New
Year.”

P12: “I believe God'’s protection is always important, but at the end of the year, it
feels different. It’s like you are stepping into something unknown. Being in church
on that night gives me confidence that God is going ahead of me into the New Year.”

Spiritual Preparation for the New Year

A strong theme that emerged from the questionnaire responses is the belief that attending
a watch night service prepares individuals spiritually for the New Year. Table 5 shows
that 43 of 55 respondents (78.2%) agreed or strongly agreed with this statement (25
strongly agree; 18 agree). 9 respondents (16.4%) were neutral, while 3 respondents
(5.5%) disagreed or strongly disagreed.

This suggests that watch night worship is understood not only as a way of ending the
year but also as a means of entering the New Y ear spiritually aligned, covered, and ready.
For many participants, the service functions as a moment of renewal or spiritual reset at
the beginning of a new cycle.
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Missing Watch Night versus Missing Regular Services

Participants were more divided when asked whether missing the watch night service
feels more serious than missing regular church services. As shown in Table 5, 21
respondents (38.2%) agreed or strongly agreed with this statement (12 strongly agree; 9
agree), while 23 respondents (41.8%) disagreed or strongly disagreed (16 disagree; 7
strongly disagree). 11 respondents (20.0%) were neutral.

This distribution confirms a genuinely mixed pattern. While watch night services are
widely valued, respondents do not uniformly elevate them above regular worship in the
same way. This finding is important because it prevents overgeneralisation and
reinforces the diversity of theological interpretations within the sample.

Key Watch Night Belief Statements

Table 5 summarises responses to the key Likert-scale statements used in the
questionnaire. The table makes visible the degree of agreement, disagreement, and
neutrality across the different statements and supports a more precise reading of
participants’ attitudes toward watch night worship.

Table 5. Responses to Key Likert-Scale Statements on Watch Night Worship (n =
55)

Statement Strongly Agree  Neutral Disagree Strongly
agree disagree
Being in church on 31st 24 18 6 6 1 (1.8%)

Dec helps me “cross the (43.6%) (32.7%) (10.9%) (10.9%)

year” safely with God

I feel spiritually 27 14 6 6 2 (3.6%)
uncomfortable staying at (49.1%) (25.5%) (10.9%) (10.9%)

home on 31st Dec

God’s  protection is 21 12 6 12 4 (7.3%)
especially important at (38.2%) (21.8%) (10.9%) (21.8%)

the end of the year

Attending watch night 25 18 9 1(1.8%) 2(3.6%)
service prepares me (45.5%) (32.7%) (16.4%)

spiritually for the new

year

Missing the watch night 12 9 11 16 7
service feels more serious (21.8%) (16.4%) (20.0%) (29.1%) (12.7%)
than missing regular

church services

Motivations for Attending Watch Night Services

Participants described multiple motivations for attending watch night services, with
recurring themes centred on gratitude, divine protection, and hope for the New Year. In
the questionnaire item on the main reason for attending watch night service, some
respondents selected more than one option despite the “select one” instruction. For this
reason, the item is interpreted as indicating dominant and overlapping motivations rather
than strictly exclusive categories.
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As shown in Table 6b, gratitude for life and survival was the most frequently
mentioned reason (38/55, 69.1%), followed by desire for God’s protection (17/55,
30.9%) and hope for blessings in the New Year (16/55, 29.1%). Church tradition or
family expectation was mentioned less frequently (3/55, 5.5%). These quantitative
patterns support the qualitative evidence that watch night attendance is strongly tied to
thanksgiving, divine protection, and hopeful expectation.

Participants described a range of reasons for attending watch night services, but their
responses revealed clear and recurring motivations. The most dominant themes were
gratitude, desire for God’s protection, and hope for the New Year. For many participants,
attending church on 31 December was primarily an act of thanksgiving, an opportunity
to acknowledge survival, provision, and divine faithfulness over the past year.

Expressions such as “gratitude for life and survival,” “to thank God for seeing me
through the year,” and “to show appreciation for God’s protection” appeared
repeatedly. These responses suggest that watch night attendance is deeply tied to a
theology of preservation, the belief that reaching the end of the year is itself evidence of
God’s sustaining grace.

Alongside gratitude, many participants highlighted a desire for God’s protection as a
key motivation. For these respondents, the transition into a new year was perceived as
uncertain and potentially risky, making divine protection especially necessary. Watch
night services were therefore seen as moments to place oneself, one’s family, and one’s
future deliberately under God’s care.

Hope for blessings in the coming year also emerged as an important motivation.
Participants spoke about entering the New Year with expectation, seeking guidance,
direction, favour, and spiritual empowerment. For some, this hope was connected to
receiving prophetic words, prayer, or spiritual alignment for the year ahead.

A smaller number of participants pointed to church tradition or family expectation as
influencing their attendance. However, even in these cases, responses were often framed
in spiritual terms, suggesting that tradition itself carries theological meaning rather than
being a purely social obligation.

Table 6a. Selection Pattern for “Main Reason” Item (n = 55)

Selection pattern Frequency (n) Per cent (%)
Selected one option (as instructed) 45 81.8
Selected multiple options 10 18.2

Table 6b. Reasons Mentioned for Attending Watch Night Service (Overlapping
Mentions; n = 55)

Reason mentioned Frequency (n) Per cent of respondents
(%)

Gratitude for life and survival 38 69.1

Desire for God’s protection 17 30.9

Hope for blessings in the New Year 16 29.1

Church tradition or family 3 5.5

expectation

Note: Some respondents selected more than one reason despite the instruction to select
one option, percentages, therefore, reflect overlapping mentions.
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Fear, Uncertainty, and the Question of Negative Consequences

When participants were asked whether something negative could happen if they did not
attend church on 31 December, the majority answered “No.” As shown in Table 7a, 41
respondents (74.5%) answered No, 10 respondents (18.2%) answered Maybe, and 4
respondents (7.3%) answered Yes.

This pattern suggests that fear is present for some participants, but often in a subtle
or implicit form rather than as an overt belief in punishment. For many respondents,
attending watch night service appears to be less about avoiding specific negative
outcomes and more about seeking spiritual reassurance, peace of mind, and confidence
when facing an uncertain future.

Table 7a. Do You Believe Something Negative Could Happen if You Do Not Attend
Church on 31st December? (n = 55)
Response Frequency (n) Per cent (%)

No 41 74.5
Maybe 10 18.2
Yes 4 7.3

Selective Worship and Theological Prioritisation

Participants’ responses reveal a pattern of theological prioritisation in how time and
worship are evaluated. As shown in Table 7c, among the 54 valid responses (1 missing),
38 respondents (70.4%) selected the statement: “Regular church attendance is important,
but watch night is more critical.” Another 7 respondents (13.0%) selected “Certain times
are spiritually more important than others.” Smaller numbers selected “As long as |
believe in God, attendance frequency is not very important” (5 respondents, 9.3%) and
“God understands why I do not attend church regularly” (4 respondents, 7.4%).

These findings point to a theology in which not all moments are weighted equally.
They also show that some participants articulate a relational understanding of faith,
emphasising God’s grace and understanding over strict attendance frequency.

At the same time, respondents overwhelmingly rejected the claim that watch night
service “makes up for” irregular attendance. As shown in Table 7b, 49 of 55 respondents
(89.1%) described this statement as “not true at all.” Only 2 respondents (3.6%) selected
“slightly true,” 2 (3.6%) selected “somewhat true,” and 2 (3.6%) selected “extremely
true.” This suggests that while watch night is highly valued, it is generally not seen as a
substitute for regular worship, but rather as a distinct spiritual moment within the rhythm
of faith.

Many participants affirmed the importance of regular church attendance, yet they
clearly placed greater spiritual weight on watch night services.

P5: “I know regular church attendance is important, and I won'’t say it doesn’t
matter. But if [ have to choose, watch night is more critical for me. That night
carries something different. It’s about how you close and open a year spiritually.”

Others framed their practice around the belief that some moments carry greater spiritual
significance than others.
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P14: “Not all times are the same spiritually. There are moments you can’t treat
casually, and 31st December is one of them. That’s why I make sure I'm in church
on that day.”

This reflects a theology in which time itself is hierarchically valued.
Several participants emphasised a relational understanding of faith, suggesting that
God’s grace accommodates irregular attendance.

P19: “I don’t attend church regularly, but I believe God understands my situation.
My faith in Him is what matters most to me, not how many times I show up in
church.”

P26: “God knows my heart. Even if 'm not able to attend church every week, I still
have a relationship with Him. That’s why I don’t feel condemned.”
These responses highlight a theology that prioritises relationship over routine.

Table 7b. “Attending Watch Night Service Makes Up for Not Attending Church
Regularly During the Year” (n = 55)

Response Frequency (n) Per cent (%)
Not true atall 49 89.1

Slightly true 2 3.6
Somewhat true 2 3.6
Extremely true 2 3.6

Table 7c. Which Statement Best Describes Your View? (valid n = 54; 1 missing
response)

Statement Frequency Per cent of valid
(n) responses (%)

Regular church attendance is important, 38 70.4

but watch night is more critical

Certain times are spiritually more 7 13.0

important than others

As long as I believe in God, attendance 5 9.3

frequency is not very important

God understands why I do not attend 4 7.4

church regularly

Meaning of “Crossing the Year with God”

Participants’ reflections on the phrase “crossing the year with God” were rich and deeply
theological. This qualitative pattern is also supported by the questionnaire item on
whether being in church on 31 December helps one “cross the year” safely with God.
Table 5 shows that 42 of 55 respondents (76.4%) agreed or strongly agreed with this
statement (24 strongly agree; 18 agree), while 6 respondents (10.9%) were neutral and 7
respondents (12.7%) disagreed or strongly disagreed.
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These responses suggest that for most participants, “crossing the year with God” is
more than a symbolic expression; it functions as a meaningful theological framing of
year-end worship, linking presence in church to safety, guidance, dependence, and
spiritual preparedness for the unknown future.

Many participants described “crossing the year with God” as entering the New Year
consciously in God’s presence, rather than simply allowing time to pass.

P8: “Crossing the year with God means I'm not entering the New Year on my own.
1 want to step into it knowing that God is with me, guiding me and watching over
me. It gives me confidence because I don’t know what lies ahead.”

Some participants described the moment as one of realignment and renewal.

P30: “It’s a time to realign myself spiritually. I reflect on how I lived in the past
year and make a conscious decision to start the new one with God at the centre.”

A few participants expressed a more restrained view, seeing the transition as less
spiritually charged.

P26: “For me, it’s just a normal change of year. I don’t see it as something
mystical, but 1 still like to attend church because it helps me reflect and pray.”

Several participants described the transition into a new year using metaphors of journey,
crossing a bridge, alignment, or renewal. Others spoke of surrender, placing the year
ahead entirely in God’s hands because only God knows what lies ahead. These responses
reveal a strong theology of dependence, where human plans are seen as insufficient
without divine involvement.

Spiritual Importance of Regular Sunday Services and Watch Night Services
Participants were asked to rate the spiritual importance of regular Sunday services and
watch night services (31st December) on a scale from 1 (not important at all) to 5
(extremely important). As shown in Table 8, both were rated highly.

For regular Sunday services, 48 respondents (87.3%) assigned the highest rating (5),
5 respondents (9.1%) assigned 4, and 2 respondents (3.6%) assigned 3. No respondents
rated regular Sunday services as 1 or 2. The mean rating for regular Sunday services was
4.84/5 (median = 5).

For watch night services, 42 respondents (76.4%) assigned the highest rating (5), 7
respondents (12.7%) assigned 4, 5 respondents (9.1%) assigned 3, and 1 respondent
(1.8%) assigned 2. No respondents assigned a rating of 1. The mean rating for watch
night services was 4.64/5 (median = 5).

These results show that participants generally value both regular Sunday worship and
watch night services highly. At the same time, regular Sunday services received slightly
higher and more consistent ratings, while watch night services, though still strongly
valued, showed somewhat more variation. This nuance aligns with the broader findings:
many participants affirm the ongoing importance of regular worship, while also treating
watch night as a spiritually intensified and symbolically weighty moment.
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Many participants affirmed the importance of regular Sunday worship, even when
their actual attendance was inconsistent.

P4: “Sunday service is very important. That’s where you are taught, corrected, and
encouraged. I know it’s necessary for spiritual growth, even though I'm not always
able to attend every week.”

Others emphasised that regular worship provides spiritual stability but acknowledged
that watch night carries a different kind of weight.

P9: “Sunday services are important because they keep you grounded in your faith.
But watch night is different. It’s not about routine; it’s about marking a turning
point.”

Several participants described valuing both services, but for different reasons.

P16: “Iwouldn’t say watch night is more important than Sunday service in general.
Sunday service builds you over time. But watch night is a special moment where
you pause and intentionally commit the year ahead to God.”

Some participants explained why they rated the watch night slightly lower than or equal
to Sunday services.

P21: “I see watching night as important, but not higher than regular Sunday
worship. It’s meaningful, yes, but spiritual growth happens through consistency,
not one service.”

Others acknowledged that while watch night may not be superior, it still holds distinct
significance.

P28: “Sunday service is where you grow, but watch night is where you reset. They
both matter, just in different ways.”

The comparison between the two ratings reveals an important nuance in participants’
worship priorities. On the one hand, regular Sunday services are acknowledged as
spiritually important in principle. On the other hand, the strong ratings for watch night
services—combined with earlier findings showing high attendance and emotional
urgency—suggest that 31st December carries a different kind of spiritual weight.

Rather than replacing regular worship, watch night services appear to function as
intensified moments of faith. There are moments when belief becomes action, especially
for those who may struggle to attend church consistently. The end of the year is
experienced not merely as another worship opportunity but as a decisive spiritual
threshold that demands presence, prayer, and alignment with God.

This helps explain the apparent contradiction observed earlier: many Christians
affirm the importance of regular worship yet still prioritise watch night attendance even
when they miss ordinary services. Watch night worship is not understood as “better
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church,” but as an urgent church, a moment that feels spiritually necessary because of
what it represents.

Table 8. Ratings of the Spiritual Importance of Regular Sunday Services and
Watch Night Services (1-5 scale; n = 55)
Rating Regular Sunday services n (%) Watch night service n (%)

1 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%)
2 0 (0.0%) 1 (1.8%)

3 2 (3.6%) 5(9.1%)

4 5(9.1%) 7 (12.7%)
5 48 (87.3%) 42 (76.4%)

Summary statistics
e Regular Sunday services: Mean = 4.84, Median = 5
e  Watch night service: Mean = 4.64, Median = 5

Discussion

The findings indicate that watch night attendance in this study reflects theological
prioritisation rather than disengagement from faith. Although the sample included some
irregular attenders, most respondents reported regular church attendance during the year
(74.5% weekly), while watch night attendance was near universal (96.4%) and widely
rated as extremely important (87.3%). This suggests that 31st December carries
heightened spiritual significance across attendance patterns, not only among infrequent
churchgoers.

This pattern aligns with lived religion/lived theology perspectives, which show that
faith is often practised through selective but meaningful moments rather than uniform
routines (McGuire, 2016; Ammerman, 2021). At the same time, the study does not claim
that selective attendance is unique to Ghana. Comparative scholarship in Europe has long
examined uneven relationships between belief and institutional participation, including
“believing without belonging” (Davie, 1994), broader shifts in belief/belonging across
European contexts (Tromp, Pless, & Houtman, 2020), German church attendance trends
(Lois, 2011).

A key contribution of the study is its account of watch night as a threshold time.
Participants’ affirmation of “crossing the year with God” (76.4% agreed/strongly agreed)
and their descriptions of year-end worship as a moment of protection, guidance, and
spiritual realignment support an interpretation of watch night as a liminal ritual moment
(Grimes, 2014). This also strengthens a theology of time reading: although 31st
December is a civil calendar threshold rather than a universally central date in the historic
liturgical year, participants treat it as a theologically charged moment. Watch night
worship can therefore be read as a form of vernacular liturgical theology of time, in
which believers ritualise a civil transition as a spiritually weighty threshold. Meyer’s
work on enchantment and “sensational forms™ further helps explain why this night may
be experienced as spiritually dense through collective prayer, worship, preaching, and
affective atmosphere (Meyer, 1999; 2011).

The motivations reported in the study reinforce this interpretation. Gratitude for
survival emerged as the dominant motive (69.1%), followed by desire for protection and
hope for the coming year, which aligns with African Christian theological emphases on
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divine preservation and dependence (Asamoah-Gyadu, 2015; Omenyo, 2002). At the
same time, the data complicate any reduction of watch night attendance to fear-based
religiosity: most respondents rejected the idea that non-attendance would necessarily
lead to negative consequences (74.5% “No”’), and most also rejected the idea that watch
night attendance compensates for irregular attendance during the year (89.1% “not true
at all”’). Taken together, these findings suggest that watch night worship is generally
understood not as a substitute for regular discipleship, but as a distinct ritual threshold
within a wider Christian moral and spiritual life.

In sum, this article argues that watch night worship in this Ghanaian context is best
understood as a lived theological practice of ritualised year-crossing, where time,
uncertainty, gratitude, and divine dependence converge. The phrase “crossing the year
with God” captures this theology of time well: it names a practice in which believers
seek to inhabit a civil transition as a spiritually meaningful threshold through worship,
prayer, and intentional presence before God.

Recommendations

Reframe watch night services as gateways to ongoing discipleship

Churches should intentionally link watch night themes of gratitude, renewal, and
dependence on God to sustained Christian formation. Teaching during and after watch
night services can emphasise continuity between crossing the year with God and ongoing
discipleship practices such as regular worship, prayer, and fellowship.

Practise pastoral sensitivity toward selective attendance.

Rather than moralising irregular attendance, church leaders should recognise watch night
participation as a meaningful expression of lived faith shaped by real-life pressures.
Pastoral engagement that affirms believers’ theological convictions can create more
inclusive pathways into sustained church involvement.

Extend sacred meaning into ordinary time.

Post-watch-night teaching series, prayer meetings, or small-group engagements can help
translate the spiritual intensity of watch night into everyday Christian living. Sustaining
the meaning of liminal moments beyond the ritual itself is essential for long-term
spiritual formation.

Strengthen intentional retention of newcomers and returning worshippers.

Given the high number of first-time and irregular worshippers who attend watch night
services, churches should develop intentional strategies to retain newcomers and
returning attendees beyond 31 December. Simple follow-up practices, such as welcome
teams, small-group invitations, post-watch-night orientation sessions, and sustained
pastoral contact, can help transform initial engagement into longer-term participation.
Retention efforts should be relational rather than coercive, recognising that watch night
attendance often represents openness rather than full readiness for commitment.
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