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ABSTRACT
Multi-faith communities are becoming more prevalent, with different religious groups
and adherents living and working side by side; moreover, religious institutions are often the
primary providers of charity and service when welfare support is lacking. So what happens when
people of different religious backgrounds share a community and its ailments? This dissertation
takes as its focus a multi-faith community in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil and scrutinizes how three
religious institutions (the Catholic St. John’s, the Neo-Pentecostal UCKG, and Candomblé’s Ilê
Axé) seek to make an impact on the community through faith-based community service projects.
This study asks how religious institutions influence adherents ideologically and morally. How
practitioners internalize those beliefs and how religious influence is then expressed through
community actions. Findings revealed that religious influence is articulated through discourse,
“feeling,” identity, and service.
Discourse was the first mode of religious influence investigated. Individualist ideology
was expressed through sermons and newspapers in the UCKG and sought to establish selfreliance and self-determination as a Neo-Pentecostal moral value, privileging direct unmitigated
relationships with God. St. John’s sermons and newspapers revealed the importance of Jesuit
ideology, specifically through a literal interpretation of St. Ignatius of Loyola’s call to “find God
in all things.” The creation myth in Candomblé provided two central symbols, the orí or head and
the xirê or wheel, which encouraged an ideological worldview based on their symbolic qualities.
These ideologies, individualism, merging the sacred with the mundane and xirê and orí, are
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woven into discourses of faith to assert and reinforce disciplinary guidelines for ideal religious
belief, practice, and identity.
What adherents, themselves, said had the greatest influence in their decisions and daily
lives were “feelings.” This study highlights how religious institutions use the senses, through
ritual acts, to reinforce ideological and moral values. For example, sound held an important but
different purpose in each space. In St. John’s, impromptu sing-a-longs to samba classics served
as a sonic mode of unification. At the UCKG, loud individualized prayers and songs shouted in
dissonant unison prepared adherents for direct and personalized connections to the Holy Spirit.
In Ilė Axé, the rapid and repetitive patterns of percussion and ritual songs at feasts emphasized
an alternative communication system to the spiritual realm.
Findings for how religious influence is reflected through community service actions
revealed that cultural citizenship, or the inequalities in cultural and social benefits, legal rights
and aspects of state belonging, has a significant effect on all three religious institutions. The
UCKG’s drug rehabilitation initiative reinforces individualist and neoliberal values that lessen
the community’s dependence on state welfare. St. John’s avoids overt political acts in the
community; instead it focused on deepening intra-group relationships by reinforcing the values
of equality and unity between adherents. Ilê Axé’s community service actions draws on the
education and skills of particular members to advance social and political awareness and shift
social perspectives on injustice in the community. Looking at the three religious instituions’ civic
actions simultaneously suggested that most faith-based community actions are influenced by a
pursuit of belonging and legitimacy in the nation-state.
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CHAPTER 1
A HOLY TRINITY: RELIGIOUS INFLUENCE, EXPERIENCE AND BEHAVIOR
Communities of faith are often scrutinized for their impacts on political outcomes, their
ability or resistance to assimilating in new environments and their role in global phenomenon,
such as terrorism, slavery or immigration. Researchers have produced studies on various
religious groups’ voting patterns, penned histories of religious developments, and studied the
nuances of religious conflicts. Western media often features narratives where religious groups
seem to be plagued by conflict, drawing on histories of rival religious groups that have ultimately
settled on separate nations or communities (Palestine and Israel, Sudan and South Sudan,
Northern Ireland and Ireland). However in an increasingly globalized world, multi-faith
communities are becoming more prevalent, with different religious groups and adherents living
and working side by side.
Religious groups are not only scrutinized for their political capabilities but for their moral
impact as well. Providing charity and services for social and moral betterment is a part of many
religious theologies. For example, zakat1 is one of the five pillars of Islam; charity in Judaism is
considered a mitzvah;2 the notion of being a Good Samaritan is prevalent in Christianity; and
Sikh scriptures support the practice of "langar," also called the “free kitchen.” In fact, religious
institutions are sometimes the primary providers of charity and service in communities where
welfare support is lacking. So what happens when people of different religious backgrounds
share a community and its ailments? Do their theological differences impact how adherents view
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Zakat or “almsgiving” is an institutionalized system for redistributing wealth, practiced contemporaneously
through offering charity and charitable services to communities.

2

Hebrew for commandment.
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the community? Furthermore, does religious affiliation impact how community members seek to
better their community through acts of service?
This dissertation takes as its focus a multi-faith community in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil
and scrutinizes how three religious institutions, through their adherents, seek to make an impact
on the community through faith-based community service projects. Using a comparative
approach, this study examines the relationship between religious affiliations and community
actions by asking: (1) how do religious institutions influence adherents ideologically and
morally? (2) How do practitioners internalize those beliefs, using them or not in their daily lives?
(3) How is religious influence then expressed through adherent facilitated community actions? In
short, this study examines the relationship between religious influence and actions vis-à-vis
community service projects. Exploring the differences and similarities between Catholic, NeoPentecostal and Candomblé religious beliefs and experiences, this study also considers how
competition between the three religious groups is reflected through the service projects they offer
in the community.
Previously, analysts have examined the role of religion in society and reflected on the
impacts religious institutions have made on individuals. Some of the literatures pertinent to this
study include analyses exploring the relationship between religion and ideology (Althusser 1971;
Asad 1993; Durkheim and Fields 1995), religious practices and the body (Howes 2003; Turner
1996; Ware 2014; Wuthnow 2008), and religion and political beliefs (Botterman and Hooghe
2012; Robbins 2004; Selka 2005; 2007). Moving beyond this literature, I will interrogate the role
religious institutions play in their respective communities, specifically through their influence
over moral ideals and service initiatives by examining the three research questions prompting
this study. In this chapter, I will detail how these questions have been treated by previous
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analyses and explain which theoretical ideas undergird the analyses of this study. This theoretical
backdrop is organized according to the three research questions guiding the study, in the order in
which they were posed.
The first section, “Studies of Religious Influence” will consider how religious institutions
influence adherents ideologically and morally. I will examine how religious influence works,
who it targets and how? This literature looks at several forms of religious influence pertinent to
this study such as symbolic, ideological, institutional, and discursive influence. The second
section “Studies of Religious Experience” asks how practitioners internalize those beliefs, using
them or not in their daily lives. I will then undertake an analysis to comprehend religious
experience and the internalization of religion. Religious experience is comprehended specifically
through identity, morality, feeling and the senses, and religious practices. Last, I will discuss
studies of religion’s impacts on human actions. The “Studies of Religious Actions” section asks
how religious influence is expressed through community actions. It also shifts focus from
ideological influences and experiences of religion to religious embodiment, specifically by
focusing on how religious bodies carry and act on religious influence; I will then conclude with
an exploration of the correlations between religious affiliations and politics, civic actions, moral
behaviors, and community service.
Although this study is principally an examination of the relationships between religion
and community actions, using a comparative approach brought forth questions concerning
identity and competition between the religious groups. Analyzing community service was meant
to highlight the impacts of religious institutions on the social and moral components of local
communities; however, while analyzing ethnographic data alongside the histories of religious
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institutions, the national and political interests of religious institutions and actors surfaced as
well.
What is Religion?
For the purposes of this study, I define religion as a social system comprised of beliefs,
symbols and practices that are oriented around a particular cosmology. I take a Durkheimian
(1995) approach to understanding religion to highlight that religion is social and organized and
consists of significant distinctions between the sacred and the profane.
The division of the world into two domains, the one containing all that is sacred, the other
all that is profane, is the distinctive trait of religious thought; the beliefs, myths,
dogmas… express the nature of sacred things… But by sacred things one must not
understand simply those personal being which are called gods or spirits; a rock, a tree, a
piece of wood, in a word, anything can be sacred. [Durkheim and Fields 1995: 56]
This study also considers Geertz’s (1973) definition of religion useful in that it stresses
the importance of including the meaning of religion and its symbols.
Religion is: (1) a system of symbols which acts to (2) establish powerful, pervasive, and
long lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general
order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an order of factuality that
(5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic. [Geertz 1973: 90-91]
According to Geertz, religious meaning works on adherents in two ways, through
cognition or “knowing, believing or supposing” and through emotion, that is, “feeling or
experiencing” (Winzeler 2012: 11).
This chapter’s main goal is to examine each research question through the existing
literature on religion. The section concerning how religious institutions influence adherents
ideologically and morally will examine what Geertz referred to as the cognitive aspects of
religion. The second section highlights how adherents feel and experience religion in their daily
lives. Then the third section considers how religion motivates not just moods, but actions,
specifically through political, moral, social and civic behaviors.
4

Studies of Ideological Influence
A commonly understood type of cognitive influence exerted by religion and religious
institutions is that of theology and ideology. Theology refers to the study of religious texts as
containing philosophical and cosmological “truth” or knowledge. In contrast ideology refers to a
set of beliefs, of which theology can be included. However, while theological studies scrutinize
the textual evidence grounding religious beliefs, ideological studies scrutinize “the imaginary
relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence” (Althusser 1971: 109). By
studying religious ideology, scholars have been able to reveal otherwise indiscernible relations
and knowledges that shape societies. Rather than examine the truth of particular theologies, this
section will survey what analysts have suggested about the “knowing, believing and supposing”
aspects of religious influence (Winzeler 2012: 4).
Marx effectively argued that capitalism shapes nearly all aspects of modern society;
however he largely ignored religious institutions in his writings (Tucker 1978). Regardless, his
influence on the sociology of religion is noteworthy for these key observations: “[humanity]
makes religion; religion does not make [humanity]” (Tucker 1978: 53) and, popularly, “religion
is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the sentiment of a heartless world, and the soul of soulless
conditions. It is the opium of the people.” (Tucker 1978: 53-54). According to Marx, religion is
principally a tool for numbing the mind (an opiate) and for social control as perpetuated by the
ruling class. Durkheim also suggested that religion was a means for social control, albeit
necessary to maintaining social structures.
Influenced by Marxist theories, Althusser (1971) later demonstrated how state power
seeks to maintain exploitative, hegemonic relationships between capitalists and the proletariat,
by subjecting individuals in societies to “ruling ideologies” such as religion (Althusser 1971:
133). Like Marx (Tucker 1978), Althusser viewed religion primarily as a tool used by capitalists
5

and the state to control societies. “Ruling ideologies”, according to Althusser (1971), are
transmitted through “words” and “know how” and are termed Ideological State Apparatuses
(ISA) (Althusser 1971: 133). Althusser also noted that the domination of ISAs in a society is
often reinforced by the use of Repressive State Apparatuses (RSAs) in the form of
military violence or brute force (Althusser 1971).
Althusser (1971) also argued that states often use discourse, in particular, to coerce
populations and continue “the domination of the ruling class “in words’” (Althusser 1971: 133).
Discourse refers to the “social practice” both spoken and written language and has been
described as a “social practice” (Fairclough 1995: 258). Pointing to discourse’s social qualities
has allowed researchers to note how discourse is affected by other social factors such as
relationships of power between speakers (Fairclough 1992). According to Althusser (1971),
ISAs, such as discourse and religion, often sustain systems of subjugation in societies.
However, non-state actors, including religious institutions, use discourse to exert
influence over individuals as well. Social linguists Jaworski and Coupland (1999) argue that,
“language is the key ingredient in the very constitution of knowledge” (Fairclough 1989; 1992
Jaworski and Coupland 1999: 4). In other words, ideas circulate primarily through discourses,
like religious sermons, which can produce or reproduce certain worldviews and knowledges that,
in turn, influence how adherents think and what they believe (Caballero Mengibar 2015;
Fairclough 1989; 1992; 1995). Thus, different types of religious discourse will be examined in
Chapter 3 using the methodological tool, discourse analysis, to examine how religious discourses
seek to exert influence over individuals (Berger 1981; Jaworski and Coupland 1999). Ideological
influence can also be identified methodologically by looking for signs of interpellation.
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Interpellation suggests that ideologies work on subjects through subconscious
recognition, much like a person responding to a shout that may or may not be intended for them
(Althusser 1971: 174). In this dissertation, interpellation was identified by highlighting
ideological concurrences between religious discourses, such as Bible passages or a Pastor’s
sermons, and adherents’ word choice and narrative themes in interviews. Studying language and
religion in tandem has even prompted some researchers to consider which ideologies from
competing institutions (political, religious, school) may be most powerful in a particular society
(Caballero Mengibar 2015; Jaworski and Coupland 1999).
Although Althusser noted that, “all ideology hails or interpellates concrete individuals as
concrete subjects” he did not provide much analysis for the notion that state subjects can,
therefore, be interpellated by competing ideologies such as nationalism (i.e. a form of state
ideology), political ideologies, and even competing religious beliefs (Althusser 1971: 173).
While Althusser’s (1971) ISA and RSA can be useful in understanding how state-sanctioned
ideologies and violence are used to assert power over people and societies, they do not provide
much space for alternative ideologies to resist hegemonic or state-sanctioned ideologies.
Foucauldian studies of religion offer an alternative perspective on religious influence that
includes competition between each religious group and between religious institutions and the
state. From a Foucauldian perspective, ideology does not just work on societies and people from
above; people can react to ideology as well and their reactions merit comprehension. To
comprehend all the different competing ideologies influencing the religious adherents of this
study, I use Foucault’s (1974) notion of emergent knowledge systems to destabilize Althusser’s
(1971) more static notion of ideology.
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Unlike ISAs, Foucault’s (1974) notion of ideology can be interpreted as something
constantly transforming and interacting with other ideologies, creating emergent knowledge
systems (Foucault 1974; Foucault and Gordon 1980). Discourses often contribute to dominant
knowledge systems but alternative discourses can also interrogate and manipulate hegemonic
“know how,” giving discourse an emergent quality (Althusser 1971: 133). Moreover, emergent
knowledge systems are capable of revealing orientalized knowledges as well (Asad 1993;
Foucault 1974; Said 1978). Orientalized knowledges refer to epistemologies based in the
centrality and implicit superiority of Western views and perspectives (Asad 1993; Said 1978).
For example, in Brazil, Catholicism was used as a tool of subjugation for enslaved AfroBrazilian populations and represents an orientalizing discourse. However, its symbols were coopted by Afro-Brazilians to disguise continued orixá3 worship; the merging of Catholic symbols
with orixá worship would later emerge as the foundation of Afro-Brazilian religions like
Candomblé. From this perspective, counter narratives can impact dominant discourses and
discourses can change over time (Fairclough 1989). When multiple religions co-exist in a social
sphere, their ideologies sometimes compete for dominance. I explicitly chose to examine
Catholicism, Neo-Pentecostalism and Candomblé to highlight the relationships between
competing religious ideologies as they provide services in a shared community.
Highlighting competitive relationships between religious institutions elicits the question
of how and why certain religious ideologies gain popularity and, in some instances, power over
others. Examining the development, successes and failures of religious movements historically
has provided a variety of answers to the question of why certain religions have dominated
ideological spheres (Burdick 1999; Chestnut 2003; Comaroff 2009; Iyanaga 2015; Premack
2011). Premack (2011) identified the 1930s as a critical time for Pentecostal development over
3

Orixás are powerful intermediaries or deities from the Yoruba-based religious and philosophical traditions.
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Baptist influence in the Brazilian religious landscape. She argued that the lack of an
institutionalized, international support system (both economic and administrative) enabled
Pentecostal growth by allowing Brazilians to manage their churches and spirituality
independently. In contrast, Baptist development was deterred by its dependence on the Southern
Baptist Convention’s Foreign Mission Board’s educational, cultural and administrative
requirements, slowing its expansion and innovation in the nation (Premack 2011). According to
Premack (2011), the independent aspect of Pentecostal religious ideology empowered many poor
Brazilians at a crucial time in their history.
Another explanation for certain religious ideological successes and failures is tied to
trends in economic processes. Analysts argue that religious ideologies can be impacted by and
can impact economies (Chestnut 2003; Comaroff 2009; Tucker 1978; Weber 2003). Many
studies of religious competition have been influenced by Weber (2003) who, at the turn of the
twentieth century, wrote against the “vulgar materialism” of Marxist understandings of religion.
Weber (2003) enacted a focused inquiry into the impacts of religion on society and argued that
what seemed like pretty straightforward, governing business principles of 17th century America
were better described as an “ethic” that was asserted and sustained by Protestant religious
ideology and burgeoning western capitalism. In other words, Weber (2003) argued that religious
beliefs in the form of a “protestant ethic” combined with the economic practices of that period
and provided the underpinnings for modern American capitalism. Weber (2003) also advanced
the notion that religious beliefs are not solely impacted by sociological and political phenomena,
but are capable of governing certain human practices that have shaped economic processes. In
other words, Weber (2003) suggested that religious influence can also be articulated through
adherents’ economic practices in societies.
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More recently, Comaroff (2009) observed the relationship between religious influence
and economies by reflecting on how revitalized faiths have grown in popularity all over the
world. She emphasized that by using mass media during a period of state and national
decentralization due to neoliberalism, revitalized faiths have been able to extend their influence
into secular or profane domains of society. From “commerce, the government, education, and
popular arts – nothing seems too trivial or debased to offer grist to the [revitalized] spiritual mill”
(Comaroff 2009: 20).
In fact, analyzing the role of religion in the social, economic and political sphere, whether
contemporaneously or historically, is complicated by a growing realization that state ideology
often draws on popular religious ideologies; that is, governments sometimes use religious
symbols to proffer their own ideologies. An example is Bandyopadhyay et al.’s (2008) study of
how different institutions (media, the tourism industry, the State) adopt certain religious
symbolisms strategically to further their own political, economic, and social interests. The Indian
state, they argue, privileges Hinduism as the national religion to legitimate anti-colonial
sentiments and sustain claims of state autonomy. The tourism industry, however, prefers to
emphasize the importance of Christian and Muslim architectural features in order to sanitize
colonial legacies (Bandyopadyay et al. 2008).
While it is common to find studies of how religious ideologies extend into state politics
(Comaroff 2009; Fischer 1980; Selka 2005) and how political ideologies try to tap into religious
influence (Bandyopadyay et al. 2008), an alternative approach questions epistemological
divisions between religion and politics all together. Bellah (1967), for example, looking
specifically at the US, contributed the notion of “civil religion,” or how religious symbols and
the notion of the “sacred” can traverse civil, secular and religious domains.
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American civil religion includes both spiritual symbols that transcend particular religions,
as in various sacred phrases (“one nation under God,” “in God we trust,” “endowed by
their Creator with certain inalienable Rights”), as well as sacred but nonsupernatural ones
like the flag. It also includes national holidays, some of which (like Christmas and Easter)
are optionally religious in a conventional sense, others of which (like Thanksgiving or
Fourth of July) are definitely not. [Winzeler 2012: 11]
Political scientists have begun noting the inseparability of politics and religion as well,
especially in the context of non-Western societies (Asad 1993; Fischer 1980; Omoniyi and
Fishman 2006; Shehabuddin 1999). Omoniyi noted that in contemporary Nigeria, "the separation
of religion and politics has been completely abandoned while western perceived ‘religious codes’
such as Sharia, have become an integral instrument of governance" (Omoniyi and Fishman 2006:
55). Shehabuddin (1999) also argued that religion and governance are increasingly blurred as
Bangladeshi community leaders use Islamic Fatwas4 as a deterrent to the changing social and
political roles (that some argue is a Westernization) of women in rural communities.
When Asad (1993) criticized the notion that religion and politics constitute two separate
spheres of influence, he blamed Eurocentric epistemological traditions for imposing a religion—
politics divide, based on Western models, onto societies where that may not exist. To avoid this
pitfall, Asad (1993) encouraged anthropologists to focus on the specific historical and cultural
contexts of each religious community to avoid generalizing religious phenomena (see also Meyer
2004).
In the case of Brazil, whose status as a Western nation is contested5 (Huntington 1993;
Mignolo 2005), liberation theology served as an entry point for approaching the religion—
politics distinction with caution in this study. Liberation theology is a theological movement
4

A fatwā is a legal declaration issued by an Islamic law authority to deal with matters where Islamic
jurisprudence or fiqh is unclear.

5

Huntington categorized Latin America as not part of the western world and Mignolo furthers this argument
by stating the West is a hegemonic, Occidental category of which Latin America, due to its colonial history, is not
categorically a part.
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stemming from Jesuit philosophy that aimed to blur philosophical and value distinctions between
politics and religion in Catholic ideology, ecclesial populations and adherents’ daily lives (Della
Cava 1976). According to the Peruvian and Brazilian founders of liberation theology, spiritual
values were to be aligned with political values and political aims aligned with spiritual values.
When liberation theology gained popularity across South America, it shifted traditional Catholic
values, which had been closely aligned with the colonial elite classes and re-centered Catholic
institutional interests on social and class-based injustice by encouraging members to work with
previously ignored, poor and rural communities as a central part of their new spiritual departure
(Della Cava 1976). Catholic institutions did not embrace liberation theology uniformly; however
the movement did have a marked impact in Brazil, particularly in rural communities negatively
impacted by urbanization. In the monograph Brazilian Women Speak, a nun practicing liberation
theology in the 1970s explained that faith-based community work was central to her spiritual and
intellectual development because, “While you view things theoretically, you’ll never be
convinced. But when you live something in practice, this practice speaks to you much more”
(Patai 1988: 46). Accordingly, historians of Catholicism in South America have been careful to
avoid imposing a separation between religious and political ideologies where adherents did not
see one (Della Cava 1976; Iyanaga 2015). This study continues to interrogate philosophical and
symbolic boundaries (or lack thereof) between religion and politics in all three religious spaces.
This section has presented two different approaches to understanding cognitive or
ideological, religious influence: Althusserian (1971) and Foucauldian (1974) analyses. While
Althusser’s (1971) theory of interpellation is useful for revealing ideological influences
discursively, a Foucauldian (1974) approach is better for this study as it allows space to consider
the various ideological forces that interact with and against religious ideologies. Much of the
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literature on religious ideologies continues to suggest that ideological studies of religion are
actually descriptions of the power struggles between religion and politics. Competing ideologies,
be they linguistic, state-sanctioned, or between different religious groups, draw attention to how
power functions, in ways often obscured by daily life, in a given society (Bocock and Thompson,
ed. 1985). Studying the progression and competition between Catholicism, Candomblé and NeoPentecostalism in Brazilian society therefore necessitates an analysis that includes religion’s
relationship to the state. However, this study also takes seriously Asad’s (1993) caution against
essentializing divisions between religious and political realms, particularly in a society that
nurtured the development of liberation theology. As such, I use Bellah’s (1967) theory of civil
religion to highlight the nuances of religious and political ideologies and power relationships in
society.
Studies of Religious Experience
The second question guiding this study is how adherents navigate religious influence in
their lives. Put another way, how do adherents experience religion? While the previous section
dealt with the “knowing, believing and supposing” aspects of religion, this section will trace the
emotional and experiential impacts of it (Winzeler 2012: 11). Geertz’s (1973) definition of
religion hinted at experiences of religiosity or religiousness when he noted the “moods” and
“motivations” that religion induces (Geertz 1973: 90). To better understand “moods” and
“motivations,” analyses must take a closer look at religious adherents and religious symbolisms,
rather than focusing on competing ideologies and power relations in societies.
Experiences of religiosity will be analyzed through certain modes of articulation in this
study: identity, issues of belonging, morality and through multi-sensorial experiences or
“feeling”. Analyses of experiences and expressions of religiosity often include the extent to
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which people can act outside of ideological domination. As previously noted, ideology does not
just work on societies and people from above; people reject and negotiate ideological influences
as well. This section and the research question orienting it deal specifically with this matter and
its multiple arguments.
What is Identity?
Articulations of identity are an essential part of how adherents express religiosity.
According to Seul, religious rituals and practices, “seek to shape identities through bids for
compliance and/ or identification” (1999: 562). Literature on identity has a number of different
approaches and focuses; however many analyses begin by asserting that there is no organic self
or essence that, when expressed, comprises a person’s identity (Arkin 2009; Butler 1999;
Goffman et al 1997; Misra 2012). Identity is better understood as consistent choices and
pressures to present and perform one’s supposed organic self (Goffman et al. 1997). Studies of
religion and identity highlight several modes of religious influence that impact individuals’
identity-making processes. In this section, I consider ideological, discursive and symbolic bids
on religious identities, whereas the following section on religious embodiment will present
literature concerning the presentational and performative aspects of identity-making (Arkin
2009; Smith and Prokopy, eds. 1999; Misra 2012; Seul 1999).
Scholars studying identity have noted that religious affiliations are an important part of
social identity-making that intertwine with other identity influencers like nationality, gender,
race or ethnic background (Smith and Prokopy, eds. 1999; Goffman et al. 1997; Misra 2012). In
fact, Selka has studied the relationship between race and religion in Brazil and the role different
religious institutions have played in crafting an Afro-Brazilian identity and consciousness.
Understanding identity and its relation to other social phenomena is explained accordingly:
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[I]n the process of self-definition and identity construction, agents can work with or
against the status quo, and our habits and daily practices tend to reproduce or resist the
social order of which we are a part of. Seen in this way, the construction of identity is at
least indirectly political. [Selka 2007: 6]
Dominant religious institutions in multi-faith nations often engage in public discourses
that portray minority religious groups as “de-nationalisers, propagators of an alien faith, and
destroyers of national values and civic duties” (Smith and Prokopy, eds. 1999: 19). While
governance is often conceptualized as being founded on religious values (e.g. Islamic States) or
being completely severed from religion (i.e. the division of Church and state), there are
misconceptions implicit in the binary. Regardless of whether a state is secular or if governance is
centered around particular religious beliefs, marginalized religious groups can exist alongside
normalized religious beliefs. Religious states are often viewed as inherently unequal, while
secular states, arguably, guarantee all individuals’ religious freedom; however religious freedom
does not guarantee religious equality. In moments of conflict, marginalized religious groups in
so-called secular states are still vulnerable to certain forms of denigration or violence. For
instance, in contemporary times, minority religious groups are often labeled “anti-patriotic” and
recently in France, sartorial religious expressions have even been penalized with citizenship
classes.6 “The modern state [despite its unwillingness to admit it] has not been able to sever the
relationship between religion and the citizen” (Ajani 2015: 131).
Studies concerning the relationship between religious identity making and nationalism
have been illuminated through analyses using the notions of belonging and citizenship.
Citizenship is often referred to as a legal category defining the terms of insider—outsider
relationships; specifically, citizens are guaranteed certain rights, opportunities, and protections
while non-citizens are excluded from those protections. Leap, however, argues that the insider—
6

Citizen classes refer to the 2010 French ban on face coverings such as, burqas and niqabs, in public spaces,
whose penalty includes a fine and enforced participation in French citizenship education.
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outsider properties of citizenship extend into social and cultural realms as well (Leap and
Boellstorff, eds. 2004). Citizenship “is not just a status within civil society but is also a mode of
social action through which individuals and groups […] assert other claims to ‘place’ within the
broader social domain” (Leap and Boellstorff, eds. 2004: 136). Although my field study
consisted of all local Brazilian citizens (some having never travelled outside their state of birth),
each religious institution was engaged in a “discussion, and a struggle over, the meaning and
scope of membership in the community in which [they] live” (Hall et al. 1996: 175). Rosaldo’s
(1994) theory of cultural citizenship explains how identity, in this case, religious identity, is
enmeshed in systems of inequality expressed through experiences of belonging and inferiority.
Cultural citizenship refers to the right to be different and to belong in a participatory
democratic sense. It claims that, in a democracy, social justice calls for equity among all
citizens, even when such differences as race, religion, class, gender, or sexual orientation
potentially could be used to make certain people less equal or inferior to others. The
notion of belonging means full membership in a group and the ability to influence one's
destiny by having a significant voice in basic decisions. [Rosaldo 1994: 402]
In this dissertation, the concept of cultural citizenship is used to contextualize religious
competition as it is fueled and felt through experiences of belonging and inequality in Brazil.
Adherents navigate many ideological influences, including local and national politics, and part of
religious identity maintenance includes advocating for one’s religious identity to be included as
an integral part of the nation (Goffman et al. 1997; Lichterman 2008; Misra 2012; Seul 1999). A
new concept called “spiritual citizenship” expands this notion of belonging on a global scale to
highlight diasporas formed around the intersections of religion and race (Castor 2017).

Metaphor, Space and Belonging
Another method for understanding how identities are articulated is through identifying
symbolic groupings. Anthropologists like Geertz (1973) and Douglas (1966) have contributed to
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contemporary understandings of religious structure and meaning by highlighting that religious
symbols function both cognitively and communicatively—meaning that symbols embedded with
religious significance both shape adherents’ thought processes and communicate particular ideas
to people. From this perspective, symbols are persuasive in their ability to reveal “truths”
independent of their accuracy or effectiveness (Asad 1993).
While religion often organizes it symbols, beliefs and practices according to what is
sacred and profane, symbols of inclusion and exclusion can also be imbued onto religious spaces
and institutions. Metaphors of inclusion and exclusion expressed spatially create both real
(physical) and imagined (symbolic) boundaries; individuals then seek to either adopt an identity
to fit a particular space or affix their identity to a new space. The study of identity, place and
symbolic boundaries is termed “moral geography” and has gained significance as both a research
topic and ethnographic method (Ariel 2010; Modan 2007). Similar to the literature examining
religious symbolisms, moral geography also involves understanding semiotic, symbolic and
discursive boundary maintenance (Ariel 2010; Schielke 2008).
At its simplest, moral geography seeks to highlight where people think they fit in
symbolically and spatially; it also asks why people think symbols are affixed to particular space?
The deliberate presence or absence of certain symbolic values in religious spaces, both physical
and ideological, can sometimes indicate a mode for gaining religious converts, maintaining
devout adherents or rejection certain populations (Gonçalves da Silva 2007; Misra 2012). For
example, Misra (2012) argues that in Mexico, many of the religious conversions from traditional
Catholicism to Pentecostalism are linked to an increased dissatisfaction with the symbolic
qualities associated with Catholicism. Adherents see Catholicism as representative of
militarization and colonialism and have interpreted this symbolically through church architecture
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and traditional geographies (large cathedrals in rural squares versus the small modern Pentecostal
churches in urban slums). Misra (2012) suggests that some working-class Mexicans have
converted to Pentecostalism in urban cities because they signify new economic opportunities
rather than reminding them of rigid colonial class barriers. In this study, moral geography is used
as a methodological tool to reveal relations of power and belonging between the three institutions
and community members.
Understanding Morality
Moral geography is not the only moral terrain that impacts adherents’ experiences of
religiosity. In fact, the term “moral geography” is a bit misleading in that it does not directly
relate to commonly held notions of “morality.” Morality can be defined as a belief system that
helps individuals distinguish between “right” and “wrong.” Morality is also considered to have a
very close relationship to religion (Durkheim and Fields 1995; Elisha 2008; Robbins 2007). In
fact, Edgell et al. (2006) revealed that because many Americans believe religious institutions to
be the backbone of our moral guidelines, atheists are considered to be the most untrustworthy
minority group in the US (Edgell et al. 2006).
Anthropological conceptions of morality include much more nuanced definitions of the
term including the idea that morality consists of “unconditional ought judgments” (Beldo 2014:
276). According to Beldo (2014), “ought judgments” include two types of oughts: (1)
Conventional oughts such as, “You shouldn’t wear white after labor day” and (2) prudential
oughts like, “Don’t stick your finger in a light socket [if you don’t want to be electrocuted]”
Beldo 2014: 276). Both types of oughts are unconditional, meaning that their validity is thought
to be compulsory and objective, which “sets the abstract notion of morality apart [from other
social phenomena] as a particular dimension of knowledge and judgment” (Beldo 2014: 268).
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While morality has historically been the domain of philosophers, philosophical
explorations of morality have mostly worked in abstraction, rarely engaging with the moral lives
and decisions of actual persons (Kleinman 2006; MacIntyre 1984; 1990; Zigon 2007; 2009).
Recently, anthropologists interested in the study of morality have begun to contribute to more
localized and systematic understandings of morality, some of which deal explicitly with religion
(Howell 1997; Robbins 2004; 2007; Zigon 2007; 2009). The parameters for what should be
included in anthropological studies of morality are debated as well (Beldo 2014; Wong 2014).
While the number of ethnographies that engage morality in their analyses has grown, a clear
definition and framework for the theoretical understanding of morality is still contested (Robbins
2007; Zigon 2007; 2009).
Zigon (2009) and Robbins (2007), in particular, have been attempting to build an
anthropology of morality with clear boundaries, definitions, and frameworks for future scholars.
Like any burgeoning subfield, however, there are conflicting lines of thought. According to
Robbins (2007), the anthropology of morality should follow two epistemic streams. One is based
in a Durkheimian (1976) understanding of morality as socially influenced prescriptions of
behavior (Robbins 2007). The other stream follows Laidlaw’s (2002) model of free choice as the
basis of moral decision-making processes. A free choice basis of morality means that individuals
are capable of deliberating and critiquing the socially influenced prescriptions when discerning
moral decisions (Laidlaw 2002). Zigon (2007; 2009) has also suggested that anthropologists used
Durkheim (1995) to guide conceptions of morality. However, Zigon (2007) contends that
morality is not limited to either the Durkheimian notion of acceptable social actions or moments
of free conscious choice, but that both of these moral scenarios can present themselves
simultaneously, leading to a “moral breakdown.” “Moral breakdowns” are distinct from the other
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two scenarios in that, when an individual finds herself in a moment of moral breakdown, the
objective is to successfully shift herself back into the Durkheimian sense of moral “being”
(Zigon 2007: 137). Thus multiple processes of morality are continuously and simultaneously at
work (Zigon 2007; 2009).
Both Zigon and Robbins agree that regardless which model of morality is used, an
analysis begins with a philosophical “theory of value” (why and how people value things) that
explains how values change depending on the contexts. Therefore anthropologists should first
determine a “theory of value” such as values embedded in religious ideologies and then decipher
which model of morality best fits the ethnographic circumstances (Robbins 2007: 311; Zigon
2009). To provide a contextualized theory of value for each religious group in this study, I
describe the ideological foundations, structure and history of each religious institution in the
following chapter.
Another useful model for comprehending morality is Fiske and Rai’s (2015) virtuous
violence theory. Virtuous violence theory suggests that when violence erupts from religious
tension, it is often “justified” using moral discourse. The authors argue that acts of violence,
from religious wars to penal measures enacted by religious leaders, primarily seek to maintain or
manage different types of social relationships such as in-group protection and predetermined
hierarchies. Their study explains that acts of violence by religious actors often seem justified in
the eyes of the perpetrator of violence. I utilize virtuous violence theory later in this study to
explain historic tensions between Catholics and minority religious groups and contemporary
conflicts between Neo-Pentecostal churches and Candomblé.
While the theoretical work of Robbins (2007), Zigon (2007; 2009) and Fisk and Rai
(2015) have done much to define the boundaries of a contemporary anthropology of morality,
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ethnographic analyses have also contributed to a growing literature on morality that speaks
specifically to issues of religion since religion, with its rich symbolic values and rituals, is
perhaps one of the most obvious contexts for exploring how morality is experienced (Agrama
2010; Alcorta and Sosis 2005; Howell 1997; Mahmood 2001; Parish 1994; Robbins 2007;
Shielke 2008)
However, sometimes moral actors act without reasoning, perhaps through intuition or
knowledge acquired outside of rationalization, or by “feeling.” Haidt’s (2001) social intuitionist
argument provides a theoretical foundation that bridges anthropology of morality with another
mode of religious experience or feeling. Haidt (2001) suggests that moral judgments can often be
reached through a kind of perception or human intuition that is counter to what is often framed as
reason or rationalization. For instance, when interviewing adherents in this study on how they
make difficult moral decisions, several responded, by going with what “felt right.” The social
intuitionist perspective suggests that sometimes people cannot rationalize their moral decisions
yet they are nevertheless capable of discerning moral behavior. In this study, I suggest that
“feeling” and the senses may be responsible for helping adherents to make moral decisions in
these instances.
Feeling and the Senses
To better understand what motivated religious identity, morality, rituals and practices at
each field site, I began asking adherents what influenced them. To narrow the scope of answers
down, I focused on understanding how religious beliefs aid adherents in making important or
difficult decisions. I framed questions accordingly: “when you are going through a challenging
and difficult experience, how do you come to a decision? Does your faith impact that decision
and if so, how?” The answers I collected consisted of variations on the same sentiment, “I felt
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something inside of me telling me to do it,” “it feels right” or “I had a feeling.” Often, references
to “inside” [e.g. “I felt something inside” or “inside, I knew it was right.”] coincided with
observational notes that the speaker had placed a hand on his gut or on his chest prompting me to
probe for more information: “What do you mean it came from here?” I said one day, placing my
hand on my chest and Tiago, St. John’s’ guitarist replied, "You know, it’s a feeling, like a
sensation.”
The reliance on the concept of “feeling what’s right” led me to consider how moral
influence impacts religious adherents’ daily decision-making processes. Moreover, adopting
David Wong’s (2014) concept of “moral values,” I considered how religion provides a concept
of morality that concerns not just the intentions of moral influence but also the desire for its
subsequent results. Moral influence, in part, is motivated by the desired after effects of moral
decision-making. And just as Haidt (2001) suggested that moral judgments can often be reached
through a kind of perception or human intuition that is counter to what is often framed as reason
or rationalization, religious adherents across religions told me they make difficult moral
decisions based on what “feels right.” I then decided to incorporate “feeling” and the senses into
this study as a facet of religious experience that undergirds non-rationalized motivations behind
adherents’ moral decisions and their subsequent actions.
While the study of “feeling” has always been a part of psychological research, cultural
studies of the senses have been markedly absent.
The legacy of both Christianity and industrialization is the prominence of bipolar
oppositions in thought and culture between the body and soul, the body and mind, matter
and spirit, desire and reason. These classificatory oppositions are true not only of society,
but of the basic forms of thought in Western culture and philosophy. [Turner 1996: 51]
“Feeling” and the senses do not fit into binary notions of mind and body. “Feeling” does,
however, have an implicit yet puzzling relationship to what is considered the soul or spirit, which
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in turn has an explicit relationship to religion (recall that Durkheim’s definition of religion
emphasized making distinctions between the sacred and profane).
For the purposes of this dissertation, I define “feeling” as a physical sensation, dependent
on the senses, that can be experienced both on the body (tactile or felt on skin), in the body (felt
through internal organs, like when one’s heart is racing) and cognitively (knowing that one has a
feeling). Feeling is often conflated with the senses; the senses, according to Drewal (2005),
consist of seven modes of stimuli perception, six of which are linked to specific body parts –
sight: eyes, sound: ear, touch: skin, taste: tongue, smell: nose, motion and balance: inner ear
canal—and ESP or intuition (the seventh sense), which brings all the other senses together to
create “synesthesia – the simultaneous body-mind interplay of multiple senses that has a
profound effect on how we experience things in this world, and what we imagine might be
beyond” (2005: 3). Synesthesia, according to Drewal (2005), is the key to understanding
phenomena such as trance and altered states of consciousness, which are key features of many
religious traditions, including two of the three religious groups of this study.
Important to this study is the understanding that the senses and the sensations they
produce do more than alert individuals to physical stimuli; the senses and feeling are also used to
help individuals comprehend emotional and cognitive environments as well, i.e. they help us
"make sense" of the world (Beliso-De Jesus 2015). Studies of the senses have also alerted
analysts to alternative modes of knowing and perception that had been previously taken for
granted (Beliso-De Jesus 2015; Drewal 2005; Geurts 2002; Miller-McLemore 2014; Stoller
1989). Sight and sound, the basis of Western scientific observation, undergirding Euro-American
productions of knowledge, have in modern history cast tactile, olfactory, and gustatory
experiences as the lower, less refined senses; motion and balance are often not colloquially
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recognized as part of Western senses at all. “This opposition [between the higher senses and
lower senses] is socially entrenched in the class distinction between people who work with their
hands and people who work with their heads” (Classen 2005: 5). Classen uses the example of
tactile senses to examine this false binary.
One of the ideological barriers to writing about touch in culture is the customary western
emphasis on the brute physicality of touch… Ironically however, touch is the one sense
that can provide us with a sensation of our mental processes…this fact which seems
strange when brought to our attention, yet constitutes a natural part of our lived
experience, helps explain why so many words for thinking are tactile in basis. These
include comprehend, cogitate, conceive, grasp, mull, ponder and ruminate. Someone who
is intelligent (who is able to “pick between”) may be described as clever (“cleaving”),
smart or sharp, able to penetrate complicated (“twisted together”), or hard subject matter.
Using visual adjectives “bright” and “brilliant” to mean intelligent only came into vogue
during the enlightenment, when the cultural importance of sight was on the rise…
[W]riting is tactile in nature. The etymological meaning of the verb to write is to scratch
[Classen 2005: 5]
Reason and rationalization, often considered processes of the mind informed by visual
and auditory data, obscure the potentiality that knowledge can be gleaned and produced through
other senses (Classen 2005; Howes and Classen 2014; Laplantine 2015; Stoller 1997). Studies of
religious embodiment have already suggested the importance of alternative forms of knowing in
religious experience. For instance, Ware (2014) studies the traditional use of wooden tablets in
Qur’anic schools in West Africa, arguing that they enabled students to embody the verses they
had studied, both literally, by drinking the water used to clean study tablets, and symbolically,
since drinking the water was a sign that a student has internalized a passage and is therefore
ready to move on to the next. Embedding religious knowledge into the body or building an
embodied knowledge of religion is an essential part of West African Islamic philosophy and
experience that has been obscured by linking knowledge production exclusively to the mind, as
opposed to the heart, as Ware (2014) argues is true for Islamic theological worldview.
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Miller-McLemore (2014) admits that engaging the feelings and the senses in teaching
theology is an important yet difficult pedagogical facet of teaching students to live “faithfully.”
Although many theologians allude to the need to include “feeling” in theological studies, explicit
measures for integrating feelings into theological pedagogy are often left unclear.
Theological educators—maybe all educators—have the pressure of a long tradition
weighing against them. Even a cursory look at literature on theological education in the
last few decades makes this clear. Most seminaries pursue what Cook’s seminary
president calls a “thinking faith” (Cook 2013: 11). And who can blame us? Isn’t this
needed? Fervent believers do not always represent their traditions so well. Yet a close
examination of prominent literature in the 1900s on “how to think theologically” reveals
…how [a thinking faith] has gone astray when it comes to the role and impact of feeling.
And these are books intended to help students connect theology to life. [MillerMcLemore 2014: 694]
Miller-McLemore also asserts that feeling represents an alternative mode of knowing
through perception that is especially essential to matters of the unknowable, such as faith, and
intricately linked to how religious persons live (Miller-McLemore 2014).
We are still living, albeit uncomfortably, with the 1960s definition of the professions
coined by influential sociologist Talcott Parsons as the mastery of “cognitive rationality”
(Foster 2006: 3). Theological education has strained to fit this modern ideal which stands
in at least some tension with alternative sources of religious knowing and an emphasis
not just on the acquisition of knowledge but the wisdom of how to live. [MillerMcLemore 2014: 697]
Early theorists did recognize, at least, the significance of the senses and feeling in
religious studies through phenomenological accounts of the mystics, for instance. However
building a theoretical basis for studying the senses and “feeling” in social and cultural systems
was not prioritized, arguably, until Stoller (1989; 1997). Stoller (1989) can be noted for asserting
the importance of including sensuous studies of culture in anthropology for two reasons: (1) as a
culturally specific and significant product of societies and (2) as a tool for researchers to deepen
their understandings and analyses of cultural data by tapping into their own sensuous experiences
in the field. Stoller (1989) wrote, “At first Africa assailed my senses. I smelled and tasted
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ethnographic things and was both repelled by and attracted to a new spectrum of odors, flavors,
sights, and sounds” (Stoller 1989: 4). However through formalized education in ethnographic
methodologies and learning the rules of cultural analyses, Stoller (1989) admitted he felt the
need to separate thought from feeling in order to produce objective conclusions. Eventually, after
returning to Niger and developing deeper relationships with his subjects and subject matter, he
came to realize that, “one cannot separate thought from feeling and action; they are inextricably
linked” (Stoller 1989: 5).
This study follows Stoller (1989) in bringing the senses and “feeling” to the forefront of
data collection (ethnographic notes were written in sensuous detail) and techniques and analyses
of religious experience data. Religion influences the body, the mind and the senses; adherents are
influenced by religion, they embody religion and they “feel” religious. “Feeling religious,”
according to adherents’ own words in interviews concerning their religious experiences,
undergirds their spiritual beliefs and their moral decisions (what feels right), which in turn
sustains their actions (which will be explored further in the following section).
Plurality in Religious Experience
While experiences of religious identity-making and feeling are “culturally constructed
orientational processes” (Geurts 2002: 13), studies have shown that religious adherents do not
experience religiosity uniformly. Contemporary feminist literature, in particular, has argued that
religious persons filter religious ideology through other social experiences, such as gender, class
and race (Bryant 2007; Hoel and Shaikh 2013; Shehabuddin 1999). Bryant (2007) studied the
nature of gendered religious developments during college years, noting that women were more
apt to describe themselves as “spiritual” and be involved in charitable endeavors than their male
counterparts of the same religious sect. Bryant (2007) also noted that men who majored in the
26

sciences had higher rates of religious skepticism in their college years than did women of the
same religious background who majored in the sciences. Some feminist scholars have even
argued for an epistemological category informed by women’s lived experiences to address
gender bias in religious scholarship (Hole and Shaikh 2013; Mahmood 2001; Rouse 2004).
However, while noting the impacts of gender on religious experience, Bryant (2007) also
suggested that analysts be careful to not just replace male-centered perspectives and terms of
religiosity with female-centric understandings of religious experience. Accordingly, while
women make up the majority of religious memberships in all three religious groups of this study,
they had different experiences, including varying access to power in each institution. Therefore
presenting the experiences of men, who in certain spaces held full access to leadership positions
over women, proved essential to portraying a nuanced understanding of religious experience in
this study.
Ethnographies have highlighted the plurality of lived religion and experiential diversity
within religious groups as well (Burdick 1999; Selka 2005). For example, in an ethnographic
study of Afro-Brazilian religious adherents, Selka (2007) argued that the individualist and
universalist nature of Pentecostal ideology and discourse undermines ethnic group formation or
race-based consciousness. However, through ethnographic case studies incorporating the views
of progressive, pro-black Pentecostal activists, Selka (2007) also shows that Pentecostalism is
not homogenous in political or theological orientation. This dissertation expands Selka’s (2007)
study of Afro-Brazilian religious experience by incorporating morality and feeling into its
analysis to contribute to understandings of the relationship between institutional influences and
adherent experience.
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Conclusion
This section has reviewed literature and analyses supporting understandings of identity,
belonging, morality and “feeling” as significant modes of experiences of religiosity for this
study. Adherents express religious conviction through making and re-making their identities,
which are simultaneously targeted by other social forces and institutions. Religious identities are
then negotiated with other social influences and can be expressed symbolically and spatially.
The notion of belonging (or not belonging) in a particular space or place was presented to
highlight the significance of symbolic influence over religious adherents, noting that it can even
prompt religious conversions. Issues of belonging, like those expressed through the concept of
cultural citizenship, also reveal how religious adherents experience overlapping pressures from
religious and state institutions, strategically using religious symbolism to support national
ideologies. This identity struggle and overlap (being both religious and citizen) highlights the
importance of Bellah’s (1967) civil religion concept in this study. Utilizing civil religion, this
study suggests that religious influences, experiences and actions are squarely situated in the
overlap of religion and politic. In other words, religions are part of, and never separate from,
civil society.
Morality is also an important mode for understanding religious experience in this study as
it highlights daily experiences that are impacted by the moral values embedded in religious
beliefs. Using Zigon’s (2007) theory of how people experience different levels of moral dilemma
and Haidt’s (2001) social intuitionist theory of a non-rationalized moral compass, this
dissertation also incorporates the senses and, in the words of the adherents, “feeling,” as a
primary mode in which religious adherents both reaffirm their religiosity and navigate moral
terrain.
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Finally, this section suggested that ethnography, the preferred methodology of this
dissertation, is a particularly important tool for understanding experiences of religiosity because
it allows analysts to examine macro level analyses, by highlighting statistical trends, alongside
micro level issues affirming diversity in human experiences and agency.
Religion’s Relationship to Actions and Behaviors
The final question guiding this study is concerned with how religion motivates religious
adherents to act in particular ways. While the previous sections examined religion from the
perspective of ideological influences and experiences of religiosity, focus on the religious body
has been subtly referenced in experiences but been largely absent in order to explore its
significance here. In this section, I argue that in order to understand how religion influences
individuals to act in particular ways, we must shift our gaze towards the religious body—its
movements and its significance—to comprehend how ideology can target the body, how
religious experiences are felt and expressed through the body, and to finally consider what
behavioral patterns have arisen from religious influence.
The Body and Embodiment
The distinction between body and mind has had a lasting influence on sociology,
encouraging theorists to dismiss the body in favor of social (read non-material) questions such as
ideological and semiotic analyses (Turner 1996). This trend was reinforced by the prominence of
Durkheimian (1995) approaches to social analyses, advancing the notion of homo duplex or the
theoretical distinction between man’s “natural” obligations (such as bodily experiences) and
man’s socio-cultural influences (Turner 1996: 52). In the past decades, however, studies of
embodiment across disciplines have increased.
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Literature studying how religion impacts the body, specifically, is considered part of
embodiment literature. While this dissertation is not fully situated in the embodiment literature,
the chapters concerning religious experience and community actions incorporate embodiment in
their analyses. Embodiment refers to the notion that, “the body is not an object to be studied in
relation to culture, but is to be considered as the subject of culture” (Csordas 1990).
Some contemporary studies of religious embodiment are centered on Foucauldian (1977)
notions of the body. Foucault (1977) theorized that the body is both an object and target of
institutional power relations and that disciplinary power in societies (from institutions and the
state) are adopted by people, working both on the body and within the body. “On the body”
refers to hegemonic pressures to act in accordance to certain ideals, such as laws restricting our
behaviors, while “within the body” refers to how hegemonic pressures to act “right” can felt in
the body such as through the knots in your stomach you perceive as a sign you’ve done
something “wrong” (sometimes explained as a guilty conscience).
Organizing Bodies Through Biopower
Foucauldian (1977) literature often highlights specific examples of religious institutions
yielding power over religious bodies through ideological manipulation, i.e. through social
stigmas internalized as guilt or shame. For example, Shehabuddin (1999) revealed how the
issuing of fatwas against rural women in Bangladesh was an attempt to enforce a more
traditionally gendered “docile body” on women which, in turn, prompted women to self-police
their bodies more vigilantly in increasingly modernized (i.e. liberal) spaces (Foucault 1977;
Shehabuddin 1999). Foucault’s (1977) approach also highlighted the importance of
understanding the correlation between bodies and institutional power relations; his theory of
biopower is often cited (Halberstam 2005; Selka 2007) to demonstrate how states aim to
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subjugate and control many bodies, including entire populations, by enforcing social and selfdisciplining actions. For example, Halberstam (2005) cites biopower when explaining that
Western societies are governed by heterosexual and hegemonic norms that reward people for
conforming to heteronormative space and time constructs through the legal and social benefits of
getting married, having children and achieving long-term stability through work In contrast,
others are punished through social stigma and legal consequences for engaging in metaphorically
queer or non-heteronormative spaces and timelines. The term queer is employed theoretically to
refer to actions and timeframes that do not conform to middle-class, heternormative values.
Some examples of actions that can be considered theoretically queer include having children
outside of marriage, “…liv[ing] in rapid bursts…” rather than valuing long-term, chronological
goals and working in illicit economies or the black market (Halberstam 2005: 10). Through a
heteronormative biopower, bodies that are organized by and act in accordance with a middleclass reproductive logic are upheld as valuable and successful, while bodies acting in accordance
with queer space and time logic are both risky and at risk (Halberstam 2005).
Religious institutions can target many bodies at once, thus whole religious populations, to
act according to particular time and space constructs centered on their theological beliefs and
moral values (Cantave 2015; Ware 2014). As I have shown in a previous article, Candomblé
ideology seeks to organize adherents’ bodies according to a logic that aligns with its history of
marginalization. That is, Candomblé was forced into queer spaces (i.e. closeted, hidden,
informal); thus they continue to organize bodies in queer spaces by engaging in progressive
politics (Cantave 2015; Halberstam 2015). Furthermore, I argue that Candomblé can also be
considered “queer” because its theologies, movements and hierarchical structure are organized
by a timeline based in a circular “traditional African rites of passage” logic that includes
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ancestors into familial relationships and does not privilege marriage, children or work as life
affirming events, unlike middle-class, Christian, capitalist timelines (Cantave 2015; Selka 2007:
20). Meanwhile Neo-Pentecostalism encourages neoliberal and heteronormative spaces and
timelines that reward legal heterosexual marriages, having children, regular tithing through
salaried work and self-reliance (Cantave 2015).
Habitus and Theories of Practices
Some analysts find Foucault’s (1977) approach limiting and instead study religious
embodiment citing Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of practice. While Foucault’s (1977) biopower
reveals how hegemonic power targets the body from above, Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of practice
highlights the learned and systematic aspects of human actions by suggesting that the human
body is embedded with learned, social content. Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of habitus is
particularly useful as it provides a “theoretical concept… [of] how the structural and class
positions of individual subjects come to be embodied as dispositions—largely through
unconscious processes” (Mahmood 2001: 215).
Each culture imbues the body with numerous meanings, which serve as both maps and
repertoires for individual experience and expression. This meaning, however, is not
merely a cognitive or symbolic overlay. Rather, comparable to how the music of an etude
becomes part of the “ways of the hand” (Sudnow 1978) through ritual practice, social
meanings become physically embodied. If we accept Bourdieu’s thesis about
embodiment and social practices, then we can understand how senses—not only moral
senses, but also religious senses—can be acquired and embedded in our bodily
experience. [McGuire 2016: 155]
The process of learning to play a song on the piano, starting with dedicated practice and
perhaps a teacher’s instruction, which eventually leads to memorization of the song in mind and
body and the ability to move one’s hands over the keys, without thinking much, provides a
powerful visualization of how habitus works by forming dispositions in the body. Dispositions
can signify many kinds of mundane practices and actions of the body that are often taken for
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granted, including religious dispositions formed by moral values (Buckser 2003; Mahmood
2001). For this reason, Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of practice and habitus will be used throughout
this study to situate my analysis of religious experiences and community actions.
To push beyond how religion targets the body and attempt to understand how religion is
felt in and expressed through the body, many studies focus on specific religious practices
grounded by a theory of practice (Bourdieu 1977; Louis 2015; Mahmood 2001). In an analysis of
the Egyptian Muslim women’s religious revival, Mahmood (2001) applies habitus yet broadens
its definition by suggesting that embodied dispositions are also capable of re-organizing and renormalizing consciousness and desires. Mahmood (2001) likens habitus to the Arabic word for
religious habit-making or malaka, using the example of Muslim women who do not feel modest,
yet teach themselves to become modest and desire modesty through a daily practice of veiling.
According to Mahmood (2001), religious practices are not just felt through the body; they can reform the body as well. Parish’s (1994) examination of stimulating moral consciousness through
Hindu prayer also demonstrates that religious practices can be generated through conscious
exercises that can {attempt to) change an adherent’s consciousness from inside out. These
arguments speak back against previous notions of religious practice that conceived repetitive
practices as merely using the body to express religious ideals rather than having the capability to
reconstitute the body (Butler 1999; Mahmood 2001; Parish 1994). This study takes a step further
to include how religion can reform moral consciousness and bodily desires through “feelings” as
well.
Presentations of Faith
Another articulation of religious experience can be interpreted through outward displays
of identity. That is, religious beliefs and symbolism can be expressed through the body, as
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presentations of faith, and through actions, as performances of faith. Arkin (2009), for example,
studied how Jewish youth in Paris distinguished themselves from Arab youth through class
inflected clothing styles and “…accessorized their clothing choices with Jewish or Israeli
symbols” (Arkin 2009: 724).
Chalala [a complex Parisian consumption practice conveyed through expensive, brightly
colored, particular name brand clothing] asserted and enacted affluence through sartorial
splendor (Ferguson 2002; Newell 2005). Whether adolescents paid full price for Diesel
jeans at Replay on the Rue Etienne Marcel or bought counterfeit versions in Parisian or
Israeli markets, the very terms of chalalisme conflate Jewishness and wealth. All
teenagers who dressed according to its stylistic canons looked “rich,” projecting an aura
of upward mobility and seamless integration into the French economy. [Arkin 2009: 724]
Conflating religious affiliation with class distinction through the sartorial use of religious
symbols, was practiced by some Jewish youth in Paris in order to materialize otherwise
unperceivable distinctions between Jewish Arabs and “other Arabs.” “Other Arabs” are, then,
perceived as an “insidious, dangerous enemy” to both Jewishness and France through their socalled “poorer” (read: non chalala) styles of dress (Arkin 2009: 728). While Arkin (2009) argued
that these particular presentations of young, Jewish identity inflected through clothing
essentialize socially constructed identities in France, she also noted that according to other
studies, “…practices on which…[seemingly essentialist] claims are based [often] undermine
assumptions about bounded, continuous traditions” as well (Arkin 2009: 723). This argument is
equally expressed in the literature concerning Afro-Brazilian identity-making and will be
explored further in the following chapter.
Performances of Faith
Performances of faith are also influenced by symbols that can sometimes essentialize
differences between social groups. For example, in a study of popular sermon practices, Engelke
(2004) highlighted how symbolic relationships between colonizers and colonized populations in
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Zimbabwe have fueled the popular sermonizing practice of “live and direct” sermons. Instead of
reading from the Bible, preachers perfect and rely on the performance of sermons, purposely not
invoking textual authority or the Bible, to gain respect and popularity in their communities.
Engelke argues that this “live and direct” sermonizing is a symbolic response against
authoritative notions of scriptural religiosity (Engelke 2004: 86). Challenging authority by
privileging practices such as “live and direct” sermonizing is conceived and communicated as a
rejection of colonial authority and Christian hegemony. By removing associative relationships to
God and deemphasizing the textual materiality of the Bible and its alienating colonial language,
live and direct sermons embody the importance of direct and intimate relationships to God and
the Holy Spirit through religious performance (Engelke 2004). The ability of symbols to
motivate actions through religious and identity performance, is just one way in which religious
influence can be expressed through the body and its actions.
Religious ideological and symbolic boundaries revealing what belongs and what does not
can equally provoke and reaffirm civic actions as well. Lichterman (2008) for example, studied
how community service initiatives are sustained by the constant renegotiation of civic identities
and relationships, both within and outside of the service group. He used the term “mapping” to
highlight how far or close members envision themselves (or their cause) from perceived insiders
and outsiders. Lichterman’s (2008) “mapping” is similar to moral geography in that it seeks to
reveal the symbolic aspects of where people feel they belong and why; however “mapping”
motivates actions and is expressed behaviorally as opposed to spatially. Religious identity,
according to Lichterman (2008), can therefore be a cause for either accord or discord when
groups attempt to carry out community actions though faith-based initiatives. He suggests that
researchers scrutinize the relationships between so-called secular actions and religious beliefs to
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consider all religious persons’ behaviors and not just predetermined “religious” acts (Lichterman
2008: 100). Lichterman’s (2008) argument is important to consider while taking into account the
many statistical analyses of religion’s relationship to political beliefs and actions.
Religious Beliefs and Political Actions
Political scientists, sociologists and psychologists have undertaken statistical analyses of
the correlation between religious affiliations and political beliefs and actions (Botterman and
Hooghe 2012; Cavendish 2000; Driskell et al. 2008a; 2008b; Edgell and Tranby 2007; Taylor
and Merino 2011). Many of these studies claim that heightened religious participation correlates
with more participation in local politics and civic action (Driskell et al. 2008a; 2008b; Taylor and
Merino 2011). The dynamics of the relationship between religious affiliation and political
actions, however, is contested. Some, like Driskell et al. (2008b), believe that there is a definite
positive correlation between forms of religious participation and civic engagement, specifically
in the US. Civic engagement, according to their study, refers to subjects’ commitment to their
respective communities, including but not limited to participation in local governance. Religious
participation was operationalized as individual belonging, contribution, and leadership in
religious activities/services (Driskell et al. 2008a; 2008b).
Other researchers argue that the influence of religiosity (religious affiliation, intrinsic
religiosity, doctrinal orthodoxy) on adherents’ political participation is mitigated by race, which
facilitates specific kinds of experiences and interpretations (Cadge and Ecklund 2007; Cavendish
2000; Taylor and Merino 2011). For example, in a statistical study, Cadge and Ecklund (2007)
conclude that while particular measures of religiosity may influence whites toward certain
political stances, they do not equally affect the political alignments of black and Latino religious
persons of the same religious sect.
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Taylor and Merino (2011) further these analyses by compiling survey data on a large pool
of religious adherents of different races and their attitudes towards stratification beliefs or
whether racial disparities are due more to structural measures or individual attitudes. They found
that white Protestant and Catholics were most likely to believe that lack of individual motivation
caused social stratification, while non-Christian whites and most sects of Christian blacks
believed that structural measures contributed to social inequalities. Taylor and Merino (2011)
then argue that individualism, a social and political ideology based in self-reliance and selfmotivation, is more broadly accepted; even participants who where prone to structuralist
arguments still believed in self-motivation as well. In contrast, structuralist arguments were
accepted less, coinciding more with populations that have a “common consciousness,” based in
group status and historic struggles, that, “… eclipses the impact of religion” (Taylor and Merino
2011: 75). Those more prone to individualist arguments, Taylor and Merino conclude, are less
likely to support policies aimed at bolstering equality. Taylor and Merino’s (2011) study
provides a model for a controlled study comparing religious beliefs within one relatively broad
racial category. In this study, the broad racial category underlying religious comparison was a
mixed race or Afro-Brazilian ethnic identity. Some analysts advocate the need for more studies
of lived religion to complement statistical conclusions and to better reflect the “intersectional”
ways in which political beliefs and behaviors are negotiated through both the religious beliefs
and racial identities of adherents (Cadge and Ecklund 2007; Crenshaw 1991; Selka 2007).
Furthermore, reliance on quantitative data to understand the relationship between religion
and behavioral patterns is problematic as some argue that it creates a duality between religion
and politics where one may not exist (Asad 1993; Cadge and Ecklund 2007). Many of the
aforementioned statistical analyses of religion’s correlation to political behaviors are conducted
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primarily in Western settings where some would argue the distinction between religion and
politics originates (Asad 1993; Mahmood 2001).
This study takes into account the conclusions of survey analyses concerning the
correlation between Protestantism and individualist worldviews and suggestions that through
historic processes, race, collective memories and lived experiences, can contribute to a group
consciousness that intersects with individuals’ religious beliefs. Working from the notion that
racialized and gendered experiences influence religious adherents’ political beliefs and actions,
this dissertation examines religion and politics from an alternative standpoint, where most
research subjects share racial, gender and class experiences, differing primarily in their religious
affiliations. In this case, I examine how working class, Afro-Brazilians who share a community,
collective memories of historic processes and gendered and racial experiences, prioritize
religious beliefs according to their political views and civic actions.
Conclusion
This section provided an overview of the analytical approaches that will be used to
comprehend how religious influence and experience impact the community actions of adherents.
Through the concept of embodiment, this section considered how ideologies target the body,
how religion is felt through the body and how religion is expressed through the body. Foucault’s
(1977) biopower reveals how bodies are targeted by hegemonic ideologies and organized in
space and time in particular ways. I also include “feeling” and the senses as a mode for
identifying how hegemonic influence and habitus can be felt within and through the body.
However, as noted in the previous sections, this study seeks to balance understandings of
hegemonic influence with approaches that highlight how adherents internalize and reject various
ideological influences. This dissertation hopes to highlight the creative ways religious adherents
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convey religiosity through identity-making by contrasting ideal presentations and performances
of faith with the plurality of religious presentations and performances I witnessed.
Finally, this section includes an assessment of statistical analyses scrutinizing the relationship
between religion and political beliefs and civic actions. Conclusions stating that (a) individuals
who participate more regularly in religious communities also do more civic and political work in
their respective communities, (b) social groupings such as race and gender influence the
aforementioned links between religious beliefs and beliefs undergirding political and community
actions, and (c) there is a definite link between Protestantism and individualist world view, will
be reassessed qualitatively in this dissertation.
The purpose of the study was to comprehend what happens when people of different
religious backgrounds share a community and its ailments? Do their theological differences
impact how adherents view and act in the community? To examine how religious institutions
influence adherents and how adherents internalize these pressures and express them through
community actions, this literature has provided frames, which were used to develop and support
data collection and analysis for this study. The literature surveyed on ideological influence
stressed the importance of pinpointing relationships of power between actors and institutions,
specifically by investigating religious discourses and comparing relationships of power across
institutions. Literature on religious experiences helped to answer how people internalize religious
pressures by pinpointing aspects of “feeling,” morality and identity as expressions of adherent
religiosity. And to answer how religious influence is expressed through service, embodied
religious studies and analyses of civic actions and religious affiliation provided model
relationships between belief and behavior that were adopted for testing through this study.
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A Synopsis of Serving Faith
Each chapter of this dissertation is organized to answer the three research questions
according to how religious influence and experience unfold. Individuals may be introduced to or
born into a particular religious institution primarily through its symbolism, theologies and
ideologies. Then, once they become affiliated with the religious group, they experience religion
sensuously, build moral values, and negotiate their identities according to those beliefs. At the
same time, other social and ideological influences may be vying for the attachment of adherents
or, in the case of the state, may cast them as particular kind of citizens. Finally, the religious
affiliation, ideologies and experiences they confer provide the basis for participation in faithbased community actions. I provide a synopsis of this process, which is summarized in each
chapter’s theme, below.
In the second chapter, “Three Brazilian Religions,” I provide a brief social history of each
religion’s (Catholicism, Neo-Pentecostalism and Candomblé) ideology, structure and
development in Brazil amongst its diverse populations. This chapter also deals with issues of
nationalism, race and the invention of “Brasilidade” or “Brazilianess.” Both religious actors and
non-religious actors have impacted the imaginary that is Brazil historically and this, in turn,
impacts the contemporary experiences of religious Brazilians. This chapter also provides an
outline of the research design, methodologies and analyses, culminating with a reflective section
incorporating the researcher’s social and political position, a black feminist anthropologist, as
“pre-text, context and content” to the study (Ulysses 2007: 9).
Chapter 3, “Words of Faith: Ideologies and Discourses of Religious Influence” examines
the ideologies valued in each religious institution as they are expressed through religious
sermons, religious newspapers and Candomblé lyrics and mythologies. This chapter highlights
ideological influences on religious adherents and suggests that religious institutions advance
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particular ideologies to distinguish themselves in the religious marketplace and establish
boundaries for an imagined and ideal religious experience. Many of the ideologies are expressed
in a form that suggests that some institutions, due to religious competition, are overtly concerned
with winning converts and maintaining active membership. All institutions use discourses of
faith to assert and reinforce disciplinary guidelines for ideal religious belief, practice, and
identity.
Chapter 4, “Living Faithfully: Sensing, Presenting and Performing Religious Experience”
explores how adherents acquire moral knowledge and perceive religious experience through
“feeling,” as well as through how they dress (presentation) and identify (performances)
themselves. In other words, this section describes how it looks, sounds, smells, tastes and feels to
live faithfully in each religious institution. Religious bodies and religious habitus are examined
through religious identity making. Religious identities were articulated through presentations and
performances of faith. This chapter also reflects on the agency of religious adherents, exercised
through religious performances; Brazil is a nation known for its cultural and racial heterogeneity
and this chapter highlights the push and pull between institutional influences and “free choice” as
they play out through adherents’ identities and their subsequent experiences of faith.
In Chapter 5, “Faith Based Service: Religious Actions and its Implications,” I introduce
each institution’s community service initiatives. I contextualize each initiative by returning to the
previously examined ideologies and moral values that undergird faith-based initiatives. Finally, I
consider the outcomes of each service action in the community and attempt to connect its aims
and modes to each institution’s approach and aspiration in the nation.
The “Conclusion” restates the findings of the study and presents some final questions and
concerns that arise from the findings. Included in its final remarks are thoughts on the role of
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religious institutions and multi-faith communities in movements towards peace, social justice,
and equality.
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CHAPTER 2
A STATE OF FAITH: THREE BRAZILIAN RELIGIONS
Brazil is a multi-faith nation with many religious groups, including but not limited to
Catholicism, Buddhism, Spiritism, Islam, Mormonism, Protestantism and Judaism. There are
many options for a comparative study of religion in Brazil, so why is this study focused on
Catholicism, Neo-Pentecostalism and Candomblé? The religions of this study represent three
distinct phases in Brazilian development, which this chapter explores in detail. The most recent
survey data shows that Catholicism has always been and remains the most popular religion in
Brazil; Protestant based faiths are quickly growing and make up less than a quarter of Brazil’s
spiritual landscape; Afro-Brazilian spiritualities make up a meager three percent (Chestnut 2003;
Gonçalves da Silva 2007). However, statistical data do not adequately capture the significance of
these particular faiths in Brazil or why they are significant to any, let alone, this study.
In the first half of this chapter, I examine the historical backgrounds, ideologies and
structures of each church to contextualize each religion’s significance to the aims of this study. I
begin by considering the context of this study, Brazil. What about Brazil and Brazilian culture
impacts a study of religion? Then I present the development of the three religious institutions in
chronological order of institutional formalization within the nation. All churches, geographical
reference points and persons’ names have been changed to pseudonyms in order to protect the
anonymity of research participants. Finally I consider how religious competition impacts the
relationships between each religious institution and the state before presenting the research
design and data collection methodologies.
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Brasilidade: Nationalism and Imagined Communities
What is Brazil and why is it significant to this study? First, the nation-state is not a static,
material thing. It may consist of material things such as land and people; however, the nation is
primarily an imaginary social and political construct (Anderson 2016; Hoey 2003). Nationalism
is therefore a process aimed at producing an imagined community perceived as a nation, in
response to modernization and political processes stemming from certain ideals of the
Enlightenment period. However, while nations may be “imagined,” the effects of nationalism are
real (Anderson 2016). In an attempt to capture Brazilian nationalism or “what makes “brazil”
Brazil,” DaMatta (1991: 3) wrote:
It is not simply a matter of considering the “three races,” six regions and two social
classes fighting each other for power…in Brazil we have carnivals and hierarchies,
equalities and aristocracies, and cordial meetings full of smiles giving way the very next
moment to the terrible antipathy and violence of “Do you know who you’re talking to?!”
We also have the samba, cachaça (sugar-cane brandy), the beach, and futebol (soccer),
but this all occurs in the midst of what came to be called a “relative democracy” and a
“Brazilian style capitalism,” a system in which only the workers run the risk and from
which they draw no profit, as everyone knows. [DaMatta 1991: 2]
DaMatta (1991) intertwines several social matters and symbolic references into his
understanding of Brasilidade or “what makes Brazil.” Tense, internalized class struggles (“as
everyone knows”) are presented against globalized images of Brazil (soccer, beach, samba)
(DaMatta 1991: 2). Histories of racism (cachaça was first produced by enslaved Africans on
sugarcane plantations) and so-called “equality” are presented as a dialectic and parallel
phenomenon to the polite greeting turned sharply towards aggression. DaMatta (1991) seems to
capture how “[c]hange and continuity provide the dialectic and drama of modern Brazil” (Burns
1993: 6).
That said, there are far too many layers to national identity and processes of nationalism
to ever sum up Brazilian-ness or Brasilidade in one section. Nor is that task pertinent to this
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study. However, certain aspects of the Brazilian imagined national identity, such as the
development of national religious groups, mixed race ideologies and hybrid religious practices
highlight some aspects of “change and continuity” that analysts of Brazil have previously noted
(Burns 1993: 6). Furthermore, the culture of mixed race ideology and hybrid religious practices
has impacted all three religious institutions of this study and informs the experiences of all AfroBrazilian religious adherents.
The Nation and Religion: Change and Continuity
In 1500 when Pedro Álvares Cabral’s ships arrived in Porto Seguro, Brazil, the
“newfound” territory was claimed for both Portugal and for the Roman Catholic Church. From
that moment forward, Catholicism became the official religion of Brazil and has maintained a
close correlation to Brazilian national identity (DaMatta 1991; Burns 1993). The Portuguese
monarchy and the Catholic Church increased their institutional and economic stability in the
region through the import of enslaved labor and the successful development of a sugar and
coffee plantation industry. During this time, Religious orders dictated most mission work until a
formalized structure, first organized as an apostolic prefecture then as an apostolic vicariate,
eventually established a local diocesan status and the installment of Brazilian bishops (Burns
1993). The shift from Religious orders to diocesan bishops helped to organize Catholic
governance and missions in Brazil hierarchically. Brazil was divided into 215 dioceses, headed
by either a bishop or archbishop; each local priest was then linked to a respective bishop who
was linked to an archbishop who was linked to a cardinal at the Vatican and eventually the Pope.
Although Roman Catholic in orientation, the form of ideology that initially took root in
Brazil was a more popularized version than the formalized Catholicism of the Vatican because it
was introduced during a period where clergy were responding to the challenges of Protestantism
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and the Counter Reformation in Europe (Selka 2007). In light of these difficulties, Catholic
missionaries in Brazil overemphasized certain rites in response to the harsh condemnations
levied against Catholicism by Protestants. These rites included “…certain sacraments, the cult of
the saints and other expressions of popular Catholicism” (Selka 2007: 16).
The cult of the saints, in particular, is a lasting aspect of Catholic belief and practice in
contemporary Brazil. During enslavement, the Catholic Church even encouraged enslaved
Africans to deepen their engagement with Catholicism through saint devotion, which was
facilitated through irmandades or religious confraternities. Religious confraternities still exist
and are active in maintaining what is referred to as popular or “folk” Catholicism to this day
(Iyanaga 2015).
In 1807 the Portuguese royal family was forced to flee the Napoleonic invasion of
Portugal and re-established their monarchy in Brazil. By 1822, when the royal family could
finally return to Portugal, Prince Pedro, who had spent his formative years in Rio de Janeiro,
chose to stay. Brazil was then established as a sovereign Catholic monarchy with Prince Pedro,
or Pedro I, as its Emperor (Mecham 1934).
The fact that Brazil, by definition, had always been a Catholic country - Dominican
Catholic in fact - did not mean that the Church had a strong political influence. The
church had a predominant influence on culture during the colonial period since education
was under its guise and it ran schools and seminaries, not to mention the Jesuits who
dominated the intellectual landscape in Brazil for two centuries until they were expelled
in the middle of the eighteenth century. However, in political terms, the Church was
subordinate to the colonial government. Catholicism was declared the official religion of
the country by the 1824 Constitution and at the same time the empire determined that the
Church would remain aligned with the temporal power; the newly instated Royal
Patronage regime gave the emperor supreme authority over the state and the Church and
even gave him the power to "arbitrate over papal laws and decrees to ensure their validity
in the country (the foresaid consent)" (Cancian, 2011, p.16). The Vatican reacted to this
situation and sought to establish a new relationship with the Brazilian state. The pope's
position also provoked a strong response from influential sectors within the national
clergy with or without links to the monarchy, who wanted to maintain the Church under
their control without losing their relative autonomy in relation to Rome. However, the
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monarchy feared that any expression of autonomy by the Church would open the way for
interference in the internal affairs of the country, obeying orders from Rome. [Mueller
2015: 7]
A military coup in 1889 established Brazil as a constitutional republic, abolished slavery
(the last nation in the Americas to do so) and severed legal ties between church and state.
However, the secularization of Brazilian governance was more symbolic than substantial as the
Catholic Church maintained its properties and its close ties to the political and elite classes
(Selka 2007).
Although Catholicism has maintained popularity in the Brazilian religious landscape, the
history and development of Candomblé exemplifies how Catholicism, despite its power and
influence, never successfully eradicated other faith systems (Chestnut 2003; Selka 2007). About
2.5 million people from West and Central Africa were forcibly brought to Brazil to provide free
labor on plantations. After their arrival, a long intersectional conflict between race and religion
began (Crenshaw 1991; Selka 2007). Some scholars have suggested that slave owners and the
Catholic Church enforced mandatory conversions to Catholicism to control enslaved African and
indigenous populations by erasing their connections to shared ethnic or religious pasts. Slave
owners also used Christianity to justify the slave system scripturally to enslaved populations
(Chestnut 2003; Selka 2007).
Despite mandatory conversions, traditional West African ancestral spirits and spirits
known as orixás took root in Brazil. Africans from all over, including Bantu-speaking regions,
Hausaland, Ki-Kongo and Ewe speaking regions, were brought to Brazil; however, the Yoruba
culture left an indelible mark on Afro-Brazilian cultural expression (Selka 2007). Although,
orixá worship traveled the Atlantic with individuals, historians mark the forced presence of
enslaved Africans in the Catholic confraternities as the formal beginnings of Candomblé (Bastide
and Sebba 2007; Selka 2007). During the enslavement period, Africans were place in
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confraternities to deepen their engagements with Catholic saints. The confraternity groups were
organized according to ethnic and linguistic backgrounds (Yoruba, Jeje or Ewe, Angola); under
the guise of Catholic saint veneration, some enslaved Africans continued their spiritual
relationships with ancestors and orixás. Catholic confraternities not only provided the space to
nurture syncretic7 religious beliefs and practices, but also provided a space for enslaved Africans
to organize rebellions as well (Bastide and Sebba 2007; Selka 2007).
While confraternities provided a means for integration, they were also vehicles for
division and social control. Authorities of the church and state encouraged confraternities
based on African ethnic identifications partly to promote interethnic conflicts. This policy
was intended to prevent the development of class consciousness (Bastide1978; McGregor
1966). Ironically, however, the continuation of these practices in this context facilitated
the development of Africa-derived religions that eventually became catalysts for slave
protests (Bastide 1978)…[Selka 2007: 18]
During the late colonial period, small revolts and rebellions were common and
Quilombos, or maroon communities of former slaves, were established all over Brazil (Bastide
and Sebba 2007; Burns 1993; Selka 2007). In 1835, anti-slavery rebellions and religion
converged as Muslim Africans and Afro-Brazilians organized one of the largest slave revolts
ever attempted in Brazil. The Muslim Uprising, as it was called, was not just an effort to
overthrow slavery, but also an attempt to establish religious freedom for all Afro-Brazilians.
Although religious and personal freedoms would not be granted until the Constitution of 1889,
non-Catholic religious practices persisted in spite of violence and persecution.
For much of Brazil’s early history the Catholic Church was closely aligned with the elite
classes, benefitting from their financial support and training the children of elite families to
assume local ecclesial positions (Della Cava 1976). The Catholic Church was even responsible
for providing most educational institutions and opportunities in Brazil until the formalization of
7

Syncretism is a popular but controversial term for mixed religious belief systems because it has been used
to describe West African religious traditions in Latin America and the Caribbean (ex. Santeria, Vodou, Lukumi) in
manners that have been colonial by casting Christianity as a fixed or “pure” religion in relation.
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the federal university system in the 1920s (DaMatta 1991; Della Cava 1976; Selka 2007).
Accordingly, many Brazilians came to the identify the Catholic Church as, “…an instrument of
the upper class…” (Forman 1975: 220).
By 1910, Protestant missionaries of North American and European descent began their
first evangelization attempts in Brazil. The first of three waves of Pentecostalism (from 1910 to
1970) included a number of nondenominational and denominational churches (Oro and Semán
2000; Premack 2011). In the largely Catholic religious landscape, the first two waves never made
a marked impact on Brazilian society. Some historians have attributed their lack of success in the
late 1930s to the Catholic Restoration Period, a period in which the Catholic Church was able to
expand its membership and reassert its political influence by promoting militant lay figures and
supporting the authoritarian political regime of Getulio Vargas (Mueller 2015; Premack 2011).
Catholic militancy also contributed to structural and physical violence levied against both
Candomblé and Protestant religious communities.
The beginning of the 1930s in Brazil was marked by growing support for the idea of a
national project reinforced by the notion of a break with the old model symbolized by the
revolution: the abandonment of a past seen as backward and representing the old, and the
(re)birth of a new country founded on the idea of "national renewal". Intellectuals from
diverse cultural and political backgrounds engaged directly or indirectly in a wide-scale
and multiple project to build the Brazilian nation. [Mueller 2015: 5]
During this period, some of the intellectuals vested in the nation-making project
developed an interest and affinity for Candomblé and other Afro-Brazilian religions. Several
ethnographies and studies detailed the history and structure of Afro-Brazilian religions,
especially fascinated by their syncretic qualities combining African, Catholic and indigenous
symbols and rituals into one religious practice (Bastide and Sebba 2007; Carneiro 1978; Nina
Rodrigues 1977). Candomblé was upheld as a unique aspect of the Brazilian nation and a perfect
symbol of Afro-Brazilian “transculturation” (Ortiz 1947; Romo 2010). Candomblé’s inclusion in
49

elite academic spaces and discussions did not extend to civil society however; public opinion and
political and civil servants continued to see Candomblé as primitive, an impediment to
modernization and potentially dangerous (Parés 2013).
After the fall of the Vargas regime in 1954, the onset of urbanization and the military
dictatorship of 1965 presented the Catholic Church with new and more difficult challenges.
Urbanization disrupted traditional relationships in rural areas, including those with the
Church and those often mediated by the Church, for example between tenant farmers and
landowners, and created demand for new social networks within the urban setting. It
presented Brazilians with a wider variety of options in the ideological marketplace,
including evangelical Protestantism, African-derived religions, socialism, and
communism. These alternative ideologies, especially Pentecostal and evangelical
Protestantism, often met the rural migrants’ demand for new networks. [Harvard n.d.]
The military dictatorship of 1964 lasted until March of 1985. It was established following
a military coup organized by anti-Vargas governors, supported by the US government and
carried out by Brazilian Armed Forces. The tenure of the military dictatorship was known for its
anti-communism, anti-free speech and anti-political opposition stances. Many religious
institutions and outspoken leaders were also incorporated into the dictatorship’s pursuit of total
control.
In this time period, the Second Vatican Council looking to renew and reintegrate
Catholicism into local, modern contexts proposed several ideas including that Mass should be
recited in vernacular languages and promoted the values of religious freedom, human rights and
democracy (Harvard n.d.). In light of this ideological shift, some Brazilian priests began
expressing their concerns over the exacerbation of class inequalities throughout South America.
Using Marxist theory, South American theologians reconstructed their spiritual and moral
values. This shift in political and theological ideology is known as liberation theology. The
movement was led by the writings of Peruvian scholar and priest Gustavo Gutiérrez and was
initially supported by more progressive wings of the Church (Della Cava 1976). After the close
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of the second Vatican Council in 1965, more Brazilian ecclesial members began to adopt an
“option for the poor,” or a theological focus on the increasing disparities between socioeconomic groups in their communities, and to develop a spiritual praxis to address the issue
(Selka 2007). Liberation theologians rejected state and Catholic complacency towards poverty
and re-centered spiritual experience around the dignity of the church’s poorest adherents (Della
Cava 1976). Leonardo Boff, a theologian and Franciscan priest, who was exiled from Brazil
twice due to his writings on social inequality, along with other theologians and ecclesial
members, attended the Latin American Bishops' Conference in Medellín, Colombia, in 1968
which resulted in the establishment of Base Ecclesiastical Communities or CEBs [Comunidades
Eclesiais de Base] (Burns 1993; Selka 2007).
CEBs worked to encourage equality in social and political issues through local chapters,
promoting the notion that poverty is an inexcusable sin of the state and that the poor should be
embraced rather than abhorred (Burns 1993; Selka 2007).
Of all the countries in Latin America, including Peru from which the first treatise on
liberation theology emanated, Brazil is most associated with the doctrine, "the only
Church on the continent where liberation theology and its pastoral followers . . . won a
decisive influence." That influence grew rapidly in opposition to the military government
beginning in 1968 with the hardening of the dictatorship's position against "subversives."
In fact, during that period the "Brazilian Church was practically the only effective space
of liberty ... the voice of the voiceless." Moreover, liberation theology played a critical
role in the Church's changing attitudes toward indigenous rights and land struggles, and
served as the catalyzing force behind the creative use of law to advance those goals.
[French 2007: 410]
By the end of the military dictatorship, the terms of liberation theology had been adopted
by much of Brazil’s Catholic population, not just the progressives (Burns 1993).
Brazil’s Paulo Evaristo Cardinal Arns set the tone of the Church’s social concerns in the
1980s in his Suggestion for a Social Policy. He condemned the social inequities
exaggerated by industrial growth and denounced “decreased autonomy and growing
dependence on the economies of the industrialized world.” Using his powerful position as
archbishop of São Paulo, he pointed to the obligation of the Church to help change
society…The Vatican supported the archbishop’s call for social justice. Pope John Paul II
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visited Brazil… in 1980. While denouncing any involvement in politics, he confirmed
that the Church must “serve the cause of justice” by using its voice to “summon
consciences, guard people and their liberty and demand the necessary remedies.”
…When [he] returned to Brazil in late 1991, he lamented the lack of progress toward
greater social justice. On that occasion, he spoke out in favor of land reform… [Burns
1993: 480-481]
While the measure of impact liberation theology has made in Brazil is often contested,
many historians suggest that rural land rights movements in Brazil, such as the Movement of
Landless Rural Workers [Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra], are a direct result of
the Catholic Church's Pastoral Land Commission [Comissão Pastoral da Terra] (French 2007;
Selka 2007). In the 1970s, with the waning of the military power, many political groups could
finally have a more public voice and presence. During that period, a law requiring Candomblé
leaders to have police permits for public feasts was repealed, allowing Candomblé members to
both practice freely and speak out against religious and racial discrimination. In fact, throughout
the 1980s and the 1990s, black cultural, political and religious organizations, began to grow and
intersect with one another (Romo 2010; Selka 2007). Even the Catholic church whose liberation
theology was primarily concerned with class, rarely speaking directly to race, established
Pastoral Afro, put together by a handful of Afro-Brazilian ecclesial members who felt issues of
racism ought to be addressed spiritually (Selka 2007). However, like the CEBs, Pastoral Afro
was adopted by parish members and leadership at local levels and did not become a widespread
or uniform ideology.
While the military dictatorship and liberation theology brought Catholic focus more
towards the rural poor, urbanization steadily increased the popularity of Pentecostalism in the
growing urban lower classes (Chestnut 2003; Premack 2011). The third wave of Pentecostalism,
also known as Neo-Pentecostalism, took off in the 1970s and was much more charismatic then
previous waves; it included many Brazilian founded, independent churches including the church
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of this study, the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God (henceforth UCKG), which was
founded by Bishop Edir Macedo in 1977. From the beginning, Bishop Macedo played an active
role in the UCKG’s success. His charismatic personality and powerful sermons were a notable
part of the church’s early popularity (Campos Mello 2013; Gonçalves da Silva 2007). UCKG
also grew from Macedo’s business sense and acumen for taking advantage of all types of
exposure. His ability to do radio interviews and preach to large audiences in public venues
helped build a strong following throughout the 1980s. In 1989, with questionable funds, Bishop
Macedo bought the second largest broadcasting company in Brazil, Rede Record; with its new
television and radio platform the UCKG shot to the forefront of the Brazilian religious
landscape, giving it visibility over other Neo-Pentecostal churches (except for Assemblies of
God, which is still the most populous Neo-Pentecostal church in Brazil). By 2005, the
Church was able to fund its own political party, the Party Renewal Municipalist, now known as
the Brazilian Republican Party (Antunes 2013). It has since expanded into 230 countries
worldwide.
Throughout this contemporary period, the Catholic Church has had to contend with both
the rapid growth of Neo-Pentecostalism and a seemingly waning interest of self-identified
Catholics to be actively engaged in Catholic sacraments. The Church’s response to these
pressures has been called the “Catholic Charismatic Renewal” (Selka 2007). Ideologically
speaking, the renewal refers to Catholic churches that stress the more ecstatic aspects of
Catholicism, including supporting the expansion of Catholic pop artists and emphasizing
spiritual healing and exorcisms. The Catholic Charismatic Renewal is primarily seen as a
strategy adopted to contend with the rise in competition, particularly of Evangelical faiths, in an
increasingly competitive religious landscape.
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Much like the UCKG, Candomblé’s popularity has also grown in the past three decades
due to heightened visibility prompted by media and tourist markets. In the 1980s, Candomblé,
despite or perhaps because of its racialization, became the central focus of Brazil’s growing
tourism economy. Having previously been identified as a national treasure and advocated by
intellectuals in the early 1900s, Candomblé was appropriated as a symbol of Afro-Brazilian
tradition by local tourism agencies and became a national propaganda tool for cultural accents
and commodities in the booming Brazilian tourist economy (Romo 2010). Salvador da Bahia, as
the main port of entry for the slave trade, became the center of all things Afro-Brazilian. The
center of the city, Pelourinho gained UNESCO Heritage status in 1985 for its cobble stoned
markets which had once served as a slave auctioning site with whipping posts.
In the shift towards a tourist economy in Salvador, Afro-Brazilian religious symbolism
has been appropriated even outside of the tourism industry. Many businesses are named after
orixás and restaurants often hire folkloric dance troupes that imitate the dances used in ritual
feasts. One of the most popular forms of music in Brazil comes from Salvador and is a fastpaced, percussive carnival music called Axé. “Axé” is a Yoruba term used in Candomblé, to
signify the energy or life force that courses through all organic matter in Yoruba. The most
popular axé singers, many of whom are noticeably not Afro-Brazilian, reference orixás and
Candomblé mythologies in their music; axé has gained popularity all over Brazil. Even public
festivals such as the New Year’s Eve celebrations in Rio and Salvador, are influenced by orixá
worship. New Year’s eve is celebrated by wearing white and jumping into the ocean at midnight
to leap over seven waves. Wearing white signifies Oxalá, the orixá of peace and wisdom and
jumping the seven waves is in dedication to Yemanja, the orixá of motherhood and the ocean,
asking for her cleansing and blessings. Furthermore, in Salvador the day dedicated to the ocean
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mother deity, Yemanja’s day (February 2nd), is a municipal holiday. Cursory understandings of
Afro-Brazilian religious beliefs have also been incorporated into grade school curricula as part of
recognizing African contributions to the nation; this is to say that in Salvador, Candomblé and
the orixás have moved out of the periphery to the center of popular consumption and AfroBrazilian heritage.
Widespread orixá recognition and consumption practices, however have not
destigmatized Candomblé. Candomblé practitioners continue to experience violence,
discrimination and shame associated with their religious belief; much of which is currently
coming from the growing Evangelical community in Brazil. According to some analysts, an
important part of what set Bishop Macedo and the UCKG apart in the religious world was his
admission about coming from a traditional Catholic family that occasionally frequented AfroBrazilian “cults” to better their lives, to no avail (Chestnut 2003; Gonçalves da Silva 2007). This
discourse has made a marked impact on many working class Brazilians who have also struggled
for generations to evade poverty and its heinous effects (Gonçalves da Silva 2007).
From the beginning of his career, Bishop Macedo forcefully and publically condemned
Afro-Brazilian religious practices as well as what he considered Catholic sympathy towards
Afro-Brazilian religions. In 1996, Macedo published the monograph, “Orixás, Caboclos and
Guides: Gods or Demons?” which sold more than three million copies and is a condemnation of
Afro-Brazilian and other non-Abrahamic religions (Gonçalves da Silva 2007).
The Brazilian people inherited religious practices from Native Indians and slaves from
Africa. These religions later came to be reinforced by spiritualist doctrines, esoterics and
so many others who are called masters, such as Lu and other famous mediums. There has
been, over the centuries, a religious syncretism, i.e. a curious and diabolical mixture of
African mythology, Brazilian indigenous spiritualism and Christianity, which created or
encouraged the development of fetishist cults like Umbanda, Quimbanda and Candomblé.
We will not talk about each one of those issues as this book’s main purpose is to
enlighten the reader in relation to the truth that is hidden behind all this, and does not
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have as a concern transmitting teachings about these things. [Macedo 1996: 1, my
translation]
“But why…would a church as well organized and interested in mass conversions as the
Universal Church of the Kingdom of God… be bothered by religions (Candomblé, Umbanda,
and Spiritism) that… add up to just 1.7% of the population?” (Gonçalves da Silva 2007: 2)
Gonçalves da Silva (2007) suggests that drawing on the stigmatization of Afro-Brazilian
religious beliefs is a strategy that is not motivated primarily by the prospect of converting povosde-santo. Instead this so-called “spiritual battle” and Neo-Pentecostal success reflects a growing
interest in adherent’s interest in maintaining ecstatic religious experiences historically linked to
Afro-Brazilian spiritualities, while still benefiting from the social legitimacy of Christianity,
which the Catholic Charismatic Renewal now provides as well (Chestnut 2003; Gonçalves da
Silva 2007).
Competing Brasilidades and Faith
As previously noted, religious symbolisms and identities are often intertwined with
notions of nationalism; therefore, each of the religions of this study has some symbolic
representation in the state and seeks to heighten its sense of belonging. The symbolic
attachments each religion carries are like competing Brasilidades or competing notions of what it
means to be “Brazilian.” Catholicism often represents the most traditional symbol of Brazil and
therefore benefits from both cultural and social capital; Candomblé represents a traditional and
commercialized Brazil, maintaining cultural capital through tourism even though it still lacks
widespread social acceptance. The UCKG, on the other hand, represents a new, globalized
Brazilian identity that benefits from Christian legitimacy, however it is still somewhat foreign to
Brazilian national identity, in relation to the acceptance of both Catholicism and Candomblé as
folk religious traditions.
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In fact, the most definitive evidence of Christian and Catholic hegemony in Brazil is its
most distinguishable feature, the Christ the Redeemer statue. The statue was commissioned in
1922 after a group of Catholics in Rio organized a donation event called “Monument Week” to
raise money for a symbol of Catholic devotion (French 2007). They chose the statue of Christ
with his arms open as a global sign of peace and Christianity. In 2006, the archbishop of Rio
even consecrated a chapel below the statue in honor of the patron saint of Brazil, Our Lady of
Aparecida.
Our Lady of Aparecida is another example of Catholic cultural privilege. The patron
saint’s day is a national holiday with school and business closures. Moreover, other saints are
also venerated throughout the nation through municipal and local festivals and parades. NeoPentecostal churches have publically denounced all saint holidays and festivals, accusing the
Catholic church of “idolatry.” In fact, in 1995 the UCKG was caught in a public scandal after a
bishop kicked a statue of the patron saint on live television (Gonçalves da Silva 2007). The
incident even instigated small protests against the UCKG and accusations of religious
intolerance.
Accusations of intolerance concerning the UCKG are also common among Candomblé
practitioners. Since the rise of Neo-Pentecostalism, there have been increases in hate crimes and
acts of discrimination that are often attributed to Evangelical discourse condemning Candomblé.
In fact, in March 2008, the Commission Against Religious Intolerance (CCIR) was established to
respond to the legal and physical aggressions targeting, specifically, Afro-Brazilian terreiros and
adherents. Legal aggression was highlighted by a particular case where a mother and practitioner
was deemed legally “unfit” to raise her child because of her religious practices (CCIR n.d.).
Meanwhile increases in occurrences of looting, burning and destroying religious spaces and
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altars, all over the nation, have been reported by news media (Gonçalves da Silva 2007). Leaders
from Umbanda (a Rio-based Afro-Brazilian religion) and Candomblé formed the commission in
order to denounce all forms of violence against Afro-Brazilian religions.
Candomblé supporters and practitioners are also currently engaged in a number of legal
battles including a recent semi-victory in Salvador over property taxes. For decades, Candomblé
terreiros [temples] and other Afro-Brazilian religious spaces fought to be included in a religious
property tax exemption called Imposto Predial Territorial Urban. The law, defined in 1988, cites
a legal exemption for "templos de qualquer culto" [temples of any cult] from paying property tax
(Federal Constitution Article. 150, VII letra b). However for decades, municipal government
authorities in Salvador have unlawfully overridden these previsions for Afro-Brazilian religious
spaces, collecting taxes from them while Catholic, Pentecostal and other churches have received
exemptions (Correiro 2015). During my field work, the matter of whether Candomblé is legally a
religion in Brazil resurfaced in public debate when, in April 2014, a federal judge of Rio de
Janeiro issued a verdict stating that, “Afro-Brazilian cults do not constitute religions” and “[their]
religious manifestations do not contain necessary traits of a religion” (Brisolla 2014). The
statement was in response to an action filed by the Federal Public Ministry to withdraw
intolerant and discriminatory YouTube videos, posted by Neo-Pentecostals against AfroBrazilian religious practices (Brisolla 2014). The judge was eventually pressured into retracting
his statement but the reality of Candomblé’s place in Brazil had already been revealed.
Meanwhile Catholic legitimacy is so entrenched in Brazilian national identity, it is
embedded in colloquial language. For instance, Portuguese is the only Latin language that
removed pagan nomenclatures from its days of the week after the Catholic Church mandated it in
the 1500s. So in place of traditional weekday terms (e.g. lunes, leindi, lunedi), Brazilians call
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Monday segunda feira [the second day], Tuesday terça feira [the third day] and so on, until
Saturday and Sunday, which remained Sabado and Domingo. Vernacular expressions also reflect
how integrated Catholicism is in cultural notions of Brazilian-ness. Commonly used Catholic
religious expressions in Brazil include but are not limited to: Santa Maria [Saint Mary], Nossa!
short for Nossa Senhora [our lady], which holds the sentiment of astonishment or “wow!” and
Aff! short for Ave Maria, which holds the sentiment of “Oh no!” or “I can’t believe it!” Such
expressions are commonplace, suggesting that Christianity and Catholicism, in particular, are
embedded in Brazilian cultural norms.
However, while Catholicism represents standard, conventional notions of Brasilidade, the
UCKG and Neo-Pentecostalism signifies a new kind of Brazil, one with new economic potential
like BRIC8; the UCKG actively presents itself as a business savvy globalized Brasilidade. In fact,
the UCKG’s national and global success is often attributed to both its strong media presence,
having mastered televangelism, and its alignment with neoliberal processes (Chestnut 2003;
Comaroff 2009).
Those born-again faiths that propagate the spirit of neoliberalism, that see the creativity
of God as immanent in the creativity of capitalism (Connolly n.d.: 33), contrast markedly
with older-style mainstream Protestantism, which remains ambivalent about the frank
embrace of worldly appetites. Pentecostals, by contrast, show great readiness not merely
to collaborate with business but to enter into businesses themselves in a higher cause—a
form of "Free Market Theology" (Sharlet 2005: 41). Hence, there is an avid endorsement,
most evident in the 'prosperity gospels', of the desire for material things. "The Lord
delights in my private aircraft," a successful motivational-speaker-turned-preacher
recently assured a skeptical Larry King. In a similar spirit, the Brazilian pastor of the
Universal Church in central Cape Town periodically yanks open the door of the large
wooden cupboard that stands on the podium, proclaiming: "The Lord will open his
treasure chest to those who believe." The stress on personalized divine intervention, on a
faith that "takes the waiting out of wanting" (a phrase that this Pentecostal preacher
shares, ironically, with a 1970s British ad campaign for a major credit card), accords well

8

BRIC stands for Brazil, Russia, India and China. The acronym was developed by economists to distinguish
formerly underdeveloped nations who were experiencing new economic advances. In 2010, BRIC was established
as a formal institution, eventually including South Africa (BRICS).
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with the spirit of neo-liberal enterprise, encouraging an identification of spiritual gift with
the 'hidden hand' of market providence. [Comaroff 2009: 26-27]
While the UCKG continues to invest in global expansion, its expansion has proliferated
so quickly that in 2015, Angola banned Brazilian Neo-Pentecostal churches from opening new
chapters, subtly targeting the UCKG, which has over 200 churches there (Campos Mello 2013).
Others have also sought to regulate UCKG expansion and the UCKG has responded like a
corporation; they’ve changed the names of churches while maintaining core symbols, like its
familiar dove flying in a heart logo, to evade legal repercussions. For example, in Italy, the
UCKG is opening new churches by the name of Chiesa Cristiana dello Spirito Santo [The
Christian Church of the Holy Spirit]. The pictures below compare the UCKG site with the Chiesa
Cristiana dello Spirito Santo. Note its familiar logo; also, both sites are linked to founder Bispo
Macedo’s blog.

Figure 1: Chiesa Cristiana dello Spirito Santo website (http: //comunitacristianadss.it/)

Figure 2: UCKG website (http: //universal.org)
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The UCKG, like a business, has marketed an entire way of life. For example, the UCKG
twitter page shares daily prayers, bible readings, religious tips and advice; the UCKG television
and radio stations have weekly programs sharing adherent testimonies, sermons and showcasing
their most incredible faith healings. The UCKG website has an option to live chat with a Pastor
at any hour of the day; even UCKG books are centered on infusing one’s life with UCKG
religiosity. Titles such as “Better than a New Pair of Shoes,” “Forty Secrets for the Single
Woman” and “Bullet Proof Marriage” capture how the UCKG uses common life stages as an
entry point for religious interpellation and devotion. The UCKG has marketed itself as a lifestyle.
Alongside a lifestyle, the UCKG has also developed a sophisticated brand. Every church
is identifiable in the Brazilian religious landscape with its signature “Jesus Christ is the Lord”
red sign. Its logo can be found on its bookstores, CDs, DVDs, calendars and office products. The
UCKG brand and media sources help to maintain a sense of cohesion and connection between its
millions of members and local institutions connected through an expansive, global religious
organization. Although the UCKG, whether in Brazil or abroad, is continuously embroiled in
scandal, in the competitive religious marketplace, its techno-business lifestyle, a new kind of
Brasilidade, is increasingly popular (Romero 2014).
Ideologies of Faith
This section has summarized the development and broad historical and cultural impacts
of each religion of this study. Contextualizing each religion historically highlighted the
relationships between the three institutions in the nation. However, how do the three religions
compare ideologically? As noted in the previous chapter, religion is articulated in many ways,
one being through structuring belief systems or ways of knowing and being for adherents.
Religious ideology is often articulated through what scholars term orthodoxy and orthopraxy.
61

Religious orthodoxy refers to the emphasis on correct belief while orthopraxy refers to an
emphasis on correct practices. Many religious institutions proffer ideologies that rely on both
orthodoxy and orthopraxy; however some institutions may emphasize one over the other. All
three religious institutions of this study consist of both orthodoxy and orthopraxy ideologies,
which I will summarize in the following section.
Any attempt to present any religious ideology in Brazil as one unified belief system can
be problematic as churches throughout the nation are diverse in their adaptation of the various
religious ideologies that have penetrated the nation (Selka 2007). However, there is an emphasis
on both orthodoxy and orthopraxy built into Catholicism, Neo-Pentecostalism and Candomblé.
In order to compare each religious institution’s ideology; I also compare structural and financial
components of each religion as well to give a full scope of how each institution works.
Comparing Belief, Practice and Structure
Catholic orthodoxy or correct belief is formalized in the Nicene Creed, a collective
statement of belief for all Catholics. It is a doctrinal statement adopted at the First Council of
Nicaea in 325AD and amended at the first council of Constantinople; it was written in response
to heretics in order to unify the Roman Catholic belief system. The Nicene Creed reads:
We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, and of all
that is, seen and unseen.
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the
Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made,
one in Being with the Father. Through him all things were made. For us men and for our
salvation, he came down from heaven: by the power of the Holy Spirit he was born of the
Virgin Mary, and became man. For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he
suffered, died, and was buried. On the third day he rose again in fulfillment of the
Scriptures; he ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will
come again in glory to judge the living and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.
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We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceeds from the Father
and the Son. With the Father and the Son he is worshipped and glorified. He has spoken
through the Prophets. We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church.
We acknowledge one baptism for the forgiveness of sins. We look for the resurrection of
the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.
[Catechism of the Catholic Church n.d.]
The creed is spoken aloud as part of liturgical prayer at Catholic mass, including in the
Catholic parish of this field study. The creed notes the centrality of God, Jesus and the Holy
Spirit and three core religious goals: the salvation of human beings, the forgiveness of sins and
preparing for divine judgment.
Orthopraxy is equally emphasized in the Catholic faith through the administration and
practice of the holy sacraments. These include baptism, confirmation, the Eucharist, penance and
confession, anointing the sick, the Holy Orders and matrimony. The priest at the Catholic parish
led mass, heard confessions, performed the Eucharist, weddings, anointed the sick and
administered baptisms and communions while I was in the field. The administration of these rites
is central to Roman Catholic ideology and affiliate experience, yet these powerful spiritual acts
can only be performed by a priest or a visiting member with Holy Orders.
The cult of the saints is another point of orthodoxy in Brazilian Catholic churches.
Historically, celebrating the saints has not only deepened and unified Brazilians through
normalizing nationwide festivals and ceremonies, but saint veneration has also provided many
local churches with extra financial support. Church-organized saint festivals occur often (there
are many saints) and often include fundraisers, ticket selling, goods, food and drink sales. Saint
festivals have historically supplemented the maintenance of local parishes alongside regular
monetary donations during mass.
The Roman Catholic Church faith is organized according to the strict ecclesial hierarchy
formalized by the Holy Orders and the Magisterium. The hierarchy is headed by the pope, the
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ultimate head of the Church, and follows with cardinals, archbishops, bishops, priests and
deacons. Ideologically, ecclesial members are a necessary and crucial part of the Catholic
structure and adherents’ relationships with God. Therefore, the authority of the priest was
essential to every adherent’s engagements or partaking in the holy sacraments according to the
dictates of the Catholic Church. For many members of the Catholic parish, a central part of their
Catholic religious experience included being baptized, participating in mass and other practices
that explicitly reinforced the notion that a central authority figure, or priest, was needed ritually
to coordinate adherent orthopraxy and to facilitate certain connections to God.
However, the priest, through his sermons and relationship to the parish, also actively
promoted ideologies that he felt were important. As the sole authority figure in the church, the
priest’s worldview shaped the ideological values expressed within the parish. In a private
conversation, the priest, who also held a law degree, told me he was both interested in and
inspired by liberation theology; this ideological preference was apparent in the manner that he
used his position of power to try to deemphasize social hierarchies between parish members and
in the community. In the following chapters, I will further examine discursive, sense-based and
performative evidence of liberation theology influenced values in St. John’s.
While the priest was a central part of ritual experiences in the church and promoted
certain ideological values for adherents based on his own interests, adherents still envisioned
their relationships to God on their own terms. One adherent expressed that he thinks of God as
father figure.
God is for me a real father. God is the one you cherish. He gives us comfort and conveys
love but also knows how to get your attention and be just at the right time. Because
fathers don’t just agree with everything their children do. I try to do this with my son.
He’s one year old but when he does something that I think is wrong or that I think isn’t
good for his development [educaçao] …I’m going to call attention to it—of course, in
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proportion to his age; but he has to know that what he has done is wrong and who will
tell him but me? So, I think God is like that too, you know, he is love.
Another adherent also used the word “love” to describe God.
God is passion, mercy and love. He never stops. I see that in joyful and good moments,
even if we don’t perceive it, he is present. Because in my life, God is not complementary;
God is everything, especially in those really difficult moments when I am alone and I am
able to speak to God. So God is in my life for the good and the bad…I believe that he
helps you get through all the things that happen in your day-to-day life, which are not
always good things. He is there with passion, with forgiveness, with mercy and, more
than anything else, with love.
Despite an emphasis on both orthodoxy and orthopraxy in Roman Catholic religious
ideology, local adherents formulated their own personalized beliefs about God.
Like Catholicism, Candomblé also emphasizes both orthodoxy and orthopraxy; however
orthopraxy forms the basis for orthodoxy and not the other way around, unlike the Bible centered
principles embedded in the Nicene Creed. Orthopraxy forms the basis of the roles and
responsibilities of each level of Candomblé practitioner. These ideologies, in turn, are embedded
in particular practices.
Members of Candomblé are commonly referred to as povos-de-santo or holy people.
Priestesses and priest are referred to as ialorixá in Yoruba and mae-de-santo [holy mother] in
Portuguese or babalorixá and pai-de-santo [holy father]. Some priestesses and priest are also
referred to as babalaos, which means interpreter of buzios [cowrie shells] or diviner in Yoruba. It
has been noted by many scholars that the majority of initiates and priests in Candomblé are
female, due to certain social and economic factors stemming from enslavement (Bastide and
Sebba 2007; Carneiro 1978; Landes 1947). Candomblé initiation is organized by a spiritual
kinship system that often correlates to each terreiro. Candomblé spaces of worship are referred to
as either houses [casas] or yards [terreiros]. Candomblé casas and terreiros are independently
owned and range from small houses to larger rural compounds; they are managed by either the
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priest or priestesses of the house. That is, priests or priestesses and their spiritual children both
live their daily lives and enact religious rituals in the terreiros. Terreiro property is generally
passed down from head priestess to the following head priestess, or priest, in each spiritual
family. Although terreiros vary in size and layout, they all consist of a room or space called the
barracão, which is used for public feasts. Some terreiros, especially in the interior of Bahia, also
grow plants and raise livestock for ritual use on terreiro grounds. Since the terreiro is a private
residence, every member of the terreiro contributes to the daily chores and financial upkeep of
the yard.
A mae-de-santo manages her terreiro and everyone she initiates becomes her filhos-desanto or holy daughters or sons. Yoruba based religions value spiritual lineage and trace it
through terreiros and their mai-de-santos. Candomblé spiritual lineage can extend from Ilé Ifè in
Nigeria to Brazil and increasingly includes filhos from other nations as well. Tracing spiritual
lineage is an important ideological value.
Spiritual knowledge or ideology is the bedrock of orthodoxy and orthopraxy and is
learned and maintained through traditional Yoruba myths called itans. The myths are part of an
oral philosophical and cultural tradition based in Ancient Yorubaland. Orthodoxy in Candomblé
is centered on the belief in the relationship between humans and orixás. Orixás are venerated
god-like figures that once lived in ancient Yorubaland and whose stories (the topic of many
itans) organize the Candomblé theological worldview and guide spiritual advice. Yoruba scholar
Olupona (2008) has noted that there is no part of human experience and philosophy unexplained
in Yoruba culture and ideology. Ideologies and a philosophy of the human experience are
learned through proverbs and oral mythologies. Candomblé is, thus, part of a rich oral tradition
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in which religious wisdom is acquired little by little, over long periods of time, as adherents
complete certain rites of initiation and passage.
In the terreiro of this study, the house belonged to an elder priestess who was a filha to a
famous mae-de-santo in Bahia. The yard had one main house and several outdoor rooms in its
courtyard that were separated from the main street by a gate. The elder priestess, Mainhna, lived
in the terreiro with her biological children and grandchildren; spiritual kin, however, came into
the compound daily to perform rituals and chores and sometimes lived there temporarily, during
the tenure of important religious rites such as initiation.
Orthodoxy in Candomblé primarily centers on maintaining the relationship between
humans and orixás. Many people believe in orixás; however they do not actively and consistently
engage in the practices and rituals to uphold this belief. This is the difference between what I
refer to as non-initiated and initiated members. Moreover, historically there have been many
non-initiated members who deny practicing Candomblé, yet occasionally attend public feasts and
consult a mae-de-santo for healing, divination and other “works.”
On the other hand, those who are initiates of Candomblé generally enter the religion by
choice, although sometimes people are compelled by illness, following the approval of the
orixás. It can take up to seven years to complete initiation, which consists of many detailed
rituals and rites. Initiates are divided into two groups: those who can be ritually mounted or
possessed by orixás and those who cannot. Those who can be spiritually possessed are
commonly referred to as iawos or brides, a unisex term in Yoruba; although iawos in Candomblé
are primarily women, occasionally men have been mounted as well, particularly gay men (Cruz
and Manalansan ed. 2002). Initiates who cannot be spiritually mounted are referred to as ogans
for men and ekeji for women. Seniority and priesthood is acquired over time, with permission
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from the orixás, by fulfilling one’s ritual obligations regularly and acquiring spiritual knowledge
through apprenticeships with spiritual elders.
Candomblé ideology also includes, to varying extents, Catholic, Bantu and Native
American religious and symbolic adapts. The confraternities that grouped enslaved Africans by
ethnic origin also contributed over time to the varying ideological sects of Candomblé and a
merging of Catholic saint figures with orixás. For instance, in order to hide worship to the orixá
of storms, wind and change, Iansā, was identified with Saint Barbara who, like Iansā also wears
red. The varying sects that developed out of the ethnic groupings of confraternities are known as
nações or nations and consist of Nagô, Angola, Jeje, Queto and Caboclo (Bastide and Sebba
2007; Carneiro 1978). Nations are sometimes distinguished by the extent to which they have
adopted and kept up Catholic, Bantu and Indigenous religious symbolism in their practices
versus more orthodox Yoruba-based practices. Queto, which is the most popular nation of
Candomblé in Bahia and the Candomblé sect of the terreiro of this study, is considered
predominantly Yoruba, with some Catholic and indigenous elements. Although, povos-de-santo
believe in many orixás, their faith is monotheistic in that they believe in one supreme creator or
God, Olodumare, and the orixás are, like Catholic saints, considered to be intermediaries
between the human world and Olodumare.
Orthopraxy for povos-de-santo consists of fulfilling obrigacões or ritual obligations and
offerings to orixás and ancestral spirits on sacred days. Ritual obligations can include tasks such
as cleaning altars, food offerings, mixing herbs for medicine or baths and decorating altars.
Ritual obligations can be done by non-initiated practitioners of Candomblé as a requirement for
asking the orixás for protection or healing, or to pay for “work” (spells or spiritual cleanings)
done by a ialorixá on someone else’s behalf.
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Ritual obligations, healing rituals and “work” rituals are an important aspect of
Candomblé orthopraxy and orthodoxy in that the acts reaffirm the ideological importance of
reciprocal or circular relationship between orixás, ancestors and humans whereby orixás and
ancestors can be summoned to help or meddle in human lives. However, they must be paid with
money, energy or gifts to do so. Moreover, healing and “work” rituals have been an integral part
of providing financial support for terreiros and their owners. Through divination, which is
always paid for, the orixás may recommend the use of ritual “work” to heal, protect or
manipulate people or situations; that work is also done at a cost.
The ideological emphasis on healing in Candomblé is complementary to its
environmental ideological component. Each orixá represents an element of nature such as the
forest, rivers, the ocean, certain herbs or flowers. Nature is an integral part of rituals both as an
element of ritual offerings, altars and spiritual remedies and also as a setting for rituals. For
instance, offerings for Yemanja, the orixá of motherhood and the sea are often left in the ocean
by fishermen. The use of animal sacrifices in more powerful rituals is also reaffirmed by
ideologies praising the force of the natural world, in that a more potent spiritual connection or
offering requires life force, energy or axé, which can be found in animal blood. Animal sacrifice
is an aspect of ritual offering that is used primarily for blood, which deepens the human—orixá
connection.
Public feasts are also an important component of Candomblé orthopraxy centering on the
many sacred rituals necessary for spiritual mounting or possession (Wafer 1991). At ritual feasts,
which I describe in more detail in the “Living Faithfully” chapter, all the members of a terreiro
must come together to prepare the feast for a particular orixá, which consists of both public and
private ritual ceremonies. The public aspects of feasts consist of sacred percussion patterns and
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drumming to “call” orixás down from Olorun (the owner of the sky). While initiated drummers,
a sacred role, are communicating with the orixás through the drums, the iawos dance around the
barracāo, their bodies ready to be mounted.
Through human contact with orixás, as well as other ancestral spirits at times, Candomblé
practitioners can offer spiritual and medicinal healing and prophesying directly from the orixás
to feast attendees. Feasts require detailed planning and preparation that can sometimes take
months and are held on sacred dates pre-established by the yearly ritual calendar.9 The public
feast is a spectacle of Candomblé religious orthodoxy and orthopraxy and, in recent times, is also
a mechanism for bringing in more money from tour agencies, which pay the terreiros to allow
tourists and guides to attend the feasts. The greater exposure of Candomblé through tourism has
also brought financial support for terreiros through the initiations of non-Brazilians, often
requiring foreigners to pay extremely high fees, much higher than local initiates, (upwards of one
thousand dollars) to complete initiation rites.
The UCKG, a Neo-Pentecostal church with its own orthodoxy and orthopraxy, has also
benefitted financially from gaining visibility and spreading its ideology worldwide. It is also, like
Candomblé, noted for its spectacle-like religious sessions; however, its ideology centers on
literal interpretations of the Bible and the values of Bishop Edir Macedo. Defining aspects of
Neo-Pentecostalism at large include ecstatic religious experiences, belief in receiving the Holy
Spirit, medical miracles, baptisms, speaking in tongues, tithing and prosperity theology.10 Some
argue that the charismatic aspects of Neo-Pentecostalism have allowed for greater success in the
Brazilian religious market than previous waves of Pentecostalism. Chestnut suggests that spirit
9

The Candomblé calendar is drawn by the Alaafin of Oyo according to the ancient Yoruba calendar, which
can be viewed at http://orisabrasil.com.br/Loja/ or http://alaafinofoyo.com/.

10

Prosperity Theology is the belief that financial success is a blessing from God and that with faith and
devotion, God may bless adherents with material wealth.
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possession and spiritual healing, religious expressions that already had a strong consumer base
among Candomblé practitioners, were adopted into UCKG orthopraxy to entice converts from
Candomblé (Chestnut 2003). Others suggest that prosperity theology, which has aligned with
neoliberal ideologies, has garnered new converts on the premise that adhering to the UCKG can
increase one’s financial wealth.
Bishop Edir Macedo, as the head of the church, holds power comparable to the Pope
within the international network of UCKG churches. Orthodoxy is based in Christian principles
such as belief in God and the importance of the Bible. However, to get a more specific
understanding of UCKG ideology, I consulted the “what we believe” section of its website,
which provides a unified dictate of UCKG belief much like the Nicene Creed in Catholicism.
Below is the list of the beliefs that form the foundation of The Universal Church:
We believe in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments in their original writings as
fully inspired by God and accept them as the supreme and final authority for faith and
life.
We believe in one God, eternally existing in three persons – Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
We believe that Jesus Christ was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born by the Virgin Mary
and is true God and true Man.
We believe that God created man in His own image; that man sinned and thereby
incurred the penalty of death, physical and spiritual; that all human beings inherit a sinful
nature, which causes actual transgression involving personal guilt.
We believe that the Lord Jesus Christ died for our sins, a substitutionary sacrifice
according to the Scriptures, and that all who believe in Him are justified on the ground of
His shed blood.
We believe in the bodily resurrection of the Lord Jesus, His ascension into heaven and
His present life as our High Priest and Advocate.
We believe in the personal return of the Lord Jesus Christ in glory.
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We believe that those who repent of their sins, receive the Lord Jesus Christ by faith, and
hold fast to Him are born again by the Holy Spirit and become children of God.
We believe in the baptism of the Holy Spirit, empowering believers for service with
accompanying supernatural gifts of the Holy Spirit, and in fellowship with the Holy
Spirit.
We believe in the divinely ordained ministries of apostle, prophet, evangelist, pastor, and
teacher.
We believe in the resurrection of the just and the unjust, the eternal blessings of the
redeemed, and the eternal banishment of those who have rejected salvation.
We believe that the one true Church consists of all those who have been redeemed by
Jesus Christ and regenerated by the Holy Spirit; that the local church on earth should take
its character from this conception of the spiritual Church and, therefore, new birth and
personal confession of the Christ are essential for church membership.
We believe that the Lord Jesus Christ appointed two ordinances – baptism in water and
the Lord’s Supper – to be observed as acts of obedience and as a continual witness to the
facts of the Christian faith; that baptism is the immersion of the believer in water as a
confession of the Lord Jesus in burial and resurrection, and that the Lord’s Supper is the
partaking of the body and blood of our Savior in remembrance of His sacrifice until He
comes.
We believe that divine healing seen in the Old and the New Testaments is an integral part
of the Gospel.
We believe the Bible teaches that without holiness no man can see God.
We believe in sanctification as a definite, yet progressive work of grace, commencing at
the time of the new birth and continuing until the end of one’s life. [Universal USA n.d.]
The passage above both highlights UCKG beliefs, some of which are germane to
Christianity like the belief that Jesus is the son of God; however other aspects of the passage are
specific to Neo-Pentecostalism such as the emphasis on divine healing and a literal interpretation
and reading of the Bible, which was not privileged in Catholicism’s Nicene Creed or
Candomblé’s itan tradition. Another strong emphasis, reflected in the “what we believe” passage
is a concern with overcoming human sin; Catholicism also prioritizes dealing with sin through
the sacrament of confession whereas sin is conceptually absent in Candomblé. While Christian
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traditions are founded on linear dualities—right/wrong, heaven/hell, higher/ lower, good/evil—
Candomblé conveys no clear moral distinction between right and wrong; morality is
conceptualized as fluid and circular. The human experience is riddled with decisions or
crossroads, and individuals can choose a path, some of which can work out and some not. In fact,
the crossroad is a prominent symbol in Candomblé warranting its own orixá, Exú, who is a door
opener as well as a trickster. In contrast to saint figures and Jesus, itans portray orixás as jealous,
resentful or foolish, tricking each other and being tricked; orixás are not like virtuous Christian
figures.
Therefore while the UCKG places strict emphasis on the importance of living piously to
secure “eternal blessings” versus “eternal banishment” and the Catholic church offers confession
to save adherents souls from hell, piety has more to do with reverence than a moral concept of
“goodness” in Candomblé. In the UCKG, adherents are encouraged to living piously by going to
church regularly, being baptized with the Holy Spirit, partaking in the Holy Supper, giving
regular tithes and offerings, repenting sins and developing gifts of the Holy Spirit.
Manifesting gifts of the Holy Spirit, according to some researchers, is a central part of
UCKG orthopraxy because it reiterates the importance of maintaining a direct relationship with
God through the Holy Spirit and through God’s Bible. Despite having prophets and pastors,
UCKG ideology reiterates that the relationship between God, the Holy Spirit and adherents is
and should remain unmediated in contrast to Catholic orthodoxy, which privileges the role of
priests to mediate religious rites between God and believers. Catholicism and Candomblé place
God and Olorun, respectively, further from adherents, ideologically.
The UCKG church functions on multiple levels, i.e. institutional, local and global,
through numerous operations. The nucleus of the organization is located between Rio de Janeiro,
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where Bishop Macedo lives, and São Paulo, where the largest church, Solomon’s Temple, is
located. Every state in Brazil has a UCKG church headquarter in its capital city. The pictures
below are of state capital headquarters and I show them to highlight the grand architectural
stature, perhaps a physical representation of prosperity theology, that most UCKG churches
share.

Figure 3: Salvador da Bahia –UCKG

Figure 4: Belo Horizonte—UCKG
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Figure 5: Brasilia—UCKG

Figure 6: Recife—UCKG

There are then scores of local UCKG church divisions, often still relatively large that
spread throughout each state; each local branch reports to its representative state chapter. State
capital churches report to either the Rio de Janeiro or São Paulo base. The UCKG trains only
men to be pastors and through its expansive network, compensates them for their work. The
UCKG pastor network is decentralized in that pastors and their families regularly move from
church to church, even internationally, never staying more than a few years in one community.
Women and men can also volunteer to become obreiros or helpers in their local church. From an
institutional perspective, the UCKG uses its multiple media and technological forums (i.e. its
books, blogs, website, radio stations, television networks, newspaper, mall kiosks, twitter and
instagram) to encourage orthodoxy and uphold central ideological beliefs (such as prosperity
theology, baptism in Holy Spirit, faith miracles). The UCKG was at the forefront of teleevangelizing and it is now comparable to a corporation in how it is structured and functions.
Financial support for local UCKG branches comes from many avenues; ten percent
tithing, donations, public appearances of pastors or the Bishop and merchandise sales are all used
to sustain local churches, invest in new ones and compensate church staff. UCKG finances
however, have elicited gossip scandal since the 1980s when Bishop Macedo and the church were
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first accused of fraud and money laundering. Although the church, which was investigated for
fraud again in 2009, has never been found guilty, it continues to be criticized for unethical
financial practices and the increasing wealth of Bishop Macedo and his family is cited as
evidence. In 2013, Bishop Macedo, who has been living internationally between Atlanta and Rio,
acquired a forty-nine percent stake in the private Brazilian bank, Banco Renner, reigniting claims
of unethical financial practices in the UCKG.
Comparing ideologies, structures, and notions of orthodoxy and orthopraxy has
highlighted certain ideological similarities and differences between the three institutions of this
study that provide a basis from which we can begin to examine the questions of this study. This
section highlighted the core unifying ideological principles of each religion; however each
institution’s ideology is also impacted by the cultural environment, i.e. Brazil. For instance, the
Vatican may institutionally organize Catholicism, but its folk aspects are specific to its
development in Brazil. While Candomblé and the UCKG evolved from previous religious
traditions, Yoruba and Pentecostalism respectively, both religions have ultimately been
formalized through social and cultural happenings in Brazil. As previously noted, religion and
race in Brazil, and especially in Salvador da Bahia, the entry point for enslaved labor and the
state with the highest percentage of Afro-Brazilians, have intersected in many ways. In order to
fully examine the religious influence and experience of the mostly Afro-Brazilian religious
adherents of this study, a brief overview of race ideology and history is necessary.
Racial Democracy: Afro-Brazilian Identity and Political Formation
By 1888 when slavery was finally abolished in Brazil, there was an elite class of ex
slave-owning families distinguishable by race. Accordingly, political discourse targeting the
“race problem” was quickly enacted (Romo 2010). Since Brazil, in an effort to build its economy
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through sugar plantation production, had imported more slaves than any other nation in the
Americas, the elite governing class feared that the overwhelming African presence would
undermine the relatively new nation’s reputation and development (Romo 2010). Racist beliefs
that African culture was uncivilized, dangerous, and unappealing undergirded widespread social
and political concerns with Brazil’s black problem. Unlike the US, however, during the postabolition era Brazil never instituted legal segregation between races; instead a lack of support
and opportunities for the formerly enslaved and poor populations to receive an education and
enter the professional and political spheres worked to subtly but stringently segregate Brazilian
society across racial (white from black and brown) and class lines. In 1905, Brazil enacted the
first institutional disenfranchisement of Afro-Brazilians, a ban on “African” themed Carnival
celebrations. This highlighted Brazil’s hegemonic need to control Afro-Brazilian cultural
influence, which included Afro-Brazilian religions. Afro-Brazilian religions, like Candomblé,
have been increasingly demonized since the enslavement period as devil worship, witchcraft, and
a space where undesirables and mischief makers convened (Parés 2013; Romo 2010; Selka
2007); a law was even passed to preventAfro-Brazilian religious ceremonies by forcing terreiros
to acquire police permits to hold public ceremonies (Parés 2013). By 1930, legal programs to
“whiten” the Brazilian population by offering land stipends to European migrants were in full
effect and enticed new migrants primarily in the southern parts of the country (Romo 2010).
By the late 1930s, Brazilian national identity was taking form and Brazilian intellectuals
seeking to distinguish Brazil in an increasingly globalized world began postulating that the
defining aspect of Brasilidade was Brazilian race relations. Racial mixture, they argued, was
Brazil’s distinct contribution to the world and a unique quality (Romo 2010; Telles 2006).
Brazilian intellectuals sought to shift the idea that Afro-Brazilian culture was backwards and a
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deterrent to national progress and instead presented it as a national treasure (Romo 2010). In
1945, these views were popularized by Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre’s (1986) seminal
work The Masters and the Slaves. Freyre (1986) argued that “racial democracy” exemplifies the
unique state of affairs in Brazil, where Brazilians experience a complete lack of segregation,
racial discrimination, racial hierarchy and racial tensions in comparison with Jim Crowe in the
US and South African apartheid (Romo 2010; Telles 2006). Generations of racial mixing
between Portuguese colonizers, indigenous populations and enslaved Africans, he argued, had
neutralized racism by blending all the races (Freyre 1986). This racial ideology concerning what
it means to be Brazilian was encapsulated in the notion that Brazil constitutes a racial democracy
and it continues to impact the nation today.
The notion of racial democracy is at the core of national identity and symbols like the
Carnival Mulata; she is the center point and “Queen” of Brazilian Carnival; she is a symbol for
how alluring, beautiful, enticing and sensual racial mixing is in Brazil (Romo 2010). The mulata
is the center of attention, in glitter and beautiful costume, and she represents all that is unique
and wonderful about Brazilian Carnival (Caldwell 2007). The mulata is not black. She does not
have dark-skin or culturally perceived “black features” or highly textured hair. In fact, in 2013 a
dark-skinned, Afro-Brazilian dancer, Nayara Justino, was stripped of the Globeleza Carnival
Queen11 title because viewers complained she was too dark (Lankester-Owen et al. 2016). Dark
skinned black women in Brazil have been typified in the media and literature as mammies or
maids; they are desexualized and have no allure in the Brazilian imagination (Caldwell 2007).
The mammy’s place is largely in the background, doing household chores, caring for the
master’s children or selling traditional snacks like acaraje on the street. Embracing racial

11

Globeleza is a program on Globo TV network that has viewers vote on dancers for the title of Globeleza
Carnival Queen. The winner is then showcased during Carnival, for the Carnival TV special.
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democracy as a national discourse did not improve acceptance of Afro-Brazilian people or
culture. Racial democracy was interpreted as valuing the “mixing of races” in a decidedly white
nation; blackness on its own, however, was still strongly stigmatized as undesirable, uncivilized
and dangerous (Romo 2010).
The formalization of black political organizations however reveals that the idea of racial
democracy was never accepted unilaterally (Romo 2010; Telles 2006). Despite its widespread
influence, racial democracy has been steadily denounced by political antiracist organizations
since as early as the 1930s. Groups like Frente Negra Brasilêira [Black Women’s Front] and
Associaçao da Cultura Negra [Association of Black Culture] have been organizing around issues
of racism for decades but found it hard, especially through the military dictatorship, to establish
themselves politically (Romo 2010; Selka 2007). After an arduous transition to democracy, by
the late 1980s, a number of race-based cultural and political institutions12 gained traction and
attention on the national stage. The Black Unification Movement or Movimento Negro Unificado
was founded in 1978 and sought to articulate the ideal that blacks share “a common oppressor
over the last three hundred years in Africa and the Americas, and Africa as a place of common
origin” (Selka 2007: 30). Thus negro became a politicized category rather than an apolitical color
or ethnic grouping and Brazil’s inclusion in an imagined African Diaspora was asserted in this
period. The establishment of Afro-Brazilian political and cultural groups in Salvador, ironically,
began to overlap with the beginnings of Afro-Brazilian cultural commoditization, solidifying the
symbolic connection of Candomblé with blackness, Salvador and “authentic” Afro-Brazilian
identity (Collins 2011; Williamson 2012; Selka 2005; 2007). The commoditization of
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Ilê Aiye and Filhos de Ghandy are two of the most well known political and cultural institutions based
around Carnival that use Candomblé symbolism in their drum patterns, song lyrics, and dress style. Ilê Aiye and
Filhos also established schools that teach Afro-Brazilian culture and history, including Candomblé mythology as
well.
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Candomblé to tourists looking for “authentic blackness” spread both within Brazil and abroad.
Consider this advertisement for tourism in Salvador, for example.

Figure 7: Salvador Tour (Nkita-Mayala 2010)

The use of the word ‘afrikan’ with a ‘k’ appeals to American afrocentric ideology and
rhetoric. “… [A]frikan people…” Dr. Marimba Ani, a former civil rights and African Liberation
Movement activist asserts,
Afrikan simply reveals that there are values, traditions and a heritage that we share
because we have a common origin. The cultural process is naturally ongoing, which
allows people to continuously affirm their connectedness through being linked to their
origins… That is the spirit of our people. It is that spirit that connects us to our Afrikan
roots. [Ani 1999]
Pan Africanism in the US and the black cultural revolution during the late 1960s and
1970s civil rights movement influenced both black Americans and black populations abroad.
While African-Americans looked to the Diaspora to fulfill their interest in Africa and all its
cultural supplants, Afro-Brazilians were greatly impacted by groups like the Black Panthers and
the philosophies and aesthetic of militant African American politics. Internalizing the aesthetic
and message of black empowerment in the US, Afro-Brazilians embraced a politicized “black”
identity by letting their hair grow, without chemical straighteners, into afros and calling it
“cabelo black,” as in Black Power Hair.
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The connection is further exemplified through a yearly festival and pilgrimage, an hour
outside of Salvador, in Cachoeira; the pilgrimage celebrates the Sisterhood of Our Lady of the
Good Death, in which African American and Afro-Brazilian women celebrate the “good death”
or the Assumption of the Virgin Mary from the Catholic tradition alongside Candomblé worship
of iyas or female ancestor spirits. The festival has drawn Afro-American women from all over
the African diaspora to celebrate a diasporic sisterhood and has a prominent tourism market. The
African diaspora is now a powerful imagined community of which Brazil is an integral part
(Olupona 2008; Matory 2009; Romo 2010; Selka 2007). Also incorporated into the African
diaspora are Candomblé’s many sister religions, other African derived and mixed religious
practices, such as Haitian Vodou, Cuban Lukumi and Trinidad Orisha and many more.
While Brazil has encouraged a view of the nation as an ideal mix of the three races
without discrimination, most analysts now agree that de facto and institutional racism has had a
continued impact on Brazilians (Telles 2006; Romo 2010). While it is true that a large part of the
population is “mixed race” and outright racism can be difficult to pinpoint, the stark color
discrepancies between socio-economic classes continue to threaten Brazil’s self-projected image
as a race-less nation.
Accordingly, speaking of race colloquially in Brazil is taboo; Brazilians tend to speak,
instead, of color or “cor” (Telles 2006; Wade 1997). There are three discursive systems for
categorizing race and cor in Brazil: (1) according to the Brazilian Census categories, (2) popular
or colloquial categories and (3) what Telles terms the “black movement system” (2006: 81).
IBGE13 uses five main categories: branco [white], pardo [brown], preto [black], amarelo
[yellow] and indígena [indigenous]. Census categories, however, can be influenced by popular

13

IBGE is the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics; it is responsible for collecting and analyzing
national census data.
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discourse as the “indigenous” option was only added in 1991. Popular colloquial categories for
color include over 100 terms. However, the majority of people use the terms branco, moreno,14
pardo, moreno claro [light moreno] and preto. Finally the “black movement system” categorizes
race on a branco—negro15 binary, much like the U.S. racial system (Telles 2006: 81).
In the methodology section, I discuss my aversions to asking research participants about
their race directly; however, this section is important for noting which system of race or color
categorization participants used to self-identify and identify others.
Hybridity and Syncretism
It is, perhaps, not surprising then that a nation that upholds mixed race ideologies would
also foster a culture of mixed religious practices as well. I have used the term syncretism thus far
to draw connections between this dissertation and the large literature on religion in the Americas
that have theorized syncretism according to two or more religious belief systems being combined
to form a new religious system (Droge 2001). However, the Americas were not the first
theoretical use of the term syncretism; since the nineteenth century, German philosophers used
the term to describe Mediterranean religions such as Hellenism and Gnosticism. However,
despite its large literature, there has never been a clear consensus on what the term describes, in
part because of the willingness of researchers to apply the label “syncretic” to Islamic religious
traditions but not to its counterparts Christianity and Judaism (Droge 2001). From its earliest
usages, the term “syncretic” has held political implications; in other words, some argue that the
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Morena and moreno are elusive racial terms used for light-skinned people with dark hair, tan-skinned
people with “white features” and dark hair and mixed-race people with dark hair. They are also politically correct or
non-offensive terms for identifying or referring to dark-skinned, black persons.

15

Negro often connoted a politicized “black” identity in Brazil that can be assumed by anyone on the color
spectrum from moreno to dark-skinned Brazilians.
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“syncretic” label has been used to implicitly undermine and orientalize certain religious
traditions by implying that their belief systems are muddied or inauthentic.
Accordingly, in the early twentieth century, researchers of Latin American and Caribbean
religious traditions suggested that a “prototype” for the concept of syncretism could be found in
the practices of Afro-Diasporic spiritualities such as Candomblé, Santeria and Vodou, among
others (Bastide and Sebba 2007; Carneiro 1978; Gonçalvez da Silva2007; Nina Rodrigues 1977).
However, scholars critiquing syncretism argue that the supposed wholeness or purity of any
cultural system, let alone religious system, is a falsity (Droge 2001).
Given the contentions and debates over the colonial usage and ill-defined parameters of
“syncretism,” some religious scholars have, instead, offered alternative terms and concepts for
understanding “mixed” religious practices. Historian Barnes (1997) coined the term “bireligiousness” which draws attention to a cultural system that allows, and perhaps fosters, a
merging or selectivity between multiple religious practices. Thorton’s (1998) theory of “corevelations,” where Kongolese people experienced revelations from both Catholic saints and
local, ancestral spirits in pre-colonial Kongo, is also a useful way of describing mixed religious
experiences. The concept of bi-religiousness, first espoused by Barnes (1997) and later debated
by Sweet (2003), or the idea that certain cultures have been historically exposed to the persistent,
non-contradictory (although often a little contentious) merging of religious practices and are
therefore more susceptible to experiencing “co-revelations” is an interesting idea, especially in
Brazil.
Hybridity and créolité are two postmodern concepts for capturing, not just the religious
practices of multi-cultural societies, but many of the layered social and cultural productions
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therein. Hybridity refers to the “strategic reversal of the process of domination through
disavowal” that can be expressed discursively and culturally (Bhabha 1995: 102).
Cultures come to be represented by the virtues of processes of iteration and translation
through which their meanings are addressed to – through—an Other. This erases any
essentialist claims for the inherent authenticity or purity of cultures which, when
inscribed in the naturalistic sign of symbolic consciousness frequently become political
arguments for the hierarchy and ascendary of powerful cultures…Embedded in these
statements is a cultural politics of diaspora and paranoia, of migration and discrimination,
of anxiety and appropriation… [Bhabha 1995: 58]
Créolité, also a product of postcolonial theory, comes from Caribbean theorists and refers
to the “interactional or transactional aggregate of Caribbean, European, African, Asian and
Levantine cultural elements” or a “kaleidoscopic totality” expressed through language, race,
religion and culture (Bernabé et al. 1993: 87-88). While créolité could be used to describe mixed
religious practices in Brazil, this study will use hybridity in that it acknowledges processes of
domination implicit in the mixtures born from colonial contacts. Hybridity, herein, will not only
be applied to what was once and sometimes still is stiflingly referred to as syncretism, but also to
describe the layering of religious practices and elements among all three religions of this study—
Neo-Pentecostalism, Candomblé and Catholicism alike (Gonçalvez da Silva 2007).
As DaMatta (1991) suggests, Brasilidade and the racial democracy highlight a relative
cultural acceptance towards ambiguity. He argues that this cultural normalization of ambiguity,
in part, explains both the proliferation of racial democracy discourse and the continuous
hybridization of religious practices and beliefs system in Brazil. The mixing of religious
practices and national discourses privileging the mixing of races, therefore, are an essential part
of an imagined Brasilidade (DaMatta 1991).
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The Field Study
This comparative study of religion was conducted in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil. I chose
Brazil for this study not only because of its dynamic religious environment as previously
described, but because the three religions of this study share similarities with other former slave
holding, Catholic colonial nations of Latin America and the Caribbean, or what is commonly
referred to as the African Diaspora or the Black Atlantic (Matory 2009).
I chose the city of Salvador da Bahia, specifically, because of its reputation as an AfroBrazilian cultural center. In the 1940s, Salvador was even referred to as the “Black Rome”
(Romo 2010). I was intrigued by Salvador’s religious diversity, its urban setting, and that it had
once been the nation’s capital and main slave port. The two urban metropoles and most populous
cities in Brazil are now Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, but Salvador is the third largest city with
the second largest tourism market and the highest percentage of Afro-Brazilians. I hypothesized
that by placing this study in Salvador da Bahia, I could investigate some of the intersections
between race and politics as they pertain to religious experiences in the Americas.
There is a popular joke told throughout Northeastern Brazil. It goes, “Did you know that
there are 365 churches in Salvador? One for every day of the year.” Bahian16 church elders told
me that this saying has been around for generations and that the joke initially referred
specifically to Catholic churches; now some people add that the evangelicals have built 365 more
churches. With so many churches, I had many options for where I could conduct this study. I
chose a popular, working class neighborhood that has more than ten religious institutions within
a five-block radius, including several Candomblé terreiros. In fact, one of the terreiros was even
featured in Ruth Landes’ (1947) ethnography examining the prevalence of women in positions of
authority in Candomblé. She wrote,
16

People from the state of Bahia [Bahians or Baianos]
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We took a street car…and rode out into the suburb called Mato Escuro (Dark Forest). It
still looked like a forest and when our car stopped at the foot of the tall hill on which the
temple stood, I could see only immense cotton trees reaching up, up into the white skies.
[Landes 1947: 40]
Although the terrain has been urbanized, that particular terreiro remains. The terreiro I
chose to work with for this study, which I call, Ilê Axé, has been in operation for more than one
hundred years. The Catholic church one hundred yards away from Ilê Axé, which I call St.
John's, was built on land taken from a previously evicted Candomblé terreiro. St. John’s had
been in the neighborhood for over thirty years when the UCKG opened its doors right across the
street from Ilê Axé. I chose to refer to the UCKG by its name rather than by a pseudonym
because UCKG churches are usually identified by neighborhood, for example UCKG Ipanema or
UCKG Harlem; the sheer number of UCKG churches found throughout Salvador ensures my
research site’s anonymity. In fact, a local Candomblé researcher told me that opening a UCKG
across from terreiros is a common strategy used by the church to publically shame and drive
people out of Candomblé by bringing unwanted attention to their spaces of worship. Therefore,
the UCKG’s proximity to Ilê Axé cannot be used to identify my field site either. After seeing the
close, triangular layout between the three religious spaces, I decided that it would be a good
place to observe differences and similarities between the institutions, religious persons and
service actions in this community.
The field study was carried out between August 2013 and August 2014, and I collected
data from the three institutions and their members. Preliminary data from pilot research done in
2011 was used to narrow down research themes; preliminary data had indicated that people in
different religious institutions, due to religious and theological beliefs, do hold different moral
values. Moreover, these values seemed to correlate with how they approached and carried out
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community service activities. The research question guiding this dissertation was a direct result
of the preliminary research study.
I spent the first three months of field study17 carrying out participant observation, four
days a week, at the UCKG. At month four, I began interviewing members of the church. I
interviewed pastors, volunteers and adherents. I also simultaneously went to the Candomblé
terreiro about once a month throughout the year because I could only access the terreiro during
public feasts. While I was at the feasts (which averaged about five hours long), I took extensive
notes. I was able to interview male and female initiates after my sixth month in the field.
By month six through nine, I was attending mass at St. John’s three days a week. After spending
three participatory observation months in the church, I began interviewing. I interviewed
adherents, musicians and volunteers. The priest declined to be formally interviewed but I did
take notes from our informal conversations. Data are comprised of participant observation,
informal conversations and media, as well as formal interviews.
Operationalization
My research sought to understand if different religious institutions encourage certain
values and ideologies that impact how individuals experience their religiosity and, in turn,
execute community service projects. I proposed that a comparative study of three different
religious groups, in this case Catholic, Neo-Pentecostal, and Candomblé, would reveal
similarities and differences between how each religious institution asserts influence over its
adherents and if community service would demonstrate how adherents internalize or manage
religious ideology with competing influences.

17

There was a month long gap after my first field month, following the incident described in “Managing
Perceptions as Female, Black Anthropologist” section.
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Insofar as beliefs differ in the different traditions, I hypothesized that conceptions of
morality, community and service were likely to vary as well. Religious affiliations were
operationalized as both religious beliefs and religious behaviors. Moral values were
operationalized as the intention behind morality and its subsequent results. Community service
was operationalized as conceptions of community, specifically from assumptions underlying
active community service projects.
I used a static group comparison research strategy to compare the three groups by
religious affiliation. The study also utilized disproportionate randomization as a tool to acquire
general information or attitudes through semi/structured and open-ended interviews within each
religious unit. I utilized semi-structured, open-ended interviews, thick description, and
participant observation to support all analyses and conclusions.
Major units of research for this study included the three religious sites of worship and my
hypothesis suggested that each religious tradition would have distinct community service
projects with different aims. Therefore, when comparing the similarities and differences between
religions (i.e. sites and structures of worship, theologies, ideologies, sensuous experiences and
religious discourse), the religious institutions were the key units of analysis. Another major unit
of analysis was the individuals from each religious site. When comparing the behavioral patterns
and beliefs of religious adherents, my major unit of analysis shifted to the individuals, which
allowed me to recognize mitigating factors (such as gender, race, color, age) as potentially
important variables to conceptions of service.
All three sites were chosen within close proximity, in one barrio, to observe the dynamics
of a multi-faith community where churches18 serve constituents who are also neighbors and

18

I will occasionally use the term “churches” from here forward to signify the Catholic church, the NeoPentecostal church and the Candomblé terreiro.
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occupy similar racial, social and economic classes. I chose the sites with support from my
affiliation with Brazilian religious scholar Dr. Jeferson Bacelar, of my host institutionUniversidad Federal da Bahia (UFBA) CEAFRO, and through connections established during
pre-dissertation fieldwork conducted with a grant from the Tinker Field Foundation. Once my
field site was selected, research was structured into three phases: (1) initial participant
observation (three months); (2) semi-structured interview (four months); and (3) ongoing, indepth participant observation (throughout).
Phase I: Participant Observation
Phase one in all the religious spaces was dedicated to participant observation. I spent a
month attending regular services at the churches, sitting with adherents and just getting to know
people. I had many informal conversations with adherents about their religious beliefs,
community issues and their family life in this phase of research.
I also engaged in community service activities such as community outreach walks,
donated to clothing and food drives, and offered English tutoring to the religious communities.
During this period, I gathered general information on the range of religious behaviors (frequency
of church attendance, details on ritual acts), religious ideals (which doctrines are most
important), conceptions of the nature of God (is God active, judgmental, forgiving), and service
beliefs (what are the community’s biggest problems? What should be done about them and by
whom?) from leaders and adherents. I simultaneously gathered information on each faith’s
proclaimed religious doctrine (which religious ideologies are most important to the church),
social position of the church and any political themes the church engages in its respective
community (church sponsored political rallies). Phase one informed all subsequent phases.
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Participant observation was the most important method for collecting data. Gaining
information on the tacit aspects of morality, religious beliefs and attitudes towards community
actions through engagement and observation of everyday tasks and religious services allowed me
to collect rich ethnographic data in the field supporting all other phases of field data collection
(DeWalt and DeWalt 2002). During the initial participant observation period, I gathered
information on a range of religious behaviors (frequency of church attendance and participation
in community programs), religious ideals (which doctrines are most important), and moral values
(which behaviors are pointedly right vs. wrong and which community activities are most
important).
Ongoing participant observation was continued throughout the entirety of the field study
and was imperative to providing detailed information at each site. Continuous participant
observation allowed me to note contradictions and gaps in personal behaviors/beliefs shared with
me via interviews. Ongoing participant observation in the institutions and at community projects
also allowed me to note contradictions and gaps in behaviors versus the beliefs shared with me
via interviews, sermons and informal conversations.
Phase II: Semi-structured Interviews
Phase II consisted of semi-structured interviews. I employed a judgment-based
disproportionate sample of informed individuals who, I felt, varied in significant ways within
each church (age, gender, race, level of religious participation, education). I interviewed both
leadership and adherents to pinpoint the complexities of their religious beliefs, “images of God,”
community service participation and opinions on community issues. Interviews ranged from one
hour to four hours long.
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Domains Defined and Operationalized
Research domains included religious affiliations, values, and community service projects.
Religious affiliations can be defined as the associations an individual has with a particular
religious institution. Religious affiliations are nominal units of analysis comprised of religious
beliefs and religious behaviors. Religious beliefs were operationalized as the imagined religious
community and images of God (Froese and Bader 2008). Religious behaviors were
operationalized as ordinal levels of participation: attendance, contribution, and leadership within
religious services and activities. Values refer to moral understandings (the location of moral
authority), life principles and moral behaviors. Morality was operationalized as how one resolves
moments of moral breakdown, distinguishes acceptable day-to-day behaviors, and the location of
moral authority (Froese and Bader 2008). Service projects refer to work in the community, both
initiatives and active community service projects. Community service was operationalized as
political and social actions aimed at personal and community betterment.
Data Collection
Methods for data collection have been organized according to research domains. For
religious beliefs, I collected data to reveal (a) the imagined religious community and (b) images
of God.
(A) Imagined Religious Community
The imagined religious community was measured using secondary data, newspapers,
sermons, semi-structured and open-ended interviews. I also studied secondary data on each
institution concerning its history in the community, statements of purpose, and mission
statements. Data concerning the history and mission of the Candomblé terreiro were collected
from secondary data and from oral histories by community members. Data concerning the
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imagined religious community were also collected from individuals. These data were collected
using structured/semi-structured/open-ended interviews and participant observation. Interviews
were used to acquire general information on how individuals see the church in the community
and themselves in relation to the church and then more personalized accounts of how individuals
imagine their respective religious community in relation to themselves and in relation to other
religious communities.
(B) Images of God
Data concerning images of God was collected on individuals and institutions. I used
participant observation to get a sense of each church’s ideology. To understand how each church
imagines God, I also conducted semi-structured interviews with church leadership, looking
specifically for biblical exegesis or oral traditions privileged within the community. I also
collected information regarding individual images of God using open-ended interviews. Data
collection looked for the extent to which individuals and institutions believe that God/ saints/
orixás are actively engaged with the world and whether God/ saints/ orixás are concerned more
with individual or collective morality. To gather information concerning the extent to which God
is imagined as a warm and forgiving God, a judge, a father figure and/or a punishing God for
example, I used interviews to collect cultural domain data, letting participants list all the
characteristics associated with their image of God.
Religious behaviors, again, were operationalized as ordinal levels of participation:
attendance, contribution and leadership within religious services and activities and these data
were collected using church attendance records and participant observation data. Data quality
was partly assured by the scales I used to collect data, which had previously been used and
validated by Froes and Bader (2008).
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Understanding Moral Values
Data concerning moral values sought to understand (a) moral decision making (b) daily
moral behavior and (c) the location of moral authority.
(A) Moral Decision-Making
Moral decision-making was collected from individuals through semi-structured
interviews; in particular, I asked participants to recount a time when they had to make a difficult
moral decision and describe in detail the process of coming to their decision (e.g. who/ what did
you consult? What steps did you take to come to a decision? How did you feel after you made a
decision?). I also collected data on how often they experienced the type of moral dilemma that
required “more than average” deliberation, according to the informant’s definition of “more than
average.”
(B) Daily Moral Behavior
Day-to-day moral behavior was collected on individuals and institutions. I collected
participant observation data on the religious community and each individual’s conceptions of
acceptable actions (i.e. Is cursing, drinking, going out, gossiping acceptable?). Participant
observation notes focusing on individuals’ definitions of acceptable moral behavior were salient
in the form of church gossip. To understand the institution’s notion of acceptable moral
behaviors, participant observation notes on weekly sermon themes were particularly informative.
(C) Location of Moral Authority
Froese and Bader (2008) developed “images of God” as a useable variable in their
religious and moral-based studies. Images of God refer to how religious subjects conceptualize
God in respect to the self, the society and as a reflection of the self. According to Froese and
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Bader (2008) images of God identify the location of moral authority, an effective tool for linking
religious beliefs to political behaviors (Froese and Bader 2008: 690).
Data concerning the location of moral authority were collected utilizing semi-structured
and open-ended interviews. Data included information concerning the degree to which certain
religious affiliations encouraged a moral absolutist or moral relativist perspective. These data
were collected by asking questions about the morality of hypothetical situations. In open-ended
and semi-structured interviews, questions also focused on how informants reconciled tensions
between individual and institutional notions of morality.
Community Service
Data concerning community service sought to (a) list all active community service
projects and (b) understand the aims of each community service initiative.
(A) Community Service Projects
Community service projects were identified through participant observation and
interviews with church leadership. Each community service initiative was then compiled into a
list and grouped according to faith.
(B) Community Service Objectives
Data on the aims of each community service project were collected using participant
observation and open-ended interviews with the coordinators of each project. Part of semistructured interviews included hypothetical questions concerning morality (see Methodology:
Morality Data), questions about significant moral issues in the local community and for whom it
is a problem. Semi-structured interviews also provided detailed information on adherents’
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personal experiences doing community service and opinions on other community service
projects in the community.
Methodology: Qualitative and Quantitative Analysis
This research study was primarily ethnographic, although it used both qualitative and
quantitative analysis techniques. Qualitative tools of analysis included: critical discourse
analysis, narrative analysis, interpretive analysis, performance analysis, grounded theory analysis
and metaphor analysis.
All interviews were analyzed using critical discourse analysis (CDA). Discourse analysis
is an analytical method formalized by social linguists to comprehend how power struggles and
dominant knowledges are embedded in discourse. “CDA is, to a certain extent, the product of an
amalgam of certain types of social theory and linguistics” (Caballero Mengibar 2015: 41).
Assuming that discourse is a social practice, “language use (or discourse) is, [then] as the tenets
of CDA assert, connected to the ‘construction’ of knowledge about social objects, identities,
processes, etc.” (Wodak and Chilton 2005: 37).
If power and knowledge are related, then uncovering sources of knowledge production
may equally reveal some of the sources of social stratification. Using CDA techniques, I
identified concordances through discourse analysis, creating word lists and pile sorts to organize
and understand my data. Schema analysis is also a key part of analyzing discourse, paying
specific attention for metaphors and themes in text. Discourse analysis also requires critical
knowledge of the social, historical, and political context of the society whose discourse is being
examined. An important part of generating an analysis requires recognizing both the actors and
boundaries of a particular field. The same is true for analyzing discourse in relation to political
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and social systems. Without contextual grounding, researchers risk misinterpreting data
(Caballero Mengibar 2015).
Performance analysis was utilized to understand identity politics by identifying
ir/regularities in rituals, how adherents present and perform religious identities outside of church,
and during stylized sermons. Interpretive analysis was utilized to analyze interviews, sermons,
and all secondary archival data. I also analyzed both individual and institutional religious
exegesis and Candomblé mythologies and lyrics to understand how a sense of community is
created in each religious site.
Eight years of experience in Brazil, accompanied by census data and participant
observation data, supported a contextualized understanding of Salvador da Bahia, Brazil.
Fluency in Brazilian Portuguese was also critical to analyses of religious discourse; analyses of
textual data were done in Portuguese before translating findings to English. To reveal which
ideologies are privileged in Brazilian public discourse in relation to Brazilian religious discourse,
I sought to comprehend which institutions have historically dominated the political, social, and
economic spheres, addressed in the previous examination of Brasilidade.
Religious and community service data were collected and interpreted quantitatively.
Quantitative analyses, such as rates of participation, were organized into statistical charts. I
analyzed my data in text form and used the software Dedoose to make profile data matrices,
causal flow charts, and tables to assess behavioral data.
To understand if religious affiliations had an impact on community service projects, I
looked for particular types of relationships. Data collected on imagined religious communities
were used to understand how each religion and its constituents are distinct to engage the
comparative aspect of the study. Data on religious ideologies and moral values sought to trace if
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and how individuals internalized religious ideals and assessed correlations between religious
ideology, moral values, and community values. Furthermore, quantitative analysis of religious
behavior and community service activities examined links between beliefs and behaviors or the
relationship between the presence of adherents in church and their subsequent actions.
All field notes and transcribed interviews were saved in the note taking software
Evernote and then transferred into Dedoose. I then read through all the data (and transcribed all
the interviews) looking for orienting themes, recurring subjects, and keywords. Using Dedoose, I
coded notes and interviews by the most prevalent keywords and themes, looking across the three
variables (Catholic, Neo-Pentecostal, Candomblé) for shared and contrasting keywords.
Managing Perceptions as a Black Female Anthropologist
As a black female, I thought a lot about how my presence, as an anthropologist, would
contribute to a long history of ethnographic “otherization” of African, indigenous, and Latino
persons. I was influenced by Gina A. Ulysses’ assertion that the dissertation could be used as an
exercise of activism through the use of reflexivity and, what she terms an “alter(ed)native
perspective to the… dominant discourses within anthropology” (Ulysses 2007: 7). An
“alter(ed)native” perspective refers to one’s positionality as “native” to the region you study, in
my case, being of Haitian descent. It also refers to the process by which a “native” can, drawing
on the West’s imperial gaze, seek to “alter” dominant discourses concerning the region from an
anti-colonial or postcolonial standpoint, similar to Hurstons’ (1938) work with Vodou in Haiti
(Ulysses 2007). Haiti and Salvador share historic and cultural similarities that contribute to my
semi-native status. When the geopolitical and cultural category of “Latin American” was initially
conceived in the early 1900s, it included the French colonized nations of the Americas. A shared
“Latin” culture referred not only to shared linguistic heritage, but to shared values such as
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Catholicism, in contrast to largely Protestant, Dutch and Anglophone nations. Similarities
between Haiti and Salvador also include ex-plantation slave societies with large African
descended populations, white or white looking mixed race elite classes, and sister African
derived religious traditions.
Incorporating an alter(ed)native approach to the field study, I embraced the discomfort in
beginning my fieldwork by offering participants the chance to evaluate me, the “other” or
researcher, who invaded their space for a year. It was a chance to play with the “crisis of power”
implicit in ethnographic writing, that is, the problem of “who gets to reveal what about whom”
(Ulysses 2007: 8). The introductory speech I gave was meant to be revealing and informative, an
introduction and acquisition of approval before I would proceed to extract information from
willing participants.
When I was either brought to or walked into these religious spaces on my own, I first had
to identify church leadership, be it the Catholic priest, a UCKG pastor or the mae-de-santo. I
asked around to find whom I needed to talk to and proceeded to described my project: this is who
I am, this is what I study, this is what I propose to do, this is for how long and finally, this is
what I plan to do with the information I gather. All three times I had to do this, in front of the
priest, in front of Pastors Lucas and Gabriel and in front of an elder mãe-de-santo nicknamed
Mainha, I was thoroughly assessed visually (I was stared at). They watched me closely as I gave
them the shortened version of my IRB speech in Portuguese. I spoke with each of them casually
but with an air of professionalism, hoping to convey that I was there to work as a social scientist
and not to join their religious institutions. It was important to me that there were no
misunderstandings about my presence.
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In this pre-speech, I also offered to introduce myself formally to their members at the
next gathering. Using my full IRB speech, I’d be able to inform their members of who I was,
what I was doing and give people a chance to voice concerns or decline my presence. This is the
point where my experiences in each space and with their leadership began to differ.
At the terreiro, Mainha looked at me blankly as I spoke to her and then replied, “There is
no one really to talk to, especially not at a feast like this one.” In the UCKG, Pastor Gabriel
replied, “I will introduce you on Sunday morning.” Sunday morning came and towards the end
of the session, Pastor Gabriel had me stand up from my seat while he introduced me as, “the
American student who has come to ask questions and pray with us for a year.” At St. John’s, the
priest excitedly invited me to speak at Sunday mass. On Sunday, I was told to come up to the
altar, and with emphasis on my American-ness, he told me to, “tell the congregants about your
work and your research.”
Because I was introduced to the members of each religious institution in different ways
(or not introduced at all in the case of Ilê Axé), I wondered how these introductions would
impact my relationships with adherents given that one space allowed me to use my own words to
describe who I was and what I was doing, while the other described me on its own terms.
However, I came to realize that regardless of whether I controlled my introduction or not, the
general perception of me was the same. People in all three spaces, throughout my time in the
field, approached and identified me by two things, being American and being a student. It didn’t
matter if I was at St. John’s, at the UCKG, or at Ilê Axé, adherents recognized me by the same
criteria: the American student.
Relating to me as a student, church and terreiro members often asked me how studying
was going. I’m sure that question had much to do with the fact that I was always coming around
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with a pen and notebook in hand. Being a student also offered a common point to begin
conversations with religious adherents also studying to earn degrees or certificates.
Being American however, drew mostly fascination from people. At least once in all three
spaces, I was asked, “Are you really American?” Having been clearly designated as American
(the priest and pastors verified me, and I self-identified my American status early on) in the
churches, but looking local (i.e. being of African descent and dressing like a local) sparked
people’s curiosity, especially children and adolescents. Small children at St. John’s would ask
me, “why do you speak Portuguese?” or on days when I struggled with my language skills,
“Why do you speak Portuguese like that?”
Many adherents have been exposed to America through movies and television. However,
despite living in a tourist city, they rarely interacted with foreigners, let alone black Americans.
And so I often received a particular reaction, not only because I looked local but also because I
spoke Portuguese relatively well. In other places such as stores, on the bus, in taxis, I would
make an obvious grammatical or pronunciation mistake after speaking to someone for a few
minutes and they would ask if I was Angolan. The presumption was that if I was black and spoke
Portuguese but my Portuguese was different (i.e. grammatically incorrect), I must be of
Lusophone African descent.
My student yet non-obvious American-ness came to bear when, a month into my
fieldwork, a female federal officer physically assaulted me for accusing the office of treating me
unfairly. It is important to note this event for two reasons. First, it forced me to leave Brazil for
about a month in the beginning stages of my fieldwork. Second, it highlights how black
anthropologists face certain vulnerabilities and barriers to access in the field that can, at best,
affect data collection (even allow for alter(ed)native views) and at worst, can be life threatening.
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In Brazil all foreigners on non-tourist visas are required to check in with the federal
police during their first month in Brazil. I had done this previously but read that policies had
changed and you now needed an appointment time in order to register. However other Fulbright
scholars assured me that they were registered without an appointment, including a white, male
colleague who assured me of his trouble-free, no appointment registration in the Salvador office
the day before I planned to go. I took the hour-long ride to the airport early to arrive before
anyone else was there, to ensure I would not have any problems registering.
I entered and greeted the office clerk before asking to register; he asked if I had an
appointment and I replied no. He said I couldn’t register without an appointment. I asked if there
was any way to register today and was told to speak to a Brazilian woman from the back room. I
asked if I could make an appointment for that day since the office was empty and was told, “No.
If you have no appointment, you need to leave.” Feeling anxious, I asked what would happen if
my appointment fell outside of the allotted month registration deadline and was met with a cold
stare. “What do I do now? Can I wait here in case someone misses their appointment?” Her
response was, “No and I’m not going to tell you again to leave.” I was shocked by her
unwillingness to even answer my questions.
In a last attempt, I looked her in the eye and said, “You know. A friend of mine came in
yesterday. He is white and he was able to register in this office with no appointment. You know
that can be seen as racism.”
As I turned to leave, it took me a second to register that the papers I had in my hand were
torn and scattered around the floor; the woman’s hands where grabbing at the v-neck of my
blouse, pushing me hard against the wall, bruising my collarbone. Two men from a back room
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ran out to pull her off me. In a daze, all I could do was say, “Do you have the right to do this?”
Then she said, “Calling a federal officer racist is a crime and I’m having you arrested.”
I was crying by the time two federal officers in uniform came to bring me to the airport
holding room to file charges. They asked me for identification and I watched as the two, whitelooking officers exchanged a glance as they took my American passport. “Oh, you’re
American?” “Yes,” I sobbed, “from New York.” Instantly, their demeanors changed as they
asked me if I wanted water.
I later learned that accusation was a very stupid and serious response in Brazil. Most of
my Bahian friends agreed that I should never have commented on the injustice and, instead, to
nod in agreement, accept her decision and walk away. Even asking law enforcement officers
questions was considered dangerous, according to some. My response had triggered what
Brazilian anthropologist DaMatta (1991) refers to as the “Do you know who you’re talking to?!”
phenomena. He says, “this is a commonly used expression that always implies a radical and
authoritarian separation between two social positions that are objectively or conceptually
differentiated in terms of the rules of classification of Brazilian culture” (DaMatta 1991: 137).
While my Bahian friends were familiar with the rules and risks of “Do you know who you’re
talking to?!” I was not.
I later found out that immigrants from Angola, Cape Verde and other African nations,
many of whom are enrolled in University exchange programs, had also been having problems
registering with the federal police in Salvador and had begun going in groups to ensure their
safety. I wondered if in that encounter that day, I had, once again, been perceived as African and
had I presented my American passport earlier, perhaps the situation might have transpired
differently.
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Ulysses asserts that often reflexivity is treated as “subjective,” “lack[ing] emphasis on
materiality” and “navel-gazing and confessional” (Ulysses 2007: 5). However, reflexivity can be
an important tool for attempting to merge the “pre-text, con-text, and content” of ethnographies
(Ulysses 2007: 9). To understand why I asked certain questions and why I approached questions
about race in a particular way, it is important to know that I completed data collection still
experiencing the psychological and emotional impacts of the federal police experience.
Beyond my own reflexive assessments, throughout the dissertation, you will also hear
adherent’s voices and learn their views of me and on their religious experiences. Taking an
alter(ed)native approach meant making space for so-called subjects to be “theorists of their
[own] experiences,” thereby disrupting the interlocutor—subject distinction (Abu-Lughod 1993;
Ulysses 2007: 5).
I learned quickly into the field study that whether giving pre-written introductions, going
shopping or registering with police, others’ perceptions of me were ultimately out of my hands.
Managing the perceptions of others (or my identity) was just that, management. There were
never any guarantees of its results. I held onto that lesson as I collected and analyzed data and
attempted to portray some of the intersections between religious, racial, and gendered identities
in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil. I urge readers of this dissertation to hold onto that perspective as
well, as they take a glance into the rich and textured experiences of religious adherents.
Conclusion
This chapter has situated this study historically and geographically as well as outlined the
design of the study. The first half of the chapter answered the questions of why Brazil? Why
these three religions? And what aspects of these three religions in Brazil are conceptually
significant to this study? Trends of development and competitive relationships between
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Catholicism, Candomblé and Neo-Pentecostalism can be seen in other parts of Latin America
and the Caribbean; moreover, understanding relationships between competing religious groups in
multi-faith nations is a universal concern.
Having detailed the literature, relevant concepts, research design and data collection, the
following chapter presents findings on how religion influence people ideologically. The literature
has already pointed to discourse as an articulation point for religious influence over how
adherents know, believe and suppose. Each church’s ideology has already been examined
according to orthodoxy and orthopraxy; however, the next section examines discourse or words
of faith as further evidence of which ideologies are most active and influential in each church
and how they are disseminated.

104

CHAPTER 3
WORDS OF FAITH: IDEOLOGIES AND DISCOURSES OF RELIGIOUS INFLUENCE
This chapter builds on the aforementioned sociolinguistic and religious ideological
literature to illustrate how each religious institution sought to influence adherents ideologically
and morally. This chapter looks specifically at “words of faith” in the form of sermons,
newspapers, mythologies and ritual song lyrics examining each discourse for emergent
knowledges, ideologies and moral values. I use a discourse analysis framework adapted from
Fairclough (1995) to examine the relationship between ideology, discourse, and power as it
pertains to religious discourse.
To understand how words of faith influence religious adherents, I first began by
identifying which types of discourses were both meaningful and widely circulated. I identified
sermons and newspapers as far-reaching discourses of ideological influence for Catholics and the
UCKG. However, neither sermons nor newspapers were distributed within Candomblé terreiros.
Instead, I identified Candomblé mythology and ritual song lyrics as a parallel point of
ideological influence in which discourse could be analyzed.
After collecting newspapers and notes on sermons, mythologies and song lyrics as points
of ideological influence and relevant discourses of faith, I sought to understand if and how
individuals internalize them. Looking at sermons and newspapers, I examined their content as
being top-down ideology because they are organized from the highest level of each
organization’s leadership. Both the UCKG newspaper, Folha Universal, and the Catholic
newspaper, Jornal São Salvador, are institutionalized religious discourses commissioned and
published by Bishop Macedo and the Archbishop of Salvador respectively. Analysts have
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suggested that print media influence people’s perceptions of issues and subsequent judgments
regarding those issues (Cohen et al. 2009; Iyengar and Kinder 1987). In the case of the faithbased newspapers, they highlighted important religious ideologies, suggested which popular or
political topics are or should be of concern to the religious community and reinforced
disciplinary guidelines for ideal religious acts.
Sermons, in contrast, were examined as authoritative religious discourses, written and
expressed by authority figures (the priest and the pastors) within each church. Unlike
newspapers, sermons were not preapproved by the highest levels of the institution but rather
disseminated by intermediary agents of the institution to emphasize particular beliefs or ideas
concerning morality.
Myths are both institutional and authoritative discourses in that they are part of an
established cultural and oral tradition. However, they are invoked by priests or priestesses during
divination or while working with initiates to emphasize, according to their discretion, a particular
religious belief or life lesson.
Ritual songs are, perhaps, the most distinct type of discourse in relation to the others. The
songs were passed on orally from generation to generation, much like the itans. However, they
were a fixed or static discourse in that they could not be changed by a writer or authority figure
at will. The songs were vestiges of Yoruba and enslaved past and complemented the dancing and
drumming that occurred at public events; however, like sermons, ritual songs were selected at the
discretion of important members of the community, ogans and ikejis, during rituals for mounting,
in response to sacred percussive patterns, and repeated by everyone else in attendance.
Once I collected the newspapers, I sought to understand why particular stories were of
interest to the UCKG and St. John’s and how certain issues were being depicted. While
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discourses of faith expressed within each religious institution provided insight to which moral
and social ideals are most important for each institution, comparing discourses of faith expressed
between the churches revealed both shared and conflicting ideals among institutions. The ideals
presented through words of faith inevitably impacted how adherents internalized and
experienced faith.
UCKG: Folha Universal
Every Monday before I reached the tall glass doors to enter the UCKG, a little table with
a stack of newspapers greeted me. For weeks, I didn’t notice them. It wasn’t until, about a month
into my fieldwork when I arrived at an evening session forty-five minutes early because rushhour traffic was uncharacteristically light that I saw them. UCKG doors are almost always left
unlocked, so I entered the church and sat waiting for the session to begin. The only people there
were volunteers working, walking back and forth preparing for the evening session. After sitting
for five minutes, Pastor Lucas tapped my shoulder and handed me a newspaper; the cover story
was about sexual harassment on metro cars in São Paulo. I read it cover to cover and from then
on, made it a point to collect Folha Universal when it was released.
After reading a few Folha Universals, curiosity prompted me to look for a Catholic
equivalent. Eventually I found the local Catholic newspaper, Journal São Salvador. While new
editions of Folha Universal could be found relatively easily and for free at churches, bus stops,
malls, and UCKG owned shops around the city, Journal São Salvador was more difficult to
encounter. After looking for a month, I was handed one on a trip to a larger, popular Catholic
church in the Salvador’s central shopping district; however, smaller churches, like St. John’s,
rarely had Journal São Salvador on site. In fact, due to its limited resources, St. John’s rarely
offered any paper announcements and had no mass guides and songbooks either. So, once a
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month, I would visit the larger Catholic churches in the city to collect a free copy of Journal São
Salvador.
Folha Universal has been in print since 1992, while Journal São Salvador’s first issue
was distributed in 2005. Both newspapers are produced by and for religious organizations;
however, they are noticeably different. Folha Universal is comprised of about twenty-five pages
while Journal São Salvador consists of about ten. Both newspapers have subheadings to orient
readers and organize content by theme. Folha Universal subheadings include “Universal
Notebook,” “Women’s News,” “World News” and “Project Intelli-men” among others while
Journal São Salvador’s subheadings include only “Church News” and “A Word from the
Pastor.” The individualized subheadings of Folha Universal in contrast to the broader
subheadings of Journal São Salvador suggested that Folha Universal covers more varied themes
than strictly religious content. A comparative look at some of the front-page headlines from my
year in the field exemplifies some of the differences in each newspaper’s thematic scope as well.
Table 1: Folha Universal and Jornal São Salvador: Comparative Headlines in 2014
Folha Universal 2014

Journal São Salvador 2014

Ten Attitudes Brazilians Need to
Change
What if You Were on that Plane
Crash?
She Lost a Finger. What Will you
Lose on Vacation
The Justice of Judges Does Not
Work
Life Beyond Abuse (Woody
Allen reference)
The Wave of the Strollers
Do They Deserve to Be Pushed
Up On?

150K in a Sea of Faith
Evangelizing Happiness
Summer with Christ
It is Time For Conversions
A Century of Good Angel of
Bahia
Blessed Ground
Offerings: A Personal
Conversion Proposal

In 2014 Folha Universal’s headline stories featured articles concerning popular culture,
entertainment, lifestyle, politics and both national and international news stories. The examples
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above reveal a range of thematic interests and concern. For example, there is one issue
commenting on the missing Malaysian plane incident of 2014 (Folha Universal 2014f). The
article asks readers to imagine being faced with imminent death via plane crash and consider if
they would feel confident that they had lived a life to guarantee acceptance into heaven. This
clearly draws attention to the importance of salvation. Another issue lists ten attitudes that
Brazilians need to change, stating, “There is no point to complaining about everything.”19 (Folha
Universal 2014d: 4) Another issue explores Dylan Farrow’s controversial open letter and
allegations of sexual assault against her adopted father, American director Woody Allen. The
article uses the letter as a starting point for offering religious advice to readers who have been
sexually assaulted as children. The author’s advice was to model reconciliation and forgive
perpetrators of sexual assault. “Forgiving is not forgetting; rather it is choosing to be free of
anger and pain. It is having the power to take one’s traumatic experience and using it to make a
difference” (Folha Universal 2014b: 6). These examples span both international and national
concerns and include both traditional news stories and advice themed articles; however, all
articles included a message about moral values, i.e. what is right versus wrong and how people
ought to live, that aligns with the UCKG’s individualist ideological beliefs. These include the
importance of guaranteeing one’s afterlife by acting with self-discipline and practicing selfreliance in the present.
On February 1, 2014, Folha Universal released a cover story on a phenomenon that was
being called “os rolezinhos” [the strollers or the little walk arounds]. It was the name given to a
gathering of hundreds of Brazilian youth (other journalists had been referring to it as an
“invasion” or “occupation”) in luxury mega-malls across the country. The youth had organized
these meetings using social media. National newspapers featured pictures of a seemingly endless
19

Henceforth, all translations from Portuguese to English are mine unless otherwise noted.
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sea of teenagers walking around aimlessly with skateboards, wearing board shorts, cell phones in
hand or with backpacks slung on their shoulders. The youth filled up these public spaces while
nervous-looking shop tenders watched the mass from as far away as they could get. Whether os
rolezinhos constituted a form of protest or what the meetings meant was the topic of national
debate for weeks as occurrences spread from São Paulo to other major cities in Brazil.
In Folha Universal, the front page read, “The Wave of the Rolezinhos. What are these
youths looking for in their huge meetings at the mall?” (Folha Universal 2014a: 4) The violent
reactions of some of the public and police towards the rolezinhos highlighted a particular anxiety
in Brazilian society, one that Brazilian social scientist DaMatta (1991) identified as a national
phobia and disdain for when people are “out of place,” or outside the strict bounds of Brazilian
class and social hierarchies (the exception being Carnival). The rolezinhos tapped into this
anxiety because the malls that were being “occupied” by poor, black and brown (negro and
pardo) youth were those with five-star restaurants and designer boutiques. The rolezinhos
violated an unspoken social agreement about class boundaries in public spaces, that there are
certain spaces that are technically open to the public but tacitly understood to be for people of a
particular class. Large luxury malls are not a space for black and brown, working class youth.
Although the rolezinhos had no spokesperson or clearly defined aims for their gatherings,
Folha Universal interpreted the phenomenon as a political statement on the lack of
extracurricular activities and opportunities for Brazilian youth. “The lack of leisure and fun
activities [in Brazil] should not impede our youth from setting and chasing their goals,” the
article asserted (Folha Universal 2014a: 5). It gave examples of UCKG members who had found
their passion through extracurricular activities and were now successful, according to the UCKG,
young adults. They cite a young man named “Willian Santos Texeira, 24, [who] found success in
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an unusual way” (Folha Universal 2014a: 5). He won a short video contest online that
encouraged him to join a local audiovisual club. He is quoted saying:
“I learned through practice and this encouraged me to open a production company of my
own.” Chasing that dream, he left the city of Curitiba (PR), to set up a production
company in Belém (PA). "It was not easy, but I went after my dream.” Today, he is one
of the owners of GW Studios that produces commercials, TV shows, and films weddings
and other events. [Folha Universal 2014a: 5]
The rolezinhos article argues that youth have individualist qualities intrinsically and only
lack curricular activities and the space to develop these qualities and, therein, be successful.
“Determination and willpower can encourage young people who otherwise may fail to spend
what little they earn on investing in their studies and what they think may be useful for their
future” (Folha Universal 2014a: 5). The article shares similar success stories for Luciana, Jéssica
and Junior and ends, like many articles in Folha Universal, by highlighting the importance of the
UCKG’s presence in Brazilian society through its community service initiatives. “What do
Junior and the other young people have in common? All are part of Força Jovem, a youth
project, made for youth by youth, where there is plenty of space for sports, leisure, cultural and
social activities” (Folha Universal 2014a: 5). The article reiterates neoliberal ideology, that
private institutions, like the UCKG, are better equipped to provide social services than the state.
And neoliberal ideology is sustained, in not just the rolezinhos article but in many articles, by
individualist rhetoric emphasizing the importance of expressing self-determination through civic
activities and action.
In particular, neoliberal and individualist ideology was most prominent in UCKG
narratives concerning drug addiction and rehabilitation, especially for Brazilian youth. From
preliminary fieldwork in 2013 to the completion of my field study in 2015, the majority of male
UCKG members confessed to me that they had once been users and-or sellers of drugs before
converting to UCKG. Drug rehabilitation was a consistent convert narrative from both pastors
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and from adherents, including UCKG members in other states. The frequency of the narratives
suggested that drug rehabilitation is not just a crucial part of UCKG members’ religious
experience, but also an essential part of how they acquire converts.
When I arrived, I was a drug addict, I couldn’t find contentment in my personal life with
anyone, and no one believed in me. For a lot of people, I was a lost case. When I arrived
at the Universal church, I met someone who helped me a lot. He was a pastor of the, of
the church, and was like a father to me. And I began to fight, I dedicated myself to the
church, exactly, I was able to free myself of the vices from the life I lived on the wrong
side. The majority of, of the guys that I hung out with in that life, the wrong life, when I
was (pause) in the criminal world, a lot of them aren’t around anymore, they’re dead.
And I believe that I too, if I hadn’t come to the church, would also be dead. [Pastor Paulo
2013]
I was 11 years old when I left home. I used drugs because my family fought a lot. I was
also very rebellious and anxious [nervoso]. At fourteen years old I came into the UCKG
and a pastor there told me, “There’s a solution for everything.” I began to see that the life
of drugs and crime wasn’t worth it. I became calmer. [Pastor Gabriel 2014]
Look the work that is done in this church, the UCKG are—outside of Brazil and here in
Brazil—are important. Why? It's a resuscitation of our youth. They are looking—they
come here thinking that they will find support and honestly, they find love and daily
comfort here, and they find a peace that they don't find outside because many of them are
troubled. Força Jovem has a beautiful work doing what? Recuperating Christian youth
who are addicted to drugs, who don't have any hope or perspective on life... So the youth
group what are they looking for? To work in this community… [Débora 2014]
From an institutional standpoint, UCKG drug rehabilitation services in communities
across Brazil serve as a continuous reminder to everyone (even those outside of UCKG) of the
role the UCKG plays in Brazil, which is visibly tackling certain issues that the Brazilian state
cannot or will not manage.
Looking closely at the ex-drug conversion narratives revealed that the discourse the
UCKG uses to criticize the Brazilian state are also strongly aligned with neoliberal ideals. The
sermons and newspapers often relied on neoliberal ideology to illustrate the importance of
conversion to Neo-Pentecostalism in response to specific difficulties present in Brazilian society
(remember the lack of curricular activities for the “rolezinhos”). Specifically, neoliberal ideology
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embedded in UCKG narratives reveal how economic values are supplanting other values and
reflect an assumption that people and systems, specifically the market, should self-regulate.
Accordingly, the UCKG encourages adherents to be to not rely on the government and to selfmanage in response to life’s difficulties. Interviews showed that many adherents internalized
these neoliberal assumptions that people, like markets, should be self-regulated.
Look, financially because, we teach people in the church [pause] how to win
financially and not to depend on anyone. This is the vision that we here pass onto
others—to them. That they can, they can, yes, be the head [in charge]. They can be
in charge of their own business, not depending on others and that is the vision that
we pass on here. That they have potential because, there are many people who
arrived here at the bottom, people who think that there is no way to overcome their
problems. People who are unemployed, people who are underdeveloped, people
thinking about taking their own life because they think that it’s the only solution. It’s
here that we show them that they are capable. That they can win and that they
need not depend on anyone to win. It depends on them alone, in their faith. So you
see it’s—so many people arrive here homeless, today they are good people, people
that are respected in society, have a good quality of life. So, this is what is taught to
people. [Pastor Paulo 2013; author’s emphasis]
Q: Do you think that the state and community do not offer help, but that the church offers
this kind of help for people, help like with work?
A: Look, there are people [pause] who work in the church. There are people who work in
the church. But it’s the kind of thing where a person arrives here suffering and we teach
them to win. Win both here and outside, in the world. Do you understand? Because the
Universal Church is the kind of thing, we tell people that misery is [whispered tone] a
thing of the devil. It’s because the Bible says that God came to bring life and life with
changes and that is what we believe in the Universal Church… [Obreiro 2014; my
emphasis]
These interviews contain neoliberal rhetoric that individuals must self-regulate, be
competitive with whom/in what context, and self-manage in order to be successful. Pastor Paulo
repeated three times that the church teaches individuals to be self-reliant and to “not depend” on
others. Conversion and the benefits it facilitates become a key focus in UCKG rhetoric because,
as Graeber argues, “ … a crucial element of neoliberalism [is] that, while the poor are to be held
accountable for poor economic decisions (real or imagined), the rich must never be” (Gusterson
and Besteman 2010: 81). Accordingly, the pastor says, “it depends on them alone” to gain
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“respect” and a “good quality of life,” which, according to UCKG ideology, can only be attained
through baptism in the Holy Spirit.
The article on the ten attitudes Brazilians need to change also highlights the
compounding of individualist and neoliberal ideology encouraging self-empowerment, including
the importance of inserting UCKG values into politics through voting and civic actions. Selfdetermination, according to the article, can be enacted specifically through consciously selecting
political representatives who share UCKG values.
To change thoughts and habits requires perseverance and a lot of effort. It is not easy, but
the results promise to be rewarding. Therefore, Folha Universal has listed ten
transformations that will pave the way towards a world with fewer complaints and more
action. So, will you take the challenge?
Learn To Vote
Would you partner with a person who goes against your interests? Of course not. In
elections, our thinking must be the same: we must choose the most appropriate
representatives to defend our interests. Our vote is not merchandise to be exchanged or
sold. It is our greatest weapon to fight for the changes we want. Therefore, it is important
to analyze platforms and avoid being influenced by other people. And to find out who the
candidates are, as well as their backgrounds. [Folha Universal 2014d: 4]
An article concerning a controversial photo of a young boy chained to a light post, titled
“The Justice of Judges Does Not Work” also reveals that the Folha Universal deliberately layers
individualist and neoliberal discourses in order to promote moral values dictating ideal behaviors
for adherents, such as enacting self-reliance through conscientious voting and valuing one’s
family.
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Figure 8: Folha Universal: “The Justice of Judges Doesn’t Work”

[P]eople can not abandon their role as citizens. “It is necessary to vote correctly, to
participate politically, society has to act within its limits. The end cannot be corrected
without correcting the beginning,” [a lawyer] says. “If we want a Brazil free from
violence, we must invest in a change at the base of society. Attacking the problem, that is
being violent with thugs or even killing them (agreeing with the popular phrase, ‘a good
thug is a dead thug’, only makes the problem worse. You can kill a thug today, but
tomorrow, new thugs will arise. The point is to attack at the root. Changing the conditions
of this country is well within everyone's reach when we use the power of voting
consciously. This will have repercussions on the educational system and
economies. However, these outcomes are long term. In the short term, you can invest in
your familial relationships, take care of your marriage (the family base), change your
daily attitudes, such as acting with respect, gentleness, education amongst other
[qualities].” [Folha Universal 2014c: 5-6]
Selecting just a handful of headlined stories released while I was in the field highlights
just how often individualist and neoliberal ideologies are expressed through institutionalized
words of faith. The previous examples are just a fraction of a broader sample of Folha Universal
articles I read that suggest that the UCKG is interested in re-fashioning the state politically to
protect its interests, specifically to uphold free market business principles and conservative
Christian ideals. Comaroff (2009) referred specifically to the UCKG (among others), when she
analyzed what she termed “Free Market Faiths” and their interest in “enhancing entrepreneurial
profitability and producing self-producing citizens… [as] the end and measure of good
statecraft” (Comaroff 2009: 28).
St. John’s: Jornal São Salvador
Although Folha Universal and Jornal São Salvador are both religious institutional
newspapers, Jornal São Salvador’s content is strictly religious (unlike Folha Universal). Its
headline stories are always directly related to the Catholic faith and its institutions and its content
highlights local Catholic events, including editorials from bishops and priests and advertisements
from Catholic organizations. The “Summer with Christ” issue features a story about a priest who
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takes adherents to the beach every morning to pray and surf (Jornal São Salvador 2014a). The
article tells readers that the beach, among other supposedly secular spaces, can be considered
sacred through consciousness and prayer. According to the surfing priest, “The fact that we are at
the beach, praying and meditating, is a testimony that Christ lives. For us, the greatness of the
ocean is an expression of God’s love” (Jornal São Salvador 2014a: 7).
The “Summer with Christ” issue, published in January, a calendar period with a number
of annual Catholic festivals20 preceding Carnival and Holy Week (Lent, Ash Wednesday, Palm
Sunday, Good Friday, Easter), covers the upcoming festivals in January from an informative
standpoint. It reminds readers of the dates and locations of religious events including which
churches are hosting special masses or offering blessings. With so many Catholic churches
working independently in Salvador, St. John’s priest rarely shared the dates and details on other
Catholic churches and events. And so Journal São Salvador provided detailed information that
could otherwise be difficult to find.
For example, the first article of the issue covers one of the most popular Catholic festivals
in Salvador, a municipal holiday’s commemoration via the pilgrimage to the state’s patron saint
church, Our Lord of Good Ending [Nosso Senhor do Bonfim].
The people of Salvador [soteropolitanos] begin the year of 2014 with the blessings of
Our Lord of Good Ending, Our Lady of Guidance [Nossa Senhora da Guia], and Saint
Gonçalo of Amarante. The cycle of the festivals on the Sacred Hill [Colina Sangrada]
begins with the tribute to Our Lord of Good Ending on the ninth. At nineteen hours there
will be a raising of the flag in front of the Basilica and the celebration of the preparatory
novena.21 The novena will proceed until the eighteenth, excepting on the sixteenth when
there will be the washing/blessing of the Basilica churchyard and solemn
blessing commencing at noon. On these days, the faithful are invited to climb the sacred
hill in pilgrimage and reflect on the theme, “Guide us by the mercy of Jesus Our Lord of
Good Ending". [Jornal São Salvador 2014a: 4]
20

Its important to note that the word used in Portuguese is “festa” which can signify feast, a festival or party,
depending on its context.
21
Nine successive days of devotional prayer.
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I’ve attended the pilgrimage for Our Lord of Good Ending several times, including that
year. It begins at eight in the morning, by the lower part of the city’s main port (the point of entry
for enslaved Africans) and takes about three to six hours, depending on the pace and congestion
of people, to reach the church situated about eight kilometers away. The procession includes a
parade with marching bands and dancers. Some people dance a samba alongside the procession
like a mini-carnival. In 2014 when I arrived at the embarking point around eight in the morning,
I was desperate for a coffee. After looking around for an hour, including asking around in small
restaurants along the route, I settled for the one thing I could find in abundance and cheaper than
water, beer. When I arrived at the church steps, I bought the signature bracelets do bonfim22 and
fought my way through the crowd to tie it to the gates. I watched as people prayed, drank and
stood around the Sacred Hill, and noted the women dressed like mae-de-santos offering blessings
and spiritual cleanings with holy water, palm fronds and flowers for monetary tips.
Given that Salvador is considered the birthplace of hybrid traditions in Brazil and given
the symbolic connection between Oxala, who can be signified through Jesus, and the Church of
Good Ending, symbolized with Jesus on the cross and hybrid religious visibility through tourist
industries, the presence of mae-de-santos was largely accepted. In fact, many aspects of the
ceremony are known for and advertised as a traditional expression of Bahian Catholic and
Candomblé hybridity, including that the pilgrimage commences behind several elder AfroBrazilian women who lead the procession, dressed in white, and clean the church steps with holy
water.
The melding of the popular, the secular, and the sacred, including Candomblé elements,
highlights how Catholic notions of sacred and profane, immoral and moral are often at odds and
22

The bracelets or fitas of Bonfim are souvenirs ribbons with the words “Souvenir of the Lord of Bonfim”
printed on them. The ribbons are representative of Salvador and are worn around the wrist and tied to the gates
surrounding the Church of Bonfim.
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unfixed. In fact, the interest of some churches to push for popular Catholic music and artists
highlights the ideological plurality and malleability among Catholic churches in Brazil; some
Jornal São Salvador articles sought to ameliorate these tensions. For example, the same month
that the rolezinhos article was published in Folha Universal, Jornal São Salvador published a
cover story called “Evangelizing Happiness” (Jornal São Salvador 2014b). The article was a
showcase piece on André Lorenzo, a local liturgical musician at Our Lady of Victory who uses
music to evangelize. The article describes André’s trajectory, growing up in the church and being
drawn to music, providing music for local prayer groups, getting a degree in music from the
Catholic University and finally recording an album (Jornal São Salvador 2014b: 11). The article
includes quotes from André, about the equal importance of both music and the Church in his life
and career. He says,
I am a professional musician of the Church and I believe that this ministry should be
valued more….I am an evangelizer through music and not a star. I live music, but success
is not more important to me than the [Catholic] mission. [Jornal São Salvador 2014b: 11]
The article concludes with information about the release of André’s second album,
Valiant. Underneath that article is a smaller article called “Electric Summer” about a Catholic
Carnival celebration being held in the popular neighborhood of Lauro de Freitas. The Carnival
features Christian bands atop the same large speaker trucks [trio eléctricos] utilized by popular
bands and musicians to parade down the organized routes of Carnival. It reads:
On February 16th, the city of Lauro de Freitas will be overrun with the happiness of
thousands of people participating in Electric Summer, a Catholic carnival animated by
the bands Alto Louvor from the Catholic community Shalom and Dominus from Minas
Gerais. The commencement of the festival will be in front of the store Mega Insinuante
(at the Coco staircase) and the bands will move in the direction of Mercado Popular at 3
PM. This year the event is free and the organization expects the participation of more
than 10,000 people... Electric Summer's primary objective is evangelization. "I believe
that evangelization requires new means that can meet the needs of humanity today. Music
that is inspired by God but has a rhythm that people can identify with, without doubt,
expresses the wishes of God’s praise,” says Fabio Silva of Alto Louvor ... Electric
Summer 2014 is supported by the Archdiocese of São Salvador and the Communication
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Pastoral as facilitated by the Catholic community of Lauro de Freitas and Primaz
Productions. [Jornal São Salvador 2014b: 11]
Even carnival can be incorporated into Catholicism. Jesuits had one of the earliest
Catholic presences in Brazil and their ideological conviction of using conscious prayer and
meditation to bring God into the material and world. The inclusion of not just music and
carnival, but the beach and surfing into the purview of spaces and events that are both acceptable
and potentially sacred reinforces Jesuit ideology to “find God in all things.” The counterpoint to
this ideology, which I explore later in the UCKG’s sermons, maintains that what is sacred is
predetermined and therefore adherents must find and access it. In Jornal São Salvador, however,
articles reinforce the notion that prayer and meditation can infuse otherwise secular spaces and
events with the sacred.
Comparing the two newspapers stylistically, Folha Universal reads as a news and
entertainment publication while Jornal São Salvador reads as an informative publication, useful
for the practical task of following local, Catholic events. Jornal São Salvador includes a monthly
liturgical calendar detailing saint commemoration days, the colors for the day or saint and
biblical readings for the date. While the UCKG has a calendar with corresponding bible verses
online and in print calendars for purchase at book shops, the calendar is not published in Folha
Universal; articles instead cover popular news stories, including stories of national interest,
inserting UCKG ideological and moral perspective into these popular discourses. Jornal São
Salvador does not cover any story or topic that does not have a direct correlation to local,
Catholic churches and communities in Salvador.
Both discourses of faith, however, rely on ideology to assert and reinforce disciplinary
guidelines for ideal religious belief, practice, and identity; the differences between the topics and
tone of the two newspapers suggest that Bishop Macedo and the Archdiocese of Salvador have
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distinct objectives, if not modes, for reaching this common objective. From an Althusserian
perspective, each newspaper works to link what it means to be Catholic or a member of the
UCKG to “real conditions of existence” like the actions and beliefs of its religious members
(Althusser 1971: 109). They differ in that Jornal São Salvador articles foster the notion that God
can be at the center of popular and secular events and places through the conscious incorporation
of Catholic prayer and moral value. Folha Universal sustains the belief that self-reliance and
betterment through church sponsored civic actions and conscientious voting can help adherents
overcome the pitfalls of Brazilian daily life.
As previously described in “The Holy Trinity” chapter, maintaining ideological influence
using discourse is a standard mode of influence for religious institutions. While UCKG ideology
can be described as individualist and neoliberal, Catholic ideology seems to be constantly
negotiating Jesuit principles, hybridized traditions and the pressure of evangelical competition
that encouraged varying ways of merging the sacred with the mundane.
The ideological underpinnings and themes of the news stories also uphold moral values
by providing explicit parameters targeting the desired actions and identities for adherents. For
examples, devout Catholics can deepen their religious experience by enjoying liturgical music
like André Lorenzo, attending Electric Summer and joining the novena at the Sacred Hill.
Meanwhile, UCKG members ought to interpret the rolezinhos as a consequence of unfettered
youth failed by Brazilian policies that do not provide activities and support for Brazilian youth.
Adherents ought to vote conscientiously in order to uphold these values
Religious economists, as well as historians, also cite competition between religious
groups in acquiring new members as a great motivator behind religious institutions’ actions
(Chestnut 2003; Comaroff 2009; Premack 2011). However, although both newspapers provide
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information that could be used as a guide for new adherents – church events, church locations—
Folha Universal is disseminated in a way that seems to actively seek converts or new members
more than Jornal São Salvador. As previously mentioned, Jornal São Salvador can be acquired
either in Catholic gift shops, popular churches or online, yet Folha Universal can be found
virtually everywhere—bus stops, malls, sandwich shops, online and, in the case of my field site,
in a neatly organized pile outside the front doors of the church. Leaving newspapers outside their
many churches meant that any person walking down the street could pick one up discreetly.
Moreover, by covering popular news stories, Folha Universal is more accessible and potentially
interesting to non-UCKG members. The Catholic-centered themes that Jornal São Salvador
covers may appeal less to those without a vested interest in local, Catholic parishes and their
events. In short, Folha Universal is written and disseminated in a way that heightens its potential
to draw in potential converts while Jornal São Salvador is not.
Ironically, in the table comparing newspaper headlines, Jornal São Salvador mentions
conversion twice as an important topic of inquiry—“It is Time for Conversions” (Jornal São
Salvador 2014c) and “Offerings: A Person Conversion Manual” (Jornal São Salvador 2014e).
Both articles, however, refer to conversion to signify a deepening of practicing Catholics’
spiritual engagement and not to refer to choosing Catholicism over other religious affiliations.
One article says, “ The church offers us Lent, precisely, as a time for this process of conversion.
The pedagogy is simple and clear: review life according to three parameters—prayer, fasting and
alms” (Jornal São Salvador 2014c: 2). The other issue includes a section titles “Personal
Conversion” where the director of tithing of a local church explains why she decided to take on
greater administrative responsibility in her institution (Jornal São Salvador 2014e: 9). These
articles reaffirm that institutionally, Catholicism in Brazil was more concerned with deepening
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adherent engagement in church activities and functions, than interested in gaining adherents from
other religious institutions.
As stated in the “Studies of Religious Influence” literature, discourse is always deliberate
and therefore tied to notions of power (Fairclough 1989); religious newspapers are no exception.
Drawing on the histories of each church, I suggest that part of the differences in each
institution’s objective is due to ideological and institutional concern with its place in society,
which is heightened by religious competition. The UCKG, for example, is relatively new and
still trying to gain new members and create a space for itself in contemporary Brazil’s cultural
and religious fabric; distributing a paper that is released often, easy to find and whose content is
accessible and entertaining can draw more potential converts. The neoliberal and individualist
ideology is reflected as well, and not just rhetorically as noted in the excerpts, but structurally
and aesthetically through individualized sections tailored to and selling a particular lifestyle.

Figure 9: Folha Mulher 2014: Women’s Journal Section
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Figure 10: Advertisement for “Godlywood” planners

Jornal São Salvador’s motives and interests, on the other hand, seem decidedly insular,
perhaps because Catholicism is already well situated in Brazilian culture and its population.
While discursively, Jornal São Salvador seemed to suggest that the sacred could be found in
popular spaces like the beach and Carnival, its stringent Catholic content also suggested that the
Archdiocese of Salvador sought to encourage Catholics to attend more formally sanctioned
events. For instance, they encourage adherents to attend the Catholic version of carnival and say
nothing, neither good nor disparaging, about attending regular carnival. With so many local
parishes, most organizing and facilitating their own events, including popular hybrid Catholic
and Candomblé ceremonies like the pilgrimage to Bonfim and the aforementioned Sisterhood of
Good Death [Irmandade da Boa Morte] in Cachoeira, the newspaper is a unifying ideological
platform in an otherwise ideologically diverse religious tradition.
Statistics help to illuminate these claims concerning the shared significance but differing
meanings concerning conversion for the UCKG and Catholicism. According to the 2010 census,
Pentecostals make up thirteen percent of the Brazilian population, while Catholics make up sixty
five percent. Neo-Pentecostals belonging specifically to the UCKG make up only a fraction of
that thirteen percent, competing with other popular Neo-Pentecostal churches such as Assemblies
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of God and God is Love Pentecostal Church (Pew Research Center 2013). That leaves more than
87 percent of the population for the UCKG to target for conversion; meanwhile, there is only 35
percent of the population for Catholic churches to convert. Furthermore, a 2013 Pew survey
found that roughly 45 percent of Brazilian Pentecostals had converted from Catholicism and
between 1970 and 2010, while the percentage of Brazilians self-identified as Catholic dropped
from ninety percent to 65 percent (Pew Research Center 2013). Census data supports the notion
that the UCKG may be actively invested in converting non-members to their church while the
most viable competitive strategy for the Catholic Church is to maintain Catholic membership,
perhaps by deepening religious engagement for Brazilians who already consider themselves
“Catholic” according to census data.
Words of Faith: Candomblé Mythology
Yoruba mythological stories of orixás, or itans, are an important part of Candomblé. The
itans serve as a reference and guide for povos-de-santo to interpret the world and make meaning
of life. The itans tell important stories, not only about the orixás, but also about the connection
between the spiritual realm and human world; they are used during divination to provide
experiential advice to adherents based on the trials and experiences of orixás as well. However,
because itans are shared orally, there was no one institutionalized reference to study. I asked
practitioners about their favorite itans to try to collect a source for analysis. However, there were
small inconsistencies between practitioners’ versions of the myths. A recent monograph,
however, has completed the difficult task of collecting Yoruba mythology from all Yoruba based
spiritual traditions in the Americas and especially from Candomblé. The monograph presents a
more standardized version of Candomblé itans, useful in this particular case, for analyzing the
myths discursively. Analyzing Folha Universal and Jornal São Salvador revealed which
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ideologies were valued and what each institution prioritized in terms of prescribed behaviors and
knowledge for adherents. I introduce the itan in this section as a method of discourse that
functions similarly to the newspapers in that it presents povos-de-santo with parameters for ideal
behavior and worldview.
Like many religious systems, Candomblé has a creation itan and creation myths are
known for offering key ideological principles for societies. This itan is useful for analysis as it
explains the why and how of key religious practices and also organizes the spiritual and
terrestrial world for its practitioners. This particular itan is also well known because it is often
recited to new and potential initiates as their introduction to the religion. It goes:
In the beginning there was no separation between the Òrún, the Heaven of the orixás, and
the Aiê, the Earth of humans. Men and deities came and went, cohabiting and sharing
their lives and adventures. It is said that when the Òrún bonded with the Aiê, a human
touched the Òrún with dirty hands. The pristine sky of the orixá had been defiled. The
immaculate white of Oxalá had been lost. Oxalá complained to Olorum. Olorum, Lord of
Heaven, Supreme God, angry with the filth, waste, and carelessness of mortals, blew his
divine breath into a rage and separated Heaven from Earth forever.
Thus, the Òrún separated from the world of men and no man could go to the Òrún and
return from there alive. And the orixás could not come to Earth with their bodies
either. Now there was the world of men and that of the orixás, separated. Isolated from
the human inhabitants of the Aiê, the orixás grew sad. The orixás missed their adventures
with the humans and walked around sad and sulking. They complained to Olorum, who
eventually agreed that the orixás might occasionally return to Earth.
For this, however, they would have to take the material body of their devotees. This was
the condition imposed by Olorum. Oxum, who had once enjoyed coming to earth to play
with women, sharing with them her beauty and vanity, teaching them spells of lovely
seduction and irresistible charm, received from Olorum a new charge: to prepare mortals
to receive the orixás in their bodies.
Oxum made offerings to Exú to initiate this delicate mission. Her success depended on
the joy of her brothers, sisters and friends. She came to the Aiê and gathered the women
around her, bathed their bodies with precious herbs, cut their hair, shaved their heads,
painted their bodies. She painted their heads with white chickens, like the pints of the
feathers of the conquer, like the feathers of the guinea-fowl. She dressed them with
beautiful cloths and rich bows, and adorned them with jewels and crowns.
The ori, or the head, she adorned still with the feather ecodidé, red, rare and mysterious
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pen of the parrot.
In their hands she made them carry abebese, swords, and scepters, dozens of golden indes
[mirrors]. Their laps she covered with twists and turns of colored beads and multiple
threads of shells, ceramics and corals. On their heads she put a cone made of ori butter,
thin herbs and mashed obi, with every food item that the orixás like.
This oxo or offering would attract the orixá to the origin of the initiate and the orixá could
not be deceived in its return to the Aiê. Finally the little wives were made, they were
ready, and they were beautiful [odara].
The iaôs were the most beautiful brides that Oxum's vanity could imagine. They were
ready for the gods. The orixás now had their horses, could safely return to the Aiê, and
could ride the body of the devotees.
Humans made offerings to the orixás, inviting them to Earth, to the bodies of the iaôs
[brides]. Then the orixás came and took their horses. And the men played their drums,
vibrating the batons and agogos, sounding the sheikhs and the adjás, While the men sang
and cheered and applauded, inviting all the initiated humans to the xirê [wheel], the
orixás danced and danced and danced.
The orixás could again live with the mortals. The orixás were happy. In the heads of
those who had been made, in the body of the iaôs [brides], they danced and danced and
danced. Candomblé was invented. [Prandi 2001: 524-527]
This itan describes what Candomblé is, how it developed and everything needed in order
for the orixás to mount their iawos. It introduces the listener to several important orixás and their
roles. Olorum is represented as a God figure, omnipotent and above the other orixás. That is why
the story notes that he has to permit the orixás to return to earth. Oxalá is signified with white
(“the immaculate white of Oxalá had been lost”) therefore initiates of Oxalá wear white and
feasts in his honor are decorated with white doves and cloths. Oxum is the orixá of femininity,
attracted to and emanating beauty and riches; she is put in charge of preparing humans for
possession but before she begins her mission she makes an offering to Exú, the opener of doors
and pathways. Similarly, all feasts, rituals and “work” must begin with an offering to Exú. The
itan describes in great detail how humans are made ready to receive the orixás and these details
are the basis of contemporary initiation rituals preparing iawos to be mounted. In the itan, the
offerings needed to prepare iawos to become horses are also described with particular attention
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to the head or ori. For example, the itan notes that Oxum puts a cone on iawos heads to draw the
orixás to the “origin” of the initiate so they can easily return to Aiê and not get stuck in the
initiate’s body.
In fact, two ideological concepts central to Candomblé are rendered discursively and
symbolically through this creation itan. The concepts are the xirê or wheel and the ori or head in
Yoruba. Note that the words xirê and ori words are spoken in Yoruba and not translated into
Brazilian Portuguese (roda and cabeça), an indicator of their ideological significance.
The xirê works to orient adherents toward a particular spatial and temporal logic that
organizes rituals, relationships and instills a particular worldview for practitioners. “The wheel
[xirê] has a lot of significance,” a mãe-de-santo once explained to me. “For one, it signifies that a
Candomblé worldview is circular, rather than linear.” Another initiate explained xirê to me by
saying, “you know, axé travels in a circle;” an ideology that views life force and energy as
circular and cyclical may extend that notion into other aspects of the sacred belief system as
well.
A number of researchers of Candomblé have commented on this (Carneiro 1978;
Gonçalvez da Silva 2007; Landes 1947). For example, public feasts consist of ritual dancing in
circles (sometimes referred to as Xirê) to receive orixás; the room used for public feasts, the
barracão, sometimes has a circular post in the middle as well. Like the rolezinhos article in Folha
Universal and the surfing priest article in Jornal São Salvador, the creation itan encourages a
particular way of interpreting the world and, in this case, it is according to a circular, reciprocal
logic. The xirê shapes moral values as well. Again, while Catholicism and Neo-Pentecostalism
hold clear dualist parameters—right versus wrong, heaven versus hell —Candomblé generates
no clear moral distinction between right and wrong; morality is fluid, flexible and contextual.
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Humans come to Exú’s crossroads and can choose a path; it may or may not work out. In fact,
decisions are always uncontrollable; hence Exú’s characterization as both a door opener as well
as a trickster.
However, through the experiences of orixás, as recounted through itans, Candomblé
adherents can gather information or know how to try to resolve personal dilemmas. Another
popular itan, referenced by several practitioners and dictated to me by an ogan named Renato
concerns the orixá Orunmilá and describes the process of decision-making and divination in
detail.
Orunmilá, as everyone knows, came to this world in the form of a man to fight for
African lands in a mission given to him by Olorum. In his life, he had a wife and children
but he felt tired; he did not have enough, he worked, he lived in disgust. Olorum, hearing
the supplications of Orunmilá, gave signs for him to look for a babalawo, who, when
consulting Ifá, indicated an ebó [offering].
The ebó consisted of five open gourds and the sacrifice of a rooster. For five days
straight, a gourd and a rooster.
By leaving the offering at a crossroads, an entity took hold and fed on it. Each day the
entity fortified his spiritual body until on the fifth day he became a human being. The five
gourds closed up and he carried them with him, for he became an envoy from Olorum to
fulfill the mission of offering Orunmilá the five gourds: Patience, Longevity, Fertility,
Wealth and Wisdom.
On the fifth day, this man followed Orunmilá to his house. Knocking at the door, he
offered Orunmilá the gourds, asking him to choose only one. Orunmilá in doubt called
his wife who advised him to choose Fertility, so he could have several children, besides
the three he already had. Not content, he called his sons who advised him to choose
Longevity, so he could meet the children of his grandchildren. Not happy, he called the
brethren, who gave him the advice to choose Wealth, so he would be rich and no longer
need anything. Orunmilá himself would choose the gourd of Wisdom, but nevertheless he
remained in doubt and called his best friend, Exú. Exú wanted to know what his family
had chosen and said that the only gourd nobody cared about would be the most
important. Orunmilá obeyed the advice of his friend Exú and said that whoever chose the
Gourd of Patience would in time have the other gourds together. Orunmilá decided to
keep Patience.
Having fulfilled his task, the man returned to the street heading towards Òrún [the
spiritual realm]. With each step his physical body fell away and on the way to the
spiritual realm a gourd woke up. Wisdom woke up first. “Where is Patience?” He asked.
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“He stayed at Òrúnmìla's house,” the man said. “Without him, I will not go back to
Òrún.” Suddenly the Gourd of Wisdom disappeared from his hands. Further on, Fertility
woke up asking the same question until they all woke up and disappeared, heading
towards the house of Orunmilá.
When the entity reached the door of Òrún, he was weeping with fear. He had been told to
bring the Gourds back. Upon entering the Palace of Olodumare, everyone waited until
Olodumare asked him to come in and said, "Have you fulfilled your mission?"
“Yes, sir, but all the Gourds disappeared from my hands and returned to the house of
Orunmilá.” Olodumare said calming him, “Yes, whoever chooses the Gourd of Patience,
will have gathered from it all the wealth of the world, long life, fertility and wisdom. Do
not worry that your mission was not fulfilled. Now Orunmilá will continue to watch and
put order on Earth.”
There are many symbolic and structural notion in this itan; however, in relation to xirê,
we learn that Orunmilá has to make an offering (the five gourds and roosters) to receive an
offering back (the very same gourds). The cyclical nature of xirê is expressed ideologically
through the belief in and practice of reciprocity. This itan teaches its listener that to receive
something from the orixás, be it advice, a remedy, a blessing, protection, or a magic spell, certain
offerings or “work,” compensation or a sacrifice must be offered to the orixás.
An ideological circular or communal logic is expressed through social networks as well.
As a male initiative explained to me, “Candomblé values dependence while the Christians value
independence.” This dependence is often expressed through sustaining relationships with
spiritual kin, through apprenticeship and fulfilling terreiro chores, and with the spiritual world,
decorating altars for ancestors and orixás. A iawo once drew from the communal worldview
implicit in xirê ideology to respond to the question, “why did you decide to be initiated into
Candomblé?” She said, “Being a part of Candomblé is my communication with my ancestors;
it’s the certainty that I am not alone; it’s my communication with Africa. I am much stronger,
powerful, unbreakable being a part of Candomblé.” While community was an important concept
in all three institutions, Candomblé adherents imagined orixás and ancestors as active
participants in their daily lives and they, in turn, had to reciprocate by fulfilling daily obligations
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to their spiritual network. This active form of dependence between both the adherents and the
spirits differs from way Catholics and UCKG adherents imagined their relationship to God and
Jesus Christ as being one-way dependent—adherents depend on God for blessings, but God does
not depend on anyone.
Ori is the second symbol of the creation itan that signifies an important ideological
concept in Candomblé worldview. Ori signifies the head, the seat of intuition and, according to
the creation itan, it is where orixás first penetrate iawos’ bodies. The ori is decorated with a xirê,
or cone, to attract orixás to the source of initiates, further illustrating the importance of xirê
ideologically and practically in Candomblé.
Having analyzed both newspapers and myths according to the influence each institution
sought to make on adherents’ behaviors, actions and cognition. I shift the examination to
consider sermons, a localized mode of influential ideological discourse expressed by authority
figures in the UCKG and St. John’s.
Sermons of Faith
As previously discussed, religious newspapers are controlled discourses edited and
distributed by institutions; they suggest which values adherents should privilege and which
actions they should prioritize. In contrast, religious sermonizing also offers ideological guidance
but through an agent of the institution. In the case of the UCKG and St. John’s, the agent was
either a pastor or the priest. Unlike the newspapers, this type of discursive influence is localized,
direct, face-to-face—and, therefore, has the benefit of affective influence (see Chapter Four for
more on the significance of affective influence in religious experience).
Aside from the importance of critically examining sermons as authoritative sites of
interpellation in ritualized moments of religious experience at UCKG sessions and Catholic
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mass, sermons were also examined for phonological, morphological, syntactic, lexical or
thematic patterns (Tawwab Sharaf Eldin 2014: 69). Religious sermons contained certain themes
and values that, after being invoked repeatedly, sustained specific social and moral ideals that,
presumably, were important to the pastors or priests (Tawwab Sharaf Eldin 2014). Examining
sermons was meant to highlight how religious leaders shape religious identities and experiences
by guiding adherents towards the moral ideals that should matter most and the ideological beliefs
that make each religious community unique. While Folha Universal and Jornal São Salvador
expressed the interests of Bishop Macedo and the archbishop of Salvador, sermons expressed
local values in each institution.
In the UCKG, a theme that was reiterated often through sermons was how to live
correctly, that is, how to live according to UCKG moral standards. This theme was often
expressed through call and response and through what Brazilian theorist Freire calls “the banking
system” (Freire 1970: 21). The priest at St. John’s expressed, through sermons, an ideal as to
how Catholics should live their daily lives as well; however, the ideologies undergirding notions
of how UCKG and Catholic adherents should live contributed to not just moral differences, but
also distinct performative and affective delivery.
UCKG Sermons
Every week there was a new theme at the church. The themes were institutionally
organized in that they occurred in every UCKG church, following the same calendar. Themes
while I was in the field included: “P Day: The day that prophecy will be accomplished in your
life,” “Nation of Winners: Where misery abounds, prosperity overcomes” and “My Family at
God’s Altar.” The themes would last between one week and a month and the sessions’ sermons
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seemed to be oriented around the themes and reinforced through printed materials like cards and
special offertory envelopes.

Figure 11: Regular tithing [dizmo] alongside special thematic offering envelopes

Figure 12: Special theme cards
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After about a month of regular attendance at the UCKG, I asked Pastor Gabriel if his
sermon themes were pre-determined by the UCKG, inspired by his personal life, or co-created
with other pastors. He answered that he always reflected on the weekly and monthly themes
provided by the UCKG; however, he used those themes as a guide and not as a template. His
main inspiration, he confided, came from prayer and God. Pastor Gabriel’s response aligned with
the practical realities and ideological traits of the UCKG that I have previously noted. Given the
UCKG’s expansive network of national and international churches, administering
institutionalized themes helped to keep all the churches ideologically unified. Moreover,
including the distribution of material goods into sessions (cards, flyers and envelopes) guided
Pastors to write their sermons around the themes; however, because there was no mandate on
sermons, pastors internalized and expressed individualist ideology by stating that their voices
were self-determined and guided by God.
Pastor Gabriel was the leading pastor at the UCKG for my first ten months in the field,
but he was eventually transferred to a larger church. He was one of two pastors (Pastor Gabriel
and Pastor Lucas) until another senior Pastor (Pastor José) came during month ten to take his
place. I was not surprised when Pastor Gabriel was promoted to a larger church. The UCKG
moves pastors around frequently, including giving popular pastors the opportunity to live and
work in a church abroad. Pastor Gabriel was in his mid to late twenties and was married. Most
senior pastors at the UCKG were married, and marriage was such an important value that
unmarried pastors, like Pastor Lucas, were often teased or introduced to prospective women.
Pastor Gabriel often wore all white when he wasn’t in his Sunday suit, something that seemed
odd considering the significance of all white in Candomblé. He spoke loudly and confidently and
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would often cut others off midsentence or interrupt Pastor Lucas’s sermons to share his own
mini-sermon.
A key feature of Pastor Gabriel’s sermon style consisted of repeating key words as a call,
then awaiting, if not forcing, adherents’ responses. For example, Pastor Gabriel would often say,
“listen to me, are you listening!” in an urgent tone, every two to three sentences throughout his
sermons. “Listen” was a key word in that it signaled the adherents to respond with a “yes,”
“amen” or an emphatic nod. Other key words that elicited responses included: “Jesus”, “demon”
and “Exú.”23
Pastor Gabriel gave a particularly interesting sermon one Friday morning that expressed
several important ideological concepts of the UCKG. On that particular day, there were ten of
the regular morning attendants (mostly older women) in church and we all sat in plastic, white
chairs while rain fell loudly outside. Everyone seemed more tired than usual, and Pastor Gabriel
was keenly aware of it. The “good morning” call-and-response was less animated than usual and
he called us out on it saying, “Let’s pick it up in here.” He then began the sermon by asking us if
we would let an untrustworthy person housesit for us. The church offered a resounding, "No."
He then asked us, “Why?”
While call-and-response is a commonly used rhetorical feature of UCKG sermons, that
day, Pastor Gabriel took our responses, or lack thereof, very seriously. Analysts of African
American religious traditions have argued that call-and-response can be a tool for reinforcing
shared experiences through “antiphonal calls of agreement or dissent” (Patillo-McCoy 1998:
770). However, call-and-response with Pastor Gabriel seemed to be more focused on teaching
adherents appropriate forms or religiosity, thus reinforcing a teacher-student hierarchical
23

Exu is the orixá of doors and crossroads, but has been historically associated with the devil. Scholars have
argued that the conflation of the two is due to a Christian misunderstanding of Exu’s role as a trickster spirit and his
colors, red and black. The UCKG regularly uses the words “demon” and “Exu” interchangeably.
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relationship much like Freire’s “banking system,” where teachers deposit knowledge into
students, thereby maintaining authority and power over pupils (Freire 1970).
Pastor Gabriel began calling on people by name. Some choked up when called on for an
answer, to which, Pastor Gabriel scoffed, “What, are you sleeping? Mariana is sleeping today,
everyone!” He went on to say, “God will only bless you if he can trust you. You have to have an
aliança with God.” I took a second to understand this statement, noting that “aliança” could be
translated as several related things: an engagement or wedding ring, a covenant, an alliance, or
loyalty. In using the term aliança, Pastor Gabriel seemed to suggest that trust in God is
formalized through both visible (rings) and invisible (alliance) allegiances. Once people began
offering more confident no’s to the matter of whether we would let an unworthy person housesit,
the rest of his sermon went accordingly:
So, no. You wouldn’t let an untrustworthy person housesit. Listen, there are four types of
people in this world: (1) People who are on the right path [quem estão no caminho certo],
meaning they come to church often and are generally good people, but they don't pay
attention in church; (2) People who let life's problems, such as work stress, family
problems, insecurities, interfere with their relationship with God or suffocate them; (3)
People who are not firmly rooted on God’s earth [na terra de Deus]; (4) People who come
to church, pay attention and are firmly rooted “na terra de Deus,” so much so that no
other problems can suffocate or bother them.
After this statement, the last fifteen minutes of the session became even more tense as the
Pastor ended the session by randomly selecting people to repeat the four types of people he had
just described. "Who is the first type of person, Rachel? Good! Who is the third type of person
Eva? No! See you were not listening.”
The sermon offered adherents four measures for whether one was living according to the
UCKG’s notion of ideal forms religiosity and each correlated to the “type of person” one fell
into. Each type of person Pastor Gabriel noted highlighted certain ideological aspects of living
with religious conviction. Moreover, the sermon explicitly forewarned adherents that there are
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correct and incorrect manners of proving one’s relationship with God. Religious conviction
should be expressed both externally and internally. To identify the concepts undergirding this
sermon, I will look at each “type of person” separately.
The first type of person the Pastor described was “people who are on the right path [quem
estão no caminho certo], meaning they come to church often and are generally good people, but
they don't pay attention in church.” This category of person strategically highlights the so-called
“general” notion of morality (being a good person) in order to emphasize its insufficiency. It’s
not enough to be disciplined or visibly on the right path by going to church regularly; one must
also be disciplined inwardly through paying attention. Furthermore, the Pastor’s call-andresponse, banking style of sermonizing reinforced the importance of inward discipline by
shaming anyone who could not reiterate his lesson.
The second type of person consisted of, “People who let life's problems, such as work
stress, family problems, insecurities, interfere with their relationship with God or suffocate
them.” This prototype reinforces individualist discourse by including the importance of
emotional discipline. The image of being suffocated, or constricted from air, because of life’s
problems is significant in that it implies that one must be free (to breathe) in order to correctly
connect with God. Given that life’s problems will probably never cease to exist, UCKG
adherents must decide (“they must not let life’s problems,” he says), independently and of free
will, to keep life’s problems separate from their relationship with God.
Thirdly, we learned that there are “People who are not firmly rooted on God’s earth [na
terra de Deus]”. Being rooted on God’s earth can have many meanings, one being a regular,
physical presence in church. Another interpretation could be that “God’s earth” is meant to
conflate the notion of separate spiritual and material worlds. Therefore, spiritual motives should
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align with material motives and material blessings can be a sign of spiritual blessings, a main
tenet of prosperity theology and Neo-Pentecostal ideology. Another interpretation can be that
God’s earth refers to what UCKG consider to be the foundation of its religious beliefs, the Bible.
Pastor Gabriel often told us that we should bring in our Bibles and a pen to read any passages he
referenced and “study the direct words of God.” Aligning spiritual and material aims through
studying the word of God and regularly frequenting the UCKG marries all three interpretations.
It also serves as a larger metaphor for UCKG ideology: that is, adherents should have their own,
strong, direct relationships to God, unmitigated by anyone (neither pastors nor priests); however,
the UCKG provides the space, structure and tools to help adherents develop themselves both
financially and spiritually.
The fourth type of the person, then, represents the ideal UCKG adherent: morally,
physically, emotionally, and mentally disciplined while simultaneously autonomous.
Other sermons touching on these themes included a sermon by a guest pastor asking
adherents, “Is there a difference between fidelity and ten percent?” Again, a banking question
and answer session ensued, and he eventually told us that the correct answer is yes because one’s
fidelity to Jesus Christ should not be restricted to tithing ten percent simply because it is the
recommended amount. He stated that fidelity ought to be expressed through any amount of
monetary offering that truly reflects “your dedication to a new life through our Lord Jesus
Christ.” This sermon reemphasizes the conflation of spiritual and material, specifically financial,
domains. Monetary offerings make one’s spiritual devotion visible, palpable, just as material
success is seen as God reaching across and rewarding you in our own domain.
If examining sermons was meant to highlight how religious leaders influence adherents’
perceptions of what it means to be religious and which moral values make their religious
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community unique, the UCKG sermons show that according to UCKG values, religious
dedication ought to be expressed autonomously, with both visible and invisible forms of selfdiscipline, seeking primarily spiritual prosperity, which both requires and will bring material
wealth. These indications of proper religious conviction are supported both ideologically and
morally; they help adherents maintain a morally sound or “good” relationship to God but also
represent a distinguishing feature of the UCKG religious community.
The moral values expressed through sermons aligned with a lot of the content I
highlighted previously in Folha Universal. Both the articles and sermons emphasized selfdiscipline and self-reliance. Although the pastor’s sermons didn’t explicitly reference
conscientious voting or joining faith-based civic initiative, the emphasis on visible forms of faith
and moral dedication sustain UCKG civic initiatives as well.
St. John’s Sermons
Sermons in Catholic churches also represent a significant part of rituals or mass. After the
introductory prayers and before performing the Eucharist, the priest always took between ten
minutes to an hour and a half (at a particularly long Easter mass) to give a sermon to the parish.
St. John’s had only one priest and he dressed and spoke with parish members informally
despite his authoritative position. He was friendly with everyone, greeted us with hugs, was
always smiling and could often be found joking around with the elders and teenagers of the
church. One time, I saw him rushing into the church, late for afternoon mass; he rushed past us
sitting patiently in the pews, still smiling, wearing a cotton colored t-shirt with jean shorts and
leather sandals. In the back office, he threw his robe on over his street clothes and quickly came
out to begin mass with his leather sandals poking out from under the long dark green robe.
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The priest’s sermons were delivered, much like his personality, in an easygoing fashion.
Unlike sermons at the UCKG or even sermons at other Catholic churches, he rarely upheld one
particular action as “correct” religious behavior but rather discussed immoral social behaviors
that did not uphold his understanding of Catholic ideological values.
While the Catholic liturgical calendar oriented sermon themes around holy days (e.g.
Christmas) and weeks (e.g. Lent), most of the sermon themes, the priest admitted, were based on
his thoughts and views of the community. Since he himself did not live in the community, unlike
some priests in Brazil, he relied on his conversations with community members and maintaining
personal relationships with parish members to stay informed and get inspiration.
During my tenure in the field, the priest’s sermons themes ranged from how to be “true to
oneself,” to Catholics having a moral obligation to act against domestic abuse, to encouraging
parish members to embrace the label “Christian” despite its Protestant and Neo-Pentecostal
connotations. While examining St. John’s sermons for ideological influence, I noted that the
priest’s sermons explicitly sought to reinforce the importance of being one cohesive religious
group, whilst also attempting to evade conventional hierarchical relationships between priests
and parish members. Below I examine a few examples:
The sermon on domestic abuse began by questioning the causes of human suffering and
ended on this point, “What makes us suffer [in life] are the illusions we create in our hearts. The
woman who is being beaten by her husband lives in disillusionment, as do her neighbors who
know and say to her, ‘I pray for you.’ We should be helping her grab her bags and leave. God did
not make us to suffer. He made us to live. Do your part and Jesus will say, ‘Amen.’”
This sermon strongly suggests that the priest was interested in liberation theology in that
it condemns the victimization and social suffering of people and seeks to correct it, not
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ideologically, but through actions or praxis. Adherents are encouraged, not just to care about the
suffering of a neighbor, but to do something (in this case to grab bags) about it.
Another sermon, shared the week after Holy Week, while reflecting on the theological
meanings of Easter and Jesus’ presence on Earth, was centered on the phrase, “Jesus is the way.”
The priest repeated it more than four times throughout that sermon; “Jesus is the way." “What
does it say in the bible?” he asked. After thirty long seconds of silence, he answered and the
parish joined in half way through saying, "though him, in him in the unity of the Holy Spirit."
The priest then said, smiling, “There are many people who use God’s name and message in vain.
How many times have I heard people say, ‘Faith in God, I will see that person fall’ [Fé em Deus,
vou ver aquela pessoa cair]. Faith in God and speak some retribution to our enemies. What faith
is that? You have no faith in God because God is for peace, not for revenge or pain or hurt.”
By drawing on the parish to recite the Eucharist prayer in unison, the priests did
something counter to call-and-response. It was more like a speak-a-long (like a sing-a-long but
speaking). The speak-a-long incited adherents to speak in unison about the importance of unity.
Moreover, inviting the parish to recite the Eucharist prayer with him violated the norms of
Eucharist prayers set forth by Pope John Paul II in the Inaestimabile Donum. The Per Ipsum
prayer is supposed to be recited solely by priests or higher ordinations; therefore, the sermon
reinforced the value of unity rhetorically, ideologically and practically through the act of
speaking in unison. The rest of his point, which could have been directed at us, was instead
asserted broadly. For instance, he says, “I have heard people say” rather than targeting a
particular person or using the pronoun you, to denounce bad behavior. In this way, the priest’s
accusation was delivered in syntax that evaded any overt personalization of the accusation.
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In May 2014, the priest delivered a very straightforward sermon on living correctly and
in accordance with Catholic values. This sermon, thematically, came the closest to the four
people sermon given by Pastor Gabriel. The priest called on adherents to have “God’s posture”
or a Godly approach [postura de Deus] to life. He then explained that God’s posture consists of
several things: equality [igualdade], respect for humanity [respeito de ser humano], knowledge
[conhecimento], goodness [bondade] and being the Master’s friends [seja amigos do Mestre].
The priest ended the sermon by, once again, reminding adherents that “Jesus is the way” and
citing John 10: 14, “My sheep know me and I know my sheep.”
In St. John’s conception of the fourth person, or the ideal Catholic adherent, morals and
ideologies are attuned explicitly to upholding equality, respect, humanity, knowledge, goodness
and friendship. This sermon also gives adherents a clear indication of how they should envision
and relate to God, as a friend. Furthermore, telling adherents to relate to God as a friend was
reinforced by the informal, friendly demeanor the priest took with adherents. Citing John 10: 14
was evocative of the ideal relationship the priest sought to encourage amongst members, that
relationships ought to be balanced and mutually receptive. While Jesus is the shepherd of all
sheep, the hierarchical relationship between the priest, who performs holy sacraments for
adherents, and the parish members is subverted discursively in that the priest positions himself as
also part of (and not above) the rest of God’s flock.
Comparatively, the priest’s sermons did not rely on the same rhetorical interrogation or
the banking system used by the UCKG. Instead, his mode of discourse relied on a strategy
known as “unification” or an ideological approach that dissolves barriers between individuals
and unifies a diverse group of people (Tawwab Sharaf Eldin 2014). The priest often spoke using
“us,” “our,” and “we” rather than “you” or “them” (e.g. “what makes us suffer,” “We should be
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helping her,” “to our enemies” and even citing John 10: 14 to imply that everyone belongs to one
flock of sheep). The ideological values expressed through the priest’s sermons sought to link
liberation theology and notions of humanity, unity and equality to core aspects of Catholic
religious identity and practice, rather than promoting disciplined, self-determined, visible and
invisible expressions of faith as UCKG sermons upheld. These moral and ideological differences
suggest that adherents’ internalization of “right” actions may differ as well. This question is
considered further in the following chapter on religious experience.
Songs of Faith
The notion of right actions and ideal relationships with God are embedded in
Candomblé‘s emphasis on orthopraxy as well. Strict dictates on ritual acts are necessary to
ensure proper relationships with the orixás. The creation itan, while providing an ideological
basis for orixá worship, also explained in detail the “right” way for humans to prepare and
maintain a relationship, through possession, with the orixás. Another aspect of orthopraxy is
ritual song and percussion. And like the newspapers and sermons, ritual songs complement many
of the ideological themes presented in the creation and Orunmilá itans. Candomblé ritual songs
are short and repetitive and sung over sacred drum rhythms for specific orixás in call-andresponse form. At any Candomblé feast, the first thing the practitioners must do is ask Exú for
permission to begin, then a specific percussive pattern is played and everyone sings:
Exú do caminho, Exú do caminho
Eu brinco do alto da montanha para o senhor da forca
Exú eu estou feliz Exú
Exú do caminho nos o comprimentamos
Exú of the crossroads, Exú of the crossroads
I play from the mountaintop to the Lord of the Gallows
Exú I am happy Exú
Exú of the crossroads we greet you
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A pre-determined ikeji or ogan would sing each stanza of the song above and the other
initiates and audience members would repeat what she had sung. This happens over and over
again until the drum pattern changes, signaling a new song and speaking to another orixá.
While the songs
alone don’t give much information on ideological influence, when considered alongside the
itans, they emphasize certain ideological notions that had previously been noted. For example, it
was previously noted that the xirê in Candomblé’s creation itan is a symbol for understanding the
rituals, relationships and even time as being circular and reciprocal. The other symbolic ideology
presented in the creation itan was the orí, which I can be unpacked and illuminated through an
examination of ritual songs concerning orí .
While orí literally translates to “head” it also refers to spiritual intuition and can
sometimes described as the inner head or destiny. In Candomblé ideology, the head is the place
where the orixás are able to penetrate human bodies. In fact, orixá means “master of the head”
and initiates, especially iawos, perform rituals to prepare their heads for orixás including cutting
off all their hair and covering their head with a white turban or hat. The creation myth described
this in detail:
Oxum made offerings to Exú to initiate this delicate mission. Her success depended on
the joy of her brothers, sisters and friends. She came to the Aiê and gathered the women
around her, bathed their bodies with precious herbs, cut their hair, shaved their heads,
painted their bodies. She painted their heads with white chickens, like the pints of the
feathers of the conquer, like the feathers of the guinea-fowl. She dressed them with
beautiful cloths and rich bows, and adorned them with jewels and crowns.
The orí, or the head, she adorned still with the feather ecodidé, red, rare and mysterious
feather of the parrot… On their heads she put a cone made of ori butter, thin herbs
and mashed obi, with every food item that the orixás like. This oxo or offering would
attract the orixá to the origin of the initiate and the orixá could not be deceived in its
return to the Aiê. Finally the little wives were made, they were ready, and they
were beautiful [odara]. [Prandi 2001: 524-527; my translation]
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The orí is described as “the origin of the initiate” which refers back to the notion that
there are two heads: a physical head and an inner head. The significance of the inner head orí is
implied in the relationship between humans and orixás; the creation itan ends by saying, “The
orixás were happy in the heads of those who had been made, in the body of the iawos.” This
could be read as the orixás enjoyed being in the physical head of humans. However, after
referencing the head, the itan then references the body as separate from the head, a distinction
that could suggest that the orixás were happy, not only to possess initiate’s bodies, but to have
established a link between their spiritual world and the human world through the inner head.
In ritual songs, there is a reference to orí and it is in a chant for Yemanja. It goes:
Head is her property and her dwelling
Yemanja
Head is her property and her dwelling
Yemanja
[original lyrics were in Yoruba dictated to me in Portuguese]
Yemanja is the orixá that symbolizes motherhood. Just like a mother raises her children,
Yemanja is considered to be the orixá that forms individuals and individuality is formed,
symbolically, through the head. That is why divination is always performed before initiation rites
begin to determine which orixá or orixás “rule” the initiate's head. It is also believed that initiates
share some of the characteristics of their orixá. So an initiate of Yemanja may be nurturing and
patient, and an initiate of Exú may be hotheaded. However the two headed-ness of orí also
symbolizes the importance of choice in Candomble ideology. While Yemanja may form you and
rule your head, there is an element of choice preserved within the relationship between humans
and orixás as well. The outer head is ruled by orixá, the inner head is the bridge between two
worlds and therefore only guided, rather than controlled, by orixá. In Candomblé ideology, the
orixás can be a source of advice, but there is always an element of choice preserved. The
Orunmilá itan reflected this value as Olodumare provides Orunmilá with choices, signified by
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the five gourds. Orunmilá then consults various people, including Exú, before making a decision
of his own volition. Ideologically speaking, the orí does not signify wisdom or intelligence, as in
Western conceptions. According to Mainha, the elder and leader of Ilê Axé, “wisdom comes
from the belly,” not from the head.
Orí signifies connection, in that it gives the spiritual realm access to humans, and asserts
that humans have the capacity to make decisions with guidance, rather than manipulation, from
the orixás. According to an older ogan, “orí is sacred and should never be underestimated! Orí
carries a force!” This, to me, emphasizes the notion that free will can never be undermined
despite the activities of orixás in the human world; emphasis on strict orthopraxy and the abilities
of the orixás to interact with and mount human bodies, does not undermine free choice and will
which is preserved in Candomblé ideology through emphasis on orí. In singing about orí in
relation to Yemanja and all that she represents, during public rituals, initiates reinforce the values
implicit in the two headedness of orí— connection and individuality, represented by having a
choice.
Comprimentamos-a no rio
Aquela que é a senhora do rio
É a Mãezinha
Comprimentamos-a no rio
Aquela que é a senhora do rio
É a Mãezinha
We complement/ add to the river
The one who is the lady of the river.
Is our Mother
We complement/ add to the river
The one who is the lady of the river.
Is our Mother
Nós corremos soltos no seu
Mãezinha
Nós corremos soltos no seu
Mãezinha
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We run loose in your
Mother
We run loose in your
Mother
The values of community (xirê) and free choice (orí) reveal an ideological difference that
perhaps highlights why Candomblé practitioners, rather than Catholics or Neo-Pentecostals, have
historically and continue be active in progressive political movements. While both Catholics and
Neo-Pentecostals view the world as precisely as God has willed it, with pre-determined
parameters of what is right and wrong, they may value free choice but, through the story of Eve,
also view certain choices as distinctly good or bad. The act of making bad choices can then be
rectified through ritual acts, sacrifices or praying for forgiveness to return to the right moral
sphere and ensure a good judgment from God in the afterlife. Povos-de-santo, on the other hand,
place an emphasis on living life without any judgment in the afterlife. They internalize the idea
that while the orixás may impact their lives in desirable or undesirable ways, they can respond
with their own free actions, and so they meet the challenges of life by making free choices and
relying on support from their spiritual community. In short, Candomblé’s emphasis on free will
and de-emphasis on the afterlife prompts adherents to act in the moment and confront challenges
like slavery, racism, or sexism through life rather than directing focus to justice in the afterlife.
While a comparison between sermons, newspapers, mythologies and songs may, at first, seem
tenuous, the similarities between discursive objectives and alignment between ideologies, using
different forms of discourse to reiterate ideal religious practice, worldview and moral values for
adherents, illustrates how words of faith, between religious groups and within religious groups,
through varying modes of interpellation, seek to guide the religious experience for adherents.
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Conclusion
This chapter represents the first step to discerning the processes from religious influence
to religious experience; it deals not only with moral and ideological influence, but considers the
outcomes of words of faith as well. Maintaining a “good” relationship with God is arguably a
facet of most religious ideologies; however, what a “good” relationship with God looks like or
consists of varies. This chapter has examined discourses disseminated by religious institutions,
oral traditions, and their agents for ideological and moral influence.
Certain words of faith discussed in this chapter, like the UCKG’s sermon on “four types
of people,” St. John’s sermon on “Godly posture” and the creation itan highlighted how
discourses can contribute to and help maintain the parameters of what institutions considers to be
ideal religious expressions and practices. Often these ideals are built on a projection of the ideal
relationship adherents should have with God, orixás and within their religious community. Other
discourses revealed that religious ideologies seek to impact how human experience is perceived
by adherents, such as through UCKG sermons conflating spiritual and material desires,
promoting conscientious voting as part of spiritual devotion, Candomblé song and itans
reaffirming xirê and orí as having both physical and metaphysical significance, or Jornal São
Salvador’s provocation to “find God in everything” and encouraging the unification of the
parish. The ways in which discourses were presented also revealed ideological concern for
religious competition, at least in the case of the UCKG and St. John’s, which respectively sought
to win converts and deepen active engagements.
This chapter has taken an Althusserian approach by dissecting institutionally bound
ideologies that are being disseminated discursively. I purposely did not include adherents’
comments on whether these ideologies were influential because the following chapter will
employ a more Foucauldian approach that will reflect on how religious adherents adopt,
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negotiate and reject ideology through discourse, through feeling and through identity
maintenance. Religious ideology, as noted in the literature, is never the only ideology impacting
religious adherents, so the following chapter also considers the other ideologies, such as
nationalism, gender and race, that impact religious persons, contributing to their identity
formation and their experiences of faith.
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CHAPTER 4
LIVING FAITHFULLY: SENSING, PRESENTING AND PERFORMING RELIGIOUS
INFLUENCE
As detailed in the methodology section, collecting data on religious influence was, in
many ways, difficult. I initially looked for religious influence primarily through studying
theologies, religious newspapers, mythologies, songs and taking notes on church sermons. I later
looked for influence behind the observations I made of religious practices, identities and
behaviors both inside and outside of each church. Having identified certain ideological pressures
and moral values expressed discursively in the previous chapter, this chapter will examine how
adherents internalize ideological and moral pressures and express them through living faithfully.
Living faithfully refers specifically to how religious influence is articulated and experienced
through religious bodies and their sensations, through religious habitus and through religious
identity making.
Sensing Faith
In spite of consistent discursive influence, be it by sermon, newspapers, songs or itans,
which instruct religious adherents on what they should believe and how they should act (both
inside and outside of religious spaces and under the persistent gaze of divine and ancestral
entities), what adherents, themselves, said had the greatest influence in their decisions and daily
lives were “feelings.”
I speak specifically of “feeling” in this chapter to capture phenomena including the
senses, proprioception,24 intuition, ESP, and dreams because that is how adherents referred to
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Proprioception refers to the subconscious perception of group and individual bodily movements detected by
nerves and inner ear canal.
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their sensuous experiences. I wanted to capture adherents’ experiences of faith in terminology
that respected their own understandings of their experiences rather than describing their
experiences in language with which adherents did not identify. Although examining “feeling”
ethnographically is uncommon, how adherents feel, both sensuously and cognitively, says a lot
about religious experience and thus merits analytical attention.
As previously noted, the senses and sensations do more than alert people to physical
stimuli; sensations and feeling are also used to comprehend emotional and cognitive
environments. The senses are key to how we "make sense" of the world. So what can comparing
feelings and sensations between the three religious spaces show us about how religious
ideologies influence religious experience? Based on the prevalence of references to feeling in
interviews across religious institutions, feeling is clearly a strong influencer of religious persons’
daily lives. However, how do sensations help adherents make sense of their religious beliefs or
strengthen convictions? I attempt to answer this question by exploring ethnographically the
experience of feeling and sensations across the three religious communities.
Religious rituals are a good place to begin an examination of feeling religious. Attention
should be paid to the religious actors, their bodies, and their actions. Religious persons
participate in rituals, whether communally or personally, and undergo a sensorial experience
through their bodies, meaning that their actions and the ideologies behind their practices are
supported by feelings. In the following sections I highlight how religious institutions use the
senses, through ritual acts, to reinforce ideological and moral values. This is referred to as “the
sociality of the senses” (Laplantine 2015: xiii). And by focusing this chapter on the sensations
behind religious influence and identities, I explore if feeling something can be just as
transformative as doing something.
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Feeling Faith Comparatively
Throughout weekly masses at St. John’s, I increasingly grew accustomed to the hum of
monotonous prayers recited in unison at specific times and the feeling of multiple bodies moving
in what felt like a choreographed flow – stand, sit, stand, sit, stand, kneel, stand, sit. Eventually
the synchronous movements of seventy or so bodies and the chant-like sounds of the prayers and
hymns would culminate in the clasping of hands for the Lord’s Prayer.
The Eucharist holds great symbolic importance in Catholicism and its rituals reflect this.
In communion, adherents both taste and consume the proverbial body of Christ. But before
tasting the thin waxy, wafers, the entire parish would take each other’s hands and recite Pai
Nosso [Our Father]. It was the one moment, a climactic dramatic moment, when everyone
(including the priest) prayed in unison and people were completely connected by touch. It was
the sensuous reinforcement of the significance of unity about which the priest often sermonized.
All intonations were uniform throughout the prayer, and sound seemed to vibrate off the glass
windows. Once, on a Sunday when people were particularly slow to move, the priest even
declared that he would not start the prayer until everyone had someone else’s hand in theirs.
The priest’s emphasis on tactile experiences suggested that touch had a particular
significance. I have previously noted that the priest, through sermons, sought to reinforce the
values of unity and equality between parish members. Ritual sensations were an extension of
these values; sound uniformity, the movements of multiple bodies in unison, holding hands to
say Pai Nosso were regular parts of the sacrament ritual that I observed in every Catholic church
in Brazil. These sensations were a central part of how members “feel Catholic.”
Catholic habitus includes tactile and sonic discipline and proprioceptia, which made
adherents feel like one cohesive, united religious group. The exception was the abrupt sounds of
children crying, talking, screaming and the men and women pacing back and forth, in the aisle
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trying to calm their babies and toddlers. The institutionally sanctioned and shared ritual
sensations emphasized the value of unity by breaking tactile boundaries to reminding people of
their shared physiology (the warmth of someone’s hand in yours and the feeling of their heart
beating) and shared humanity. Larissa, the church singer, alluded to the importance of unity, both
in and outside of the church, explaining to me that one of the biggest problems in the community
stemmed from perceived differences between people.
The biggest problem of my community... I think it's the human relationships because as
much as we live together and share faith, humans find it hard to deal with difference. And
when you're in front of someone that you don't know and you've never experienced
certain things but they've experienced it, it can lead to fights and confusion. And so I
think, not just in this religion but in every religion, human relationships are what make
life complicated.
Emphasizing an affective atmosphere of equality in contrast to otherwise rigid and
socially stratified experiences of Afro-Brazilian working class populations seemed to be an
implicit goal for the priest. Forcing us to hold hands for the Lord’s Prayer was not the only
sensuous tool the priest used to blur social stratifications between parish members. The priest
also sometimes employed affective tactics to highlight an exchange of power with lay people
during services. For example, one time the priest finished his closing prayer earlier than usual
and before rushing out the gate, he handed over his staff and bowl of holy water to a local man,
standing in one of the front pews without shoes on. He was a person I had never seen in church
before, who happened to be standing in one of the front pews that day, beside some of the elder
parish members; yet the priest selected him to anoint us with holy water. No one seemed to
flinch as the man shook the metal staff, letting cold drops of holy water rain down on us. This
moment was significant in that it visibly undermined both social and spiritual hierarchies. Not
only did the priest allow a layperson to perform a sacred task (distribute holy water), he selected
a person who was not in the parish. Moreover, in Brazilian society where race and class merge to
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form rigid, visible, social stratification, the pries chose a man who was visibly black (had very
dark skin) and poor (evidenced by his lack of shoes) to assume a momentary role of power and
bless the parish. The man with no shoes signified one of the most marginalized classes of
Brazilian society, both visibly poor and black, and the priest’s actions temporarily subverted both
religious and social norms.
Other ways that the priest sought to extinguish social distinctions through sensuous
experiences included taking time to hug and shake each and every parish member’s hand before
and after mass. Tactile expressions of social and emotional intimacy (what I call touchy-feely)
were prevalent in church—mothers and fathers carried and kissed their children, couples held
hands, teenagers rested their hands on their friends’ shoulders. Often when I was speaking with
the priest, he would take my hand and sandwich it between his own to ask me how I was doing.
These expressions of tactile intimacy within the church stood in contrast, however, to the
regimented movements of our bodies during mass rituals and the absence of touch at the UCKG.
The regimentation regarding the movements of our bodies during mass, however, did not
feel alienating. I contribute this, in part, to the sonorous aspects of mass. After spending months
in the UCKG, I was struck by how differently each church sounded. St. John’s had a band made
up of a guitarist, a singer and a percussionist. From previous experiences, I had considered
Catholic music to be mostly organ-based with full-bodied, reverberating tones. However, St.
John’s trio had a light, melodic quality of music and no organ. The singers would harmonize on
pitch with minimum vibrato. The church band produced a very balanced and clear sound, never
too loud. They were supposed to play and sing at the beginning of mass, before the sermon,
during communion, and at the closing of mass, but the priest always managed to find a way to fit
a song into his sermons as well. Often, he would, mid-sermon, say some word or statement and
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look up as if thinking about where he had heard it before. Then, he would point at Tiago, smile,
and start singing a song. The songs were usually up-tempo church songs or sambas and the
church band would join in once they figured out which song he was singing; eventually the rest
of the parish would join in as well. The atmosphere was mostly jovial and light. The priest would
smile, laugh and clap as he sang. I even joined in one day when the priest started to sing a samba
classic called “O Que É, O Que É”, whose lyrics are often upheld as being emblematic of
Brasilidade.
Live and don’t feel ashamed to be joyful. Sing and sing and sing. There is beauty in being
an eternal student. My God, I know that life should be much better and it will be. But that
doesn’t deter me. I repeat, it’s beautiful, it’s beautiful, it’s beautiful!
[Gonzaginha n.d.]
These impromptu, group sing-a-longs penetrated the atmosphere sonically; the
exchanging of the holy water staff, moving in unison and the tactility of the Lord’s Prayer
challenged barriers between church leadership (primarily elders), the rest of the parish, and the
community at large, using feeling to reinforce the values of community, equality and unity
between parishioners.
In contrast, during my first two experiences at a UCKG session, I couldn’t quite pinpoint
what was missing, but something was different. It wasn’t until I attended an evening session,
which was always more crowded, that I noticed people coming into the church with their
children and the obreiros [volunteers] greeting families at the door to escort their children into a
back room of the church. I asked a female obreiro why they removed the children and she replied
that it “allows the parents to pray without interruption and connect with the Holy Spirit.”
The absence of children and babies made a marked difference in the sonic atmosphere of
UCKG. The quiet intensity of UCKG sessions felt different then quiet moment at St. John’s and
Ilê Axé, which were often penetrated by the sounds of laughing or running children, wailing
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babies and family members both trying and not trying to hush them. In fact, UCKG sessions felt
different from the community spaces as well. The familial atmosphere of Bahian daily life was
altered, not just by the absence of children and their noises. As I participated in the religious
practices, it felt odd to see couples avoid expressions of tactile intimacy in UCKG. Unlike St.
John’s, even young married couples in the UCKG would stand side-by-side but avoid hand
holding or outright touching in church. The exception was on days a pastor would initiate a
special prayer for couples, asking them to hold hands and point their free hands towards the sky
in prayer, asking that God continue to protect their relationship. The lack of children and tactile
intimacy contributed to a focused and isolating environment where, like the individualist
discourses, each adherent’s connection to God and the Holy Spirit felt individualized and
completely unmitigated.
However, disciplined experiences of touch were not the only individualistic affect of
UCKG sessions. Prayer sessions also reinforced the importance of individualism for adherents.
Unlike the uniform, monotonous chants of Catholic prayers, adherents of the UCKG would
shout, cry, whisper, and wail their prayers over each other, all at the same time. The pastors’
voices in prayer were accompanied by the intermittent refrain of “amen” and “yes!” or “no!”
Hands sometimes accompanied these refrains waving, some slowly, others frantically, over
people’s heads. The sound of up to one hundred adherents saying individual prayers over each
other was earsplitting. All the voices piling on top of one another made it difficult to focus on
any one person; some voices seemed to deliberately compete with the crescendos of the Pastor’s
static yelling, punctuating every sentence with, “Oh Lord!” and eventual sobbing over the
microphone while a piano instrumental played over two large speakers. Church songs, at the
beginning, middle and end of each session, followed this pattern as well. Although everyone
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sang the same lyrics, adherents sang as if they were alone, loudly, to their own rhythm and key;
often voices would crack as adherents began to cry. There was no church band so the pastors
would sing over the microphone. Pastor Gabriel was a slightly better singer than Pastor Lucas,
but both sang confidently and loudly over the microphone unconcerned with following the
melody of the instrumental CD playing in the background. Even with the glass doors closed, I
could hear the cacophonous ring of the UCKG members singing from the street outside. After
months of not engaging or witnessing tactile intimacy and listening to sonorous dissonance at the
UCKG, I felt a pronounced difference in the harmonious quality of St. John’s uniform, melodic
and touchy-feely mass.
The individualized affective experiences at the UCKG culminated in the climactic
moments when adherents would receive the Holy Spirit or the pastor would exorcize demons. In
these moments, previously upheld gendered and tactile barriers were broken as the pastors would
actively grab the crown of the head of both men and women to shake their bodies and spirits free
from the devil’s grip. Sometimes a pastor would hold one hand high, pointing to God, as he
walked around the church, the other hand gripping the microphone as he prayed urgently into it.
With his free hand, he would stop, look into someone’s eyes and place his palm directly onto the
adherents forehead or hairline where they would close their eyes, shake, convulse or pass out.
Obreiros, both men and women, also broke gendered tactile boundaries in these moments to
catch and stabilize both male and female adherents on the brink of losing body control after
having received the Holy Spirit. On one occasion with only two female obreiros in a morning
session, I watched as the women struggled to keep a tall, large man from falling while Pastor
Lucas shouted, “let go of this demon!” with his hand firmly gripping his bald brown skin.
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While tactile experiences between UCKG members were controlled and disciplined in
the earlier parts of UCKG sessions, touch later became a crucial part of adherents’ connection to
the Holy Spirit. Connecting to the Holy Spirit is one of the most important acts of NeoPentecostal theology, comprising the fourth statement of the “What We Believe In” dictate of the
UCKG website (see page 72). The ability and emphasis on receiving the Holy Spirit and its gifts
signifies a renewed and stronger connection to God and also distinguished Neo-Pentecostals
form other Christian religions. However, this connection is, like the act of holding hands during
the Eucharist, often triggered through tactility, be it the Pastor’s touch or through an adherent
touching the red mantle25. The significance of feeling in highlighting the connections between
the body (touching the mantle with your hand), mind (intuiting and recognizing that touch) and
the spirit (leading to an altered state of consciousness) is exemplified in how adherents described
connecting with the Holy Spirit. One adherent described receiving the Holy Spirit as “a
sacrifice… [you sacrifice] your body; you cry, you laugh, you pass out. You don’t feel
anything.” By heightening sensations in and on the body, adherents could connect to the Holy
Spirit and transcend to a space where they no longer were confined to their bodies and no longer
felt anything.
The connection between heightened sensuous activity, physical sensations and receiving
the Holy Spirit is reflected theologically as well.
When the day of Pentecost came, they were all together in one place. Suddenly a sound
like the blowing of a violent wind came from heaven and filled the whole house where
they were sitting. They saw what seemed to be tongues of fire that separated and came to
rest on each of them. All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in
other tongues as the Spirit enabled them. [International Bible Society 1978: Act 2-1]

25

The red mantle is also known as the “Mantle of Miracles” in the UCKG. It is a red cloth kept on the altar
and used for healing rituals and to strengthen prayers by connecting adherents to the Holy Spirit.
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In this Bible excerpt, the Holy Spirit is described as descending audibly and visually
(perceived though fiery tongues). The fiery tongues then rest on them suggesting something akin
to synesthesia, a confusion of the visual, gustatory and tactile. And then they become “filled”
with the Holy Spirit, as if their bodies had, all along, been empty receptacles awaiting spiritual
fulfillment. Consider Acts 19 where Paul in Ephesus teaches the disciples about the Holy Spirit
and has to touch them in order to make them receptive to the Holy Spirit.
While Apollos was at Corinth, Paul took the road through the interior and arrived at
Ephesus. There he found some disciples and asked them, “Did you receive the Holy
Spirit when you believed?”
They answered, “No, we have not even heard that there is a Holy Spirit.”
So Paul asked, “Then what baptism did you receive?”
“John’s baptism,” they replied.
Paul said, “John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance. He told the people to believe in
the one coming after him, that is, in Jesus.” On hearing this, they were baptized in the
name of the Lord Jesus. When Paul placed his hands on them, the Holy Spirit came on
them, and they spoke in tongues and prophesied. There were about twelve men in all.
[International Bible Society 1978: Act 19]
The sacrament of baptism is also central to UCKG theology. While I was in the field, the
Pastors kept inviting me to be baptized in the Holy Spirit. “It’s the only way to affirm your
connection with God,” Pastor Lucas told me. “It doesn’t matter if you’ve already been baptized,
you need to be baptized by Jesus himself.” I respectfully declined, always cautious of blurring
any lines between researcher and potential convert. Before the closing of the sessions, I did
however accept the small pieces of bread and drink the mini cups of grape juice that signify the
body and blood of Christ. Unlike the thin waxy wafers at St. John’s, which could not afford to
offer wine during the Eucharist, the body of Christ at the UCKG was a fluffy square block of
bread and we washed it down with sweet grape juice before praying and leaving.
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Ilê Axé feasts are as symbolic as they are sensuous. Every movement and ritual has a
meaning and significance. The rapid sounds of drumming are actually an intricate
communication system to the orixás. The songs sung in call-and-response style over the rhythmic
clapping of hands are vestiges of enslavement and calls to specific orixás. The smell of sacred
foods mixed with libations, cigar smoke and perfumes lingering in the air are not for the
participants, but chosen to appease specific orixás.
At the public feasts I would stand in a circle with other bystanders, separated by gender,
watching both young and very old women (mostly) draped in brightly colored silks, some
wrapped in intricate large twine ropes, some with beads and large piles of heavy necklaces, some
with metal face masks and some holding mirrors, as they paraded around the barracāo, dancing
in circle. I felt a stark contrast between them and their adorned bodies, glistening, dancing
around a post, waiting in movement to be mounted by an orixá and the relative stillness of me
and the other bystanders pressed against the walls, dressed in white. The vibration of the room
due to the thunderous percussion, sometimes horns, and incessant clapping or what adherents
corrected me as “the vibration of axé,” felt dizzying. The intoxicating sights, smells, sounds,
vibrations, the rich taste of traditional food would often make my head spin.
The xirê, community ethic was reinforced sensuously as well. For hours, I’d watch and
clap along with the bystander crowd, standing or sitting in a circle; I’d try to sing along. I’d
touch the floor when the people around me touched the floor and then touch my forehead and the
back of my neck when the people around me touched their heads. I learned that we did that to
show respect to orixás as each one descended. Just like in the Catholic mass, there were routine
movements that created a particular proprioceptia between bystanders; however, the uniform
movement of bystanders, touching the floor, was barely noticeable in a room of dancing iawos.
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The iawos’ dances were varied despite being normalized; there was one standard pre-orixá
movement, a low march-like step from a slightly hunched over position, and as each orixá came
down, their movements would change to the choreography of whichever orixá had mounted
them.
We would also eat at public feasts. Unlike the thin wafers at mass and the little squares of
white bread and shot-sized plastic cups of grape juice at the UCKG, there were at least four
rounds of mini-meals at Ilê Axé’s public feasts, with about an hour between each. They would be
accompanied by a small cup of soda or water and the ritual dancing would go on and on until the
first signs of morning crept through the open windows and doorways; slowly I’d make my way
outside as the public feast had come full circle.
While the feasts were deliberately affective elaborate spectacles, they only occurred
about once a month during peak season. For adherents, the public feasts were exhausting,
consisting of weeks of preparations, cooking, decorating, and providing offerings which required
rigorous attention to detail and a lot of money. However, given the length of time between public
feasts and considering that the UCKG held sessions every day and St. John’s had mass at least
twice a day, three times a week, I was curious to learn how Candomblé adherents felt religious in
their daily lives. When I asked Yasmin, a young Afro-Brazilian iawo, how orixá worship impacts
her day-to-day, she told me, “Every time I have to do work for [my terreiro and orixás] it feels
like a meditation. I connect with my orixás more deeply that way.”
Rather than using tactile experiences as a catalyst for spiritual connection like the UCKG
adherents, several Candomblé practitioners spoke about connecting to their spiritual guides on a
daily basis, through the their daily religious obligations, which included tasks such as fixing
altars, cleaning rooms in the terreiro or preparing and leaving an offering in nature. These acts
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required attention to detail and focus and sought to align ideological values with physical acts.
As the literature on embodiment notes, conscious actions and habit-making can shape adherents’
thoughts, feelings, and actions. As initiates partook in daily obligations to their orixá, their
bodies gained a familiarity with how orixás like things to be done while their minds also gained a
familiarity with what their orixás liked according to what “felt right.” In Yasmin’s words, they
“connect[ed] with orixás more deeply…”
Adherents also spoke about feeling closer to their orixás through spiritual dreams. In fact,
spiritual dreams came up a lot in Ilê Axé interviews. People often spoke about dreams as the
catalyst to entering the religion and for seeking spiritual advice. For example, Renato, a law
professor and ogan to the terreiro, explained his conversion to Candomblé after growing up
Seventh Day Adventist saying, “I was looking for a space to express my spiritual condition…I
encountered intuitively that [Ilê Axé] was my place.” Although Renato wouldn’t actually
undergo initiation rituals to his Orixá until after a year of volunteer work with Ilê Axé, he felt his
connection to Candomblé before actually ever having set foot in a terreiro, through what he calls
intuition. He said,
[B]ack in the time that I was Adventist, I had experienced some things (literal translation
was ‘I had some contacts’ [tive alguns contatos]) that left me intrigued; something was
happening...At times I couldn’t sleep or I would wake up from my sleep hearing drums
but I never attributed it to anything religious. I didn’t know how to explain what it
was…These waves [vagas] influenced me directly toward a religious life.
Intuition is defined in psychology as information or knowledge that is garnered, not
through observation or rationalization, but through emotional and cognitive feeling. Renato’s
story is not unique in attributing an intuitive influence to supporting his eventual decision to join
Ilê Axé. Many povos-de-santo often explained their decision-making processes as based on
intuition or what Renato, perhaps ironically, calls “some contacts.” In contrast to the use of
tactile experiences in the climactic moments of St. John’s and UCKG, this non-physical
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“contact” or intuitive influence Renato describes was beyond discourse (“I didn’t know how to
explain it”) and not yet fully materialized (it was “happening”). Yet it is a crucial part of his
understanding of how he eventually initiated into Candomblé; he was motivated by intuition.
Dreams, which are, like intuitive feelings, immaterial, although perhaps more extra
sensorial than intuitive, were also cited in narratives as influencing adherents to act in particular
ways. Several converts said that their first connection to their orixás happened through a dream.
According to Mittermaier (2015), dreams and the stories religious adherents tell about their
dreams serve dual purposes: (1) making the invisible (i.e. spiritual realm) visible and perceivable
and (2) as a mode for acquiring spiritual advice and guidance. Dreams in Candomblé fit these
definitions but were also interpreted as a sign of developing one’s orí or the seat of intuition.
This is why it was ideologically fine in Candomblé for adherents to change their actions
according to a seemingly important dream. Dreams were just one form of alternative knowledge
that Candomblé ideology privileged alongside percussive communication and oral traditional
knowledges or itans.
Emphasizing the ideological importance of extra sensorial and intuitive knowledge,
through the symbol of orí, Candomblé adherents valued unobservable ways of knowing such as
gleaning wisdom from orixá intervention through dreams. The viability of dreams and other
forms of alternative ways of knowing was culturally normalized within Candomblé. The daily
obligations reinforced the importance of alternative ways of knowing by sustaining a sensuous
and embodied habitus that emphasized aligning the mind with the body, through daily
obligations to strengthen initiates’ relationships to their orixás. In short, the orí ideology
structures sensuous experiences for initiates by emphasizing both the outer orí (keeping the head
prepared and orixás happy, which nurtures one’s ability to be mounted), and the inner orí or
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intuition, which maintains that adherents must use multiple senses to interpret the world, not just
visual or auditory knowledge. Multiple sensorial experiences include vibration from percussion,
balance and body movement in ritual dances, developing a strong sense of intuition and spiritual
dreams.
Feeling Religious
The previous section highlighted how religious institutions use the senses, through ritual
acts, to reinforce ideological and moral values. The senses are an important part of creating a
religious habitus and disciplining the body and its feelings. Whether through fulfilling daily
obligations and terreiro chores in Ilê Axé, or maintaining gendered, familial tactile boundaries in
UCKG, or through the recurring proprioception of ritual movements in mass, feelings served as a
sensuous signifier of each institution’s religious identity and the values it privileges. For
example, sound held an important but different purpose in each space. In St. John’s, harmonic
church songs and impromptu sing-a-longs to popular samba classics served as a sonic mode of
unification. In contrast, at the UCKG, loud, individualized prayers and songs shouted in
dissonant unison prepared adherents for direct and personalized connections to the Holy Spirit.
In Ilê Axé, the rapid and repetitive patterns of percussion and ritual songs at feasts signified an
alternative communication system to prayer to access the spiritual realm. By aligning ideological
values with feeling, the adherents experienced the significance of individualism, unity or orí
through, their bodies, in their bodies and cognitively. Developing a sensuous habitus in each
space bridged phenomenological gaps between religious cognition, religious embodiment and
what Christians call spirit and povos-de-santo call orí—three separate domains of religion
experience were melded together by feeling.
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In all three churches, I experienced an anxiety from observing religious rituals and
intuiting (more like worrying) that I may, at some point be drawn further into the religious
practices than I wanted to be. I often tried to put what I considered safe distance between myself,
as a researcher, and the religious communities I studied. I declined the UCKG’s offer to baptize
me, I only received communion at St. John’s a few times for participant observation notes and I
never asked the mae-de-santo for a personal divination meeting. However, I always felt anxious
that someone would eventually question why I didn’t participate fully or, even worse, coerce me
into participating beyond my parameters. Then one day, I felt the warm pressure of Pastor Lucas’
hand on the crown of my head through a red mantle after being forcibly summoned to the altar.
However, I also came to realize that this anxiety was not my own personal experience,
but rather a collective heightened experience of feeling that at any moment, during a session, a
public feast, a mass ritual, anyone’s body could be summoned, touched, mounted or receive,
unexpectedly, the Holy Spirit. For example, a UCKG newcomer, Marcelo, confessed to me: “at
the [UCKG] session, you watch people receiving the Holy Spirit; you watch and you feel
nervous. You feel nervous. Eventually, you think, that could be me. And when it is, you feel
marvelous.” At Ilê Axé public feasts as well, I occasionally witnessed people in the crowd pass
out or people from different terreiros be mounted and have to join the iawos dancing around the
barracāo. According to adherents, this was a sign of sensitivity to the spiritual energies.
The anxiety that builds from fear of losing control over one’s autonomy and, especially in
Ilê Axé and the UCKG, one’s body, is sustained by the climactic, sensuous aspects of religious
rituals—sensing bodies in continuous movement, listening to explosive prayers and percussions,
smelling incense, eating rounds of ritual foods and watching the people around you lose control
of their bodies —culminating in the fear laden, perhaps intuitive, feeling that one day, you too
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may experience the physical, emotional and cognitive grip of the Holy Spirit or be visited by
orixás in your sleep. Sensations represent, perhaps, the furthest reaching aspect of religious
influence because feelings of anxiety, unity, confidence in the relationship with God and orixás
stay with adherents long after they leave their church. Feeling represents the aspect of religious
habitus that transcends spatial barriers; some adherents noted feeling most religious, not just, in
church, but at home and even in public spaces. The connection that feelings sustain religious
ideology, religious identity, religious embodiment, religious habitus is, in part, what encourages
adherents to transform social practice, going to church and affiliating with a particular religion,
into a personalized moral practice, capable of helping adherents “feel” their way through difficult
decisions.
Presentations and Performances of Faith
This section explores religious identities and performances to illustrate how religious
ideologies, like those examined through words of faith and supported through sensuous
experiences of faith, are internalized and revealed through physical and performative expressions
of adherents’ religious identities. Using Foucault’s (1977) theory of biopolitics, which discusses
how multiple bodies can be targeted and governed by hegemonic power, to scrutinize the
relationship between identities of faith and Brasilidade, this chapter considers how religious
bodies are organized and governed by social forces, such as gender, religious, political and
cultural norms. The implication of numerous bodies performing religious identities
simultaneously highlights the effects of religious competition, not just on religious adherents but
throughout the nation.
Whether explicitly stated or not, each religious institution prescribed certain identity
markers, both literal and symbolic, for its adherents. The words of faith chapter gave clear
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examples of prescriptions for ideal religious expressions in St. John’s and the UCKG and
detailed how the material and spiritual worldview is organized through Candomblé itans and
ritual songs. The sensuous faith section described when and how adherents “feel religious” and
how feeling reinforces certain religious ideologies and values that impact religious identity.
Understanding the ideological underpinnings of institution and the sensuous habitus of each, we
can now examine how adherents present and perform their religious identities in their day-to-day
experiences of living faithfully.
Ilê Axé: Stigma and Self-Segregating
As described in Chapter 2, Candomblé symbols have been conflated with notions of
authentic blackness and politicized blackness due to its history of marginalization and inclusion
in Afro-Brazilian tourism. As such, Candomblé practitioners can often be easily identified when
they adopt certain sartorial religious presentations; however, povos-de-santo, unless they are
undergoing initiation or other religious rites, can also choose not to publically dress or present
any signs related to Candomblé religious practices in their daily lives. Sartorial signs that
correlate to Candomblé, such as the long beaded necklaces associated with orixás, can be seen in
Figure 14 below (page 170).
The initiate into Candomblé is perhaps the most visible Candomblé practitioner as she is
mandated to wear all white, shave her head and wear a head covering (hat, scarf, turban) for up
to seven years. I was told that some initiates “disappear” for a few years during this process to
evade public gaze. However, some continue with their regular daily activities while
incorporating the new religious mandates they must follow.
Most of the practitioners I spoke to who chose to wear their religious adornments in plain
sight, in public spaces, told me that they had experienced, at one time or another, outright
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discrimination or subtle social rejections due to their religious affiliation. Some of them had less
choice in the matter because their orixá obliged them to wear certain things (such as a beaded
bracelet that can’t be taken off or wearing all white all the time) for that individual’s
“protection.”
Some of the religious presentations attributed to povos-de-santo, including non-initiated
affiliates, however, are influenced by politics rather than reflecting specific religious practices or
principles. The conflation of Candomblé presentation with political ideologies stems from
Candomblé’s role in social justice movements, its inclusion of lesbians and gays and its ties to
Afro-Brazilian cultural affirmation. These have led Candomblé adherents to forcefully denounce
certain forms of racial erasure encouraged by racial democracy. Even some responses to
continued stigmatization of Candomblé practitioners are framed politically as well, as
highlighted by the facebook meme below.

Figure 13: Facebook Meme
“Those of Axé say they are. Prejudice is also the fault of those who hide”

In an interview with a practitioner, I was reminded that despite its commercialization, the
layering of religious stigma, racism, Neo-Pentecostal antagonism and conservative disdain for
social justice politics (that have recently advanced Affirmative Action policies in Brazil for
example) puts Candomblé practitioners at great risk physically, socially and financially.
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Judgments and prejudices against Candomblé practitioners are a daily reality as Candomblé has
been accused of being a haven for race baiters, homosexuals, witches and other undesirables.
In a conversation about my research with a woman from Rio de Janeiro, she expressed to
me that she was caught off guard with the receptions of people around her to her conversion to
Candomblé. The woman had olive skin and wavy brown hair; by Brazilian standards, she would
be considered morena.26 She told me,
Once I began practicing Candomblé openly, going through initiation and wearing my
contas (dressed in all white with a head covering and the colorful necklace beads of her
orixás), I began to understand a little of how it must feel to be black in Brazil.
She lamented that people at work started to treat her differently, make offensive jokes
about witchcraft or black magic in her presence, and that strangers on the street or in stores
would stare at her in ways that made her uncomfortable and hyperaware of her presence or avoid
standing next to her altogether.
Despite this stigmatism, however, some practitioners consciously and openly embrace
Candomblé religious adornments despite societal pressures to dress and look “normal.” Some
practitioners even embraced other stigmatized African cultural markers as well, such as wearing
their hair in braids, locs,27 and other afro-textured hairstyles, in addition to wearing their
religious adornments. Their responses to the stigmatization of Candomblé, like the facebook
meme, was to confidently embrace all that is considered “African” and implicitly undesirable.
Some sought to explicitly shift traditional racial democracy rhetoric by (1) pointing out that
racism exists and (2) arguing that Africa and its derivatives (cultural, religious, sartorial, even
people) are valuable. The historic merging of Candomblé with anti-racist activism has since
created a subculture, popular amongst Candomblé practitioners in Salvador and some non26

See page 81 on racial categories.
Locs is a colloquial term for a popular African and Afro-American hairstyle that is also referred to as
“dreadlocs.”

27
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affiliated supporters, that adopts both African and Candomblé aesthetics independent of where
the person falls on the Brazilian skin color spectrum.
The merging of Candomblé with politicized blackness and pan-African sentiments was
reiterated by several adherents at Ilê Axé, including Renato, who informed me that the only
reason the members would grant interviews or speak to me was because I was black. Renato told
me that many povos-de-santo are weary of researchers due to a long history of anthropologists
coming and hoarding information, publishing books and photographs without ever returning to
or offering anything in return to the communities. He was fascinated by my Haitian background
and asked if I was a practitioner of Vodou. He made it clear that I was allowed to be there due to
our diasporic connection and that the members of the community upheld a social and political
commitment to supporting black people (assuming they affirm a black identity). As a lawyer,
Renato even had me adjust the consent forms for interviews at Ilê Axé to include a section on my
responsibilities to the community which included returning with my dissertation results and
presenting them to the community and to discuss any plans to publish my work with them first.

Figure 14: Candomblé Meme
“My faith is not a cult of the devil, I am not Jewish or Christian, my faith is much older, it comes from Africa, it
comes from the heart!”
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It is noteworthy that the same stigmas plaguing Candomblé practitioners plague black
Brazilians (that they are undesirable, menacing, dangerous), even though not all black Brazilians
practice Candomblé and not all Candomblé initiates are black. This problematic symbolic
layering forces the question of whether these symbolic alignments leave any space for nonCandomblé affiliated Afro-Brazilians to express pride in being black? I will return to this
question later.
UCKG: Crentes
Neo-Pentecostals expressed very specific ideals, institutionally sanctioned and narrated
by pastors, for acceptable physical presentations of faith. In this section, I will use the term
“crente” [the believer] to describe the ideal type of evangelical and Neo-Pentecostal adherent.
Aside from “Christians,” “crente” is a popular term used by non-Christians and Christians alike
to distinguish Catholics from non-Catholic Christians (i.e. Protestants, Baptists, Pentecostals and
Neo-Pentecostals). Specifically, the term “crente” refers to people who believe that Jesus is the
Son of God, whose return is imminent and that redemption of sins can only come through the
close following of his teachings. However, over the years, the term has come to mean more than
a linguistic indicator of Christian distinctions; as I observed UCKG members traveling through
public spaces, someone referring to them as “crente” signified that members were presenting and
performing an evangelical identity well.
As noted previously, showing restraint and discipline was highly regarded in the UCKG
and this extended to sartorial presentations as well. Just as Pastor Gabriel emphasized the
importance of visible signs of religious devotion through the “types of people” sermon, the
crente was meant to be a visible and distinguishable in Brazilian secular or public spaces. He is
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the one on a crowded city bus, on a hot summer evening wearing a full polyester suit and
grasping a thick Bible.
The crente aesthetic is the physical representation of the Neo-Pentecostal value on
conservatism, not only in politics but through the appearances of their members as well. I came
to realize that UCKG adherents dressed not just conservatively but with a business aesthetic as
well. UCKG men were expected to express religious devotion through gendered presentation of
self that privileged presenting themselves as hardworking, businessmen, even if they had not
actually assumed that role yet.

Figure 15: “The Art of Dressing Well” (Rangel 2017)

Figure 16: Folha Universal 2017

This article found in a new subsection of Folha Universal called Project IntelliMen“Making Better Men”) is called “The Art of Dressing Well,” and the byline reads, “Five
advantages –monetary [reis]- of letting go of relaxed clothes” (Rangel 2017). This section of the
newspaper acts as a counterpart to the women’s pink-colored section. Project IntelliMen
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reasserts the moral value that crente men should wear suits and ties to express their spiritual
devotion. Through dedicated spiritual devotion and self-discipline, expressed sartorially through
business apparel, men may, as the article suggests, be blessed with work opportunities that do not
yet exist (Rangel 2017).
Attending an evening session at the UCKG for the first time highlighted these gendered
aspects of presentation and religious expression. At morning sessions, I had primarily seen older
women and young mothers with small children in attendance; the only male presence was often
the pastors. However, evening sessions drew a full house at the church, close to a hundred
people, including a significant number of men of varying ages, most in suits, standing beside
their wives or girlfriends. When I asked why I didn’t see more men in the morning sessions,
Pastor Lucas laughed at me. “What do you think? They don’t work? Of course they are working!
We encourage them to work here.” Through informal conversations with people, I learned that
many of the UCKG men worked “independently” or were self-employed [autonomo]. When I
asked for clarification, I got a wide range of answers; some said they worked as contractors,
some as salesmen, some owned shops, some worked at the mall. Regardless of their jobs,
however, most came into evening and weekend sessions wearing slacks, button down shirts and
jackets or, on a weekend, a collared polo shirt with jeans and dress shoes. During the peak
months of summer, some would remove their jackets; otherwise, UCKG men sought to present
themselves at all times in business attire.
Gendered expressions of UCKG values emphasized women’s work less and the
importance of controlling female sexuality more. The crente’s wife would usually wear a floorlength dress, a pencil skirt or a buttoned up blouse; she would never be found publically wearing
shorts. The only semi-casual clothes women would occasionally wear were maxi dresses or jeans
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with loose fitting, sleeved and button down blouses or polo shirts. In contrast, board shorts,
jeans, flip flops, form fitting skirts and dresses, were all acceptable forms of dress at both St.
John’s and Ilê Axé.
UCKG presentations highlighted conservative gendered ideologies such as the idea that
women should abstain from extramarital sex and promiscuity. Once, during an evening session
with over 100 attendees, a visiting pastor told the church about a woman who sat right in front of
him during a session, in the first row, wearing "lingerie." "You know those thin pajama like
clothes?” he said, laughing. “What do you call it ladies? Camisoles?" He explained that the
members of the church had been staring and judging her, but he looked her only in her eyes
throughout his entire sermon and said a special prayer for her. That evening, he exclaimed, when
she went to “prostitute,” she had an epiphany and God came into her life.
He then followed this anecdote with a story about how he once encountered the wife of a
dedicated church member in a crowded bus station late at night. She seemed like a good
Christian but she had a crush on him, he said, and it was evident by her constant staring at him in
the eyes at religious sessions. That night in the bus station, he said, she looked “normal” from the
front in a long black dress but when he got closer to her he could see that her dress was backless.
“What kind of dress is that ladies?!” According to him, she was looking to seduce him, but he
walked straight past her without acknowledgement and got in a cab to go home. The next time he
saw her in church, he approached her and asked where she was coming from the other night
alone, in the bus station and she “acted coy.” He closed his sermon with this advice.
We all need to be careful and vigilant all the time because the devil tempts us with all
sorts of things and we have to be strong enough to walk away. I myself work every day to
avoid soccer, drinking, desserts, I love desserts, and women in backless dresses.
In both stories, how women were dressed served as an indicator of their promiscuity. While he
affirmed that it was wrong to judge the woman in lingerie, he also claimed that she was a
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prostitute. The other woman and her backless dress symbolized a seemingly good Christian
woman engaging in covert promiscuity—from the front she seems “normal” but what was she
really doing alone, late at night, in that bus station?
Prostitutes and prostitution are two words that were often used in the UCKG. Adherents
often referenced prostitutes and prostitution in their narratives, in interviews about social issues,
in church gossip; even the Pastors referenced it in sermons. They spoke weekly about the
dangers of prostituting and shared testimonies about women who used to be prostitutes.
However, while it is well documented that sex work is a prominent industry in Brazil, especially
in tourist cities like Salvador (Williams 2013), I questioned why prostitution came up so much. I
had never seen sex workers in or even close to the barrio. Most visible sex workers worked in the
city center, by the cheap hotels and dance clubs or by popular tourist beaches. The UCKG was
miles away from these areas, in a community with families. It is not that prostitution in the
community was impossible just because it was unperceivable; however, the high volume of
references to prostitution seemed to be overemphasizing a problem that did not align with
observations from adherents’ daily lives nor with discursive evidence from other religious
adherents and community members. So one day I asked Pastor José for clarification. “When you
say prostituting, do you mean that they [women] are actual prostitutes?” He answered carefully,
“Yes and no. They are prostituting as in having sexual relations with men who are not their
husbands” was his response.
The word “prostituting” is used to describe, not just transactional sexual acts, but female
promiscuity and extramarital sex as well. And, according to the visiting Pastor, one way of
recognizing, and also signifying female promiscuity is through immoral, i.e. immodest, sartorial
presentations. Folha Universal reinforced this discourse with articles about women who had
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converted to UCKG and changed their lives for the better. The articles often included photos of
women pre-conversion and post-conversion, highlighting the differences, not just in their
character, but also in their appearance.

Figure 17: Folha Universal 2016: Before and After

Figure 18: Folha Universal 2016: Before and After

The articles reveal in the smaller photos the pre-converted women in tank tops and
bikinis, at the beach and at parties, one has a beer in hand. They juxtapose those pictures against
a larger photo of the women now, in modest, business-like attire. Along with gendered
presentations, gendered roles for UCKG women were promoted institutionally as well. Some of
these were highlighted in a women’s only UCKG event held on International Women’s day.
Weeks before the event, Débora told me, “You must go. You’ll love it. I wish I could go with
you!” The pastors kept bringing it up to me as well. “You’re going to love it. You need to see it.”
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The event was called Festa de Purim [Purim Party] because the event also coincided with
the Jewish holiday, Purim. While I thought the UCKG’s interest in a Jewish holiday was odd, it
was just one of many instances that the UCKG drew parallels between itself and Judaism.28 The
ticket was twenty Brazilian Reais, which I paid to one of the pastors. With my payment, I was
given a string headband with a costume gem glued to the center. I was told by Pastor Lucas that
women wear long gowns and to dress as if I was going to a wedding.

Figure 19: Women and girls in their seats in the Cathedral

When I arrived at the Cathedral, Salvador’s biggest UCKG church, there were hundreds
of women and girls finding seats, taking pictures and grooming each other. I was surprised by
how they were dressed. It wasn’t quite wedding attire, as I had been told. It was Greco-Roman,
Biblical costuming. A lot of the dresses had been handmade with colorful pieces of satin
material, draped in toga styles.
Two large projector screens were set up over the altar flashing the word, “Godlywood.” I
found a seat in the middle of the room, still a good thirty rows from the altar, and watched

28

As evidenced by the UCKG’s replica of Solomon’s Temple, the yearly pilgrimages to Israel, a partial
screening of Schindler’s List at the UCKG, the Purim Party and that some churches keep a Menorah on their altar,
the UCKG actively sought to establish a connection with Judaism and Israel. I asked many pastors about Judaism
and they were not too familiar with Jewish ideology nor could they explain the link between Judaism and the UCKG
other than saying, “we are both chosen people.” One potential explanation is evangelical belief in the Holy Land’s
central role in the second coming of Christ which may prompt churches like the UCKG to develop strong ties to
Israel and Judaism in order to ensure their access to the Holy Land during the second coming.
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quietly as women and teenagers greeted each other and slowly began to fill the seats. The
Cathedral boasts having seating for nine thousand adherents and about half the seats were filled
for this event.
However, I was surprised to find out that the actual event was taking place in Rio de
Janeiro; this event was just a viewing party live streamed over the projectors. Once we began
watching the live feed, I recognized two of the three women leading the event from Folha
Universal. One was Edir Macedo’s daughter, Cristiane Cardosa, the author of two books on
“women’s issues,” and one book concerning marriage counseling and the face of UCKG ideal
femininity, relationships and “Godlywood.” The women began the event with a prayer and I
noted that it was one of the first times I heard women leading prayers. Then they proclaimed
with excitement, “You know who the first person to value women was? Jesus!” The women
applauded.
Throughout the ceremony, I took notes as the women’s sermons attempted to bridge the
two themes of the event: International Woman’s Day and Purim. What brought these two
holidays together, discursively, was the story of Esther.
Esther was special because she was chosen by the King to be Queen. But Esther had
something beyond beauty – she had faith and trust in God. Her trust in God is what gave
her the strength to confront the King Haman in the face danger. With courage and faith,
she saved the Jewish people from persecution. She saved them from the mandate of the
King. Esther was powerful. Don’t you feel empowered by her, ladies?
Throughout the event, Esther was used as a symbol of the importance and empowerment
of women in societies. Specifically, Esther served as an example of the notion that it takes much
more than good looks to attract a man of high esteem, because good men value the beauty of a
woman who cultivates a strong relationship to God. Eventually the sermon shifted to the
pressures and difficulties women face in their daily lives. The UCKG spokeswomen advised the
attendees to
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be better, be sweeter, have more patience with your children and your husband for your
families’ sake. You know how it is when you’re overwhelmed and stressed out and you
take it out on your husband and kids.
They emphasized the importance of not complaining, yelling or being overly critical of
husbands and children. "Be nice to be around… don’t have an attitude and don’t be aggressive…
Remember, the Bible says, submit to your husband, father and God.” Then they offered attendees
the opportunity to donate twenty or more Brazilian Reais to "materialize your faith," reinforcing
the prayer, they said, to “make us better wives to our husbands” through a monetary donation. I
watched women walked down the long aisle to the altar with their envelopes in hand, ready to
strengthen their prayers to God.
After praying, we were informed that local dance groups were performing across the
country, in all of the churches that had been watching the live feed from Rio de Janeiro. At the
Cathedral, they muted the live streaming as teenaged girls dressed in their biblical costumes got
on the altar and began dancing to Hava Nagila. After the dancing was done, women stayed at the
Cathedral to take and upload pictures of their costumes with their cell phones.
The following week, I saw Débora, a UCKG obreira, and she asked me how I enjoyed
Festa Purim. I told her that it wasn’t what I thought it would be. She asked me what I thought it
would be and I admitted, laughing, “more about politics.” She nodded and responded that she
could see why I thought that. She then went on to say that Festa Purim is a fun, social event for
women, to bring women together; there was importance in just having their own space. She then
added that many UCKG women don’t want to talk about “those things anyways.” “You know,
Brazilians prefer to live as if everything is fine regardless of the pain they are suffering.” I
noticed that her rhetoric shifted away from talking about the UCKG specifically, to referencing
what Brazilians do generally, the discourse of Brasilidade; that is she had shifted from a religious
to a nationalist perspective to draw on a discursive trend that was already familiar to both of us.
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It was the same narrative entrenched in Brazilian racial democracy discourse that claims that if
racism is not as bad as Jim Crowe laws and Apartheid, then it must not be a problem, let alone a
problem worth speaking about. Checking to make sure I understood exactly what she meant, I
asked her, “You mean like that samba song?” She knew instantly what song I was talking about
and we recited it at the same time, “Viver e não ter a vergonha de ser feliz [live without feeling
embarrassed to be happy.]”
Débora, Yasmin, Larissa: Negotiating Race Through Religious Identities
I had just begun fieldwork when I first met Débora. I went to the UCKG on a Sunday
morning and found Pastor Lucas praying with a group of people by the altar. I took a seat in the
back of the church and waited for the next session to start. Once Pastor Lucas finished the
prayer, he said goodbye to the group; seeing me in the corner, he walked over to greet me. I
noticed an exchange of looks between him and a woman coming out of the back room, dressed in
the obreiro uniform. He waved his hand for her to come. Pastor Lucas introduced us saying,
“Rachel, I think you and Débora will have a lot of things to talk about. She is one of the strongest
members of our community.” We shook hands.
I noticed Débora right away because she was dark-skinned with a small afro. Women in
the UCKG usually wore their hair in straightened styles, so Débora stood out. She greeted me
with a lot of energy and shook my hand saying, “I’ve heard you are the newest addition here!”
She asked me if I was a part of the church "lá" or in the US and I told her no, that I was a
researcher temporarily living in Salvador. As I wondered what kinds of introductions were being
given about me when I was not around, we began talking about how she was also studying law at
the local university.
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As we got acquainted, Débora very candidly brought up us both being "negras de cabelo
douro" [black women with kinky hair] and the “suffering,” she repeated it four times in our first
conversation, that black women endure to complete advanced degrees. I was taken off guard by
her frank discussion of race and racial politics. We instantly bonded over our shared struggle.
In Ilê Axé, I had a similar experience when I met Yasmin. We were introduced by
another ikeji who said we would have a lot in common because we both study anthropology.
Yasmin greeted me with a smile and a hug. She had light brown skin and her hair was in short
locs pulled back by a headscarf; in our first encounter she referred to us both as “negras
antropólogas.” When I finally met Larissa, a shy singer at St. John’s, about the same skin tone as
Yasmin and also a student, but of physical therapy, she greeted me with a formal handshake. As I
got to know her better, she opened up more and told me about her studies and how difficult it
was to study while taking care of her ill mother, but never once did she bring up race, unlike
Débora and Yasmin.
According to Goffman et al.’s (1997) theory of spoiled identity, a person willing to
violate a social taboo (like the myth of racial democracy) must feel so strongly about the value
that they are willing to suffer potential social risks. Yasmin already endured certain kinds of
stigmatization from choosing to dress like a Candomblé affiliate and wearing her hair and
clothing in what are considered African styles. However, Débora was a popular and respected
obreira who was unique in her presentation and performance of UCKG femininity. Throughout
my field study, St. John’s and UCKG adherents were the least likely to speak frankly about race,
while Candomblé practitioners where most likely to speak unprovoked about race. Comparing
Deborah, Yasmin and Larissa, Larissa never brought up race—even when asked if racism is a
problem in the community, her response was that people are the problem. However Larissa and
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her response also represented the norm in the community, at St. John’s and at the UCKG; in fact,
Débora was the only person I met in both the UCKG and St. John’s who openly and comfortably
spoke unprovoked about race and racism. She was also the only person who openly referred to
herself as “negra” in the UCKG and St. John’s.
Yasmin was often emphasizing that, “Candomblé is another reality… Candomblé is a
space of conservation and maintenance of the black identity. Here black men and women are
kings and queens and white people have no voice.” Public feasts and Candomblé practices
centered on Afro-Brazilian women’s bodies and highlighted non-western values such as
drumming in lieu of discursive communication with orixás. However, it was also ironic for
Yasmin to assert that whites had no voice in Candomblé when, at several public feasts, white
Brazilian tour guides and white tourists were easily the loudest non-singing voices in the
barracão. Moreover, in a mostly Afro-Brazilian community, whites had no voice in most of the
local churches in the community, beyond their institutional leadership.
Yasmin’s statement also suggests that black and white racial identities are fixed and that,
outside of Candomblé, whiteness held the utmost authority and voice in society. While
researchers have affirmed that white identified Brazilians do have access to the bulk of
economic, political and social power and opportunities in Brazil, the people I met who selfidentified as “negro” and were part of Ilê Axé were surely not completely voiceless or without
authority in society. Renato was a Human Rights lawyer at a prominent university. Others at Ilê
Axé were activists in local branches of government. Even Debora and Yasmin, who both selfidentified as negra, were law and graduate students, respectively. However, the increase in
educational opportunities for Afro-Brazilians through recent affirmative action policies and
antiracism activism have not increased equality between the races, according to some.
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For example, I once listened as Yasmin and her friends (a group of five, female, graduate
students of varying “cor,” two initiated and three non-initiated, all supporters of Candomblé)
complained that people at the University had accused them of self-segregating. They lamented
that when white people convened around similar interests it was the norm, but when they
convened to talk about race or discrimination, it was perceived as a problem. Yasmin’s
experience at the university highlights the nuanced relationship between race and power.
Increasingly there are hegemonic spaces where Afro-Brazilians are being integrated and can
have a voice and even the power not to assimilate into the norms of that space; however, these
advancements did not signify a shift in racial attitudes, or as Yasmin put it “just because we are
in graduate schools does not mean we are welcomed here.” In contrast, Candomblé rituals made
black women feel empowered to embrace African traditions without stigmatization and express
themselves in a mostly black, sometimes queer, often poor, female-centric setting.
Debora’s religious ideology was very different from that of Yasmin. The UCKG openly
encouraged men to pursue careers and higher education and told women to pursue marriage to
avoid female promiscuity and prostitution. I once asked Debora if she planned to get married and
she said, “Of course! But God wants me to focus on school for now.” These ideologies did not
seem to deter or dissuade Debora. She described all her endeavors as being “God’s orientation.”
Moreover, the UCKG, beyond an occasional statement denouncing racism when some public
outcry concerning racism occurs, has no formal discourse concerning race, which means that
racial democracy ideology is normalized.
However, Debora presented and performed a UCKG, negra identity that layered NeoPentecostal ideology with Candomblé rhetoric, affecting another national tradition, Brazilian
hybridity, but not between Catholicism and Candomblé, instead between Afro-Brazilian and
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Evangelical discourses. She used the language often used by povos-de-santo, but subverted the
topic to support UCKG values. This is how Débora explained her decision to get a law degree.
There were various factors that led me to studying law. First, let's say, was the lack of
love for one another that I've seen. People hurting others because of a lack of
consciousness, because they lack schooling, because they don't know their rights—
because they don't have knowledge of their rights. And one big factor that caught my
attention was the lack of religious tolerance. I see many people of other denominations
try to exercise power over us and close churches; sometimes because the pastor doesn't
have the [legal] knowledge and sometimes because the church doesn't have a strong
structure, to fight back. And so these are the factors. But beyond these factors what
mostly drew my attention was that God had been orienting me.
Aside from Débora, I had never heard anyone talk about religious intolerance as
occurring to any religious group outside of the Afro-Brazilian religions. Despite being a member
of a prominent and politically savvy church like the UCKG, Débora invoked legal rhetoric
generally used to criticize violence against Afro-Brazilian religions, violence often instigated by
the UCKG itself, to argue that the UCKG was also under attack and therefore needed legal
protection. As corruption and religious intolerance accusations are being increasingly levied
against the UCKG through the judicial system, Debora’s identity, rhetoric and education made
her an asset to the church and gave her an esteemed status at the UCKG. For example, one day
after session, I escorted her around the neighborhood as she sold evangelical CDs; selling UCKG
merchandise in the community was part of the responsibilities of all obreiros. We walked from
house to house in the neighborhood and she greeted people not affiliated with the UCKG. Just as
I had been drawn in by her engaging personality, people in the neighborhood seemed to be as
well. She knew people’s families and asked them about their work. They seemed comfortable in
her presence and she in theirs. We sold nine CDs in thirty minutes and gave three people CDs
with a verbal agreement to pay her the following week. Pastor Lucas once bragged to me that
Débora consistently outsells the other obreiros each week. I could see why. While conforming to
the necessary traits of being crente, she avoided coming off as rigid or judgmental, as some
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accused UCKG adherents. She seemed to be comfortable speaking to anyone about anything, a
good trait for a future lawyer.
I was fascinated by the way Débora exhibited identity markers with multiple, competing
layers or traits that could otherwise be interpreted as antithetical, in a seamless way. Débora
performed an identity (from her hairstyle to her rhetoric) that did not reflect what researchers
have suggested about the relationship between Neo-Pentecostalism and race in Brazil. Scholars
studying the rise of charismatic religious movements, specifically Neo-Pentecostalism, have
argued that of Neo-Pentecostal discourse and ideology is centered on individualist and
universalist interests that undermine the formation of ethnic group identity (Burdick 1999; Selka
2005). Researchers largely agree that Neo-Pentecostalism encourages Christian expressions of
identity while downplaying racial consciousness as an immanent form of self-identification.
However, despite the ideological pressures in Neo-Pentecostal spaces to form crentes, people
like Débora who make strong attachments to “black” identities while simultaneously embracing
the crente ideal are admittedly the exception; but they are also useful in that they provide
alternative perspectives on the relationship between race-based consciousness and religious
identities in Brazil.
Returning to the question I previously posed, if race-based consciousness is closely tied
Candomblé in Brazil and the UCKG publically denounces Afro-Brazilian faiths, how do
adherents like Débora justify assuming a negra identity? The answer she gave me to this question
was, “I am black but I am baptized in the Holy Spirit and a daughter of God.” The “but” in this
statement suggests that Débora was aware of the symbolic discord between black identities and
Christian identities and that, perhaps blackness does not naturally align with Neo-Pentecostal
ideals. She also goes on to asserts that Neo-Pentecostalism fits blackness because it is a choice
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that blacks can make. The tension between race and religious identities and the element of choice
Débora brought up was raised discursively in the UCKG through a sermon. The only time AfroBrazilian history was acknowledged at the UCKG was in a sermon Pastor Lucas gave stating,
God is negotiating with the Devil for our souls. You know the Bishop [Edir Macedo]
recently went to Angola, to one of the slave ports—you know, where the slaves left from
before they came to know Brazil—and he prayed there. He prayed against all the
afflictions [maldições] that they brought to Brazil.
This statement reasserts the social stigmatization of Africa and places blame squarely on
ancient, pre-evangelized Africa for the “afflictions” of the people who were brought to Brazil.
Believing that the affliction was within enslaved Africans, like a genetic disease, further supports
the notion that choosing to be black but Neo-Pentecostal is like choosing to undergo treatment
for an internal ailment. Debora and Pastor Lucas’ statements, privileging the notion that AfroBrazilians have the choice to be black “but” a son of God, are also being expressed in public
spheres of Brazilian society. For example, in 2012, thirteen evangelical high-school students
refused to do a school assignment entitled “The Preservation of Ethno-Cultural Brazilian
Identity” stating that it promoted sympathies towards “Satanism” and “homosexuality.” Instead,
they submitted a project on Christian missions throughout Africa (Derzi 2012). To answer the
question of whether there is space to affirm one’s blackness outside of Candomblé, the answer is
yes in the UCKG, through choice.
St. John’s: Surfer Style
While the UCKG was urging adherents to wear conservative, business attire, I remember
the day I observed an older man at St. John’s wearing the local team’s soccer jersey with jeans
and dress shoes and thinking that he was perhaps the most formally dressed man I had ever seen
in church, besides the occasional parents and godparents at mass to baptize a baby. Presentations
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at St. John’s aligned with the norms of informal dress in Bahian society; t-shirts, jeans, board
shorts, dresses and sandals were all acceptable forms of dress even at mass.
Church t-shirts are of particular sartorial importance, worn both in church and also in
public, signifying participation in a Catholic event. Church t-shirts are regular cotton or polyester
blend shirts that churches have printed for special events. They are often sold to adherents as part
of saint holidays and fundraisers; they sometimes serve as entry tickets to events. For example, at
St. John’s, I paid twenty Brazilian Reais to attend a party for Saint John’s and received a church
t-shirt with the church’s name, a cross and doves on it. They printed the designs in child to adult
sizes and sold them during the weeks leading up to the event. In fact, having t-shirts made for
events was a common practice for many churches and institutions in Brazil, but especially for
Catholics.

Figure 20: Jornal São Salvador 2014: Easter procession
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Figure 21: Jornal São Salvador 2014: A local church

Not only were clothing styles informal at St. John’s but discourses regulating sartorial
presentations were also uncommon. Throughout my fieldwork, no one, neither adherents nor the
priest, ever discussed or mentioned how people should or should not dress for church or in
public. While the UCKG encouraged adherents to stay away from the beach and its immorality
and temptation (i.e. bikinis, sungas,29 drinking, too much leisure) as previously mentioned,
Jornal São Salvador encouraged the connection between Brazilian beach culture and the sacred,
including embracing surf culture and surf apparel. In fact, in 2015, the Holy See even issued a
Nihil Obstat to begin the review process for canonization of a Brazilian surfing saint, Guido
Schäffer.30

Figure 22: Jornal São Salvador 2014: “Summer with Christ”
“The ocean is an opportunity to deepen one’s connection with God.”

29
30

Sungas are Brazilian speedos, popular beachwear for men.
Guido Schäffer was a Brazilian Priest who died surfing in 2009, also known as the Surfer Angel.
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St. John’s liberal approach to dress and presentations of self reinforced the notion that
Catholicism is so closely aligned with Brasilidade that it requires no sartorial change or effort;
the “average Brazilian” is encouraged to come as he is, in soccer jerseys and surf gear. The priest
often reaffirmed the value of relaxed presentation styles by urging adherents not to worry about
clothing, stating often, “God wants you to come as you are. God loves you just as you are.” For
instance, during the 2014 FIFA World Cup, St. John’s cancelled mass on days when the national
team played. The priest joked, “We’ll all be with Jesus anyway, cheering on our national team!”
Contrastingly, the UCKG told members consistently for weeks leading up to the World Cup,
“Jesus is more important than soccer.” While the UCKG encouraged adherents to demonstrate
control and discipline through their sartorial choices and expressions of religious conviction, St.
John’s exerted very little physical restriction on how adherents presented themselves and
performed Catholicism.
After spending months at St. John’s, I was finding it difficult to pinpoint how adherents
performed Catholicism or what could be considered uniquely Catholic. As opposed to the clear
parameters of idealized Candomblé and UCKG identities. Catholic identity seemed to blend the
sacred with the everyday, aligning Catholicism with the so-called conventional presentations and
performances of Brasilidade. However, towards the end of my fieldwork, I witnessed the
adherents of St. John’s performing syncretism, and it highlighted another aspect of Catholicism
that reaffirms notions of conventional Brasilidade.
St. John’s Festival
Being familiar with the literature on Catholic and Candomblé “syncretic” traditions, I
thought I would find people in those two spaces going back and forth. The reality was that I
observed no overlap between the three churches. I quickly realized, once in the field, that
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considering the proximity of all the religious spaces and the stigma that still accompanies
Candomblé and hybrid belief systems, my field site was too small and too intimate to observe
people frequenting multiple religious spaces. The risk was too high with all their neighbors
watching. Then one day, when I least expected it, I found an inconspicuous sign of hybrid
religious practice in St. John’s.
As previously noted, members of St. John’s, as part of the greater Catholic community in
Brazil, enjoy cultural legitimacy; however, deepening member engagement is also a greater
institutional concern as evidenced through Jornal São Salvador, the priest’s sermons and the
sensuous habitus crafted during mass. Some Catholic saint festivals, as noted in Chapter 2, are
municipal holidays enjoyed by both practicing and non-practicing Catholics and one of the most
popular Catholic festivals in Brazil is St. John’s day on June 24th. Many Bahians take off from
work and travel to rural interior parts of the state to celebrate with their families. The celebration
is commemorated over two days with food, music and traditions from the traditional culture of
the Northeastern regions of Brazil. While there is generally a mass exodus from major cities to
celebrate in rural towns, the church, of course, hosted its own little party for its namesake.
The party was held on a Sunday after morning mass and lunch. Most attendees went
home to change clothes and eat before returning to the church; however because I lived fifteen
minutes away by bus, I arrived late. The party was in full swing by the time I returned to the
front gate. When I walked in, I was greeted by the elder parish women with cakes and baked
goods. They had organized a bake sale. I politely declined and was told the party was being held
downstairs.
The ticket into the party was a printed t-shirt, which the priest had informed us would be
sold for twenty Brazilian Reais and used to raise money for church renovations. Like many
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places in Salvador, St. John’s was constantly in a perpetual state of construction. They would
start a project and then not have enough money to complete it. Several parish members told me,
through interviews, that the priest had done a great deal for the church, construction-wise, over
the past ten years. However, there were still unfinished walls in the areas not used for mass,
mainly the second floor and the basement.

Figure 23: Children playing in St. John’s’ basement hallway

After I found my way down to the basement, I found a spot in the corner where I could
observe everything and graciously said no to the older women trying to get me to dance. It was
the first time I was seeing the downstairs area of the church. In fact, I did not know it existed. It
was dark with artificial lighting and cement walls but after a short hallway, where children sat
playing, it opened into a large square room where I encountered a traditional Northeastern band
comprised of an accordion, a drum and a triangle.
About forty of the regular church members were there. They were dancing and mingling;
some were eating and drinking beers. There were flowers and a statue of St. John in one far
corner and a makeshift bar in the other corner of the room. Everyone seemed to be enjoying
themselves. The bar consisted of a long white table with three volunteers behind it, offering soda,
water and beer. I remembered that the week prior, the priest had reminded the parish to buy their
t-shirts and mentioned that there would be alcoholic drinks offered at the party.
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I’m not going to tell you not to drink. You can make your own decisions about what you
should or shouldn't do. Jesus attended many parties with wine and liquor. You know how
much you should or shouldn't take.
When I arrived, the priest was dancing and did not wear his robe; instead he was wearing
the church t-shirt, jean shorts and leather sandals. He greeted me with enthusiasm and a wave
from the dance floor. Behind him I could see an older couple dancing and flirting; the children
were running around the room and the teenagers were clumped in a group, by the entranceway
talking, laughing, and on their cell phones. Although it was a religious event, it felt like a
familial party. Again, moral boundaries were less distinct at St. John’s, in comparison to the
UCKG especially, in that what was considered sacred was often brought into everyday
experiences maintaining an ideological continuity between the mundane and the sacred.
As I stood against the wall, observing the scene, I noticed a cup filled with beer sitting in
the corner where the wall met a column to my right. People, on both sides of me, also leaned
against the wall, some eating, some drinking, some talking, and watching the band play, but I
watched as everyone avoided looking directly at the cup. At first I thought it might belong to a
man standing directly to the left of the cup; I thought that perhaps he had placed it on the floor
instead of holding it, but he never once looked down at it or reached for it during the three hours
until he left with a woman and two children.
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Figure 24: The cup of beer in the corner

The cup struck me as odd particularly because it was filled to the rim. There were many
empty cups scattered around the basement –on the floors, on tables, on concrete ledges; however
who would leave, not just a cup of beer, but a cup filled to the brim with beer in an
inconspicuous corner? It had an air of familiarity; I had seen similar cups in corners and by
doorways before in the homes of Santeros and at terreiro feasts signifying an offering left for an
ancestor or orixá. I told Yasmin about my observation later and she affirmed that I could be
right, saying, “St. John is Xango and Xango likes beer.”
Hybrid religious practices between Brazilian Catholics and Candomblé practitioners have
been well documented. However, the most striking part of watching the parish members perform
hybridity was that the performance was completely ordinary; it was a non-performance, the
opposite of a spectacle. No one so much as glanced at the cup, but no one visibly shied away or
stayed away from it either. It was as if it was invisible. I kept an eye on the cup for four hours
until I finally left; when people began exiting and the elders began cleaning up, no one ever
touched the cup, put anything near it or gestured towards it. It oddly drew no attention and was
therefore treated as something meaningless. I watched as several cups were picked up and
discarded in that same area as people began to transition home, but that cup remained untouched
even as I left the church for the night.
Seeing hybridity enacted at St. John’s highlighted a chronic dissidence that I observed in
Catholic ideology, discourse and in Catholic experiences of faith as well. The contention
between the ideological and structural hierarchy implicit in Roman Catholicism and the
expression of popular, Jesuit Catholicism seemed to be constantly at odds. Despite the priest’s
consistent attempts to undermine hierarchies and encourage adherents to see God as a “friend”
they could find everywhere in daily life, the sacred rituals of mass and the sacraments, capable of
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being administered only by ordained priests, reinforced certain boundaries to adherents’
connections to God and the social relationships that govern their lives as well. The beer in the
corner signified, to me, the antithesis of Roman Catholic hierarchy and lofty sanctified practices.
It was a divine offering that required no priestly intervention and no ceremony. Furthermore, the
complicity of everyone in attendance with its presence—even when cleaning up no one removed
the cup, touched or even gestured towards it —whether for fear of violating a social and spiritual
taboo or in collusion with its significance paying homage to Xango through St. John, suggests
that one aspect of performing Catholicism included displaying relative nonchalance when faced
with contradiction and ambiguity. Contradiction and ambiguity can come in many forms, be it a
priest handing the holy staff and water over to a poor, black stranger during mass, witnessing
glaring examples of racism in a racial democracy or pretending not to see an offering for Xango
in the church’s basement.
Performance and its Audience
Thus far, this chapter has considered presentations of faith as part of the performance of
religious identities, however what does it mean to speak of religious performance and claim that
adherents perform religion? According to Goffman et al., performance “refers to all the
activit[ies] of an individual which occur during a period marked by his continuous presence
before a particular set of observers and which has some influence on the observers” (1997: 97).
Religious performances are no different. They occur most frequently in spaces of worship but
also on the street and in the home, and Goffman et al. (1997) argued that observers of
performances rate performances based on perceptions of sincerity. I, therefore, considered if
religious performances were more pronounced when they are enacted for potential converts?
Furthermore, I questioned how my presence in religious spaces impacted religious performances.
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St. John’s: The Wall
Once while having an informal conversation after mass with an older church volunteer,
Camila, another parish member stopped by to ask about attending bible study at another church. I
eagerly expressed interest in attending the bible study as well. Camila looked at me
incredulously and asked why I always wanted to come to these events. She questioned me on
whether my interest was personal or professional, despite having already explained numerous
times that I was attending as a researcher.
“Okay, you want to know more about our Catholicism, but what is your religion?” The
other woman asked. I struggled to answer, afraid to lose their trust. Finally I said, “Well, I was
raised in a Catholic home. I’ve been baptized and had my communion but I consider myself nonreligious while I am researching.” Both women simultaneously began laughing at how ridiculous
my comments were.
“If you are Catholic, you’ll always be Catholic!”
“You can study any other religion, even go into a Pentecostal church. You can even think
the things they do there are “bonitinho” [cute] but you’ll always be Catholic.”
“Regardless of what country you’re in, Africa, the US, here, you’ll always be Catholic
and our rituals will always be the same.”
“Não fica em cima do muro! [Don’t stay on top of the wall!],” said Camila.
I must have looked visibly confused, as the other woman followed her comment with,
“Have you ever heard this story? Let me tell you this story.”
There is a man on top of a wall. On one side sits God and on the other side the Devil.
God is pleading with the man, “Please come over here. I love you. I will always be there
for you. I sacrificed everything for you. I will always love you.” The Devil is quiet the on
the other side. Finally, after listening to God pleading with him for a while, the man looks
over at the Devil and says, “Hey Devil! How come God is begging me and promising me
all these things and you’re not saying anything to me at all?” And the Devil replies,
“There is nothing to say because the ones on top of the wall are already mine.”
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“See Rachel!” She said looking at me. “So don’t stay on top of the wall too long.” Then
she walked away.
As an anthropologist, I wasn’t the typical church audience. I was perpetually on the
metaphorical wall, looking less for indicators of sincerity, perhaps as a potential convert would,
and more for usable data and inconsistencies. Investigating performances of faith meant trying to
reveal patterns; however, my disassociated presence only heightened tensions between leaders
and me in all three religious spaces I studied. One uniform pattern that was easy to recognize was
the desire of adherents and leaders in each space to convince me of their performances of faith.
Towards the end of my fieldwork, I was eventually thrust into the religious performances
I had grown accustomed to observing from a distance. There were two occurrences, in particular,
worth examining. The first occurrence took place at Ilê Axé and then two days later, I was pulled
into a performance at the UCKG. I do not believe that the proximity in time between the two
occurrences was a coincidence, especially considering that the two spaces are separated by a
mere 500 feet and the occasional passing car.
Ilê Axé: Getting Sick
Months into my fieldwork, on a Saturday evening, I attended a feast for Oxalá. It was the
last, big, public event of the season for the terriero, and people were crowded into the barracão
while others watched from a distance, outside the windows and doorways. I got to the terreiro a
little early that day and sat patiently on a bench with other visitors dressed in all white.
After waiting for half hour, we were brought into the barracão and I took a seat close to
the one standing fan. The room filled up quickly and the drumming began about twenty minutes
after I sat down. This time the room was decorated in white, with white flowers and pictures of
Oxalá on the walls. Behind me, I noticed two older, blonde haired women from Germany. Their
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guide was a white-looking Brazilian woman with blue eyes and long blonde dreadlocks. She
explained the ceremony and history of Candomblé to them in English with an accent.
The drumming became thunderous and people who knew the songs sang along. Orixás
started to come down, mounting the bodies of their brides, each iawo doing signature moves and
yipping while the drums rumbled on. Everyone clapped along as they danced around in circles,
showing respect by putting their hands up in resignation as the orixás passed in front of them.
I watched the ceremony for about two hours before I started to feel nauseous. I stayed
seated while others around me stood, trying to conserve my energy and concentrate on breathing,
but the nausea wouldn’t pass. Eventually, I decided that I should leave the barracão area and get
some fresh air in the front courtyard. I waited a few minutes and when the doorway was
relatively empty, I slipped out and took a seat on the benches in the courtyard where I had sat
earlier in the evening. This time, however, there were about five men, dressed in white, sitting on
the benches talking. I recognized many of them as Ilê Axé’s ogans. They looked at me, greeted
me politely, and continued their conversations. I began to feel worse; I had the distinct feeling
that I was going to pass out. I tried to concentrate on breathing and started running through
potential exit plans. After many months of observing others, I watched as one of the ogans began
to observe me; a smile crept out the corner of his mouth. Feeling like I couldn't stand the nausea
anymore, I asked a tall dark-skinned ogan with locs sitting beside me if he could get me some
water. He said yes politely and came back with a mini pre-packaged cup of water.
I tried to open it but I felt myself blacking out as my fingers fumbled with the foil
covering. The man staring at me from across the bench said, "You should drink that water." I
mumbled about not being able to open the aluminum peel-back top and then with a burst of
energy, forced myself to pull it back. I got one sip to my mouth and instantly knew I was going
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to be sick. "I'm going to be sick," I said. The man across from me pointed to the far corner
saying, “There’s a garbage over there.” I felt like all eyes watched me as I quickly ran over to the
garbage bins at the end of the courtyard and threw up. It was a quick vomit and I immediately
drank the rest of the water and felt almost instantly better. I walked to a seat away from the
ogans, feeling hot with embarrassment. After a few minutes of feeling better, I reasoned that I
could stay for the rest of the feast.
As I walked back into the room, the smiling ogan stopped to ask me how I felt. “Better,”
I told him. “What happened? Was it too much emotion or was it something you ate?” He asked,
still smiling. “I probably just ate something bad,” I said. Then I walked over to the entrance of
the barracão, and stood in the doorway amongst others, without entering. My seat from earlier
had been taken and there were mostly teenagers in the doorway now, talking and joking amongst
themselves. I stood there watching for about twenty minutes and then began feeling nauseous
again. I decided to go home to not risk vomiting in front of a crowd again. As I walked to the
front gate, I ran into the man who had been smiling at me on the sidewalk outside. I explained
that I was leaving. He said, “Of course! You aren't feeling better.” Still smiling, he escorted me
down the street to get a cab.
UCKG: Child of God
Just two days after vomiting at Ilê Axé, I headed to St. John’s for Sunday morning mass
but when I arrived, the church was empty and locked shut. I wasn't surprised; that sort of thing
happened a lot at St. John’s. I figured that the service must have been at seven in the evening and
not seven in the morning as I had thought. As I walked back down the street towards the bus
stop, I could hear the familiar sound of UCKG adherents singing the opening songs from outside
their glass doors and decided to spend my morning there instead. Pastor Lucas smiled at me as I
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walked in. I hadn't been there in about a week. He started off the singing and then the new
pastor, Pastor José, took over. I had recently been informed that Pastor Gabriel was being moved
to a bigger church and had stopped by to introduce myself to the new pastor, Pastor José. He was
tall with dark brown skin and a big smile. Several adherents told me they liked him.
There were about ten people attending the session that morning and three obreiros. Pastor
José was wearing a white polo shirt with the words "Sou “P”rofeto" [I am a prophet] on it; the
“P” was decorated with rhinestones and bold lines signifying the “P Day” theme in the church. In
his sermon, Pastor José preached that when someone truly believes in God, all the different
facets of their life (financial, work, familial, romantic) begin to work out for them. He then called
adherents to come to the altar for an envelope, also decorated with a “P,” in which to put their
monetary offerings. A short, skinny woman in jeans and a polo shirt, who was not one of the
regular members I recognized, stepped onto the altar. When she got the top, she stopped and
stared at Pastor José. They had a tense, silent exchange and when he handed her the envelope,
she didn’t take it. Instead, they continued to stare at each other for an uncomfortably long time;
everyone watched quietly.
About three minutes went by and finally the woman’s head fell back and she started
breathing so loudly the sound filled the church. Her breath made a throaty sound as she took long
breaths in and long breaths out. Her eyes rolled back and her hands were tense, curling rigidly at
the knuckles, with her fingers stretched wide apart. She suddenly started grumbling with her
head down and eyes closed. At that point, the Pastor called another woman to the altar to get an
envelope, seeming to ignore the possessed woman still breathing loudly beside him. Before
giving the new woman the envelope, he asked her a question I couldn’t hear. The woman
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answered and the demon in the woman responded as well, “Sim! Sim! Sim!” [Yes!]. The other
woman, nervously, returned to her seat.
The Pastor then cupped the woman’s head and began rolling it around, shouting in her ear
for whatever evil was in her to leave. I felt a wave of discomfort come over me as Pastor José
stepped away from the demon and looked me in the eye. “You! Do you have an envelope?”
I struggled internally; I didn't want to lie but I also didn’t want to be pulled into this
spectacle. I weighed my options and hesitantly answered, “No.”
“Come here.” I walked up to the altar and the Pastor grabbed an envelope but instead of
handing it to me right away, he said, “Are you married, do you have a boyfriend, or are you
single?” I answered quietly, “I’m single.” He asked, “Why? You should have a man by your
side. Not just any man for anything but a boyfriend. What’s your name? How long have you
been in this church?” Hoping to jog his memory, I said, “Remember? I’m the American
researcher.”
“Oh, you've lived in America. Dho yoo speak[ee] [een]nglish?” he said in a Brazilian
accent so thick I had to ask him to repeat it twice. He then directed his voice and attention to the
still grumbling demon beside us. “What do you think of this girl?” he said to it. “Is she going to
succeed?” The demon laughed loudly. “No. She is unsure of herself.” The Pastor pressed on.
“Why? She says she has God in her heart. You do, right Rachel? You have God in your heart?” I
answered yes and the demon shook with laughter and said, “She is mine. She is mine. You won't
win. She is mine.” The Pastor then directed me to say to the demon, "I will win. Get down on
your knees." I repeated his statement, stuttering, "I will win. Get down on your knees."
The Pastor then took over for me, shouting loudly at the demon, “If she has God sincerely
in her heart, you will get down on your knees! Get down on your knees! Get down on your
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knees! If she has God sincerely in her heart, you will get down on your knees!” The demon stood
there, rocking back and forth, with a sinister laugh, repeating over and over again, "She is mine!"
Before I could return to my seat, the Pastor handed me the “P”rophet offertory envelope asking,
“can I see you after session for a few minutes?” I nodded.
Another tense encounter between the demon and an adherent needing an envelope
happened before the Pastor finally expelled the demon by gripping the woman’s head and
shouting over and over again for “pomba gira31” to leave. Afterwards, he had her “clean herself"
of the demon using the “P”rophet envelope; I recognized the motion she used to clean herself
from cleaning rituals at Ilê Axé and the cleaning rituals at the Our Lord of Good Ending
pilgrimage, but instead of an envelope it had consisted of dramatic sweepings of popcorn or
plants in downward motions over the skin, starting from the head all the way down to the feet.
Session then ended with the usual singing and prayer.
Perceptions of Sincerity
Convincing outsiders of religious performances is an important part of many religious
practices, be it in the form of mission work, public preaching, or through divination. After
having observed religious performances from the metaphorical wall for months, I was eventually
forced off the wall by being drawn into these scenarios, which made me an unwitting part of the
religious performances in each space.
It is well documented that part of the appeal of Neo-Pentecostalism and other charismatic
faiths are the draw of their affective performances (Comaroff 2009; Gonçalves da Silva 2007;
Kramer 2005). UCKG sessions were an overwhelmingly sensorial experience and my quiet
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Pomba Gira is a popular Afro-Brazilian spirit. She is a harlot; usually represented in art as an overtly
promiscuous prostitute or gypsy from Spain. She is venerated specifically in Umbanda and is often referred to as a
demon, alongside Exu, by the UCKG.
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observations and passive presence seemed to violate the norms of the space. I interpreted the
UCKG occurrence as a performance meant to force me to comply with the norms of UCKG
values and embodied principles. Meanwhile, at Ilê Axé, where all performances at feasts were
symbolic and ritualized, my sickness was, in effect/affect, treated as a conventional part of the
environment.
I noted that there was seemingly no reaction to or concern for my vomiting at Ilê Axé,
aside from the smiling ogan, nor did it change the timeline of the feast. Before I was sick, while
getting sick and after I left, the feast continued uninterrupted. In contrast, at the UCKG I was
forced onto the altar and there seemed to be great concern for both my presence and performance
in that space; I came to learn that the concern had been ongoing and did not arise from this
singular event. These are my notes from the conversation I had with Pastor José after the session:
I go over to the altar after the session and Pastor José sits right in front of me. I notice for
the first time that he has braces. He tells me, “You are going to be successful! You're on
your way there, but you are missing an important aspect, a closer relationship with God.”
He asks what I do and I tell him I'm a researcher and student. Because he is new to the
church, he didn’t hear the full introductory speech about my research that the other
Pastors heard months ago. So I tell him about my work. His eyes wander around the
room. He cuts me off mid-sentence and says, “Well regardless, your insecurities are
impeding your growth. You need to get past your fears and the way to do that is through
Jesus.” Pastor José then offers me an analogy, “it’s similar to how babies need vaccines.
You need the Jesus vaccine.” I nod. He finishes by saying, “I notice you don’t pray with
everyone else here. If you’re going to be here, you should try it. Try praying with us.”
Again, I nod and like that, I am dismissed. [March 2014]
For me, the occurrence highlighted the extent to which performances in the UCKG
require more than passive observation, which I had recognized from the discursive emphasis on
call-and-response.
The emphasis on testimonies in the UCKG also reinforced the belief that in order to live
faithfully, one must embody, enact and believe to the fullest extent, without doubt. It was all or
nothing on the UCKG altar. For example, once on a testimony Tuesday, Pastor Gabriel called up
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a woman with a stack of paperwork in one hand and her small son’s hand in the other. She then
told us, matter-of-factly, that her son had been on the brink of death. She paced up and down the
altar, waving the x-rays and said that the doctors predicted her son would die in months.
Eventually she made the decisions to trust the UCKG completely because “You can’t stay on top
of the wall! [Não pode ficar encima do muro].” Once she made the decision to trust the UCKG
completely and stop consulting the doctors, her son survived “by the grace of the UCKG and
Jesus Christ.” This testimony reinforced the all-or-nothing value in UCKG discourse and hinged,
most importantly, on perceptions of sincerity. Analysts suggest that sincerity isn’t always
gleaned by the supposed realness (or signs of authenticity) of the performance as much as it is
conveyed by the actor’s conviction that her performance is real (Goffman et al. 1997). In other
words, sincerity is the impression that the actor is not working at the performance, which stems
from perceptions that contrived performances take a lot of work. The question of what makes a
performance successful, contrived or sincere is the point where the occurrences in the two spaces
begin to diverge into two distinct moral value systems.
In the UCKG testimony I described, the woman relied on a familiar, UCKG ideology and
narrative, that the only dependable institution in Brazil is the UCKG, in this instance, over
medical institutions. Sincerity is then brought to bear through her two pieces of physical
evidence: the mountain of paperwork and x-rays (which we saw only at a distance) in one hand,
and her son, living, breathing and walking alongside, her in the other hand.
Vomiting at Ilê Axé, where most of the practitioners and audience members had little to
no reaction to my sickness, except for the smiling ogan who acted as if he knew something about
me that I did not, drew on a different mode of sincerity. Because my vomiting at Ilê Axé was a
biological reaction or more specifically, it was an uncontrolled bodily reaction, the knowing gaze
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of the ogan reinforced a mystical quality in an already esoteric religious space. Both
uncontrollable bodily reactions (trance, dancing, seizing) and secretive knowledges, like orixá
dreams and learning certain itans only when you are ready, are normalized parts of Candomblé
ideology and experiences. Even in divination sessions, the babalorixás read from the pattern of
fallen conch shells; thus, divination is literally out of anyone’s hands.
Therefore, the occurrence reinforced, for me, that in Candomblé worldview, nothing,
including the body, can ever be completely under human control—a value that more than likely
held significance for the enslaved Africans who sustained and nurtured this religious tradition. In
contrast, the occurrence in the UCKG was clearly “out of my hands;” however it was also clearly
initiated and manipulated by the pastor, which, to me, made the entire performance feel
contrived. However, I eventually recognized that the UCKG occurrence and its all-or-nothing
approach was much more impactful and effective than the mystical intrigue of Ilê Axé. Directly
after the occurrence, I thought about whether the UCKG pastors or an obreiro had seen me at the
terreiro two days earlier. I was convinced that my presence there, in spite of the numerous
conversations I had about doing research in all three spaces, was why I was summoned to the
altar and publically questioned about my allegiances. If, in fact, that was the underlying motive
of the performance, it was an effective, if not sincere, manner of influencing adherents because
from then on, I never again entered the terreiro without looking over my shoulder and thinking
about the potential repercussions I could face at the UCKG.
While I had previously observed presentations and performances from a distance, the two
occurrences, pushed me out of any safe distance I thought I had created for myself. My position
on the metaphorical wall made me an ideal candidate for testing performances and playing with

203

sincerity, which in the end was effective in heightening my level of consciousness concerning
my body and behavior.
Conclusion
Living faithfully has implications much deeper than the experiences of people engaged in
presentations and performances of faith in their community. Prescribed notions of ideal religious
presentations and performances also reflects interests held at the institutional level and the
history of each religious institution in the nation. This chapter suggested that the religious
person’s body is a “docile body,” like the productive bodies of crentes, but also a receptive body,
like the bodies drawing alternative forms of knowing (dreams), digesting the body of Christ and
receiving the Holy Spirit and the orixás.
Including sensuous experiences of faith in this chapter demonstrated how religious
experience and ideology is colored by “feeling.” Sing-a-longs are a sonic mode of unification,
dreams and intuitive knowledge are a sign of a strong orí and disciplining tactile experience can
yield a stronger connection to the Holy Spirit. Presentations of faith reflected how institutions
seek to organize religious bodies through idealized identities and their symbolic attachments, be
it through the entrepreneurial men and their modest wives in the UCKG, self-segregating,
politicized, Afrocentric povos-de-santo or conventional soccer and beach-loving Catholic
Brazilians. Performances of faith revealed that religious identities are layered, hybridized,
conflicting and complicated.
Specifically, highlighting gender and race illuminated how religious influence, as
expressed through presentations and performances of faith, taps into the utility of docile bodies
and organizes them according to the values of each institution, which has wider implications on
the nation. For example, gendered performances in the UCKG guide Neo-Pentecostal women
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towards certain spaces, both physically (towards church and away from parties and the beach)
and symbolically (away from promiscuity and toward marriage and modesty), that sustain
heteronormative, conservative ideologies. Candomblé equally offered adherents the opportunity
to express their religious identity in a way that organized bodies towards particular kinds of
racialized performances (such as wearing locs or self-segregating by race) that symbolized
counter-hegemonic, African pride not just spiritually, but politically and sartorially as well.
Meanwhile, St. John’s organized its adherents as an inherent category of Brasilidade by evading
any discourses meant to regulate or indicate an ideal presentation or performance of faith and
ignoring signs of tensions or contradiction within the church.
Finally, through highlighting how adherents feel religious and live faithfully, including
managing non-religious social pressures, the following chapter can now examine community
service initiatives in each church as a reflection of religious ideology, adherent experience and
civic relationships between each religious communities and the community at large.
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CHAPTER 5
FAITH-BASED SERVICE AND COMMUNITIES OF FAITH
Having gone through various components of religious influence, findings for this study’s
final question, how religious influence is reflected through community service actions, can now
be presented. In this study, the aims and objectives of each institution’s faith-based community
service and civic actions were interpreted as evidence of the subsequent results of each
institution’s moral and ideological intentions. The concept of civil religion (Bellah 1967) will be
utilized in this chapter to examine each service action as an expression of moral value, where by
things that are right and unconditionally ought, or sacred, were purposely extended into civil and
secular domains. How each religious institution sought to extend their values into the civil and
secular domains often reflected, not just their ideological values, but also each institution’s
position in the nation according to their level of cultural citizenship, i.e. their experience with
inequalities in cultural and social benefits, legal rights and aspects of belonging in the state
(Rosaldo 1994).
St. John’s: A Familial Music Class
On an uncharacteristically cool Saturday morning, I entered the St. John’s church and
could hear laughter and the sound of a guitar buzzing from upstairs. I walked to the staircase
behind the altar and to the second floor. Following the sound of the guitar, I found a children’s
music class. There were ten children aged three to ten, and they sat scattered all over the floor. In
the center of the room sat the church guitarist, Tiago, perched on a plastic chair. He was playing
scales as a warm up, and, after a few minutes, they began singing church songs. Some of the
children’s mothers were in there sitting with a toddler in their lap on a chair or standing off in a
corner chatting with others. Class lasted for an hour; however, the mothers, including Tiago, his
206

wife and toddler-aged son, stuck around for about another hour after the signing ended, chatting
and catching up. The class was intimate and warm. The grandmothers, mothers and their children
were laughing, telling jokes in hushed tones and playing. It felt intimate and familial.
The weekly music class was the only active community service in St. John’s for the past
five years. The first time I walked into St. John’s and introduced myself to the priest, he told me,
in a hushed tone, that they only had one community service program and that it had been
developed to get local children into music before they fell into drugs. It was open to children
from all religious backgrounds, he said, although I never saw children from the other churches in
attendance. I did, however, occasionally see one or two children I had not recognized from
weekly mass who may have been neighbors or family members of a parishioner.
I was surprised to find that St. John’s only community service was a children’s music class
because the priest’s sermons and our conversations reflected a deep concern for moral and social
engagement, namely embracing unity, in the community.
Me: Do you think the God you just explained to me also cares about social problems?
St. John’s member: He helps. The big problem, in my opinion, with society is society.
They don’t look for help in God. They look for help through other forms of justice, like
the government, exactly, and that's not anything [helpful]. And so things [social
problems] are justified by other things that aren't very good; it's like substituting an error
for another error. Many to talk about God a lot but not live it and so it makes for
craziness. And so prejudices, here, you know that it exists, violence is here, abuse is here.
Everyone who says God saves is here, but no one actually lives it.
The ideologies proffered through sermons, repeated in interviews, and even expressed
through the relationship the priest cultivated between himself and adherents, encouraged
adherents to cultivate equality and value humanity in practice and not just discursively; liberation
theology was expressed as a moral value, or an ideal about, not just what is “right,” equality and
justice, but how adherents “ought” to act as well (Beldo 2014).
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An aforementioned “desirable end” undergirding the presentations and discourses in the
Catholic church included maintaining its privileged status as the one legitimate and traditional
religious group in Brazil in an increasingly competitive religious environment (Wong 2014).
Consider that St. John’s competes not only with the Candomblé terreiro five hundred feet away
and the UCKG across from it, but also with another Neo-Pentecostal church down the block, a
Baptist church at the end of the street, and a prominent terreiro on a parallel street among others.
The pressures of competition were even alluded to in a sermon affirming that Catholics should
not allow Evangelicals to assume the “Christian” label as if Catholics are not Christians too.
We are the original Christians. It was in Turkey that the first Catholics where called
Christians after the death of Jesus. How can we give up the name to religions that have
come in the twentieth and twenty first century? So next time someone says, "I am a
Christian." You should say, "So am I."
Perhaps the historical links between Catholicism and Candomblé, due to hybrid traditions
and the stigma still surrounding hybrid practices, exacerbated by evangelicals, emphasized the
need for Catholics to maintain legitimacy by challenging the discursive conflation of
Evangelicals with the Christian label.
Moreover, religious competition seemed to be impacting St. John’s civic religiosity as
well. Again, the concept of civil religion exposes the symbolic overlap between civil, secular and
religious spheres. In the case of St. John’s, the sacred and secular domains were often obscured
through Jesuit influence to “find God in all things,” including the beach and carnival, and
institutionalized calls to “come as you are,” in surf and soccer shorts. However, when there are
already continuities between the sacred and secular domains, how is civic action expressed?
Civic (In)gagement
Looking broadly across Catholic churches in Brazil, the urgency to affirm Catholic
identity in the religious milieu while maintaining a legitimate and accessible status has produced
208

varied approaches to civic society across Catholic parishes as evidenced by the various CEBs
and ideological movements throughout Brazilian Catholic history. In fact, another Catholic
church in the suburbs of Salvador had a much different approach than St. John’s in its civic
engagements. The church was dedicated to liberation theology not solely as an ideology or
inspiration for occasional discourse, but as the foundation for their community actions and
programming. The church was led by an Italian priest educated in England, who had been living
and working in South America for the past decade. The church and its members developed a
youth-organized slam poetry group in their community center, which met weekly to perform and
debate issues of racism, sexism, corruption, and violence in the community. The poetry group
would also venture out and perform at local schools, on municipal buses and at parks. The priest
also organized an annual symposium called Africanidades e Fé [African-ness and Faith] inviting
black pastors, priests, ialorixás, and imams to speak about social justice and faith and to
publically denounce the demonization of African customs and religions in Brazil.
I interviewed the Italian priest at the beginning of my fieldwork and he expressed the
importance of tackleing social inequalities through Catholicism. “What many fail to see is that
anti-racism, anti-sexism, black cultural validation and anti-political corruption are objectives that
are deeply enmeshed in a Catholic perspective and reflect Jesus’ greatest contribution to our
world,” he told me. Four months after our interview, I encountered one of the church’s young
poets at a mall and found out that the priest had been transferred to Argentina. When I had
spoken with him, there was no indication that he was planning to go anywhere. In fact he was
deeply engaged in all the projects in the church and community and spoke confidently about
future initiatives; despite his unanticipated transfer, the church and community center, led by the
motivated youth group and their families, continued their work without the priest’s presence.
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Learning about the civic activities of this church before becoming familiarized with St. John’s
community actions highlighted the idea that every parish and its membership choose their own
level of civic engagement. St. John’s civic engagement was decidedly low.
A notable structural difference between the suburban church and St. John’s was the
quantity and class of their members. The suburban church had a relatively small membership,
less than fifty. They were mostly working class and brown and black. The suburban church also
did not compete with multiple other churches in its immediate vicinity. St. John’s consisted of
mostly local, working class, brown and black families but also had some middle-class members
who had moved out of the barrio but habitually return to attend mass. Although St. John’s is an
admired staple of the neighborhood and has positive relationships with neighboring churches,
according to people at both the UCKG and Ilê Axé and non-affiliated locals, it was also in the
center of city with larger Catholic churches surrounding it. Its future was dependent on
maintaining members and steady donations, especially its middle class adherents. Where St.
John’s had to provide its own space for events, much of which was still under construction, the
suburban church had strong alliances with community organizations, like the local school and the
community center, and hosted events at low to no cost.
When asked directly about why there were no other community projects offered at St.
John’s, both the priest and Larissa told me that they lacked the volunteers with extra time needed
to organize and facilitate other projects. However, many of the church elders, who organized
occasional bake sales, prayer groups and coordinated church events, told me that they had free
time but often spent it volunteering with other Catholic churches and organizations around the
city. Location seemed to be a key factor in the differences between St. John’s and the suburban
church. Being so close to the center of a large city meant that St. John’s adherents could travel to
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larger, established Catholic institutions, like Catholic hospitals and food banks, rather than
organize new smaller initiatives that would compete with the social services already being
offered by Catholic organizations around the city.
In interviews adherents expressed that they felt having a space for in-group communal
events was an essential part of church activities, nurturing their religious beliefs and expressing a
shared Catholic ethic more so than engaging in civic activities. For example, Larissa explained
St. John’s strengths as internal engagement rather than community engaement.
Look I've been Catholic since I was born. I've never had experiences in any other
religion. And so my life is inside of here. I'm so in love what I do here in my parish. I can
say that [the parish] offers me a good relationship with my friends, a good community.
Not always. Sometimes there are problems because our relationships are human but what
I can say about here is that I feel a strong sense of family here.
St. John’s does not just preach the importance of community, but as Larissa points out, it
“offers” adherents the opportunity and space to cultivate such relationships. Ideologically, Jornal
São Salvador and sermons emphasized continuities between the sacred and mundane life. The
priest’s sermons often stressed values from liberation theology like equality and justice. The
sensuous aspects of St. John’s rituals specifically though holding hands, moving and praying in
unison and through impromptu sing-a-longs are affective experiences that nurtured a “feeling” of
connection and family between adherents. Sensuous connections culminated in the Saturday
music classes, which gave adherents and families a space and an activity to bond over and
strengthen in-church relationships. St. John’s civic religiosity centered on supporting the
“feeling” of community and equality between members and their families. Through the familial
music classes, St. John’s spiritualized personal behaviors as an expression of religious moral
value yet, perhaps ironically, these values were maintained specifically within the group, never
actively targeting the greater community.
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Ilê Axé: Social Projects
One of the first things I learned about Ilê Axé’s community service is that they prefer to
refer to it as “social projects.” In an interview with Renato each time I mentioned “community
service” he would correct me saying, “our social projects…” I quickly adapted to their preferred
language. Ilê Axé’s regular social projects included educating community members on their legal
rights once a month. The events were held in secular spaces like a local university and would
start with Renato, an expert in Human Rights Law, disseminating information about
discrimination laws, police interactions and civil rights. After an hour-long lecture there would
be a question and answer session. The event would end with some volunteers, usually younger
initiates, non-initiated supporters of the terreiro or Renato’s wife encouraging people to share the
information they had just received with the rest of the community. Renato would also stay after
to speak with people personally about any legal questions they had.
Other social projects enacted while I was in the field, which were always open to people
from any religious background, sought to support the community through food drives, clothing
drives, protest organizing and information sessions concerning police violence in the community.
The social projects also consisted of co-organizing an annual march against religious intolerance
in partnership with other terreiros in the city. The number of Candomblé affiliates in institutions
of higher education and involved in political activism throughout the city made certain social
projects a practical tool for sharing adherents’ skills and expertise with the community. In fact,
those who organized and facilitated social projects were rarely iawos or anyone actively involved
in the daily chores at the terreiro. It makes sense that ogans, ikejis and other less active members
were the facilitators of social projects as they historically had the “free” time to act on behalf of
the terreiro in the community.
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Intuitive Empowerment
In an interview with Joseph Levy, French anthropologist Laplantine described his
initiation into Candomblé as,
Absolutely not by the book, not intellectual, but tactile, olfactory, musical, chromatic and
above all alimentary. It is based on a system of precise correspondences between the
personality [orí] of each [apprentice] and the cosmos, in its various components: food,
colors, perfumes, and musical sounds. Living in ignorance of this harmony is to falsify
one’s life and to risk falling sick, according to the adepts of Candomblé. An accord is
therefore sought between the singular personality of each one and the cosmos in
community [with others] [Laplantine 2015: ix]
As suggested by Laplantine and previously stated, Candomblé ideology emphasizes
forms of knowing or acquiring knowledge that are “not [always] by the book.” This includes
knowledge garnered through the senses and through intuition as signified by the double-headed
orí, the importance of dreams and significance of percussive communication. These alternative
forms of knowledge often motivate adherent actions as well; for instance, many adherents are led
to initiation through esoteric dreams. Ilê Axé’s social projects reflect this ideological emphasis
on intuitive forms of knowing and building a sense of community that extends into the greater
community as well. The notion of social projects seeks to target the greater community counter
to St. John’s focus on (in)gagement.
What does it mean, however, that Ilê Axé’s social projects promoted intuitive forms of
knowing? Social inequalities are often perpetuated through the lack of resources and stifling of
information. Providing access to otherwise obscured information could be interpreted as a mode
of empowerment, albeit a more social and cognitive empowerment than the effects of providing
material resources. The human rights and discrimination social projects provided a unique space
in Brazil; Ilê Axé’s social projects provided a space where community members could identify
and speak with others about instances of discrimination. Unlike spaces aligned with conventional
racial democracy discourse, like St. John’s and UCKG, in this local university setting community
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members were invited to examine their daily experiences and build a legal competency for
responding to issues of injustice. Historically, Candomblé has always been a space for
challenging the hegemonic norms of society; since the time period when confraternities and
terreiros nurtured slave rebellions, povos-de-santo have challenged injustice through activism
and politics. In the words of Laplantine, civil religion in Candomblé consists of creating “an
accord… between the singular… the cosmos [and]…community” by merging what “feels right”
with a particular worldview of community members’ legal rights. Offering social projects to help
community members intuit “right” from “wrong” interactions, influenced attendants to shift their
perceptions and intuition while experiencing social stratifications in a so-called racial
democracy.
Ilê Axé’s sensibility towards intuition, orí wisdom and other forms of knowledge
supports a tendency, expressed through community service initiatives, to privilege civic actions
seeking to create change from inside out (following the movement of intuition or from within the
legal system). Calling the community service initiatives “social projects” was insightful in that
the actions were indeed social; they sought to build a community-wide social consciousness by
providing information that could transform community members’ perceptions of injustice to no
longer rely on racial democracy and downplay instances of discrimination. Social projects
politicize the personal and use providing access to legal information as a bridge between both
social and spiritual fields, hinging on the importance of intuition. In this sense, social projects
sought to make even the perceptual political.
Renato peaked my interest and became the focus of more extensive interviewing because
he was a law professor, activist, and practitioner who was introduced to the terreiro in 1999
through a social project. In the beginning, he had been invited to speak to young people in the
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community about the importance of knowing the law as it pertains to racism and human rights.
Fifteen years later and initiated as a son of Xango, he explained to me that, “in a so-called racial
democracy, talking about experiencing marginalization or racism in a state that declares itself
race-less is very complicated.” However, through the educational and legal system, practitioners
have found a way to point to tangible inequalities and vie for change that racial democracy
discourse has stifled in the social realm. Through xirê, which emphasizes the importance of
reciprocal community relations, and orí, which safeguards free choice when adherents are faced
with life dilemmas, Candomblé encourages adherents to gather information from various sources
and make the best choices they can. The ideologies and sensuous practices of tending to altars,
learning percussive patterns, preparing your body to be mounted are expressed through
Candomblé’s notion of civil religion. The social project is an expression of civil religion through
its layering of what is spiritually “right” with social and civic rights, of which the measure is
defined by what intuitively feels right.
UCKG: Recruiting People of the Community
The UCKG, as the newest of the three institutions, has used their newness as a stimulant
for gaining converts by linking their ideologies and moral values to community service activities
from its inception. The church had a number of community service projects they proudly
publicized on a large bulletin board inside. The most active initiatives while I was in the field
included: A Gente da Comunidade [People of the Community] and Força Jovem [Youth Power].
The People of the Community consisted of drug rehabilitation work, weekly hospital
visits and an elderly support group. All these different activities were integrated under one
umbrella, The People of the Community, in order to make the most of a large volunteer pool, in
which members could engage in different kinds of activities without mandatory attendance. I
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tried to attend at least one session of each service initiative but outsiders were strictly forbidden
from attending the drug rehabilitation sessions. I was, however, allowed to follow the obreiros, in
their matching t-shirts, as they recruited new UCKG members by spreading the word of Jesus
and scouting for potential drug addicts willing to undergo rehabilitation. The bi-weekly trips
consisted of handing out newspapers and flyers in the “drug-infested areas” of the community.
We would leave the main road and go down narrow staircases descending into areas commonly
referred to as favelas. I was told strictly to never leave the group and reminded regularly how
dangerous it was for me, not being a part of the community, to be walking through these areas.
We would walk down skinny pathways and steep hills and greet young people, old people and
playing children. People would be standing around in the concrete corners or in front of bare
homes, conversing with neighbors and we’d give them newspapers and leave flyers inviting them
to church; they mostly smiled or just nodded. The group would also make sure to leave papers
beside anyone laying down or half asleep on the side of the ground.
The weekly hospital visits consisted of visiting and praying with sick UCKG members
and some non-UCKG Christians at the local hospitals. The elderly support group was held once a
week after Sunday afternoon church sessions. The group consisted of about six elderly church
members organizing their own events, like fundraisers or shows. Pastor Lucas explained to me
that the program was fairly new and that the group was formed in response to “an epidemic of
depression” as the older UCKG members dealt with strained familial relationships and feeling
detached and alienated from being home alone. The pastors and members alike described the
support group as a “healthier alternative to putting our elders in an elderly home [azilo or
asylum].”
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Força Jovem, or Youth Empowerment, met twice weekly. Attendance would fluctuate
between five to fifteen of the local church adolescents. As I sat in on their sessions, I realized
that it was the only time I heard young people’s voices in the UCKG, let alone heard them lead
prayers in the church. Moreover, it was one of the few times I had heard women leading prayers
from the altar as well. The youth group meetings lasted about an hour. They were led by Pastor
Lucas, the youngest of the pastors. After the initial prayer done by whatever person Pastor Lucas
called on that day, the next thirty minutes were usually dedicated to icebreakers and playing
trivia games. Then the group would work on organizing events, for example, hosting a clothing
and food drive for local schools or practicing a song and dance to be performed at the Cathedral.
All Youth Empowerment session would end with about fifteen minutes of prayer led again by
either Pastor Lucas or one of the attendees.
However, despite all of these programs, I want to focus on the drug rehabilitation aspect
of community service because according to adherent interviews, drugs and drug use were the
most important of all issues in the neighborhood. In fact, throughout fieldwork, adherents from
St. John's, Ilê Axé and even non-affiliated community members often pointed out that drugs
were a definite problem and that the UCKG does a lot of the drug rehabilitation work in the
community. Having accompanied the obreiros on their missions, I could see why people in the
neighborhood cited the UCKG specifically for that work. We went out in matching, pristine,
white collared t-shirts with “UCKG” printed on them, with stacks of flyers and newspapers inhand, walking through dusty local streets and alleyways offering newspapers, flyers, prayers and
water to anyone who seemed sick, old, visibly poor, high and sometimes to people who asked for
a newspaper or water. The obreiros stood out against the urban landscape; they were a group of
people in slacks, pencil skirts, matching shirts and dress shoes going right into parts of the
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neighborhood that outsiders avoided. Whether or not any of the people I watched accept flyers
ever returned to the church for a rehabilitation session, I could never confirm. I never noticed a
face from a street run with The People of the Community in church for a session; however, many
obreiros would, after handing a flyer to someone, turn to me to say some version of, “I feel it.
That one will be coming into church soon.”
Drugs, Converts and Neoliberalism
Drug rehabilitation initiatives were the most popular community service initiatives in the
UCKG. Drugs as a rhetorical and discursive theme where pervasive throughout my time in the
field. Whether in Folha Universal articles, casual conversations or in interviews, drugs were a
significant part of conversion stories at the UCKG. Anti-drug initiatives were also an important
component of the UCKG and built into the structure of every UCKG church. It is the first
initiative listed on the UCKG website and most issues of Folha Universal have a mention of
drugs and drug rehabilitation as either a testimony, confessional article or framed as a national
issue. The consistent quest to rid Brazil of its drug problem, a problem, according to the UCKG,
the state cannot and does not properly address, is a defining part of what the UCKG does.
Drug awareness has been a part of national discourse and governance Brazil since the
1940s when Brazilian legislators passed Article 281 banning the import and export with intent to
sell, use or hold “numbing substances” [substância entorpecente] (Dieter 2011: 112). While the
use of illegal drugs has been denounced, in practice drugs and alcohol continue to impact
Brazilian society in mostly negative ways, even contributing to making Brazil one of the world’s
most violent nations (Miraglia n.d.). The UCKG is not alone in its assessment that the drug
problem in Brazil is a glaring example of some of the state’s failure. Researchers (e.g., Dieter
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2011: 116) and my informants also noted the “impotence” of the Brazilian state in addressing
issues such as drug trafficking and drug use.
Drug discourse and community actions, were expressly linked in the UCKG. In fact, the
majority adherents, through interviews, used the language of individualism and neoliberalism to
make claims that converting to the UCKG changed their own or someone else’s life in the face
of addiction. Much of adherent neoliberal discourse also hinged on the importance of opportunity
and choice—i.e. how converting to the UCKG changes lives, changes financial situations and
changes adherents’ sense of self.
So they [my parents] met here 23 years ago and have been married for 20 years so I was
born in the Universal Church. And, oh my God, it was the best thing for me because I
avoided learning about the bad things that the world presents today. For example, my
parents taught me to obey and not to lie. I learned many things that, in the world, I
wouldn’t have learned like to respect others, and things like that. Still even in the church,
we come to a part of our lives where you are curious to know what is outside but we
learn, we see that the world is- has destruction, misery, discord and disgrace that makes
us think of God who is offering us love, affection, care, prosperity, life changes and we
choose him for a better path. He can make you happy, get rid of every pain, every
burning, every anchor. He makes new people, new creatures, so I got to a point in my life
where I decided to choose. Thank God I chose the church. I chose the right path. Today I
am here helping youths like me get out of the world of drugs, prostitution and it has been
marvelous because we see life changes, see youth that were drug traffickers turn into
great men of God. Total life changes in families and in their personal lives. I see girls
who prostituted, who sold their body, become women of God, wives of one man. This
difference is rewarding. I know that God lives, that I Love God, and the Universal
Church is the best thing that has happened in my life. [Nayara 2013; author’s emphasis]
Q: What's the process like to become an obreiro [helper]?
A: There is—to be an obreiro [helper] you have to do what? You have to have a straight
life, you have to be an honest person, you can't owe anything to anyone, you have to
conduct yourself well in your neighborhood, at your college, at your school. You have to
be a person who does not give off bad vibes, understand? A person who is completely
correct—for your age, understand? And after that, there are other factors like that you
have to evangelize, win souls for Jesus, understand? You have to speak of your love for
God. After that, you also need to listen to the preaching, listen to the souls, you need to
always be involved with things going on in the church and then after this whole process,
we receive the Holy Spirit which is the actual spirit of God to strengthen us in order to
effect change onto others. [Débora 2014: my emphasis]
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Neoliberalism is also present in each narrative’s concern for converting drug users and
prostitutes into working husbands and “wives of one man.” Specifically, the UCKG offers its
adherents an out from Brazil’s most insidious and accessible economic industries: drug
trafficking and prostitution. Adherents consistently pointed out the ways in which the UCKG
changed their lives, both personally and economically. I suggest that the UCKG offers adherents
the potential for a particular type of political change as well.

Figure 25: Folha Universal 2017
“Civic action reaches an isolated area of Pará”
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Figure 26: Folha Universal 2017
“People of the Community promote social action in Rondônia”

Using the concept of civil religion to draw attention to the overlap between religious and
civic realms, I observed that the UCKG has built into its structure, roles and norms, discourses
and actions that justify its presence in a “foreign” or traditionally Catholic market. Therefore,
every expression of civic religiosity that is visible is privileged (e.g. the neighborhood raids for
drug addicts or the newspaper articles above) because it supports the individualist notion that
state support is inadequate and success must come from individuals and God, preferably with
direction from the UCKG. Direct connections to the Holy Spirit and receiving its gifts reinforce
the feeling that God, through the UCKG, is the omnipotent agent of all things, the personal, the
political and all civic or business acts.
As Débora explained,
God had been orienting me. He had already put this orientation in my heart. To study law
I had to ask God for orientation. I did it just like Solomon did. Solomon is a king and
whenever he had an important decision to make he always asked for divine orientation.
So I ask for divine orientation to make my decisions so that I don't fall on my face or face
disappointment. So everything that God orients me towards, I do. And my studies were
oriented solely by God.
In terms of civil religiosity, the UCKG re-imagines citizenry as spiritual consumers and
spiritual clients. Therefore, the moral values implicit in the UCKG community actions sustain its
objective to reshape religious persons into ideal neoliberal citizens: “financially successful,”
“wives of one man,” “respected in society” or in the words of neoliberal expert Ong,
“disciplined,” “efficient” and “optimized” (Ong 2006: 3).
Conclusion
How people think of themselves racially, ethnically or religiously, strongly influences
how they see themselves as citizens, how they perceive their rights and obligations and
how they participate in the public sphere and why. [Levitt 2008: 786].
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Community service initiatives at St. John’s, Ilê Axé and the UCKG can be seen as a
reflection of certain values and ideologies that are privileged by each religious group and its
adherents. Using the concept of civic religion, this chapter highlights the correlations between
community actions and religious ideologies, suggesting that religious values are often intricately
tied to issues of competition, power, inequality and cultural citizenship in the state.
The UCKG’s faith-based community actions sought to gain new converts by both
broadcasting and mending the ineffectiveness of the state. St. John’s sought to maintain
membership and tighten its in-group community by offering familial music classes; meanwhile
Ilê Axé sought to facilitate greater social change by informing community members of their legal
rights and seeking to alter community members’ perspective on socio-political issues intuitively.
Looking at the three institutions’ religious service initiatives simultaneously suggests that all
three churches’ community service actions were influenced by their sense of belonging in the
nation-state.
While the three churches consisted of Brazilian citizens with full legal rights, each
religious space was actively engaged in a “discussion, and a struggle over, the meaning and
scope of membership in the community in which [they] live…” both locally and nationally (Hall
et al. 1996: 175). Brazilian Catholics, Neo-Pentecostals, and Candomblé practitioners seemed to
desire more than the rights, opportunities, and protections of legal citizenship; they wanted a
lasting sense of belonging. They all strove to attain or maintain the promise of cultural
citizenship—equity and the ability to influence one's destiny by having a voice in basic
decisions.
As neoliberalism converges with Neo-Pentecostal growth and the Brazilian tourism
industry seeks to privilege one marketable image of blackness in Brazil, distinct pressures are
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being placed on black Brazilians of all religious affiliations. The choice to be the traditional
Brazilian Catholic, to convert to the UCKG and become “optimized” and crente, or to assert an
overtly politicized Afro-Brazilian identity is not just a personal choice, but also a choice that is
connected to national politics. Privileging a Christian identity over a racial identity connects St.
John’s and the UCKG adherents to a diverse and growing global community of constituents (it is
called the Universal Church after all) and is also a way to distinguish black UCKG constituents
from the politicized images and actions of black practitioners of Candomblé. In this way,
Catholics and Neo-Pentecostals are engaging and reproducing a historic and hegemonic
Brazilian discourse on identity, the racial democracy, and disidentifying with racially conscious
and politicized rhetoric. In contrast, povos-de-santos’ political stances are often criticized as a
disingenuous appropriation of Western ideals and U.S. civil rights rhetoric. Brazilian NeoPentecostals placing religious identity over racial identity by can be viewed as reproducing
national values by adhering to the discursive mandates of racial democracy. Catholics, on the
other hand, enjoy social and cultural privileges but must also adapt to growing competition.
Aligning Catholic hegemony with Brasilidade neutralizes some parishes’ political potential
under the pressure to maintain popularity. St. John’s is more cautious and less likely to engage in
political and civic actions because it needs to maintain members of different classes despite its
ideological emphasis on equality and justice.
Linking good citizens to good Christians through neoliberal ideals and Catholic
hegemony simultaneously reconstructs and marks others, specifically practitioners of
Candomblé, as bad citizens, citizens who place blame on the State and reject national discourses
on race and racism. While the Catholic Church is diverse in its expressions of civil religion, the
UCKG is in an ideal position to benefit from Christian hegemony while inserting itself in
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national politics. As such, recent years have seen an increase in Neo-Pentecostal influence in
national politics, evident by the UCKG’s Brazilian Republican Party, Rio’s current UCKG
affiliated Mayor and the pivotal role the evangelical “Bible Block” plays in Brazil’s Congress.
These new visible political advances ground the UCKG in seemingly real opportunities for
growth of UCKG adherents at both a personal and political level.
Perhaps as Comaroff suggests, an increasingly neoliberal world produces both “appetite
and impossibility” (Comaroff 2009: 26). The Brazilian tourism industry’s push to sell
Candomblé as so-called authentic, Afro-Brazil has further othered Candomblé spaces, creating
more appetite for equity, but straining the political relations needed to effect a true racial
democracy. UCKG adherents have a healthy appetite for access to the middle and upper classes;
however, without clear political strategies and discourses addressing the structural issues
inhibiting distribution of wealth, including class disparities along color lines both within the
church and throughout Brazil, the opportunities poor adherents are looking for are limited to
joining the global network of pastors. Meanwhile, Catholic adherents are both confined and
legitimated by their privileged status, finding it difficult to effect change with so much
ideological variation between parishes and the pressure of religious competition. However, faith
and “appetite” converge as adherents of all religious backgrounds continue to dedicate time,
money and their lives to studying words of faith, living faithfully and facilitating community
service actions that they hope will better their lives.
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CONCLUSION: RELATIONSHIPS, VALUES AND THE FUTURE OF MULTI-FAITH
COMMUNITIES
Broadly stated, this dissertation set out to examine how religion works. Drawing from
both Durkheim and Fields’ (1995) and Geertz’s (1973) definitions of religion, I stated that
religion works by distinguishing what is sacred from what is profane, targeting adherents’
knowledge and beliefs systems, drawing on feelings and motivating certain moods and actions.
Specifically, this dissertation sought to understand how religious institutions influence adherents
ideologically and morally and how adherents internalize these pressures and express them
through community actions. How religion works, thus was reinterpreted instead as, how is
religious influence articulated? According to the findings of this study and the literature on
religion, religious influence is articulated through discourse, feeling, identity and service.
What sets this dissertation apart from other studies of religious influence is its inclusion
of moral values (Wong 2014), its embodied approach to understanding religion and its use of
“civil religion” (Winzeler 2012). All articulations of religious influence (i.e. discourse, identity,
feeling and community service) were comprehended as expressions of moral values or socially
prescribed notions of right, wrong and oughts that include both moral intention and moral
objectives.
Using an embodied approach in this study bridged epistemological gaps between spirit
and body, reasserting (in accordance with some recent studies) that the body is a central aspect of
how religious knowledge, experience and moods are acquired and expressed. Furthermore, the
use of embodiment literature encouraged including feeling in this dissertation to bring the body,
the mind and the spirits into explicit conversation.
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Civil religion emerged as an aspect of moral value where by things that were right and
unconditionally ought, or sacred, were investigated for their continuations into civil and secular
domains of society. The aims and objectives of faith-based community service and civic actions
in this study were interpreted as evidence of the subsequent results of moral and ideological
intentions. Ultimately I argued that civil religion is an aim of all religious institutions; however,
the scope and approach religious institutions and adherents take to extend their notions of the
sacred onto the civil and secular realm, specifically through community actions, differs
according to issues of belonging and cultural citizenship. Put another way, inequalities in cultural
and social benefits, legal rights and aspects of belonging in the state has a significant effect on all
religious institutions and subsequently, their adherents’ civic and religious actions.
Discourse
First, to describe how religious institutions influence adherents morally and ideologically,
I examined religious discourses. The literature on religious influence had already revealed a
connection between religious institutions and their use and pursuit of power through ideology
and discourse. In regard to understanding religious ideology, utilizing both Althusserian (1971)
and Foucauldian (1974) analyses allowed this study to consider institutionalized influences and
the reactions, contentions and rejections of its effects. Examining and comparing religious
sermons, religious newspapers and Candomblé ritual song lyrics and itans suggested that
religious institutions advance particular ideologies to distinguish themselves in a competitive
religious marketplace and provide parameters for ideal belief, identities and behaviors. For
example, highlighting the UCKG’s sermon on “four types of people” revealed key aspects of
UCKG’s individualist ideology and the importance of engaging in both visible and invisible
practices of faith. The sermon at St. John’s on “Godly posture,” I argued, revealed Jesuit
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influence in Brazilian Catholicism and its objective to bring Catholic identity and engaged
practices into popular and secular spaces. Candomblé’s creation itan was included to reveal how
sacred symbols were meant to guide adherents toward a particular worldview and relations
centered on the xirê or wheel and the two headed orí between the human and spiritual realm. I
concluded that most discourses of faith contributed to and reinforced the parameters of what
institutions considered to be ideal religious beliefs, practices and expressions of religious
identity.
Examining newspapers and sermons as institutionalized ideologies and as a top-down
form of influence respectively, I suggested that the UCKG was overtly concerned with winning
converts while St. John’s was more interested in deepening member engagement. Certain
discourses, newspapers in particular, were a strong expression of moral value in that they held
ideological intentions, such as prescribing ideal beliefs, practices and identities, and sought to
yield particular results, such as gaining new converts or increasing attendance by deepening
engagements in religious and secular events. How successful newspapers are in inciting and
deepening membership is a question for further research, perhaps through the use of surveys and
interviews with newspaper readership.
Feeling
How adherents internalize institutional influences was explored in Chapter 4 “Living
Faithfully.” Employing a more Foucauldian approach, I reflected on how religious adherents
navigated ideological influence, experiencing religion through feeling and through identity
maintenance. Identity was examined as presentations of faith and performances of faith, which
were squarely situated in particular religious moral value systems. However, as other analysts
have pointed out, religious ideology was not the only ideology making bids on religious
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adherents’ identities. Other social phenomena, such as nationalism, gender and race, impacted
informants’ beliefs, practices and identity formations as well.
The chapter commenced with an examination of feelings, what the majority of adherents
expressed had the greatest influence in their religious and moral lives. Having previously
connected moral values to Haidt’s (2001) social intuitionist argument, I illustrated how a
sensuous habitus was formed through religious rituals in each institution. I then connected each
institutions targeted use of the senses to the ideologies previously discussed in the “Words of
Faith” chapter. I highlighted how religious institutions use the senses through ritual acts to
reinforce ideological and moral values. For instance, sound held an important but different
purpose in each space. In St. John’s, harmonic church songs and impromptu sing-a-longs to
samba served as a sonic mode of unification. At the UCKG, loud, individualized prayers and
songs shouted in dissonance prepared adherents for direct and personalized connections to the
Holy Spirit. In Ilê Axé, rapid and repetitive patterns of percussion and ritual songs signified a
direct connection to the spiritual realm through an alternative value and communication system.
By including “feeling,” this study attempts to use the senses to bridge epistemological
gaps between mind and body, belief and practice, and bring the realm of the unseen into an
examination of the material and social world. Drawing on sensuous ethnographic data, I suggest
that religious institutions use the senses in ritual acts to reinforce certain ideological and moral
beliefs and practices, which foster a sense of belonging and faith. In other words, the feeling
supports the notion of sincere and unconditional belief for adherents. Parsing out the differences
in theory and social experience relating to the senses, intuition and cognition of senses would be
an exciting next step for research in anthropology of the senses.
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Identity
The next facet of religious experience investigated was religious identity; religious
identity was examined by highlighting religious bodies and religious habitus through
presentations and performances of faith. In this section, I sought to offer a balanced examination
of institutionally sanctioned religious expressions alongside adherents’ personalized expressions
of faith. Presentations, in particular, demonstrated how institutions sought to distinguish
themselves through their adherents’ bodies. At the UCKG, men and women were expected to
dress modestly and in business attire both inside and outside the church. At Ilê Axé, adherents’
roles or phase of initiation determined their presentations in the terreiro. Outside of the terreiro
however, adherents confronted the stigma of practicing Candomblé and had to choose whether to
show or hide their religious adornments. Those who openly wore their orixás necklaces often
embraced other stigmatized African cultural markers as well such as wearing turbans, afros,
braids, locs. Unlike the UCKG and Ilê Axé, St. John’s did not openly enforce any sartorial
dictates on its adherents. Both in church and on the street, St. John’s members wore anything
from slacks to board shorts. The chapter highlighted that all religious identities require
embodying a particular religious habitus; adherents have to “learn to make the appropriate bodily
gestures and facial expressions during religious ceremonies [and] acquire the proper… quality of
voice for speaking and singing in church or terreiro ” and these performances of faith were
scrutinized openly and implicitly by religious leaders, others adherents, and by an adherents’
own consience or Divine gaze (Selka 2007: 125).
Religious institutions enter into ethnic and racial politics by sustaining group identities as
well. UCKG adherents presented as entrepreneurial men and their modest wives. Candomblé
adherents were often viewed as self-segregating, politicized, Afrocentrics and Catholics assumed
the identity of conventional soccer and beach-loving Brazilians. Imagined and idealized religious
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identities were organized and recognized in the cultural milieu; however, by whom and to what
ends?
Moreover, actual adherent identities contained much more complexity and nuance than
these oversimplified tropes allow. Débora, a self-proclaimed negra, female, evangelical, law
student, for instance, highlighted an understudied expression of religious and ethnic hybridity in
Brazil, black Evangelicals. While analyses of religious identity can be exhaustive, I chose instead
to fold the insectionality of religion, race, gender, and hybridity into a mini-case study on three
young, female, religious adherents, Débora, Yasmin and Larissa. Comparing their contrasting
religious beliefs with their similar racial and gender identities highlighted the nuances and
tensions within the notion of cultural and racial heterogeneity and hybridity of which Brazil is
known. In a similar vein, the innocuous sign of hybrid religious traditions and the performance
of collective avoidance at St. John’s festival highlighted the normalization of contradiction and
tension among the structure and sacramental values of Catholicism, Jesuit and liberation
theology influence in Brazil. The sign of hybrid religious traditions in St. John’s also reaffirmed
the link between Catholic identity and Brasilidade by yielding a performance where ambiguity is
treated as normal through acts of avoidance. Investigations of patterns of ambiguity and discord
not related to race and syncretism in Brazil would be a significant next step for scientific
examination.
Performances of faith came to their fullest expressions through audience participation.
Again, if identity is expressed as a moral value, it must seek to do something. I argued that
performances of faith sought to draw the audiences into their specific moral framework. Citing
Goffman et al.’s (1997) theory of sincerity and using a reflexive approach, I considered how
performances of faith were altered by their audience, in this case the distant gaze of an American
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anthropologist, and how adherents sought to mitigate the distance between us, with me being on
the proverbial wall, through dramatized performances drawing on sincerity and shame.
Admittedly this study does not delve into the nuances of theories of sincerity and shame;
however, the relationship between religious performances and notions of sincerity already has its
own literature.
Service
Drawing from my previous analysis of the organization of the biopolitics implicit in
religious identities and presentations and performances of faith, I sought to answer how religious
influence is expressed through community actions. Stemming from the biopolitical tropes
previously noted (entrepreneurial men and their modest wives, self-segregating, politicized,
Afrocentrics and conventional soccer and beach-loving Brazilians) faith-based service initiatives
were analyzed as an expression of civil religion and a reflection of each religious institution’s
history in the nation. One of this dissertation’s main contentions is that religion is intimately
connected to the state. I argued that gaining members and deepening member engagement fueled
religious competition between certain institutions. Focusing on service acts, I highlighted that
religious competition was also a product of each institution’s attempt to gain legitimacy, rights
and a sense of cultural belonging in the nation.
I drew on the concept of civil religion to analyze the aims of community service actions
in each institution and illuminate the complex relationships between states, communities and
religious groups in a competitive, multi-faith environment. I specified that service initiatives
signified the overlap between sacred, secular and civil domains in belief and practice and that
cultural citizenship, or the inequalities in cultural and social benefits, legal rights and aspects of
state belonging has a significant effect on institutions and their adherents. The UCKG’s
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extensive drug rehabilitation initiative reinforces individualist and neoliberal values that lessen
the community’s dependence on state welfare. St. John’s avoids overt political acts in the
community focusing instead on deepening intra-group relationships; the music class reinforces
the values of equality and unity between adherents who then used that reinforcement to endure
daily discriminations and community violence. Ilê Axé’s community service actions draw on the
education and skills of particular Candomblé members to advance social and political awareness
in the community; information sessions not only inform community members of their legal rights
but seek to alter attendees perspectives on discrimination and socio-political issues by centering
feeling and intuition, rather than the logic of Racial Democracy, in their assessments of what
constitues injustice. Each institution was engaged in a struggle for legitimacy and belonging and
it was expressed according to each institution’s history and objective in the nation. The UCKG
promotes limited state intervention in communities and businesses; instead, they enourage
citizens to look for alternative institutions like the UCKG to support their families. St. John’s
addresses social and political frustrations internally rather than through pointing blame at the
state. Ilê Axé challenges social and political inequalities through activism and the judicial
system.
The study concludes that attempts to gain and maintain cultural citizenship in Brazil are
playing out through religious competition among local institutions that offer varying ideas of
ideal lives and opportunities that working class, brown and black religious adherents choose to
pursue. Findings show that adherents, in spite of their religious differences, are motivated to act
by the same impetus and for similar goals but use different religious modes. I suggest that the
surge in UCKG membership among poor, black and brown populations is not due merely to its
neoliberal global appeal, but due to the belief that the UCKG provides a safer avenue for

232

marginalized adherents to achieve personal, professional and political success. Candomblé’s
povos-de-santo and Brazilian Catholics are also motivated by the allure of personal, professional
and political success; however, only the UCKG is supported by the legitimacy of Christianity,
racial democracy and techno-centric, neoliberal ideologies as well. Combined with their
politicized, individualist discourse, the UCKG offers Afro-Brazilians an enticing path towards
spiritual and material advancement. In the future, more research will be needed to track the
social, political and financial advances of poor, black and brown UCKG adherents in relation to
their white and middleclass counterparts.
Speaking to the literature correlating religious actions with civic actions, I note that in
only two out of the three institutions (the UCKG and Ilê Axé) was heightened religious
engagement in the church indicative of heightened civic engagement. Candomblé was structured
so that regular civic actions could only come from engaged, but non-central terreiro members. In
contrast, at St. John’s heightened church engagement was not linked to heightened civic
engagement, nor did the parish nurture any avenues towards heightened civic actions if that
interest rose in the community.
Having concluded that religion is closely tied to state and religious institutions are often
engaged in a struggle for legitimacy and the benefits of cultural belonging, it seems appropriate
to ask why this study matters? What do we gain from knowing that Brazilian Catholics, NeoPentecostals and povos-de-santo are equally influenced by the struggle to acquire cultural capital
and establish a greater sense of belonging for themselves and their institutions?
This study affirms that there can be ideological differences between religious groups
who, nevertheless, share moral aims and civil objectives. Highlighting the similarities between
religious institutions in this study illuminates some prospective grounds for building inter-faith
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initiatives around community issues in the future. I was encouraged to take on this study because
I believe that investigating religious expressions of service and empathy across institutions can
suggest an approach for supporting inter-faith intiatives and social change. According to the data
of this study, there is space and flexibility in religious experience, if not in ideology, to foster
inter-faith objectives around issues pertinent to field participants such as drugs, violence, income
instability, access to jobs and education, issues of racial discrimination and misogyny. While
religious identities are layered and complex, moral values between the three institutions and their
adherents sometimes aligned. Moreover, religious institutions’ ability to tap into adherents’
feelings has a direct impact on adherent moral reasoning and intuition-based decisions (Haidt
2001). Fiske and Rai’s (2014) virtuous violence theory argued that people often use violence to
keep certain types relationships intact and then justify the use of violence morally. According to
this study, emphasizing shared moral values across religious institutions may also be harnessed
to instigate actions; however, for the betterment of residents in multi-faith communities.
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